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Foreword


Translated by me from its original Navian, this tome showcases the heart-pounding adventures of Saffa Nightwind, my mighty daughter, and her associates. Be prepared for these detailed descriptions on the page: strong language, intense and gory battles, explicit consensual sex, soft femdom, dark rituals, torture, frightful encounters, horrifying scenarios.
Those who may be sensitive, take note as you join the fight for freedom.
— Ishethra, former Demon Lord of the Underworld
P.S. If you want to look something up, please see the glossary at banewar.com/glossary.
Prologue
Year 19299, Yava


In Nightwind, inside her royal suite at Tenebres Castle, eight-year-old Saffa reflected on her first day of Institute . All children with magic attended until age twenty because of constant threats of invasion from the nation of Bratgon, their eastern neighbor. Upon graduation, they entered the army. Ishethra, her mother, had instituted the mandate ninety years ago.
Institute happened just north of the castle in Nightwind’s enchanted forest, by a field used for battle practice. Saffa loved being out in the wild, and fighting, especially against boys, so this was perfect. She’d met her squad, a four-person team she would train with for the next thirteen years.
Soren, a shy boy who could move stuff with his mind, apparently. He had the messiest brown hair, like uncut grass, and wouldn’t look her in the eye, no matter how hard Saffa tried to make contact. Kat, a girl who could heal by touch, or so she said before getting lost staring at the clouds for hours. And Lech, a boy in black who teased Soren about his dusty robes and tried to wrestle him. Saffa punched Lech in the face. He kicked her in the knee. Things got bad, then their mentor  broke it up. Saffa vowed to always protect Soren.
All day, Saffa couldn’t stop thinking about Mother’s promise to share a Dread War bedtime story. In blue and gold pajamas, sitting on Mother’s lap, she wiggled with excitement. “Mother, you promised a Dread War story. I’m ready.”
Ishethra brushed Saffa’s hair. “One century ago, the Dread War plagued Yava. Bratgon’s hosts drove west toward Nightwind as unprovoked aggressors.”
The squad learned about Bratgon, led by a King Leonid, who’d recently taken over from King Veles, his father. These men were part of a long lineage of tyrants and a small circle of assholes who abused their populace, largely made of peasants, for their own riches. Or to build deadly machines. Mother hated machines, so Nightwind used magic and martial weapons. “What was in their army?”
“Rabs innumerable—Bratgon’s serfs, forced to serve their oligarchy with manual labor and in war. They used arquebuses and clubs. Behind them, their cruel taskmasters whipped them forward.”
If anyone whipped Saffa, she’d attack them. “They should’ve fought back!”
Ishethra sighed. “Getting people to fight against their masters can be difficult, especially in an organized way.”
Saffa would’ve led a rebellion. “Why’d they invade?”
“They claimed to protect their people from our evil. Truth is, they want our land and resources and have unwarranted hate and fear of our culture. Their dictators have a long history of chasing glory through war. Above all, their motive is driven by power and fear of losing it.”
Mother had taught Saffa since her first memory that most men, above all else, want power. Want control. To dominate. But Saffa would prove those men wrong. She would dominate. “Those are dumb reasons.”
“The dumbest. Besides rabs and their taskmasters, Bratgon’s war machine comprised ballista, bombards, catapults, trebuchets, Zmey, and bronze tanks.”
Saffa had learned about Zmey, three-headed dragons, bred in Bratgon’s mountainous east to destroy and subjugate, but had only seen pictures of tanks, dreaded metal beasts, big machines on tracks with stone-smashing cannons. “How does a tank work?”
“Burning coal, running on steam.” Mother paused her brushing. “Bratgon built them to counter Nightwind’s magic.” Mother’s eyes gleamed like volcanoes. “It’s your destiny to destroy tanks.”
Having made plenty of messes around the castle, Saffa could throw fire and ice but had never figured out how to control it. Regardless, it wouldn’t do much against a tank. Maybe her sword would? “With my sword?”
Ishethra resumed brushing Saffa’s hair. “With your might.”
Saffa imagined herself swinging a super big sword, cutting tanks to pieces, and throwing them around at the enemy. “Where did the battle begin?”
“The war started in our eastern forests. Our lesnik, giant trees, protectors of the forest, fought with ferocity, repelling Bratgon’s first assaults. Unfortunately, relentless hordes burned everything in their path. I helped fight at Marasheart, but the enemy torched the city. We retreated, regrouping here at Tenebres.”
Stream hissed from Saffa’s nostrils as she fumed at these monsters who burned everything. She would burn them one day … as soon as she figured out her magic. “What did you wield, Mother?”
“Soulash.”
“What’s a Soulash? And who fought with you?”
“My golden whip. I use it to spank children who ask too many questions.”
Mother had never spanked Saffa. She and her father, Tariq, were the kindest people she knew. “Really?”
Ishethra winked. “My army comprised human and gnome wizards. Centaurs and vilas completed the mix.”
“I’ve seen centaurs in the castle. What’s a vila?”
“Female custodians of nature, with potent earth magic. Sometimes called dryads. They live in the forests.” Mother’s gaze drifted to the window.
Mother must be thinking about the war. About all the destruction. The slaughter. “Mother, what’s wrong?”
“Bratgon sieged Tenebres for five years.” Tears slipped out as Mother tossed the hairbrush on a nightstand. “In my long life, I’d never seen such carnage.”
Ishethra never cried, at least not in front of Saffa, so it must’ve been awful. Saffa’s eyes bulged. “Five years?”
“Five horrific years. I slew foes with my whip, destroying some machines. Sadly, we couldn’t break the siege. Bratgon expanded their war into Samatria, our southwestern neighbor. They’re the longest-lasting democracy in all Yava.”
Saffa’s squad also learned about Samatria, Nightwind’s ally, their partner in the fight against Bratgon. “Where everyone votes on stuff?”
“Yes. They also have the oldest recorded history on the planet—over nineteen thousand years. Their libraries are vast.”
“Can I go there someday?”
“When the time is right, I’ll send you on a mission there.”
“A mission to fight?”
“To inspire. Now, back to the story. In the foothills of Samatria’s Gleipnir  Mountains, Bratgon harvested the minerals, renowned for their magical and structural applications. Archon Zofiel, magistrate of Samatria, led her warriors to fight them. They rode griffins and unicorns. She’s still Archon.”
Mother used magic to keep herself young and had told Saffa she was over one-hundred years old. “So you’re both ancient? How old are you … exactly?”
Mother scratched Saffa’s back. “Ancient will do for now. Zofiel blew Griffin’s Cry, summoning a tempest to smash the armies of Bratgon, but endless rabs advanced over piles of their comrade’s corpses, rolling to Sarwoth, the majestic capital of Samatria, its massive gate fabled for never being breached.”
“How big?”
“Twenty feet thick, sixty feet high. Made of red rock from those mountains I mentioned. Samatria’s army fought with ferocity for their livelihood and freedom. Zofiel pleaded with me for aid. No other nations helped, so I left to join her.”
If Mother gave up on Nightwind, things must’ve been dire. “Wait … Mother, how could you just leave our home?”
“It was the only option.” Mother fought to keep her composure as more tears escaped. “We broke the siege. I took Haldra, legendary assassin, and Lariel from Norembel with me. The armies of Tenebres followed. We flanked Bratgon’s le-gions at the gates of Sarwoth.”
Though stunned by Mother’s tears, Saffa sat enchanted by Haldra and Lariel, hoping she could fight with them someday … if they still lived. “What’s Norembel? Are Haldra and Lariel still alive?”
“A nation of high elves far to the south. And yes, they’re alive.”
“Yes! Did Zofiel fight?”
“She wielded Mulvastnef, the mighty Samatrian longbow. With its explosive arrows, she slew hundreds of enemies. I protected her.”
Saffa wanted to train with Zofiel, a woman who could kick ass in politics or on the battlefield equally well. “What did Haldra and Lariel do?”
“Feisty Haldra threw her javelin Fulgsta, jolting the enemy with chain lightning. It returned to her hand with each throw. Lariel, stoic like always, rained fire, ruining siege weapons. With our combined armies and might, the tide shifted.”
Saffa’s arms shook with excitement. So many heroes. So many women fighting for freedom. She would join their ranks soon enough.
“That’s when the Zmey came. Hundreds of them, all colors and sizes.”
Hundreds of three-headed dragons? Mother’s stories always seemed to take a turn for the worst … but they usually worked out in the end. Regardless, this was bad. Bad bad bad. “Oh no!”
“Our situation deteriorated. The gates of Sarwoth cracked, consumed by the relentless dragon fire.”
“What happened?” Worry creased Saffa’s brow—she hoped the heroes could withstand the assault.
“I did the unthinkable, asking all Nightwind to rally around us for safety.”
“Our entire nation?”
Ishethra’s breath shuddered; she covered her eyes. “A moment, Saffa.”
For the first time, Mother needed a hug, not Saffa, so Saffa gave her one. “It’s okay, Mother … sometimes bad things make way for good things.”
“Quite right, Saffa.” Ishethra sniffled and sniffled, then growled as steam rose from her arms and face. From her long, black braid, heating Saffa’s skin pleasantly. At last, she calmed. “All our citizens and creatures, including children, gathered. Bratgon razed Nightwind during their exodus.”
Saffa rubbed Mother’s back, feeling sad for the children. How could anyone ruin a nation just to gain its resources?
Ishethra’s eyes crackled with flames as she let a smile curve out. “The war culminated when Bratgon’s legions fought the combined armies of Nightwind and Samatria at the gates of Sarwoth. To the horizon, men’s blood soaked the battle-field while I stood with Zofiel on the gatehouse, fighting the Zmey. Zofiel wielded Mulvastnef with mastery.”
Mother fighting with Zofiel helped improve Saffa’s mood. “Badass!”
“Now for the climax. Goryn, the ancient Zmey, swooped down, landing atop the gatehouse. He roared, demanding our surrender, threatening to consume our children if we didn’t comply.”
Saffa stared with wide eyes, her head leaning back. She’d cut a dragon’s head off if it tried to eat her. Or heads, in this case.
“Zofiel responded by blowing the horn of Sarwoth.” Lips puckered, Mother made a horn noise; Saffa smiled. “The sound carried for leagues, inspiring our troops. I dueled Goryn with my whip, telling him to leave or I would take his heads as my trophies. His breaths, tail, and claws almost killed me. But I whirled Soulash as a blue and gold fire shield, repulsing his attacks. I climbed up onto his back. He fought to throw me off, roaring in anger. But I persisted. Three heroic strikes shattered the sky and quaked the earth. The heads of Goryn fell away.”
Mother had told Saffa all kinds of fantastic stories about her exploits. About the exploits of female warriors. Some of them sounded a little far-fetched … like this tale. “You chopped an ancient dragon’s heads off with a whip?”
Mother shrugged. “Yes.”
“How?”
“Trust Mother. Goryn’s death invigorated our armies. They cheered, rallied, and turned the tide.”
With the biggest bad guy dead, Saffa hoped that would stop the fighting. “You killed the bad dragon. So that ended the war?”
Ishethra gave a headshake. “No, my child. The worst lasted six more years. But we forced Bratgon out and exterminated the Zmey. With Samatria’s help, Nightwind rebuilt. We remain watchful, fighting Bratgon off when they attack.”
Teamwork with Samatria had allowed them both to win. “I’m glad we worked together with Samatria.”
“So am I. Without our combined strength, our nations would’ve perished.”
Saffa fluttered her pleading eyes. “Can I have just one more story?” This tactic always worked with Father, but Mother was more hit or miss.
Mother stood and dropped Saffa in her bed; she bounced, settling. “I’m sure your father will tell you two tomorrow. For now, go to sleep, mighty warrior. Dream of victory. Dream of freedom.” Mother tucked her in.
Saffa yawned. The Dread War story had been epic, but also sad, tugging on Saffa’s emotions. Someday, she’d smash Bratgon’s machines; they’d never dare invade after. Tonight? Tank-throwing dreams. “I love you, Mother.”
“And I you”—Mother kissed Saffa’s head—“dear daughter of Nightwind.”
When Mother left, Saffa fell right asleep.
***
For thirteen years, the chaotic wild of Tenebres Institute forged Saffa with sword and spell, with love and heartbreak—crude but necessary tools—tempering her into a battlemage like Yava had never seen.
After she bled for Nightwind, I called her to serve that two-year mission.
The details of it all, the fearsome monsters, rambunctious romances, are tales for another time, the mere grinding of a whetstone. The next move in a game I’ve orchestrated for ages, a response to a prophecy mumbled by a drunken fool in my Underworld bathhouse millennia ago. A prophecy I seized upon to cultivate my mighty daughter.
My beautiful, perfect weapon, aimed squarely at the heart of the fraudulent forces of light.
Settle in, mortal. Pour yourself tea, wine, or whatever indulgence you favor these fleeting days, and prepare your senses. You’re about to experience feminine fury as only Saffa Nightwind can conjure.
We now join Saffa after religious zealots did something unthinkable. 
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“When a scowl doth cross your path, cast it from your heart.
With great haste, invert its wrath, and bid its gloom depart.”
— Voraxmor Hymn
[image: ]
Year 19314, Yava (15 years later)
Saffa opened her eyes but couldn’t tell because of the silent void surrounding her—thick darkness you could slice with a sword—it chilled her to the bone.
Countless stings and searing cuts swelled through her flesh, as if a ravenous swarm of hornets and serpents had assaulted her. Compacted and weightless, she spun like a top, her vestibular system thrown into the shitter. Dizziness? Nausea? Mere child’s play.
She tried to scream at whoever, or whatever, had cast her into this abyss, but no sound emerged. She clenched her teeth at the agony. What … the … fuck? This is a nightmare of all nightmares.
Saffa’s stomach wrenched, a river of burning sludge forcing its way up her throat, filling her mouth, her jaw opening as a breached dam, freeing the nasty mass to its new, dark home. A sensation of warmth slurped down her chin.
So much puke … I’m in … nothing. Who the Hells am I? Why can’t I remember anything? I hate being smooshed! She engaged her muscles to fight. A force pushed back, holding firm. Leather dug into her skin—her armor. Let go of me!
The darkness, infernal and indifferent to her plight, said nothing.
Tears threatened, but she refused them, her unseen countenance reforming with tenacity. Every fiber unleashed. Pushing. Straining.
It compacted her like a vise.
Delirious from spinning, the pain knocked her out.
***
Saffa woke up, still spinning in the void, pervasive stings and bruising pain consuming her body.
Dread tugged at her heart. At her stomach. Yanking. Pulling. No … it’s not a dream. She bit her lip, limbs trembling while she strained for freedom.
It held.
Can’t move. Can’t even scream. No more! Her scream echoed in her mind’s cavern as she fought with every ounce of strength and pushed. Fire crawled up her spine and shoulder blades, faint pulses of light seeping through her leather armor. All muscles burned, her arms and legs stretching slightly. Yes! She poured it on, limbs moving. Stars circled in her vision, bright against the void. More extension. Almost there!
It forced her into the fetal position, a harsh stabbing pain raking her femur. She knew nothing.
***
Saffa, a deep voice rumbled in her mind. Wake up.
Slowly awakening with full body aches, her leg throbbing, she opened her eyes to the black, knowing her name again. I’m still here, spinning in nothing. At least I know my name now. Yeah.
You’re not alone.
And I’ve lost it. Great.
You’re not crazy … yet.
Who are you? she thought, hoping dialogue with herself would distract from the horror.
A prisoner, like you. We must free ourselves.
Thanks for the offer, brain, but I almost had it last time, so I’ll get out on my own.
Saffa, I’m not you … I’m someone else. You need my help.
What’s your name?
Mortemir.
The name sounded familiar. Still twirling, dizziness and nausea racked her senses. Her stomach cramped as she silently wretched in repetition, and her consciousness waned.
The voice boomed in her head, Saffa! Stay awake!
Adrenaline spiking, she thought, It’s not me! I think my leg’s shattered.
Do nothing until the pain subsides. Remain alert.
How long will it take?
Several hours.
I can’t remember anything, but that feels fast to heal a bone break.
Call it a property of the void.
Do you remember things? Where are we?
So many questions. Once we’re free, I’ll answer them.
Are you spinning, too?
Yes, let me know when your leg feels better.
How did you get in my head?
With no response, she resigned to the fact she’d be spinning awake in this wretched void for hours.
***
Saffa’s leg tingled while she spun, dizzy in the void. The pain is gone.
When we push, we must do it fast, with all our might, before it can react. If we hesitate, you might break more bones—we’ll have to wait hours again.
What about your bones?
On three, Saffa.
On or after three?
After three, the voice hissed in her mind. Understand?
Got it. I’ll count us off. Ready?
Yes.
One. Two. Three! She pushed with desperation, her arms and legs extending partway. It’s working!
It pushed back, holding her limbs steady in a callous grip.
More, Saffa!
Hot sensations came back, crawling around her spine and shoulder blades.
More!
I am, dammit! she thought, straining with eyes and teeth clenched. Cold sweat oozed from her pours, limbs moving again.
Everything!
I. Will. Be. Free!
With a final adrenaline surge, her taut limbs straightened, spin reducing somewhat.
Fuck yes! she thought, punching while twirling. We did it! Are you still there?
Waves of force battered her body. Something tickled inside her brain, growing into tormenting shocks, and her involuntary scream produced no sound.
Darkness came again.
***
Saffa awoke, bruised and spinning in the silent void. The brain shocks intensified.
I can’t breathe!
Warm air gusted against her skin.
She gasped.
Rumbles echoed in the darkness. Smashing and creaking noises grew closer.
Stone blocks?
Loud booms and crashes resounded. Torches and candelabras ignited, revealing a stone great hall with grand wooden doors. She spun in its center, a blur of leather armor—azure torso, yellow leggings, green boots.
She squinted from the brightness, spiraling down, long hair whipping about as her stomach rebelled. A spiral of sludge spewed from her mouth. She crashed down flat, her bare arms burning while scraping the floor. Her spin slowly stopped, but wooziness lingered.
The last zaps of her brain faded. “Worst. Vacation. Ever,” she groaned, spitting bile. “My head …” She pushed up to all fours, then stood. Her insides squeezed, and she dropped to her knees, breath pilfered as she projectile vomited a cocktail of fluids and chunks. “Blah …”
A glinting longsword caught her eye. She crawled through the mess, gagging from its putrid stench, and grabbed the weapon, sheathing it on her back. Again, she rose, refusing to go down, arms out for balance.
More electrical shocks struck her throbbing brain.
“Not these again …”
Fire and ice hissed, crackling and whirling before her, forming a two-headed, rainbow-furred puppy. One head blazed red, breathing out steam. The other gleamed blue, exhaling frost.
She bonded with the creature in her heart, her shocks settling, but the throbs remained. She massaged her temples, inhaling deeply. “Are you the voice?”
Tail wagging, their fiery head panted. “Not voice. Just Skadni.”
Astonished at a talking dog, she asked, “Skadni, did you hear a voice earlier?”
Their heads shook sideways. The fiery head nipped the icy one, eliciting a gentle growl.
“What do you remember?”
“Just know name,” the icy head said. “And you!”
“Me?”
The fiery head yapped, eyes bright. “You make Skadni!”
“Just now?”
“Yes,” the fire head said.
“I didn’t mean to make you. I’m Saffa, by the way.”
“Saffa,” the icy head said, sniffing her leg. “Friend.”
“Well, aren’t you the most adorable thing ever!”
The fiery head perked up. “This way!” The pup dashed to a set of doors, pawing them.
She stumbled ahead, braced herself, and opened one door.
The pup trotted, barking at a dim hallway ahead, adorned with torches and tapestries.
Head throbs intensified to pounding. “I don’t feel good.”
The dog halted, the fiery head tilting with concerned eyes. “Not good is … bad, right?” Both heads exchanged looks.
“But you’re moving. That’s good!” the icy head said.
“True.” She grimaced. “At least we’re exploring … wherever we are. Maybe we’ll find the voice.” She kneeled, patting their heads. Their fire and ice soothed her hands.
The pup returned her smile, eyes half-closed in delight.
She stood, wobbled, and reached back, gripping her sword’s hilt. Its touch grounded her. “I spent hours in darkness, spinning and sick.”
“Sorry,” the icy head said. “Sound like not fun.” The dog found a toppled golden chalice, sniffing voraciously.
“Smell something,” their fire head said.
“What is it?” she asked, hobbling to lean against the wall nearby.
“Scent,” the icy head said, licking the chalice. “Yuck! Stinky blood!”
“Whose?”
“Not person,” the fire head said. “Something else.”
“Blood and monsters. Sounds like a party. Any other smells?”
“Good you smell,” the ice head said. “All around.”
“Keep sniffing. Maybe you’ll find more scents.”
The dog led her to twin doors, splitting a symbol of a golden phoenix with blue moons by its long beak.
She read the caption, “Unity. Glory. Nightwind.” The symbol with its inspiring text stirred nostalgia. “Nightwind. My home, I think.” She pushed the doors open.
“This place,” the fire head said.
“Your castle,” the icy head added.
“Or some version of it.” She entered a regal room, illuminated by ceiling braziers. Portraits of stern figures lined the walls, their red eyes tracking her. An exquisite spiral staircase with wooden railings flanking marble steps led up. Despite this room’s opulence, no windows existed, a detail she found strange, recalling no windows anywhere in this place. Mindful of the silence, she asked, “Where is everyone?” As she thought about it, the sounds from earlier had sounded like construction. This place had formed around her. From the nothing. Somehow.
“Maybe they all left?” the fiery head asked.
“Nobody’s here except us. And the voice.”
“Glad be with friend,” the icy head said. “Follow.” Paws clapped on marble while the dog hobbled up the stairs, excited barks ringing out.
At the stair’s base, she looked up. Acid bubbled in her stomach, her insides lurching.
“No, no, no …” Her stomach squeezed, contents rushing up her throat and spraying on the lavish green carpet. “Better be the last.” She wiped her mouth.
Hands on the railing, she hoisted herself up, step by step, boots thumping on marble.
With her ascent finished, the dog darted down a short, wooded hallway illuminated by more braziers above, before hopping around, heads barking in turn.
She focused on her feet to maintain balance as she staggered toward the dog. A single door awaited, and she grabbed its knob, opening it.
Skadni ran in and jumped upon a fine bed. Yellow silken sheets, a soft blue blanket, and pillows topped it. Darting to a corner desk, their noses twitched. “New smell!”
“Need sleep.” Creeping forward, she tossed her sword down with a clatter and rolled onto the bed, senses twirling.
The dog rested on her legs while she slept.
***
Ice in her ear and fire up her nose stirred Saffa awake. She tried to swat it away, but Skadni’s tongues delivered unyielding icy-hot licks. “All right, all right.” She pushed their heads aside and sat up in bed. “How long did I sleep?”
“Don’t know,” they said. “We dozed off, too. Now we lick you awake!”
“What a typical dog.” Scanning the room with a sense of familiarity, she said, “You found my room.”
The fiery head barked. The icy counterpart nodded. “Your strong scent here.”
“Thanks for leading me here. You’ve been a big help.”
They shook, releasing a cloud of frosty sparks on her bed. “Welcome.”
Her gaze settled on a corner desk made of polished mahogany. A plush, blue-cushioned chair lay in front. Rolling off her bed, she stood and ambled over. The dog followed.
Three items topped the desk: a charred leathery tome, a hairbrush with brown hair strands in it, and a green scrunchy.
“Scent,” the fire head said. “Your scent. Another. Human.”
Noting the hairbrush, she figured it belonged to her. Perhaps a family member or friend had touched it. And these items must’ve followed her to this place, organizing themselves during the construction. She sat, took the hairbrush, and began untangling the mess of her hair.
Skadni jumped in her lap. “Burn smell,” the fire head said, sniffing the book. “Yours.”
“My burn smell?” she asked, wondering if she had lit the book on fire and couldn’t remember.
“Yes,” the fire head replied.
“What in book?” the icy head asked.
Eager to find out, she finished getting the knots out of her hair then secured it in a tight ponytail. That’s better. Satisfied, she settled into the chair.
Touching the cover, she read the title aloud, “Words of Power, Vol. I.” I wonder what words give me power? Thumbing through a few torched pages, she found one half-burned. What remained showcased a circle containing eight symbols just inside its edge.
With a slow trace of her index finger, clockwise from the top, she whispered each name. “Flame, wind, heart, star, rain, stone, skull, eye.” Each symbol connected to a central, smaller silver circle with thin lines. She recited their names again, seeking memories, but the meanings stifled her.
Skadni hopped off and nudged her chair.
Frustration gnawed at her. “Are these spells? Elements? Not quite.” They hinted at broader notions. Without her memory, their full nature remained elusive.
The flame and rain symbols captured her attention. Visualizing them, an unexpected chill, like drinking crushed ice, coursed through her, followed by hot flashes. One hand burned while the other chilled. Flames and snow encircled them momentarily. She shook her hands thrice, attempting to summon these elements again, without success. Glancing at Skadni, she understood fire and ice permeated her ki, or lifeforce.
The pup growled, edging toward her bedroom door, eyes filled with apprehension.
“What’s wrong?” she asked, closing the book.
“New icky scent,” the heads said.
“The voice!” Protective of her dog, she retrieved her dropped sword.
The dog bolted away, their distressed barks and howls echoing.
She chased, following the pup to the royal sitting room below, on toward the great hall.
Scratching at the open door, they whimpered. “I-It’s near!”
Taking a vigilant stance in front, she entered the hall. At the other closed doors, she nudged one open with her boot, sword held forward.
A dim open space spread out, with a gatehouse looming ahead, flanked by two towers, topped with crenelations. To her right, a stone wall curved into shadow. To her left lay a cobblestone courtyard. Sporadic torches provided light.
Gazing up, she frowned. “Perhaps this is the same black abyss as before.”
The dog yelped, speeding into the hall, their whimpers and clapping paws ever distant.
***
Saffa assumed Skadni had run off to safety in her bedroom. She advanced to the gatehouse.
It contained a dense wood and iron gate, lacking any obvious latch or lever. Quiet rumbling came from behind, a frequency like the voice in her mind earlier.
Maybe opening it will reveal the voice?
Adjacent walls with rugged stones invited climbing. Hopeful of opening the gate, she secured her sword and ascended to the battlements, peering around. Blackness everywhere. No stars. I’m still in the nothing.
The quaint castle grounds contained the central great hall. Beyond it, a hallway connected to the royal sitting room and its upper passageway to her bedroom just right of the hall. The castle, hugged by a stone wall, boasted eight towers.
She leaned over the outside, gazing down into the darkness. Jumping crossed her mind—would she fall forever?
She snatched a nearby torch, dropping it while counting one thousands. Its bright flame shrank to a dot. Ten seconds. Must be endless. She pulled a nearby lever with two gears. Both turned before halting with a clank. A quick climb down, and she noted a tiny gap in the elevated gate, with no visible obstructions.
A chill wind blew, tousling her hair.
She walked backward, drawing her sword with a metallic ring.
The gate exploded in lightning, shadow, and flame. Debris grazed her, causing minor cuts. A deep buzz sounded, followed by a thundercrack.
She winced, ears fizzing.
The castle trembled, walls and towers shedding stones, the ground quaking beneath.
Light on her feet, she squeezed her sword’s hilt with anticipation.
A dark humanoid materialized, wreathed in flickering red sparks and shadows. Crimson eyes narrowed, and his familiar voice permeated the air, serene yet unsettling. “Hello, Saffa. Thanks for freeing me.”
“You’re the voice. Quite an entrance.”
“Yes. Apologies for the blast.”
Unconcerned with the damage, she asked, “What are you exactly?”
“A moroi.”
Unfamiliar with the term, she assumed it must be a type of ghost or wraith. The energy within him concerned her, perhaps unnatural for a spirit to possess.
Saffa stood boldly, ready for dialogue and answers. Despite their cooperation earlier, his appearance and essence conveyed consumption and destruction, so she remained alert. His knowing her name made one thing clear.
“You don’t have memory loss, do you?”
“So intuitive.”
“Great. Tell me what happened.”
“A puppeteer brought us to this timeless abyss.”
“Who?” she asked, brows furrowed.
“A pitiful pretender. An ill-fated encounter.” Shadows laced his words. “In trust once more, we may find our way back.”
“What is this place?”
“An infinite prison.”
“How so?”
“Just trust me, Saffa, like you did in the void.”
“All I sense is death.”
“You’re so insightful. But in survival’s harsh ballet, even death might be an ally. Again.”
“Why do you deserve my trust?”
“Our destinies are entwined,” he said, his nebulous form flickering. “We’re each other’s only hope in this forsaken place.”
“I need evidence of goodwill.”
“An olive branch, then. This castle in the void is but an echo of your home.”
“Like home, but smaller.”
“Yes …”
“You can earn my trust by telling me about my actual home.”
“Work with me, and I’ll take you there.”
“What are you suggesting?”
“A trial,” he said, shadows shifting. “A second display of our combined might. Together, we can rip through the fabric of this realm.”
She considered working with him to find answers, maybe escape. But Skadni had mentioned his stinky smell and had run off in fear—she trusted her dog more than him.
“You’re foul, Mortemir. Working with you smells counterproductive.”
“Saffa,” he said while undulating, “you underestimate cooperation’s power. A storm becomes most destructive when all its elements converge. Alone, we’re but wisps of wind and rain. Together, we are the tempest.”
Instincts told her everything: this being destroyed everything he touched. They could escape together if he didn’t attack her first, but she’d find another way.
“I understand the truth of your words,” she said, sword pointing at him, “but I won’t dance with your wanton storm of death and destruction.”
“Wanton death and destruction? You’re one to talk.”
“What do you know about me?” she asked, his words piercing with hints of truth. “Explain!”
“It’s simple: we escape to your home, where all will be revealed. Will you cooperate?”
“Shadows can’t cloak your nature,” she said, imagining him backstabbing her. “Betrayal and treachery are your game. I will not cooperate.”
“Betrayal? Treachery? Such germane words. Our dance ends. Beg for death.” He drifted near, attentive eyes scanning while shadows writhed like snakes.
She charged with a cry, slashing her blade through him. It sparked against the stone floor. She stumbled back, bewildered.
“That tickles,” he said with rumbling laughter.
“Every monster has a weakness.” She sheathed her sword. “I’ll find yours.”
“I have none, leech.” Shadowy tendrils lunged from his hands, wrapping around her, cold and intangible, but holding tight.
She strained hard with her toned muscles in futility, but the chords tightened, sapping her strength. “And you call me a leech!”
Your fear tastes delicious, he said into her mind, his presence noxious.
Intuition told her to stop struggling, to use kindness to cast him out. She stilled, love for Skadni filling her. Hi, Mortemir. Welcome to my mind again. Taste some love.
Dark tendrils uncoiled from her, retracting into his hands. “You bore me. Love is weak, like you.” A crimson thunderbolt formed in his hand. “This will soothe your dark soul.”
“Dark soul? That’s you, wraith.” But his lightning worried her, and she dashed toward the great hall.
His depraved laughter rumbled behind.
She grabbed a torch from just inside the door and threw it at him. It disintegrated in his shadows.
“Pathetic.” He threw his bolt at her.
She dove. It struck the floor with a thunderclap, leaving a long black mark while exploding stone shards against her skin and armor.
“You bastard!” she yelled, pushing past stinging cuts and ringing ears. She stood, slammed the hall door shut, and locked it. Fearful for Skadni, she sprinted to the other doors, shut them, and secured their locks before adopting a defensive stance, catching her breath. “Steel and torch fire are useless. What’s his weakness?” Circled flame and rain symbols appeared in her mind, her hands chilling. Burning. “My fire. My ice! But how do I summon it?” Gesturing with her hands yielded nothing.
The other doors exploded, spraying wooden shrapnel. He floated through the ruined entrance, an inky curtain appearing over it and a gloomy blade forming in his hand. “You’ve nowhere to run. Hold still while I carve you up.”
“Where are your manners?” she sneered, her eyes fixed on his shadowy form. On the red lightning crackling inside.
“Why bother with courtesies when death looms?”
“Death is near,” she said with arrogance. “Your death, Mortemir.”
Twirling his blade, he glided forward with nonchalance. “I am death.”
He should be vulnerable to her elements. She must conjure magic. How?
Symbols in her mind answered: thought. One half of the catalyst. What about the other? Anger: it consumed her on arrival. Love: she felt it for Skadni. Wrath: she desired to inflict it upon him. Emotion! Her magical jigsaw puzzle snapped together. Thought and emotion sparked her magic. She growled, channeling anger at him.
He flew at her like a murderous gust, impaling her leg with his blade, pushing her down to the stone floor. Chilled pulses of his blade shocked her, the stabbing agony nigh unbearable.
“Just a little longer … your misery will soon end.”
She clenched her teeth, heavy with breath and determination. “You won’t consume me.”
“I will,” he said, pushing his blade, causing wretched tearing sensations in her leg. “I’m consuming your pet next.”
“Not Skadni!” Threats to her dog kick-started every primal instinct within her. Fire emerged from her shoulder blades, spreading down her spine, smoking her armor. Hands glowing blue, she cupped them, imagining the hottest fireball. A small ember formed, ballooning into a blazing azure sphere.
The wraith yanked his blade from her leg, slashing at her arms.
“Consume this!” she said, shoving the fireball into his chest.
He staggered back, exploding with fire, his blade dissolving inches from her arms. However, as he battled her flames, he conjured two crimson thunderbolts. He threw them, slamming her against the wall, jolting her with electricity. She convulsed. The smell of blood and singed flesh seared her nose. Everything sounded garbled to her ringing ears.
She fought the blackness at her vision’s edge.
As he floated to the hall’s center, a howling tornado formed around him, snuffing out her fire, all the torches, and all the candles. In the darkened room, his flickering lightning cast chaotic shadows throughout whirling, crashing debris.
“Prepare for banishment, freak.”
Leg pain fueled her rage. “This freak,” she said, standing, hacking up blood while fighting high winds, “will put you on ice.” Cobalt mist radiated from her skin. The room’s surfaces iced over. Gripping her leg wound, she numbed it with icy fingers. Envisioning a blizzard, she leaped into the tornado.
Red eyes on her, he raised his hands. All lightning jumped to them, forging a bright orb of crackling crimson between. It strobed the room as torrents of thunderbolts shot up from it.
She swirled above him, thrusting her arms down with fingers splayed. “Eat snow!” Twin cones of winter burst forth, battling his assault in a furious clash. Some bolts forked off, tearing masonry apart. Ice and stone whipped around, cutting her.
Pain and his encroaching storm motivated her to unload everything. Her magic merged with his cyclone, intensifying into a roaring blizzard, filling the hall. With a furious cry, she repulsed his attack, and her barrage penetrated him. A frozen prison formed, silencing his tortured groan.
Winds calmed. Her snowstorm receded. She dropped, landing in a firm crouch. Frozen debris fell with cracks around the room. Silence came, save for an unpleasant, high-pitched hiss in her ears. The still-iced room contrasted with the fierce battle.
She circled to admire her handiwork—an onion-shaped cage, glistening white, pulsing with swirling blue stripes. A whimsical, curled icicle glimmered, crowning the structure. Two red eyes glared at her from within.
Figuring a stab through his frozen head with some fire would end him, she angled behind and drew her sword. He wouldn’t see this coming.
“Let’s do this quick and painful!” She vaulted high onto the frosty cage, kicked the icicle off, and drove her blade down to the hilt while shouting. The cage snapped. Azure and gold lightning snaked out. Radiant shafts of the same colors soared. Azure flames roared from her blade, engulfing the wraith.
The cage detonated, ejecting three layers. White ice smashed about. Blue fire erupted, combining with the ice to create a sauna of periwinkle fog. Red lightning sprang around in a last act. Concurrently, a violent shockwave catapulted her up, slamming her high against the wall as each layer pummeled her. She flipped in mid-air and crashed on the stone floor, her sword clattering down nearby. Shadowy mist vanished, leaving behind Mortemir’s final spectral words.
“I’m free! Enjoy your infinite prison, Saffa!”
All went black.
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02 - Genesis


“Popular theories concur. Somewhere, always, a new realm forms, while elsewhere, another fades away.”
— The Known Realms, Vol. I
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Aches jolted Saffa awake in the ruined great hall. She tore a piece from her blue shirt beneath her armor to bandage her bleeding leg. “Just hold,” she groaned, standing.
Pain simmered throughout her weary, cut-filled body. Her leg wound stabbed repeatedly.
A hum bothered her ears. Scents of smoky winter brimmed her nose. Embers of Mortemir’s death lit the room dimly. Stone debris littered the floor.
“Goodbye,” she grumbled, watching the dark veil dissolve. Her satisfaction in defeating Mortemir overshadowed any concern about collateral damage. But his last words of freedom, reiterating her imprisonment, puzzled her. Had she released him from this place and sent him elsewhere by slaying? Had she stranded herself?
Electrical jolts assaulted her mind again, forcing her eyes shut. Colorful wavy lines danced, her ears buzzing. Once it ebbed, she opened her eyes to a pristine room with posh, stained-glass windows, lighting the stone floor in a wide spectrum of colors. A wooden table with gold goblets lay in the corner now. Opened doors on each end stood whole.
“Everything’s fixed up,” she said, sensing a new, deep bond with the castle and its surroundings. Why did her brain zap every time things changed? She retrieved her sword, limping near the smashed gatehouse. A dark ring spread on the horizon, framed by shimmering rainbow lights.
“The nothing. It’s still there but fading.”
Harsh stabs in her leg caused her to notice fresh blood seeping through the makeshift bandage. “That blasted moroi … such an entrance.”
His reference to her as freak and leech remained confusing. He had also mentioned an infinite prison. A puppeteer, suggesting another’s involvement in her situation. The beautiful hues outside didn’t feel imprisoning.
The entity knew how to escape, keeping his memory yet revealing little. Her home lay elsewhere. When the moment came, she’d depart.
“Enough, Skadni needs me.” She stumbled back through the hall, proceeded down the corridor, finding the large, toppled golden chalice. Gingerly, she bent down and grabbed it.
A vision consumed her. This chalice, set upon a stone floor, simmering with red liquid, encircled by spiky white and black plants. The vision dissipated with a sinking sensation in her stomach. So much blood. Part of her trip here, but just a piece of the puzzle.
In the royal sitting room, she scanned two grand windows streaming in the sky’s prismatic colors. Persistent throbbing in her leg interrupted the brief calm.
After limping up the stairs, a whimper came from down the hall. “Poor Skadni must be terrified.” She hobbled to her bedroom.
The dog’s whines came from under her bed. Burn marks with traces of ice marked the floor in a small circle. Peering under her bed, she found the pup trembling. Whimpering.
“I killed him,” she said, tossing the chalice away. It landed with a clatter, rolling around.
The dog’s fiery head peeked out, ears pressed flat, eyes wide. “T-thunder and boom.”
“Don’t worry. He’s gone. Come on out.”
The fiery head whined, “G-gone?”
“Absolutely,” she said, conjuring a flame in her hand with a thought. “Want to play with this?”
The fiery head eyed her flame. The icy head emerged.
She molded the flame into a small fireball, tossed it on the floor, then caught it.
With a wagging tail, the dog emerged, sniffing her flaming ball. The pup danced around, joyful yips singing from both snouts.
“There’s my brave dog. Watch this.” She reshaped her fireball into an iceball, the magic easy now.
The icy head tilted. “Cold.”
“Fire,” the fiery one said. Both nuzzled her, their distinct warmth and chill caressing her hands with comfort.
“Cold and fire, just like you,” she said, tossing the iceball to them. “I’ve rediscovered my magic.”
The icy head ate the iceball.
The fiery head said, “Much to discover!”
She hopped on one leg to the window, pulling open its shutters. An incredible view appeared. Darkness encircled the horizon, surrounded by an infinite rainbow sky. The castle floated in it.
“Want to see?”
The dog sidled beside her.
She picked them up so they could see.
“Pretty sky!” they both said.
“Beautiful. We must explore, but first, my leg.” She hobbled to her bed, sat, then peeled off bandages, exposing her gash, cut by the moroi’s dark blade. Impediments to her mobility concerned her more than its appearance.
“Lick,” the fire head said.
“Heal,” the icy head added.
Slobbery tongues lapped the wound for a while, soothing and numbing it. Upon completion, a frosty glaze covered it.
“Thanks, Skadni. You’re always there for me.”
“You welcome, Saffa.”
She stood, taking a tentative but painful step. Discomfort. Aches. No problem … so long as the leg functioned.
“Much better. Let’s move on.”
Skadni followed her on a trek to the gatehouse. She leaned over the opening at the edge, peering down into an endless rainbow sky. Skies aren’t supposed to be down there.
A jolt of electricity stabbed her brain, distorting her vision and hearing.
“Again?” Eyes closed, she reached, seeking a whimpering Skadni, grabbing their soft fur.
The painful shocks lasted a long while. When they settled, the icy head said, “Saffa! Turn around!”
***
Eyes opening, Saffa stood, the jolts in her brain calming. A restored gatehouse lay before her, secured with a purple portcullis. My brain creates things!
“You make pretty gate!” Skadni’s fire head said.
The icy head’s breath crystallized through it.
Rise.
The portcullis lifted.
Lower.
It obeyed.
“You raised it?” the icy head asked.
“Yes. Just by thinking.”
Lift.
It rose.
How convenient.
The sky shimmered with rainbow colors, bereft of celestial objects. Ahead, a cobblestone path writhed with sentience. Edged by luminous grass, it stretched from the castle to a nearby prismatic forest with tree limbs scattering every which way.
The icy head released a snowy breath. “Saffa, new world. Friend scents.”
She ambled down the path with Skadni, inhaling balmy air. “Outside grows, just like my castle. But into what?”
Their ears and noses twitched.
“New world,” the fiery head said.
Compelled by intuition and a rumbling belly, she wanted to explore, hoping to find answers—and food. The path soon ended.
Before them lay a landscape, defying reality, an alien wonderland bearing the mark of an artist’s whimsical brush. Tree bark glowed. Leaves glistened, buds unfurling with psychedelic colors. Around the trees, flowers with radiant petals gleamed, reminiscent of cherished gems. Moss sparkled, covering strewn-about rocks. Wings fluttered. Creatures scurried. Everywhere carried aromas of mingling florals, dew, and magical undertones. A hand-sized pink girl flew near, beaming a wide smile, her translucent wings and eyes flitting before zooming away.
“So nice to have friends.”
“Skadni love pixies,” the icy head said.
“Yes, that’s what they’re called,” she said, the knowledge coming from somewhere beyond memories.
Dog in tow, she wandered deeper, marveling at waterfalls flowing up, flowers blossoming and withering with each beat of her heart. Rain fell without clouds.
She came upon gnarled trees, their branches casting a dappled light of yellow and blue. Each tree bore bright fruits with intoxicating aromas, making her mouth water. Ravenous, she plucked one. Its warmth pulsed in her hand. On first bite, rich tangs and sweetness tantalized her tongue.
Her dog entered a begging pose.
She tossed fruits into their hungry maws.
“More, please.”
“Eat up!” She threw the fruits high into the air. Each head caught one, gobbling them down with loud swallows.
Devouring four more fruits, she stained her mouth with reds, blues, and yellows. Unworried about her appearance, she grabbed a few more for later.
At a nearby hill, she climbed to the top, noticing the horizon’s ring of darkness again.
Intense brain shocks struck hard. Her senses spun, ears buzzing with static. Nauseous, she fell, fruits falling from her hands. “Damn the Hells!”
“Saffa?” Skadni’s heads asked.
The dark ring vanished, giving way to a complete rainbow sky.
“I’m okay.” She grabbed the fruits. “Looks like this world is complete.”
Wind gusted, throwing a swarm of crimson particles at her. The dog tried to eat them, but they evaded.
She studied the particles, noting their chaotic movements. “Wild, untamed … like a storm. Just like me.” Hope emanated from the motes. “It’s a person … You lead; I’ll follow.”
“Particle person?” the icy head asked.
“I think so, Skadni. Someone who came to the nothing with me.”
She followed the particles, journeying past glistening trees with haphazard branches, shimmering ponds, and hills blanketed in singing flowers. Foliage bore liquid silver leaves. Pools revealed galaxies deep within. Ethereal wolves roamed, a few stopping to sniff before moving on.
“Wolves, Skadni like,” the fiery head said.
“They are nice,” she said, gazing around. “Everything feels familiar and new. Like my favorite song I can’t recall. I feel at home here.”
“Love our home,” the icy head yapped.
“You created it,” the fiery head said.
The sky darkened, hinting at her world’s twilight.
An undiscovered part of her magic had allowed this creation. “I did. With brain shocks.” Fatigue set in, so she set up a makeshift shelter. She rested with Skadni on her legs, the particles lingering nearby.
“I know you.” She watched the motes floating around, unable to shake the feeling. “Who are you?”
“Maybe lost friend?” the icy head asked.
“Like a new friend,” the fiery head added.
“Yes, someone lost, now found.” A pond beckoned. She quickly removed everything and jumped in, taking a long bath while Skadni lapped the water. When she finished, she noted holes in her torso armor, flanking her back’s scabbard, with matching holes in her blue tank top. Her yellow shorts and leggings also bore a matching hole, but her blue lace didn’t. Her armor looked like someone had stretched burning mesh wire all over it.
“Looks like I was in a battle, Skadni.”
“Maybe stabbed,” the fire head noted.
“Or hit by magic,” the icy one said.
Spooked, she donned everything and kept her sword nearby as she lay on the grass. With thoughts about her lost memories, what manner of fight she might’ve been in, and those mysterious particles, she drifted into sleep.
Skadni gobbled up the plucked fruits from earlier and fell asleep, too. The pup snored, twitched, and ran in their sleep.
***
Saffa woke up to rustling and jumped up. Skadni hopped away with a yelp.
In dawn’s rainbow light, she glimpsed scintillating energies coalescing into something. A sublime being appeared, its head like a monkey, its body made of many eyes and animal parts, each casting spectral light with shifting colors.
“Greetings,” it said, voice ancient and reminiscent of fall leaves rustling. “Are you lost?”
“Maybe. Who are you?”
“Who am I?” the creature asked with a deep purr of amusement. “A profound question. Call me Nuwa.”
“Nuwa,” she said, an odd yet soothing name. “I’m Saffa.”
“A pleasure,” it said. “You’ve traveled far, haven’t you?”
“Probably? I don’t know why I’m here, or where I’m going.”
“Your journey often begins without planning or purpose. You’re after something, aren’t you?”
“Memories. Lost memories.”
“Restoring time’s arrow. A worthy quest,” it said, all eyes capturing her gaze, except one, winking at Skadni. “Your path remains complex, but not all wanderers are lost. Answers will come … in time.”
She accepted finding answers would be a process.
“What’s this world?” she asked, glancing around, sensing its connection to herself.
“You already know, young one. This world reflects your true ki. You are its creator. Its composer.”
“My reflection,” she said, examining her toned, olive-skinned body and battered armor. “What am I?”
“Saffa, you’re strong, unique … beautiful.”
“Mortemir, a moroi, called me a freak and a leech. Why?”
“How offensive. Ignore his bitterness. Congratulations on dispatching him.”
“Thanks. But why’d he say those things?”
“Only your self-worth matters. I’m more of a freak than most. We’re all leeches, needing sustenance, be it air, food, water, or otherwise.”
Confident in her value, she cast out Mortemir’s insults.
“Why am I here in my world?”
“I respect the precious journey of discovery. I won’t rob you of it.”
She resolved to unravel the mystery on her own, the prospect of discovery exciting.
Skadni trotted around, whining.
“Dear Skadni,” it said.
The dog closed in, sniffing. “Nuwa!” the icy head yapped.
The fiery one said, “Nuwa, rich, magical scent.”
“Why, thank you, Skadni,” it said, petting them with its ethereal tail.
“What about my memories?”
“Memories are fickle. They retreat into obscurity or reappear unexpectedly. But they aren’t gone … just misplaced. Keep searching.”
Memory retrieval became her mission. “About these particles,” she said, motioning to them. “They’re a person.”
“These fragments sing a melody far beyond ordinary magic. A mighty weave. Their tune carries anomalies, a resonance originating from tumultuous, shadowy places. Such discord ties to elusive corners of existence, where usual rules are less … applicable. Like your world.”
Each particle haunted her like a waking dream. “I feel their familiarity.”
“Feeling? Or intuition? For someone like you, the line can be blurry.”
For having just met, this creature understood her mind perfectly.
“Yes. Some of both. Now we must act. They need us.”
“Do you seek mending, child? Or redress?”
Inklings of angst and guilt crept within her. This creature knew all about her, but like Mortemir, it wouldn’t share.
“I … am not sure.”
Nuwa’s laughter melded in harmony with the forest’s ambiance. “Your soul tangles with many tunes. How riveting.”
“Can we remake them?” she asked, hoping it might have the power.
“Restoration will be a long, arduous process, full of turmoil and gloom.”
“How long will it take?”
“Reconstruction is just the first step.”
“We should get started,” she said in earnest. If these particles composed a person, kindness demanded restoration. Whatever might follow, she would give it her all, no matter the time or cost.
Nuwa exhaled a breath like a calm breeze. “I agree, young Saffa. If you’re resolute, I’ll assist.” The particles glowed brighter. More insistent.
“I am. Please, help.”
“Be aware, you stride on precarious ground.”
“Understood,” she said, willing to deal with whatever might come.
“Discharge your elements on the particles.”
She extended her arms. Fire shot from one hand, snow the other. It engulfed the particles in a turbulent haze.
Nuwa hummed a deep, mesmerizing tune, harmonizing with the environment’s background noise of foliage and creatures.
The particles floated toward it, glowing brighter.
“That will do.”
Arms lowering, she ceased her magic.
The particles orbited for a time before coalescing into a vibrant nexus of crimson, pulsing with a heartbeat. A blinding spectrum of light rippled out in successive waves.
When her eyes recovered from the spectacle, she beheld a young man composed from each particle. Their once frenetic energy now resonated in unity, sculpting him. They faded, revealing his fair complexion.
“He is … complete,” Nuwa announced.
He held a lean build, radiating a quiet presence. His cropped, tousled brown hair framed a shy yet determined, rugged, and striking visage with piercing green eyes. He wore a modest gray robe and simple shoes, his features resembling clay—malleable yet firm.
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“Fresh scent!” the fiery head said.
The icy head’s nose twitched.
“Yes,” Nuwa said, simian features curving into a semblance of a grin. “Saffa, meet Soren. Soren, Saffa.”
Soren blinked, and his face came alive.
“My time here must end. There are places to be, worlds to see.” Earth quivered, leaves whispered, and its tail glowed.
“Goodbye,” she said, wondering if she’d ever see this splendid creature again. “I’m grateful you came, though I’m not sure why.”
“You’re welcome. Call me a benevolent helper.” Nuwa vanished with a timeworn sigh, leaving Saffa, Soren, and Skadni amidst the tranquil forest.
Soren’s eyes widened. “My name is … Soren.” He smelled like the richest, most succulent, sweet soil, intoxicating to her senses.
Shock, anxiety, and confusion swam through her mind. But it wasn’t hers.
I have empathic abilities! she thought, choosing not to divulge this information.
“Where are we?”
“A new world,” she answered, peering around. “We’ve much to uncover.”
“A dog with two heads?”
“Soren, meet Skadni, my faithful companion.” She patted their pelt. “Skadni, meet Soren.”
The dog trotted near him and sat down, heads pleading for attention, while their tail wiggled.
Upon touching the dog, he retracted his hands. “Fire and ice. Painful, but intriguing.”
When they pressed their heads against his leg, he took a quick step back, grimacing.
“Soren can’t handle your elements like I can,” she told them, nudging the dog back.
“Sorry, Soren,” the heads said.
“It’s okay,” she responded.
The dog slinked behind her.
“No harm done,” Soren said. “Where’d I come from?”
“Floating red particles. Nuwa brought you back, with some help from me.” She lowered her gaze. “Before, I don’t know.”
She whispered in the dog’s fiery ear, “Does he smell like the chalice?”
“Not chalice. Book.”
The icy head said, “Play!”
“In a moment.” She was happy to hear his scent hadn’t been on the chalice, but she was curious why his smell might be on the book. “Soren and I must talk. Can you be a good, patient dog?”
“No playtime,” they whimpered, heads drooping.
03 - Probing


“Memory loss doesn’t change one’s true nature or feelings.”
— Grimoire of Maladies
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Saffa and Soren sat across from each other on the plush forest floor, with Skadni circling nearby. The muted hum of winged beings and rustling leaves created a calming ambiance. Streaks of rainbow light played through treetops.
She studied him, noting his lean body and fidgeting, nervous hands. His leanness, unlike her toned muscles, showed he spent his time with books. Heat swelled in her chest. With his unkempt brown locks, piercing green eyes, well-defined jaw, and angelic lips, she nibbled on her bottom lip.
“You remember nothing else?” she asked.
His gaze deepened in contemplation, and he looked around with squinting eyes. “I grasp words and ideas, but all memories elude me, like navigating fog.”
“We’ll find our memories, Soren. This is such a fun mystery to solve, don’t you agree?”
“Maybe. I feel weird.”
“Me, too. Skadni just born!” the fiery head barked, nipping at leaves.
She patted Skadni’s icy head with one hand, gesturing to the vivid world around them with the other. “Does this place comfort or disconcert you?”
“A little disconcerting,” he answered, gazing around.
No surprise, given his shyness. She wanted him to talk more.
“Tell me about your resurrection.”
“Imagine being torn apart, thousands of fragments adrift. Suddenly, every piece rushes back, driven by inexplicable forces. I remained everywhere and nowhere. Then I appeared here. That doesn’t really describe it.”
“It’s hard to imagine. Whatever magic sent us here must be immense.”
“I don’t want to experience such a thing ever again.”
“You mentioned feeling weird. Can you be more specific?”
“It’s like I’ve been reborn an adult, but with no instructions.”
“Yeah, exactly how I felt when I first got here. Does my magic spark your memory?” A flame appeared in one hand, an icicle in the other.
Skadni’s eyes lit up, heads lunging at her elements.
Happy to indulge them, she conjured snowflakes and embers for their eager mouths.
“No. Have you always had magic?”
“Since Mortemir.”
“Who?”
“A moroi.”
“A ghost with shadows?”
“Precisely.” With a desire to spark memories, she nudged her dog away, reaching for his hands.
He lurched away. “Why are you trying to hold my hands?”
“Easy, I don’t bite. I just want to remember things by touch.”
“I don’t know about this,” he said, moving his hands behind his back.
“Don’t worry, Soren; it’s just an experiment. I won’t hurt you. I promise.”
“Experiments, I can do,” he said, creeping his hands forward on his knees.
“Here we go.” She intertwined her fingers with his. No memories stirred, but a pleasant heat flowed from him, rippling through her muscles. Sweet honey and scrumptious soil tickled her nose and tongue, making her salivate. My magic must be drawing his warmth and scents. Yum!
He scrunched his eyes, hands twitching. “Saffa, I can’t move my hands.”
Fearful about harming him, she yanked her hands away. “I didn’t know my magic could do that, Soren. I’m sorry.”
“My hands chilled,” he said, rubbing his forehead. “Did you mean to take my heat?”
“No. Was it painful?”
“It was … weird.” He yawned. Beyond his worried expression, fear sprang from within him. “Now I’m tired.”
Until she understood her power more, she should avoid touching. Playfulness bubbled inside her, making this unlikely.
“And you made this place, Saffa, all with your … magic?”
“It was easy,” she said, gazing around with a smug expression.
“What manner of process did you perform to create it?”
“A bit of brain zaps mixed with my awesomeness, all with my mind.”
“Have you been here long?”
“Not long. Everything feels like home. But home is elsewhere.”
“Clearly,” he said, eyes on the colorful sky. His head jerked, eyes darting to her leggings. “Saffa, your armor! These aren’t just scorch marks.” He traced down to the dark lines wrapping around her waist. “It’s like molten ropes bound you. What happened?”
A hilarious theory formed. “Ever danced with death or skipped rope with lightning? Not good.”
“Playing jump rope with lightning would be lethal.”
I’ll have to work on his sense of humor.
“A joke.”
He stood and moved behind her. “Your armor has gashes on either side of your back’s scabbard. Stand up.”
She rose. “I’m aware of the damage.”
“There’s a torn hole in your leggings, off to the right below your—”
“My ass,” she said while looking back, wanting to fluster him. “What do you think of it?”
“You certainly have no shame. As for what I think … it’s functional. I can see your …”
“How shameful, Soren. You’re staring at my lace.”
“What?” he asked, looking away quickly, wearing his nervousness like a cloak. “Sorry. Were you tortured?”
Pleased by his awkwardness, she rubbed a whining Skadni. “Wish I could remember. It’s obvious I was in a tough battle.”
“Tell me everything you remember.”
Sharing stories excited her—with some mischief.
“Good idea.” She pointed at pink bushes, whispering to her dog, “Hide in those bushes and wait for my cue.”
The pup barked, dashing into the foliage.
“Sit down, Soren.”
He did.
“Once upon a yesterday, Saffa emerged in her world.” She twirled, her ponytail swinging around. “After freeing herself from a horrible force, she arrived like a tornado. Lots of pain. Some nausea. Such fun.”
His expression blended bewilderment and amusement.
“Then her brain zapped, and she summoned Skadni!” She gestured to the bushes where Skadni fidgeted. “Her obedient dog … appeared!”
No response from Skadni.
With a dramatic breath, she blew ice shards and fire at the foliage. Skadni bounded out, biting her elements.
“Your brain zapped, and this is how you summoned … a dog?”
“Of course,” she said, meeting his eyes and pointing her finger.
He scratched his head.
“New game: lead me in a circle,” she whispered to the dog.
They paced in a circle, with her following behind.
“Guided by fearless Skadni, Saffa traversed the castle’s corridors. Where to, you ask?” She raised a brow at him.
“Where?”
“Skadni smelled Saffa’s bedroom and took her there for a much-needed rest.”
“Your bedroom?”
“Yes, my bedroom.” She and Skadni mimicked fatigue, crumpling to the ground. The dog lavished her with affectionate licks. “Exactly, Skadni! Awakened and healed by her loyal friend, she spotted … a book!”
“Soren,” the icy head said.
“Shh!” She wanted to avoid tipping off Soren.
The dog whimpered.
“We mustn’t alert him.”
“You healed after one nap?”
“Yes.” She shrugged. “Nine hours of sleep does wonders.” She pretended to open a book. “Symbols!” she sang in alto. “Flame, wind, heart, star, rain, stone, skull, eye.” As she sang flame and rain, she manifested fire and snow, throwing the elements into Skadni’s panting mouths.
“Your voice is beautiful, Saffa. Wait—you sang star and stone?”
“Fond of those, are we?”
“I might be.”
I bet he has magic. The potential for it birthed giddiness, but she maintained her composure.
“Saffa explored outside and found a black sky.”
“Remember stinky smell?” the fiery head asked.
“Awful smell. Pay close attention to me, for the climax.”
“Continue,” he said, eyes tracking her motions.
“So, I free Mortemir. How does he repay me? By busting into my castle. My. Castle.” She spread her arms like an explosion. “So, he and Saffa chatted. He spoke of puppeteers and labeled her world an infinite prison … a timeless abyss, of all things. He offered a deceitful escape pact.” She kneeled, meeting Soren’s eye level. “Then … he exploded!”
“He did?”
“Not immediately, silly. They fought first.” She and Skadni play-acted the fierce duel, nipping and dancing around each other, before she threw a fireball into Skadni’s flaming maw. It chomped and swallowed.
“Ice?” the icy head asked.
She lobbed ice pellets into the eager mouth.
“The foul moroi summoned a whirlwind.” She twirled. Then, pointing at the gash on her leggings, she added, “Despite her injury, Saffa jumped into it!” She leaped, cheered on by Skadni’s barks.
“What the Hells?” he whispered to himself.
“I heard that.”
He covered his mouth.
“Wielding winter’s fury, she pushed away his lightning, trapping him in ice.” She cast snow and ice around herself in a mound, spraying a little on him on purpose. Atop the mound, she said, “Here it comes!” After drawing her sword, she bounded high, slashed down hard, pulverized her icy mound, and covered him in snow.
“Sharp snow,” he said, throwing some off with an annoyed grunt.
Skadni’s frosty head reveled in the snow, while the fiery counterpart groaned.
Delighted by his reaction, she wanted to shoot more snow at him, but she decided against it … for now.
Quick bursts of flame from her fingers evened the score with her dog.
“Saffa vanquished Mortemir with her mind, magic, and might!” She sheathed her sword and took a prideful bow with Skadni.
He applauded. “You’re some warrior, Saffa.”
Warmth spread from her heart. “Thanks, Soren. You’re very nice. But it’s just another day for me.” Her mischief faded.
The moroi had wanted her to defeat him. Fuck. I played right into his hands.
She sat in the snow near Soren, still bothered by where this creature might be. Maybe in Nightwind now. A terrible thought.
“Wild story. It’s all true?”
“Every word. After slaying Mortemir, those dreaded brain zaps returned. And then”—she pointed up—“the sky turned to these rainbows, visible through the castle’s new, beautiful windows.”
“When your brain zaps, your world changes and grows.”
“I’m impressed. Took me a while to realize that.”
“His end drove away darkness.”
“Exactly. You’re really catching on!”
“How can a place be timeless?”
“Magic,” she blurted out, forcing her lips flat.
“The answer to everything.”
“Soren smart,” the fire head barked.
She snorted and rubbed their heads. “He is.”
“What about that puppeteer? Maybe she or he turned me into particles.”
“Probably,” she said, touching his shoulder over his robes. “I’m sorry you experienced that.”
Fearful, he scooted away. “I’m just glad to be alive. What happened after your brain zaps?”
“I explored outside and got zapped one last time. Your particles appeared near a hill, and I felt a connection at once. After resting, I found Nuwa.” She explained the encounter, omitting its cautionary advice, not wanting to alarm him—beyond his shyness, anxiety emanated like a sickness. It evoked her sympathy.
“The magic is incomprehensible.” Moisture glistened in his eyes. “I cannot thank you enough for what you did in saving me.”
“You’re welcome. I’m happy to have taken part in your restoration.” Recalling his interest in the star and stone symbols, she asked, “Would you like to see the castle, the book, and my bedroom?”
“I’d love to explore the book and your bedroom—wait, not like that.”
Despite their opposite personalities, she knew he must’ve been a good friend back in Nightwind. Perhaps more.
“Sure. You may touch … only the book.”
Face reddening, he rubbed his ear. “This isn’t awkward at all.”
Amused by his blush, she said, “Skadni, Soren, to the castle!”
***
Saffa, Soren, and Skadni journeyed on, traversing through a dense, colorful forest. He peered around. “This place … even without memories, I know I’ve seen nothing like it.”
She waved her hands out, tone whimsical. “It’s like we’re wandering within a dream, a realm sculpted by a playful artist. That’s me. I make reality bend and twist.”
He snickered and met her eyes. “You like performing, don’t you?”
Skadni lapped pink water from a sparkling stream.
“In my world, Soren, I’m the star. You and Skadni are my audience. Do you like my world?”
“It’s … my opposite, Saffa. Curious but nerve-racking.”
“Allure lies in surprise and astonishment,” she said, eyes sparkling with enthusiasm. “Come on; let’s go explore.”
They ventured deeper.
A winged girl, about the size of Saffa’s arm, with glittering green skin fluttered near, one brow raised in apprehension. “Why have you brought this … boy into your world?”
“I’m not sure,” Saffa answered. “But he’s nice, so don’t worry.”
The creature bared pointy white teeth, silver tongue swiping out. “We are hungry.”
She knew this creature’s emotion: mischief. She would indulge it.
“Very well, little one, you may have a nibble of his fingers. Pinky and thumb. Right hand.”
“What?” Soren yelled, leaping back in a panic, hands shoving into his robes. “What the Hells are you thinking, Saffa?”
“I like you, creator,” the girl said, hovering near Soren, eyes on his robes.
“No, sprite nice,” the fiery head said while the icy head sniffed the girl with concern.
A high-pitched cackle sang from the girl’s lips, and she zoomed into the sky. “Bye, Soren!” Her voice trailed as she soared.
Saffa chortled so hard her stomach cramped, happy this creature and her joke got some emotion from him.
“That creature was joking, I take it?”
“If she comes back later, will you offer yourself to ensure the poor girl doesn’t starve?”
“You’re ridiculous,” he said, though slivers of a smile shone.
They soon reached an expansive, luminous lake. Its surface, like a glistening mirror, captured the sky’s ever-changing palette.
“Unbelievable,” he said, gazing up, his anxiety lessening. The joke earlier must have put him at ease. More would follow.
“Yes,” she said, eyes lost in the heavens.
Beside the lake, a meadow of multi-hued grass stretched out, dotted with plants, swaying without wind. His gaze settled on the lake, its surface undulating.
Nearby bushes rustled. The dog growled, lowering into a menacing posture, mouths spreading to reveal elemental fangs.
“Danger!” the fire head said.
She drew her sword with a metallic ring. “Hold position.”
The pair complied.
She neared the bushes, where a hiss retreated.
“Something just fled. We must make haste. Skadni, track the scent. Warn us if it returns.”
“Will protect you!”
“Good dog.” The running trio soon came across grassy hills and the cobblestone path to the castle. At the portcullis, it rose with her thought and closed behind.
“Saffa, you did that?”
“Maybe,” she said, nudging his arm.
He dodged.
“No touch. I get it,” she remarked.
After following her into the great hall, he stopped to admire the stained-glass windows. “You made these windows?”
“Sure did. Do you like them?”
“They’re beautiful.”
“Why, thanks,” she said, appreciative of his compliment. Replete with playfulness, she asked, “Want to see a trick?”
He tilted his head as he backed off. “So long as I get to keep all my fingers.”
“Your first joke, Soren! I’m so proud of you. Skadni, heel.”
The pup sat on her right side.
She drew her sword, holding it with both hands over her right shoulder. Her long ponytail fell down the same side. Flames crawled up her fingers, dancing on her sword. With her most piercing gaze, she locked eyes with him.
“Saffa …” he started with pink cheeks, “your sword’s on fire, but your hair isn’t. How?”
She raised a brow. “You’re staring.”
“What?” he asked, like he might be daydreaming. “Is your hair fireproof?”
She turned on her heels and doused her blade while sheathing it, keeping her mystery alive. “Let’s go.”
He likes me. And she liked him, the juxtaposition of their everything stimulating.
Down the hall and at the royal sitting-room door, the symbol came into view.
“Does this mean anything to you, Soren?”
He touched the text. “Unity. Glory. Nightwind. I like the messaging, but Nightwind doesn’t stir any memories. I think we can assume it’s the name of our home.”
“Yes, I felt the same way when I saw it.” After pushing through the door, she reached for his hand to lead him up the stairs, but he jumped back.
“Please, don’t touch me.”
“Soren, I won’t steal your heat again.”
“I’m not risking it. Don’t touch.” Walls of angst covered up his earlier fascination with her.
Skadni whined, eyes big.
They wanted to mention his scent on the book.
She gave a stern head shake. “Shall we head upstairs to my bedroom?”
“Just for the book.”
“And heat stealing.”
He gave an annoyed sigh. “Saffa, seriously?”
“I’m kidding, Soren.”
“Good.”
“Maybe.”
“Ugh.” He lagged, wary eyes watching her backside.
After a quick stair climb, they traversed the hallway and entered her bedroom. Inside, Skadni exploded with energy.
“Play with new friend!” the heads said.
The fiery head woofed, “Play with fireball?”
The icy head said, “No, iceball!” Skadni bounded on Soren.
He panicked, fell over, and the dog went sprawling. They stood and shook, scattering sparks and frost.
She laughed, summoning an iceball and throwing it. The pup chased after it while their fire head mumbled in protest. To appease the head, she formed a small fireball and threw it.
With that, she stood over a prone Soren, offering her hand. “Can I give you a hand up?”
He ignored it, standing on his own. “I decline.”
“Soren, I’m just trying to help. Can we trust each other? If not, things will be … difficult.”
“You make me nervous. Until we understand why your touch steals heat, I prefer to keep my distance. But thanks for the gesture.”
The request wasn’t unreasonable.
She motioned to the tome on her desk. “That’s the book.” Let’s see if he recognizes it.
He sat in the blue-cushioned chair, fingers brushing the cover, before flipping it to the burned page with eight symbols.
“These are the symbols I sang about. Remember?”
“How could I forget your performance?” He traced each symbol in a clockwise direction. “Flame, wind, heart, star, rain, stone, skull, eye. This book is scorched … I wonder what did it.”
“I don’t know,” she said, even though her dog mentioned her fire on the book. A magical mishap had burned it. A fight, with him at her side. One where her fire magic must have unleashed. Could it have turned him into particles? The thought made her shudder.
“Stone … Star …” he murmured, flipping the page, his voice one of familiarity. He ruffled through more charred pages, finding one with a stone symbol at the top.
She peeked over his shoulder, reading a blurb explaining this symbol as earth, along with some strange words and descriptions. Earlier worries morphed into excitement as she rubbed her hands together, leaning over, catching his eyes. “A big rock. How fun! What’s this earth stuff about?”
“Can you not do that, please?”
“What?”
“Lean over me. It makes me nervous.”
Flirtatious, she breathed in his ear.
“Saffa!”
She left his side to play with her dog, running around the room with them.
“These are words of power.”
“From the title?” she asked, shooting fire and frost at her dog, who barked and gobbled it up.
“Yes. This page shows spells of earth.” He found a new page with a star symbol at the top. “This one is something else.”
“What is it?”
“Another type of magic. Saffa, can I try something?”
“You don’t need my permission.”
“Terratempus,” he intoned, alternating his hands up and down.
The floor’s stones rippled like ocean waves in response, Skadni and Saffa bobbing upon them.
“What in the realms!” she exclaimed, watching with fascination at the rolling stone tiles. He has magic! Unlike her, however, he needed words and weird hand motions.
Her pulse quickened, charged by this new potential.
Hands spreading out, he intoned, “Magmuta.” The book expanded, flipping through its pages.
“Minmata,” he intoned, hands clasping.
It returned to its original size and closed.
“I believe this is my book!” The room’s floor settled.
Well, I guess he recognized it.
Skadni’s heads tilted, eyes full of amazement.
“Soren magic?” the icy head asked.
“Yes, he does!” She whistled. “Soren, you’ve been skulking around my bedroom in a past life and leaving your things behind.” Despite the joke, she knew he must’ve been her boyfriend—their odd chemistry made that obvious.
“I … I swear I’ve never been here. I don’t think.”
“Sure, Soren.” She advanced to his side, caressing his arm over his robe.
He smacked her hand away. “What just happened?” he asked, head tilting at each of his hands.
“You harnessed the powers of stone and star. This book isn’t just information; it’s unlocking your magic.”
His gaze oscillated between the book and her. “Stone represents earth, and star … spirit.”
“Soren,” she said, mischief rising as she sat on the desk’s corner. “We’ve got the ground shaking, your book morphing, and magic is flowing—you’re a full package!”
“This thing needs a warning label.” He grinned, running his fingers down the book’s spine.
“Joke number two!” she exclaimed, eyes gleaming with humor. “And you missed the fine print—may cause reality warping and tremors.”
For the first time, he laughed.
She beamed, joy abounding at hearing this new sound from him. “Let’s give your book and our magic a test run in the great hall. We’ll light the place up.”
His grin snapped into a frown, and he grabbed his chair to scoot away. “Unwise to play with our magic without caution. How do you think we got sent here in the first place, Saffa?”
She zipped behind him and held his chair down. “Perhaps, Soren, but we’re already here. Let’s play.”
He growled. “Caution is in order.” Fighting her grip on the chair, he tried to scoot away in futility. “Let go of my chair—your chair, the chair.”
Arms folded, she moved to his side and smirked at him. “My chair. I permit you to scoot.”
While scooting, he said, “I don’t want to remodel your castle accidentally.”
She feigned a pout and inched toward him. “Castle smastle. You’ve got magic. What’s the point if you don’t, you know, zap stuff?”
“Exactly. I don’t want to surprise us with unintended earthquakes. Or worse.”
“You could suck the fun out of a jestress.”
“Hilarious, Saffa.” He pursed his lips. “You could ignite a powder keg with a wink. You’re dangerous. And too close. Back away.”
Encouraged by his words, she grabbed his chair again, whispering in his ear, “Just one spell, Soren. For fun … for me. Please?” She sat on the desk again and played with her ponytail.
His gaze lingered, heavy upon her. Eyes darting between her and the book, his neck and mouth spread in temptation. “Shit, Saffa … well … the answer’s no. I must understand my magic first.”
Undeterred, she flicked her hand, frosting the desk’s other edge with icicles. “See? Harmless.”
“Our magic,” he said, voice rising, “is dangerous when combined without understanding. Stop with your recklessness!”
She admired him for standing up to her and prepared for a dramatic exit.
“When you’re ready to have fun and explore your magic, find me downstairs.” After hopping off the desk, she stomped out with Skadni, slamming the door.
04 - Friction


“Fire and earth magic is a popular combo for devastating effects—to friend or foe.”
— Words of Power, Vol. I
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Saffa slept on a plush couch, her long brown hair free, spread out on a cushion. Skadni’s heads rested on her lap, their synchronized snores filling the room.
Soren descended the steps. “Saffa, are you awake?”
Skadni’s heads lifted, blinking away their drowsiness.
Her eyes flickered opened. She rubbed them and sat up. “Finished your bedtime reading?”
“I read it all. We should discuss magic and the eight symbols.”
“The entire book?” she asked, stretching with a yawn. “Did it reveal who we are?”
“No, many pages were burned beyond recognition. I learned only concepts and symbols.”
“How about less discussing and more doing? What do you say?”
“I’m ready to do magic in a controlled session.”
“Yes!” She stood, and the dog tumbled off with a yelp. “Apologies, little pup.”
They rolled on their back, tongues out.
“Stay put while we practice,” she told them, patting their belly.
The fiery head whined, and the icy one sighed.
She entered the great hall first, compelled to dazzle him with her magic. Arms spread, she said, “Welcome to my playground! Let’s start with warmups!” With twirling fingers, a brilliant fireball emerged, hovering over her open hand.
He leaned against the wall, crossing his arms. “And … she’s off.”
“And she’s got more.” She winked at him, smothering the fireball with her other hand. As she lifted it, an icy sphere appeared, producing a burst of steam. Prismatic lights from the stained-glass windows refracted in it.
“Saffa, we should plan this out.”
“After warmups,” she said, releasing the orb to hover by her mouth. With a hot breath, she blew it as a firestorm above his head, flames roaring into the wall with sparks, embers dribbling down.
“I admire your enthusiasm,” he said, glancing at the wall, “but not your methods.”
“You’ll love these methods!” She wiggled her fingers, and icy spikes grew on the ceiling, glinting and twirling.
“Nice spikes. You want to actually do something productive now?”
“Wait, Soren, there’s one more—”
“Terralus,” he intoned, waving his hand.
The ground beneath her shifted up sharply, and she fell backward. The icy spikes dropped around her, shattering into glinting fragments.
Surprised, delighted, and feisty, she ninja-flipped, a sizzling fireball forming in her hand, matching her tempestuous eyes. “What have you done to my creations, Soren?”
“Sorry, Saffa, I didn’t mean to make you fall … sort of. I’m just frustrated.”
“You made me fall on purpose. Looks like you’re asking for trouble.” She juggled her fireball. “You want to play with my fire, don’t you?” Thoughts of a magical duel made her heart race.
“I think you’ve got it backward.” He scurried toward the door. “And no, playing with your fire sounds like a bad idea.”
She chucked her fireball at him.
“Figupetra.”
The floor answered his call, a protective stone barrier rising, absorbing her fire with a crash. Smoke drifted around the room with a charred scent.
Encouraged by his magic, she advanced, summoned a large icicle, and threw it. Wanting the ice hot, she snapped her fingers.
It splintered above him, raining sleet.
“I didn’t want a cold shower,” he complained, wiping away moisture. “Seriously, stop.”
“Come on, Soren; you love showering in my magic.” She conjured a larger icicle, hooked her arm, and flung it over his stone wall.
“Visobex,” he intoned, clasping his hands.
A faint, translucent barrier appeared above him. Her icicle exploded, its pieces glancing off his barrier. “You won’t listen, will you?”
“What?” Eager to test his new shield, she unleashed a wide barrage of snow. It rebounded against his defenses, blanketing the hall with frost. Only a trickle of snow found him, but a gap remained. “I see a weakness in your defenses,” she said, circling.
“Saffa! Stop!”
She unleashed two narrow beams of snow with precision, frosting his robes.
“Dammit!” As he stormed out, his stone wall melded back into the floor, his barrier above vanishing.
“Soren,” she said, feigning exasperation with an eye roll. But his frustration stung, causing a pang of genuine remorse. “I’m sorry. Come back. Please.”
“No!” he yelled from behind the wall. “Bye.”
“Wait!” She ran after him. “I feel bad. Allow me a finale? I promise it’s worth watching.” It would be because she planned to make an icy copy of herself. When he saw it, buried feelings for her would come out big time.
“If I watch, will you listen to me for once?”
“Only if you watch the entire thing.”
“Fine.”
They both entered the hall again.
She took position at its center, extending her arms, fingers out. “This will be worth it. Come closer.”
With cautious steps, he neared.
“Stop right there.” She raised her chin at him, summoning a fiery whirlwind around herself. She twirled, and her hair transformed to fire, her fiery grin flashing as she snapped her fingers. A chill mist whipped around her, creating a dense fog, illuminated by her fire.
“Saffa, you’re quick; I’ll give you that.”
“Look out!” She threw a ball of ice pellets his way, but off enough to ensure she missed.
He sidestepped. “Quick, but inaccurate.”
She gave him one right in the leg.
“Ouch.”
“Watch.” Arms raising, ice sprayed from each hand, encasing her front half, dousing her fire with a hiss. When she stepped away, the fog followed, revealing a pristine icy replica of her front. “Two Saffa’s are better than one,” she said, icing the statue’s backside. “Don’t you agree, Soren?”
“She’s crafted … herself,” he said, his features and emotions contorting between admiration and irritation.
With the fog following her, she ambled near his side, eager for his feelings to surface.
He stared at the icy statue, at the fog, and back. His sudden attraction came like a tidal wave, evident from his gaze and her senses.
“Soren, while you admire me, I’ll be in my bedroom.” She blew the fog on him and ran out of the great hall, nudging the door closed. He’s so logical and fighting his feelings for me. I love it!
Drawn to her icy figure, he reached out, fingers tracing its cold, perfect features. “Her command over the elements is impressive.” He shook his head in mild amusement, leaving for her bedroom.
***
Saffa lay on her bed with Skadni. A knock came, but she ignored it. Another knock. Louder.
“Saffa.” His voice was muffled behind the door. “You promised to collaborate.”
“I’m sleeping,” she said, unable to stop from giggling.
“Sleep talking and laughing. Yet another one of your talents.”
Laughs burst out. She hopped up, tiptoeing to the door. Stealthily, she unlocked it, then yanked it open. “Boo!”
He startled back and shook his head. “Saffa, you’re a wild, magical savant. I’ve just discovered my magic. Can we go back to the great hall? I have a few spells that are complicated, and I want your guidance.”
“Ask nicely.”
“Please,” he said, arms folding.
“You’re so polite,” she said, grinning. “How can I refuse?” She gave him a playful pat on his robed shoulder. “Sorry about that. No touching.”
“Touch? Yes. No. Me.”
She snickered at his flustered demeanor. It only encouraged her to plan more antics.
“Skadni come?” the fiery head asked.
“Stay there. I don’t want you getting hurt by our experiments.”
The dog’s heads drooped.
They returned to the great hall.
“You didn’t need to show off. Your magic already impresses me.” He gazed upon her icy copy, chuckling. “There’s still two of you.”
She jogged to her icy statue, noting its melting. She added more ice to shore it up.
Back at his side, she stood in natural confidence. “Thanks for your compliment. Now show me what you can do.”
He led her to the room’s only furniture: a wooden corner table. He stared at a golden goblet on top. “Portitas,” he intoned, moving his hand.
No effect.
“Moving with your mind? I have a suggestion.” With his hesitation and shaky confidence for their short time together, she wanted to build him up.
“Let’s hear it.”
“I’ve noticed you hesitate sometimes. Maybe it’s a confidence issue. In our brief fight earlier, your magic worked fine. Why?”
“I didn’t think too hard, just reacted to your blatant attacks.”
“Exactly! Try it this time.”
“So, just do; don’t think?”
“Yes, Soren. I believe in you. But you need to believe in you. Now move that damn goblet like I know you can.”
“Portitas.” With a slow hand motion, the goblet slid across the table.
“There it is!”
“I appreciate your confidence in me.”
“No problem. What other magic do you have?”
“Can you light the candle for me?” he asked, gesturing to a single candle on the table.
“I got it,” she said, pinching the wick into a flame.
“Formagni,” he intoned, using his hands to mold the flame into various forms: a bird, a flower, a dragon.
“You can manipulate fire?”
“Apparently.”
I wonder if he can maneuver my fire. “What else can you do?”
“Move some of these pebbles, I think.”
“Don’t say I think, Soren. Because I know you can do it.”
“Portitas.” Two pebbles rose from the floor.
“Amazing. Try changing directions with your hands.”
He waved his hands left and right. The pebbles followed his motions. When he lowered his hands and faced her, the pebbles fell. “Thanks for your encouragement.”
She would give more, but she also wanted to spray him with snow. Fingers wiggling, flurries appeared, but she fought back the urge. Maybe a playful remark instead.
“I wonder what else you can manipulate.” Heat hit her chest and thighs, creative applications dancing through her mind.
He looked away with flushed skin, mumbling, “She’s something else.”
“I am something else.”
“You heard that?”
“I did. I’ve got good ears.”
“Remind me to only think stuff like that.”
“My ears are so good I can hear every word you think.” Her mouth tensed at the lie. She forced a straight face. Part of her wished her empathic abilities would allow this, the other part thought it would be too disturbing.
“You can?”
“Yup.”
“Guess I’ll watch my words … and thoughts. Anyway, I have one last thing. An illusion.”
Wow, he’s so trusting.
“Great idea. Never know when we might want to trick someone.”
“Illusral.” With his slow hand motions, the hall’s ceiling transformed into a starlit night, with groups of twinkling constellations.
“Soren,” she said, taken by the stars, “it’s beautiful. What a romantic spell, don’t you think?”
“It’s a cosmos with many astronomical phenomena.”
His words made her squishy warm in her chest. “You sure know how to speak to me,” she said, nearing him.
“You like those words?”
“Very much, Soren.”
He caught her eyes, head tilting a little like he might have been seeing her for the first time. Truly seeing her. “Saffa, these constellations are familiar.”
She put a hand on his shoulder, loving the soft fabric of his robes. “Stars of Nightwind’s nights, I suspect.”
When he glanced at her hand, she removed it.
“Sorry.”
“Looks like only skin touch drains heat. Don’t worry about it.” The illusion vanished.
He’s loosening up. Yes!
“I wonder what our home is like,” he said. “Maybe a castle like this?”
“It is. Mortemir admitted such.” She wanted one more experiment. If he could control her fire, they could do a powerful combo, like the candle’s small dragon, but much larger.
“Soren,” she said, fireballs coming to life in her hands. “You want to play with my fire now. Am I right?”
He took two giant steps back, his eyes glancing between the fireballs. “It’s warm, even from here.”
“Come near, Soren. Feel my fire’s heat. It’s safe.”
He shuffled nearer, holding one hand near each of hers like one might do at a campfire. “Hot. What’s it feel like to you?”
“Just a tingle, nothing more.”
“Maybe we should—”
She combined her hands, making a large, sizzling, smoky fireball. It lit the great hall in bright crimson.
He jumped back, gaping. “It’s … a lot bigger now.”
“You like my fire. You need to move it. Use Formagni, Soren, and make a gigantic dragon. Nothing will go wrong—I have complete control over … it.”
He moved closer to the door. “Okay, Saffa,” he said, eyes on her flames, “let’s try. Formagni.” He sculpted with his hands.
The fire expanded, hissing, growing wings. A tail. A crude head.
“It’s wonderful,” she said, her heart speeding, thrilled at his control of her elements. “You must make it fly around, Soren. Do it with Portitas.”
“This is quite interesting.” He lifted his hands. “Portitas.” The dragon ascended slowly.
“Make it fly!”
As he raised his arms, the dragon soared.
She ejected fire from her palms, and the dragon brightened. Crackling and dripping swaths of fire, it grew larger. “I love our creation.”
With his moving arms, it flew behind her to the room’s other side. “No more fire. It’s big enough.”
But she couldn’t contain her energy, nor did she want to. Heat surged from her heart to her hands, twin flamethrowers feeding the ever-growing beast. She ran to her icy statue in the room’s center. “Make it crash into me and my statue for a finale.”
The dragon circled high above as he lowered his arms while making circular motions with his hands. “One finale is enough for today—I don’t want to hurt you.”
She shoved her flaming fingers into her mouth, inhaling her fire. It soothed her throat and lungs.
Brow creased, he asked, “You ate … your fire?”
She pulled her hand out and roared jets of it. “If you haven’t noticed, I’m basically immune to fire. Everything will be fine. Now do … it.”
“Evidence works for me. Here goes.” He lifted his arms. The massive, flaming dragon flew to the ceiling above her. “You ready?”
“Drop it on me,” she said, looking up, ceasing her fiery blasts. She held her arms toward him, beckoning with her hands.
“Don’t move your arms like that!” he said, shaking his hands in front of his face. As he did, the dragon dove toward the door. “Shit, Saffa!”
“Soren!” she yelled, waving her arms to redirect the dragon with no success. “Run!”
Eyes bulging, he ran. The dragon’s head seared his backside as he dove across the wall. It slammed into the stone behind him, fiery wings clipping him. A huge, flaming explosion rebounded. Smoke billowed, its odor persisting. He screamed, rolling, robes burning.
“No!” she cried in horror, sprinting to his side, spraying him with frost.
Patches of flame crackled throughout the room. He gave a raspy growl, forehead furrowed as he sat up and wiped himself off. “This. Was. A. Mistake.”
Troubled by his smoldering robes, her shoulders slumped. “I went overboard.” She extended her hand. “Let me help you up? Please?”
“Thank you, but no,” he said, standing, patting out embers on his sleeve. “Dammit, we need to slow everything down. Plan out all magic experiments. This could’ve been much worse.”
Mouth a frumpy frown, she looked at the floor, sad for the first time since his resurrection.
He tilted his head. “I’m sorry for whatever I said or did to make you sad. Should I leave?”
She hadn’t expected him to apologize, given his singed robes and eyebrows. His care, unique magic, fire control, and strange incantations made any sadness or worries about the accident vanish.
She lifted her head. A predatory hunger burned within. For his mind. For his soft, handsome face. Above all, for his heat. She wanted more magic playing. To touch him. Touch for a long time. To gobble up every ounce of heat inside him.
“On the contrary. Stay.”
“Why?”
“Because your magic and mind are mesmerizing. You’re such a talented wizard. The way you handled my … fire is so … hot.” She dangled her hand near his.
He slid along the wall, shifty, avoiding her eyes. “Thanks, Saffa. I go now.” He covered up his emotions with more walls, fleeing the room.
“Fuck. Dammit,” she muttered.
“Saffa?” he asked while peeking around the wall.
She rolled her eyes, annoyed with the awkwardness of it all.
“Skadni incoming!” he said, running back into the room.
The hound dashed down the hallway so fast they slid past the door. Legs running in place for a moment with paws clapping, the pup changed direction and ran in, their icy head snarling, eyes gleaming. Their fiery head growled, eyes ablaze.
Battle instincts took over as she drew her sword. “The smell?”
“Scent outside!” The pup raced out toward the gatehouse, heads swiveling.
“Skadni, stop!” she yelled, her arms and legs tightening. “Soren, follow behind me!”
***
The late afternoon sky presented colorful orbs amidst vibrant streaks. Blues merged with corals, while emerald and sapphire hues intertwined with a celestial ballet.
After winding behind her dog’s howls for a few hours, they reached a familiar topography—a vast lake bordered by a field of lush rainbow grass.
“It’s close,” the dog’s heads said, sniffing.
“Skadni, stay far away until I call for you.”
The dog retreated.
Her senses homed in on the colorful field ahead, searching for anomalies. The thrill of imminent confrontation brought adrenaline-fueled anticipation.
“Saffa,” Soren started, squinting, “I think it’s invisible.”
Saffa sheathed her sword, preparing for ranged combat. “Get behind me.”
He walked backward and took position.
The grass flattened.
She pointed. “There!”
“Figupetra,” he intoned, hand rising.
Earth assembled into a wall in front of them. Two devastating, sudden blows from nowhere dismantled his wall.
She launched fireballs and ice blasts from her hands at more flattening grass. They detonated, momentarily revealing dark scales.
The thing hissed.
She waved her arm, unleashing a wide barrage of fireballs, hoping to catch their slithering enemy off-guard. Two hit with explosive impacts but left just smoke clouds.
“Mittsilex,” Soren intoned, hands lifting.
The earth birthed jagged, stony projectiles. With his arms spreading, they launched in a semi-circle. Some glanced off a hard surface.
“It’s armored!” He sculpted his hands. “Golecrea!”
The ground rumbled, an earthen golem rising. Just as fast, unseen smashes decimated it.
“My magic’s ineffective, Saffa. Do you have suggestions?”
Confident in an ultimate attack, like she used against Mortemir, she conjured twin cones of snow, shooting them at the smashed grass. Winter howled, revealing scales, but the creature slithered away, its swift movements difficult to track in the storm.
“Odd.” Hands lowering, she ceased her blizzard. Perhaps focusing her fire into a pinpoint ray would pierce it.
She swept her arm, unleashing a fiery ray across the field. Upon striking the unseen entity, it merely rebounded, trailing sparks.
The beast’s resistance baffled her. If her magic wouldn’t suffice, her blade might.
She drew her sword, steeling herself for melee combat.
“Figupetra-Masmittor,” Soren intoned, making scooping gestures.
The earth coughed up a massive rock, and it flew toward the creature’s hissing. With a loud smash, the boulder fell apart.
“Soren, we need something else!” She charged toward the boulder fragments and swung her blade. It swished through the air.
A roar sounded, then Soren flew, landing on his back. Three invisible blows struck his legs. He writhed, screaming in pain.
She sprinted toward him, desperate to save him.
An insidious force ensnared her, constricting tightly, like a giant had just grabbed her. A sudden, harsh squeeze forced her longsword against her arm with a nasty crack. Sharp pain seared through her right arm. Her anguished scream rent the silence.
Its grip loosened, and she fell in a heap. A jagged bone protruded from her elbow, hurting far worse than it looked.
Something hard bashed her broken arm, a terrible slice cutting through her nerves, the bone jetting out farther. Everything became still.
In this brief silence, she realized its strategy: toying … analyzing, like a leopard before its killing strike.
“Enough of your games!” Her fog should reveal it, so she ejected fire and ice from her left hand, wrapping the battlefield in mist. It contacted the beast, unveiling a translucent serpentine silhouette. Its glistening scales captured the last traces of dusk as it slithered toward Soren.
She wanted it immobilized so she could bake it into oblivion like an oven.
“Soren, it’s heading your way! Cage it!”
Drawing deep breaths while thrusting his hands into the ground, he chanted, “Carcterra.”
Walls of earth formed around the creature. With each chant, more earth rose, solidifying additional layers. He limped toward the cage, bleeding, perspiration streaking his face.
It roared, thrashing and cracking his earthen cage.
Near the cage, Soren’s final Carcterra spell reformed a solid barrier before he fell.
“Saffa, that’s all I’ve got. What’s your plan?”
“Fire and brimstone!” Dark anger flared within her. She raised both arms with a painful shout, an inferno blazing from her hands. It swirled around his earthen cage. She clasped her hands, and it merged with his cage, its surface transformed into magma. The ground rumbled. Fissures extended out. The creature’s thrashing ceased.
“Saffa, you’re making a volcano! Stop!”
Fear pushed her fiery rage aside. “Get away, Soren!”
An eruption of magma, combined with a shockwave, threw him back, burning him. He screamed.
Molten boulders hurled out, along with the beast, its form a flaming effigy. It screeched away into darkness, leaving a trail of black sludge.
A blob of magma struck her face. Lava cooled on the smoldering field. She flicked off the lava, smelling delicious sulfur.
She found Soren and gasped, running to his side. “What have I done?”
He lay motionless, marred by burns and gashes.
Desperation welled within her as she kneeled. “Soren, I’m here.”
A final breath rasped from his lips.
“No, Soren … please, no.” Eyes gleaming with sadness, she pleaded with her world, “Help me help him.” Maybe her dog could help. “Skadni, come!”
A faint whimpering replied.
An instinctive impulse took over. With tender care, she cradled his head in her good arm, bringing him close. Primal fire flared in her heart, and she kissed his singed forehead. Heat rushed to her lips. She laid him down, startled by a sudden fatigue weighing her down.
Eyelids fluttering open, his breaths steadied. “Saffa, what did you do?”
“I’m not sure,” she admitted. “The creature is wounded and fled. We must regroup with Skadni.”
Arms over one another’s shoulders, they made a slow trudge to the distraught dog.
***
Under a sky of dark rainbow lights, a campfire’s gentle crackling warmed the chilly night air. On opposite sides, Saffa and Soren sat on logs, their wounds illuminated by dancing flames. Skadni’s fiery head nipped the campfire while the icy head whined.
Disturbed by Soren’s injuries and the powerful beast, she mulled over what had gone wrong. Individual magic displays had proven useless, their combined magic dangerous again. Maybe his caution held merit.
“Saffa,” he said sharply, his irritation a thick coat around him, “why did you make a volcano? I almost died, and the beast escaped. It will return.”
“Your earth barrier was failing,” she answered, annoyed by his tone. “I needed to do something.”
He raised his arms to the sides. “Turning my cage into explosive lava? Seriously?”
“We needed to kill the beast before it ate you!”
“Wrong! Strategy and collaboration, Saffa, not brute force! You need control to avoid this kind of collateral damage, just like the dragon.”
“I didn’t fuck up the dragon—you did. With your hand waving!”
Head shaking, a low growl rumbled in his larynx. “You pointed your arms at me, Saffa.” He waved his arms. “Your gesture, it nearly incinerated me.”
“But you survived, Soren, because of my magic and instincts. You’re welcome.”
“Your instincts burned the Hells out of me—twice!”
She pointed at him with a fiery finger, outraged at his ingratitude. “I. Drove. The. Creature. Away! Be grateful, and back the Hells off!”
“Fuck you, Saffa, and fuck this!” he spat, standing then limping away into the darkness.
The intensity of his outburst made her pause, but she still fumed inside. Gentle, sweet Soren had lost control. She wanted him to lose it, to show passion and emotion, but not like this.
Skadni whined, pacing around. “No fight,” the icy head said.
“Make Skadni sad,” the fiery head added.
“Come here.”
The dog trotted to her.
She rubbed their snouts. “He’s been so reserved and calm during our short time together. I pushed him over the edge.”
“Talk to him,” the icy head said. “Please?”
“You’re the sane one here, Skadni. I’ll try, but I’m pissed.”
***
Saffa sat by the fire, frustrated and tense, bruised and scraped. Despite the argument, she hoped they could sort this out now to avoid lingering anger.
“Soren!” she called out, failing to hide her irritation. “I’m … mad at you.”
Bushes rustled, and he emerged. “I’m sorry.”
“So am I.” She paused before noting, “You didn’t go very far.”
He shrugged. “No, it’s too dark. My outburst is inexcusable. Saffa, I treated you like dirt. Our argument is my fault. I hope you’ll forgive me.”
She relaxed her fists. “Thank you, Soren. If you need my forgiveness, you have it.” She still wanted to punch something, however, and noted his Zen-like visage. “How did you turn off your anger so fast?”
“I didn’t want it anymore, so I got rid of it.”
She snickered. “I’m jealous of your superpower.”
“It might be the only thing I’m better at than you.”
“You’re probably right.”
“I guess humility is your superpower?”
“So is your sense of humor.” She winked, wondering if she had offended him.
“Ah. A joke.”
Tightness eased in her muscles. “I’m sorry for burning you—it wasn’t my intent.”
A long, heavy breath escaped his mouth. “I know. Next time, just communicate so I know what to expect. I’ll do the same.”
“Sure. But we also need urgency.”
He rubbed his thigh, groaning. “For that, we have you, Saffa. But luck favored us today. We shouldn’t rely on it.”
“We’ll be better prepared next time. Come on, Soren; let’s treat our wounds.” She examined her right arm, the bone sticking out, stained with crimson, some numbing effect keeping the pain away. “My arm’s in rough shape.”
“Why aren’t you screaming in pain?”
“It’s numb … and I’m guessing this isn’t my first bone break.”
“Probably not—you’re obviously a fighter.”
They tended to each other’s wounds, bandaging up the bloodiest with torn cloth from his robe.
“I can help your burns with my frost, if you let me touch. I won’t take your heat,” Saffa promised.
He nodded while whimpering in pain. “It’s worth the risk. They really hurt.”
She spread his robe gently, touching his burns with a cooling mist from her fingertips, alternated with warmth. Just like her kiss, his heat didn’t gush into her with skin contact, leaving her thankful but confused. The heat stealing seemed so random; she wondered what had triggered it.
The burns’ harshness lessened, melding into the pallor of his skin. Even his purple bruises faded under her touch.
“Saffa, your touch is amazing. Thank you.”
“Happy to help.” She yawned, aching everywhere. Noting a tattoo on his chest with a white circle and smaller blue circle inside, she asked, “What’s the tattoo?”
He glanced down, then shrugged. “Magic symbols, I guess, though I don’t remember. Maybe I was in a wizards’ guild.”
“Nerd.” The jest broke tension and secretly conveyed her steaming attraction to his mind. And those damn eyes. Their fight had added kindling to it.
“Good one, Saffa. I suppose I am.”
With his help, she placed her fractured arm in a makeshift sling, grateful for her body’s numbing effect. Her sore muscles found relief in the campfire’s heat, while its light emphasized their weary expressions.
“Wish I could heal wounds like you. I want to help, but I can’t. I’m sorry.”
“Don’t apologize. You’ve done enough.”
“Saffa, lick arm,” the dog’s heads said.
When she attempted to remove the sling, the bone jostled. “Ow!” Pain stabbed through her. “Maybe tomorrow.”
The dog’s heads drooped, and they settled back by the campfire.
“If we encounter the beast again, or something else worse, we can’t just rely on our individual powers. We need strategy and synergy.”
“If I control my volcano a little more, I’m sure we could use it again without incident.”
“You’re missing the point. We need controlled training to understand each other’s strengths and weaknesses and improve our communication. That’s our way forward. Can you put your brashness aside?”
“Training with you? Sounds like … fun.” There would be mischief involved.
“Serious training, Saffa. We start tomorrow.” He fed the dwindling fire with more wood, but it went out. “Got any fire left?”
“Let’s see.” She drew deep from within, then flicked a small fireball, revitalizing the fire.
They settled on opposite ends of the fire in makeshift beds. The night hummed with the whispers of leaves and the fire’s dance. Skadni licked Saffa’s bruises before nestling into her with a content sigh.
“Saffa?”
“Yes, Soren?”
“If I ever treat you like that again, please smack the Hells out of me.”
“I’ll never hurt you again, Soren. Unless you refuse to play with my fire tomorrow.”
He snickered. “There’ll be plenty of that.”
She smiled. “Good.”
A myriad of wolf-like howls and fluttering wings came from the darkness.
He sat up, gazing around. “Maybe we should sleep in the castle.”
“I love it out here. As a rule, let’s avoid the castle, okay?”
“What if the beast attacks again?”
“I’m the faster runner, so it’ll probably eat you first.”
“Ha-ha.”
“I’ll kick its ass if it gets anywhere close to you.”
“Thanks, Saffa. Good night. Sweet dreams.”
“Rest well.”
Despite her broken arm, she remained eager to test her limits and complete new challenges, with some fun mixed in. She reflected on Soren’s steady nature and his persistent drive for progress. The upcoming training held promises of insight, fatigue, and amusement in equal measure.
The night wore on, their campfire’s gentle cadence lulling her into a deep slumber. Sleep came, visions of the next day claiming her dreams, charged with hopes of growth and newfound understanding. A haunting voice lingered in her subconscious.
Together, we can rip through the fabric of this realm.
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“With enough creativity and ki, all magic domains can be combined with each other—the possibilities are infinite.”
— Words of Power, Vol. I
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Rainbow dawn painted their camp in its light. Skadni’s playful running roused Saffa from her slumber. She opened her eyes groggily to the mystical sky’s soft embrace, stretching her heavy limbs.
“My arm!” No trace of any injuries remained on her perfect olive skin, even her arm, which she extended out, staring with fascination.
Mortemir had mentioned this place’s healing properties. But Soren sat near the fire, still mildly bruised.
The bastard lied. What a shock. My healing comes from me.
His gaze fixed on her arm, eyes widening. “Saffa, your arm. Did you do something?”
“Maybe,” she said coyly, showing it off for him.
Arms behind his back, he walked over and examined. “Unbelievable.”
Skadni tilted their heads. “Arm better? No lick?”
She took the sling off. “Sure, you can lick.”
The dog bounded over, licking her arm with zeal. Laughing, she nudged them away.
“Saffa, maybe you’re joined to your world’s ki, and it healed you.”
“I know, Soren,” she said, giving him the truth with her playful spice. “I’m descended from legendary healing creatures.” She flexed her arm. “There’s a wellspring of magic in me we’ve yet to discover.”
His gaze lingered on her flexed arm. Lust seeped through his emotional walls.
He’s hot for my muscles. Interesting. Besides the books, he had probably spent his time in Nightwind practicing spells, further accounting for their mismatched physique. His intellect aroused her. She imagined herself on top, pinning his hands, staring into his dreamy eyes. This fantasy brought heat to her core.
She indulged him by patting her bicep hard three times before twirling her hand. A wisp of flame emerged, and she blew it out with a pinch of frost on his face.
A slow breath escaped his lips. “You fended off the beast with your volcano, so I’ll humor your healing legend for now.”
“Thank you,” she said, glad for his light-hearted comment, sensing more openings in his walls.
They wandered into the adjacent meadow, each blade of sparkling rainbow grass dew-laden.
“Saffa, I crafted a detailed regimen to ensure the efficiency of our training. It should only take about thirty minutes to review.”
“Let’s just spar; test our limits, force each other to adapt.” She punched like mad, launching fire and ice blasts at him.
“Figupetra!”
A protective earthen wall sprang up before him.
“And the chaos resumes.”
With wild abandon and laughter, she punched rapidly, swarms of elemental projectiles crashing into his barrier. It crumbled.
“Saffa!” he yelled, hands out. “Stop! We’re allies, right?”
“I guess,” she said, flicking an ice shard near his shoes. “So, we’re to mix our magic? Sounds like a recipe for disaster. Count me in.”
“Hopefully, no disasters. First thing to try is heating my barrier—slowly. Wait for it to rise. Figupetra.”
The earth rose, forming a similar shield as before.
She shot small flames from her hands, ramping them up and finally engulfing his barrier.
As he motioned his hands, the mixture hardened into glowing obsidian. “Smack it with your sword.”
She reached back, drew it, wound up, and hammered home. The sword rang, leaving a slight scratch.
“Woah! Soren, we’ve turned dirt into a sturdy shield!”
He nodded and touched it gently. “Still warm. Probably hot inside. If something breaks through, it’ll get burned.”
“What’s next?” she asked, mind buzzing with excitement at this new style of training.
“Let’s try another spell with your ice. We’ll need to act at the same time. Ready?”
Eyes focusing on the ground where he pointed, she said, “On three,” then counted.
“Carcterra.” With his raised hands, the earth rumbled and rose, rocks and dirt chunks falling down angled portions of a circular mound. Simultaneously, ice sprayed from her off-hand, coating his creation in slick ice. It cast crude reflections of the rainbow grass and their bodies. When she slashed, her sword glanced off, small ice shards flying.
“Slick, Soren. And strong. If we were on top, it would be hard to get to us.”
“It’s an icy fortress. Could be very useful if we get surrounded. I have a spell to use on your sword.”
“You mean this … sword?”
He chuckled. “Yes, that sword. Hold it out.”
She wandered over and held it toward him.
“Magmuta.” His hands parted, and her sword doubled in size, its weight still manageable. “Looks more like a greatsword now. Why don’t you try stabbing through the first barrier we made?”
She drove her blade through, pulled it out, then slashed diagonally with a shout, cutting it in half. Earth pieces crumbled, smoldering.
She met his eyes. “You like watching me cut stuff apart?”
“You’re strong,” he said with admiration and attraction. “And skilled. I bet you’ve been using a sword since you could first hold one.”
She twirled the weapon in her hand. It functioned as an extension of her arm, each graceful movement part of her muscle memory. “You want me to attack you with it now?”
“You could murder me with a swing, so let’s use ranged attacks.”
He indulged her need to spar for hours. They alternated between aggressor and defender; him fighting off her elements with his barriers, and her blasting his rocky attacks away. Each learned the other’s style, coordinating their movements in harmony.
Days blurred, creativity flourished, and their magic melded. Individual prowess combined into synergized power. Through it all, camaraderie soared, along with her overwhelming hunger for his heat. With no signs or smells of the beast, they theorized it might’ve died from blood loss.
***
After one intense session, they caught their breaths, sheens of exertion on their skins.
“That was fun!” Saffa said.
Soren grinned, matching her enthusiasm. “We’re certainly improving. So, I’ve been considering something. I want to protect you with Visobex.”
“What, like a moving target?”
“Yes. I’ll need to attack you to prove its effectiveness.”
“Being covered in your magic? Sounds like fun. Go for it.”
“Visobex,” he intoned, hands clasped and pointed at her. The surrounding air shimmered. He threw a rock, hitting her face. “Sorry,” he said, hurrying over. “Did I hurt you?”
“All good here,” she said with enthusiasm. “Keep trying!”
With half a day’s effort, he perfected the shield. His magic enveloped her, forming a protective sphere of force. It deflected everything from pebbles to his thrown boulders, and even his clumsy chops with her sword. Encased in his magic, she felt unstoppable as the shield followed her every step.
“I know you’ve been itching to attack me again. Now’s your chance. Start slow, then escalate.”
“You’ve noticed?”
“Hard not to. Visobex.” Fingers locked and shoulders squared, his face tightened. A luminous shield encased him, reflecting the ambient light of her world.
Hands forward, she sent delicate flurries and tiny sparks. All dissipated against his shield.
“Try something bigger.”
“As you command.” With strong overhand throws, she hurled fireballs and iceballs.
They struck his shield and exploded. It flickered.
“More!”
She nodded in determination, conjuring four icy lances rotating in front of her, glistening with spectral hues from the rainbow sky. She hurled them.
Ice exploded against his shield. It went out for a moment before shimmering faintly.
“Look at that, Saffa. Despite your magical might, I remain … untouched. You gave it a valiant effort.”
With a flitting brow raise, she delighted in his confident taunt. It spurred her to give him everything.
“I’m coming for you, Soren!” Tongue out, she drew her sword. A sharp ice edge crawled up to the tip.
“Shit,” he said before mangling a Visobex spell.
She sprinted, leaped high, swung her sword down, and unleashed a snowstorm, shattering his barrier in a wintry explosion.
Blasted back, he fell, buried beneath a snowdrift. Only his head and hands remained visible.
Her laughter rang out. She gave him an innocent shrug and an unrepentant grin. “Oops.”
“Wow, Saffa, that’s cold. Much as I enjoy being covered in an avalanche, especially yours, could you help me up?”
She gave him a wink, stepping up to him, boots crunching in the snow. She extended her warm hands, hoping he’d take them. He did, and she pulled him out from the snow but released him quickly to avoid any heat stealing. She wanted it desperately, but didn’t want to hurt him.
He shook off the snow, a faint redness staining his cheeks. “Thanks, Saffa,” he said, shivering.
“Soren, you’re freezing.” She noted his goosebumps. “Let me warm you up?”
Mouth squirming, he glanced at her lips before meeting her eyes. “You’re warm … and I’m cold?”
He’s so shy and awkward, but dang cute. I really like him.
“Yes, Soren, I’m warm. You’re freezing. I have just the thing to help. May I?”
Teeth chattering, he nodded. “I’m so cold. Please warm me up.” A nervous energy emanated from him.
She took his hand, pleading with her fire to behave itself and warm him. But his scant heat surged to her, granting blissful euphoria. Every muscle bulged with strength.
“Dammit, not again!” she cried out, setting him in the snow and grabbing his ankles, pulling him toward the grass. “Soren, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to.”
He lay unconscious.
“And I put him to sleep.” Her shoulders slumped, the hunger satisfied. “What’s wrong with me?”
“Soren okay,” Skadni’s fiery head said.
“No worry, Saffa,” the icy head yapped.
“This fucking sucks. I don’t want to hurt people, especially not him.” With him over her shoulders, she carried him on a slow walk back to camp.
***
One week passed. The sky shone with rich hues of dusk on another day’s training, its light glistening off blades of rainbow grass.
“Saffa, we’ve achieved much today. In case the beast still lives, we must counter its invisibility.”
“Where did it come from?” she asked.
“From my book, I learned some entities can traverse realms. It must’ve come to your world while it was still forming and open to outsiders.”
“When the black horizon still existed; that’s when it invaded. Its invisibility and speed are dangerous. What do you propose?”
“Visobex-Minmata should disrupt its invisibility, but its speed will still pose a challenge. I need you to reveal the beast without fogging everything up and obscuring our vision. Suggestions?”
“What if we could see it, and I could feel it?”
“How?”
“Fire emanates heat. I’ll create a heat trap, and we’ll see any disturbances warping the air. I’ll feel it through my magic, too, no matter how fast it moves.”
“Ingenious! While you concentrate, I’ll try to trap it with pits or barriers.” Under night’s shroud, they practiced. She created a steam cloud while he made pits with Figupetra and collapsing barriers with Visobex-Minmata. She simulated the creature’s movements by tossing embers through the heat cloud, observing his reaction times. Their initial attempts started awkwardly, but their cohesiveness improved. They stayed up all night.
“Soren, I have a random idea.”
“What?”
“Let’s make a whip. Could be useful for striking or grabbing.”
“Formagni-Portitas should be helpful. Let’s try grabbing a tree.” They walked to one of the twisted rainbow trees.
“I’ll start,” she said, shooting a flamethrower from her hand.
He cast his spell, hands curling. But her fire sizzled away from the tree and toward him.
Frost howled urgently from her other hand, deflecting the flames away, and she stopped her fire.
“Sorry, Soren. Do you wish to continue?”
“Thanks to your fast reflexes, I’m okay. Let’s try again.”
Proud of him for persevering, she ejected her fire again.
This time, his spell caused the whip to crack and sizzle around the tree before dissolving. Her nose detected the scent of charred wood.
“This was great, Saffa, we did it!”
She held her hand out, hoping he would give a sporty smack.
“I want to give you a pat. I really do, but it’s not safe.”
“Understandable. Want to try grabbing that rock over there?”
“Let’s do it.”
After four attempts, they hurled it near the lake, and it rolled into the water.
“Well, Soren, since you played with my fire so well today, looks like no hitting.”
He laughed. “How about we try your ice magic now?”
“I see what you’re saying … You liked it when I covered you last time. You want it again.”
“Wait, no, I just—”
A grin adorned her lips, her snowstorm growing around her hands. “Forecast calls for a blizzard. Chance of frosty robes? One hundred percent.”
“Saffa, no snowstorms,” he said, retreating.
Unable to resist, she shot snow into the air above him.
He ran.
She sprinted after, shooting snow blasts at his heels.
While looking back, he tripped and fell.
At his side, she waved her arms. Snow and ice roared, forming a giant igloo, leaving a small exit. Inside the dim enclosure, the ice glistened softly.
He shivered and stood, his gaze less annoyed than she might’ve guessed.
“I’m astonished at your magic’s speed, but it’s cold in here. I assume you don’t feel it?”
Hints of cold creeped over her skin. “Not so much, Soren. Want to take a break and relax in here?”
“I’d like that. Can you warm the air a little?”
She nodded, ejecting heat from her palms while using an occasional frosty blast to keep it from melting.
He sat, his shakes subsiding. “Feels good now. A breather will be nice. Can I ask you a question?”
She sat opposite him in the structure. “Sure.”
“I’ve been thinking about how we got here. Given our abilities mesh so well, we must’ve fought side-by-side against a terrible foe and lost. Maybe the battle awakened something inside you, allowing your world’s creation from the void? What do you think?”
“It sounds reasonable. I’m sure we gave it our all. If we return and it’s still there, we’ll be much better prepared.”
“When we return, I hope our memories surface. I want to …”
“What, Soren?”
“Remember you. Does that weird you out?”
“Not at all,” she said, wanting the same. “I’m sure they’ll come back.”
Skadni bolted inside and slid into her lap, rolling on their backside.
“New doghouse!” the icy head said.
“Too cold,” the fire head disagreed.
“Hi, Skadni.” She petted the pup and shot flames into the fire head’s eager mouth. “Made it just for you.”
“Your dog is adorable.”
Saffa’s belly rubs made Skadni groan. “Soren, now I have a question. Mortemir said he and I could rip through the fabric of my realm together. I’m thinking you and I can, though I’m not sure how. We’ve used our magic at full power together often, but nothing’s happened.”
He rubbed his chin and rested it on his hand. “Two thoughts. One, maybe it’s cumulative … after a time, our magical efforts will exceed a threshold.”
“Like pressure building, waiting to explode.”
His cheeks tinted redder. “That’s right. The second idea is maybe we need new magic. Different spells from me, undiscovered uses of your elements, or something else.”
“I wonder what it might be,” she said, the gears of her mind spinning.
They brainstormed for hours while she petted her dog. When they left the igloo and returned to their camp by the lake, the sky showed dark shades of blue and gold, casting mesmerizing hues on the rainbow grass. She lay down on her usual spot by the fire pit and shot a fireball, igniting it. Skadni, like always, slept on her legs. Soren slept on the opposite side, per usual. The fire formed a tangible barrier between them.
She peeked around and observed him as he slept. The firelight danced on his boyish yet rugged face. Peaceful and determined, his cheekbones conveyed strength and tenderness. Kind, shy gentleness overshadowed the subtle, hidden parts—a dark, passionate side, and a cold, scientific grit that would stop at nothing to achieve his goals or gain power. By unlocking this side of him, they could escape her world.
Passion and science. A magical and physical union, one of experimentation, just like their training sessions.
“Skadni,” she whispered. “I think Soren and I must experiment while making love to escape this place. This is the new magic.” It seemed silly to discuss sex in such a manner, but Soren’s mind worked that way—and so did hers, to a degree. If something awakened inside her, perhaps sex would unleash it further, allowing escape. With Soren, intercourse would be unique from other men—the idea of it heated her insides. She hated normal and craved his unique mind. “Am I way off here?”
“Soren loves Saffa,” Skadni’s heads said, eyes closing, snouts nuzzling into her tummy. “In his beautiful way.”
“It came out a little in the igloo, but he still blocks his feelings with layers of walls.”
“You love him?”
“I do, Skadni. It’s obvious we were lovers once.” She shut her eyes, wondering just how to unleash him, and soon drifted off to sleep.
***
Four days later, as night descended on their camp, Saffa sat on a log, musing on the realization of passion and magic to escape her world.
Skadni’s heads snored by the fire.
Soren swiped his brow, flinging sweat away. He eased onto his log. “That was quite a workout. Your fire and ice are … impressive.”
She flipped her flowing locks over her shoulder, gazing at the lake. “What can I say? It’s like breathing. And your defensive spells are useful.” Her hunger for his heat had flared yesterday, accompanied by aches and nausea. “Soren, may I tell you something?”
“Sure, Saffa, go ahead.”
“I have this hunger inside me … for heat. Your heat. I don’t want to scare you, but it’s something I can’t control. Eating, drinking, sleeping doesn’t satisfy it. I feel sick.”
“I’m sorry you’re unwell. Do you … feel better when you take my heat?”
“I get stronger. The sickness goes away. So, I’m going to say yes. How do you feel about that?”
“Frightened,” he admitted, his emotional walls thickening. “But if it helps you feel better, I’ll do it. Take what you need, but be careful.”
“Are you sure?”
“I’m sure. Try to be gentle?”
“I will,” she said, standing and walking over. When she touched his hand, a comforting heat enveloped her, eliciting a sigh of bliss.
“Ow.”
“Should I stop?”
“When you … feel better.”
Despite his painful squirms and grunts, she held on a little longer. When the nausea abated, she let go, her skin prickling with euphoria.
“Is it making you ill again?”
“Just a second,” he said, rotating on his log. With a loud retch, he vomited.
Her chest tightened, and she stomped her foot. “Shit. I hurt you again. This isn’t okay.”
After spitting, he faced her. “Yeah. That was unpleasant. Are you feeling better?”
“I feel so good, like I could take on ten of those invisible beasts.”
“It was worth it, then. Can you go a while without needing it again?”
Their previous snow incident had happened eleven days ago. “I can go a few weeks.”
“The longer you can wait, the better. But let me know when you need more.”
“Thanks. I wish there was another way.”
“Me, too. Can we discuss the book from your bedroom?”
“I remember,” she said, returning to her log and sitting. “The great book uprising.”
He snickered. “It’s about the eight symbols.”
“Go on, wise one,” she said, hoping for useful information. “Enlighten me.” The chance to hear him give a nerdy lecture brought a mix of playfulness and heat to her core.
The firelight illuminated his face with warm hues, highlighting every contour. “Magic is vast and intricate, represented by eight domains, and their symbols: flame, wind, heart, star, rain, stone, skull, and eye.”
She knew the symbol names already. “Domains? So, it’s like a magic school? Will there be a test?”
“Obviously. Now listen carefully.”
“Was that a joke?”
“Maybe.”
“Your third joke! I’m so proud of you.”
“I’ll be here all night.” With a stick, he sketched a circle in the sand under the fire’s light, etching eight symbols inside its edge. “These domains are abstractions to understand an infinitely complex universe, so don’t take them too literally.”
“Infinitely complex, like a man’s mind?”
“I was just thinking the same … never mind. Flame is fire, wind is air, heart is life, star is spirit, rain is water, stone is earth, skull is death, eye is mind.”
“They sound like generalizations.”
“Yes. Fire goes beyond flames. It encompasses most hot things, like the volcano you made.”
“Such an explosive combination.”
“Your word choice isn’t funny.”
“What word?”
“From the book, I learned magic is conjured in three ways. First: words of power, or spells. That’s me.”
She twiddled her fingers, intoning, “Portalis-Magmeteors,” deliberately flubbing each word.
“It’s Portitas-Magmuta, not whatever jumble that was. Besides, our magic domains and style come at birth. You can’t change it.”
“Soren the Serious,” she said, stifling a laugh while regarding his stern countenance. “You’re cute.”
“And you’re a handful.”
“I can’t cast spells?”
“No, just like I can’t use thought and emotion like you do, which is the second way magic is conjured.”
“Well, that’s a bummer. I want to cast Portitas.”
“Sorry, Saffa, it’s just the way things are. Last, there’s passive magic. It happens whether you like it or not. Like your brain zaps and world creation. Spells have narrower but more unique uses compared to your style of magic, which is raw and fluid. Controlling and guiding magic is done with gestures, something we both do in different ways. Mine are more intricate; yours simpler.”
“What are words of power?”
“Words of magic chosen by deities, transcending language and eras. When vocalized by a mage, they bring forth targeted magic. They can be combined for greater effects, but the ki strain increases significantly for each word added, much more than individual spells.”
“What happens if you combine ten words of power?”
“A most gruesome death to the caster, I suspect. Now, let’s move on to domains, starting with air. It encapsulates wind and vapors, granting one power to reshape and command them. For example, Mortemir’s lightning and tornado showed his mastery over air magic.”
“I see. Mastery over domains isn’t just brute force. Precision and creativity are required.”
“With both, profound magic can be conjured.” He pointed at the flame and rain symbols. “Your fire and ice are these domains. While your fire aligns with its namesake domain, your ice—being frozen water—belongs to the water domain.”
She twirled a strand of her hair, heat spreading from her heart with his lecturing. “Remember when I made fog in the great hall?”
Quiet for a moment, he stared at her twirling fingers and hair, a clear sign of his interest. “Combining domains is second nature to you. Your fire and ice are perfect for it. Now, for stone and star. My capacity to reshape solid matter and reality originates from the earth and spirit domains.”
“Spirit? Like Mortemir?”
“Not quite. The spirit domain represents an underlying essence of the universe. Visualize it like the spirit or structure within all things.”
“Explain.”
“Imagine the universe as a puzzle. Every domain—the pieces—integrates into it. The spirit domain defines the shapes and connections. I can tweak things, but the universe fights back, striving for balance.”
“Universal rules?”
“Yes!”
“Such a cosmic tweaker … you sure know how to impress a girl.”
“Give it up already.” He covered his face with his hands.
But her empathic abilities saw through the charade—his attraction only increased during their training, and especially during this lecture.
“Never,” she said, playing it cool. “I will get a blush from you.”
“No, you won’t.”
“I will.” She inched closer, her confidence soaring.
“Stop that.”
“What?”
“Scoot back. Please.”
“Why would I want to scoot away from you, Soren?”
After a loud sigh, he said, “Somehow, I know I’ve been refining my cosmic magic, as you say, my whole life. Mastery will take a lifetime, if it comes at all.”
She scooted again.
He stood, lifted his log, but set it back down. “On to the earth domain. More than rocks and dirt, it’s all solid matter, from mountains, pebbles, to sand, even our bones. It’s the art of sculpting and moving.”
“Quite the grounded overview. Pebbles will forever hold a newfound mystique for me.”
“You’re full of jokes tonight.”
Opting for a push to his confidence, she said, “Your teaching style is so captivating that I can’t help but have fun.”
“You mean that?”
“Absolutely, Soren.”
“I like your compliments.”
“I’ve got more if you want some.”
“Sure, what else?”
“You have the most frostable robes ever.”
A crack split through his emotional walls. “If you want to frost them again sometime, I might not get as mad.”
Snow swirled through her wiggling fingers. “Invitation accepted, but only when you least expect it. What’s the next domain?”
“I’ll be watching you, Saffa.” He narrowed his eyes playfully before continuing, “It’s the life domain. Beyond birth or healing, it symbolizes strength and vitality. It encompasses all that gives and sustains life.”
“If one masters the life domain, could they resurrect the dead?”
“With sufficient skill and ki, yes. Like Nuwa’s reviving me. But there are boundaries that even magic can’t traverse. Ultra rare and devastating forces can eradicate the soul.”
Eradicate. A harsh word, making her uneasy.
“I remember Nuwa’s magic. Resurrection is intriguing. But what about those impassable boundaries?”
“The banishment of a soul. Your soul is life. Without it, there’s nothing to bring back.”
“It’s an inconceivable notion. Total removal from existence.”
With a solemn nod, he pointed to the skull symbol. “This represents the death domain. Not just killing, but transformation, passage, and decay. While contrasting the life domain, it’s a necessary equilibrium. It’s often misunderstood and feared, but equally intrinsic to existence as life.”
She took a deep breath, her buoyant spirit dampened. “Could those who master death kill with a hand wave?”
“Some might wield such power. Death’s domain often taints those bestowed with it. For me, it’s about understanding the natural cycle, not malevolence.”
Saffa nodded. “Looks like we’re at the last one … the eye. Is it our senses?”
“Kind of. It represents the mind, encompassing thoughts, memories, dreams, consciousness, willpower, even telekinesis. Its power is limitless.”
“Diving deep within one’s psyche … kind of like wrestling that moroi’s tendrils before I kicked his ass.”
“You’re strong, Saffa, and you harnessed your mind, overcame his influence, and vanquished him. Last thing: do you remember the inner silver circle from the book?”
“Eight lines connected to it, one for each symbol.”
“It’s the ki, or lifeforce, within each of us.”
“Our ki powers our magic?”
“And our bodies.”
“We’re all tapping into our ki, molding it in different ways.”
“Our ki is limited. Too much strain can lead to injury or death. Efficiency is important. Sometimes not using magic is the right solution.”
“What, no free ale?”
His puzzled expression, followed by a light chuckle, suggested his ignorance about taverns.
The crackling fire and distant night howls of ghostly wolves filled the air. Pixies and sprites zoomed above like fireflies.
“Mastering magic domains sounds like a fun challenge, Soren.” His lesson had laid out magic’s enigma like a textbook, something she could study and expand on.
After a loud cough, he said, “About the nine alignments.”
“Class is dismissed for tonight, Master Soren. But let’s have more conversation like this again soon—I liked it very much.”
“Lesson over then.”
***
Two days later, as the morning sky shimmered with new colors—red and black stripes—Saffa’s gear lay in a pile. She wore a blue silk tank-top and yellow shorts as she hung from a purple tree branch with an overhand grip.
“Thirty-nine!” she said, back bulging, burning arms flexed as she arched her chin over it. They gave out, and she dropped to the grass, panting. “Hells yes! New record!”
She found Soren staring at her from the corner of his eyes, not uncommon during her morning workouts.
“You’re supposed to be practicing spells, Soren. Whatcha been doing?” Staring with lust at her muscles—she didn’t mind one bit, even with the hole in her shorts showing her lace. By this point, she knew he loved her; she just wanted him to say it.
“Thirty-nine pull-ups, Saffa. Unreal. Doubt I could do one.”
Though not toned like her, Soren’s lean build should allow him to do some. “Get over here and try.”
He stood and walked over.
“Can I give you a boost?”
He nodded.
She lifted him from under his arms, hoisting him up while he jumped.
“Switch to an underhand grip, Soren. Chin-ups are easier for beginners.”
Switching his hands, he re-gripped the branch.
“A little wider, about your shoulder’s width.”
He spread his hands apart.
“I’m going to let go now, so hold tight.” She released.
His arms yanked straight as his body hung. With a loud groan and flailing legs, he inched up.
“You’ve got this, Soren! Use your legs for momentum.”
He raised his knees, slowly hoisting his chin over the branch. “I did one!”
“Good job. Again.”
He lowered himself down. A hefty grunt burst from his lips as he kicked his legs, his body swinging. His chin neared the branch, but his hands slipped. Back first, he fell.
She bent her knees and caught him, her tight arms bearing his weight without issue. Their gazes met.
“Almost two, Soren,” she said, nudging him to stand. “Not bad. What do you think?”
A groan seeped from his throat. “This burning feeling is … unpleasant.”
“You’ve just got to get used to it, like breaking through a wall.”
“Perhaps I’ll leave the might to you.” He stared at her arms again, his face reddening. “I should get back to my … spells.”
“Watch me. I don’t mind. Sit-ups are next.”
His blush deepened as he rubbed his ear. “Thanks. I … enjoy watching you.”
“That it?” she asked, gaze firm on him, her question an invitation for him to share his true feelings.
Warmth fluttered in her chest, a curious sensation because her heartbeat remained steady. Something with her empathic abilities could feel his heart.
“I … lick you, Saffa.”
She covered her mouth to avoid bursting out in laughter, his sweet but awkward remark hilarious and endearing all at once.
Eyes widening, he spun, making a fast-walk retreat. “Fuck,” he whispered to himself. “Soren, you dumbass.”
“I like dumbasses!” she called out.
“Shit,” he mumbled this time, sprinting.
Her laugher bounded. Teasing him stood as a highlight of each day. But his sweet sincerity made her pause. She smiled at him as he disappeared beyond the trees, her own heart fluttering now, her core warming. For the first time, he had admitted his feelings for her. She knew it must have been difficult for him to do such a thing.
All quieted as she pondered this. She needed to share her feelings for him now, and do a bit of sensual teasing with her muscles to entice him. That would get his hidden passion out, for sure, and allow escape from her world.
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One week passed. Saffa and Soren took a break from training to venture deeper into her world. Whimsical sprites flew around. Delicious fruits grew on many trees. They found fresh water in abundance. This satiated her belly, but the urges for his heat ignited with aches and nausea again.
“Saffa, let’s chart your world. Discover its size. Perhaps find a way out.”
“Sounds like a fun adventure hike. I’m in!”
Skadni jumped up, paws and heads nuzzling her leg. “I come, too?” the fire head asked.
Their icy head said, “You can come, fiery half.”
“Skadni, you silly dog,” she said, and Soren chuckled.
“How about this way, Soren?” she asked, pointing opposite the castle.
“Great idea. Let’s see how far it goes.”
After some hiking, the dog alerted them to an invisible, impassible barrier where the sky wrapped to the ground.
“World’s edge,” the icy head said.
The fiery head stared with wide eyes.
Her jets of flame revealed a slight curvature to it high above. “My world is encased in a dome.”
“It’s big. The bottom shape probably mirrors the top.”
Despite her attempts with sword and elements, along with his earth and reality-warping magic, the barrier resisted all attacks.
He marked their path with a leafy branch secured in the ground. “If we return to this marker, we’ll know your world’s size.”
After a short, quiet hike along the barrier, they rested under a night rainbow sky, sharing gathered fruits with each other and Skadni. The dog ate many fruits, their belly bulging.
Curious, she pointed down. “How deep to the magma, do you think?”
“I’ll tunnel down and see. If magma comes out, ice it.”
The fire head grabbed a blue stick.
The icy head snarled with jealousy.
A growling tug of war ensued.
“Skadni”—she laughed—“what’s gotten into you?”
“Guess their heads really want that stick. I give the fiery head a sixty-eight percent change of winning.”
She snorted. “Soren, when did you get so funny?”
“Today?”
“I’ll say. Ready when you are.”
“Figupetra.” As he raised his arms repeatedly, the soil heaved upward, piling aside. After a short time, steam wisped up. They looked down into a thirty-foot deep hole with magma at its bottom.
“Saffa, I have a theory.”
“Oh?”
“The magma comes from your fiery personality.”
Another joke!
Rain fell.
“My icy heart?”
“You have a warm heart.”
Hers skipped two beats at his compliment.
She inched closer, knowing he’d be open to letting her take more heat. His eyes wandered over her body, signaling his interest.
“Thank you, Soren. About that …”
“You need it again already?”
“Want might be a better word. I’m okay, but yesterday, the sickness came back.”
“Well, have a go, and be gentle.”
“I know you’re doing this just for me, Soren. I really appreciate it.” She took his hand. His warmth came to her, bringing scrumptious scents of a tasty garden.
“Ouch!” he yelled, face contorting.
“Just a little more, Soren.”
“Saffa … it hurts.”
She yanked her hand away, strength renewed, sickness gone.
He rushed to some nearby bushes and doubled over, unloading his stomach’s contents.
“Soren,” she said, appalled by the effect on him. “I’m so sorry. Can I do anything?”
“No,” he said, wiping his mouth, a mighty fortress of emotional walls rising. “The first time you stole my heat after Nuwa brought me back, it was uncomfortable, but nothing awful as the last two times. What’s different?”
“I don’t know. I feel hunger and sickness and want it healed. You seem kind of willing, but nervous. Without memories, it’s hard to say how to fix it.”
“Can we avoid doing this again until we understand what’s going on?”
“Sure, Soren.”
After he sealed the hole with incantations, he chose a spot across the fire from her.
She ate more fruits and collected firewood. Upon returning, she made a fire and lay down. Skadni curled up against her and fell asleep.
“I’m broken. Why does it keep hurting him?”
“You want hurt Soren?” the fire head asked.
“No, definitely not.”
“Not broken. Give time. Wait for him,” the icy head said.
“You’re right. I can’t ask for it. He must invite me.”
“Night, Saffa,” their heads said.
Snuggled together, they fell asleep.
***
The following day’s journey remained silent, punctuated by Skadni’s fruit munching and the otherworldly calls of pixies and wolves. The barrier remained solid all around.
Skadni detected faint scents of the beast and found a few black blood patches, but the trail went cold. Saffa assumed the beast had died and its corpse dissolved, but she remained alert, just in case.
Twilight came, and they sat on opposite ends of their camp. Soren had mumbled to himself the entire day.
“Soren,” she said, shuffling toward him, sensing pent-up frustration, “do you want to talk?”
“No,” he said, scurrying off into the woods.
“He sad,” the icy head said.
The fiery head said, “Because no touch.”
Her lips puffed out. “It is sad. I’ve hurt him three times now.”
“Saffa, no give up.”
She sniffled.
The dog ambled over, licking her glossy eyes.
“Thanks, loyal bud.” She hugged their heads. “I love you.”
“Skadni love Saffa.”
Soren returned with firewood. “This will last us the night.”
“Thanks for gathering.”
“You’re welcome,” he said, arranging the wood. “Light the fire?”
“Sure.” With melancholy in her actions, she conjured a tiny fireball and threw it into the firewood with a lengthy sigh. Her flames caught hold, casting a warmth over their campsite.
They settled in on their opposite sides for the night. Soren’s frustration wafted to her like thick smoke. A profound stillness reigned—she hoped for a better tomorrow.
***
Stomach grumbling and mouth dry, Saffa awoke the following day and devoured juicy fruits from trees. Before Skadni could beg, she tossed fruits into their maws. To her disappointment, Soren remained aloof during their hike, mumbling to himself, just like yesterday. When she attempted to start a conversation, he refused, so she gave him space.
In the late afternoon, Skadni surged ahead, barking. “We circle back!” Soren’s marked tree branch remained, showing a circular journey.
“Saffa,” he said, stepping in front of her. “Sorry for being a jerk. We need to talk.”
“You’re not a jerk,” she said, sensing his emotional walls opening. “You want to lick me?”
“Shit … that was awkward. I meant to say—”
“I know you like me, Soren.”
“Yeah … I do. A lot.”
“Thanks for admitting it. I like you, too. Tell me what’s on your mind.” Sadness and tension floated away, replaced by their shared longing.
“First, I think I’ve figured out your magic and why you take my heat.”
“Really?” she asked, eager to understand her magic. “Please tell.”
“It’s pretty simple. You have fire magic. It wants heat. Your sickness encourages you to take it. The passive magic I mentioned earlier makes you draw heat from anyone you touch, enhancing your fire and body. Makes you a stronger sorceress. And fighter. Whoa.”
A simple, logical explanation. “Makes sense. But you said whoa. Why?”
“You’re a battlemage.”
“I’m guessing it’s a mage who enjoys melee combat?”
“Or far away with ranged weapons. My book mentioned this being a rare specialization.”
“You saying I’m special?”
He stared with his soft smile, the adoration in his eyes melting her heart. “In might and magic.”
“What else is on your mind?”
“I haven’t trusted your magic and, by extension, you. The heat transfers are unpleasant, but that’s no excuse to not help you unconditionally. Please accept my apology.”
“I do. But I don’t blame you. It’s my magic, and I hurt you. I’m responsible. I should ask your forgiveness.”
“No, friends take care of each other. I hope your sickness isn’t my fault.”
“I’m going to assume you didn’t curse me or something like that, Soren, so don’t beat yourself up over it.”
“You’re right; I would never do such a thing. I just want to say … you have my full trust, Saffa. Sorry it took so long.”
“I appreciate this so much,” she said, his words bringing elation to her heart. “Anything else you want to talk about?”
“I’ve been counting steps. One hundred ninety-two thousand nine hundred sixty-nine. To be exact.”
Heat hit her core with the number and how his mind might’ve counted with such exactness. “Come again? How did you keep track?”
“My obsessive brain.” He rubbed her bare arm. “Want to know your world’s circumference?”
He’s touching me!
“Yes, please!”
“Okay, let me do some math.” In the dirt, he sketched one hundred ninety-two and performed division by six. “I’m estimating six thousand steps per league.”
“Sounds reasonable. And you removed the small digits. Smart.”
“Makes it easier when you don’t need precise results. We get … thirty-two leagues. Now, let’s figure out the radius … Just need to divide by …”
“Pi. It means three. We need two of it.”
“Yes, you’re right. It’s just over three, so I’ll approximate to six. How curious. Dividing by six again.” He drew a thirty-two, added a line below, finishing with a six under it. “Your world’s radius comes out to five and one-third leagues. Let’s say five and one-half, given my estimates. Or maybe it’s … six. Huh. Three sixes.”
“I like the number six. It has nice curves.”
“So do … uh … does the number seven,” he said, looking up her form before he looked away.
“Soren good at maths,” the fiery head said.
“Yeah, he is.” She gazed at Soren with affection. A wily grin spread on her lips. “But sevens have only straight lines, Soren. What curves did you mean?”
“Someone I met a few weeks ago.”
“I see. You must lick her a lot?” She stifled a laugh.
“I haven’t licked her … yet.”
Heat spread from her chest. “The night is young.”
“Who knows what might happen?” he said with a coy shrug. “Saffa, your world is big. All of it came … from you. Maybe you’re a deity.”
“I don’t think so. Surely, deities can’t lose their memories.” She stepped close to him. He remained steady. Her heart soared. “Thank you, Soren, for all of this. Three days of counting, just for me and my world.”
“I care about you,” he said, giving her a sudden hug.
Happier than any time in her world, she squeezed back, tension easing from her body.
She rubbed his back. “Your hug warms my heart, Soren. I cherish your touch.”
“Saffa”—he gently grabbed her ponytail—“I now feel safe in your strong arms.”
“Let’s head back to the lake,” she whispered in his ear. “It’ll be night soon.”
Skadni led them on a trek back.
***
Saffa and Soren sat on adjacent logs for the first time. The sky, with its dark shades of blue and gold, lit their faces softly, mixing with their campfire’s dancing light. A river gurgled, leading into the lake. Skadni lay on their back, heads snoring, tongues out.
“Saffa, may I ask you out on a date?”
“A date?” she asked, standing, her heart somersaulting, her urges heating under a steady burn for him. “I guess Soren is romantic. You asked me out, so I’ll pick some games. Have you ever played hopping stones?”
“Wish I knew,” he said, raising his brows. “Do we jump over the rocks?”
She bit back laughter. “No, silly, that’s harpy hopscotch.” She sauntered over to the water’s edge, its surface a bewildering pattern of wispy lights. She crouched to pick up a flat stone, running her fingers over its smooth surface. “Watch closely now,” she said, glancing back. At a perfect angle, she threw the stone. It skimmed over the lake’s surface, creating tiny ripples before skittering out of sight. “Come here and try.”
He hurried over, and she handed him a stone. He tried to match her motions, but his stone fell into the water near his feet.
“Yeah … awkward.”
“You are not,” she said, grabbing a stone and caressing his arm with it. “Try it more sideways.” Using ice magic and dexterity, her sideways thrown stone scampered into the darkness.
“How many skips did it make?”
“One million.”
“I wouldn’t doubt it. Did you say magic was allowed?”
“Maybe,” she said, bumping into him.
He grinned, standing his ground. “You’re definitely the athletic one.”
“And you’re the smart one.”
“Saffa, I know how smart you are, despite your … antics.”
“You’re sweet.”
With a graceful hand twirl, she summoned an ice cube, mixing it with flames, blowing the mist into his smiling face.
“Your breath smells like winter’s fire. It’s nice.”
“And yours tastes like a garden full of the juiciest fruits. My favorite.”
When he made a four-skip throw, she raised her hand, and he responded by clasping and holding it with his cool grip.
She sensed his trust. Calmness. Wanting. Her confidence grew. All necessary for safe and pleasant touch.
Night deepened, their campfire crackled, red orbs dotted a black sky. She sat by the fire, patting the ground near her leg. He obliged, sitting and scooting, head on her shoulder. With her guiding finger, she drew patterns in the air for him, weaving tales of ancient legends and mythical beings, each constellation a fascinating tale.
“See that one?” she asked, tracing a pattern of orbs with her finger. “That’s Sorendor the Frostfire Wyrm. A magnificent beast with ice fire breath. Fiery back and frosty belly. Fierce yet loyal. He strikes fear and admiration in equal measure. Most enemies give up without fighting, for they know it’s futile.”
“Sorendor the Frostfire Wyrm? I’m flattered you’d name such a magnificent beast after me.” He sighed, looking down. “I’d be much fiercer if I was a wyrm.”
“Soren”—she lifted his chin with a finger—“you’re much more than claws and scales. The most powerful creatures never give up. Just like you.”
“Now you’re being sweet.”
“You’re more capable than you realize.” She hoped to cheer him up. “Bet you can’t match this!” Twirling her fingers in the air, a burst of fire sprang to life above her hand, forming a fiery bird. She threw it high, and a sneaky ember flew from it, nipping at his leg.
He laughed, shaking his head while swatting it. “That’s not fair. You know fire’s your thing. How about this?” He made a sculpting motion with his hands, whispering, “Golecrea.” A small, earthy orb rose from the ground, morphing into a miniature golem. It marched around her, leaving tiny footprints in its wake, before jumping on her leg and crumbling.
“Show off.” She flourished her finger, leaving it pointing at him. “Are you ready for a proper game?” She shot an icy pebble into his leg before vanishing into the exotic woodland. “Hide and seek. You’re it.”
Several times, he got close, but she slipped away, leaving him exasperated with her bounding laughter. She created zones of fog to confuse him further. When she allowed him to find her, she sat perched high in a tree, a victorious grin sweeping wide. She leaped and landed in a firm crouch. Standing slowly, keeping her eyes on him, her nerves buzzed with anticipation.
While she stood, his chin lifted, gaze riding up to her face.
A grin flashed upon her lips. Slowly, she walked, conjuring flames dancing on her fingertips, fiery embers falling to the ground. “Looks like I got that blush, Soren.”
He swallowed audibly, his logic and caution cast down. “You’re …”
She rubbed both his arms. “What do you wish to say?”
“Saffa,” he whispered. “You’re …”
She inched her hand down, fingers nearing his. “Yes?”
With her next heartbeat, he grasped her warm hand, his fingers interlocking. “Beautiful.”
His declaration enchanted her. She squeezed back, the cold of his hands delightful. “Soren, thanks for saying that … and for suggesting our date. I’ve enjoyed tonight.”
“You’re welcome. It’s been great … and I know why it hurts.”
“What hurts?”
“Your heat stealing.”
“Why?”
“My nervousness and worries about lost memories, fear of dying from your touch. But I’ve moved past such nonsense. I wish to give you everything you need … and want.”
Warmth radiated from her heart to every part of her body, her core tightening. “I’m touched by your trust and generosity, Soren. I have one more activity for our date. You’ll find it … stimulating.”
They strolled without worry, holding hands in peaceful silence while her embers dripped.
Her mind drifted to ripping through the fabric of her realm. The last activity revolved around an all-nighter, full of experimentation with magical and physical sex. This would allow their escape. She just needed to warm him up so he could unleash his fervor.
Back at camp, Skadni snored by the fire.
He released her hand. “Saffa, may I suggest three activities before we … sleep together all night?”
“Reading my mind?”
“Did I misread?”
“Nope. You’re very thoughtful. Let’s continue our date with your activities.”
“Here’s the first one.” He kneeled at her spot by the fire. “Figupetra.” As his hands ran along the rocky dirt, it broke apart, forming a soft haven. “I should’ve been making your bed soft from day one. Better late than never.” He left one finger on the ground, meeting her gaze.
Out of habit, she kept her armor on, sword set nearby just in case the beast still lingered. She lay on her back in his makeshift bed, wiggling her arms in the much softer ground, breathing a content sigh. “It’s perfect,” she said, patting the earth. “It’s the sweetest thing you could do, Soren. Would you join me?”
“I … yes.”
“Get over here then,” she said, patting the dirt on her side, an invitation for him to snuggle up. “I promise not to behave.”
He lay on his side, sliding his hand over her torso armor. It slipped underneath, brushing against her skin.
She wanted his hand to wander, but he retreated. The shyness and care emanating from him remained heartwarming, but she needed him to know anything goes.
She grasped his hand, gently placing it back on her abdomen. “Soren, it’s okay to touch me here. To touch me anywhere. To do anything you want. I want everything from you. Don’t hold back, physically or magically.”
“Understood. I want to respect you,” he said, rubbing under her armor, his cool skin caressing.
She sighed with happiness. “You’ve been perfectly respectful. More than most would be, I suspect.”
“Is it too much?”
“No, it’s most welcome, Soren. Don’t fret.”
“Saffa”—he kneaded into her toned belly as she tightened it for him—“I have a confession.”
“Sure.”
“You’re … intimidating.”
The raw honesty of his statement sent a flutter through her stomach and chest. “I’m pretty badass, aren’t I?”
“To say the least.”
“What else am I?”
“You’re so confident, creative, fun, energetic, intelligent. Strong. Powerful. And your magic is fast. Wicked fast.” His breath quickened. “I’m overwhelmed … in awe … just being near you. I apologize if I’ve been a bumbling fool. Feelings are hard, especially how intense I have them for you.”
She rolled onto her side to face him, his sincerity and lust palpable, and their eyes locked. She swept a stray hair from his forehead. “You’re no fool, because you have many noble qualities, do you realize?”
“I don’t see it.”
“You have such a brain, Soren. It’s a real turn-on for me. And inner fortitude. Conviction. Kindness. Grit. That’s the power I like. Combined with your vital defensive magic and cherubic face, I want you, Soren, just as you are, with your deepest, most raw passion, whatever it looks like.”
“Saffa …” he breathed, hands wandering to her ponytail and rubbing it. “Your words have made my confidence soar. You don’t realize how much.”
Her smile blossomed at his gratitude. “I meant every word.”
“You’ve lowered my shields.”
“Good. Now I have a confession. I know how we can escape my world.”
“I’m listening.”
“Certainly, we were lovers before arriving here, yes?”
“Affirmative.”
She loved his choice of word.
“Our passion will do it. Send us home somehow. But you need a warmup. Rub my biceps.” She flexed and held her arm out for him. Her bicep bulged.
“Rub your arms? Hells yes.” He massaged slowly with a firm grip, eyes meeting hers. “You know something, Saffa?”
“What?”
“Your muscles are so incredible.” He rubbed every inch of her flex. “But they’re just a doorway.”
“Rub this one now. What do you mean by a doorway?”
He used both hands now, breath heavy as his adoring fingers caressed. “To your mind. It’s your discipline and tenacity that’s enabled your body’s might—that’s just as hot to me, maybe more.”
Heart leaping, she grabbed his hands, putting them on the ground. “While we ravish one another, I want us to use our magic, minds, and bodies in the most creative and carnal ways. Let’s experiment, like we’ve done during our training.”
“This sounds perfect, and ties into my second idea.” Like someone flipped a switch, a sexy and almost arrogant smirk angled from his mouth. “I need to undress you.”
Her eyes brightened at his sudden change. “There’s the most unsurprising shock in the realms. I like this new Soren and his hot lips. Start with my torso first.”
“Verbally, Saffa.”
“You want to talk dirty to me? This is most welcome.”
His eyes wandered her chest, hands playing with her hair. “You’re floating at my waist level, held by my magic. I’m unstrapping your top armor without touching. You playfully beg me to stop, trying to resist with your muscles. But you can’t, because my spell pins your arms above your head.”
Heat surged in her core, shooting up through her chest. Tingling euphoria made her gasp. “Soren … I don’t know what’s gotten into you, but keep going.”
Tongue lathering his lips, eyes on her legs, he murmured, “Now your leggings slide off. Your biceps tauten, fighting my magic. You almost disrupt my spell by grabbing my hands, but it’s not enough. I flick my wrist. Your arms are forced straight above your head again. Your clothes … slither away.”
“What do you see?” she asked, heart galloping as she squeezed her thighs for any amount of friction, wishing he would shove his hand down her leggings. But his stubborn hands remained on her hair, playing with it as if unaware of her body.
“Your beautiful body. Heavenly hair. Magnificent muscles. Bewitching breasts. Luscious lips. Enthralling eyes. Soft skin.”
Aroused by his adjectives, she brushed her lips against his. “And what do you say to me?” she asked, all muscles tense in anticipation.
“I ask if you want a magical orgasm.”
“I love how direct you are. How does it work?”
“You’ll find out soon. I give you four.”
“You’ve been thinking about this for a while, haven’t you?” she asked, her sensitive places tingling, imagination running wild.
“For days. Then I stare …” he said, eyes on hers, “utterly lost in your eyes … and mouth.”
“What am I doing with my mouth?”
“You’re …” he breathed, “wrapping me up and sucking my heat away.”
“Oh, Soren wants some heat stealing now?”
“I crave it … crave you.”
She swiped her tongue out. “Now you’re making me hungry for all your heat … What’s the finale?”
“My magic’s making you moan so loud the ground shakes.”
“I love this,” she said, grabbing his hands and holding them against her chest. The hidden, luscious part of him has come out to play. She couldn’t stop herself from doing all kinds of things now and needed his permission. “I invited you to give me everything. May I do the same?”
“Please,” he said, “especially your—”
Eager to live her fantasy, she flipped him onto his back and rolled on top. “My muscles, Soren? Like”—she shoved his hands to the sides, pinning him with her strength—“this?”
“You’ve discovered my third activity,” he said with a devilish smile.
“So naughty suddenly. Lift your hands if you can.”
He pushed.
She exerted her biceps and triceps, keeping him grounded. “Having a problem, my wizard?”
“Shit,” he said with a heavy groan. “You’re so strong. I do need chin-ups.”
“Too bad you didn’t exercise with me. Now come on, push. Harder.”
Arms trembling, his hands lifted against her hold, lines on his face crinkling with exertion.
She engaged her arm and shoulder muscles, bearing him down, ending with a lip lick and decisive head shake. “Looks like I’m in command, Soren.”
“I’ll throw you off,” he said, back arching, bouncing her up.
She fell and squeezed her thighs, legs wrapping around tight, his erection pushing against her leggings. “Your cock enjoys being subdued.”
“Saffa,” he said, eyes roaming her arms. “This is so wonderful … so freeing for me. Will you give me your strongest flex?”
“Such lust for my muscles,” she said, sitting up and flexing with power. “Bask in my righteous might. Worship me.”
He sat up, hands held behind her back while he sucked her biceps, tongue exploring their contours. “Your morning workouts are paying great dividends,” he murmured against her skin, “yielding irresistible muscles.”
“Soren,” she said, pushing him down, her heart spinning out of control, “your tongue and these fucking hot words are perfect. You undressed me mentally, now it’s my turn for some fun.” Lips crashing into his with a lusty growl, she tore open his top robes, revealing his lean chest.
Carnal and chaotic, their lips and tongues sieged one another.
She rolled off him, ravenous for his cock’s heat. “Stand, Soren—now.”
He stood and adjusted himself.
She kneeled before him and yanked his robes below the waist. His phallus emerged. She coiled both hands, her thumb and index finger barely touching. His tip and some extra remained. She squeezed against the steel of his cock, her brow raised as she gazed into his eyes. “So hard for me.”
“I’ve been hard since—”
“My statue?” She had witnessed him adjusting himself regularly. Beyond his wandering eyes, lust from her empathic abilities had made his desires obvious. Her abilities almost felt like cheating. Almost.
“Since Nuwa brought me back. Your statue made it worse.”
“Let’s see if I can fix it.” She wrapped her ponytail tight around the base of his cock to capture his hardness.
“Your hair feels like velvet from heaven.”
She also loved her hair’s softness. When alone, she would sit and rub it against her breasts or clit for utmost pleasure.
“You’ll stay hard forever now.”
“Hard,” he slurred, head twitching. “Forever. Yes.”
She snickered at his mental fog.
With hands over her hair, she sucked on him to the point of almost gagging. While gazing at his helpless face the whole time, she feasted, sucking, licking, massaging her hair against him. Heat and divine earthy tastes spread on her lips and tongue. Warmth spiraled through every muscle and nerve.
He fell to his knees. “Saffa … I’m …”
“Shh,” she whispered, nudging him onto his back. “Just feel me.” She smirked at his senseless visage, devouring every ounce of heat she wanted. With her abilities, she could detect his looming orgasm and used this to edge him, releasing her mouth at the perfect moments, staring with a raised brow.
This cycle repeated.
“Saffa!” he said, sitting up. “I fucking need release.”
She wanted him calm and grabbed his sac with her warm hands, massaging gently. “Relax, Soren. I haven’t even started teasing yet. You’ll release only when I want you to.”
A wide grin played across his lips. “Your touch just calmed me.”
“Handy.” She pushed his chest with a finger, making him lie down again. “I’ll use it to have my way with your cock for hours.”
“I don’t know how much more I can take.”
“Let’s find your limits.” She went in for more.
Skadni jolted up, heads unleashing a piercing howl through the warm night air.
Saffa, mid-lick on his tip, froze like a statue.
***
“Beast!” Skadni yelled.
An unseen smash pummeled Saffa’s side, throwing her off Soren.
The pup growled and backed off.
Adrenaline ripped through her veins, the bruising impact igniting her anger. “You dare do this now, you fucking prick!” She dove, grabbed her sword, and stood, eyes scanning for distortions but finding none. “Skadni, get out of here!”
The dog whimpered and ran into pink bushes, their snouts peeking out.
Grass flattened near Soren as he struggled to pull his robes back up.
She sprinted toward him and swung her blade, hoping to hit the beast.
It whooshed through the air.
“Up, Soren!” she yelled, giving him a hand.
“Shit, Saffa, my mind’s a mess.”
Eyes alert, she circled him protectively. “Remember our training.” As she conjured her heat shield, her side prickled, and she spun with a hard slash, her sword clanking off a scaly surface.
“Visobex!” he intoned, hands flailing.
A shimmering bubble formed around her but popped.
“Fuck!” A concussive strike against her chest sent her flying.
Steam bellowed from her boots, stopping her momentum, and she rushed back to his side. “Don’t worry; we’re gonna be fine.”
Dirt and grass scattered, carving a chaotic path around them. Hisses sounded.
“Shoot fire where it’s headed!”
With tingling skin and tracking faint distortions in the night air, she shot embers, predicting its path. Their glow illuminated their rainbow surroundings with flickering light.
“Visobex-Minmata!” A rippling barrier collapsed near her fire blasts, revealing the beast’s snake-like outline. It vanished with a sharp pop.
“Dammit!”
Swiftly, the grass compacted, its flatness curving behind him. Something spat. Black vapors sprayed around his head. He collapsed, choking and gagging.
She waved her weapon, blasting the dark mist away with snow while conjuring a thick dome of ice. A loud thump hit the outside. Her heat shield dissipated as she planted her sword in the dirt, dousing it.
Outside their cocoon, invisible smashes hammered away while Skadni howled.
“Can’t … breathe …” Soren coughed out, hands fumbling for hers. “Help.”
“Keep fighting.” She held his hands while he coughed. Every raspy breath made her want to heal him, and her heat should do the trick. Hot sensations spread to her fingers.
“Your warmth … it’s … remarkable.”
“For you, Soren. I won’t let it hurt you. When it breaks through, I’ll fight it off.”
Their icy sanctuary cracked with each strike of the beast. A thunderous smash shattered it, revealing a large, floating snake head with spiked black scales. Two predatory green eyes with black slits scanned. A sinuous mouth, full of dagger fangs, dripped with green sludge, its dark tongue flicking.
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This beast would be her trophy.
She shrouded it in mist from her off-hand, revealing a dark-scaled body, large and serpentine—she yanked her sword out of the earth.
“It’s … mad,” he said, coughing.
“Me too!” She reignited her blade in azure fire and swung. Her blade met its tail with a crash, flames scattering, scales buckling. After she rolled away from snapping jaws, a tail strike whipped against her side, throwing her sideways, sword knocked away near her dog.
The foliage ignited. Flames spread. The pup dashed away with a whimper.
The wyrm slithered upon her and constricted, its crushing grip squeezing the breath out of her. Stabs pulsed in her abdomen. Arms raised just in time, she gasped, unable to speak.
“Saffa!” Soren stood, eyes narrowed at her, his arms raising. “Terralus-Figupetra-Masmittor!”
The earth beneath her quaked. Static tickled her skin. Jagged spires of stone erupted, impaling the creature, chunks of rock flying off. It recoiled with frenzied hisses and uncoiled from her while vanishing. Dark fluids oozed on the rainbow grass, forming a path toward Soren while he groaned, holding his side.
Catapulted away, Saffa landed deftly as her lungs devoured air in a desperate breath. He had used three words of power in one, an immense strain on his ki, to save her.
“Soren, it’s headed your way!”
“Visobex.” Unseen bashes slammed against his new barrier, skidding him back.
After frosting the brush fire, she reclaimed her sword. Razor-sharp ice crept up its blade. “Time to end this. Pits, Soren!”
With his Figupetra spells, dirt heaved up in mounds. A crushing strike shattered his barrier, throwing him back like a ragdoll.
“You prick!” she yelled at the invisible beast upon seeing Soren’s plight. Heat pulsed from her raised off-hand. She found a nearby distortion zooming at her. She ran, shooting ice from her sword, creating a frozen ramp, and launched off, sword angled behind her head with both hands. “Die!” she spat, slashing with murderous might.
Scales and ice exploded. Black fluids spurted from torn flesh.
She licked her chops, slicing her blade, widening the wound, before lifting her weapon and thrusting it deep with a squishy crunch.
It roared.
As she twisted her arms and tore her weapon out, a geyser of dark ichor sprayed her armor. The beast seized, falling into a pit.
She twirled her sword, conjuring frost with her hands up through the blade. A deluge of ice from her sword’s tip sealed it in. “That’s for hurting him!”
Soren, now on his feet, lumbered forward, holding his head. “Saffa, are you hurt?”
“I’m fine! Hurry, I have a surprise for you!”
“You shot ice from your sword!” he said, running to her side. “And you’ve got … a lot of its blood on you?”
She sampled some blood with her index finger, getting a salty charcoal flavor. “Tasty.”
“And … you just ate its blood.”
“You want some?”
“Hells no. Is it under the ice?”
The wyrm answered with violent thrashing and scraping sounds. The ice webbed with cracks, prompting her to reinforce it. “It’s wounded. We must strike together to kill it before my ice runs out.”
Cracks reappeared. She added more ice. “Suggestions?”
“I’ve got something to produce extreme force for a killing strike.”
Heart quickening at his initiative, she tilted her head in silent invitation.
“Saffa, can I take you for a ride?”
“You thinking what I’m thinking?” she asked, imagining him deep inside. Steam wafted from her core, finding gaps in her leggings.
A lustful hiss escaped his mouth as he gazed at her hips. “Hold out your sword.”
Tongue tasting her lips, she held her weapon out for him. “Enlarge me.”
“Magmuta.” With his parting hands, her weapon grew to claymore size.
“This, I like! Take me high.”
“Figupetra-Magmuta.” As he lifted his hands, a narrow pillar of earth took her up, pushing like an elevator.
Bending her knees, she reveled in the sight of her world unfolding beneath her, a mosaic of multi-hued foliage.
The ice split.
Above the highest trees, azure fire ran up her blade. Sword pointing the way, she dove headfirst with a lengthy battle-cry. Adrenaline surged as the wind rushed through her hair.
Ice chunks flew. The wyrm’s head lifted above the pit.
She struck like a comet, driving her blazing sword through its skull with a sickening crunch. Her body impacted, scales and ice shards exploding. A sizzling firestorm erupted, followed by steam clouds. Black liquids fizzed and splattered.
The bruising force brought a raspy groan as she extracted herself from the beast’s remains and clambered out of the pit, her form coated in a sheen of dark sludge. She yelled with excitement, thrilled by the successful hunt and trophy kill.
Soren’s jaw hit the dirt. “I can barely see you.”
She twirled her claymore. “You like me in black?”
“You’ll set a new fashion trend,” he said, lips quirked and brows raised. “Beast splatter ebony.”
She cast her sword away, eager to seduce the Hells out of him. “Ha! You’re deliciously clever.” Hands rising, she shot fiery blasts and dissolved the grime. After stooping, she released her hair from its binds slowly, freeing her thick brown locks, pristine now from her fiery cleanse. As she stood quickly, her hair flipped and cascaded down to her waist.
Eyes peering into his soul, she sauntered before him, hands running up through her hair. Arms raising, she lifted her hair to make it look like wings and angled her hips against him. “Soren, thou shalt mindlessly fuck Saffa all night.”
07 - Fervor


“Ishethra and Maelthra once cleaved a mountain in twain during their passion.”
— Navian Nirvana: Tales of Tantalizing Temptations, Vol. II.
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The black night sky held a multitude of dancing, bright-red orbs, highlighting Saffa’s and Soren’s lascivious gazes.
“Permission to undress you with a spell,” he said, hands finding hers as they lowered her hair together.
Did he just ask for permission after she had given him the sexiest invite ever? Any other man would’ve lost himself. Like a huntress, she would stalk her prey, make him lose control, and fuck her for hours.
“No more permissions, Soren—just go with it.”
With his hands, he found her nape, drawing two connecting circles with his index fingers. “Saffa-Portitas.”
As he twisted his hands, a force lifted her off the ground. She rotated, floating on her back at his waist level, hair draped on the grass.
Excitement grew with every beat of her heart, the thought of his mental undressing playing out now making her giddy.
“New spell just for me, Soren? I didn’t know names are words of power.”
“They can combine for … unique effects.”
Skadni scurried from the darkness. “Smell dead! Play, play!” both the heads said, before tilting. “Saffa floating.”
“Skadni, can you be the best dog ever and wait for us on the lake’s other side? I promise we’ll play with you later, and I’ll feed you so many elemental treats.”
“Saffa want Skadni gone?” the fire head asked sadly.
“Never, Skadni. But Soren and I are playing a magical game. I don’t want it to hurt you. Please, for me?”
“How long game?” the fiery head asked.
“At least until morning,” Soren answered.
“Longer,” Saffa corrected, biting her lip, drawing his gaze. “We’ll make it up to you, Skadni.”
“You two have fun,” the icy head said. The dog ran off.
“Bye, Skadni!” She playfully reached for Soren’s robes, hoping he’d use magic to stop her.
He flicked his wrist, and a harsh force shoved her arms beyond her head. “Now I’m in command, Saffa. Fight me if you can.”
Shoulder and arm muscles flexing, she fought against his magical force at half strength. Her hands neared his. With one touch, she might disrupt his spell.
He yawned and flicked his hands. Her arms moved back above her head.
Hot in her chest from his magic’s force, her core clenched with need.
“Looks like magic beats might, Saffa.”
At full power, she roared, lunging, grabbing his hands.
His eyes bulged. “Portitas!” he yelled, both hands twisting.
A sudden force shoved her arms away.
Despite giving everything she had, she couldn’t move them now.
He panted, grinning with satisfaction. “I’m in charge.”
“For now,” she said, shrugging, loving the role reversal.
He hovered his hands above her body, fingers twiddling. Three clasps on each side of her torso armor clicked open by themselves. With his slow hand wave, her suit crawled up and over her head and arms, falling to the ground, exposing her blue tank top.
“Doing okay so far?” he asked, his gentleness coming through, contrasting with his lustful, sinister demeanor.
“I am,” she said, heart thrumming. “I want it and know you won’t hurt me.”
With a hand wave, her leggings slipped away, yellow shorts remaining. “You gonna fight me or what? At least make this next part a challenge.”
“You asked for it.” She shot jets of flame from her bound hands. The fire split into two fireballs. They swirled and flanked him, lunging for his backside.
“Formagni-Portitas!” He raised his arms, her fireballs veering away. Both flew high in the night sky before dancing in place. He clasped his hands, reforming the fire into a gigantic blob of crackling flames. “Thanks for the fire. It fits in perfectly for your first experimental magical orgasm.”
“Sexy science experiments I want, but get my clothes off first.”
“No, Saffa,” he said, ending with a deep laugh. “Undress yourself.”
“I like sinister Soren,” she said, straining her arms. Against his force, she couldn’t move, so a bit of frost would disrupt his mental control. She flicked a large snowball … in his face.
He wiped himself off while grunting.
She got her shorts and lace off, then reached for her shirt.
“Stop!” he said, hands waving, forcing her arms high again. “I want to do this part.” He wet his lips with a tongue swipe and advanced, bit her shirt, tugged, and removed it slowly.
“Look at me,” she said, opening her legs for him.
He dropped her shirt and tilted his head. “Saffa … it’s … You’re … pulchritudinous.”
The word caused an electrical jolt of pleasure to run up her spine. “Touch me.”
He walked two fingers up her inner thighs and around her, just out of reach. “Maybe later.”
She clamped her thighs shut, desperate for friction. “Now, Soren.”
“Portitas,” he intoned, spreading his hands. A force shoved her legs apart. “No cheating. You’ll release when I allow.”
“Soren,” she moaned, heart thumping. “Give me the fire.”
He wandered off, his dark laughter echoing.
“Soren!”
The huge fireball above streaked down like a meteor as he meandered back.
She arched her back, unsure what this fire might do inside her but desperate to find out.
It struck her entrance in a sizzling blast. Some fire rebounded, sparks and flames flying like a boisterous celebration. The rest compacted inside her, a warm trickle spreading from her core.
“Fight my magic, Saffa. Try to coax the fire out. I’ll force it in. The opposite forces and heat should do the trick.”
She exerted her mind with twiddling fingers. Lava crawled out, the searing texture spreading on her vulva. All muscles tightened, the spring of her release coiling.
The molten mass crawled back in as he motioned his hands. Pressure and pleasure built like a voluptuous volcano. Their magic oscillated, out and in, reaching an erotic equilibrium.
Electric shocks of euphoria tickled her mind. Azure clouds formed at the apex of her world’s dome, red hues from the black sky lighting them.
Her heart pumped adrenaline. She yanked her arms free of his spell, curling two fingers on her clit. Her insides throbbed, a flamethrower blast roaring from her entrance. All muscles loosened. The force around her body dissipated, and she stood, molten with smoke wafting out.
“You’re glowing,” he said in awe, staring at her juncture.
She stumbled one step and stretched. “That was perfect, Soren.”
“You want the second one?”
“I want,” she started, advancing, flinging lava away from herself, “to torment you.”
He ran for the river.
She sprinted and caught him near its bank, grabbing his robes.
“Saffa,” he intoned like a spell.
With cat-like reflexes, she covered his mouth and spun him around. “Nice try, Soren.” She tore at his robes and undergarments, stripping him bare in seconds. “Time for a swim.”
“Dark waters with unknown creatures? Maybe we should—”
She lifted him, sprinting for the water. “Hold your breath!” Sucking in air, she threw herself into the water with a splash, dunking him underneath.
Under the warm, succulent, dim waters, their eyes opened, and she fondled him.
He returned the favor.
They stood, shoulders even above the water’s surface. The cool air washed over her, the wetness of hair on her skin salacious. Their loud kissing mingled with the waters gurgling as they rubbed one another below.
He pulled away, gasping. “Saffa … you’re …”
“Beautiful?”
“And amazing.”
“I know,” she said with a simple shrug. “Go lie down and watch me.”
He sloshed out of the water, dripping, and found a spot in the pink dirt to lay down, elbow and hand propping his head up, eyes fixed on her.
In slow steps, she advanced. Her peaked nipples emerged, a warm breeze caressing them. “Worship your Saffa.”
“Holy breasts,” he said, staring, as if discovering them anew.
Water sluiced down her sleek olive skin and shiny hair. When her hips rose above the waterline, she stopped. “Want more?”
His blush reddened far more than any other time. “I require access.”
She advanced, pushing him flat with her bare foot, and stood over his head, spreading her legs so he might behold her glory. Water and her wetness dripped into his gaping mouth. “To this?”
He swallowed, mumbling something incoherent.
“Imagine your cock inside, praying for release”—she swirled one finger inside—“while I have my way with you.”
His phallus pointed skyward in obedience.
She settled on him, teasing him against herself, each caress a war to stop herself from taking him deep. “How long before you explode?” At his side, she stroked his length with her wet tresses.
“What?” he asked, arms twitching. “I … can’t move.”
“I don’t need magic to subdue you … just a few words, some touches, and my irresistible hair.” She stroked for minutes. Whenever he quivered, she blew a frosty breath to stop it.
His pleasured and tortured groans rode the night air.
From her sensitive nipples, she conjured crimson fire. It crackled and swirled playfully.
“And your breasts are on fire. This is surreal.”
“You want to play with my fiery breasts … to suck my fire away … don’t you?” She released his length.
“You sure know how to edge … And your breasts? Need might be a better word.” He leaned up, tongue lunging for her flames.
“Better use a spell first,” she warned, hand firm on his chest, “or you’ll get burned.”
“Soren-Formagni,” he intoned. “I think this’ll work.”
“Think?” she asked with a brow raise.
“Know.”
“Good.” She propped herself over him, dangling her left nipple over his lips.
Mouth wide, he welcomed her in.
As he sucked deeply, a rush of his sweet, earthy essence infused her, the sensation flooding her senses. He swirled his tongue. Luscious fire cascaded through her body.
She withdrew, flames doused on her left side, and offered her fiery right. “Suck me harder, Soren.”
He lapped his tongue, teeth biting.
“Suck,” she demanded with a stern head shake, squeezing his cock, dragging her hand. “Nibble. No biting.”
With his firm lips and tender teeth, his heat gushed like a lightning strike, rippling to her limbs.
“Fuck yes!” she moaned, pulling out with flames gone. She stroked his throbbing length. “I love controlling your cock. You want some fire?”
“Please. Sorry for biting.”
“So polite,” she cooed, having enjoyed his biting but wanting control. “Saffa forgives your trespass.” While stroking him, she caressed his cheek with her other hand. A glowing crimson trail formed on his skin between her hands. “How is it?”
“It’s so wonderfully intense. You’re more than a battlemage … What are you?”
“Just Saffa. You want more?”
“Hells yes.”
The pace increased as she dragged her other hand down his chest. Fire ran up and down the line on his skin with each motion.
“More pressure, Soren?”
“More everything.”
She edged him for a long time, relishing his hapless moans, fascinated by the streaks of flame running back and forth across his skin but not burning him. When his length seized, she frosted him with a swirling tongue lick and let go, ending with a wagging finger.
“Pray for release.”
He sat up. “Fuck. Holy. Saffa!”
She caressed his chest with her warm hands, guiding him flat. “Such a prayer. You can have that release now.”
“Shit,” he groaned, his limbs spasming for a moment. “Seriously, Saffa, are you a seraph?”
“I’m your Saffa,” she said, fireballs sizzling in her hands. As she ran them through her hair, it steamed and dried swiftly. She then flung the soft, lustrous locks over his face, inching her lips near, meeting his eyes behind a curtain of lust.
“I need more of your hair.”
She slowly dragged it off his face, teasing his lips with her strands, running the other hand up her neck, fingers digging in, relishing her hair’s silken texture.
“It’s divine, isn’t it?”
“If you ever need my compliance,” he said with a sharp breath, arms at his sides. “Let your hair free. I’m at your mercy.”
“Yes, you are, lover.” She wrapped him up in layers of silk. Ravenous, she devoured his length. Every lick, every suction, each squeeze of her hair shot a sharp blast of heat down her throat. Deliberate and fast, she wanted him to erupt—violently.
“Slower, Saffa.”
“Fast!” With hair, hand, and mouth, she ravaged him to oblivion.
“Saffa!” he roared, back arched, his voice echoing in the night. Hot and viscous, his sweet essence spewed into her sucking mouth, an intense current of heat shooting down into her chest.
She milked with firm strokes, timed with his squirts, grinning at his stupefied face.
“Twenty-one,” she said, nibbling his tip.
One more came out.
“Twenty-two.” The count surprised her. “Did you get it all out?”
A quiet whimper sputtered from his lips as his last vestiges dribbled.
“Have you been holding it in for me all this time? You haven’t touched yourself?”
“I …”
“Be honest, Soren.”
“I dream of you most nights … It comes out then.”
Heart warmed by his devotion, she licked him clean and uncoiled her hair.
“Soren, your willpower and taste are exquisite. We must do this again soon. Would you like a drop of yourself?”
“What?”
She leaned over, lips caressing his. “I have a bit of your essence still in my mouth. Would you like a taste?”
“Sure, Saffa.”
She kissed him, extending her tongue.
He sucked it off and smacked his lips. “It’s sweet. Do you … like my taste?”
She ran her tongue along her lips. “What do you think?”
“I was hoping you might,” he said, sitting up with lips nearing her neck.
“You rest,” she said, nudging his forehead. “When you’re ready, I’ll do it again.”
Breaths heavy, he lay flat.
A gentle breeze whispered through grass and trees as she laid her head on his undulating chest, rubbing his exhausted length gently. Happiness and satisfaction swelled in her bosom, a heartwarming bond forming with him through their lovemaking.
***
Ten minutes passed.
“Saffa,” he said, breaking the amorous silence, his erection growing in her hand. “I never imagined feeling so good. Thank you.”
“I’m so happy to have pleased you. And it looks like you’re ready for that encore.”
“I am, but it’s your turn. How about we do your next orgasm?”
“You’re so thoughtful. I’ll devour you later, I guess.”
“We’ll use your ice as a substitute for my sword. You ice me, remove the shell, and fill it. If you add ridges to the outside, it should enhance your experience.”
When alone, she often pleased herself with just fingers and hair, never considering using ice. “Steel yourself.”
He tensed.
She ran both hands up his length, forming an icy covering with ridges.
“Shit, that’s freezing!”
She chortled, lifting the cocoon off him. After putting a finger inside, she removed it, solidifying the icy dildo. She licked its glistening, ridged surface, winking at him before rubbing it against her cheek. The faint coolness of the structure tingled her skin.
“Just imagine yourself sliding into me and moaning my name.”
“Your voice … something about it is … irresistible.”
“Is it?” she asked, lying on her back. “I didn’t realize.”
He laughed.
“I treasure your laughs, Soren.” After shooting a frosty blast to douse the fire of her insides, she gently eased the creation through her entrance. The texture he had suggested did wonders for her delicate nerves. “Fuck, this feels good!”
He kneeled between her legs and dragged a finger along her clit, teasing the congregation of nerves. “Spread your ice out like a flower.”
She squealed at the blissful touch of his fingerprint and placed her palm on the icy creation. Crystalized petals expanded out.
“I’ll vibrate the ice and move it. If we oscillate our magic, it should produce a stronger orgasm than the fire. Formaqua-Portitas.” A foot away, his hand lifted and lowered. The icy creation followed his motions, its vibration stirring her need for release.
He slid two fingers under the icy flower’s top, wiggling and pulling gently. “You’re so warm … so firm. I must touch you more often.”
She shivered. “I love your fingers there.” Then wrapped two of her fingers around his while raising and lowering her other hand. The creation undulated faster, vibrations intensifying. Waves of euphoria washed over her. Mindless and taut, her universe became two things: their combined curling fingers, and the thing tantalizing her.
Electricity danced in her hapless brain. In the distance, blue clouds above the great hall expanded, yellow lightning streaking, stark against red orbs in the black sky. A pillar of light descended gradually, casting a bright glow off the roof. Thunder boomed through her world, startling them both.
“I think sex is your superpower,” he said, withdrawing his fingers. “Now come for me.”
Saffa liked Soren’s confidence, and being consumed by pleasure, she roared, insides clamping in repetition, crushing the ice into pieces. As she whimpered, tiny specks of light danced in her vision.
He made a fist, waving it. The creation solidified and rumbled, catapulting her into a second, more intense orgasm—her world’s dome lit up in yellow as the ground quaked.
She cried out with bliss, her insides smashing against the ice, her cry lingering in the night air. Shocks jolted her shoulder blades and sacrum as bones stirred, as if something wanted to emerge.
Soren gazed around with wonder at the kaleidoscope of lightning leaping around the dome with a multitude of ear-splitting cracks. “When we unite, your world’s linked to your pleasure. Fascinating. And by my calculations, you enjoyed this at least two times more than the fire. What was it like?”
“Soren!” she said, shooting a fiery blast in her entrance to melt the ice. “This superpower, and you, are so fucking good. So. Fucking. Good! Now I know what it’s like when I’m rubbing you because I couldn’t think. Couldn’t do anything except … feel.” Hungry for his heat, she crawled over him and began rubbing his length. Trickles of heat swam up her fingers and down her arm.
Eyes rolling up, he grunted. “Okay, Saffa … one orgasm left.” He sat up, his index finger tracing a delicate circle on her back. “Saffa-Portitas.”
Her world spun upside down, and she landed with a thump on her back. He landed on top.
“I’m in charge again. You must wait two hours before I give you my sword.”
“Wrong, Soren. I know you want to fuck me.” She lapped at her bottom lip. “You can’t hold out two minutes.”
“My sword is off limits,” he said with nonchalance, holding it millimeters from her entrance.
She knew how to break him—starting with a magical duel.
With a wink, she rolled, shoving him away. “Break through my ice, Soren, and fuck your Saffa.” Hands spreading, a thick cage of translucent ice surrounded her, its lukewarm surface raising goosebumps all over her skin. She slowly licked her lips and curled her index finger at him.
“Saffa!” he hissed while standing. “Formaqua-Portitas.”
With his determined sculpting motions, the ice splintered. Large pieces cracked off.
A tide of pleasure, intense and insistent, spread from her core as her limbs went rigid. She engaged her muscles, her sinews trembling as she mended each fissure and hole. Glacier calving sounds flooded the dark rainbow landscape.
“Magmuta-Portitas.” As he slowly spread his hands with arms rising, the cocoon of ice creaked and expanded, forming cavities. The structure lifted off the ground to his eye level.
She flexed every muscle, burning, panting with exertion while reforming each void to solid ice. Tongue sliding along her lips, finger curling at him, she urged him to do more.
“Golecrea.”
The ground rumbled, a golem of dirt and stone rising. It stomped to the floating cage and slammed its large, rocky hands against the ice repeatedly. A thunderous smash cracked the ice in half, its structural integrity compromised as the golem fell apart.
Seduced by his magic’s intensity and erection, she unleashed her fire, sizzling against the ice. It exploded as a slush nova with an ear-splitting crack.
Engulfed in steam, she crashed down on ice chunks, grass, and thick mud. Rain and rich earthiness pleased her nose. Heat simmered in her insides, a fire of lust burning.
Both soaked, he stood next to her, lifting his chin.
She spread her legs in invitation. Steam rose from her entrance, ice melting beneath her. “Shield your sword, Soren, because I’m on fire.”
“Visobex-Minmata,” he intoned, holding himself.
A shimmering, rippling barrier collapsed around his length and pelvis.
Propped over her, he dangled himself near her bud. “I’ve ribbed myself like the ice,” he said with arrogance. “You may only imagine the feeling, however.”
Thoughts of his thick cock deep inside, with those ridges sliding around, forced a primal growl from her lips. “Soren. Fuck me. Now.”
“Since you like games so much, I’ll play with myself.”
Despite his arrogant expression, she knew his emotions—lust bulged against the dam of his restraint. She would relish sundering it.
“Only I can tease,” she murmured, stalking her prey by rubbing wet legs around his back, nudging. His tip rubbed against her holiest of holy places and pushed in. The snug, sensual fit of him in this first inch made her heave. “Deeper.”
He grunted, head lurching. “Saffa,” he said, lifting himself just a hair, “since I’m on top now, you’ve had enough.”
“Obey me. Deeper.”
“Too bad,” he said, tip rising. “I can … withdraw … and resist.” He cleared his throat.
“Poor Soren,” she murmured, blowing steam in his face, his will breaking. “You can’t resist … You don’t want to.”
He growled, head shaking like a wet dog. His tip slithered another inch.
“That’s right; you must have all of me. Come into my carnal cave.”
Like lifting an immense weight, he paused, every limb shaking. “Saffa …” he whispered. “I … can … wait …”
“No, you can’t,” she whispered against his lips.
“Saffa …” A futile war waged in his eyes as he leaned over the bottomless chasm of his desire.
“You’ll scream my name momentarily,” she whispered in his ear, then she lay back, gliding her tongue along her lips.
He locked eyes with her, facial muscles quivering.
An impish grin spread as she savored the anticipation of his fucking. She held all the power and could wait for a long time, keeping him there. But she wanted it now. Four words would shove him off the cliff of abandon.
“Soren. Keep. My. Commandment.”
“Saffa!” he roared, slamming her hands down and sheathing himself to the hilt in a single thrust, his balls snug against her. A tempest of lightning and thunder carved its way along the dome, strobing yellow and blue.
A guttural moan tore from her lips, her sensitive insides uniting with his cock, feeling every inch in exquisite detail—throbbing veins, magical ridges, hardness like steel.
With hunger in his eyes, he set a steady, vigorous pace, every thrust a jolt of pleasure that caused lightning to smite her world, shaking the sky.
She locked ankles around his back to anchor him. “You’re never escaping. Harder. Deeper.”
“Oh, holy Saffa,” he murmured, hands frantically searching for leverage. “Use your legs.”
She engaged her powerful thighs and squeezed. In tandem, he arched his back, grinding his pelvis, his tip pushing against sensitive nerves deep inside.
“Saffa,” he whimpered, grinding into her with all his might. “My Saffa.”
She gasped at the tight fit, the sublime stretch. Above all, his complete loss of control for her brought the hottest sexual satisfaction. Wonderful heat shot up her spine with each of his needy thrusts. She clamped onto him, holding him in place.
“I love you inside, worshiping my name. You like when I make it so you can’t thrust?”
He strained to escape her hold. “Release dammit!”
After releasing, she gave him three strong squeezes. “You like those?”
“Fuck yes,” he said, pace resuming. On her clit and around himself, he joined his index fingers and thumbs. “Soren-Portitas-Magmuta.” While he massaged her breasts and rocked back gently and forward hard, his length and pelvis rubbed and pulsed against her like a blessed vibrator from heaven. His ridges now crept in all directions, conveyor belts activated for one purpose: stoking her to rapturous orgasm.
Flames ignited her sacrum, spreading up her spine. She could only moan as thunderous explosions echoed, steam shooting from her mouth as she fell down a wanton waterfall, the carnal class six rapids of his spell sweeping her away. The intensity calmed as he held her hands softly against the grass, his pace slow but firm.
“Soren,” she said, voice cracking, “oh my goddess!”
“It must’ve been good.”
“Your sword is … wow. But it’s too fast. Can you start slow and speed up?”
His sexy smirk emerged again, somehow even hotter as he nodded. Gentle vibrations ebbed and flowed, her pleasure growing logarithmically in successive waves over minutes, her pulse soaring. His devout phallus rocketed her to pleasure’s exosphere and soaring into the beyond. Her world narrowed to just him inside, their harmonious, united hips, and pure bliss. Mindless moans sang from her lips.
On the horizon, torrential lightning of gold snaked through clouds above the great hall. Some seconds later, its rumbling cracked around them.
Her breasts and hands blazed, smoke billowing from her scorching back.
“Shit!” Soren yelled, yanking his hands away. “Your fire’s spreading.”
His yell brought Saffa back to reality—barely. Her shoulder blades burned, something desperate for release. “I’m going to explode.”
“We’ll do it together,” he said while grinding. Faster vibrations. Splendid zaps ached from her swollen clit, spreading in her body from each of his thrusts. Synchronized with his pushes, fireballs shot from her fingers, torching the surrounding forest. A conflagration of rainbow colors spread. Snow and glinting ice shards swirled above, expanding into a tempest. The storm rained down, threatening to cut him to pieces.
“My magic’s gone wild!” She grappled him swiftly, flipping herself on top to take the impacts. Hands on his chest, her eyes ignited, transforming from brown to bright azure. “I have you, Soren, and won’t let anything hurt you.” Tension eased in her back as wings of azure fire whipped out from her shoulder blades, lighting up the river, grass, and trees nearby. They crackled and sizzled, absorbing much of the ice. Some shards broke through to cut her skin, fueling her ecstasy.
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“Your fiery … eyes … breasts… hands … wings of fire … Saffa … you are an angel.”
“A protective seductress who burns for you. You heated me up, so I’ll fuck us both to paradise.”
He opened his mouth, but she pressed a fiery finger briefly to silence him.
Wielding his sword with her gyrating hips, she edged at every divine angle, rubbing her flaming breasts with her hair for stimulation. “Enjoying the view of your Saffa?”
“I … uh … huh …”
Nearby stones levitated. Like an apocalypse, hail rained down.
Her fiery wings grew and flapped, dwarfing the pair now and absorbing all impacts. As she undulated upon him, his earthy taste and scent tantalized her nose, a current of hotness flowing from core to heart. Every muscle surged with power.
“Trouble speaking?”
“Fast …”
“Like this?” Wanton and focused, she engaged her thighs, increasing the pace. Each bounce and slide threw kindling on the bonfire of her looming orgasm.
“More …”
Gleeful from his rousing gaze, she rocked back and forth, flipping her head back, hair on fire, tossing wild and free.
“Soren, we’ve made a mess of my world. I’m about to do the same to you.”
“Not if I … hold it in,” he said, a pitiful excuse for resistance on his face.
“You’re bound by my commandment. I’m taking your seed and heat all night, and there’s nothing you can do about it.”
He matched her hips perfectly, thrusting in tandem, grinding with each union. He collapsed. “Kiss …”
She held her flaming hair back, leaned forward, and claimed his lips. Currents of heat from the kiss gushed through her nerves, every hypersensitive fiber.
After swiping his lips with her tongue, she sat up, arms behind her head, with biceps flexed. She angled her chest to tantalize him, gazing at his enraptured visage.
“Holy … Saffa.” He reached weakly and missed her breasts, falling back with a loud breath.
“You worshiping me again, Soren?”
“A flaming angel … with a glorious body? Yes.”
“So is your magical sword. What else is my body?”
“Sacred … Spiritual … Sublime.”
The deluge of her ice storm howled down.
Seduced by his synonyms, she glided faster. “More erotic. Same letter.”
“Sumptuous.”
She squeezed upon him to distract.
“Can’t fucking think when you do that.”
With her wily smirk, she nuzzled her flaming wings near his head, ready to give him another commandment: a rebuke for his profanity.
His eyes slanted, shock and awe on his face.
“Soren,” she said, flashing a roguish grin while slamming herself down his length. “Thou shalt not swear in front of holy Saffa.”
“Sensual … Sensuous …”
She moaned in ecstasy, pounding up and down. “Who’s the best girlfriend ever?”
“She’s … fucking the Hells out of me … right now.”
“Blasphemy, Soren,” she murmured, tense muscles aching for release. “Repent by exalting my name, and I’ll come on you so hard.”
“Glory to”—he thrusted mightily—“Saffa!” Another thrust. “Saffa!” he roared long and loud, arching his back, lifting her with his hips. Rocks split asunder.
An azure and gold thunderstorm spread across her world’s dome, its light bathing them in its blinding glory. Red orbs pulsed in the black sky. A myriad of tiny stars swirled in her vision. The titanic spring of her tension cut loose like the tautest ballista firing. In the distance at the great hall, in rhythm with her climax, immense golden lightning blasts smashed through its roof. Strong squeezes unleashed her elements on his phallus, his heat cresting up her body.
Fire.
Ice.
“Saffa,” he murmured. “My angel.”
Fire.
Ice.
“Soren,” she whispered. “Always.”
Fire.
Ice.
A tremendous fire nova exploded from her body.
Fire.
Ice.
The ground quaked. Fissures cracked open.
Fire.
Ice.
Lava erupted. Great steam clouds billowed.
Fire.
Ice.
Rolling thunder.
Fire.
Ice.
Rain.
Fire.
Ice …
***
The afternoon after, Saffa, soaked, entered a puddle-filled great hall, carrying a sleeping Soren over her shoulders. Rain streamed through a gaping hole in the ceiling, down to a thin, ghostly line of blackness protruding from the room’s floor. Skadni hauled their clothes and her gear on a makeshift sled.
“Looks like we did it,” she said, muscles sore but breath steady.
“A rip,” the icy head said.
“Yes. When it opens, we’ll go through.”
“You have nice game with Soren?” the fire head asked.
“The best.”
“Happy for you,” the heads said.
“Me, too. I feel so powerful.” Compared to the first time she had carried him, this time proved much easier, despite the long walk from the lake.
Magic. Strength. Stamina. All of it grew with his heat, and she had taken most of it, causing him to collapse asleep in the morning.
Climbing over rubble and sloshing through water, she soon came to her bedroom and lay him on the bed. After untying the sled from her dog, she set everything out to dry and rolled into bed beside him, basking in afterglow. The dog slept under the bed while she massaged her sore biceps.
Her yawn broke the quiet, body stretching with contentment from their sex marathon. She leaned over him, finding his affectionate and exhausted eyes. “Soren … my sleepy Soren, it’s good to see you awake.”
“I can hardly move. Did you get enough heat from me?”
“More than enough.”
“I’m glad. And you carried me all the way here? You look ready for more.”
“I did,” she said, her forehead touching his. “And I’m ready. But you must rest.”
“You need more heat, just let me know. I don’t want you getting sick again.”
“That’s very considerate of you. I’ll try to take only what I need.”
“I trust you, so take a little extra. You’re the stronger fighter.”
His generosity made her teary-eyed, her love growing for him. “We’re a team, Soren. Don’t forget that.”
“I’m glad to be on your team, Saffa. You’re inspiring.”
“I didn’t come on too strong?”
“No, I like your assertiveness … and the sex … it was … great … so damn great.”
“The greatest, Soren. I loved both sides of you and your ideas for my pleasure. Thanks for sharing your authentic self with me.”
“This afterglow is going to keep the blues away for a while.”
“I know … I’m sorry you deal with sadness.” It came and went during their time here like a curse, and she never correlated it with anything. “I don’t know what it’s like, but you get up every day and push through.”
“How long have you known?”
“I’ve sensed your emotions since your revival.”
“All of them?”
“Yes. More magic I can’t remember. Sorry for not telling you sooner.”
“It’s okay. Though I must admit, I’m a little embarrassed … You knew my attraction from the start?”
“I did. Want to know a secret?”
“What?”
“I was attracted to you right away.”
“You mean we could’ve done this sooner?”
She snickered. “Things happened when we aligned. About your sadness, did something happen?”
“No. Being with you makes me happy. But sometimes, it attacks for no reason.”
“Must be hard.”
“Just keep pinching me so I don’t forget you’re real.”
She leaned over, pinching his naked ass.
He squirmed. “Yeah … you’re a veritable angel. An irresistible angel. I’ll never get the image of your fiery wings and you fucking me out of my head. It’s burned in me forever.”
“You keep thinking of me, Soren, because I’ll want more soon. And you keep calling me that word—it’s endearing.” Eyes flitting over him, she wanted to ask about the tattoos now, having avoided it during their intimacy. “And what are these?” she asked, rubbing his elbow. Similar to the circled circle on his chest, his elbows, knees, and ankles contained one. Inside a white circle lay blue geometric symbols—half-moon, hourglass, triangle, square, compass, and star. “You’ve got six more tattoos. All from the same wizard’s guild, I’d guess, given how similar they are.”
“Good guess. Maybe they power my magic?”
“Maybe.”
“Or they could be religious symbols.”
“They are very geometric. But this moon makes me think it’s a secret cult of blood-thirsty vampires who do math rituals.”
He chortled. “I love your imagination. Do you really hear my mind’s words?”
“No,” she said, kissing his cheek, pleased by his unrestrained laughter. “That would be something, huh?”
“Can you imagine?”
“Knowing each other’s innermost desires and secrets … that would be quite scary … and profound.”
“Speaking of desire, your frost tastes addictively sweet.”
“So do you,” she said, his aroma arousing, the scent lingering on her tongue. “You want another taste?”
“Please.”
With her tongue, she covered his lips in frost, before leaving some in his mouth.
After exhaling, he licked his lips. “Scrumptious.”
“I love your S words, Soren.” Doing a body scan, she smiled with bliss. Through love making, taking his heat had satisfied every primal urge and hunger. Deeply. “Did you enjoy my fire, ice, or body more?”
“All of it. And your creative mind. Our magic battles turned me on so hard.”
“That makes two of us. Speaking of creativity, how about your sword?”
“You liked the vibrations?”
“Loved. Stay in bed with me?”
“I’d like that.”
When he fell asleep, she held him tight, relaxing while the sky transformed to dark rainbow colors.
Skadni prevented further romps, jumping onto her bed with playful abandon. They rose to dress, and his magic aided her hair brushing, making her back tingle.
“Let’s play with your dog,” Soren said. “They need it.”
After games with the dog, night deepened. Electric tremors shook her brain. Jagged white lines shimmered, forming a fortress shape within her mind’s eye.
“Soren, the shocks are back.”
He rushed to steady her.
“Saffa brain?” the fire head asked.
“Always brain,” the icy head said.
Both heads whimpered.
“We must investigate the great hall,” she said while squinting, knowing a gateway had just opened.
“Maybe it’s our way home. Let’s gear up.” Soren moved gingerly as he fixed his robes and stowed his book from her desk inside a pocket, zipping it shut.
She donned her gear and secured her hair tight in a ponytail. “You’re right, Soren. I saw something in the great hall while carrying you in.” Sword held tight, she took the lead, unsure if danger awaited. “Both of you, stay behind me.”
After a short walk, they entered the rainy great hall. An egg-shaped black portal stood in the center, its perimeter ablaze with blue and yellow flames. The colors called to her soul, calling her home. To Nightwind.
“This is it,” she said, finding his hand and eyes. “Our portal. We made it together.”
“The outside flames feel peaceful and match your armor. I heard a lot of thunder during our activities. Must’ve been some extreme magic going on.”
“Our combined love and magic produced such effects.”
“When we get home, do you want to … experiment some more?”
“After we murder whatever sent us here, we’ll go for a second all-nighter in a row.”
He exhaled deeply.
Skadni radiated unease, pacing with anxious whines.
“Of course you’re coming, too. I’m sure I’ve always wanted a dog.”
The dog yipped and yapped with excitement.
“Heel, Skadni. We’re going home.”
Holding Soren’s hand, with her dog beside her, they approached the portal’s edge.
Her forearms prickled with shocks, and the trio halted. With a mournful harmony of howls, the dog morphed, unraveling into two vibrant streams of magic—one of frost, the other of flame—spiraling toward her. Each stream pierced her forearms, etching intricate tattoos. Her left bore the icy head; her right the fiery head.
Skadni part of you now, the ice head thought.
Adventure begins, the fire head added.
“Skadni’s part of me,” she said, flabbergasted at the sudden merging. The portal expanded, taking them elsewhere.
08 - Evocation


“Eons ago, Brigid crafted an artifact of immense power from her cloak. Known as the Veil, it gives seekers of truth what they need, not necessarily what they want.”
— Codex of Relics, Vol. I
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In a void, Saffa and Soren floated in solitude, hands clasped. Around them, faint yellow and blue lights twinkled like distant stars.
“What just happened?” she asked.
“Skadni expected the hazards of traversing realms. By integrating with you, they’ve protected you both, ensuring you’ll never be apart.”
Soren right, the heads thought.
“I understand,” she said as each tattoo emanated warmth or cold. “They’re part of me. With you, Soren, we’ll brave any storm.”
“Anything,” he said, hugging her. “You have my promise.”
The comfort of his hug and declaration bolstered her, though she longed to see Skadni beside her. Someday, she hoped, they’d emerge.
Come out later, the fire head thought.
When time right, the ice head finished.
I’m glad you’re safe inside me.
“Soren, where are we?”
“An antechamber, I think.” He scratched his head.
“A sitting room?”
“Yes. A crossroads between worlds. We’ll either go somewhere else, or remain here, suspended forever.”
The thought of an endless drift with him wasn’t unpleasant, but she craved movement and change.
He gave a long, loud yawn.
“Soren, I took so much heat from you.”
“It’s made me tired,” he admitted, rubbing his eyes. “But I feel good otherwise.”
An unseen force propelled them upward, and their bodies elongated like a comet’s tail. The lights swirled into a tunnel with blue hues. A burst of yellow light halted their flight.
***
Saffa and Soren emerged in a warm circus tent with no exits. Behind them stood a dark portal rimmed with yellow and blue flames. A blurred reflection of the great hall shimmered within its depths. They could return. At the tent’s other end, a rainbow portal swirled, its surface like a curtain. Playful laughter rang out.
“Where’s that coming from?” Saffa asked.
“Outside, wherever that is.”
A dark woman with pink hair phased through the tent’s wall, wearing an immaculate dress with stripes of blue, yellow, red, and black. “You two finally figured it out!” she said, clapping. “I’m so proud.”
Beside her, Nuwa appeared with the sound of ancient parchment rustling.
“Hello,” Saffa greeted, staring at this woman’s incredible pink mane. “Who are you?”
“I’m Felicity. I wanted Nuwa here for this special occasion. It’s my familiar, like Skadni is yours.”
“It’s my honor, lady Felicity,” Nuwa said while Felicity patted it.
“If Nuwa’s your familiar, you must be a goddess,” Soren noted.
“Bam! You picked a smart one, Saffa.”
“I do like him. But what’s the occasion?”
“I wanted to see my granddaughter, so I had to intercept you.”
“I guessed you were a deity, Saffa. Looks like I’m right.”
“It’s complicated. I’m not a typical parent. And my children aren’t deities. But they are awesome! Especially my grandbabies. I’ve got exactly one of those.”
The sudden revelation of her heritage brought clarity to her powers, magic, and nature. Her mind filled with questions.
“She definitely is,” he said. “If she’s not a deity, how’d she create her world?”
“Saffa did the heavy lifting. Beyond her, let’s just say a bunch of things got thrown in a pot and … voila!”
“Voila,” he said, “the perfect word to describe magic. How do you have children?”
“My children spontaneously create when certain things … happen.”
“Saffa,” he said with a befuddled shrug, “I yield to your wisdom for further questioning.”
“I have a gazillion questions, starting with the place we just came from.”
“Soren got two, so do you. For your first, I’ll refer you to your mother.”
“That’s it?”
“Yup.”
Felicity wouldn’t expand on the topic, so Saffa formed a sneaky compound question. “Last question: what am I in relation to my mother and the curtain?”
“Damn, Saffa, you’re tricky, making a triple question in one—you’re definitely my grandspawn.”
Saffa grinned.
“Nuwa already answered your first question a while ago. But I’ll add this: you’re a battery, and you take or give ki. Like a big lake, sometimes you dry up, but when you’re full, watch out!”
“It’s not heat I’m transferring; it’s ki?”
“That’s right! It just feels warm. Or hot. Or other things. Depending on your mood, or the one you’re touching.”
Her magic and strength increased, powered by ki, not heat. But how much could she store? Devouring Soren’s, she had carried him easily.
“How much can I keep?”
“Now you’re asking too many questions.”
Saffa chuckled. “Okay, how about my mother?”
“Her name’s Ishethra. You’ll see her soon.”
The name stirred murky memories. A childhood memory flashed, where she sat upon Mother’s lap, hearing a story about something … she couldn’t recall.
“All right, Saffa, last answer. The curtain is Brigid’s Veil, or the Veil, as we say. Nuwa will fill you in.”
“Very well,” Nuwa said. “Felicity, do you wish to stay?”
“Nah, I’ve got a party going on.”
“Wait,” Saffa called out. “You’re leaving so soon?”
“It’s a wild party. I’ll be seeing you.” Felicity blew a kiss of rainbow light, then exploded into glittery dust.
“I like her! She’s got flair.”
“I can see the relation,” Soren said, shaking off the glitter.
“Well done on leaving your world,” Nuwa said. “And Skadni is within. Good.”
“What about Brigid?”
“The creator,” Nuwa said. “Her veil is a conduit from the known to our hidden depths.”
“Our memories?” they asked in unison.
“Truth, dear ones.”
“Felicity connected us to it?” she asked.
“She did.”
“Why?”
“If you see the goddess again, you’ll have to ask her.”
“What happens when we step through?”
“To cross the Veil is to embark on an inward odyssey, to confront truths cloaked in shadows, to face realities obscured by illusion. Entering the Veil is to confront a mirror reflecting not the outward appearance, but your own heart. It unveils you in all your splendor and ruin. It permits no deceit, and strips away falsehoods, exposing only truth beneath. Be ready, younglings, for it lays bare your pure souls.”
“What lies beyond for us?” Saffa asked with growing anxiety. “Will the Veil’s harsh truth turn us into mere shadows of ourselves?”
“You ask of the future like it’s a riddle’s answer to be given,” it said, eyes winking. “And the Veil doesn’t create darkness; it casts it out. Truth can soothe like dawn’s light or burn as summer’s noonday sun.”
“Will the Veil take us home?” she asked, wondering what truths awaited, hoping for the soothing kind.
“No. Once the Veil is done with you, your black portal will change and connect home as it would have done without our interference.”
“What if we go back now, without entering the Veil?” he asked.
“That’s a choice, Soren,” it said, eyes gazing upon him. “A perpetual dance in Saffa’s realm, or your surrender to the unknown. Will you indulge in an endless masquerade, or step through the Veil to confront your true reflections?”
“Such a choice,” Soren said, eyes on the tent’s ceiling. “One path is known. Eternal bliss.”
“The other is a rebellion against such calm,” Saffa said, poking him.
“You love adventure,” he said, stretching and yawning.
“And you’re adorably predictable.”
“Perhaps we could return,” he said, taking her hand. “This … unknown is unpredictable. Forever with you would be … heaven. But is it truly living?”
“Lady Felicity offers this: in Saffa’s world, you’ll dwell forever in peace and ecstasy, watching infinite realms burgeon and fade, everlasting observers to reality’s empyrean stage, bereft of pain and sorrow for eternity.” Its eyes alternated between the two of them before settling on her. “You face an extraordinary opportunity. Decide together carefully.”
What downsides could there be? Endless lovemaking and fun with Soren, combined with constant entertainment from realms? Remarkable. But what about Skadni?
“Will my dog come out if we return?”
“The dog will manifest in your world.”
“I get my dog back on top of everything else.” This unique situation made her realize something profound. “We would be deities.”
“Supreme beings who watch and never interfere.”
“This is most intriguing,” Soren said. “Saffa, the thought of being your forever lover in such conditions is incomprehensible. I don’t feel worthy.”
“You’re worthy of everything, Soren. If you want to stay, please tell me. Do you?”
“I need to think,” he said, sitting on the tent floor. “You okay if I ponder, Nuwa?”
“You have forever to decide,” Nuwa answered. “Time has no meaning in this tent.”
Saffa sat beside him, resting her head on his shoulder, gobsmacked at the opportunity. “Can we change our minds later?”
“If you go back now, no amount of your magic or passion will allow escape.”
“A one-way door,” Soren said. “No second-guessing. Better get this right.”
Nuwa watched, purring for a long while.
“Mother,” Saffa said, a tear breaking free. “Ishethra. My father, whoever he is. They would never see me again.” This cemented her decision to leave, to give up this once-in-existence opportunity.
Soren stood, his face resolute. “We’re united. I won’t inflict this pain on my parents. Or hers. I decline.”
Saffa rose and hugged him. “Thank you, Soren.”
“Saffa, whatever comes, please promise me we’ll face it together.”
“Nothing could pull me away from you,” she whispered, hugging with all her hope. With all her love.
“Your paths are chosen,” Nuwa noted. “May you both dance with your truths in the ballroom of fate.”
He looked at Nuwa. “Goodbye, Nuwa. Please tell Felicity thank you for this generous gift, but we cannot accept it.”
“Will we see either of you again?” Saffa asked.
“I’ll pass along your gratitude. To you both, it’s never goodbye, just … until we meet again. Adieu, dear young ones.” Its tail vanished last.
Skadni love Saffa.
And Saffa loves Skadni.
They separated, hands held as they strode toward the Veil. Soren gave her a tender kiss, and they embraced before stepping through.
***
The Veil’s prismatic lights converged into a white light, engulfing Saffa and Soren. Like a snuffed-out candle, everything went dark. An invisible force yanked their hands apart and hoisted them upward. Suspended near each other in the absence of light and sound, they floated in a cool void, paralyzed, only able to breathe and blink, bodies rigid. Unresponsive.
Before them, a canvas of colors emerged, swirling into shapes and patterns. The outlines of a castle materialized. A forgotten memory unfurled, courtesy of the Veil. This vision, a special offering, allowed Saffa and Soren intimate access to each other’s innermost thoughts and feelings.
The thought of him witnessing her most private sanctum struck her with trepidation—she could peer into his psyche with equal transparency.
Shadows of amnesia receded, with her identity thrust upon her.
Saffa Nightwind, a daughter of kings: her mother Ishethra, and her father Tariq. By Ishethra’s tradition, any ruler of Nightwind, her native land, bore the title of king, regardless of gender. Born and raised in a majestic castle, she hailed from a magic-filled planet: Yava. It orbited a vermilion dwarf star. Two moons graced its sky. Many nations covered the planet.
Mortimer was honest about my world’s castle being a small replica. I’m shocked. Wonder where that moroi is.
They hovered above the scene, silent and unmoving observers of a shared memory. It began in Saffa’s bedroom, dominated by a beautiful bed, surrounded by walls laden with curios and treasures. The fragrance of garden blossoms wafted in through an open window, while the setting sun poured amber light into the chamber.
Both younger, Saffa and Soren sat on the bed, kissing. Over the last months, their friendship had magnified. He’d taken her on many romantic outings and magical dates.
Her hand found his thigh. His hands grabbed her waist. They’d never been intimate. She wanted clothes off. So did he, apparently, when he asked, “Permission to undress you?”
“Permission given.”
He began lifting her shirt. Her fiery urges intensified, steam rising from her pores. He imagined her naked as his cool hands caressed her warm breasts. He stopped there, exhaling with euphoria at this first touch of her chest. Despite how good it felt to have his hands on her, she wanted him to get her damn shirt off faster. Hurry, Soren!
Their friendship started at eight years old when they had met on their first day at Tenebres Institute. At fifteen, he had developed feelings for her. Now, at twenty and given his chance to date, he cherished every interaction. In this moment of intimacy, his heart overflowed with gratitude. Her creative wit, power, fierce determination, and intuition filled the complete package. Her strong beauty? Damn.
In this brief pause, she reflected on him: a loyal friend since eight. Respectful, patient, kind, handsome, with an inner fortitude his shy demeanor hid away. His recent dates had become treasured outings, full of magic, fun, and surprises. And glorious kissing, of course. His mind? The best part.
She saw his loving face when he lifted her shirt over her eyes, nearly coming off. Ice crawled in her veins, her icy side cooling her urges. Fiery passion wanted him, but her cold side refused to hurt him, given her plans for the next two years.
She nudged his hands away, pulling her shirt back down. “Shit …”
His face clouded with concern. “Saffa, did I move too fast?”
Her heart tightened at his kindness, at the sweet nature making her forthcoming confession more difficult.
With a gentle touch to his arm, she told him, “Soren, I want it, and you. But … the timing couldn’t be worse.”
He took in her words, the soft fall of her shoulders, the troubled furrow of her brow. Disappointment squeezed him, and he averted his eyes. He stood, readying himself to leave.
“Soren, please stay,” she said, gaze lifting to his. Their hands met, held in a silent plea, drawing him back down beside her on the bed. They faced the wall. “I have something to share.”
He braced for a swift end to their romance.
“I’m leaving for my mission.”
“Your mission?” he asked, terrified of losing her. “This is the first I’ve heard of it.”
“Yes.” She rubbed his hands. “Mother suggested it a year ago, and we’ve planned it for weeks. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner.”
“What is this mission?”
“Mother says it will help bolster support for Nightwind from Samatria, Ursabel, Norembel, and Drenaglen. Beyond that, it’s a unique opportunity in this time of my life for growth, adventure, service, and definitely some trouble.”
“Can I come with?”
“No, I must go alone,” she said, breaking his heart. “Promise me you’ll keep in touch through scrolls. I’ll be gone for two years.”
“Two years?” he asked, resigned to her choice. “I’ll write. I hope you respond.”
“It’s a long time, I know. And I’ll always write back. I couldn’t make love, then just leave. Do you understand?” She could see the hurt in him, the tears veiling his affection.
Profound sadness crushed him, yet his love for her remained unshaken. He silently vowed to endure the wait, though his heart hung heavy like mountains.
“I … understand.”
Their conversation and the memory blurred into darkness, leaving only the Veil’s unseen influence.
Saffa relived the piercing clarity of this moment: the choice to leave, the necessity of her solitude. Experiencing every particle of his wrenching heartbreak, the depth of his love washed over her. A precious, lonely tear escaped her eye, falling into the eternal void below.
A new memory spread out from a pinpoint, starting in Nightwind Castle.
***
→ Saffa ←
A morning festival wraps up as I stand at the gatehouse of our beautiful castle, wearing blue and gold travel attire, ready to embark on my two-year mission.
My most beloved people stand near me: Tariq, my doting father; Ishethra, my mysterious mother; Roland Punit, revered leader of the Twelve[3]; and Soren lingers on the periphery—even with his many depression battles, I’ve never seen him so sad.
Tariq steps forward, olive-skinned and cool like snow, wearing indigo robes. He embraces me, full of fatherly love. “My wintry warrior,” he says, a kiss to my brow sealing his endearment, “my cheers will follow you each day.”
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“I’ll miss your hugs, playfulness, and especially your ice cream. Thanks for everything you’ve done. I couldn’t have a better father.”
His affirming smile conveys an unshakable belief in my readiness.
Roland, a pale man wearing white robes with blue and red accents, steps forward. “Saffa, may the light of Voraxmor guide you on your journey.” He rests a hand on my shoulder.
“Thank you, Holiness.” This generous man accepted Nightwind, showing kindness in a world mistrusting of our culture.
Ishethra saunters to me, dark with thick black hair flowing to her knees—I inherited her gorgeous hair. Like me, she wears the same blue and gold colors, her robes complementing her crimson eyes. She exudes ageless wisdom. “Remember to have some fun. What’s the point of a mission if it’s all work and no play?”
“You and I know that won’t be an issue!”
Mother winks.
“I’ll miss our late-night chats.”
“So will I,” Mother says before hugging me tight. “May your mission be full of joy,” she whispers into my ear, “daughter of Nightwind. Though far from home, my spirit shall always be with you.” Mother releases me, wipes away my tears, then glances at Soren.
I approach him, our gazes somber. “Soren, I’ll miss you, but I need this. Please write.”
He chokes back tears and hugs me. “I … will. Happy travels. I’ll be here … for your return.”
“I look forward to it.” After I plant a long, juicy kiss on his lips, I stride to the castle gate. It creaks open, and I pause at the precipice of my mission. With a glance back, I behold the crowd of my beloved kin: a rainbow of complexions and races of humanoids, gnomes, vilas, and centaurs.
Eager to depart with flair, I raise my arms to the morning sky, conjuring a snow shower. “Bundle up, everyone!”
Laughter mingles with surprised gasps.
“No need for long faces. How about some parting fireworks?” I raise my arms. Streams of fire soar and explode in rapid pops.
The crowd cheers.
My eyes find Soren’s, and my heart aches for his sadness, for how difficult this sudden change of events must be for him. I cast fire and ice near him, making a small dragon, his favorite creature. “Keep an eye on the castle for me, Soren!” I blow him a kiss, hoping to lighten his mood.
He manages a weak chuckle, eyes flowing with tears.
My dragon dissolves into sparks, falling into his mournful hands.
With a last wave, I mount a horse, striding out the gate toward my impending mission, the echoes of farewell festivities fading in my wake.
***
The memory dissolved into nothingness.
Saffa remembered her departure with fondness.
From the Veil’s void, another memory coalesced into Nightwind Castle’s archives.
***
→ Soren ←
I stand against a wall in the castle archives, an endless subterranean library lined with towering shelves, topped with carelessly placed scrolls, tomes, and trinkets. What a mess. It’s famed across the realms for its extensive collection of magical lore—every iota of knowledge finds sanctuary here, no matter how dangerous. The ceiling, made of glowing crimson rock, provides illumination.
Saffa left one day ago, and I’ve shed many tears, my heart heavy with emptiness. My sniffles pierce the quiet.
Roland Punit approaches, each step soft on the stone floor. The elder, his hair a halo of silver and brown, observes me in silence for a while.
“Your heart seems tethered to distant stars tonight.”
“Saffa.”
“Love is a compass, spanning distance and time. Let your spirit journey with her.”
My gaze finds some solace in his presence, his expression one of understanding and support.
“How about a distraction, Soren? Let’s discuss magic and worlds beyond.”
Roland is quite the storyteller. I’m amazed at how fast my mind shifts away from Saffa as I’m awed by his grand telling of magic—he knows spells I’ve never heard of and shares fascinating details about the cosmos and bizarre realms where reality bends in unfathomable ways.
We have many of these lengthy conversations in the coming months.
Lost in Roland’s tales of wonder, the embers of my sorrow cool, my desire to understand reality’s workings growing. My power to mold reality thrums in harmony with Roland’s tales and teachings.
One day, our discussion revolves around Navia, an infinite realm populated by demons.
Roland hoists a thick book onto the table: Official Voraxmor Compendium of Demons. The cover shows a bearded priest wearing white robes with matching headdress down to his chest. A silver amulet hangs around his neck, and he holds a small staff.
“You may have read other tomes about Navia’s demons, Soren, but they’re riddled with falsehoods. This book contains pure truth.”
By now, I trust Roland with my soul. “I’ll read the entire thing.”
“A wise choice. Today, I must show you one critical entry.” Roland thumbs through much of the book before opening to a page about mavki. A graphic image showcases a scantily clad dark woman with long hair, luscious breasts, wings, forked tail, and menacing horns. The text explains her ability to seduce, to possess, to torment souls for eternity.
This image is frightening … but also alluring.
“The mavka. Do you know this one?”
“Only as a myth.”
“They may be real. I’ve reason to believe one has invaded Yava. Other demons taint our world, too; some also with possession abilities. I’ve seen the afflicted.”
“That’s … awful,” I comment, offended a demon would take control of someone. “Why is this mavka so … underdressed?”
“They trick, beguile, and prey on lust, without care for whom they abuse or consume.”
“Possession … it grants a demon control of another’s body?”
“Yes. Only the light of Voraxmor and the grace of Kirem can cast them out and shield us.”
“What about those afflicted you mentioned?”
“Voraxmor priests saved every individual, thank law and light.”
Law and light, a tenant of Voraxmor, has always resonated with my logical, kind mind.
“I’m glad to hear it. How do we protect ourselves?”
“Good question. I want you to meet Josnel Soneph. He knows a procedure to protect you for life from these spirit’s evil influence.”
“Meeting a second high priest of Voraxmor is exciting!”
“Josnel is the humblest person I’ve ever met. I’m sure he’ll be equally excited to see you.”
In the ensuing months, my heart mends, my thoughts detaching from Saffa. My focus narrows to magic research and training with Roland, with a focus on how to identify and fight off demons. After five months, my correspondence with Saffa ends. Hers stops soon after.
Twenty months into Saffa’s mission, Roland and I sit in a tattoo parlor in Tenebres, the capital of Nightwind. The door opens. A pale man with thinning brown hair and green eyes enters. Dressed in white, his posture and gaze exudes authority.
“This is Josnel Soneph,” Roland introduces. “Revered High Priest of Voraxmor.”
My nerves electrify in excitement as I stand. “Holiness, what an honor.”
Josnel extends his hand. “No, that belongs to me.”
I take it.
“When Roland asked me to etch the tattoos of protection upon you, I was thrilled. Apologies for taking so long to get here. My schedule is tough.”
I release his hand and sit, shaking my head. “Tough is probably the understatement of the century. I can’t believe my eyes. Two of Voraxmor’s Twelve in one room … with me. You’re famous, like Roland!”
“We both love to joke about who’s most famous. But in truth, I only seek to serve and bless the lives of others. Roland is a dear leader to us.”
“Josnel, we lead together,” Roland tells him, clasping his shoulder.
“Are you ready?” Josnel asks me.
“I am.”
“Do you have the faith to be protected?”
“Yes.”
“And will you follow Roland’s counsel?”
“Yes.”
Josnel produces a spindle and a white pen. “Prick your finger. In Voraxmor, it’s tradition to seal such fervent declarations with our blood.”
This man’s gaze is so gentle. I trust him and prick my finger. Drops of my blood cover the pen’s tip.
“Allow me to read the covenant of protection.” Josnel grabs a parchment from his robes. “Soren, hereby known as the contractor, and Roland Punit, hereby known as the contractee, enter into a covenant, hereby known as the contract. Contractor must obey contractee’s commands and receive seven tattoos from Josnel Soneph. In return, immunity from demonic possession is granted to the contractor.”
A contract makes sense to me. I’ve got to do my part, after all.
Keen for this protection, I take the pen and sign the parchment in my blood. “I look forward to continued guidance.”
Josnel uses a new pen to ink white circles on my ankles, knees, and elbows. He finishes with a final, larger circle on my chest. “Doing okay so far?”
Stings bother me, but I won’t let this respected high priest know. “No pain at all.”
“Now I’ll bind it.” Josnel grasps a third pen and inks one blue symbol inside each circle: a half-moon, an hourglass, a triangle, a square, a compass, and a star. On my chest, he finishes with a smaller circle.
“What do the tattoos represent?”
Josnel smiles at me. “You may have seen the symbols on our tabernacles. Each is a tenant of Voraxmor. When etched onto skin, they conjure and maintain magical wards of all kinds. In this case, it’s protection from possession, a prudent precaution given the times we live in.”
This new magic is exciting, and I’m grateful for the shield it now provides. “Roland told me all about Yava’s demon problem. When he suggested these tattoos, the choice became obvious.”
Josnel places his hand on my shoulder. “Your logic is salvation. Glory to law and light.”
“Law and light,” I echo back. “Yes, Holiness.”
His gaze lingers. “My … disciple, I shall enjoy watching you grow stronger in the coming years.”
“May we meet again to discuss more about Voraxmor? When your schedule permits, of course.”
“Perhaps I can find an opening next year.”
The year has a long way to go, and I’m disappointed—he and Roland must have the busiest schedules of anyone on the planet. “I know how busy you are. It means so much that you’re willing.”
“Goodbye, Soren. If you’ll excuse me, I must hurry to a charity auction.”
***
The memory receded, giving way to peaceful darkness.
Suspended above, Saffa pieced together this unseen chapter of Soren’s life and his tattoos, grateful for Roland mentoring him. She understood the slow fading of their connection—fiery passion transformed into dim coals, tucked away in the recesses of their hearts. However, the conversation about demons bothered her, and she didn’t trust Josnel—something about his voice gave her the creeps.
Another memory shimmered into clarity, revealing Nightwind Castle.
***
→ Saffa ←
The setting sun’s orange glow kisses me as I gaze at the looming gatehouse. My mission is over, and the return is bittersweet. I made so many new friends and had such wonderful experiences. But now it’s time for a new chapter.
Soren and I stopped writing a long time ago, and I hope he’s just busy—I want to date him again.
A joyful celebration inside entices my ears. I can visualize it in my mind: Mother and Father will have hung blue and gold banners, set up tables with pots of sunflowers, and produced the most delicious eats. My people, who are desperate to see me, stand with eager gazes. I’m the star and will give them a return they’ll never forget.
Near the gate, I unleash fire and frost from my hands, transforming the sky into a vivid celestial dance. Luminous silhouettes of blue ice dragons and yellow phoenixes spread out, earning oohs and ahhs from the crowd behind.
I vault from my horse with arms outstretched. Ice spirals from my fingertips, forming a buoyant springboard. Jumping high off it, I land atop the gatehouse battlements, guards looking on in astonishment.
I wink. “Open the gate.”
Fire twirls around me as I leap again, somersaulting through the air to land in front of the opening gate. A snowstorm from my hands dusts everyone in winter while my horse saunters to my side. With a gleeful laugh, I hop back on, arms raised.
“I’m back!”
And they set everything up just like I expected—I’m so brilliant.
A chorus of applause sounds from a variety of enraptured spectators.
Oh yeah, they love me.
Tariq runs to me. “Only you could make such a dazzling entrance!”
Ishethra hurries over, beaming. “It seems you’ve learned more than just survival on your travels, my child. You’ve mastered grand entrances.”
I hug both my parents, grinning. “Well, it wouldn’t be a proper homecoming without my flair, would it?”
Roland ambles to my side, his voice warm and welcoming. “Saffa, I wanted to be here for your homecoming. I’m sure Nightwind Castle missed your lively spirit.”
I bow. “Thank you, Holiness.” With his whirlwind schedule, I appreciate him showing up at all. I met him twice on my mission, and he gave me all the time I wanted.
Soren stands by himself, rubbing the back of his neck, avoiding my eyes.
I’ll have none of that.
I approach him with my warmest smile and hug, but he’s like a dead fish.
He gives a gentle, passionless touch on my back, then breaks the hug.
“Welcome back,” he says formally. “Congratulations on completing your mission.”
The Hells? “Thanks, Soren.” I smirk hard at him. “Are you going to give me a proper hug now?”
“I thought I just did.”
“A pat doesn’t count as a hug. Want to try again?” With lifted brows, I hold my arms out in invitation.
He inches forward anxiously.
“You’re being weird,” I tell him, aware something has changed in him. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.”
“Don’t lie to me, Soren. I can tell.”
Mother’s footsteps come from behind. “Saffa, the great hall fills with those who wish to hear tales of your mission. Soren, may I steal her?”
“Of course, King Ishethra,” he says, bowing.
While Mother takes me to the great hall, I look back at him, frowning as he goes elsewhere.
A congregation files into the great hall, its grandeur flanked by stained-glass windows. I find myself encircled by eager kinsfolk hanging on to every word while I regale them with a tale of my last battle. Off to the side, my parents give encouraging nods.
“I faced a behex,” I say, voice filling the otherwise silent hall. “Envision an immense creature birthed from your darkest fears, with scales like xanet[4] and six feathered wings sharp as blades, its razor tail serpentine … venomous, could fell a roc!”
Some people gasp.
Fire and ice dances through my fingers, my voice rising. “I met its eyes in a dance of death. With my blade, I sliced through wind-blown scales.” I conjure a floating, manticore shape of fire. “The beast roared, its tail striking, but I conjured a flaming shield, melting its venom mid-air.” Frost from my fingertips hisses the fire away. My voice thunders. “With a thrust of my blade through its neck and pummeling of my ice storm, the beast fell!”
Applause echoes.
I bask in the attention, scanning the hall for Soren, but not finding him. Disappointment creeps in.
***
The memory and applause faded away.
Memories of her return brought Saffa joy, but she wondered what had changed with Soren. Maybe this explained his initial aloofness in her world.
Like a butterfly’s emergence, a fresh memory unfurled, showcasing Saffa’s bedroom.
***
→ Saffa ←
Sunlight streams through the grand windows and into my royal suite on my twenty-third birthday, a few months after my return. Teaching students at Tenebres Institute occupies much of my time. But not today.
I hop out of bed, excited for a day off. I don a silk azure tank-top and yellow shorts. On my balcony, I observe the castle courtyard, teeming with activity. Let’s make sure they see the real me.
By my armoire, I don my gear: green boots, yellow leather leggings, azure torso armor, and my trusty longsword on my back. In a nearby mirror, my reflection—a blend of gold and azure—greets me. Damn, I look good. Eyes tracing my backside, I wonder if Soren will remember my special day, given our minimal formal interactions lately. With my favorite wooden, steel-pinned hairbrush, I detangle my hair.
A knock interrupts me, and I wrap a hair tie around the brush’s handle before putting it in a pocket on my armor. My hair’s still tangled, but I can fix it later.
“Come in!”
Tariq enters. “Happy twenty-three, Saffa!”
Ishethra follows. “Do try not to wreck the great hall … again.”
I give them an impish grin. “It was only a minor explosion last time.”
“I remember,” Father says, laughing. “The windows blew out.”
“Soren’s spell and my fire didn’t play nice.”
“You two getting along?” Mother asks.
“We talk little, and he’s moved on. About time I did, too, though I’m disappointed.”
“Have you considered asking him to talk about your relationship?”
“No. What’s the point?”
“Communication. How do you know what he feels or thinks without it?”
I shrug—it’s obvious he doesn’t care anymore. And I’m ready to move on.
“Give it time,” Father says. “Maybe he’ll reach out. For now, I know the youth are glad to have you.”
“I’ve enjoyed teaching. My classes are a riot.”
Father takes my hands. “I bet. Saffa, I’m so proud of the woman you’ve become. You’re our bright ember and gleaming snowflake.”
Mother nudges me. “Off to your celebration, my powerful daughter.”
“See you later!” I run out.
In the courtyard, I stroll through a peppy festival buzzing with music and energetic conversations. Blue and gold banners hang, while oak tables hold a delicious feast adorned with pots of sunflowers.
Nearby, Roland wanders, his presence cutting through the crowd.
“Roland!” I yell, navigating toward him. “You didn’t have to come again!”
“I was visiting an orphanage in Tenebres and figured why not wish you a happy birthday. How’s castle life treating you?”
A hearty laugh escapes me. “Just teaching the kids these days. I miss being chased by a monster every day.”
“Indeed, adventure has its own allure.” He leans closer, voice lowering. “Remember, sometimes our fiercest battles are fought in the quiet of our lives.”
He straightens up before I can respond to his unusually cryptic words and raises his glass in a toast. “Happy birthday, Saffa. May your life continue to be vibrant and enchanting, like you. Let Voraxmor guide you!”
“Thanks, Roland,” I say, lifting my glass and clinking it against his. “Like a sorcerer’s spell, may we all have unpredictable lives.”
He gives an amused chuckle and waves me on.
I saunter through the crowd, speaking with some of the castle’s residents.
When the afternoon sun mellows, I notice a small human girl spying on me with wide blue eyes behind dark glasses, her hair tied in a green ribbon. The child’s blue shirt melds with her yellow shorts.
“Hello there, mighty warrior. What’s your name?”
“Ysarel.”
“Ysarel, would you like to see my magic?”
“I would!” she says, jumping up and down.
This one is so cute, but I can tell she’s a fighter.
I start by conjuring a flicker of flame on my fingertip. It reforms into a snowflake, and I set it on Ysarel’s hand.
She licks it off.
Adorable!
Next, I shape fire into a phoenix and ice into a dragon, all while explaining the thought and emotion components of my magic.
Ysarel listens with wonder-filled eyes as I answer all her questions.
“Saffa,” Soren says from behind me. “I hope I’m not interrupting.” He’s wearing gray robes and standing with more confidence than I’ve ever seen in him.
My heart flips as I gaze at his gorgeous green eyes. Perhaps he’s remembered my birthday after all. “Hi, Soren.”
“I know it’s been a few years since the … explosion, but I conjured something for you. Not grand like birthdays past, but I hope you still like it. Come to the great hall one hour before midnight.”
“One of your birthday surprises? I can’t wait!” I give his arm a gentle squeeze. “Thanks for remembering.”
Soren bows. “It’s the least I can do. I’m sorry we’ve not talked much since your return. Things have been busy. Can we have a long chat tomorrow?”
Tension melts away in my torso, and I long to have this chat. “I’d like that very much. But it must be late. I’m at Tenebres Institute all day.”
He nods. “I’ll call on you after dinner tomorrow.” He winks at Ysarel and gives me a quick hug before wandering off.
“Do you like him?”
“I do.”
“He likes you?”
“We’ll see.”
“Are you going to kiss?”
I snort. “Probably not. It’s getting late—you should go to bed.”
The little girl makes a face all children make at bedtime. “I want to stay up late!”
“How about five more minutes?”
“Yes!”
We enjoy the last rays of sun, our laughter filling the air. Soon, I command Ysarel to bed, watching her scurry toward her parents, who stand preoccupied.
***
Unbeknownst to Saffa, Ysarel reversed course, following her to the great hall.
Floating above, Saffa watched Ysarel sneak behind while the memory rippled and vanished. She issued a mental plea to the Veil to show her Soren’s birthday surprise and the long chat after.
The Veil touched her mind. This next memory followed the previous, making her giddy with anticipation. Colors swirled, forming into the majestic outline of the great hall’s entrance, one hour before midnight on her twenty-third birthday.
09 - Unveiling


“For every ailment, there exists a spell or ritual cure, though the result is sometimes less than ideal.”
— Grimoire of Maladies
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→ Saffa ←
I leave the castle courtyard and stop at the grand oak doors of our great hall. “So thoughtful of Soren, despite our years apart.” Excited to discover his surprise, I pull the hairbrush out and eliminate the tangles in my hair. Now it’s perfectly straight—he loves it this way. I put the hairbrush back in my pocket, then fluff my hair with a fluttering heart. If all goes well tonight, we can pick up where we left off two years ago—in my bedroom.
With images of me in Soren’s arms racing through my mind, my grin spreads. I nudge the sturdy doors open.
The large hall reveals itself, dim with mystery. Candles circle its center, lighting a rune-etched floor. Beyond, a large golden chalice stands, bubbling with red liquid. Exotic black and white plants lay at its base. Off to the left, a white heptagon with runes decorates the floor.
“Quite the dramatic touch, Soren,” I say, taking one step.
Dark tendrils rise from the floor, ensnaring my legs with their cold bind.
“The fuck?”
Shadowy portals swirl behind the candles, then eleven personages step out. Footsteps echo from the back, a twelfth person joining. Because of the dimness, I only make out their silhouettes.
The doors slam shut.
“Seize her!” someone orders.
Ambush! I leap free from the tendrils’ grips, and they retract into the floor.
Voices intone, “Morsligatus!”
Ten dark tendrils snake out, binding my arms and legs tight with a strength-draining chill.
Someone whispers, “Ignitel.”
Fire shoots up to meet a grand chandelier above, igniting it with red light.
Twelve hooded persons stand in a semi-circle. Eleven hold staves, wearing white robes adorned with blue circles around red runes. Besides the center figure, each of their staves tethers to me with dark ropes. Curtains of shadow obscure the stained-glass windows.
They’re Voraxmor priests—it’s obvious from their attire. I recognize none of them, so they must be low-level zealots in the religion’s hierarchy. Zealots who’ll burn once I get my arms free.
“Visilenvalum,” the far-left person intones, in gray robes with their hood up.
A silver shimmer seals the room.
The center person steps forward, twirling their white staff. “A grand entrance, Saffa. Quite a stage, yes? We’ve planned a special ceremony, all for your salvation. Consider it our birthday gift.” Hood dropping, he waves a hand in front of his head, his face changing. Roland Punit, the revered high priest of Voraxmor.
I narrow my eyes at him. “Roland? What the Hells are you doing?”
“Greetings. Remain still while we perform your exorcism.”
“My what?”
“Forward.” Roland snaps his fingers, and the cords pull me to the hall’s center.
This isn’t about salvation or exorcisms. These men want to abduct me. Roland stands now as a betraying specter, not the pillar of support I knew. And Soren? Where is he?
“Never took you for the villain, Roland, but everyone wears masks. Prick.”
“Trust me, Saffa, as you always have. I’m here to heal you.”
A table to the right, topped with golden goblets filled to the brim with maroon liquid, catches my eye. The vileness of a celebration after an abduction sparks my defiance.
“You went to all this trouble for me? You shouldn’t have.”
“Once the evil spirit within you is banished, please have a drink with us to celebrate.”
“Evil spirit, my ass. End this now, and I’ll see you receive a just trial.”
“Nobody responds to it,” Roland orders. “Shield your minds. We must save her.”
“Yes, Holiness,” they all say.
I fight against the black binds, but they are unyielding. If I can free my arms, I can throw fire and ice at these bastards.
“Excellent,” Roland says. “Now I’ll finish the ward. Versegna-Ignitut!”
Crimson lightning and shadows erupt from his staff, crackling into the chandelier. It ejects out from it, spreading around the room’s edges, fading into the stonework.
“Perform the binding of law and light.”
“Albaclado,” the eleven in white robes intone, staves lifting.
Runes in the white heptagon rise from the floor as wispy strands.
“Summon the moroi.”
They hold their staves high, chanting, “Vocatempasumbra Mortemir.”
Black lightning shoots into the chandelier from each staff, rebounding to the heptagon, where a humanoid figure rises out of the floor, wreathed in shadows and red sparks. His crimson eyes bleed malice. A red thunderbolt appears in his hand.
“Well, priest, I see you’ve subdued my meal. You have my thanks.”
“About that,” Roland says. “You won’t be touching her. Instead, you’ll be banished by law and light. Your centuries of chaos and destruction ends here.”
The white strands make rotating circles—they swirl around Mortemir.
Looks like I’m not the only one who’s surprised today.
“No!” he hisses, throwing his thunderbolt at Roland. It dissolves at the heptagon’s edge. He attempts to move, but his motion stops abruptly. “You dare betray me? I’ll stalk you for eternity. No matter your form, I’ll make your existence rotten.”
“You’re bound forever, Mortemir,” Roland says. “Best to just accept it. Now be silent.”
The circles elongate into white chains, binding Mortemir’s arms, legs, and mouth. Unable to move or speak, his eyes bulge.
I’m astonished at how much loathing can be in a pair of eyes.
“Begin the ritual,” Roland orders.
The wizards pound their staves into the ground. Each remains upright upon release. Ceremonial knives drawn, they intone, “With blood given freely, we mark our intent. By this sacred seal, we bind our fate.” Knives slice palms. Crimson droplets fall. Hands drag across necks, chests, and abdomens, smearing bloodstains.
On the fringe, the gray-robed mage abstains from the bloodletting, hands empty. He gestures and intones, “Verupelota.”
A faint bubble forms around me.
I can’t believe my ears—there’s only one spirit mage in my life. “Soren! On my birthday? Really?”
Soren’s face morphs to his appearance as he drops his gray hood, voice somber. “Please don’t struggle, Saffa. This will be over soon.”
“Soren, stop! How can you believe what you’re doing is right? We’ve been friends for fifteen years. Remember our laughter and love. Was it nothing to you?”
Soren meets my pleading eyes.
“If you care about her, don’t stop,” Roland warns. “Ignore its trickery.”
“I’m not tricking you. We were close once. We can be again. Stop this madness. You wanted to talk tomorrow … how about now? Please.”
“I’m helping you,” Soren says, looking away. “Don’t make this harder than it already is.”
Roland glances at Soren. “Finish the spell before it’s too late.”
Soren sculpts his hands, and the bubble continues solidifying around me. The other eleven murmur in monotone, lowering their arms through each verse.
In the hush of the void, let our covenant be given.
In the hush of the void, let our covenant be given.
In the hush of the void, let our covenant be given.
After raising palms high, they touch their foreheads. “Through this sacrifice, know the thoughts of our souls.” Hands release, revealing smeared blood, before tracing white robes inside blue circles on their chests, leaving trails of red.
“So much blood on your white robes … That’s going to stain!”
“A bit outshined?” Roland asks. “Perhaps more humility would be good for you, Saffa.”
I scream, yanking my arms free of the dark tendrils. They tighten around my midsection.
This ritual will do something terrible, and I must persuade Soren to stop before resorting to magic.
“Soren, this is wrong. Look at the blood … the moroi. Did you not hear their infernal words?”
Soren, face tight, gazes at Mortemir before panning to the formation of wizards.
“Don’t falter, Soren,” Roland tells him. “Everything is necessary. We already went over this. Saffa’s life depends on your steadfastness.”
I’ve known Soren since we were eight years old. We’ve been best friends—he’s got to listen.
“Soren, this won’t end well for me. Please … stop.”
“Do you plan on murdering her?” Soren asks.
Hope surges in my heart—he has doubts.
“No,” Roland answers. “She harbors an evil spirit. It’s speaking, not her. Ignore its lies and stay focused. Once banished, all is well.”
“Soren,” I implore. “There’s no evil spirit inside. Trust me. Trust our friendship. Trust our love.”
“It seeks to beguile you. Remember, we must complete the task before midnight, or she dies, and it emerges stronger, free to possess another.”
I reach toward Soren, tears trickling from my eyes. I just want to hug him. To say I’m sorry for causing his sadness by leaving for two years. “Soren,” I plead. “I’m just Saffa, your lifelong friend who’s sorry for the sadness you’ve experienced. Believe me … please.”
A sudden silence hangs while Roland surveys Soren, whose head is down.
“Saffa,” he says, head rising. “I want what’s best for you. I will continue.”
Frustration boils as my muscles clench. “Soren! Last chance. Stand down, or I’ll fight you.”
“The spirit’s enraging you, Saffa, but it’ll be over soon, and you’ll be free. You stand down for once. To save you, I won’t.”
“What? Are you fucking serious, Soren?” Hands heating, I prepare to throw fire. I’m gutted by him siding with Roland, but won’t let it stop me from killing everyone in this room to set myself free.
“I’m so proud of you, Soren,” Roland says. “Your strength is Saffa’s salvation. Follow my command and finish your spell, and when you see its completion, you shall still and have peace.”
“Yes, Holiness, thank you,” Soren says, giving a curt nod to Roland before resuming his spell.
I hurl an azure fireball at my newfound enemy. Fifteen years, and our friendship, our love, is all gone in an instant.
“Ventada.” Wind howls from Roland’s staff, deflecting my fireball. “Saffa, don’t resist. We’re trying to help you.”
Muscles aching from the cold, dark ropes, urgency fills me. Soren must be stopped, no matter the cost.
Chilled by sorrow, I conjure a blizzard of sharp, icy spears around my body. As I cry out in anguish, I thrust my arms at Soren, throwing my storm at him.
“Morfluo.”
A bulging shadowy sphere flies from Roland’s staff at my blizzard. The two forces meet with a crash. A shadowy tendril shoots out from the mess, anchoring itself to his staff.
I remake my blizzard into a lance of icy projectiles aimed at Roland—his face is contorted with effort.
“Ventada!” Roland drives his staff into the ground.
My ice redirects from him with a whoosh, peppering the chamber, slicing into robes and flesh. Wizards scream in pain, a wonderful sound, but an ice shard stings my cheek.
I wipe my face. Direct attacks won’t work. Too easy to deflect. A single, wide burst will eliminate them all.
Fiery rage takes over, my skin adopting a crimson tint. My fingers weave a dance of red flames, a giant plasma orb sizzling alive. It splits into six fiery spheres.
Roland spins his staff. “Gemno-Ventrides!”
Prismatic beams shoot from both ends, making barriers, protecting him and Soren.
I hurl my flaming spheres at the mages. They explode with concussive booms, engulfing six in fire. With panicked shouts, they attempt to douse their robes.
“That’s right, pricks. Burn!”
Dark tendrils around me slacken. Roland’s barriers sizzle, absorbing the flames and holding.
In this moment of turmoil, frost covers my brows as I summon a host of ice daggers floating around my hands. With my spread arms, they shoot in a wide arc, tearing fabric, slicing flesh.
Pained groans cut through the noise. Blood splatters robes. Roland’s barriers shatter. He and Soren stand unharmed, but not for long.
“Now who’s outshined?”
The binds loosen further.
“Maintain the cords and fear not,” Roland says, lifting his staff. “I’ll weaken the spirit inside her. Somsugo.”
Shadows coalesce around his staff’s tip, fly into my chest, and sap my strength with savage cold.
Roland stands up straighter, cracking his back. Mages rally to tighten the shadowy cords around me.
I’ve never been hit with dark magic like this, and I stumble in place, muscles heavy.
“Don’t hurt my friend!” Ysarel shouts through tears, entering my peripheral vision.
Horror zips along my spine. Not Ysarel. Not here. I’ve got to save her.
“Ysarel, what are you doing here?”
“I will fight for you, Saffa,” Ysarel says, wiping away tears. “Together, with your magic, we can beat them!”
I know she’s a fighter, but I fear for her life.
“Soren,” Roland calls out, “please get the child to safety.”
Hastily weaving a new pattern, he intones, “Animtraspo.”
Silver wind gusts from his fingers, toppling the golden goblet. It drenches the floor in crimson around my feet, toppling candles.
Ysarel vanishes.
Though relieved by Ysarel’s removal from the ritual, I don’t recognize Soren’s spell. Unable to ask him about it, I assume some sort of teleportation.
Roland arches an eyebrow at the rolling chalice and doused candles. Soren vomits and falls unconscious. Soon after, the shimmering sphere fully forms around me. Its surface shifts and distorts, throwing a range of recursive reflections across the chamber.
I try to conjure more fire to batter my captors, but only sparks fall from my fingertips. Fear, an unusual emotion, swells in my chest.
“Time to extract the spirit,” Roland says. “Use Malcarga while I perform the spell.”
“Holiness,” the formation says, pointing staves forward.
I wave my chilly hands around. A few snowflakes fly off. Shit!
“Luzferna!”
A beam of blinding white light erupts from Roland’s staff, striking my chest, squeezing my heart still.
“Malcarga!” the others yell.
Crackling lightning shards shoot out, lighting the hall in crimson, thunder rattling the air and windows. Like razor sharp snakes, the lightning bites and crawls, seeping through my armor, shocking … cutting … stabbing.
Darkness encroaches. I close my eyes. Pain-driven adrenaline gushes through my body. A primal force, one I’ve never experienced before, jolts my heart to life. I’m changing into something else. New, deadly instincts take over my mind.
Mortemir’s crimson eyes fix on me with anticipation.
“It’s coming out,” Roland says. “Get ready.”
As I levitate, my skin shifts from olive to dark azure, thickening like leather. My shoulder blades grow, piercing through skin and armor. Dark mist emerges, unfurling like a pair of celestial dragons awakening from a deep slumber. Grand, sapphire wings with obsidian veins form, bones forging segments, each ending in a spiked tip. The sensation from my back of these new appendages brings ecstasy.
A tendril of mist tears through my leggings, coalescing into a blue tail, its sheen reflecting the chandelier’s crimson. It extends, wiggling on the cold floor like a mamba, thinning toward its end. I can move it with delicate precision.
My toned muscles enlarge, ripped with power. Curved horns erupt from my forehead, followed by jagged bones, also protruding from my shoulders, elbows, knuckles, knees. My eyes brighten from brown to blue. So does my hair, transformed to radiant azure, its ends like gold.
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My ear-splitting cry reverberates as I embrace my demonic self. With this newfound power, I’ll turn these fuckers into cinders.
Mages cover their ears. Murmurs sound through the formation.
“What type of demon, Holiness?”
“Mavka,” Roland answers. “From the depths of Navia’s abyss.”
“The Underworld?” one asks.
“It cannot be,” another says. “They aren’t real.”
“I thought so, too. But my suspicions are confirmed. We must finish the ritual and banish this abomination to the void. Electrify the lines; the fiend is vulnerable.”
I’ll banish these bitches.
“Motmodre,” the ensemble intones, infusing their dark tendrils with lightning. The binds tighten around my waist, burning into my armor and flesh.
My vicious snarl cuts through the hall, my eyes snapping open, igniting in azure flames, matching their new color. Rage burns within as I thrum with gushing strength, magic, and primeval instincts.
Arms and wings spread wide, I roar, “Power overwhelming!” I need freedom.
My wings flap as I fly upward, fighting against the electric ropes, against the bubble’s grip.
Terror bleeds from each wizard, except Roland, whom I can’t read. A new ability. I relish feasting on their fear.
“We must combine our lightning,” Roland says. “Use both spells.”
All intone, “Malcarga-Crufulga.”
A line of crimson lightning storms crackles, the hall flickering with their light.
I lift my hand, crafting a floating wall of ice.
The storms thunder onward, smashing my shield, its glinting particulates clattering to the floor. Some lightning deflects off, but the rest breaks through, coiling around me, branding my skin and armor in mesh patterns. Smells of scorched leather and flesh pervade the hall as my skin seeps with brown blood.
Agony howls from my mouth as I crash to the ground. “Miserable insects! You’re going to burn!” With wrath, I stand, bright azure flames igniting around me.
“Gemno-Anviculum!”
A green rope, tethered to Roland’s staff, flies, wrapping around my waist. The exotic plants catch fire, gray smoke rising. A second rope shoots out from his staff, wrapping around Mortemir.
I grab the electric lines in disdain. Despite shocked hands, I grip tighter, bathing the lines in fire, bursting them into sparks. Ready to purge this hall, my fire twists faster, forming a cyclone.
Panic fills their ranks.
“We must retreat!” a wizard yells.
“Regroup now, or die,” Roland cries out, his voice cold. “Begin the Netherseal.”
Each wizard squints against my bright fire, scrambling to reform ranks. Staves raised, they chant fast, “Within the perpetual sphere, by the Seven Circles, with blood tokens and signs, we summon the everlasting seal.”
Amused by their chants, my deep laughter booms. “You think you can cage me?”
The surrounding tornado blazes with stellar radiance—each wizard shields their eyes.
I lather my lips, imagining them all screaming and burning. With strong wingbeats, I fly upward, my tornado expanding. The encasing sphere warps, fighting against my flight. I spew a pissed-off growl, tearing at Roland’s tether, stretching it. Whatever he’s trying with this spell, I must stop it.
My roar resounds as I tear it off with a mighty yank. It dissolves into smoke. The other rope unravels from Mortemir.
“We need a new catalyst,” Roland says. “Soren will suffice. May Kirem forgive us.” He sweeps his staff. “Ventada.”
Unconscious Soren tumbles toward me, catching fire, swirling inside my flaming tornado. Good. Let him burn for his treachery.
“By the Seven Circle’s light, we banish you, demon!” Roland yells in his pious voice.
Staves crash down with a shout of “Vacrelgo!”
A fiery crimson heptagon flares just below the chandelier.
My tornado splits into eleven smaller vortexes, blazing forth at each wizard. None can evade my fiery indignation.
Three wizards incinerate to ash, while seven others, despite frantic attempts to retreat, burn and flail. Pain and panic overcomes them.
“Ventrides!” A prismatic sphere flickers around Roland, deflecting my fire.
Soren, smoldering, falls in a heap near me.
The heptagon detonates, throwing molten fragments. Haunting laughter coming from nowhere lingers. A bloodred ray erupts from the chandelier, striking me like a colossal sledgehammer, forcing me to the ground. The bubble regains its spherical shape.
“You’ll pay for this, coward!” I yell, attempting to summon fire and ice. Nothing happens. “I’ll hunt you until the end of time.” Frustrated, unable to move laterally, I defy the ray’s crushing weight to stand, using this new body’s bulging muscles to overpower it.
“Your cage awaits,” Roland says, his dismissive smirk etched in my memory.
Soren, covered in flames, stirs. Eyes crammed shut, he howls as a burning tome flies from his robes to the sphere.
He explodes.
Countless crimson particles follow the book.
My earlier anger at Soren pops like a bubble, and I scream in torment. He’s been a close friend for fifteen years, dead now, with no chance for answers. Tears gather in my eyes.
The sphere spins, gobbling the golden chalice.
“Ventada.” Roland waves his staff, blowing Mortemir into the sphere, his white chains shattering. A blur of shadowy whiteness swirls around the sphere’s edge.
“Anviculum!” A new green rope uncoils from the priest’s staff, pierces the sphere, and wraps around my waist.
With every ounce of strength, I tear the rope away. It dissolves.
“You cannot bind me, false priest,” I say, eyes locked on Roland’s. Whirling within the sphere’s center, dizziness consumes me, but I fight to stay conscious, my muscles like rocks, limbs tucked tight with eyes closed. Wings, tail, and bony protrusions retract, leaving no marks on my now smooth, olive skin. My hair fades to brown as it whips about. All is black.
10 - Aftershocks


“In some realms, time creeps at a glacial pace. In others, it leaps forward, faster than lightning.”
— The Known Realms, Vol. I
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Saffa, mind numbed with shock, closed her eyes against a blinding flash. All her life’s memories came back. Since eight, she had attended Tenebres Institute, harnessing sword and elemental magic as a longsword-swinging battlemage for thirteen years, Soren often at her side. At twenty years old, she had graduated. Bratgon, their eastern neighbor, had interrupted the ceremony with a surprise attack near Marasheart. Two of their team had died. The terrible memory blurred, and she forced it away.
Moments of her mission replayed in her mind, causing tearful nostalgia. Full of monster-slaying, revelry, flings, service, and profound interactions, she had earned the respect of many.
According to Roland, she had morphed into a mavka—the first time in her life. Cultists she met on her mission worshiped a lost mavka: Demvora, a woman with wings and three tails.
All demons came from Navia. Some residents of Nightwind must be from there.
Saffa’s empathic and ki transfer abilities manifested in her world. Part of becoming a mavka. Mother and Father had mentioned none of this. Why hide it?
Deep loathing for Roland Punit blazed within her. His deceit demanded retribution. Also, Soren.
Betrayal poisoned her trust, shattering their intimate bond by the ritual. He had sided with Roland over her. It pained her most of all, and she wouldn’t stand for it.
The Veil shone brightly through her closed eyes—she dared not open them.
While they hovered in silence together, she grappled with her reclaimed past.
Minutes passed before they reappeared on the cavern’s stone floor. The Veil vanished, and the other portal became pitch-black again, surrounded by blue and yellow flames. Upon opening her eyes, she hissed with disgust at Soren’s actions and blank, unemotional stare.
She howled with anger. The mavka unleashed once more, her transformation taking hold. With power enveloping her, she stormed to his side.
“Soren! I pleaded with you! But you gave your trust to … him! How dare you?” Her sword ignited as she drew it. She roared, holding it high, considering a deathblow.
He stared, a gaze she recognized well from their childhood together—he would shut down, crawling into his shell.
Her sword neared his forehead. “Fucking say something! Anything! Don’t shut me out!”
Something wrong Soren, the icy head thought.
No kill Soren, the fire head finished.
The pup calmed her ire.
I’m not, Skadni, but I need answers.
With her fiery sword waving around him, inches from his eyes, he didn’t even blink.
“Shit.” Anger subsided as a knot tightened in her stomach. “Something’s bewitched him.” Roland had tricked and forced Soren into the ritual, she assumed. Hoped. The alternative? Unthinkable.
“Felicity, I sure could use your help right now,” she said to the air. “Nuwa?”
Nothing.
“Maybe they can’t hear. Or don’t care. So much for eternal bliss.”
Touch him, the fire head thought.
After extinguishing her sword, she sheathed it. As she took his frigid hand, she gasped.
Morbidly icy. A living corpse.
While summoning her fire, she caressed his hands and face. No effect.
She met his eyes, hers tearing upon seeing his frozen stare.
Rare demons could possess people or read minds—she might have this ability. Despite exerting her will, she sensed nothing. Soulless.
Mother would know how to help. For now, he appeared alive, barely breathing, and she hoped for a cure and answers.
The bubble. It was how she had come to her world. When it had imploded, she’d appeared in the void, spinning. But why?
Roland had mentioned a cage and Netherseal and attempted to bind her with green ropes. For what reason?
Unable to decipher it, she sniffed. Everything smelled more potent—the dusty air, the leather of the tent, and her own body, fragrant with cloves and cardamom. Wow, I smell good!
While exploring around the tent, the environment appeared brighter, crisper … clearer.
“My senses are enhanced. I’ve got wings and a tail. Check out these spikes on my hands. And elbows. Shoulders! And knees!” Rubbing her hand on her forehead, more protrusions poked her. “My forehead!” The ends of her hair caught her eye, its new color matching Nightwind’s banner. “I love this new hair! And I can fly!”
You change into true Saffa, the icy head thought.
Spikes good for fighting, the fire head added.
Eager to try flying, she flapped her wings. With a few beats, her head bumped into the tent’s ceiling, and she hovered, wobbling around. “This new body is amazing!” Leaning forward and beating her wings, she flew horizontal but crashed into the ground. “Gonna need some flight training.” She dusted herself off.
“Let’s get Soren home so Mother can cure him. I need answers.” She picked him up like he weighed nothing and strode into the portal.
***
Saffa and unmoving Soren floated in the cold void, facing each other. Blue and yellow wisps danced around them, lighting their bodies. Despite the ritual memory, these wisps brought her peace.
A force pushed her down. She bent her knees, holding on to him.
Faster, they rose.
“We’re going home, Skadni!”
Faster.
Fun ride, the heads thought.
Faster.
The wisps spread into radiant pillars.
Faster.
Faster beyond reckoning.
The wisps scattered, revealing a celestial expanse: Yava’s night sky. Entranced by this surreal, cosmic view, the hair on her neck stood up. A stone floor pressed against her boots. Burned flesh and furniture smells soothed her nostrils.
Adrenaline ran through her veins. The ritual!
A great hall began shimmering into existence. Eight wizards stood by a table, holding goblets. Three charred corpses lay nearby.
“And … it’s midnight,” Roland said, glancing at his wristwatch. “Congratulations, everyone. We did it.”
Saffa and Soren materialized in the hall’s center.
Everyone gasped, placing their cups back on the table.
Roland. He must die.
With Soren frozen, a solo battle against the wizards loomed. She set him down on his back and drew her sword, legs wide, wings tucked tight.
“It’s back!” a scorched wizard said. “They’re back. Is he dead?”
“Silence,” Roland ordered, marred by jaundiced skin. “Saffa, you’ve returned. We must try again to save your soul.”
“Fuck you, Roland. You’re going down.”
“Wait, Saffa, you don’t understand.”
Intent on cleaving his neck, she dashed at him in a blur, astonished by her newfound athleticism.
“Ventrides-Sompara.”
Shadows flew from the chandelier to Roland’s staff. A prismatic shield, laced with darkness, rose from floor to ceiling, encasing the wizards.
“Saffa, please.”
She hammered on the barrier with her sword. Sparks rained down.
Ice could work.
At jagged angles, it crawled up her sword. Shards scattered with her thrusts and slashes.
Maybe burning it.
She swung her azure-fire covered blade, causing flame bursts, but nothing more, so she sheathed it.
Perhaps direct elemental attacks.
“Are you ready to talk yet?”
“Watch this!” With arms forward, azure fire came from one palm, wintry mix the other, lighting the hall in blue. Her elements battered against it, resounding like cyclones. Ineffective.
Mindful of not exhausting her ki, she ceased her efforts, deciding to dialogue, giving herself time to plan a more effective attack.
“My whole life, you pretended to be a holy man. Kind. Loving. Supportive. But I see through your charade.”
“The exorcism failed. I’m sorry for whatever you’re going through. The spirit has taken you, but we won’t give up helping you.”
Lies, all of it. Blatant gaslighting.
“This is my true self—I accept it. Yet you still try to deceive me. How appropriate for your religion. You’re a real follower.”
Roland stinky, the fire head thought.
Smell like moroi, the ice head added.
The stinkiest.
“We spent months trying to find a cure,” Roland said with his beyond annoying soft voice. “If you’re willing, we’ll try again.”
Rage came, sparking intuition. Her knuckles. The spikes would pierce at a pinpoint, amplifying the applied force.
“All shall die!” she hissed, striking their barrier with a quaking punch.
“Saffa, stop. We need to talk about Soren. Your evil spirit weakens him, causing sickness.”
“Fucking die!” More punches. Stronger. Bloodying her hand.
The next punch created a tiny hole with a harsh crack. A few more hits, and a hole large enough to incinerate everyone inside would emerge.
Brown blood seeped from her hand. Saffa licked it off, moaning with pleasure from the sulfuric taste. “I’ll be tasting yours next.”
“Soren!” Roland yelled. “I know how to help him.”
“More lies, you wretch. I’ve cornered you. Give yourselves up, and I’ll ask Mother to be gentle … with your executions.”
“Because of you, Soren will die. We’ve little time. Examine him if you don’t believe me.”
Though she couldn’t read Roland’s emotions like the other terrified wizards, a twinge of truth came from his words.
With a close eye on him, she backed away toward Soren, his chest still. No. It can’t be. He’s dying. I need answers, dammit.
“What did you do to him?”
“You did this, Saffa, with your demonic aura,” Roland said, raising his staff. “But I can heal him. Soren, in Kirem’s name, I command you to breathe and be whole.”
Him invoking the deity offended her. Throughout her childhood, Roland had taught about his mercy, grace, and generosity. All a load of shit. Nothing about her had caused Soren’s malady … Something else must be responsible.
Soren sat up, coughing while he quivered. He wore a shroud of terror as he found Saffa’s eyes. “My girlfriend’s a mavka demon. By the Hells … I am undone.”
“You’re not undone, Soren … Don’t you remember our many happy interactions?”
“But you hid your demon self. You deceived me.”
She needed him for this fight and must gain his trust. “I’m still me,” she said, kneeling beside him, keeping her tail and wings away to appear less threatening. “I changed into a mavka during the ritual for the first time. It’s my true self.”
“Soren,” Roland said, “she left you. Tell her how it made you feel.”
“Sad. Hurt. Crushed.”
“I had to go on my mission. I felt all of your pain, and I’m sorry for causing it.”
“Tell her what you know about mavki.”
“They possess people, enslaving their souls.”
“Good … speak your truth.”
“No, Soren, I would never do such a thing. I have a new body, but I’m just Saffa. Despite everything, I just want to talk. Let’s leave these treacherous priests.”
“Get up, Soren. Don’t let it beguile you.”
“There’s no spirit inside,” Soren said, standing with her. “She is the spirit. The mavka. Did you know this whole time?”
“Wrong, Soren. The spirit taints her human essence. We can still save countless souls from it. Will you help me banish this demon to Navia?”
“The house of Nightwind is infested with demons,” Soren said, walking toward the grand doors. “I want no part of this nation. Roland, disable the wards so I may leave.”
Gutted, she put a hand over her mouth. How dare he try to leave without explaining himself?
“Soren, law and light needs you. I command you to stop.”
Soren awkwardly stopped in his tracks.
When he had received the tattoos, the contract had stated he must obey Roland’s commands. That was why he had stopped walking just now and had frozen in the tent earlier.
Chills coursed through her from the ritual words: Follow my command and finish your spell, and when you see its completion, you shall still and have peace. He had collapsed in the ritual before his spell’s completion, viewing the end long after, in the Veil.
“Soren, I command you to banish this mavka to Navia by using Verupelota to cage it and Minmata to crush it.”
“I wish you were human, Saffa,” Soren said, his tone callous while he gestured. “Your demon form offends me.”
“No, Soren,” she said, chest tight, heart aching. “I know you don’t mean that.”
“I do! Demons must go.”
“Soren, resist. I know you can with your special mind.”
“Verupelota.” As he shaped his hands, a faint bubble materialized around her.
All attempts to fly or walk out failed, like being caught in a rigid mesh.
“Don’t do this. Fight his commands.”
Fire and ice could pierce the bubble to free her, but not at the cost of killing him, losing a chance for answers. The contract prevented possession, an ability she might have with her new form to break Roland’s control over him. But how to circumvent the contract? Maybe voiding Roland’s last command somehow?
After the bubble formed, Soren clasped his hands, intoning, “Minmata.” It slowly collapsed with brutal crushing force; sensations like when she had arrived in the void.
“Soren … stop …” she groaned, holding the bubble at bay with her full strength.
“Speak to me no more, demon,” he said, his gaze icy and unrecognizable while the bubble forced her to her hands and knees.
I wish you were human, Saffa. He’d given her the answer without tipping off Roland. If she became human, Roland’s command would void. She’d no longer be a mavka; the target of his command wouldn’t exist. Technically.
But she must be sneaky and possess him before Roland gave a new command.
She calmed her mind, reverted to human form, and screamed as the bubble closed in.
“You’ve weakened and suppressed the demon,” Roland said. “Just a little more now.”
Despite imagining herself in his mind, nothing occurred. Maybe it only works in mavka form.
While embracing pain and anger, she let out a roaring cry as her transformation swiftly unfolded. Wings and tail smashed against her from the bubble’s hold.
“Hurry, Soren, it’s fighting your spell!”
This time, their minds melded. His thoughts and nervous system connected to her, a new appendage of her mind. She multi-tasked naturally with both bodies, feeling all of him—eyes, nose, mouth, arms, legs. Everything.
Oh, wow, this is weird.
Saffa? I hear your voice in my head.
Soren, it’s me. I’ve exploited a loophole in the contract.
Just kill me! I want no part of whatever horrors you have planned.
No, Soren! Why would I do that?
You’re a mavka; how can I believe anything you’re saying?
A painful discussion would happen later. For now, the priests must be dealt with.
Stop saying such things and trust me. Now, I must take over to circumvent the contract. May I?
You want to possess me?
I … think I already have.
I hate this, but I guess there’s no other choice.
“Magmuta,” she said with his mouth, releasing his hands.
The bubble’s force relaxed.
How do I stop it?
Spread my arms.
His arms, now her arms, spread out. The bubble disappeared with a pop.
“By the Circles,” Roland said. “The demon’s possessed him.”
“But the contract prevents it,” a wizard said.
“I’ll fix it. Soren, I command you to stop at nothing to kill Saffa. This is your eternal mission.”
Saffa exerted control, overriding his body, preventing his twitching muscles from acting, ensuring her continued possession.
I’ve got you, Soren, she thought, smiling in triumph. Even with his betrayal, she still felt protective of him. You’re safe with me.
I never meant to hurt you. If you want to kill me, I’ll understand.
No, but you’re in a shit ton of trouble. We’ll talk later. Now watch me handle these bastards.
“The fiend found a loophole,” Roland noted. “We must destroy it and free Soren before it’s too late.”
She stood and took Soren’s hand, which was a bizarre sensation—holding herself in another body.
She faced the wizards. “No longer will you torment him, Roland. I’ve cast out your infernal light. Surrender now or die.”
“Demon,” Roland spat. “In the name of Kirem, I banish thee.” Staff pointed at her, he intoned, “Dedimort.”
A noxious green ray splatted out.
Time slowed as her powerful mind’s connection deepened with Soren’s.
Tell me how to defend against the magic.
What’s happening? Everything is slow.
Tell me!
He’s cast a spell to rip out your heart. Intone “Lumvalum” with my hands tight, then spread them vertically while pointing in front of you.
She forced his spell, his hands and arms jerking awkwardly. A shield of light appeared, intercepting Roland’s magic. The energies fought, exploding into a mint-green mist. A resonant hum and shockwave blasted her back, a residual ray deflecting against a wall, bouncing around the room before striking a desk and disintegrating it.
Can you be more gentle with my body?
We’re in a fucking battle. I’m new to this, but I’ll try.
You weakened me in your world. I’m exhausted now.
She needed his magic and must help him.
I feel all of you, Soren, and I can help.
Time resumed, and she hurried to his side, taking his hand again, giving him her fiery ki. But it was her hand now, and she felt her own on it, with her soothing fire going out and in.
I’m feeling everything twice!
I’m a puppet.
Soren, your mind is free, and I need it focused on this battle. Stay with me!
“Aim your staves at the chandelier,” Roland ordered. “We must harness its power to bind the demon and slay it. Unfortunately, killing it will also kill Soren now. Kirem, save his soul.”
I won’t let them hurt you, she thought, moving him into position behind her.
***
How do we break their shield? Saffa thought.
All hope and joy fled Soren’s heart. I … don’t … want this.
We trained for thirteen years together. Draw on it and push other concerns away. Your mind can do this, so fucking get it together!
My training didn’t save Kat or Lech.
Why in the Hells are you bringing them up now? Focus on this fight!
“Use Morsligatus on the chandelier,” Roland ordered.
The formation intoned the spell, staves pointed up. Shadows grew, swirling around each staff.
Having seen enough of Soren’s magic, she knew a spell and lifted his hands toward the room’s center. “Figupetra-Masmittor.”
Stone tiles and earthy debris rose from the floor. Eager to make lethal projectiles, crimson flames shot from her hands, mixing with the airborne materials.
Dark tendrils snaked out from the chandelier and wrapped around her, their cold aura draining her ki, but she remained focused.
Suggestion on next spell?
Soren’s incoherent thoughts, fear, and sadness, replied.
Please help, Saffa thought. I want you with me. With no response, she made him intone, “Formagni-Portitas,” twiddling his fingers to craft an array of molten spears. As she pushed her arms and his forward, the spears slammed into the prismatic shield with sounds of shattering glass. Violet sparks spewed from each impact. Holes emerged, dripping like melting wax.
“Redirect to our shield. It must hold!” Roland yelled.
The dark cords unraveled from her and flew toward the gaps, filling them in while the colorful barrier spread to become whole again.
“Dammit,” she growled. Maybe we can use the chandelier?
Too risky.
I disagree. We must try.
Darkness engulfed the room.
“You, Holiness?” a wizard asked.
“No. Her mother broke the wards.”
“Impossible,” another wizard said.
The grand chandelier above strobed crimson with a neon buzz before gleaming.
“The light of Kirem will shield us,” Roland told them. “Prepare yourselves.”
Mother’s going to destroy them, Saffa thought with glee.
The grand doors creaked. A dark woman wearing blue and gold robes strolled in, whistling. Majestic ebony wings adorned her back, both tattooed with markings that Saffa recognized from Soren’s book, and other strange symbols. A lengthy, forked red tail slithered like a snake around her legs, its color matching her elegant nails.
Thick fear engulfed Soren’s mind.
Trust our hearts, Soren. Trust your memories of us.
“Hello, Saffa and Soren,” Mother greeted. “Are you both well?”
“We are one,” Saffa said with both mouths.
“Possession so soon. You always were a quick learner.”
“Ishethra,” Roland said from behind his barrier. “You’ve created an abomination. And you hid yourself all these years. All Yava will soon know of the demonic infestation in Nightwind.”
The doors slammed, locking with a sharp click, and the wizards around Roland trembled. Mother inhaled before breathing a stream of crackling, yellow embers, shooting them into the chandelier. Moments after, a furious barrage of azure firebolts shot out, pummeling the barrier with loud bangs and spark bursts.
“Shields!” Roland cried out.
“Ventrides,” the wizards intoned, individual shields forming.
The larger barrier shattered into tiny pieces, the battery of firebolts pounding their personal shields, its energy dissipating.
“Invaders. You’ve defiled my chandelier and hall with your filth. Vengeance is mine.”
“You’ll burn in Kirem’s light, witch. Luzferna!” Staff beaming white, Roland charged Mother.
Saffa, use the chandelier, Mother thought, flying to avoid a beam of white light from Roland’s staff.
A luminous, golden whip snaked out from Mother’s outstretched hand, pulsing with the brilliance of a star. She cracked Soulash[5] down at Roland, striking his prismatic shield with a resonant boom. Embers erupted while they dueled; her flight and whip against his Luzferna spells.
Help me, Soren. What spell? Worry nagged when Saffa realized Soren’s mind was in shock, but she drew on their experiments in her world and would create a dragon.
“Malcarga!” Wizards shot crimson lightning bolts at Saffa. Thunderclaps shook the windows, her ears buzzing.
Saffa’s raised left hand with its ejected snowstorm battled them. Fire erupted from her right into the chandelier. “Formagni-Portitas,” she intoned with Soren’s mouth while thinking of a dragon; the flames took shape. While she maintained her blizzard, the fiery dragon expanded to four times its size, flying away from the chandelier.
The dragon soared, flanked the wizards, swooped down, and engulfed them. With Soren’s hand, she flew it in a second pass, shattering each barrier, igniting their robes in a firestorm. In a final, spiteful pass, she caused the dragon’s flaming remnants to fly through goblets, flinging them about and soaking their robes with wine.
In Saffa’s world, Soren had used a spell to shake the ground in her bedroom. It should disrupt their lightning. “Terratempus,” she made him intone, alternating his hands up and down. Stone tiles became a stormy sea, sending wizards sprawling, disrupting their lightning attacks. Saffa charged, hands spraying fire.
Panicked chants of “Ventrides” cried out. New shields partially formed but broke apart against her flames. One wizard fumbled, his screams ending as he collapsed into a smoldering husk.
She twirled, hurling a volley of ice daggers, piercing the necks of two wizards clean through. Blood spurting, they fell still.
Four wizards, still burning, navigated away from the shifting tiles and intoned, “Crufulga,” pummeling her with more lightning, a sharp thundercrack echoing as electricity stung every muscle.
“You bastards will pay for that!” She conjured a blizzard of icy caltrops in a vortex around herself. With a scream, she threw the raging storm, beating back their lightning, freezing three into macabre ice sculptures. Steam rose as frozen limbs cracked off, falling to the ground in a series of jarring crashes.
She rushed the last wizard, yanked her longsword from her back, and swung, severing his head. A geyser of crimson spat. He dropped in a blood-soaked heap.
Joyful from slaying these wizards, she punched and kicked their icy statues, scattering ice chunks.
“Roland, you’re mine!”
“Don’t interfere,” Mother told her, and Saffa sheathed her sword.
In case of danger, she stood by Soren, observing their intense duel.
“Somsugo-Crufulga-Malcarga!”
Abounding lightning mixed with shadows ejected from Roland’s staff and surrounded Mother. It slammed her to the floor, jolting her into convulsions.
Mother lifted her off-hand. A fiery pillar of stony bronze rose near her. The tempest leaped to it, exploding lightning and particulates throughout the room. Mother flew into the air.
“Feel Kirem’s wrath, fiend. Gemno-Menfer-Luzferna!”
Twin beams of white light crashed through the ceiling, pounding Mother into the ground while stone fragments fell on and around her. Skin smoldering, she hissed.
“Mother!” Saffa cried out, having never seen her take such a hit.
She stood, twirling Soulash above her head. A shield of golden azure fire formed, deflecting the beams into other parts of the ceiling. Stone chunks exploded, crashing to the ground.
“You priest,” she said, cracking Soulash back, “have just annoyed me. Unwise.”
“Luzferna!” Another beam of white light shot at Mother.
Her form became sizzling crimson fire. It passed through.
With a flaming whip strike, she shattered Roland’s prismatic barrier. “Yield,” she demanded with her fiery mouth.
“Menfer-Ventada!”
A ferocious gale blew Mother’s flames apart.
Saffa held Soren tight and angled forward to avoid being swept away by the wind.
Mother reformed into her mavka body, wings tucked, her hair blowing wildly. “Yield.”
Winds calmed. Roland’s posture relaxed. “Against law and light, you cannot win.”
“I’ll kill him,” Saffa said, eager to behead him.
“No, I allow his retreat.”
“Why let him go?”
“Later, Saffa.”
Mother often said later about many things. Saffa knew better than to argue in the middle of a battle.
“You allow nothing, demon. The purity of Kirem will see to your destruction.”
“Leave my house,” Mother said, kicking a frozen skull away. “And tell Kirem to fuck off. Also, be mindful, because I may soon harvest your soul and weave its lament as my tapestry along the abyss[6].”
Dang, Saffa thought with respect, I’ve never heard her talk like that.
Nausea swam in Soren’s stomach.
It’s okay, Soren. Mother means well.
“Obimontrav.” Shadows swirled around Roland. “This is but a reprieve for you, Ishethra. Stay strong, Soren. And Saffa, I’ll never give up trying to save you.” Darkness swallowed him.
With a long sigh, Mother gazed around at the carnage, Soulash snaking back into her hand. “I think this hall will need some cleanup … more than birthdays past.”
Saffa snickered. “I knew you were a badass, Mother, but this takes it to new levels.”
Mother wiped debris off each sleeve of her robes. “Time for you to know your true nature, daughter. How about a late-night chat?”
11 - Revelation


“For some, long-term side effects of demonic possession include better communication, synergy, and intimacy. For others, madness slowly ensues.”
— Navian Nirvana: Tales of Tantalizing Temptations, Vol. I.
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In her bedroom, Saffa, Ishethra, and Soren sat in plush chairs by candlelight. Saffa remained in Soren’s mind, controlling his body, the Veil memories and aftermath racing through her mind.
Hi, Soren, the fire head thought.
Glad you join us, the icy head added.
Hello, he thought sadly.
Soren, cheer up, the heads thought. Skadni loves you.
Thanks, he thought back, eyes puffy. Saffa, I’m bound by Roland’s command to slay you.
“Mother,” Saffa started, still fighting Soren’s muscles, preventing him from enacting the kill order. “Roland’s last command to Soren was to slay me, but my possession prevents it. What should we do?”
“You must remain until we find a cure. It will drain your ki. We can take turns.”
“Fine. Now you have some explaining to do!”
“I assume you transformed during a ritual?”
“Yes, Roland forced it out of me with a beam of white light and lightning. How did you know?”
“A prophecy.”
“Why didn’t you tell me about it before I went into the damn great hall?”
“I can’t say.”
“And who gave you this prophecy?”
“I can’t say.”
Saffa groaned in frustration. “You let me—and Ysarel, by the way—wander into the great hall, knowing something bad might happen?”
“Yes. She says hello.”
“I honestly don’t know what to say right now.” Saffa threw her arms up.
“Saffa, understand I would’ve told you or intervened sooner if I could.”
“Sure, Mother, whatever you say.”
“Did Roland mention anything about the prophecy to you or Soren?”
Said nothing to me.
“Soren says no, but during the ritual, Roland said it needed to be completed by the end of my birthday. Maybe he heard the same prophecy?”
“Perhaps.”
“Perhaps?” Saffa asked, huffing at Mother’s calm demeanor. “You’re not bothered by any of this?”
“Should I be?”
“Yes? No? I don’t know!”
“Ysarel told me details of the ritual. For a child, she remained remarkably calm.”
“She offered to fight the wizards with me.”
“A most promising warrior.”
“Can I see her?”
“Soon. We have council[7] in the morning. Will you share your experience there?”
“I suppose.”
“Thank you.” Mother ran her hands through the knots in her hair. “Regarding our natures, we’re unique creatures with four virtues: freedom, mischief, fury, and mercy. A mavka is one type of Navian, sometimes termed demon, or spirit. Your mavka ki emerged during the ritual.”
Each virtue resonated with Saffa, and she recognized the terms. Roland had called her a demon and spirit.
“Like Erindelle from your story growing up?” Saffa asked, remembering the myth about how Erindelle defended a town from infernals.
“Yes,” Mother answered, opening a nearby nightstand and grabbing an old hairbrush. “His Ventada spell mucked up my hair.”
Saffa snorted. “I’ve got a better one if you want it.”
When brushing failed, Mother pinched two fiery fingers on a particularly tangled knot. Hair smoldered, falling to the floor.
“Seriously, I have a fantastic one. Let me get it.”
“Our hair growth is supernatural, so I’ll just burn the knots.”
“Fuck,” Saffa said, standing and hurrying to her closet, grabbing a fine wooden brush with metal pins. She jogged back, handing it over.
“Nice brush,” Mother commented, taking it and tossing the old one. It struck a wall, fell off a dresser, and thudded onto the floor. “This’ll do nicely.”
She didn’t put it away properly.
Seriously, Soren? That’s what you’re saying right now? I’ll get it later.
Why not now?
Shh.
“Are we the same?” Saffa asked.
“We’re both mavki. Your ability to transform is unique, however. It comes from your human father.”
“You appeared humanoid my entire life. How?”
“Call it cloaking.”
“You disguised yourself?”
“Yes.”
“I’ll ask again: how?”
“It’s complicated. I’ll teach you to do it soon.”
“Does Father know about us?”
Mother beamed. “Yes, he’s discreet and supportive.”
“Should he be here now?”
“No, let him sleep. If he doesn’t get nine hours, it’s a problem.”
“I know. I’m the same way!” Eager to learn about new powers, Saffa asked, “What abilities do we have?”
“We’ve many mind domain powers. One is possession, as you’ve already found out.”
“Is it always so easy?”
“With a willing or weak-minded host,” Mother answered, tearing through another nasty knot. “Otherwise, you must overcome their mental resistance. We also sense emotions—this should work even in your human form.”
“It does.” Unsurprisingly, she couldn’t sense anything from Mother and assumed her mind must be well guarded. “I discovered ki transfers, too.”
“Mavki transfer ki through touch. Giving energizes your target and can heal. Taking weakens and can kill. Your lips and intimate areas forge potent conduits, but any skin contact will do. You’ll need to feed regularly.”
Soren had mentioned sex being Saffa’s superpower. Mother’s instruction confirmed it. “How often?”
“I’d guess your human form needs infusions once a week or two. In mavka form, feed every couple of days. Ki powers your magic and strength. You have the luxury to remain human to reduce upkeep, and can transform only when necessary.”
“I have to … feed on people to survive?”
“Living beings. Where possible, find a willing partner.”
“What happens if we don’t feed?”
“We get sick, weak, and miserable.” The brush gleamed crimson and glided more seamlessly through Mother’s hair. “Our touch can also subdue others. For safety, ensure you and your target stay confident, relaxed, and trusting; otherwise, it’s dangerous.”
Saffa now fully understood why touching Soren in her world had harmed him at first.
“I felt super strong when I changed.”
“When transformed, you become a mavka of might. Your physical prowess and magic are greatly enhanced. You’ll also find new powers. Controlling them will be a process. Your humanoid body is also enhanced now, to a lesser degree.”
“Was I enhanced before?”
“No, your mavka essence lay dormant until the ritual.”
“I want to learn my powers and control them. Will you teach me?”
“After council meeting in the morning. You’ve got some interesting times ahead, and I’m here to guide you, every step of the way.”
“I appreciate it,” Saffa told her, looking forward to training with Mother.
“There’s something else.”
“More?”
“You’re immortal.” Mother tossed the hairbrush to Saffa.
“Immortal? So … I’m invincible? Never dying?” she asked, putting it away.
“More the latter,” Mother replied, braiding her hair. “We can be destroyed, but we rebirth in Navia … eventually. This cycle is eternal, our memories everlasting. Our aging stops around forty years old.”
This revelation hit Saffa hard. She’d outlive her father, Soren, and her friends, with Mother the only constant.
Soren, you don’t seem surprised.
Already knew.
Skadni lick Soren, the icy head thought.
To make him feel better, the fire head added.
You’re in her mind, Skadni, Soren thought, so it won’t work.
Saffa laughed, rolling her eyes.
“Something funny, Saffa?”
“Nothing. So that’s why Roland tried to banish me?”
“He knows we can’t be killed permanently.”
“I know you’re old. At least, what—two hundred?”
“If memory serves me, I’m approximately four thousand years old.”
Saffa didn’t understand the number, just that Mother was old. Really, really old.
Mother amaze, the fire head thought.
Wise, the ice head agreed.
Annoyingly wise.
“Explains your irritating wisdom. So you’re older than dirt?”
“Some dirt,” Mother quipped.
Saffa chuckled. “Have you ever died and been reborn?”
“No.”
“If I die in my human form, would I be reborn?”
“Yes. Be aware, certain rare magic can imprison the soul, even if immortal.”
“Soren mentioned eradication in my world.”
“Your world?”
“It formed after I was banished to a void.”
“Did anyone else go to it with you?”
“A moroi named Mortemir, and Soren. After freeing myself from a binding force, my brain shocked, and a castle and my world appeared around me. Felicity said you’d know about it.”
“Sounds like a ritual I’ve heard of. The magic involved is monumental. Normally, only one soul is banished, bound in the void for eternity. Odd that your world formed around you.”
“That’s … awful. You mean, I could’ve been crushed in a ball, spinning forever?”
“I know of no greater curse in all the realms.”
“Holy fucking Hells,” Saffa said, struggling to comprehend how terrible it might’ve been. “But I’m still confused. Why did a small replica of our castle appear around me?”
“Imagine casting a stone into a pond, sending out ripples. With the great hall and our castle nearest, they influenced your first surroundings in the void. What else formed?”
“A beautiful rainbow sky, sprites, pixies, spectral wolves, strange foliage, and an invisible barrier.”
“Sounds like a mirror to parts of Navia, created from your true ki and energies from the ritual. How’d you escape?”
“Soren and I made love all night,” she said, the memory soured because of his betrayal.
“As mavki, we can achieve rapid healing through sex, and sometimes cause unique things to happen, depending on the level of passion and the ki of our partner.”
“Yeah, ours opened a portal. Speaking of Felicity, she said she’s your mother.”
“She explained it to me long ago. Navia’s magic will combine with her zestful passion across realms. Under exceedingly rare circumstances, this creates a mavka. We start as teenagers.”
“Okay …?”
Mother’s lips flattened. “I’m sorry. It’s difficult to explain with words.”
“How was I conceived?”
“With Idrys’ help, your father cloned one of my eggs and combined it with his seed. They placed the mixture in a special maturation chamber. There, your embryo grew.”
“Hmm.” Saffa contemplated the possibility of more peculiarities in their chat.
“This pod nourished you while they watched. A year later, they extracted you as a baby.”
“I was grown in a pod?”
“Yes.”
“And you didn’t help them?”
“Not even the tiniest bit.”
“Why am I not surprised?” Saffa asked with a sigh, overwhelmed by all this new information. “Do Navians and humanoids often have children?”
“You’re special. Navian-humanoid conceptions are normally impossible. Much effort went into yours.”
“Like what?”
“The usual … blood, bondage, brew, and supportive friends.”
“Sounds like a fun but perhaps painful party.”
“Indeed. It took eleven tries.”
“How bad did it hurt?”
Mother hesitated. “Only a little.”
Saffa knew in her heart that Mother had sacrificed far more than she let on.
“I’m grateful. And from what Felicity said, I’m an only child.”
“Yes, special one.”
Saffa most special, the fire head thought.
Thanks, Skadni. She caressed the tattoo heads on her forearms.
“In my world, I made Skadni, a dog with heads of ice and fire. They merged with me when I left.”
“I noticed the tattoos. They’re your familiar and will be with you forever.”
“How do I summon them back?”
“Summoning a familiar is unique to each individual. We’ll figure it out.”
At right time, remember? the icy head thought.
“We look forward to trying,” Saffa told Mother before saying, “I met Felicity in a circus tent before returning home. She connected me and Soren to the Veil and offered us eternal bliss if we didn’t return.”
“Such a tent is just her style. The Veil must’ve restored your memories. You are wise to decline such an offer.”
“Why’d she do it?”
“Impossible to say. Be warned, despite her helping with your memories and the offer of forever bliss, don’t rely on her for anything ever again.”
“Yeah, I guessed that. She ignored my pleas for help after I viewed the ritual memory.”
“Exactly. Other questions?”
“So … Navia … I’ve heard it’s a chaotic realm of demons. Do many of them come to Yava?”
“Our nation, along with Drenaglen, is a sanctuary for those who prefer it here instead of the craziness there. What else do you know?”
Saffa gave a sheepish shrug.
“Perhaps one day take a trip to our archives. Navia is a vast, multi-faceted realm of wild magic and whimsy, full of complex beings—some kind, others malevolent, the rest indifferent. Think of it as realms within a realm.”
“Separate realms?”
“Interconnected realms in a larger, infinite realm.”
“Like our universe?”
“Sort of, but the physical laws are different.”
“Can we visit?”
“I’ll take you sometime.”
“Why’d you leave?”
Mother yawned. “That’s a long story for another time.”
“I wish you’d told me all this sooner. We missed opportunities during my childhood.”
“No, Saffa. I protected you. Most humanoids mistrust demons. With the secret out, we’ll both be targeted for assassination.”
“I can handle myself.”
“We both can. But this extends far beyond the two of us. With Voraxmor’s blight and Bratgon’s coming war, the months and years ahead will be challenging.”
“How can I help?”
“Join the council as a spy.”
Each council member possessed vast experience. The opportunity to learn from them would be invaluable, but fighting against Bratgon and leading the charge must take precedence.
“My place is at the front of our army.”
“Our need for you is greater elsewhere right now.”
“An invasion is coming. I’ll fight with our warriors.”
“Your near-term espionage efforts are critical.”
“Surely, there’s someone else? I’m. A. Battlemage.”
Mother sighed. “You’ll be back before they invade.”
“How can you be sure?”
“Because your assignment will have a time limit.”
“That’s fine and all, but I must train with our warriors. Find someone else.”
“Nobody is more qualified for this infiltration than you.”
“I only played spy with you growing up. How does this make me more qualified than our best agents?”
“Where you’re going, you have connections.”
“Someplace from my mission?”
“I won’t say more to keep things compartmentalized. Will you accept this assignment?”
Saffa groaned deep in her throat. They could argue for a long time, but Mother wouldn’t budge. Left with a choice of accepting Mother’s wishes or mutiny, she relented.
“I accept. What else?”
“Don’t mention your world when you share the ritual with the council.”
“Why?”
“I don’t want the discussion to devolve. We’ll start a research project to understand what happened.”
“Fine.”
Mother, hair braided, tied at the bottom, hugged Saffa. “Braid your hair. I’ll take over possessing Soren, so you may sleep. Ask him if he’s ready.”
You okay with Mother?
Do I have a choice?
I wish we knew a better way.
Okay.
“He’s ready.”
Saffa lost all sensations with Soren’s body and mind.
“He says goodbye,” Mother told her, “and expresses his regret for everything.”
“Goodbye, Soren. Tell him to stop berating himself.”
“Come to the guest room early in the morning—you and Soren must chat.” Mother left the room with him.
Pondering her mavka nature, she climbed into bed and braided her hair, recalling only one other time Mother had asked her to do so—right before her graduation ceremony from Tenebres Institute, precluding an attack by Bratgon near Marasheart because of a so-called border dispute.
Skin crawling, Soren’s earlier remark caused her to remember lost friends from the fight—Kat and Lech. Soren had almost died, too. A tank had steamed forward. What had happened next had haunted her dreams.
Shaking and nauseas, she forced the thoughts away. Sleep came late into the night, and she reverted to humanoid form.
***
Soren lay in a fine bed in the royal guest room. Ishethra sat nearby. After hours of possession, unable to move his own body, depression crushed him. Making matters worse, fear of Saffa and her mother’s mavka natures stoked his anxiety. Ishethra’s control of his body made him antsy. With memories of her kindness throughout his life contradicting Roland’s teachings about mavki, he wanted to find out her true intentions.
Are you going to devour my soul?
Soren, how long have we been acquainted?
My entire life.
Where is your soul?
In my body, I think.
It is. Does this answer your question?
She always spoke plainly to him—if she wanted his soul, she could’ve harvested it long ago.
He gazed at her frightful wings and forked tail, images of the Voraxmor tome making his mind shudder.
I can feel your fear, Soren, she thought. Please know I mean you no harm. Would you like me to cloak my appearance?
Yes.
She became her humanoid self, the one he had known for his entire life. No wonder mavki could trick so easily.
It’s so easy for you … How does it work?
Mental, physical, and magical effort cause others to perceive me as human. Would you prefer I speak in your mind or verbally?
Verbally. Can you explain the markings on your wings?
“Tattoos I’ve acquired over millennia. Beyond aesthetic, some enhance my magic.”
You hid yourself my entire life. How can I trust you?
“A just question. What does your heart say?”
Your actions show kindness, but it could be a ruse. And you threatened to smear Roland along the abyss. It hurt to hear you say that, his deception notwithstanding.
“I apologize for causing you pain. I have a logical explanation, if you’re willing to listen.”
Logical? I’m listening.
“I’ve no intention of harming Roland further unless he attacks again. I just wanted him to think often about my threat, to throw him off. Anticipating the awful is worse than experiencing it. What do you say?”
Anxiety and depression are my constant companions. I know how awful it is to dwell on things, unable to pull out of one’s dark thoughts.
“I know, Soren, and I’m sorry you deal with those maladies. Does this resolve your concern?”
If you speak the truth, yes.
“I do. Now I wish you to pass judgment on me.”
I’m no judge. And you’re a king.
“By royal decree, you are now my judge.”
Roland and his Voraxmor tome said all demons are evil—mavki in particular. I’m struggling with months of teachings versus sudden shock of your mavka natures.
“What did you think of the mavka’s image in his tome, Soren?”
The lack of clothing felt … strange.
“Priests and their fantasies. How ironic.”
It’s offensive to portray women like that, demon or not.
“A Voraxmor tome isn’t the medium for such imagery.”
What about the evil demon part? Is it all a lie? You all are good, compassionate souls?
“Some of us are, to varying degrees. But every intelligent species has evil beings. Do you agree?”
Yes. Blanket statements are often wrong.
“They are indeed. Roland whispered half-truths, as deceivers do. If you’re willing to see this through, I think you’ll quickly learn Navians are much like humans and other races, possessing a mix of morals and philosophies.”
Your logic has always impressed me, King Ishethra. Can a demon love?
“Love led Tariq and me to take you from Tenebres’ orphanage. Have you experienced anything but from me?”
He had lived in castle housing since she had taken him from an orphanage as a baby. When he had started Tenebres Institute at eight, she had given him dedicated time to help him hone his magic—a rare privilege. She’d spoken of how he would one day be Saffa’s husband, something he’d found odd discussing at such a young age.
You’ve been kind and caring to me, your demon nature aside.
“I’ve tried. You’ve always scanned beyond appearances. I ask for that again. Have faith in me and Saffa.”
I’m a helpless puppet, possessed by a demon. How can I have faith when I’m bound?
If you can’t have faith in me, Soren, have faith in the past. Why would I teach you, care for you as my child, only to torture or consume you now?
Because it’s … fun?
She chortled, then covered her mouth to stop it. “I’m sorry, Soren. This isn’t funny.”
The rarity of laughter from her put him surprisingly at ease.
If you want a judgment, evidence points to your sincerity and kindness. I find no fault in you, or Saffa, though I’ll keep watching.
“Please do. If you see anything troublesome, talk to me.”
I will, he thought, an innate trust growing in his heart and mind.
“Tell me what troubles you.”
I’m struggling with my purpose and self-worth. I betrayed Saffa. Now I’m imprisoned in this body and useless. I don’t want to burden you and her. What justice do you intend?
“None. The emotional heartache is enough punishment. You made a mistake—we all have. I’ve made some fine ones in my time.”
Such as?
“The Dread War.”
But Nightwind won in the end.
“Not without terrible cost. I was arrogant and thought I could beat back an entire army by myself. I hope I’ve learned something, so the next war is less horrific to our beautiful nation.”
What did you learn?
“A team is vital to success. Now, what have you learned from your interactions with Roland?”
I’m gullible. And signing in one’s blood is a bad idea.
“Blood contracts[8] must not be trifled with.”
I won’t make the same mistake again.
“Please talk to me before signing anything in the future.”
Definitely.
“About your purpose and worth. With Saffa becoming her true mavka self, I’d like to extend two callings to you. First, to serve on our council for magic and ritual research. Are you willing?”
Sounds interesting. Who will I work with?
“Idrys[9] and Lariel[10].”
He had spoken with Idrys occasionally. Her logic mingled with spunk, making for delightful interactions. Lariel’s logic rivaled Ishethra’s, and he marveled at her vast knowledge.
I like them, and I agree.
“I’m pleased. Your logical mind will serve Nightwind well. You’ll learn much from them.”
What’s the other calling? he thought, guessing it would be marrying Saffa. Impossible now, because of his betrayal and her demon essence.
“An ancient mavka tradition allows a most trusted friend to become a Sentinel Paramour, or more simply, a consort. Those who serve in this capacity receive great honor and joy.”
King Tariq is your consort?
“Very astute.”
So I’d be her guardian and lover? Not sure how useful I’ll be on the guardian part since she’s the stronger warrior, especially in mavka form.
“Not just a physical protector, a mental and emotional custodian. Someone to help keep her power balanced, to always be there for her. For mavki, it’s easy to lose control, given our need and want to feed regularly. This deep, intimate bond for feeding safely sustains us, benefiting both mavka and her consort.”
I’d be at her beckon call for feeding … through sex?
“A crude but accurate summary of one aspect of the calling.”
What happens if I’m tired or not in the mood?
“Sex is the preferred and most potent feeding method, but touch anywhere will work. You’d be asked to allow her to feed whenever she desires, unless you’re sick or incapacitated. I know she won’t take advantage of you, Soren. She loves you, and I know you love her.”
Love? She’ll want nothing to do with me now, given recent events. Saffa’s legendary grudges toward those who wronged her worried him.
“She holds a grudge, Soren, but she’ll get over this one.”
How?
“Pragmatism. You’re part of her inner circle. The net gain from casting you out or holding this grudge would be negative.”
I don’t see how, but the way you speak inspires hope. Can you explain my role beyond a ki source?
“Sure. Have you and Saffa made love yet?”
Unwanted blood rushed into his groin, his erection growing as an image of Saffa riding him with her fiery wings danced in his mind. He tried to think of something else, but failed.
“I’ve made you uncomfortable.”
You could say that. I apologize for thinking of your daughter in this way.
“Don’t be.”
You’re not offended?
“With you being a male? Not at all.”
Relieved, he thought, Well, you must’ve seen my mind just now and felt my … biology. You know the answer.
“Did you enjoy it?”
It was beautiful. Despite her demonic side, he recognized his affection, but questioned its sustainability.
“You’ve discovered one benefit of the calling—to enjoy yourself with a mavka, one you love dearly.”
Yet it left me exhausted; nearly killing me. His ki had satiated her in human form, but transformed, she’d need additional ki sources. Saffa will need multiple consorts, won’t she?
“No. The consort bond is formed with only one individual at a time. Beyond that, she will, by necessity and desire, feed upon others. As consort, you are recommended, but not required, to remain faithful to your mavka.”
No surprise given her flings at Tenebres Institute. More likely happened on her mission.
Feeding on others will make her a more powerful warrior?
“Yes.”
Being faithful isn’t a problem.
“From experience, I know it enhances the joy and pleasure of the consort. And there’s more. By keeping her ki at peak levels, she can defend Nightwind more readily and gift you with her ki, granting you vigor, empowering your magic to greater heights. Finally, the bond provides other benefits, unique to each partnership.”
The magic and other benefits are intriguing. How does it work?
“After the bond forms, you two must experiment.”
Their experiments in her world, especially the sexual ones, lingered in his mind.
How long does the calling last?
“For life.”
What happens when I get old?
“Nothing needs to change, but some consorts choose a ritual suicide when they reach seventy-five years.”
The bond breaks when I die?
“Yes, but some are irresistibly drawn to their mavka in each new life.”
He understood the calling now: one of support, friend, confidant, lover—something he already desired. He stood to gain physical, magical, and other unknown abilities. However, the betrayal smashed his heart with guilt, and he doubted they could reconcile.
We’re not in a good place. We may never be. It’s not the right time to consider such matters.
“Take your time, Soren. There’s no rush to decide now.”
Did you always plan for this consort thing?
“You deserve an honest answer. Since your eighth year, I have.”
That’s why you tutored me and spoke of marriage so young?
“Yes.”
Our magic and styles blend well, I suppose, despite her frustrating impulsiveness.
“Deep down, I think you like it, at least a little.”
Maybe once in a while, but it’s proven dangerous frequently. If I agree, how do we form the bond?
“Embrace it in your heart—the first step. After, a special bonding ceremony will take place. You’ll learn the details later.”
Satisfied in understanding the calling, concerns remained about its viability. With the tattoos and contract on his mind, he wanted her help.
Ideas to end the contract?
“Summarize it, please.”
I must obey Roland’s commands and receive seven tattoos from Josnel Soneph. In return, I get immunity from demonic possession.
“Any termination clause?”
No.
“First rule of blood contracts: always ensure a termination clause.”
Yeah. Oops. Is there no way to end it?
“Not necessarily. May I examine the tattoos?”
Yes. I’ve got them on my ankles, knees, elbows, and chest.
She peeled his robes gently, examining. “Soren, these are the signs of the Seven Circles—infernal realms, otherwise known as the Hells.”
An eerie chill crept his spine. No … I read something in passing about the Hells in Nightwind’s archives. Seven realms, each ruled by an archdevil. It didn’t show the symbols, nor did it explain what these realms are.
“The information is a closely guarded secret. Few know of them. Fewer know what they represent.”
Nightwind has many dark and dangerous tomes; why so few about the Hells?
“We had tomes detailing Hell’s first, fifth, and sixth circle, but I surmise Voraxmor zealots burned them long ago. Perhaps it’s time we employ a librarian or two to keep track of things better.”
Good idea … it’s a bit of a mess down in the archives … but I’m such an idiot. I should’ve asked more about the tattoos and done research before getting them. I just felt so trusting of Roland and Josnel.
“You’re not an idiot—they manipulated you. I hid our natures to protect us and Nightwind. But this robbed you of knowledge. I apologize.”
You’re always gracious. Can you tell me about these realms?
“I have extensive knowledge about those three circles, but now isn’t the right moment for such a weighty subject. Can you wait?”
For you, I will. I suppose there’s no cure?
“I’ve wiggled others out of worse contracts. How’d you get around the possession clause?”
Roland commanded me to kill the mavka. To avoid tipping off Roland, I told Saffa I hated her demon form, and she understood it meant for her to become human, thus voiding his command, since no mavka existed anymore. A gray area, if you’re asking me, but it worked. Then she transformed again and possessed me, preventing me from fulfilling Roland’s second, more generic kill command.
“Brilliant. Blood contracts hate gray areas.”
Can we burn the tattoos away? I’d accept scarring for freedom.
“They must be removed in tandem with canceling the obey part of the contract—something I’m not sure how to accomplish yet.”
What if you lock me away to give yourselves a break?
“You’d exhaust yourself and your ki attempting to break free, likely killing yourself.”
We broke it before by nulling the obey part. Can we repeat that again?
“Leave the solution to me and let this contract trouble you no more. I’ll find a permanent loophole to circumvent it, one allowing you to live a full life, free from Roland’s control.”
If anyone can, it’s you. I’m concerned asking you to maintain the possession for days on end is too much.
“It’s my honor to watch over you. I know Saffa feels the same way.”
King Ishethra, I won’t forget your kindness. I’ll endeavor to repay you.
“I nullify any debt. And you’re welcome,” she told him, touching his forehead with warm hands and sending him into darkness. “Sleep well.”
***
In the morning, Saffa entered the royal guest room, wearing her gear to fortify herself for a hard conversation.
Ishethra still sat in a chair by the bedside, wide awake, mumbling to herself like she often would. Soren snored nearby.
“Mother, I’ll take over from here. You need to rest.”
“Such an amusing idea, but I must prepare for council.”
“How do I possess him with you in there?”
“Transform and imagine yourself in his mind like before. I’ll leave as soon as I feel you.”
Saffa imagined her wings and tail extending out. Nothing happened.
“My transformation’s not working. Do I need to get mad? That’s how it’s worked every time before.”
“Your special virtue is fury. It can aid in rapid transformation, but isn’t required. Be confident and embrace your power. Now transform.”
She loved this new power, and with these thoughts, her body slowly changed into her mavka self. Just glancing at Soren, a connection formed.
“I’m in and can feel everything.”
“Love your new hair color, Saffa.”
She grabbed the braid, smiling at its blue color with yellow endings. “Matches your robes and our banner.”
“These colors are universal symbols of freedom. I’ll leave you now. Please keep an open mind.”
“Not going to lie—his betrayal’s gutted me.”
“I know. Just try to listen and make sure he knows the pain he caused. When you’re finished, bring him with you to the council chamber. He prefers your verbal communication over mental.” Mother left.
In a bedside chair, she sat, a scornful tear in her eye as she remembered brushing her hair for him at the great hall doors.
“Soren, it’s me, Saffa. You promised a chat after my birthday, so let’s get this over with.” She opened his eyes, coaxing him to sit up and look at her. “Soren,” she said sternly, “how long did Roland control you with commands? Be honest—I’ll know if you’re lying.”
With guilt, he thought, I did everything of my accord.
“Well, that just fucking sucks. The ritual hurt. And the void after is beyond words.” Thoughts of the spinning and smashing force made her gag.
I don’t blame you for being angry.
“I am angry!” she said, stomping her foot. “So. Fucking. Angry!”
His mind went blank.
She sighed. Anger never worked with him.
“Soren, I’ll try to remain calm. Please think of something. Anything.”
I felt your emotions in the first Veil memory … Did you experience mine?
“Yes,” she said, remembering his heartache.
Before your mission, you stopped our love making. I respect you, but it struck hard. It would’ve been my first time. Our time in your world is my only sex. You’ve had multiple partners. I’m not upset or surprised.
Two partners at Tenebres Institute, four on her mission. She gave a shrug of confirmation.
Your departure left a hole in me. Roland filled the gap, earning my trust and helping me move on. That’s why I stopped sending scrolls.
“When I returned, I hoped to date again, but you felt so distant. It made me sad.”
You felt the same to me. I assumed you moved on.
“Another communication fuck-up.”
My communication was poor, and I’m sorry. I don’t have any good excuses for trusting Roland. I’m just trying to explain my mindset and how he deceived me.
Anger and heartbreak simmered within, plus a small understanding of his state of mind.
“Okay, Soren. Tell me everything.”
Roland approached me a few months before your return, claiming a mavka spirit infected you. We spent weeks researching a cure.
“I’m not sick. It’s what Mother and I are.”
I understand. It clarifies a lot about you.
“I’m going to lose it, Soren! Sorry … please go on.”
I spoke with your mother last night. She reassured me about mavki, but I’m still incredibly anxious. However, I’m here to support you, if you want it.
“I think you’re a friend, but you didn’t trust me or communicate. If you thought I was sick, you should’ve asked.”
I committed an unforgivable error. I’d have preferred my death to what you endured.
“We’re not going there,” she said, head shaking, his sadness in her heart. “What else did he say?”
Roland explained the details of an exorcism ritual for your birthday. I was disgusted and skeptical.
She gave a loud sigh, remembering Roland mentioning it in the great hall. Only yesterday, by Yava’s time.
He played on my emotions, questioning my friendship and love for you, suggesting dire consequences if we didn’t do it.
“Emotions?”
I have them. Sometimes.
“I know.”
Roland was adamant you’d become a being of pure evil without the ritual. My research corroborated his claims as possible, though I remained doubtful.
“You know me. Am I capable of such things?”
No. But Roland insisted we could detect the sinister mavka spirit within you.
“Sinister? Oh. My.”
Roland found a tome with a spell to detect mavki. It needed a special orb, turning red on success. He was persuasive, describing mavki as the most evil and deranged spirits.
“Evil and deranged? That offends me.”
Just telling you what he said. I had read the entire Voraxmor book about demons—it validated all his claims.
“Fuck. What happened next?”
I planned to use the detection spell, have it fail, and force Roland to admit he was wrong.
“You could’ve asked me,” she said, frowning. Miming a conversation, she said, “Hey Saffa, are you possessed by a deranged mavka? No, Soren, I’m just Saffa, like always.”
I needed hard evidence.
“Yeah, your damn logic.”
I insisted on a control test, to prove negative samples.
“A standard to compare against for your twisted experiment.”
Yes, an experiment. We tested your father, Eris[11], and many others around the castle. The orb’s results were clear for each. Roland then suggested a positive specimen to validate the spell—your mother.
“You stalked Mother?”
One month before your return, we used the spell on her from shadows in the castle courtyard. To both our shocks, it turned red.
“And you’re sure he didn’t trick you?”
I’m gullible, but thorough. I knew the result wasn’t fake.
“You’re definitely meticulous. How did Mother being a mavka make me infected?”
Roland said a mavka spirit compromised your mother, using her to get to you.
“And you just believed him?”
Yes.
Angry and frustrated at his gullibility, she used deep breaths to calm herself down.
Remember when you returned from your mission, sharing stories in the great hall?
“That’s right. My best friend didn’t show up.”
Roland and I were invisible. I heard your behex story.
“Invisible, you say? Maybe I’ll make you permanently invisible.”
The ki needed to cast such a spell would be immense.
She laughed at his inability to get a joke, tension breaking for a moment. “Just a joke, Soren. Continue.”
While you shared your tales, we used the detection spell on you. To my astonishment, the orb turned red.
“Did it ever occur to you that Mother and I weren’t possessed, and perhaps this was just us?”
No.
Clenching her jaw, she growled, “What was the bubble for?”
To trap the spirit inside, leaving you unharmed.
“That didn’t work out, did it?”
I guess not, he thought with grief.
“And Mortemir?”
Roland mentioned imprisoning two evil beings at once. He lured the moroi, promising to give him the mavka’s ki for feasting. Apparently, Mortemir caused destruction in many realms, and Voraxmor wanted him banished. I think Roland had other motives.
“Nothing he says is true,” she said, shoulders and wings slumping. “You ambushed me. I was smashed, drained, and burned by lightning. And his white ray stopped my heart. On. My. Birthday. How could you?”
Roland claimed the ritual must take place on your birthday. Part of your mother’s prophecy, maybe? Regardless, we needed to catch you off guard, knowing you’d fight to the death. I …
“Damn right I’d fight! And Ysarel!”
Thank goodness she’s safe.
“What about me, Soren? The chandelier’s ray crushed me. Your bubble tortured me. I threw up so many times!”
Frozen in the Veil, I watched … The chandelier’s ray … you spun … and disappeared. I’m so … sorry …
Buried by their combined avalanches of sorrow, she placed both Soren’s and her head in each set of hands and wept.
A long, sorrow-filled time passed.
Saffa, he thought, the sound in her mind one of choking sadness. I don’t expect forgiveness. My fate is yours. Do what you want.
While weeping, rage and heartache from betrayal’s sting tore through her, something no punishment could cure. Soren, with his naivety and compulsive desire to help, had allowed Roland to exploit him. Only forgiveness provided a meaningful path forward, though it remained murky at best.
“I want something,” she said, rubbing Soren’s eyes and her own while sniffling.
Name it.
“If you ever decide to get more tattoos, sign something, or perform another ritual on me, promise me, Soren, you’ll discuss it with me first.”
Okay, he thought, a stream of tears cascading from his eyes.
“I know you just wanted to help,” she said, reaching over to wipe his face. “Thanks for your lifelong efforts, patience, and trust. It means everything to me.”
You’re welcome. Do you … still want to be friends?
“I think so, but this really hurts. Let’s take it slow.”
Good idea. Are you going to pardon me?
“I am.”
I don’t deserve it, but thank you.
“Sure, Soren. Can I take you to the council meeting?”
Yes.
Controlling his body to stand and walk, she left the room with him.
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“Corporation: A consortium of souls, existing as an entity separate from its members, wielding powers and bearing burdens beyond the individual. They gather at appointed times under moons or sun to steer its destiny and appoint stewards to oversee its daily toils. They may lay claim to other corporations or lands as part of their ever-growing dominion.”
— Governance and Guilds
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Under Nightwind Castle’s throne room, the dim stone council chamber, a cylindrical bunker, housed thirteen obsidian chairs in a circle. Eight individuals sat.
To Saffa’s left, King Tariq, wearing indigo robes, led Nightwind’s daily affairs and diplomatic efforts. Lariel, a high-elf from Norembel[12], sat two chairs away from Tariq, her gaze solemn. Red-haired and olive-skinned with crimson robes, she led magic training and ritual research. Saffa had traveled and fought with her during her mission in Norembel. They had slain a chimera.
Three chairs from Lariel sat Dragan[13], a barbarian warrior of Drenaglen[14]. Blue, his spirit wolf, sat at his side. Middle-aged and shredded, he wore white dragon scale mail and tapped a sturdy black maul—Boral, the maul of Drenaglen. Snowflakes dripped from the weapon. His light, battle-scarred skin matched his untamed beard. A blunderbuss in each holster on his leggings completed him. He led Nightwind’s armies.
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On Dragan’s left sat Eris, an ala, or sylph, her form constantly morphing between air elemental and spectral humanoid. She led Nightwind’s scouting efforts.
Beside Eris, Idrys stood on a chair, chatting with her. The dark gnome with spiky green hair headed Nightwind’s artifact forging, exuding creativity. She lived in Nightwind for all three hundred years of her life. Saffa, a lifelong friend, adored her, their upbeat personalities jiving well.
Leshka, a mixed complexion vila with leaf-adorned amber hair, wore green robes and sat next to Idrys. A fellow graduate of Saffa’s Institute class, she oversaw agriculture and resource management.
Next to Leshka sat Soren. Saffa sat beside him, her father Tariq on her left.
A portal of azure fire sizzled from a dot in the room’s center, yellow embers dripping from the edges. Everyone quieted.
Ishethra stepped out. “Due to extreme threats, I’ve expanded the council. Those in favor of Soren’s and Saffa’s additions?”
Everyone raised their left hand.
“No dissenters,” Ishethra said. “I’ve tapped my connections and have five more positions to introduce.”
“Demons?” Dragan asked.
“All five.”
“Outstanding.”
“From the Underworld’s depths, I give you a beast and rider who weave righteous wrath throughout the realms. Chastity and Zelene, come forth.”
Chastity, a mare as black as midnight, with flames for hooves, emerged from the portal, snorting fire, eyes ablaze. Zelene[15], a dark mavka, sat atop in a black-leather saddle, wearing obsidian plate mail. It spread around her wings and tail in a mesh. A silver-red war hammer, onyx tower shield, and black glaive with a xanet blade adorned her back. Like Saffa, but unlike Ishethra, Zelene also possessed thickened skin with bony protrusions, visible on her forehead through the open visor on her helm.
“Everyone relax,” Chastity said in a feisty voice. “We’re about to deliver some death.”
A few snickered.
“Chastity!” Saffa ran over and petted the flaming horse. “You’re on the council?”
“Fuck yeah,” she said. “Ishethra gave me command of your newly formed air force, and I’m the first member.”
“Language,” Zelene admonished, dismounting and removing her helmet. Her thick, braided rainbow hair spread down her back. “Saffa.”
“Zelene,” Saffa said, squeezing around her sturdy armor. “So glad to see you again. And you’re a mavka, too!”
“I cloaked myself during our prior adventure. I’m told by Ishethra it’s no longer necessary.”
“What position have you taken?”
“I’ve been called as high priest. Chastity, we must take our places.”
“Why so formal?” Chastity asked.
The mavka sat to Lariel’s right, and the mare trotted outside the circle and stood behind her.
Saffa sat back down.
“River Styx cuts through the Underworld,” Ishethra said. “And leads to the Ocean of Torment. Centuries ago, those waters birthed a most fearsome pirate. Irvan, come forth.”
A blue man stepped out of the portal, wearing nothing, wet with fish fins and scales dotting his body, holding a yellow trident with a blue top and long middle spike. His calm demeanor put Saffa at ease. Smoke wafted from his mouth, and she smelled its savory aura from afar, wondering what manner of herb he’d ingested.
“Hello, fellow misfits,” he slurred.
“Man, put something on.” Chastity blew smoke in his direction. “You’re traumatizing folks around here.”
“Anyone have a problem with Irvan’s wardrobe … or lack thereof?” Ishethra asked.
Leshka blushed, looking away.
“I like your audacity,” Dragan said, giving a nod and getting a smack on the back from the aquatic demon.
He’s … naked, Soren thought to Saffa.
I know. Check out those abs!
“Ishethra,” Zelene said. “You don’t have a dress code? Perhaps a loin cloth, at least.”
“We do. It’s called anything or nothing goes.”
“Looks like I win,” Irvan said to Zelene, who sighed.
After leaning his trident against a wall, he strolled over to a side door and opened it, sniffing loudly. “Ah, there it is. Glorious brew.” He meandered inside.
“Irvan serves as Nightwind’s admiral,” Ishethra said, “and our bartender, apparently. We’re honored and fortunate to have you.”
He returned with an iced bottle of black liquid and bowed. “Thank you, gracious King Ishethra.” He took a seat on Lariel’s left. “Flamecaster[16], it’s an honor to sit by you.”
“Hello again, unclothed one,” Lariel greeted, keeping her gaze forward.
He bit the cork out and chugged the contents.
Saffa gaped at his bulging torso.
He threw the empty bottle, shattering it against the wall. “For Nightwind, and for glory!”
Dragan cheered while Chastity neighed.
“Please clean up after yourself,” Lariel told him.
He moved his hand to her knee but pulled away when her gaze hardened, a fireball roaring in her hands. He then stood, collected the glass shards, threw them in a bin inside the wine chamber, and returned to his seat. “Only for you, Lariel.”
“Thank you.”
A strange sexual tension stretched between the two, but Saffa wondered if Lariel knew how to make love.
“A junction exists in Navia’s elemental realm of fire,” Ishethra said with a brow-raising shrug. “In far corners, it intersects outer darkness[17]. Long ago, a unique banshee spawned into existence here. Her shadows and flames will serve Nightwind as treasurer. Come forth, Kaela.”
A shadowy humanoid floated out of the portal, wreathed in playful fire. With two glowing red eyes and long hair of flame and shadow, she held her dark arms out. “Who’s ready to get rich?” she asked, her spectral voice like a gale.
I like her! Saffa thought.
A fiery banshee, Soren thought with anxiousness. In real life.
“Yes!” Chastity said. “That’s why I like you.”
Kaela gave a fiery wink in response.
“Booze there.” Irvan pointed, and the banshee floated into the cellar.
Drinking sounds emanated from inside, and Saffa couldn’t stop laughing at the casual nature of these Navians, or wondering how a ghost might drink.
“Kaela!” Dragan called, glancing toward the cellar. “I need one. Surprise me.”
Kaela returned with a glowing red bottle. After sitting, she tossed it to Dragan, who caught it and growled, moving it between his hands.
“Banshee!”
“Sorry, Dragan, didn’t realize my fire heated the bottle.”
“The Hells you didn’t,” he said, tossing it to Irvan, who iced it, then tossed it back. The barbarian tore the cork out and sipped.
“What’s new, Lariel?” Kaela asked, leaning behind Irvan.
“War. You?”
“It’s been fifty years, and that’s all you’ve got to say?”
“Yes.”
“You haven’t changed.”
Saffa chuckled at Lariel’s brevity and waved at Kaela, getting a fiery smile and energetic wave back.
You like them, Soren?
A pit gaped in his stomach. So many demons.
They’re harmless; don’t worry.
“Now I give you death herself, wielder of darkness and deception,” Ishethra announced. “Feared and respected by all, fabled assassin, Haldra.”
A dark, bald, muscular woman stepped out of the portal, and it vanished. Wearing black, ringed armor, she held Fulgsta[18], a javelin of lightning, its crackling light flickering in the chamber, casting sporadic shadows. All remained quiet while she gazed around, brows low.
Saffa’s skin tingled, attuned to the static emanating from the weapon.
Horror engulfed Soren.
Don’t worry; I’m sure she’s fine, too.
“As of now, I lead Nightwind’s special forces,” Haldra said, sitting on Dragan’s right. “And I take command of the army, navy, and air force. Dragan, Irvan, Chastity, your divisions report to me. With our combined might, we’ll decimate Bratgon.”
“Bitches will be wrecked,” Chastity said.
“I love your enthusiasm,” Saffa told her, getting a billowing flame snort from the mare.
Dragon stood. “Ishethra, I respect your wisdom, but assumed I’d lead our divisions. What credentials does this darkling bring?”
Haldra shot up, raised a brow at Dragan, and cocked Fulgsta back. “My credentials? Millennia of war and infiltrations. Above all, glorious victories. You already know this. Now sit the fuck down.”
“I challenge you for command.”
They looked at Ishethra, who nodded.
“Nightwind allows trial by combat[19]. If you’re both ready, we can proceed.”
“Yes,” they said, staring at each other, teeth bared.
“We just got here, and you’re fighting already?” Chastity asked.
The two combatants growled.
“Why not a battle of wits?” Idrys asked, getting chuckles from some.
“Or stone, scroll, sword?” Leshka asked, making Saffa giggle.
“Ishethra,” Zelene started, “this can wait until later.”
“Our tradition requires the challenge to occur immediately, regardless of circumstances.”
Irvan burped. “You two hotheads want to have a drink-off instead?”
“Fuck no,” they said in unison.
“Move your chairs to the walls,” Ishethra ordered. After everyone did, she said, “I’m the arbiter, and you will follow my instructions. For fairness, this contest will be physical, without gear, clothing, or magic.”
Dragan and Haldra stripped bare. Bizarre and frightening tattoos decorated her skin. Over his chest, a single tattoo marked him: a red silhouette of a jestress, one Saffa had seen on her mission. He’d said a girlfriend had etched it decades ago.
The fighters moved to the room’s center, facing each other. Ishethra lifted her hand, and a fiery cage with eight sides emerged from the floor.
“Haldra, if I see one shadow or spark, you’re disqualified.”
“I won’t need magic.”
“Dragan, no tricks. No wolf.”
“Understood,” he said, his gaze glued to Haldra. “Blue, can you leave for a bit?”
The spectral wolf nodded and disappeared.
“Fight!”
Dragan charged in a flurry of jabs. Haldra dodged with uncanny grace, given her size. They grappled shoulders, muscles bulging as they attempted to kick or knee one another in the stomach, but each blocked. Dragan forced Haldra back, her skin grazing the fiery cage and smoking. She bashed her palms into his elbows, breaking his hold and spinning away.
“You’ve lasted over ten seconds,” she said, voice serene. “Unusual for my opponents.”
“Give me ten more, and I’ll beat you into submission.” Head down, he grabbed her around the waist. He roared, lifted her, and leaned back, slamming her into the stone floor, his back spread on her stomach while holding her left wrist. “Submit,” he growled, forcing her wrist at an impossible angle. “Break, dammit!”
She bashed her right elbow into his temple. After the second hit, his hold loosened. Her third strike crunched.
“Damn!” Chastity said.
“Be silent during the trial,” Zelene whispered, rubbing the mare’s neck.
Dragan rolled and leaped off her. Haldra flipped up. Two round-house kicks struck her face, and she staggered into the flaming cage. Smoke sizzled off her back, her dark tongue lathering her chops. He rushed in, throwing a haymaker. Swiftly, she dodged, catching his left wrist and elbow. Hands angling, she shouted.
A loud snap pierced the chamber. He roared. She swept his legs, pinning him to the ground with her knees, maintaining a stiff hold on his arm. “Dragan. Submit.”
With his right arm, he punched hers furiously, and she twisted her hands. A second snap brought his agonized shout of, “Fuck!”
“No shame, Dragan. You fought with honor.”
“Honor can lick my ass!” he yelled, punching against her grip. Back arching, he threw her up.
She landed and grabbed his other arm, twisting slowly. “Don’t make me break both.”
“You’ll have to kill me.”
“He yields,” Ishethra said.
“No! Death first!”
Haldra released and stood, extending her right hand. “The arbiter has spoken.”
Spitting and seething, he took her hand and stood, each crimson squirt from his exposed humerus staining the floor. “You move faster than your size indicates, darkling. I knew your bones would be flexible, but you surpass my understanding.”
“You have my respect.”
“Let’s do this again sometime. Full gear, without rules.”
“It won’t end well for you.”
“We’ll see.”
“I like you.”
“Welcome to the council.”
She extended her right wrist[20], and he pressed against it with his own.
Ishethra lowered her hand, and the flaming cage descended. “Haldra wins. Zelene, see to Dragan.”
The mavka ran to him and massaged his wounded arm while intoning, “Guartratam.” It cracked louder than before and snapped into place, gushing blood receding. After caressing his temple, she returned to her seat.
“Dark One[21],” he said with a grimace. “I owe you one.”
“As I’ve told you one thousand times, call me Zelene. You owe me nothing.”
“You don’t like the nickname?”
“She hates it, but I love it,” Chastity said. “Dragan, you okay?”
“Fine,” he said. “But damn Haldra’s unbreakable bones.”
While Dragan and Haldra dressed, the others conversed.
“Form the circle,” Ishethra said, and everyone brought their chairs forward, sitting.
“Those in favor of Zelene, Chastity, Haldra, Kaela, and Irvan?”
Left hands again.
“No dissenters. With that out of the way, I’m Ishethra, Guardian of Nightwind, your High Councilor, and guide in this circle of power. I declare council in session.”
***
“Council,” Ishethra started, standing. “Last night, on Saffa’s birthday, priests of Voraxmor, led by Roland, infiltrated the great hall to ambush her. They used my chandelier to perform a Netherseal ritual. Soren, tricked into and controlled by a blood contract, assisted them. But they failed.”
It is your mother’s, Soren thought.
Yet another mystery about her for me to unravel.
“Dark,” Lariel said, “and brazen.”
“Charges against Soren?” Haldra asked.
“Saffa, pass judgment,” Mother said.
“I pardon him.”
“Very good, Saffa.” Ishethra nodded. “Please summarize what you experienced.”
Reliving the terrible ordeal, she regurgitated everything—the chanting, blood, Mortemir, the chalice and exotic black and white plants, and Roland’s failed Anviculum spells with corresponding green ropes. Following Mother’s instructions, she avoided mentioning her world and Soren bursting into particles, instead saying the bubble exploded and the moroi vanished.
“You okay?” Tariq whispered to Saffa while taking her hand.
“Maybe. Not really. I don’t know. Thanks for being so observant.”
“The moroi, chalice, plants, and Anviculum are highly irregular,” Lariel said. “They aren’t part of a Netherseal.”
“Lariel, you will oversee a research project with Zelene, Idrys, and Soren,” Ishethra said. “Begin after council.”
“It will be done.”
“How did they infiltrate your hall?” Haldra asked. “There’s no excuse.”
It’s my fault, Soren thought. I deactivated the alarm wards.
Your secret stays with me, Saffa thought, unwilling to put him under further scrutiny.
“I will discover the cause and deal harshly with those responsible.”
“See that you do.” Haldra glared. “We can’t allow infiltrators unfettered access to our sanctums. Tighten controls and get your house in order.”
Ishethra gazed back with an unusual look, one Saffa rarely saw—the slightest brow raised and the hint of a smirk.
Those two must have a history, Saffa thought.
Have you met Haldra before?
I only know of her from Mother’s stories.
“Any other ritual questions?” Ishethra asked.
“What would’ve happened if it succeeded?” Leshka asked.
Idrys raised her hand, and Ishethra yielded the question.
“A Netherseal banishes one to a void for eternity.”
The vila gasped.
“That’s just wrong,” Chastity said. “What are we going to do for payback?”
“I’m glad you asked.” Ishethra gazed at the mare. “This leads to our next discussion—the Church of Voraxmor. They present unity, benevolence, and redemption through Kirem’s grace. But that’s a façade. Led by Roland and the Twelve, they’re driven by selfish, genocidal agendas, thriving on manipulation and tithes from the unsuspecting. Their doctrine? A false cloak of control. Their attempt to banish my daughter betrays arrogance. It will not go unpunished.”
“Then let us slay Roland and be done with it,” Dragan said.
“Yes, Dragan”—Haldra nodded at him—“I agree. But one must ask: how did he escape in the first place?”
“Saffa and Soren slew his accomplices,” Ishethra answered. “And I spared his life. But I left him with a threat … one to make him look over his shoulder often.”
“The fuck?” Chastity said.
“Please eliminate the filth coming from your mouth,” Zelene scolded her.
The mare nickered.
“Haldra, suppose we killed Voraxmor’s high priest,” Tariq said, “and word spread. What repercussions might come upon our nation? I shudder to think of it. Ishethra made the right call.”
“Thank you, Tariq.” Ishethra bestowed her smiling gaze upon him. “Surely, his associates knew his whereabouts. If he didn’t return, they would know we killed him.”
Eris whirled up and through the ceiling.
“Guess she got bored,” Kaela snarked, getting laughter from Irvan, Dragan, and Saffa.
“I’ll follow up with her.” Tariq hurried out the chamber door.
“There’s only one option,” Haldra said. “Assassinating Roland. I’ll eliminate him and make it look like another nation or rival religion did it.”
“It’s the obvious choice,” Ishethra acknowledged, meeting Haldra’s gaze. “But is it the right one when we examine the landscape?”
“Roland is an infernal blight. A sickness. In Navia, we eradicate such things without mercy. Why not here?”
“Imagine him as a treasure chest. What might be lost with his untimely death?”
“Nothing, and everything gained.” Haldra slammed Fulgsta onto the stone floor, shooting sparks. “Any decision besides killing the bastard who attempted to imprison your daughter is foolish and will embolden further attempts to harm Nightwind.”
“Haldra, my old friend, you’re a most seasoned warrior. Tell me, is it more useful to absorb your enemies’ strike and retaliate in one’s full anger? Or should one appear weak, barely dodge the blow, and draw the enemy in further?”
“We didn’t avoid this attack. They violated your hall and know we are vulnerable.”
“Oh, but we did, and we aren’t. My daughter and Soren live, and Voraxmor is ten wizards fewer. Roland walks in fear now, paranoid at what might await him. With Voraxmor’s aims of exterminating Navians clear, I call this a strategic victory.”
“You’re overthinking it. Kill him and be done with it.”
Dragan grunted.
“I decree,” Ishethra started, “nobody moves against Roland without my explicit authorization.”
Haldra shook her head. “We must do something.”
“From the shadows, we’ll watch. Patience is everything.”
“Patience.” Kaela grinned flames at the darkling. “Not Haldra’s strength.”
“You think you’re funny?”
“A lot funnier than you right now. You need to relax. Cunning always wins.”
“I’ll take might any day.”
“All of us,” Ishethra said in a sharp tone, “have a sacred responsibility as Yava’s shield. We counter Voraxmor’s priests—they shall fall soon enough.”
Excited cheers came from most, while Haldra scowled at Ishethra.
“Moving on to an even graver topic,” Ishethra continued. “War. Bratgon probed our defenses three years ago with an attack near Marasheart.”
“I remember,” Saffa said. “We lost graduates in the fight. My friends.”
“Yes,” Ishethra said. “Unfortunately for all of us, Bratgon gathers new, deadly war machines at Coswom[22], intent on destroying Nightwind … intent on subjugating the planet. The Dread War of old? A skirmish. To make matters worse, Voraxmor uses tithes to fund Bratgon’s unholy crusade in secret.”
War funded by offerings disgusted Saffa.
“Mother, we must make Voraxmor illegal in Nightwind.”
“I share your sentiment, but an abrupt change would alienate its devout followers. We need a slow, surgical approach to dismantle their influence safely without causing chaos and push back.”
“Why did we allow Voraxmor in Nightwind?”
“Nightwind has liberal freedoms, including religion. Those who abuse these privileges will be punished. Freedom begets challenges. The alternative is tyranny, something I know all of us here despise.”
Murmurs of agreement swept through the chamber.
“Why don’t we invade Bratgon now?” Dragan asked.
“They won’t expect it,” Haldra agreed. “We shouldn’t wait for them to invade en masse.”
“For invading preemptively, I ask again, please examine the larger scenario. Picture the scales of justice. On the left, our assault, sweeping into Bratgon, permitting them to strike back with justified wrath. On the right, the reverse—their unprovoked war against peaceful Nightwind, earning us the support of other nations.”
The darkling twirled Fulgsta. “They attacked a few years ago, and you did nothing in return.”
“We inflicted terrible losses.”
“Your lack of response emboldens them.”
“The bruising we gave makes them pause.”
“Other nations. What a load of shit. During the Dread War, nobody came to your aid. Why is this time different?”
“We’re not alone. Some nations changed after the war and value their freedom like us. They see Voraxmor and Bratgon for the scourge they are. Samatria and Drenaglen support us publicly; Norembel in secret. Others, we seek to sway.”
“How’d you uncover all this?” Leshka asked.
“Many years of observation and espionage,” Ishethra said, eyes heavy. “We’ve suspected Roland and the Twelve for some time. When we recently intercepted a scroll between Josnel Soneph and a Bratgon official, we found damning evidence of collusion.”
Angry voices sounded, which Ishethra silenced with a calm hand raise.
Contempt flared in Soren’s heart. I hate him.
We’ll get revenge soon, Soren, just like Mother said.
“Ishethra,” Zelene started, “how are we limiting Voraxmor’s influence within Nightwind?”
“That’s a vital concern. We’re educating our citizens on how to detect manipulation, encouraging everyone to question and seek truth. We build community with festivals and activities to celebrate Nightwind’s diversity and resilience. As high priest, you lead these efforts now.”
“I look forward to blessing the people and brightening their lives.”
“They’re favored to have you. Now, for the last item of business—your assignments.”
Tariq burst into the chamber. “We have a problem. Everyone, get up here.”
***
In Nightwind Castle’s courtyard, the entire council stood, surrounded by centaurs, vilas, and wizards who formed ranks, the sounds of hurried preparations echoing throughout the castle.
A formation of black blimps floated high in the sky; below, thick, gray clouds. Saffa examined one with her keen eyes. It contained a small compartment hanging from the bottom with a swiveling turret and gun barrel. On the backside, two propellers turned.
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“Bratgon’s new machines?” she asked. “I’ve never seen these types.”
“Intel reported them in prototype stage a year ago,” Ishethra said. “Looks like they’ve moved up production. Their weapons aren’t a threat. Probably just scouting. They won’t find anything useful.”
“They fly over Marasheart[23] and Tesa[24], too,” Eris said, her voice fast. “Apologies for leaving council so abruptly and missing the threat. Their colors blended with the night and clouds.”
“And new moons,” Ishethra pointed out. “They timed everything perfectly to remain concealed. We will add magical detection to our borders.”
“Yes, Your Majesty,” the ala said.
“Why aren’t they shooting at us?” Tariq asked.
“Who cares?” Chastity remarked. “Send me and Zelene up there. We’ll knock those fuckers out of the sky.”
“Haldra, I recommend observing only,” Ishethra said. “But it’s your call now.”
“The enemy’s airships threaten your cities unimpeded. Are you empowering Eris to do her job? By the looks of it, I’d say no.”
“Make a call.” Like most times, Mother remained calm and hid her emotions.
“Can you fly with two riders?” Haldra asked Chastity.
“You’re too big,” the mare replied. “Zelene, fly on your own.” The dark mavka dismounted.
Haldra hopped on, strapping in. “Kaela, you’re coming with. We must destroy them before they do whatever the Hells they’re planning.”
Zelene soared alongside the fiery banshee, whose flames burned brighter. The mare followed into the sky with a loud neigh.
“Mother, send me up there! I can fly.”
“Not yet. You must stay with Soren and maintain your possession. Dragan, go to Marasheart and prepare defenses, just in case. Irvan, get to Tesa and ready our maritime forces. I leave it up to you if you wish to shoot the blimps down. Idrys, you must ward and guard our artifact vault. Nobody except me or Tariq gets in.” Mother lifted her hands, and two portals of azure fire appeared. “My left is Tesa. Right is Marasheart. Dragan, assign squads. May freedom’s wing carry you.”
“Eris, Leshka, follow Irvan. Lariel, with me,” Dragan ordered, running into the right portal, and the high-elf followed. The others sped into the left gateway.
Above, Zelene led the charge, holding glaive and tower shield. The ship’s turret roared with gunfire, each shot deflecting off Zelene’s shield. The attackers swarmed the hull, and it soon exploded in a massive crimson fireball. Seconds later, a boom rattled the castle. Countless gray specs spread from the airship, blowing far and wide in the wind.
“Mother,” Saffa said, tracking the airships’ twisting, metallic carcass as it fell. “It’s going to hit the city!”
“Why I said caution. We must help them. Tariq, dearest husband, lead our forces to aid the capital. Reassure the citizens of our efforts.”
“Everyone, double time!” He led a sprint out the front gate, the formations following behind.
“Saffa, you must attach Soren to your back. Time for some impromptu flying lessons.”
Gunfire ratcheted across the sky.
You ready, Soren?
Flying on a demon? he thought, fear and adrenaline surging.
I’m still Saffa. Stop calling me a demon like I’m a monster. And you’ll be fine. I’m a good flier.
You’re lying. Our minds are linked, remember?
It’ll be fine. What spell to strap you in?
Specingulum. It conjures straps. Gesture around my chest, waist, and ankles.
She made him hop on in piggy-back position and cast the spell. Ghostly straps materialized, anchoring him against her. Comfortable?
For now, until you get airborne.
Lightning thundered above, fire streaked the sky, and two more airships exploded, scattering smoke and gray specs. Scrolls fell like snow on the castle and capital.
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“Look upon her countenance and fearsome nature. Do not refuse her. Instead, observe her actions and you shall know her heart.”
— Memoirs of Ishethra
[image: ]
Saffa, Soren still on her back, looked over Ishethra’s shoulder. Mother held a parchment showing two menacing mavki at the top with huge horns on their foreheads.
“My horns aren’t that big,” Saffa commented, rubbing each horn, their smooth texture like marble ending with a sharp tip. “But they are deadly!” She could use her head as a spiked battering ram if needed.
Mother read from the scroll, “Attention! Demons have infiltrated Nightwind. They plan to make your great nation an extension of Navia. All humanoids will be deported or killed. Worse still, Demon Queen Ishethra has consumed your beloved king’s soul and replaced him with a doppelganger. Your political leaders and military are also compromised in this way. Like the Dread War, Ishethra once again allies with the Zmey to exterminate humanoids. Bratgon prepares a special demon cleanse operation to eliminate the threat. For your own good, welcome our armies as they purge the blight, ensuring your safety.”
Mother finished with, “Seems Bratgon coordinated with Roland’s attempt on your soul.”
“Who in Nightwind knows we’re mavki?” Saffa asked, worried what this revelation might do to the populace.
“Our army and those in key positions do. A few of the public might. Until today, I’ve remained cloaked except for rare circumstances.”
“Should we reveal ourselves to everyone?”
“Yes, we’ll make public appearances. People will have questions.”
“I thought you exterminated the Zmey?”
“Lariel and I spent years behind enemy lines and destroyed all the nests. They’re bluffing. Or they’ve found a necromancer.”
“Why do they claim we ally with such monsters?”
“A prime example of propaganda: always accuse the enemy of what you’re guilty of.”
“Say the opposite of the truth?”
“Without fail.”
“What about these scrolls? Will our citizens believe this garbage?”
“No matter how outlandish the claims, some always believe. Propaganda’s true purpose is much more sinister: confusion and apathy.”
“People give up trying to know the truth? With simple common sense, one can cut through all the lies.”
“If everyone possessed it and cared, Yava would be a much better place.”
All airships in the sky detonated simultaneously, fire and scrolls gliding through the air. Burning frames fell from the sky. Sections of Tenebres caught fire with each impact. Haldra, Kaela, Zelene, and Chastity stopped a few from smashing into buildings before assisting Tariq and the army on the city’s west side, which had taken the brunt of the impacts. Successive booms rattled the castle.
“Timed detonations,” Mother noted, leaping into the air, hovering. “We must help put out fires and clear debris on the east side. Your flight training starts now.”
Saffa flapped her wings, lifting with a sensation of weightlessness. With Soren’s extra weight, balancing herself proved difficult, and she crashed back down to the stone courtyard.
“Ouch.”
“You can lift Soren easily,” Mother said. “Time is of the essence. Use your power and get airborne.”
Saffa jumped, beating her wings once. She hovered in the air, wobbling, desperately trying to stay afloat.
“Use your tail and mind to balance.”
She extended her tail while flapping her wings—her stability increased. But her mind struggled, overcompensating with too many thoughts, making her gyrate.
“Your wings can accelerate and guide you, but aren’t strictly necessary. Tuck them in, remain still, calm your mind.”
“But I’ll fall.”
“Now!”
Wings tucked, Saffa floated higher, tail and arms flailing while she attempted to clear her mind. “I’m levitating!”
“Still, Saffa. Except your tail.”
Saffa relaxed her arms and adjusted her tail to balance.
“You can move in all directions,” Mother taught her, “just by using your mind.”
She tried to move laterally, but fell forward.
Mother held her up. “Don’t overdo it. Just know, think, and it will happen.”
You’ve got this, Soren encouraged her.
With his support, she slowed herself and imagined floating toward Mother. Tail wiggling, she floated to her side.
“Yes!”
“Excellent. Now soar. Combine your wings and mind for maximum thrust.” Mother swished her wings, shooting high into the air.
Saffa thumped her wings, imagined herself rising, and soared, sensing Soren’s nervousness. She stopped near Mother, and he rose against her, but settled. Below, Tenebres burned.
No dives, Soren thought. Please?
“Last flying lesson. Diving.”
Shit.
“Follow me to the nearest fire and use snow to put it out.” Mother dove, heading toward a set of burning wooden homes.
With a yell of exhilaration, Saffa dove, tearing after Mother, relishing the cool wind against her skin, along with the sinking feeling in her stomach. And Soren’s.
In the smoldering neighborhood, metal beams from one airship lay strewn upon rooftops. Around, a panicked crowd attempted to fight the flames. Saffa came in too fast, crashing into a roof.
Sorry, Soren!
Ow. Use my magic.
With her frost and commanding his Formaqua spell, a dense snow sprayed from her hands, fighting the fire.
“Help!” a panicked woman cried, pointing to a mangled, burning house. “My child’s inside!”
Mother sprinted into the house. A short time later, she emerged, carrying a small, crying girl, setting her down. The child ran to the woman, who calmed.
“Thank you, Your Majesty. I’ve heard rumors for years of your demonic nature. Do you plan to exterminate us?”
“No. Ignore Bratgon’s propaganda. But don’t trust my words; observe my actions and those of my daughter and her human friend. Let our deeds define us. Tell everyone you know we fight for Nightwind.”
A man strode next to the woman. “You’ve led Nightwind with honor and grace for decades. We shall watch and support you. For saving my daughter, I’m in your debt.”
“Our army will be by later to assist with damage assessment and rebuilding. You can repay the debt by sharing what you’ve seen today with everyone you meet.”
“We will. Glory to Nightwind.”
“Honor for your family,” Mother said, ascending.
“Saffa, remove the wreckage.”
“Can you help me?”
“You’re far stronger than me. Combine with Soren’s Portitas spell to get it off the houses.”
We can do it together, Soren thought.
She stood on the roof, forcing his spell while gripping the wreckage with her arms. She lifted with all her strength. The frame didn’t budge.
“Harness your virtue,” Mother instructed, flying close. “Use fury to gain immense might.”
“By getting mad, I get stronger?”
“Anger. Wrath. Fury. Use them as you desire. Embrace your power.”
Directing her ire at Bratgon and their assault upon the city, Saffa growled, every muscle tensing to capacity. The mass shifted, but she still struggled.
“Let your rage out!” Mother yelled.
With a heart of burning anger, Saffa roared, her triceps and biceps bulging, wings flaring wide while she gripped a metal beam, compacting it. Despite its heft, she flew, hauling it to the street. A smaller piece broke apart, tearing the front wall off a house.
“Shit!” she yelled, dropping the larger piece on the road. She flew back to the window and carried the remaining chunk, setting it down carefully. “Sorry about that!”
A dumbfounded humanoid stood, gazing out through a gaping hole.
Saffa, I’ve never seen anything like this.
I’m pretty cool, she thought, but his shock came at an intensity, taking her aback. Why?
Besides crushing metal with bare hands, I surmise you just lifted over five hundred stone.
Sounds like a lot.
I weigh fifteen stone.
So, I just lifted thirty of you?
At least.
Saffa and Soren finished clearing the remaining beams.
A young girl below yelled, “Saffa the Mighty!”
Swooping down, much to Soren’s chagrin, Saffa kneeled by the girl. “What’s your name?”
“I’m Ingrid. Are you really a demon?”
“I sure am. You’re a powerful warrior. Never forget it.”
The girl clapped excitedly, and Saffa gave her a fist-bump. Saffa and Mother flew away while the crowd cheered.
“They seemed unsurprised at our natures, and thankful.”
“Being closer to the castle, they have more exposure to my court. Wouldn’t be surprised if a few have seen my true form before.”
Nearby, a Voraxmor church burned, covered in long, twisted metal rods.
“We must put out the fire,” Mother said. “And clear the wreck.”
“Why?” Saffa asked, wanting to let it burn.
“Not all who practice Voraxmor are evil. Now cover it in snow.”
Saffa begrudgingly complied and got to work, using Soren’s spells to help.
Mother entered the church, an ornate building with a large, central cultural hall. Inside it, metal debris lay scattered. Tables held the injured, some with lost limbs. Priests in white robes attended them.
One, holding a scroll, called out, “I must speak with you.”
Outside, a howling snowstorm raged, visible through large holes in the ceiling. Loud creaks, bangs, and scraping came from above. Small wood and metal pieces fell, clattering around.
Standing before the man, Mother said, “Speak.”
“You’re demons, yet you save this church. Why?”
“For Nightwind. And because we care. Have you ever met a Navian?”
“No. Can you do anything for these people?”
“I can help.” Mother went to each table, caressing burns and bloody scrapes, healing them, but unable to restore their limbs.
Priests looked on in astonishment, muttering under their breaths.
“I’ll have Zelene, our new high priest, visit later. Her healing can restore their limbs.”
“I know they’d be forever grateful,” the priest said.
With the fire out and mess cleared, Saffa descended into the hall through a hole in the ceiling, causing priests to gasp. “Hi, everyone,” she said, amused by each gaping or fearful expression. “I just put out the fire and cleared the wreck. You still think we want to exterminate you?”
“No,” the priest admitted, setting his scroll down. “Your actions say otherwise.”
The other priests gave disapproving glares. “An illusion … a trick…” one priest said.
“There’s one more fire,” Mother said, ignoring him. “Let’s go.”
“I don’t think they’re convinced.”
“One might be. That’s all we need.”
As Saffa flew through a ceiling hole, Soren’s insides churned. She turned his head and, with a loud gag, he vomited, fluids raining down on the church’s roof.
Sorry for going so fast.
Can you wipe my mouth?
She made him do it.
They soon neared the last fire that was consuming a dense neighborhood on the capital’s far-eastern side. Twisted metal beams crushed several apartment complexes. Down below, a mob of angry citizens formed.
“Saffa, put out the fires and remove the airship debris. I’ll handle them.”
Use my magic again, Soren thought.
She broke off, creating a blizzard above the substantial fire while making him cast Formaqua-Portitas.
Mother confronted the mob, who threw rocks and other projectiles at her, yet she did not retaliate.
“Demon!” a man holding a scroll yelled. “You’ve lied to us for years!”
“You’re right. I hid my nature, and my daughter’s, to protect her from exactly what you’re doing right now.”
The mob roared, their throwing barrage intensifying.
Mother casually moved her head, dodging thrown items.
Saffa hauled metal beams to the street.
“Never trust a demon!” another citizen yelled, chucking rocks. “They ruin your soul.”
Mother caught a rock in front of her forehead. “You all are clearly unhappy, long before this revelation. I will endeavor to make it right.”
A man rushed forward with a knife, attempting to stab Mother. Casually disarming him, she handed the knife back. He growled in confusion.
“Go back to your family. They need your care more than your anger right now.”
Hundreds of citizens gathered, throwing things and brandishing weapons.
Pointing at the sky, a man shouted, “Demon daughter!”
Saffa landed next to Mother. “Want me to tell them off?”
“No. Time to go.”
Some threw rocks at Saffa, but Mother waved her hand. A fiery blast deflected them away. “You may give me all your ire, but my daughter and her human friend remain off limits.”
“Leave, monsters!” a woman shouted.
The mob charged.
“I guess not everyone’s grateful,” Saffa commented, saddened by the mob’s anger.
“No,” Mother agreed, leaping into the air, Saffa following. “I understand their angst. We’ll need to invest extra effort into securing this part of the city.”
Vicious yells sounded below while the mavki flew back to the castle. Beneath, portions of Tenebres smoldered, dark smoke rising.
***
In Nightwind Castle’s throne room, the ceiling stretched high to a glass dome, light refracting through colored panes. The polished stone floor featured an intricate emblem of a golden phoenix with two blue moons by its beak. On an elevated platform stood two ornate thrones with high blue backs and plush yellow seats. Ishethra sat on the right, Tariq on the left. Saffa, Soren, Haldra, Zelene, Chastity, and Kaela conversed nearby.
“All bets are off,” Haldra said. “Bratgon just declared war. I’ll use our armies to disrupt their logistics at once.”
“Haldra,” Tariq started, “our forces must see to our citizens first. Beyond educating them about the new reality of my wife and daughter, and our council, there’s structural damage plus injured to attend. You and Kaela will assist with hauling airship debris to the castle for reuse.”
“Stupid-ass decision.”
“Is there a problem?” Ishethra asked.
“We can see to Nightwind’s populace while raiding behind enemy lines. Why not do both?”
“Only when their armies cross our border will they feel our wrath. Until then, we hold. Do I make myself clear?”
“Ish, this is fucking nuts. You’re just waiting for them to waltz into your nation and destroy you?”
Ishethra stood, her calm gaze carrying a hidden, deadly sincerity behind it. “Carry out my husband’s wishes.”
Kaela grabbed Haldra’s arm. “You’ll get your chance to wreak havoc. Try to chill until then.”
Haldra pulled away with a snarl and left with her.
Ishethra sat.
“Zelene,” Tariq said, “please visit the Voraxmor church just south of the castle. They need your healing.”
“Before you go,” Ishethra added, “take possession of Soren. After the church, please assist Lariel with the ritual research project. Then you’ll begin an education campaign throughout Nightwind to help everyone understand our true natures, and Bratgon’s.”
“May I enter your mind?” Zelene asked Soren.
Tell her yes.
Bye, Soren.
See you later.
“He says yes.” Saffa lost connection with Soren’s mind and body.
Zelene mounted Chastity, hoisting Soren in front before kicking the mare’s sides.
“You don’t need to do that,” the mare complained, taking off in a gallop out of the throne room.
“Tariq, we’ll be back in three days. Call to me if Haldra gives you any trouble.”
“You trust her?”
“She’s tough to manage, but I do.”
“Then I’ll see you when you return.”
After giving a kiss, Ishethra stepped off her throne. “Saffa, we must continue your training, away from distractions.”
***
Saffa and Ishethra emerged from a portal of azure fire. Snowy mountain peaks jetted up against the blue morning sky. In the brisk, cool air, she stood with Mother, surrounded by an icy wilderness of pine trees. Tesa, the large maritime city, lay spread out far to the south. The great ocean sparkled eastward. She recognized the scenery as Nightwind’s northern regions.
“You’ve made portals my whole life and always refused to explain how they work. It’s time.”
“It’s called gating, a boon from our Navian ki. We briefly enter Navia, covering vast distances over Yava in moments.”
“We move faster in Navia?”
“No, but Yava’s physical laws and structure differ from Navia’s. A long distance here can be short there. Or vice versa.”
“Is it like teleportation?” Saffa asked, remembering the ritual where Soren whisked Ysarel away.
“Teleportation compresses our universe’s fabric, like molding bronze with bare hands. It’s different from gating.”
“Teach me how to do it.”
“We must focus on other lessons, lasting three days without rest. Are you ready?”
Saffa nodded, realizing the rarity of this focused time with Mother. “Three days with you? Yes!”
“First lesson is precise control of your fire.” Mother summoned a small orb of fire. It morphed into a flying phoenix, a jumping dragon, a constantly inverting cube. “Fire is destructive, yet capable of intricate beauty when controlled. It needs understanding, empathy, and patience. Try to shape your fire like me.”
Saffa summoned a fiery dragon, but it remained static. As she tried to animate it into other shapes, it burst into a disorganized mass.
“Think of it like a living being—respect and nurture it.”
“I’ve relied on Soren’s magic for complex movement and reshaping. I’ve never been able to do it alone.”
“Dependence on another’s magic is a cane. You must master your fire. Command it with care and respect.”
After many tries, Saffa closed her eyes, envisioning the fire as an extension of herself, balancing its destructive and warming natures. When she opened her eyes, the fire reformed into a beating heart, synchronizing with her breaths. With wonder-filled eyes, she stared at it in her hand.
“That’s just a start. With practice, you’ll learn to control your fire in unimaginable ways.”
Saffa practiced for one hour.
“Soren helped me make a whip in my world. Can I do it all by myself?” Given their tumultuous return, the happy time without memories seemed so distant now, despite being less than a day ago.
“Whips … splendid instruments. What a myriad of uses.” Mother stared off into the distance.
“Such as?” Saffa asked, waving her hand in front of Mother’s eyes.
A fiery rope extended from Mother’s hands. She flicked her wrist, wrapping it around a small boulder. With a yank, the whip cracked, flinging it down the mountainside.
“Whoa! You make it look easy, even without a Portitas spell.”
“Add logic and care for true mastery. Feel the fire as an extension of your hand.”
Saffa extended her hand, igniting flames into a line. It burst apart when she tried to crack it.
“The fire is part of you. Guide; don’t force.”
Eyes on a nearby rock, Saffa called her fire, envisioning a whip. The flames obliged, shaping into a pulsating lash. With an attitude of guidance, she cracked it, ensnared the rock, and hurled it away. Her whip dissolved in sparks. “I did it!” she cheered, eyes shining with excitement.
“You’re learning quickly. Clear your mind. We have a long day ahead.”
“I remember childhood stories about how you won Nightwind’s throne through trial of combat. But you never shared the gory details. Care to share?”
“One hundred seventy years ago, the dying monarch, my friend, chose me as her successor. Others wanted the throne.”
“You already told me this part many times. Who. Did. You. Fight?”
“After three rounds of victories, I fought Haldra for the crown.”
“Haldra what?”
“Our battle took place close to here. Many citizens watched.”
“She’s … on the council. Are you friends?”
“We are.”
“How’d you beat her? She seems powerful.”
“It’s quite clever. When Fulgsta struck me, I turned myself to ashes. While she celebrated, I spread my ash behind her, reformed, and removed her head with Soulash.”
“Oh my.” Saffa laughed at Mother’s casual tone. “You banished her back to Navia?”
“And took her gear. I gave it back near the start of the Dread War when she revived.”
“She doesn’t hold a grudge?”
“Probably. But our respect for one another grew.”
“What if she challenges you again?”
“We’ll fight, and I’ll win.”
“Seeing you two go at it would be entertaining!”
“Long before such a thing happens, I hope to pass Nightwind to you.”
“So you’ve said before. Combat, I can do, but leading a nation has too many nuances.”
“Your father and I will teach you how to run a kingdom. After, if you choose, the throne will be yours.”
“Right now, I need to rediscover myself. Nightwind’s leadership is not my concern. Let’s focus on current challenges for now.”
“So be it.”
“Why’d you leave Navia?”
“I ruled a realm of Navia for a long time. Eventually, I needed a change. I stumbled upon Yava in my travels, and later, Nightwind, falling in love with these lands, the people, and the culture.”
“Who and where did you rule in Navia? What prompted the change?” Saffa asked, hoping for a detailed explanation.
“Another time, my inquisitive daughter.”
“You know I’m going to keep asking you.”
“I’m sure of it.”
They shared a moment of reflection in the late-morning sun. Saffa spent more time practicing reshaping and moving her fire.
***
Saffa stretched.
“Power isn’t just decimating your enemies.” Ishethra opened her hand, where a flame danced, and blew it out in smoke. “Deception is power.”
“I prefer a direct fight.”
“Subterfuge is often your greatest weapon.”
“Being sneaky?”
“Yes. Mind. Stealth. Intrigue. Indirect or surgical efforts. For example, let me tell you a tale.”
“I’m all ears!” Saffa budded with excitement at hearing one of Mother’s stories.
“Centuries ago, in the nation of Wyrmguard[25], towers soared high, like the ambitions of its perfumed nobles. They walked in gilded halls and marbled courtyards, carrying fragrant secrets.”
“What did you see?”
“Far more than a bystander, I became a puppet master, orchestrating an elaborate dance of trickery.”
Saffa chuckled. “And who did you puppet?”
“None other than Wyrmguard’s king—a sapiosexual.”
“I’m not familiar with that term.”
“Someone aroused by brilliant minds before pretty faces. If I’m not mistaken, you’re also one.”
Mother’s intuition rarely missed the mark. While Saffa loved strong, muscular men, she found intellect stimulated her urges to levels like nothing else could—it’s one of the main reasons she agreed to date Soren.
“You’ve peered into my soul again, Mother. And now, if I’m not mistaken, so are you. Guess I inherited it.”
“You are correct, Saffa.”
“So, you played the scholar and philosopher?”
“The poor king, I wowed him with alchemy, math, cosmic conversation. Eventually, he wanted to see more of me. But I didn’t let him, instead choosing to enchant him with intellectual whispers, causing him to make choices I desired.”
Saffa snorted at Mother’s audacious recounting. “So, you seduced the king with your wise words and used your influence to sow discord amongst his court?”
“That’s putting it mildly,” Mother said with a wicked smile. “My counsel, and his peculiar fascination with a brainy courtier, formed pieces in my grand game.”
“You stood as the sovereign on that board?”
“I moved the pieces. Nobles squabbled … the king floundered in fascination, doing my bidding. I sat back, enjoying a most violent outcome—the dragons never ate so well.”
Saffa cackled, clutching her tight abdomen. “You’ve got all this down to an oops-I-accidentally-started-a-civil-war science, don’t you?”
Mother held out her hand, tapping her fingers down.
“No. Are you serious?” She’d made the comment in jest, but Mother really had caused civil wars from shadows.
Mother shrugged, counting fingers on her other hand. “My memory’s foggy … just trying to remember how many times.” Mother hummed and mumbled to herself.
“Well, that’s an … interesting stat to lose track of.”
“Never mind. In the end, it’s not just about stirring the pot; it’s about knowing just when and how to do it. With a clever mind, seductive charm, and artful command of wise words, one could ensnare a nation, or at least stir up enough chaos to share an amusing tale.”
“Some story. Hey, the women in your stories growing up, they were you, right?”
“Many. How insightful.”
“I want to do something interactive.”
“Let’s start with this.” A pillar of fire rose nearby. “Diversions,” Mother said from behind. “Fire can distract and disorient from your true aim.”
Startled, Saffa pivoted. “Hold up! How’d you set the fire without hand motions?” Beyond Soren’s teachings on the necessity of gestures for magic, she’d always needed to move her arms and hands to use her elements.
“My young Saffa, a true master knows fire dances by hand … or no hand.”
“Thanks for that, Mother. I now know less than I did before asking the question.”
“It’s your turn.”
Her first attempt, tense and forced, resulted in a headache. She relaxed her approach. With three more tries, a nearby spark flickered.
“Did you see that?”
“Using fire without gestures can be useful, and lifesaving. Practice later, on your own time.”
Being able to use her fire while restrained comforted her. In the ritual, the binds had made her feel defenseless.
“Let’s tackle more complex scenarios,” Mother said. “Your elements can conceal you.” Hands held close, the air distorted around Mother, and she vanished. “A heat shadow. It distorts the light. Concentrate your heat close around and try.”
Saffa conjured too much heat, and her armor caught fire. She doused it with a frosty blast.
“Precise control is key,” Mother said with a twitching smile. “Don’t set the forest on fire.”
Saffa rolled her eyes. After many attempts, guided by Mother, she created a brief heat shadow and clapped with excitement.
Mother gave a quick nod before extinguishing her own heat shadow. “Moving on. Imagine tracking a target. Your magic can guide you. Get close enough to mark them with thermal tracks.” Mother dragged her hand through the dirt, leaving glowing splotches. “You can see these even in human form. Now try while imagining a trickle of flame.”
Saffa dragged her finger, creating smoking scorch marks.
“Subtlety is key. You’re not aiming to burn everything.”
She needed six attempts with Mother’s calm instruction, creating faint thermal tracks, feeling a sense of achievement.
“After marking someone, they’ll leave behind hidden embers for a time.”
“To track without being near gives me an edge I hadn’t considered.”
“Like a feather, power can be subtle. There are more uses for thermal tracks. You’ll discover them on your own.”
Next, Mother introduced a concept called thermal echoes to disorient detection spells using rapid pulses of heat and cold.
Saffa’s initial attempts resulted in fire and frost shooting out everywhere.
“This requires finesse,” Mother said. “Think of it as a harmony of heat and cold.”
Saffa practiced with Mother’s instructions for some time, eventually producing a subtle thermal echo by finding a rapid rhythm of hot and cold temperature blasts without fire or snow.
“Each technique is a weapon in your arsenal.”
“Guess I’ve got lots of new tricks to practice.”
“Subterfuge: misleading, disguise, distractions, hiding. Mind before might and magic.”
“Mother, may I seek your wisdom regarding Soren?”
“How formal of you. Ask.”
“You’re … old. I mean, in the wisest and most experienced way possible.”
Mother laughed, eyebrow arched in amusement. “I’ll take that as a compliment. Go on.”
“With your ancient wisdom, do you know how to free him?”
“I’m still working on it. Soon as I have something, we’ll chat. Anything else?”
“Yes. How do I move beyond his betrayal? Our chat earlier helped some, but every time I think about it, I feel sick inside.”
“I know you do. But you’ll both move on from this and become lovers again.”
“Oh. My. Goddess. Are you serious right now? We need to be friends again first. Even that will be hard.”
“Follow your heart, my daughter.”
Saffa hoped Soren could be freed from the contract soon. Their broken relationship encumbered her heart.
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“Maelthra, sorceress of yore, once decimated an army of wizards with a thermal pulse.”
— Words of Power, Vol. II
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Saffa paced under the bright noon sky.
“Let’s talk about your true form,” Ishethra said. “Being a mavka isn’t a sickness. It’s a strength to harness.”
A lifelike illusion of Saffa in mavka form appeared.
“Imagine this. You walk among enemies, your powerful form hidden. You control when to shock and terrify.”
“A concealed weapon,” Saffa said. “A hidden power. Perfect.”
“A well-timed surprise can be devastating. As mavka, your senses and powers are amplified. Your wings and tail serve as weapons or shields, allowing flight. Your transformation, long buried, reveals potential you never knew, bestowing potent agility, speed, strength, resilience, and magic. But it demands ki, the kind that won’t regenerate from sleep or sustenance. You’ll need to feed on others. Often.”
“Feed … Ki …” Saffa slurred, realizing her hunger.
“As I mentioned earlier, we can siphon ki and subdue by touching.” Mother snapped her fingers to get Saffa’s attention. “It’s useful, but can be mutually beneficial when done with consent. Be mindful to take only what you need.” Mother stared at the distant mountains.
“When I rubbed Soren in my world, he relaxed. While making love, I stole his ki, making him weak. It felt so good. I enjoyed being empowered.”
“Our power dominates. The sensation can be pleasant to both parties, encouraging its use. I assume he agreed beforehand?”
“At first, he kept his distance. But he eventually became eager for it.”
“He agreed prior to?”
“Yes, Mother, he did.” Dominance and power enticed her, battling the kindness in her heart.
“A safer way is feeding off emotions. We sense the feelings of others and can draw ki from adoration or lust without touch. Never abuse this power.”
“Mother.” Saffa couldn’t sense her emotions, but noticed her subdued posture. “Sounds like you’ve had tough experiences with your powers. Will you share?”
“I know what it’s like to be lost in endless feasting without satisfaction. My advice is to get consent.”
“What happened?” Saffa asked, hoping for insight on how to avoid problems.
“During my early years, I found the chaos and carnage of the Underworld bothersome. After some painful centuries, I took control.”
“You ruled … the Underworld?” Saffa asked, floored by the revelation.
Mother exhaled. “I did. Initially, I tried benevolence, but soon realized many of the beings didn’t respect such methods. So, I became harsher, more cunning.”
“Did it work?”
“I found a good balance between fear and respect, order and chaos.”
“I’m not surprised, Mother. You have a tendency for that, but I’ve never seen you blatantly hurt someone.”
“My heart darkened, and I abused my power. It felt good for a while, but I can’t say I was ever happy.”
“That’s why you left?”
“One reason. I hope you can avoid such pitfalls.”
“Since leaving, have you abused your power?”
“Less so, but there’s still some darkness in me. In all of us.”
“Tricky. I’ll try to be careful,” Saffa said with understanding as the desire to dominate lingered.
“Focus on love. It’s our rarest but richest source of sustenance. It demands genuine emotions and trust, strengthening both partners in a beautiful bond. This is where consent comes into play. When you trust one another completely, you can have all kinds of remarkable experiences together.”
“Like you and Father?”
“That’s right.”
“Are all ki sources equal?” Saffa asked, ready for a new topic. “How much can we store?”
“Siphoning lust and adoration of others gives a short-term boost. It fades quickly if not used.”
“Like eating sweets?”
“Yes. Touch and sex provide longer lasting ki, especially if the relationship is built on trust and love.”
“What’s my limit?”
“Your capacity will grow over the millennia. I can’t give you an exact amount, because every mavka is different.”
“If I overfeed, do I explode?”
Mother laughed. “No, you’ll discharge magic uncontrollably to eject the excess.”
“Is it dangerous?”
“Can be, so be careful. If you feel yourself losing control, you’ve had enough.”
“Got it.”
“What do you think of your new body?”
Saffa examined her enhanced form, tracing over her ripped muscles, wings, tail, and protruding bones. “I love it! Can we take a break? I need to stretch and move it around some more.”
“A recess then.”
During the break, Saffa asked, “What does Father think of you being a mavka?”
“Love, trust, consent—this defines our marriage. Tariq treats all beings in Nightwind with respect and kindness. He embraced my mavka nature, seeing it only as a treasure. When I revealed myself for the first time, he shrugged, saying he already knew it. He knew our time would be brief in my lifespan, but worried only for me. He supports and loves me unconditionally, insisting I satisfy my needs and wants however I choose.”
“Your marriage is open?”
“Yes, but Tariq has remained faithful.”
“That’s noble of him.”
“His open mind and encouragement strengthen our bond.”
Saffa’s respect for Father grew while they stood in silence, enjoying the cold evening mountain air.
***
As the afternoon waned, Saffa asked, “What’s next?”
“In mavka form, you gain mind domain abilities. Beyond possessing and manipulating others, you can alter memories and use telekinesis.”
“I can move stuff with my thoughts?”
“Light things, yes. Before that, I want you to enter my mind.”
“Like I did Soren’s?”
“Yes.”
As with Soren before, Saffa tried, but nothing happened.
“Are you blocking me out?”
“No, but my mind differs from his. Imagine yourself floating outside your body and into mine.”
Saffa focused on Mother, trying to feel herself floating. It didn’t work.
“An effective technique I use is to think of it like lock-picking.”
Saffa imagined herself as smoke tendrils floating into Mother’s head and poking around. A crimson fortress stood guard.
“You’re in. Get ready. I’m going to lower my defenses.” Mother’s fortress gate opened.
Saffa explored inside, sensing Mother’s emotions: playfulness, curiosity, protectiveness, passion. Infinite memories swirled around.
Saffa blinked, cast out from Mother’s mind.
“For practice, use a willing partner, or animals, and be gentle.”
“How do I alter memories?”
Mother taught Saffa how to sweep away memories, replacing them with others. Hours passed before Saffa altered Mother’s memory.
“Memory alteration works only on recent memories, within a day or so,” Mother explained.
“Why?”
“Long-term memories solidify. They can be changed or deleted, but it takes extreme effort.”
“Like what?”
“Telekinesis”—Mother ignored the question, making Saffa smirk—“allows you to move with your mind. Try on pebbles first.”
Under Mother’s guidance, she moved stones and learned to control portions of her fire and ice with her mind, creating elemental rings and chains. After some practice, she gained intricate control, combining her mind with her elements, enjoying moving and reshaping them in the air with no need of her hands.
“Now let’s discuss concealing your mavka form.”
“Cloaking?”
“Yes. You’re unique, able to transform into a humanoid physically. To keep your full power while appearing human, you’ll need this technique.”
“How does it work?”
“I’ve learned to hide my mavka body using physical, mental, and magical means. This causes others to perceive me as I desire.” Mother’s mavka body faded, and she appeared humanoid momentarily. “I’ll teach you now, but it’s difficult. You need concentration, control, and understanding of your ki.”
After many hours of swearing, frustration, and exertion, Saffa cloaked her form, her human appearance manifesting before her eyes.
“Keep practicing until it becomes second nature, like breathing.”
Saffa relaxed, her mavka body reappearing. The concentration needed to maintain the illusion worried her.
“It can really be easy? Does it use ki?”
“With practice, yes. It drains ki over time, so only use when needed.”
“Nothing can see through it?”
“Powerful beings or magic might still detect your true form. Stay vigilant, and remain in your humanoid form when possible to avoid this.”
“Thanks for this training, Mother,” Saffa said. “I can’t remember the last time we spent so long together.”
“You’re welcome. Let’s pause.”
Midnight passed as Yava’s thin crescent moons cast a dim azure light over the mountainside. Both mavki stared up, lost in their thoughts.
“Are all Navians immortal?” Saffa asked.
“Mavki plus other powerful types are immortal and rebirth, no matter where they die.”
“Why does it matter where they die?”
“In Navia, all are reborn regardless—that’s why most choose not to leave.”
“I know Haldra and Zelene are immortal. What about Chastity?”
“Her familiar. They’re bound for eternity.”
“The other Navians on the council?”
“Kaela is a special type of banshee and would be reborn. The others, no.”
“Banshee?” Saffa asked.
“I’ll refer you to her for questions.”
“What happens to Irvan and Eris when they die?”
“They rebirth in a new mortal form if slain outside Navia.”
“How long would my rebirth take?”
Mother shrugged. “Could be days … or one thousand years.”
The wide range of time for rebirth shocked Saffa. Immortality wasn’t so simple. Her death would likely end all mortal ties.
“Do mortals remember things from past lives?”
“It’s very rare.”
“I see,” she said, attempting to get a grip on her immortality and the repercussions to her relationships.
***
In the brisk night air, Saffa stood with Ishethra, staring at stars twinkling in the clear sky. Despite the dim setting, everything remained like dusk to her eyes.
“Your virtue is fury,” Mother said. “You will now master it. Are you ready to attack me with all you’ve got?”
“Whoa, hang on.” Saffa laughed at Mother’s sudden request. “You want me to kill you?”
“I do. Don’t worry; I’ll be fine. Now get angry.”
She giggled at the absurdity of Mother’s calm posture.
“Perhaps you need some encouragement, my amused child,” Mother said as Soulash slithered out from her hand. “You moved heavy debris earlier, but that’s just a taste of what you’re truly capable of.”
“You’re going to whip it out of me?” While Mother never used physical force against her during childhood, she demanded confidence, excellence, and no nonsense when the situation required it—this felt like one of those times.
“I won’t harm you,” Mother told her, cracking the whip back. “But you will hold nothing back.”
She fake-growled, trying to get angry, but doing it on command proved challenging. She started laughing.
Mother whipped Soulash near Saffa’s head with a crack of thunder. “Now!”
Startled, rage built inside Saffa, her primal instincts surging.
Mother advanced. “Let your fury out!”
Fire consumed Saffa’s body, igniting her armor. Anger came like a storm, and she roared long and loud.
“Focus,” Mother said. “Harness it, but remain in control. You’re more than rage. Now, attack me!”
Saffa punched at Mother.
“Command yourself.” Mother dodged. “Don’t just react.”
Saffa’s world blurred as she shot streams of fire at Mother.
Mother waved her hand, and the flames swirled around it. “Embrace it, Saffa.”
Saffa screamed, gripping Mother’s shoulders, wanting to rip her in half.
With a swift sidestep, Mother pushed Saffa away. “You are the mavka of fury! Let forth your power!” Flames from Mother’s hands formed a tornado around Saffa, whooshing and crackling against her.
Saffa punched uselessly against the fire, her armor smoldering, and she roared, rage flaring to madness. With mental force, Saffa took command of the tornado. It brightened to azure and flew around Mother, growing into a vast twister. The mountain groaned as pines burned, flames and debris soaring.
Mother stood unharmed within the cyclone, so Saffa conjured a torrential ice storm. Shards rained down, pummeling Mother. The landscape transformed into a hellish, wintry wasteland.
Her storms converged into Mother’s raised hand, forming a purple orb. Mother ate it. “Mmm, delightful,” she said with a satisfied smile. “Now relax yourself. Let the madness cool slowly.”
With Mother’s soothing voice, Saffa’s madness slowly transformed into a red-hot ember of acceptance, and she doused her armor with frost.
“Well, if we run out of food, I guess we can have an elemental snack,” Saffa said, trying to hide her shock.
“Perhaps, but be cautious. It’s an acquired taste.”
“How did you take control of my magic so easily?”
“Training, technique, and power. Something you’ll learn later.”
Saffa snarled, her anger rising again. “My power. Mine!”
“Good. Channel your emotion into power. It’s your birthright, not a weakness. Think of it as a furnace. Your rage is fuel, your body and magic the fire. Control it, let it burn bright, reduce when needed.”
“Burn!”
“Show me.” Mother raised her chin as she pointed to a nearby boulder. “Use your burning rage and strength to throw it down the mountain.”
Saffa leaped thirty feet to the boulder—about half her size—and attempted to lift. It vibrated, but didn’t move.
“Feel every muscle and let it out. You moved metal. Now throw stone.”
Saffa growled as her fingers crunched into stone, and she lifted the boulder. With a shout, she hurled it down the mountainside.
“Who needs a catapult when you have me?” She flexed while fanning her wings.
“A strong display. Remember, with great power comes greater accidental damage.”
Fatigue snatched Saffa, taking her down. “Mother, I’m so weak …”
Mother came close and touched Saffa’s forehead with a jolt of lightning, one of pure ecstasy. She’d never felt so strong and awake.
“Guess I can cross get-supercharged-by-Mother off my bucket list,” she said, taking Mother’s hand to stand.
“You’re welcome.”
After a quiet interlude, Saffa asked, “Mother, how many mavki do you know of?”
“You, me, Zelene, Alonka, Demvora. I doubt there’s any more.”
“Demvora!” Saffa said, remembering fanatical cultists on her mission. They had prophesied her return. “I met some of her worshipers in Drenaglen.”
“I’m sure you did. They have hope in her return, but it’s misplaced.”
“Why?”
“Five thousand years ago, she sacrificed her soul to seal Navia from Hell’s first circle[26].”
“Eradication?” Saffa asked.
“She gave her existence for freedom. One reason, among others, I rule Nightwind with the same philosophy.”
“Tell me more. Please.”
“She signed a blood contract, sacrificing herself.”
“Seems like the worst idea ever—look what happened to Soren!”
“Dangerous. But she got results, freeing Navia from millennia of war and torment.”
“And they wanted her soul in return?”
“Yes, and the same ban from any Navian entering their realm.”
“That’s not a fair trade!”
“She must’ve thought it was.”
“Did the contract have a termination or breach clause?” Saffa asked, frustrated by Soren’s contract—it didn’t have either.
“Two breach clauses: Demvora must never leave her Netherseal, and no side may enter the other’s realms. If broken, both sides shall be destroyed.”
“Mutually assured destruction?”
“On a scale difficult to comprehend. It’s proved effective in keeping peace for five thousand years. Relatively speaking.”
“What do you mean?”
“A great proxy war rages through many realms as each side attempts to gain influence and diminish the other using pawns and alliances.”
“How do you know all this?” Saffa asked, finding it hard to understand the magnitude of this revelation.
“In the Underworld lays Demvora’s shrine. She built it as a testament to her last act, before signing the contract.”
“You’ve been to the shrine?”
“I take a pilgrimage every century.”
“What other realms have you been to?”
“Enough to see horrors. Things I won’t share right now.”
“It all sounds terrible.”
“Not all. Beauty, peace, and joy can be found, despite such things.”
Desiring to change the topic to something lighter, Saffa asked, “Who’s Alonka?”
“A mischievous mavka,” Mother answered, a rare grin spreading. “Sometimes, she, Zelene, and I go on extended adventures, packed with … antics.”
“What antics?” Saffa asked, arms folded.
Mother shrugged.
Saffa groaned with irritation. “Are all mavki female?”
“Yes. But you bring up an important question. On Yava and other realms, mavki are sometimes known by another term: succubi, or succubus for singular.”
“Soul-sucking demons?” Saffa asked, having heard the legend in Norembel and Drenaglen.
“Depends on how you use your power. Regarding gender, if a male succubus existed, you’d call him an incubus. Such a thing would be an appalling abomination. Picture our powers, especially mind manipulation, intertwined with the unbridled, aggressive desires typical of men.” Mother’s breath escaped in a weighty sigh.
“That sounds most unpleasant.”
“It must remain forever nonexistent.”
The two mavki remained quiet while Saffa reflected on yet another heavy topic.
“Tell me more about Alonka.”
“A most cunning rogue—she plays tricks and causes mayhem just for amusement. But she’s also one of the most genuine individuals I’ve ever met.”
Alonka sounded like a long-lost friend. Saffa wanted an introduction.
“Mother, I need a meeting. Please.”
“I don’t know where she is.”
“Why not?”
“Leave it be.”
Saffa decided to seek out this mavka on her own.
Her eyes focused on Mother’s skin and its smoothness, with no bony pieces sticking out. “How come your skin’s smooth?”
“So is Alonka’s,” Mother said. “We are mavki of magic. For you and Zelene, mavki of might, your thickened skins function like studded leather armor, and your bony parts can pierce more sharply than daggers, making you potent warriors, even without armament.”
“I’m pleased to be so deadly.” Saffa examined her spiky bits.
***
“We’ve almost done a full day!” Saffa said as dawn loomed.
“For day two, you’ll learn how to fuse your fire and ice in new ways. Only those with fire and water domain magic can perform this fusion, a rare combination, like you.”
“I killed Mortemir with fire, followed up by ice.”
“You’ve discovered heat and cold’s synergy. They aren’t opposites, just different ways of changing structure. By blending, you unlock new potential.”
“How?”
“Create a fireball.”
“Easy enough.” Saffa gave Mother a confident smirk as a crackling fireball appeared in her hand. “Next?”
“Cover it in ice.”
With her other hand, Saffa layered ice over the fireball. It quickly melted, and the fire dissipated into steam.
“I already know how to make fog.”
“Why did the ice melt?”
“Duh, the fire.”
“And why did the fire dissolve?”
“The ice, I assume.”
“What if I told you fire and ice can exist harmoniously together?”
“You’ve got my attention.”
“Make an iceball.”
A sphere of ice formed in Saffa’s hand. “We’re doing this again?”
Mother massaged the icy ball, surrounding it with a layer of azure fire. She withdrew her hands.
The fire ebbed and flowed, the ice beneath still solid. Air around the fire warped.
“No! An illusion or something?”
“Feel the layers.” Mother put her hand through the fire.
Saffa put her hand in the fire. It caressed like a warm breeze.
“Fire never feels hot to me. How do I know it’s real?”
Mother grabbed a twig and dropped it into the flames, where it sizzled to ash.
Unconvinced, Saffa put a larger stick in, with the same result.
Fascinated by the paradoxical thing in her hand, Saffa asked, “How?”
“Control and creativity. Your potential is only limited by your imagination and diligent experimentation.”
“Seriously, how? Different kind of fire? Hidden barrier around my ice?”
“By natural law, heat desires transfer to a cold place. With a bit of cleverness, I convince it the ice doesn’t exist.”
“You’re breaking universal laws?”
“More like bending. By using my mind, I control my fire’s heat to radiate only outward.”
“Why is it useful?”
“Throw it against this boulder.” Mother pointed.
Saffa hurled the creation in an overhand throw. It smashed against the boulder with a deafening crack and hiss. Steam spread, the boulder crumbling.
“Call it a flash-freeze fireball,” Mother said. “Rapid temperature changes confuse and devastate your enemies at the tiniest levels, even those resistant to fire and ice.”
“Hells yes! I sure could’ve used this in my world. A beast resisted my fire and ice individually.”
“That’s right. Be mindful, though. Beyond the high ki strain, this is best suited for single targets. Don’t try to destroy a formation of enemies with it. Now you try all on your own.”
For three hours, she formed iceballs, trying to surround them with fire. With each frustrating attempt, the elements combined into steam.
The sun rose to its apex.
Under Mother’s patient instruction, she found the right mental approach—a soft plea to the fire to send its heat away from the ice—and formed a stable concoction. She hurled it, destroying another boulder. She clapped, jumping with excitement.
“Good work, Saffa. This next technique is extremely difficult but efficient for groups or large structures.” Mother twiddled her fingers, and a large patch of air steamed. Saffa recognized it as her heat trap.
“I made something similar in my world.”
“Do it again, but use your frost.”
“How?”
“Think creatively to cool the air with your mind.”
She tried, but snow fell.
“You’re not creating a blizzard. Coax the air to become cold.”
“But your fire will cancel it out.”
“Do it.”
After many failed snowy attempts, evening arrived, and the air shimmered with a turbulent haze—Saffa’s cold energy field.
“I can see the disturbance, but the air feels … normal. What’s going on?”
“Weaving hot and cold, one can create a field of deadly potential energy, ready to release at your whim. Let’s move the elements over to the pine forest. Slowly.”
Together they motioned their hands, and the extensive field of hot and cold meandered to a cluster of trees.
“They don’t seem aware,” Saffa noted, watching the air ripple around them.
“Completely unaware,” Mother said. “Listen carefully. I’ll release my fire first, and the trees will burn. When you see the flames, relax your mind, and your frost will take hold. Once it does, assert your wrath to shatter the ice. We must do each piece in rapid succession. Ready?”
Saffa nodded.
Mother snapped her fingers, and the woods burst into sizzling flames in an instant. Saffa relaxed her mind, and the flames transformed into an icy wonderland with a sharp snap. With Saffa’s angry growl, the trees exploded into endless shards.
“We just destroyed a forest in seconds! I can do this all by myself?”
“You can and will do so now.”
For a long time, Saffa tried. Creating the heat portion of the magic came easily, but layering her cold on top proved frustrating. Weary with ki loss, she received two infusions from Mother, marveling at the vast reservoir she held.
Near morning, twin crescents beamed high in the clear sky. As she delicately balanced her elements, she relaxed her mind and body. A cluster of pines ignited. An icy covering hissed over them. Everything exploded, shooting icy shrapnel.
“Fuck! Yes!” Saffa roared, which echoed over the mountains.
“You’ve just achieved the thermal pulse, a testament to the power of contrast, something only two others have achieved. I’m so proud of you.”
Mother rarely gave such high praise, so Saffa gushed with pride. “Thank you, Mother. I look forward to destroying our enemies with it.”
“As you should. Now you’ll learn to form spectral weapons and armor from your elements.”
“Soren helped me make weapons of ice or fire,” Saffa told her, yawning. “What changes when they combine?”
“Everything. Your elemental armor will absorb rare, dangerous magic, and the weapons you craft will penetrate most armor and magical shields with ease.”
Eager to try, Saffa ejected fire and frost from one hand, but it turned into fog.
Mother chuckled. “I appreciate your gumption, but this requires more than just brute force. Mental focus and special techniques are needed, like a thermal pulse. We’ll work together first.”
“All right, show me.”
Mother grabbed Saffa’s hand and pulled. “Something is coming. To the trees.”
The mavki ran to a portion of undamaged trees.
Saffa scanned the predawn sky, her adrenaline kicking hard. Between pines, she saw clearly with her enhanced vision as a three-headed bone dragon emerged over the mountain. Its eyes gleamed a bright crimson, a skeletal rider on each head. Iron jugs resided in the beast’s bony lungs, three tubes spreading from them to each mouth. With a gun turret attached to its bottom and gray cylinders lining its tail, it evoked magical and mechanical threats. It wore no banner.
No smell, Skadni’s fire head thought.
Just animated bones, she thought. Creepy.
“Three heads,” Saffa noted, a mixture of concern and warrior instincts burning inside her. “The Zmey aren’t undead.”
“No. And Bratgon isn’t known for their magic. They’ve formed an alliance with another party to achieve this.”
“Where’d the bones come from?”
“During the Dread War, most of them died in Samatria. With their fire immunity, we couldn’t cremate them, so we buried their remains deep in Samatria’s Gleipnir Mountains, a place known as the Zmey graveyard.”
“Did someone steal the bodies?”
“Doubtful. Zofiel used an artifact to seal the cavern.”
“You said you purged nests with Lariel. What did you do with those corpses?”
“We cut them into pieces and left them.”
“Ew. So, somebody put those pieces back together?”
“A powerful necromancer could do it, even with just the bones.”
“What about the rider?”
“Any dead wizard corpse could be enslaved.”
“Should we engage?”
“This one appears to be heading for Tesa.” Mother pointed down at the city far in the distance to the south. “We must return to the castle. Our nation is under siege by corsairs.”
A fiery portal appeared on the ground, and they jumped in.
15 - Confluence


“How does one ascend to deity? Guile, determination, ingenuity, and a bit of luck.”
— Words of Power, Vol. III
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Soren and Zelene rode Chastity, nearing the Voraxmor church.
Soren, the mavka thought, while I possess you, I can translate your thoughts and desires into actions. I want you to have a voice and some sense of freedom. Do I have your consent?
Yes, please!
“Testing, one, two, three,” he said while moving his arms around, stunned at the sudden sense of normalcy and freedom of movement. Compared to Saffa’s jerky, jarring possession, Zelene made everything seamless. And, despite Zelene’s mavka nature, being near her made him peaceful. “It’s been a grueling experience, stuck in my body.”
“You’re resilient. And we’ll restore you.”
“It’s been ages since Zelene possessed someone,” Chastity told him. “About time, if you ask me.”
“Violating someone is not something I take lightly.”
“Even if it’s consenting?”
“Few consent these days.” Zelene dismounted and attached her helmet, weapons, and shield to the saddle. She freed her long rainbow hair, flowing to her waist. “Come, Soren. Chastity, please wait outside.”
With a loud huff, Chastity clopped her hooves.
“Seeing me will be frightening enough. Adding a flaming mare on top is too much.”
“Fine,” Chastity consented, blowing fire from her nostrils.
Soren hopped off, examining his legs and arms, baffled by how the contract didn’t seem to exist now. Profoundly grateful for Zelene, euphoric warmth flowed through his body, his eyes watering joyously for a moment.
Inside the church’s hall, one priest hurried forward. “You? You’re the … doctor?”
“I trust her,” Soren assured him, his belief in Zelene immediate given her blessing him with freedom. “You won’t find a better healer.”
She gave him an appreciative nod, then turned her gaze to the priest. “I’m Zelene. Please, direct me to your most injured.”
They followed the priest and came to a table. She held the knee stump of an unconscious man. “Artumembre.” Her hands glowed silver as his flesh slowly expanded, tearing through bandages, forming his complete leg.
“What manner of witchcraft is this?” a second priest asked, approaching with caution. “Have you left your demon essence inside him?”
Soren stepped between Zelene and the priest. “Life domain magic. Zelene is one of only a few I’ve seen who’ve mastered this word of power. I trust her with my life. Her honesty is second to none.”
Soren, you barely know me. Be careful how easily you give such support.
Until you prove otherwise, you have my full trust.
You’re a unique human. I’ll endeavor to keep it.
I’m astonished at how fast you translate my thoughts to words and actions. Thank you.
I’ve done it for others before. And you’re very welcome.
With a hand on Soren’s shoulder, Zelene asked, “Do you wish me to save the others?”
The priest walked away with a grunt.
Zelene healed three other individuals, two missing an arm and a third missing both legs.
“I’ve never seen such magic,” the first priest said. “Incredible.”
“We must take our leave,” Zelene told him. “When they awake, please tell them a mavka healed them. If they seek repayment, please assure them it’s unnecessary. There should be no side effects.”
“I will.”
They left the church, found Chastity, and mounted up.
“Soren, may I take some of your ki?” Zelene asked. “The healing took significant effort.”
“Yes.”
When she reached back and touched his cheek, a sensation of pleasant, static electricity tickled him for a moment. With her release, it left, and he yawned.
“Most generous, Soren. I’ll endeavor to return it soon.”
“My policy for ki drains is gifts only.”
“I like this one,” Chastity commented. “Can we keep him?”
“Nobody should own anyone,” Zelene told the mare, causing her to neigh with laughter.
“Do you have a consort?” Soren asked.
The mare’s laughter cut out. “He doesn’t know.”
“Goryn slew my lover during the Dread War. Her soul rests blissfully in Pravium[27].”
“You couldn’t resurrect her?”
“Goryn’s breath attack disintegrated her—she put herself in harm’s way to save me and Chastity.”
He couldn’t imagine losing a lover like this and knew Zelene must be covering up her sorrow, as he felt nothing from her possession. “Wouldn’t she come back for you?”
“I want her to enjoy eternal bliss. She earned it by dying for freedom.”
“Have you found anyone since?”
“Two jerks,” Chastity answered. “Especially that dude. Four decades ago, they got close. One night with full moons, she shows him her real self, wearing a black dress. Hot, I tell you. But he just runs away—literally. Without saying a word. Gone forever. Fucked up.”
“I’m really sorry, Zelene. It must be frustrating … and lonely.”
“You’ve still got me,” Chastity said. “I’m never leaving.”
She pet the mare with a smile. “Yes, friend. We shall always be together.”
Heart aching, he wished she could find true happiness with someone again. How could anyone reject Zelene with her strength and pure kindness?
“Mourn not for me, friend Soren,” the mavka said, her expression pensive. “For I have much to be grateful for.”
***
Soren, Zelene, and Chastity entered the archives. After a brief stroll, they came to a sturdy wooden table where Idrys stood on a chair, reading an expansive tome: Death and Dismemberment. Lariel sat on the table’s other side, reading a thick, dusty book: The Known Realms, Vol. I. The pair dismounted, and Soren sat next to the gnome. Zelene sat next to Lariel. Chastity rested her snout on Zelene’s shoulder.
Soren unzipped an inner pocket on his robes and pulled out a burned book: Words of Power, Vol. I. He placed it on the table.
“One of my favorites!” Idrys said. “You use it for kindling?”
“Saffa’s fire burned it, fighting Voraxmor priests during the ritual. Have you read the second volume?”
“Why yes,” the gnome answered. “But check out these death magic transfer rituals.”
Soren leaned over.
Idrys read, “Bone binding. Extracting a victim’s ki, infusing it into another. Dangerous, and often fatal to the host, a successful bone binding transfers some of the victim’s power to the host before destroying the victim.” Detailed diagrams, reagents, and instructions covered the page.
“Disgusting,” Zelene said.
“Sounds awful,” Soren commented.
Idrys nodded. “Awful, but useful.”
Lariel, looking up from her book, raised an eyebrow.
“What?”
“Vile.”
“But useful,” a grinning Idrys said as she turned the page. “Blood arcanum. A necromancer uses blood and their ki, combining with a corpse or skeleton. If successful, the cadaver comes alive, serving the caster until either’s destruction.” Additional instructions and components sketched the page, accompanied by a graphic of zombies and skeletons.
“Given enough time, you could create an army,” Soren said.
“I knew a necromancer,” Idrys told him. “She created over a hundred servants.”
“That’s a lot of rituals. How long ago was that?”
“About two-hundred years ago. Wish I could remember her name …”
“Melathar,” Lariel said.
“Right! Creepy looking, but smart as anyone I’ve ever met. She did lots of arcanums at once, with her … large blood supplies.”
“Where’d she get it from?” Zelene asked.
“I didn’t ask.”
Soren, trying to rid his mind of disturbing, bloody images, focused on gnomes and their centuries-long lifespans. “How old are you?”
“Two-hundred ninety-seven next month!” Idrys said, looking like a middle-aged gnome.
“To be so young again,” Lariel commented.
“Well, Grandma, how old are you?” Idrys asked.
“Three thousand, six hundred, forty-two years, seventy-nine days, and fourteen hours.”
Her age didn’t surprise Soren, given the extreme lifespan of high-elves, and he understood her ability to track it to the hour.
Idrys snickered. “You know the hours?”
“Obviously.”
“How about you, Zelene?” Soren asked.
“Just over three millennia.”
“Same as you, Chastity?”
“I’m about nine hundred years old.”
He gazed at each of these ancient individuals, wearing his lack of experience like a heavy cloak.
Soren, Zelene thought. I envy you.
Why?
You have all of your life to experience new things. For us immortals or long-lived beings, this can be … difficult.
Do you get bored?
Not usually, but the repetition can be bothersome.
What have you found helpful to manage this?
Supportive friends and focusing on battling evil.
Even though we just met, I consider you and Chastity my best friends. If I can be helpful, please let me know.
Very kind. I will.
He met her eyes and smiled, his heart fluttering briefly.
Her mouth spread a pinch as she played with her thick, colorful mane.
The gnome described three more grim rituals until a particular page caught her attention. “This one is powerful. I’ve seen it used before. Anviculum. Binding to a target, the caster gains all ki, powers, and abilities. The spell must be maintained, and the target unharmed, else it breaks.” The page contained diagrams of soul cords with various restraints and instruments. It noted significant blood for maintaining the binding. Idrys read a warning at the end: “Long-term use of Anviculum turns the caster into a lich, with their body being a singular soulstone.” The page ended with a sketch of a menacing skeleton wearing a black cloak.
“Please tell me Saffa tearing the ropes away broke the spell?” Soren asked.
“Did Saffa wear any other binds?” Lariel asked.
“Just shadowy ropes, which the wizards electrified during her transformation.”
Idrys gave a dismissive grunt. “Mavki are vulnerable to lightning, so those wouldn’t be part of the spell.”
“A soul cord targets only one entity,” Zelene said. “Surely, Roland knows this.”
“He used a word of power with Anviculum: Gemno,” Soren said. “A second cord wrapped around Mortemir. This tome doesn’t mention such an option. Could Gemno really duplicate it?”
“I’m not sure,” Idrys said. “It’s an unpredictable yet creative use, tying into two beings at once. Half the upkeep. Genius, yet risky.”
“Foolish,” Lariel said. “Too much could go wrong.”
“Like what?”
“Everything. Soul cords must only target one entity.”
Idrys shrugged. “I think he knows otherwise.”
“The exotic plants caught fire,” Soren said. “Could the herbs allow a dual target soul cord?”
“Perhaps,” Lariel said. “There are rare reagents that might allow this.”
“Nightshade?” Idrys asked.
“No.”
“Mandrake?”
“Also, no.” She cut off the gnome’s next attempt with a raised brow.
“Moly, an herb from Navia, can amplify such magic,” Zelene told them. “It matches the black and white description Saffa gave during council.”
“How in the Hells did Roland get his hands on it?” Chastity asked.
“Unknown,” Lariel replied.
Soren refocused on his earlier concern. “When Saffa tore the green ropes away, did it break the spell?”
“The result is undefined,” Idrys said. “There’d be some effect, but it’s uncertain what.”
“It broke the spell,” Lariel said.
“Aren’t you a know-it-all?”
“Yes.”
Soren couldn’t help snickering. He appreciated Lariel’s straightforwardness.
Idrys’s lips angled as she twirled her hand, snubbing her nose at the high-elf. “What are you reading about, Lariel the Omniscient?”
“The spirit realm.”
“What have you learned?” Soren asked, aware of the realm, but not intimate details.
“All living souls interconnect there, each tied with a spirit cord. Cutting it kills the individual here. There’s no mass either—everything is made of emotion, light, and ki.”
“How often do cords get cut?”
“Not very,” Idrys said. “Because it’s difficult to enter.”
“Samatria’s gleipnir crystals allow access,” Lariel noted.
“Have you read all the books?” Idrys asked, arms folding.
“Twice, at least.”
“Ha,” Idrys said. “Soren, when you returned, did Roland seem stronger or different?”
“He was tired and bloodied, like the others, and his skin looked terrible.”
“Sounds like Roland’s smart application of a soul cord backfired, sickening him.”
“I wouldn’t call it smart. More like evil.”
Well said, Soren, Zelene thought to him.
This ritual offends everything in me.
And me.
“Regardless of his morals,” the gnome said, “we can learn a lot.”
“Idrys, you’re wrong,” Lariel countered. “Failed soul cords wouldn’t make Roland sick. Something else is responsible.”
Idrys sighed. “Why do I even bother?”
Lariel shrugged, causing Chastity to nicker with laughter. The mare stuck her blazing tongue in Zelene’s ear, getting a smack across her chops in response.
Idrys chortled.
Soren snickered at Chastity’s antics. “Why two soul cords? Both Saffa and Mortemir are immortal. A single one would’ve made him an immortal undead.”
Idrys hummed. “Yes, one would be enough. But Roland’s clearly an opportunist and meticulous, right?”
“Yes,” Soren agreed. “We researched and planned everything in the archives for weeks, though he didn’t mention Anviculum.”
“He wears the shroud of a holy priest,” Zelene said, “yet inside, a wicked soul festers.”
“Quite.” Lariel nodded.
“Any other words of power during the ritual?” Idrys asked.
Soren cringed, recalling a final word. “Vacrelgo.”
“What did they chant?” Lariel asked.
“Within the perpetual sphere, by the Seven Circles, with blood tokens and signs, we summon the everlasting seal.” Every word haunted him, images of the ritual and Saffa bound under the chandelier disturbing his soul.
“Matches the Netherseal ritual,” the high-elf said.
“Roland mentioned it at the ritual’s end,” Soren told them. “I’ve never heard of it. Can you explain?”
“It’s one of the most powerful rituals in all realms,” Lariel replied. “It banishes one to a void, stripping memories. Mortals become immortal. You just exist, paralyzed, floating forever.”
“You can’t ever get out?” Chastity asked.
“This case is the only one I know of where the victim escaped.”
“That’s way worse than death,” the mare commented.
“What happened to Mortemir?” Idrys asked Soren.
“Saffa destroyed him in her world.”
Lariel closed her book, and Idrys clapped.
“Good for her!” the gnome said. “I wonder where he went.”
“From what I’ve read, back to outer darkness,” Soren answered.
“But wraiths are vengeful,” Idrys said. “He would come back, haunting Roland.”
“Precisely,” Lariel agreed. “That’s why Roland was sick.”
“So fast?” Soren asked.
“Yes, it could affect him across realms,” Lariel answered. “Soren, Saffa didn’t mention her world in council. Please elaborate.”
Soren detailed his becoming particles, resurrection in Saffa’s world, and the eventual return to the ritual’s immediate aftermath.
“They used you as a new catalyst,” Zelene said. “Heartless.”
“You exploded?” Chastity asked.
“It was … unpleasant, to make the understatement of the century.”
Chastity nickered.
“Ouch,” Idrys said. “How’d you come back so soon after leaving?”
“Compared to Yava, time must flow much faster in Saffa’s world,” Lariel replied. “This is most unusual.”
“Saffa mentioned Mortemir didn’t seem to suffer memory loss,” Soren told them.
“A moroi never forgets,” Lariel said.
“You’re a walking bestiary,” Idrys said.
“Agreed. The evidence makes it obvious, regardless.”
Soren found Lariel’s explanation logical. “Am I immortal now?”
“Only in Saffa’s world. Upon leaving, you become mortal.”
“When did you realize Roland controlled you?” Zelene asked.
“He forced me to attack Saffa when we returned.”
Chastity neighed. “Don’t be signing stuff without a friend to review.”
“I think I’ve learned that lesson. How did Saffa resist the ritual?”
“Saffa’s iron will and mavka ki helped her resist,” Lariel said. “Along with Roland’s greed of trying to banish two beings at once. Three—you were also sucked in.”
“Why did her world form?” Soren asked.
“I know!” Idrys said. “Saffa and Mortemir fought together, reducing the Netherseal’s effect. It allowed Saffa to form the castle. Banishing the moroi, Saffa claimed the surrounding void, creating her realm with the residual ritual energies and her ki.”
She’s powerful, Soren thought, but her possession is unpleasant. I don’t want to go back to hers.
I’m pleased you’re comfortable, Soren. So long as you want me to maintain it, I will.
Really? That’s … extremely generous of you.
I’ve seen people controlled by similar blood contracts or other means before. I know your pain.
Thank you, Zelene. Truly.
My pleasure.
He gazed at her as she fidgeted with her colorful hair, his mind fascinated by its many colors and silken texture.
Let’s focus on this conversation, Soren, Zelene thought.
Right. Sorry.
“Clever gnome,” Lariel said.
“I’ll say,” Idrys agreed. “I’d love to visit her world sometime.”
“You can’t,” Lariel said.
“And why not?”
“Reasons.”
Idrys huffed, looking at Soren. “That one’s more cryptic than Ishethra.”
“Could the soul cords work across realms?” Soren asked.
“Possibly,” Lariel answered, “but the side effects are unpredictable.”
“How clever.” Idrys scratched her head. “Why didn’t I think of that?”
“Besides immortality, what was Roland’s goal?” Soren asked.
“Idrys, take the lead with Soren,” Lariel commanded.
“Time for a thought experiment. Start with Roland, a capable dark wizard.”
Soren approved of this methodology. “Proceed.”
“Now examine Mortemir, the moroi. You and I both know his powers.”
“Immortality. Mastery of air and death magic, ki-draining tentacles, immunity to weapons, lightning, and red fire.”
“Imagine Roland and Mortemir merged. What do we get?”
“Their combined air and death magic would be potent. Not to mention Mortemir’s other abilities and immunities. A moroi wizard?”
“The soul cord would turn him into a lich,” Idrys said, “combined with a moroi, making a … moroi lich. A lich is powerful, but adding a moroi on top … wow. Let’s take this further. Imagine this entity combined with Saffa. What happens?”
Reluctantly, Soren entertained the thought, envisioning a nightmare scenario. “Her resistances to fire and water magic nullify those weaknesses. Her elements enhance the moroi lich’s already powerful magic.”
“Go on.”
“Saffa’s mavka powers include vast might, mind domain abilities, durability, fast healing, flight, and ki transfers. And she can gate between realms. That’s just the ones I know about.”
“A mavka moroi lich. But Roland’s male. Maybe … an incubus moroi lich?”
“Incubus?”
“A male mavka, or succubus. I don’t think it exists.”
“Pray it doesn’t,” Lariel said.
Idrys put her hands together, bowing her head. “Please don’t exist.”
Lariel and Zelene snickered, and Chastity stomped her hooves with fiery laughter.
“Yes!” Idrys cried out. “Did you see that, Soren? I got a reaction from both of them!”
Soren observed a straight-faced Lariel reading her tome and a serene Zelene.
I heard you snicker, Zelene, Soren thought to her.
You heard no such thing, Zelene thought back, but her tight smile gave her away.
“Soren,” Idrys said, “why don’t you pick a name for our new entity?”
Baffled at everyone’s calm demeanors while discussing such a dreadful topic, a name came to his mind. He knew not where from. “Koshchei.”
“It means unholy, deathless one,” Lariel said. “Few know of this term.”
“Soren, how do you know such a word?” Zelene asked.
“It just came to me.” Chills crawled up his back. Perhaps he had read of it and had forgotten, given the terror of it.
“Kind of impressive,” Chastity said, getting a frowned glance from Zelene. “In a let’s-eradicate-the-bastard type of way.”
Idrys hopped onto the table. “Imagine you’re Roland, and you’ve transformed into this thing. What happens?”
“That’s a dark path,” Soren said.
“But necessary to understand Roland’s plan.”
Soren envisioned Roland’s endgame. “He’d conjure monstrous tempests, drain ki endlessly, and manipulate others. With gating, he could recruit and command legions across realms. Roland sought godhood.”
“Agreed,” Lariel, Zelene, and Idrys all said together.
“Fuck,” Chastity cursed. “Daz is bubbles and sparkles in comparison.”
Zelene snickered.
“You laughed at one of my jokes,” the mare noted. “It’s been a few months.”
The mavka rubbed Chastity’s flaming neck.
“With your permission,” Idrys said, “I’d like to use Animvidre. It’s a shared vision spell, allowing a glimpse into a predicted future.”
Everyone agreed, and the gnome produced a wand from her robes, flicking it and casting the spell.
The group entered a trance, leaving the archives behind. Roland, once a man, stood changed, flesh made of shadow and bone, eyes and forehead ablaze with Navian fire.
A war of immense scale played out, spanning countless worlds and realms. Landscapes bore the scars of conflict: mountains cleaved by swords, oceans parted by colossal war beasts, and forests leveled by spears. Great silver machines battled dark forces on land, sea, air, and in the beyond[28].
Magic unleashed in pandemonium, cosmic lightning clashing with Roland’s shadows, spells morphing into beasts and tempests, embodying their casters’ wills. Roars of celestial creatures intertwined with warrior cries in a chorus of battle and valor.
Roland’s storms followed, planet-sized tempests born of his will. They screamed and laughed, crumbling mountains, boiling oceans. Stars flickered in terror.
Above all, Roland’s dark will twisted minds and warped flesh. He enslaved countless realms, hovering in the void, a dark splendor commanding gates to new realms, an unceasing, omnipresent tide. Agony ruled as law. Wearing a bone crown and cloak of storms, Roland hovered as the god of catastrophe.
The vision faded.
Soren sat, haunted by it, a stark challenge to his beliefs in justice and kindness. Resolute with conviction, his fear transformed into determination. Peril lined the path ahead, but he would face it, with help.
Wiping moist eyes, he steadied himself. “I’ve never read or imagined evil of such magnitude. Roland must be eradicated.”
Idrys, her face now marked with sadness, nodded. “Why is it always take over everything with men?”
“Huh?” Soren asked.
“Most men,” Idrys corrected herself.
“That’s messed up,” Chastity commented.
“We’ll stop him,” Zelene promised.
Lariel stood. “His infernal friends won’t like such ambition. Good work, everyone. I must return to Marasheart.” She vanished in a puff of red smoke.
Zelene gave a slight nod while Chastity huffed.
“Bye, I guess,” Idrys said.
Soren waved and soon rested his head on the desk, succumbing to sleep.
Zelene set him on Chastity, then they left.
A time later, they returned as she carried a mattress, and she set it down, grabbing him from the mare and laying him gently upon it. “He’s been ki drained by two mavki and will sleep for a long time.”
Idrys, Zelene, and Chastity read books, researched, came and went, all while he slept.
***
Soren woke up refreshed and hopped up to sit at the table. A desert had grown in his throat during his slumber, and he coughed.
“How long did I sleep?”
“It’s the middle of the night,” Zelene answered.
“Not very long.”
“Of the day after,” Idrys said, ending with a chuckle.
“I’ve never slept so long.”
Zelene held out a mug of water.
“Much appreciated,” he said, reaching but grasping her hand by accident, the thickness of her skin soothing, but he jerked away. “Sorry.”
Chastity raised a flaming brow. “He wants to hold your hand, Zelene. I saw it!”
“Stop with your nonsense,” she said, guiding the drink to his hand.
The mare snorted.
He guzzled, then set it aside. “That hit the spot.”
“You needed a big recharge.” Zelene wore a warm smile on her face.
“Is this common with ki drains?”
“In rare circumstances, a mortal drained to near death by a mavka can sleep for three days.”
“I feel great now.”
“This pleases me.”
After they read tomes for a while, the archives shook, dust scattering from shelves as a muffled bang came from above.
“Earthquake?” Idrys asked.
“No.” Zelene frowned as she stood and donned her helmet. “Bombs.”
“More invaders?” the mare asked. “Let’s send them to the Hells!”
“Idrys, with me,” Zelene said, grabbing the gnome into her lap while mounting her steed. “Soren, strap yourself in behind. You ready to fly?”
“Yes?” Having flown with Saffa on her back and terrified by it, flying on a flaming mare seemed the definition of insanity.
“Fear not,” the mavka said. “I’ll protect you.”
He used Specingulum to strap himself to the saddle and held the mavka around her waist, grateful for her protective nature.
Chastity galloped out of the archives, her roar slicing through the air as she flew into the cloud-veiled, predawn sky.
Pushed down by the mare’s ascension, Soren’s breath stopped, his eyes widening at the daunting spectacle around him.
Fifteen bone Zmey. Atop each head, skeletal wizards chanted, casting dark bolts downward from their staves. What they struck decayed. Metallic canisters fell from their tails, battering the castle and Tenebres with fiery concussive explosions. Each head spewed elemental fury from tubes leading to cannisters in their lungs as they carved swathes of destruction. Beneath their underbellies, swiveling cannons spat a deadly hail of iron shot.
Soren glanced back and up, beholding a colossal, flaming roc[29], far larger than any Zmey. Thin moon rays peeked through the clouds, causing it to cast a frightening blob of a shadow on the castle while it circled. Waiting. Watching.
Scores of turrets with cannons adorned its frame, each bolted on its hide. They fired iron balls with concussive roars, wrecking stone.
Down below, Tariq stood with a squad of vilas, who hurled rocks like bullets into the sky. A platoon of wizards nearby conjured icy barriers or cast Ignitel, shooting firebolts from their hands. Guards and centaurs patrolled, alert for any falling enemies. On the castle’s towers, ballistae hurled glowing bolts skyward.
“Fuckers are unmarked,” Chastity shouted over the noise.
“Privateers,” Zelene said. “Paid for by Voraxmor and Bratgon, no doubt.”
“You demons sure have good vision,” the gnome said. “I can barely see them.”
“Point your wand forward and cast spells,” Zelene ordered. “Let us do the guiding.”
Idrys pulled out a wand. “I’ll clip their wings.”
Dread gnawed Soren’s soul.
Feel my presence, Zelene thought. You’re safe with me. I know the odds look bad, but we’ll prevail. Removing her glove, she grasped his hand. A pure warmth spread through him, calming his nerves. Cast Visobex with me, brave warrior.
Together, they cast the spell, and a shimmering shield surrounded them.
Cannon fire smashed off the barrier as Chastity dove toward a Zmey, fire shooting from her mouth.
Zelene raised her hammer. Fire engulfed it.
Down below, Tariq yelled, “Haldra, Kaela, you must aid Tesa!”
“Second surprise attack in three days,” the darkling said. “Where’s Ishethra? Her absence is disgraceful. And most of your army appears missing. What. The. Hells?”
“They defend Tesa and Marasheart, our most vulnerable towns. Tesa needs you. Go now!”
“That will not happen. The greater threat is here.”
“What are your orders?” a vila asked him.
“Ignore Haldra. Distribute your magic on all Zmey. Keep them away from the castle.”
“Spread your magic,” the vila yelled, and the squad targeted all bone dragons evenly.
“One at a time,” Haldra said. “Or you won’t destroy any of them.”
“Bad idea. We’d leave the others to roam free. We must fight all at once.”
Fulgsta appeared in her hand, strobing the dim surroundings in cobalt, and she held it forward. “You’ve fought for decades. I’ve fought for millennia. Stand down while I take command.”
“The enemy is up there,” Kaela said, holding her javelin arm back. “Not down here. Let’s go.”
“In an hour, this castle will fall,” the darkling said, tearing away from Kaela’s grasp. “We stay and fight here. Tariq, I’m relieving you.”
His left hand gleamed with bright frost, the right sizzling with azure fire. “No. Leave for Tesa now, or return to Navia.”
From above, Soren watched the exchange, saddened by their aggressive postures toward each other and astonished at Tariq’s ability to wield fire magic, something he had never seen before.
The mare crashed into the bone dragon. Zelene dismounted, breaking bone with each fiery war hammer smite.
Idrys scooted back into Soren’s lap and intoned, “Golecrea.” With her wand waving, ribs from the dragon cracked apart, forming a skeletal golem. It ran on one head, engaging the undead wizard in melee combat.
The mare breathed fire and stomped around. “Hang on!” she said as the Zmey spun, trying to shake her off, but she dug her hooves into bone while her riders held tight.
The golem fell off, smashing apart against a stone wall.
“You good?” Zelene asked, glancing back while she hammered away.
Dizzy with insides cramping, Soren unloaded his stomach’s contents.
“I think it’s his first roll,” Idrys said.
“Mortblitus!” two skeletal wizards hissed. Shadows covered their staves. Dark bolts shot forth but glanced off their barrier.
The roc dove straight for the gate.
Haldra hurled Fulgsta into the sky, and it struck with thunderclaps, dressing the beast in lightning. Undeterred, it screamed a raging river of crimson from its massive beak.
“Take cover!” Tariq yelled, and everyone fled.
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The roc landed with thunderous impact, demolishing the gate. A fiery shockwave knocked everyone down and threw wood, stone, and bronze throughout the castle and down upon Tenebres. Nearby, souls sizzled to ash.
The bird’s cannons erupted. Wizards conjured Figupetra barriers in desperation. One fumbled, his head exploding like a watermelon.
Tariq stood and yelled, “Haldra. Tesa. Now!”
She stood, catching Fulgsta. “Fuck no.”
The first rays of dawn peeked through clouds.
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“Zarvek, Drenaglen barbarian of legend, fought beside Demvora against Galadon’s mightiest invasion. For two days straight, his glorious rage burned as he vanquished thirteen morozko, or frost giants. Also legendary? The distance his companions kept, lest they get smitten by his madness.”
— For the Love of War
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Saffa flew sideways out of Ishethra’s fiery portal. “Did I just go downways?” Mother, surrounded by azure fire, followed.
Gray clouds parted above, streaming in dawn’s orange rays. Tenebres and the castle burned. Columns of smoke ascended. Fifteen undead Zmey wreaked havoc, strafing the city and castle with elemental blasts. The roc flapped near the destroyed gatehouse, its wings blowing defenders over, its fiery breaths melting flesh. Iron shot from its guns, breaking stone and bone.
The intensity of this battle eclipsed everything during her Institute training and the skirmish with Bratgon.
“Our home burns, Mother,” Saffa said with sadness. “I’ve never seen such carnage.”
“Mighty daughter, unleash your rage! Let these invaders crumble before your might!”
Mother’s command sparked her ire, and her emotions fused to wrath at these beasts. They assailed her castle. Her beautiful capital. Her home. Now they must pay the price, and she would be the reaper.
Eyes on the gigantic roc, she would claim her most glorious trophy.
Wings tucked, she dove for Soren as a huntress with one mission: taking the roc’s head, and she needed his magic to aid in her hunt.
Dark bolts shattered his barrier while Zelene hammered a spine-decimating smash, breaking the Zmey’s back in half. It plummeted, landing with an explosive crash, throwing stone. Guards below carved up its bones and those of its riders.
“Saffa!” Zelene yelled. “Grab my glaive.”
She hovered near and snatched the long weapon from the mavka’s back. Light in her hands, she marveled at its glinting xanet blade, having seen it in action on her mission. It cut through everything.
Iron shot and thunderbolts erupted from a nearby Zmey.
Zelene held her tower shield out while Soren intoned, “Magmuta.” Her shield doubled in size, taking thudding impacts, lightning thundering off with many forks. “Minmata,” he intoned, restoring her shield.
“Give him to me.”
“No,” Soren said. “I want to fight with Zelene.”
“How are you moving and speaking?”
“I facilitate it,” Zelene said. “Please respect his decision, Saffa.”
“Excuse me?” she asked, annoyed at them both. “We’ve trained together for years. I need him to kill the roc.”
“I’m staying with Zelene. End of discussion.”
Zelene threw her hammer at a Zmey. Fire streaked as it smashed one head off and returned to her hand. “His choice, Saffa. You can drive the roc away on your own—we don’t need to kill it.”
“I’m Heir of Nightwind,” she said, furious at their disobedience during a battle, “and I order you to release him.”
Soren looked at Zelene with pleading eyes. “She’s not my superior officer. Ignore her.”
“I can’t disobey an order from the throne, Soren. I’m so sorry.”
“No. Please.”
Saffa entered his mind, taking over the possession.
I’m here, she thought, sensing all his fear. I need you on my back. Can I strap you on?
You don’t have my consent for possession. Give me back to Zelene.
We don’t have time to discuss, so I’m strapping you on. She made him intone, “Specingulum,” and attach himself tight to her back. You ready?
Silent anger simmered as his mind turtled up.
Frenzied and uncaring about his emotions, she dove for the bird. Her insides curdled, wind scraping her skin while she held the glaive out.
Mother descended as a pillar of fire, scorching cobblestone in the courtyard. Reforming next to Tariq, Soulash whipped out as she held his fiery left hand.
“My beloved, report.”
Fire, acid, and iron spat down from the sky. Together, husband and wife held their hands aloft. A translucent, prismatic dome appeared, absorbing the assault and holding. Cannon shots from the roc deflected off.
“The pirates arrived recently,” Tariq reported. “We’ve taken heavy damage and casualties. I’ve requested Haldra to defend Tesa, but she’s refused. Kaela seems willing to listen. Tenebres remains vulnerable, with our limited armies tied up in the castle.”
“Other cities can wait,” Haldra said. “Your home base must take priority. Kaela and I can defend the city while you handle the castle.”
“Dire reports from Tesa,” Tariq said. “Thirty Zmey.”
Coarse bangs and black powder smoke discharged as iron balls clanked off the dome. Wings flailing, the roc crushed a castle wall with its talons. Another Zmey crashed into a tower, causing a fiery stone-filled explosion. Singed guards swarmed.
“Disobeying a direct order from my husband?” Mother said, eyes twitching. “By extension, you’ve defied me. Destroy enemies over the city and see me in the council chamber after.”
Kaela flew into Haldra. The darkling, now surrounded by shadow and flame, rocketed into the air. Lightning and flames streaked from Fulgsta.
“You made a sound choice,” Mother said. “But I need Haldra close. With Irvan, Eris, Leshka, and our navy, Tesa can hold, though the cost is great.”
“I respect your judgment. Now let’s drive the bird away.”
Thirteen, Saffa thought, watching halberd-holding guards split a Zmey’s bones apart near a crumbling tower.
A bony maw chomped around her, stopping her flight.
After stabbing her glaive through the top, she held its jaws apart, wings flaring wide.
Its dagger fangs pierced her wing, brown blood splatting. A tooth tore into Soren’s shoulder, crimson blood spurting.
Hot stabs tortured her senses. She screamed from pain in both bodies, her eyes igniting in azure flames. She swept her glaive, cleaving the maw in twain. It fell, teeth tearing from their wounds as a parting gift.
Ouch! Soren screamed mentally. Too reckless, Saffa! Focus on the full battle, not just the roc.
It came from behind. Chill. Out.
A skeletal wizard intoned, “Crufulga.”
Lightning thundered from his staff, struck her chest, and shot her back.
Irate from the blast’s jolt, she spat brown sludge.
I’m hurt bad, Soren thought. Need fire.
She reached back, cauterizing his shoulder with a fiery touch.
His eyes watered, the intensity of it briefly taking both their breaths away.
Your wing needs it, too.
She conjured soothing fire on the wound to stop its bleeding.
Don’t lose control. It’ll break the possession.
Don’t worry. But the madness tickled her mind and wanted its turn. Two smites of her glaive tore the second maw off, the offending undead mage falling. Acid bubbled in the final mouth.
“Visobex,” she intoned with Soren’s mouth, jerking his arms and hands, his joints popping.
A new, shimmering shield deflected the poison before dissolving.
Saffa, that hurt. Zelene let me think and made it happen. Can you do the same?
This is a battle, Soren. We don’t have time.
A Zmey fell from the sky, crashing into the great hall, stone chunks crumbling. Flames billowed.
Twelve, she thought, making him hold tight as she twirled like a whirlwind, chewing up the rider with her glaive and removing the last head. The beast fell to the castle, turning two guards to cinders in a booming explosion of crimson. The bones clattered around in grim harmony while she hovered above. Eleven.
I can’t take your spinning, Soren thought, stomach lurching.
Tendrils of madness snaked through her mind. Cut all useless chatter, Soren!
You’re not the Saffa I knew. The demon transformation has changed you, and not for the better.
Thunderbolts shot from clouds over the city, shattering a Zmey to pieces. It fell into houses on the city’s east side, shooting fire in a long line. An inferno spread.
Ten, she thought. Two still threatened Tenebres.
After soaring high, she stopped on a dime, and Soren jerked against her while she glared at the monstrosity flapping around in her castle.
I’ll have this beast as my trophy! Glaive down, she plummeted with a shout, stomachs sinking.
Soren vomited. Saffa! Zelene knows better. We just need to drive it away. And you’re losing control.
Shut up, Soren!
Seven Zmey formed a semi-circle high above the castle. Skeletal riders waved shadowy staves, chanting, “Mortficalo.” Bony maws ejected fire, ice, and acid to a single point, where a dark orb[30] began expanding.
With the jagged backside of her hammer, Zelene tore gashes in a Zmey’s cages. Chastity breathed fire through the gaps. Fluids ignited.
Idrys intoned, “Ignitel,” shooting a fire bolt from her wand.
Mare and mavka lunged away as the cages exploded. Fire, metal, and bones rained down.
Nausea swam in Soren’s stomach, bile dripping down his chin. Saffa, I’m sick.
She didn’t care—the roc must die.
Nine, she thought, hearing the explosion above.
At Mother’s signal, Chastity and Zelene flew down to her side, and Idrys dismounted.
The roc stomped toward them, shattering the dome with fiery breaths and its wings, crushing centaurs with its talons. Cannons roared from the beast.
Mother cracked Soulash, striking iron balls from the air with fantastic speed. “They use a sphere of annihilation. It’s too late to stop. Tariq, you and the mages create a bigger dome. Everyone else, get underground!”
Tariq sprinted to the battered great hall entrance. “All magi to me!”
Vilas and wizards formed ranks around him. A variety of spells chimed from the wizards’ lips. All arms raised as vibrant tendrils of many colors shot into the sky, forming a thick prismatic dome. Centaurs and guards scrambled into barracks at the courtyard’s eastern edge.
Another Zmey fell over the city, decimated by lightning and fire, torching the surrounding buildings.
Eight, Saffa counted, plummeting near the roc. In a few seconds, her glaive would tear through its neck.
“Back beast!” Mother hissed, cracking Soulash high into the roc’s face with an ear-splitting whack. The bird squawked, jets of fire shooting from its mouth.
Mother held out her right hand, and the flames formed a bright orb. She threw it, and a fiery hurricane wind knocked the beast back.
Saffa thrusted her glaive with a roar, impaling the roc’s neck.
Soren bashed against her, a snap splitting the air from his ribs, his breaths painful now. Crimson and green fluids spurted from his mouth.
After angling her weapon with prejudice, she tore it out and raised it high for a second attack.
The bird screeched, flapping its wings, throwing her off.
Madness boiled within. My trophy! Mine!
The bird’s flaps caused a mighty gale, blowing everyone away.
While icing her glaive, Saffa forced his Magmuta spell, and her weapon grew to a great pike, thrice her height.
Saffa, Soren thought with angst, having become a pained, helpless puppet. Stop. Please. I’m begging you.
Reengaging, she lost all sense of self and plunged her pike deep. A grizzly splat of red matter sprayed as she tore it out. She thrust again, twisting, yanking, hacking, each strike extracting hide, fiery blood, and fleshy insides while the beast screamed and thrashed.
Terror filled Soren with what she’d become: an uncontrolled, murderous demon, much like Roland had described.
Their combined minds began drifting apart, and he gave up on further communication.
The roc jumped, squawking, shaking her off again. It soared with plangent wing beats, smashing through the forming prismatic dome.
Saffa shot into the sky, eyes narrowed at her quarry.
The last Zmey fell over the city, crashing down in a blazing explosion. Much of Tenebres burned now, orange and black flames matching the smoke, painting a canvas of carnage.
Just those seven left, Soren thought, hope gone as he glimpsed the Zmey formation and growing dark sphere. I’m going to die. At least I’ll be free of her hold.
“Saffa, to me!” Mother shouted.
She didn’t understand, knowing but one purpose now: to slay the roc and consume its ki, and murder anyone who dared cross her path.
“Zelene, follow and take him. The rage consumes her, and possession will end any moment now.”
Zelene mounted Chastity. They took to the sky, flying through a hole in the dome. It reformed behind.
Idrys and Mother ran to Tariq. A spectral tendril emerged from Mother’s right hand, connecting her to the dome, which grew to cover the castle. Above, the dark orb expanded, strobing bright colors.
“Can we survive it?” Tariq asked.
“It’ll be close,” Mother said. “Trust in our unity.”
“Never seen one of these used before,” Idrys said with worry. “Have either of you?”
“No,” Tariq answered.
“This one makes four,” Mother said.
“What happened before?” the gnome asked.
“Bad things.”
“Every time?”
“More or less.”
“Great. I love new research but prefer a controlled environment.”
“As do I,” Mother said. “Alas, the enemy does not.”
Haldra phased through the dome and landed by Mother. “Enemy’s down,” she said, eyes ablaze.
“Get in the council chamber. This thing’s about to blow.”
The darkling disappeared through the closed great hall doors.
The sphere rapidly ballooned and plummeted. Behind it, Zmey barreled down.
“It’s a suicide run.” Tariq shook his head.
“That’s the undead for you.” Mother gave a nonchalant shrug. “For Nightwind! Hold!”
Everyone strained below, their shouts ringing out as Zmey crashed against the shield. A sludge of elements mingled with exploding metal and bones. The massive, pulsing sphere smashed into the prismatic dome, rending the sky with an earth-shaking boom! A dazzling mushroom cloud rebounded.
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Shadowy claws emerged, howling across the dome, ripping it to shreds with high-pitched tears.
Ishethra and Tariq, hands up, conjured a shimmering barrier above their ranks, absorbing part of the blast before faltering. Plumes of fire, ice, and acid ejected from the blast. Dark claws remained. They engulfed the castle like ravenous locusts, collapsing ramparts, disintegrating unlucky souls.
A colossal shockwave blew pieces of the castle and survivors about like pebbles. Bones snapped. Stone flew skyward for miles.
Smelling of ozone, the mushroom cloud expanded, billowing toward the clouds.
Beyond the devastation, Chastity, with Zelene atop, pursued the roc, one league high, iron spraying from its cannons.
One hit struck Saffa’s thigh with a crunch. She hissed, icing the wound, and made Soren cast Formaqua-Portitas. A howling squall from her pike deflected cannon shots as she covered the beast in winter.
Wings frozen, it nose-dived, spinning toward a grassy field. She pursued down like a bird of prey, icing her pike to guide the way. A barrage of icy spears shot from her pike’s tip at the roc’s backside.
Soren’s presence left her mind. He gestured frantically, inaudible words sputtering from his mouth.
The air whipped around her as her spears tore open the bird’s tail. Lava spewed, its descent accelerating, its size diminishing in her vision. Plops of magma ignited Soren’s skin, his tortured scream a faint sound in her psychotic mind.
Fire howled from her feet as she closed the gap, matching its torrid pace, bathing in the warm lava.
An ear-blasting crack pounded the air, leaving a high-pitch static in her ears and an intermittent whooshing of wind.
“Oh shit,” Chastity said. “He’s burning!”
“Hurry.” Zelene placed her hammer and shield on her back. Fire tore from Chastity’s backside, their dive escalating.
The roc neared the ground, its wings shaking, casting some ice off, and the beast flipped, belly up.
Saffa drew her pike back before thrusting it down.
The roc slammed into the ground, turrets tearing from its hide, an enormous crater spreading, casting ice and earthy debris into the atmosphere. The air warped, a thunderous, blistering shockwave exploding. An earthquake struck the castle and Tenebres, bearing testament to the extreme force.
Saffa’s frigid pike impaled through ice, scales, and hide with a barbaric thunk. She and Soren hit with wild force, sharp stabs and pounding sensations enveloping her.
Her weapon’s xanet blade sliced through Soren’s right elbow.
She lost her grip, bounced off, and rolled down the bird’s huge belly.
His ghostly straps dissolved, his mangled body resting near her.
Wintry scales exploded as a geyser of lava soared from the bird’s wound, showering the landscape, igniting the grass, incinerating his lost forearm. While his elbow stump spat blood, lava splattered them both, burning him to a crisp.
Chastity swooped in, and Zelene leaned, grabbing his charred body, then they fled.
The roc screeched and writhed tumultuously.
Saffa snarled, shaking her head from a harsh throbbing within, her ears whining. She stood, armor smoldering as she craved the roc’s head for her ultimate trophy. Legs bent, she unleashed a mighty jump, landing on its belly, where she reclaimed her pike with a fleshy rip, forming a razor ice edge. She then leaped to its neck, screaming, decapitating it with three icy chops.
From the opening, its gushing lifeblood baptized her by immersion.
She stuck her tongue out to taste its ichor, pike raised, wings wide. Delicious sulfur and brimstone tantalized her senses as lava poured down her form. Overcome with dark joy, she bellowed a triumphant roar.
She demanded its ki.
Silver tendrils flew from its neck into her mouth. A gale blew her long braid, her azure skin gleaming as overwhelming energy surged through her body, her bonfire of madness soaring.
She levitated above its corpse, all her muscles cramping as she howled from the pain. Dozens of frost novas burst from her body, covering her armor, the carcass, and surrounding grass. Magenta steam clouds ascended. Her muscles loosened.
Zelene loomed in the distance.
Saffa zoomed, pike held high for a lethal strike.
Chastity dove to the ground, and the dark mavka dismounted, setting Soren’s body down. She drew her war hammer and shield. “I’ve got her. Guard him with your life.”
The mare lowered into an aggressive stance while snorting flames, scooting in front of him. “Fuck, she’s gone crazy.”
The two mavki charged at each other, and Saffa swung high. Zelene ducked, raised her tower shield, and deflected the strike while bashing her hammer into Saffa’s stomach, knocking the wind out of her.
“Saffa,” Zelene called to her. “Let go of the madness. This battle is over.”
Saffa heaved and hurled her pike at Zelene’s chest.
Zelene hammered the weapon into the ground. Its blade tore a long gash in the earth before resting.
Saffa floated backward. “Burn, bitch!” A tornado of azure fire manifested around herself.
Zelene glanced at Chastity. “Haul him back to the castle!”
“Damn, I hate seeing friends fight.” The mare nipped at Soren’s corpse.
A fiery portal sizzled open by the mare. Ishethra stepped out, holding Soulash. “Leave him there.”
“You can calm her down?”
“Whatever it takes.”
Saffa threw her flaming whirlwind.
Zelene retreated.
Mother placed herself between them. “See to Soren.”
The mavka ran back to him, sheathed her hammer and shield on her back, and kneeled at his side, caressing his scorched skin.
Mother raised her arm. The tornado unraveled, collapsing in her hand into a fiery ball.
“You!” Saffa spat, sensing this new enemy’s power beyond measure as she charged.
Mother threw the orb, its burning shockwave knocking her down. “Stand down, daughter.”
Saffa lunged, gripping Mother by the throat, demanding her ki.
None came.
“Saffa”—Mother kicked her away—“you’re the wielder, not the weapon.”
Deep in her mind, Saffa recognized Mother. But hunger won, and she lurched, squeezing Mother’s head, willing ki to come.
Nothing.
With great swiftness, Mother shoved Saffa’s hands away, spun her around, and restrained her arms and wings with Soulash.
Paralysis took her.
“Daughter of Nightwind, you will surrender your rage!”
Mother’s voice shook Saffa out of madness. She came back to her senses slowly, speaking through heavy breathing, “Power … glory … victory … mine …”
“Yes, my young roc slayer,” Mother said, glancing at the crater in the distance, lava spewing from its center. “You fought well today.” Soulash slithered into Mother’s robes. “Come,” she said, taking her daughter’s hand, leading her to Zelene.
Saffa gasped at Soren’s horrific burns, covering her mouth with her hand upon seeing his arm stump. “Mother … is he … dead?”
“Yes.”
Saffa dropped to her knees, head shaking in anguish. Had she done this? How had it happened?
“Be silent and observe.”
Saffa fell flat, wings and tail tight around herself, the brutal reality of how she had treated Soren and Zelene hitting like an uppercut from a morozko.
Zelene stood, extending her hand. “Warrior Saffa, please stand with me.”
“Zelene,” she said, peeking out from her wing, “I insulted you and tried to kill you.”
“You’re forgiven. One day, you’ll use your full anger without losing control.”
“Are you sure?” Saffa asked, heart heavy, the shock of just how crazed she had become making her shiver.
“I am. Now you shall bear witness to his resurrection.”
Saffa took the mavka’s hand to stand, wiping her eyes, hoping Zelene’s healing magic would be enough, despite his mangled body.
Zelene kneeled over his corpse, opened his mouth, turned her head, and exhaled. Holding her mouth near his, she then inhaled. Gray light wafted into her.
Completing her breath, she closed her eyes, skin radiating rainbow light. After a long pause, she exhaled. Tendrils of white light entered him.
She kissed his forehead, stood, and stepped away. Eyes opening, the light faded from her skin.
Zelene sniffled. Then she commanded with a loud voice, “Soren, come forth.”
His skin flashed rainbow hues, burns receding, his severed arm unaltered. He coughed, opening his eyes, gazing at the dark mavka.
“Oh no.” Horrified, Saffa’s eyes fixated on his elbow stump. “She couldn’t fix it.” Grief squeezed her chest.
The mavka kneeled, extending her hand. “Soren, arise.”
He took her hand, and they stood together.
Catatonic, he stared at the colorful mushroom cloud. It expanded high and wide through the clouds, forming an anvil halfway up, eclipsing the morning sun and casting an ominous shadow over them.
Seems appropriate, Saffa thought, gazing at the surreal billowing mass. Utter devastation. Just like us.
Mother approached, taking Zelene’s other hand. “Remember your inner strength, Soren.”
“Saffa,” Mother said, “ride Chastity and douse the flames of Tenebres.”
“I want to comfort him.”
“Now!” Mother commanded, disappearing in red smoke.
Dejected, she mounted the mare, and they took to the sky toward the city. “Chastity, I killed him.”
“I wouldn’t go that far. It was more like a tragic accident.”
“No, it’s bad. I forced my possession and lost my shit. He lost his arm and got torched.”
“True, but Zelene revived him. Normally, she can restore limbs, but his … didn’t come back.”
“I couldn’t control my power … my anger … the need for more … and I failed him. Things were already bad between us. Now? I’ve ruined us.”
“He’ll be all right. Minus the arm and all. Just learn from it and do better next time.”
She rubbed the mare’s fiery neck, trying to process his death and the battle, knowing she’d abused her power without his consent. It devastated her with guilt. Anxiety and sorrow grew.
“You killed a roc,” Chastity reminded her. “You’re probably the youngest roc slayer in history.”
She had never hurt someone innocent like this. Tears of regret trickled down her face. “I guess,” she said, wishing she could bask in the glory of it. “But it cost him everything. We’ll never be the same.”
With the mare’s encouragement and the roc’s substantial ki, she conjured her frost. Flurries fell upon the city, slowly intensifying into a heavy snowstorm, taming the fires.
Back on the ground, Zelene retrieved her glaive, now its regular size. “Soren, may I continue my possession and fly you to the hospital?”
With his slow nod, she hugged him and took off.
17 - Family


“In kin and kingdom, loyalty weaves the strongest tapestry, binding one’s house into a unified army.”
— Memoirs of Ishethra
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In the castle’s hospital wing, holes desecrated the stone ceiling and walls. Ishethra, Zelene, and Chastity stood around unconscious Soren, who lay on a bed, a curtain drawn for privacy. Just outside, Saffa hunched in a chair, wings covering her face to hide her tears. Cries and moans of the injured limned a disturbing atmosphere.
“I’m unable to restore his arm,” Zelene told them. “The infernal magic prevents me. He needs to sleep for now.”
“Can we amputate a little higher to remove the tattoo?” Chastity asked. “Then you can, right?”
“No,” Ishethra said. “The marks symbolize the infernal hold inside him. We must break it first.”
“How did the resurrection work, then?”
“Restoring his soul, in this case, is easier than a limb,” Zelene said.
Tariq quietly entered through a small gap in the curtain. “Ishethra, I have those reports you asked for. Do you want them here?”
“At your discretion.”
“Army casualties include thirty-seven dead and eighty-two wounded. The castle is battered, with repairs underway. We estimate three weeks to completion. Without your quick thinking to shield us, we would’ve lost the entire structure, and much of Tenebres.”
“We all came together. What of civilian loss?”
“Hundreds slain, thousands wounded. The Zmey smashed Tenebres, especially the east side. Our army quells riots even now. The citizens there believe we animated Zmey to purge them.”
“Even though we knocked them out of the sky?” Chastity asked, stomping her hooves.
“All part of an act, they claim,” Tariq answered.
“Stupid fucks.”
“Cease thy swearing,” Zelene said, stroking the mare’s neck, earning a nicker.
“Estimate for city repairs?” Ishethra asked.
“Months to rebuild.”
“Divert some castle resources. Ensure every citizen has shelter and sustenance.”
“Will do. I have something else, but suggest we review in the council chamber.”
“Please wait in the throne room for me.”
He left.
“Zelene, Chastity, will you be Soren’s guardians until further notice? He needs your support during this, his greatest trial.”
“I’m honored to.”
“Me, too. When he wakes up, I’ll tell him some hilarious jokes.”
“Clean ones.”
The mare grinned evilly.
“Saffa,” Mother called to her as she exited through the curtain’s gap, “stay here until you see my portal. You’ll be leaving Nightwind for your assignment.”
“Sure,” she said, grief nagging at her heart. Any excitement about an adventure fizzled, the dour reality of Soren’s arm symbolic of their severed relationship.
* * *
Ishethra and Tariq stood in the battered throne room, the once beautiful dome shattered, its fragments littering the phoenix embossing beneath.
“Wait here until Haldra comes up.”
“You know how to handle her better than me. No problem here.”
Ishethra left through a secret door, descending the stairs to the council chamber, its metallic door closed. She opened it slowly, finding Haldra and Kaela staring at her, the darkling panting.
“Kaela, your loyalty is appreciated,” Ishethra said, taking a few steps. “My husband says you stood by him in our darkest hour.”
Haldra stood in front of the banshee, arms folded. “I don’t recall that.”
“Let her speak.”
Kaela stepped around. “I’m just trying to make sure we don’t fight amongst ourselves.”
“Prudent. We cannot survive tearing ourselves apart while Bratgon wages war upon us.”
“Let’s get this over with,” Haldra said.
“Just a moment, Haldra.” Ishethra neared the banshee, her voice dropping. “First, I have an urgent task for you, Kaela.”
“I’m listening.”
“Bratgon hired privateers. We’ll respond in kind. Recruit pirates. You’ll plunder Bratgon’s far east at Silkorn—it’s laden with precious minerals.”
“Ooo, what kinds?”
“Gold, silver[31], and xanet, among others. Keep fifty percent for Nightwind, who supports you in secret. Divvy up the rest however you want.”
“Now I know why you made me treasurer.”
“Yes, indeed. Go to Tesa to meet Irvan, who makes preparations—he’ll join you.”
Kaela looked at Haldra.
“You report to me,” Ishethra said, a fiery portal crackling to life. “And you’re dismissed.”
“All right, or … affirmative. Try not to kill each other.” The banshee floated through the portal, and it dissolved.
Quiet took the room, the two women locking eyes. Ishethra whistled, spun, and strode into the wine cellar.
“The fuck you doing, Ish? People are dead because you were off doing Hells knows what. These invaders should’ve been stopped at your border.”
After grabbing two blue drinks, she sauntered out, shutting the door with her tail. “Care for some Kraken Tears? Irvan gifted these to me before the Dread War.”
“You’re unreal. Breaking out the best bubbly right after a deadly attack on your home? I question your sanity.”
“We both know I’ll be damned before I let the enemy dictate how and when I choose to drink.” She extended a bottle to the darkling.
“You’re a free spirit,” Haldra said, taking the bottle. “I get it.”
Ishethra twirled her bottle in one hand. The glass melted, slurping to the floor. Thick blue smoke hissed. She inhaled all of it with a slow breath. “That’s how I drink.”
“You’re as crazy as ever.”
“That makes two of us.”
“Sure.”
“What I told Kaela is privileged.”
“Everything in this chamber is. You don’t have to tell me.”
Ishethra nodded. “Please share your concerns.”
“What are you doing to help Eris secure our borders?”
“Tariq leaves for Samatria today. He’ll return with the Kule Kosteky. Eris will use it to see our entire nation, even invisible enemies.”
“That’s very generous of them.”
“Zofiel owes me for the Dread War. Until we have it, we’ll do the best we can with patrols.”
“This resolves my border concerns.” The darkling pulled the cork out with a strong yank, causing a loud, fizzy pop. Fluids foamed, and she took a swig.
“Now for one of my concerns. You treated Tariq, my husband and consort, like an imp. His word is mine, and my word, his.”
“My aim was to keep Nightwind’s capital from falling. Nothing else matters.”
“I understand,” Ishethra said, her posture calm but stern. “Tariq doesn’t care what others say or think about him. One reason I love him so much. But you will respect him. While you serve on my council, if you have a problem with one of our orders, carry it out and share your concerns later.”
“Even if I know the order is wrong?”
“Was his?”
“Yes! We almost lost the castle and Tenebres today. Because of me and Kaela, we didn’t.”
“Our navy at Tesa will be crippled. We’re vulnerable from the water now. Bratgon’s navy is an order of magnitude greater than the Dread War. The frost giants of Galadon have enabled them to construct battleships.”
The darkling gave a puzzled look. “My apologies. I didn’t know that.”
“I’m aware, and it’s not entirely your fault. You just joined. Once you’re up to speed, let’s hope things go more smoothly.”
Haldra nodded before taking a long drink.
“Tactics and battle are your strength, Haldra. Strategy is mine. Combined, we are unstoppable.”
“On this, we agree. I have a second concern. How did Voraxmor priests breach your hall?”
“Soren disabled the wards. I permitted it.”
“And you haven’t executed him for treason?”
“He made an honest mistake.”
“No. He’s a gullible fool. And you almost doomed your daughter to eternal exile.”
“Naïve, yes. Did you know I’ve adopted him?”
“Why? He’s weak. And timid.”
“He’s stronger than you realize, and he’ll be Saffa’s consort.”
The darkling tilted her head, one dark brow raised. “Surely, your daughter can do better.”
“I don’t think so. In three decades of searching, he’s the only person I’ve found who might be willing. How many mortals do you know who would submit to it wholeheartedly?”
“None. I see your point. Last concern for me. I need absolute control of your armed forces. I can’t have others second-guessing me during a battle.”
“That would be difficult to handle, Haldra … I don’t know how you manage.”
The darkling laughed.
Ishethra cracked a half smile.
“Fine,” Haldra gave in, “I’ll give you that one.”
“Our house divided will crumble before the infernal forces of tyranny. Only with unity and trust can we prevail. I give you command, with four provisions.”
“Yes?”
“First, we must wait for Bratgon’s army to attack before retaliating. When they strike Marasheart, our defenses will ravage them.”
“Just how many mines have you laid?”
“Zero.”
“Why?”
“Because, since their last attack three years ago, I’ve woven a line of portal traps at the forest edge. Many lead to the Underworld. Some to other places in Navia. When their machines approach, they’ll be sucked in. Angry natives won’t like another invasion, and a tide of chaos will emerge, sweeping east.”
“Interesting,” the darkling said with surprise. “Why didn’t you mention this in council?”
“One never truly knows where the enemy’s eyes and ears are.”
“I respect that. Who else knows?”
“Irvan and Dragan. Keep it that way.”
“You trust the barbarian?”
“With my soul.”
“Fair enough.”
“Second, you will not involve our divisions with Kaela and Irvan’s piracy.”
“Fine.”
“Third, we’ll hold a monthly war council on the first Sunday in the morning. You’ll take seriously all advice and ideas.”
The darkling groaned. “How long will it last?”
“One hour.”
“Done.”
“Last, after this monthly gathering, you and I will have a private discussion in this chamber. A one-on-one, if you will.”
“I hate meetings.”
“So do I. But we can both stomach two scheduled hours per month. My door, of course, remains open if you need to discuss anything ever.”
“Regarding your forces, I have something to say.”
“Go ahead.”
“Your army is weak, as is your navy. And your air force is all but non-existent.”
“The warriors of clan Kryludi from Drenaglen, with their ice drakes, have agreed to aid us at Tesa. But I agree with you, we need more. What do you propose?”
“You mentioned unleashing demons. They’ll bore quickly and return home. We need more committed troops who, like us, desire to banish tyranny from all realms.”
“Tap your connections. Use whatever, or whoever, you desire.”
“Any demon is fair game?”
“I rely on you and your subordinates to keep a minimal level of order in our ranks. Keep the most reckless away from our cities and citizens.”
“You’ve changed since the Dread War. I thought you’d gone soft, but I was wrong. Please accept my apology.”
“None necessary. I desire constant scrutiny. Never hesitate to give it.”
“As I always have.”
“You know, I have gone soft. I’ve discovered love and kindness, especially for the weak and taken advantage of. You should try it sometime.”
“Those virtues are fucking worthless.”
“Combined with my burning desire for freedom, I’ve found a fullness of joy. I’m sure Kaela agrees. Would she call your love worthless?”
“Did you read my mind?”
“I don’t violate friends.”
“Then your perception remains sharp.”
“Please consider expanding your heart.”
“I’ll take my leave now—there’s much to prepare.”
“You’re dismissed, General Haldra.”
After taking a last drink, she handed her empty bottle to Ishethra and left.
* * *
Tariq entered the council chamber, leaving the door open.
Ishethra stood with her back to the door, mumbling to herself.
“Whatever you said to Haldra did something remarkable—she left with what I think was a smile. She even apologized to me.”
“I’m glad to hear,” she said, facing him. “We hashed out our differences, and we’re aligned now.”
“About those sensitive reports. Tesa lost its sea walls and whirlpool traps. The enemy destroyed eight frigates and three destroyers—half the navy there. The docks are gone. Forty-nine dead, hundreds wounded. No civilian casualties. We’re vulnerable from the water. Not something I wanted to mention in a public place.”
“Those ship losses are my fault.”
“I would think it’s Haldra’s.”
“I’ve placed too much emphasis on Tenebres and Marasheart. They’re important, given the land army looming, but Bratgon’s navy has expanded in recent decades, and I haven’t responded. We need more ships. I’ll discuss this with Irvan later. What else do you have?”
“Kaela and Irvan are stripping down two frigates. They’ll sail to Drenaglen, where they’ll outfit them for piracy and flight. If they can bring back enough cidrum and xanet from Silkorn, we can forge Starfang[32] and Rostam[33].”
“With Saffa’s might, it will be a most ruinous armament,” Ishethra said. “Wielding and wearing artifacts of xanet, she’ll be a machine wrecking titan.”
“You mentioned the sword will unlock her gating abilities.”
“To Navia, and other realms. Even her world.”
“I got your mental note during council about her world. How long did she and Soren spend there?”
“About a month.”
“And only minutes passed when they returned?”
“The most extreme time dilation I’ve seen,” Ishethra admitted. “Her world will be a haven for her and Soren to recuperate, bond, and train, with them being lost to us but a moment.”
“Think they’ll be able to patch things up?”
“I wouldn’t have taken him in like a son if I didn’t have confidence in their union.”
“What of Soren’s infernal contract?”
“I believe I’ve found a solution. With his special mind, he’s a unique mortal, qualified to become a lich and receive a new name.”
“Like Maelthra[34]? If she performs the ceremony and he changes, being a consort is impossible.”
“True. But she and I constructed an artifact: The Amulet of Elysian. It should allow a lich to feel again while wearing it.”
“He’d become mortal?”
“Yes … and no. It alters his form, granting a nervous system, while making him vulnerable to our ki drain and soul devouring. Maelthra and I couldn’t get it to work, despite using our souls together. It collects dust in our artifact vault now.”
“Sounds like a dead-end.”
“It was. However, in my recent research with Idrys, I discovered why it failed. Beyond a piece of the wearer’s soul, the other must be a mavka with grand-mastery of life magic.”
“Zelene. Is she willing to give you a piece of herself?”
“She’s already imbued her helmet. With it and one of Soren’s soulstones[35], this artifact should grant him life while he wears it.”
Tariq wore an expression of admiration and shock. “I’m … impressed. But I have one concern: Maelthra will take him as an acolyte. She won’t want to share or let him anywhere near this amulet.”
“I’ll bargain for his time and right to choose.”
“You’re an astonishing strategist. Despite our decades together, your wisdom and intellect continue to astound.”
“Astound.” She brushed his leg with her tail. “Continue to ponder that word, my husband. Now what of Marasheart?”
He caught the subtle flirt, his heart racing at what this stunning demon might have planned for him.
“Nineteen Zmey attacked. Sixteen fatalities and eighty-three injured. Without Lariel, the losses would’ve been far worse.”
“Did you know she rivals me in her control of fire?”
“Really? Glad she’s on our side.”
“Me, too.”
“There are two more things,” he said, finishing in a weighty breath. “First is Maelthra. Lariel believes she’s responsible for raising the Zmey.”
“I’ll summon her for a visit. We’re long overdue for a chat. What’s the other thing?”
“Our spy network reports Vasil plans to ally Ursabel with Bratgon.”
“Well, well,” she said, looking up for a moment. “They’ve been neutral for centuries. Bratgon sieged Snikm only thirty years ago. But I’m not surprised. He and Leonid might as well be lovers, given their lust for control.”
“Maybe we can use this.”
“Talk to me, Tariq.”
“This disrupts the status quo. If we confess[36] Elarion or Vasil and share with Samatria, we’ll kill two imps with one smite.”
“Samatria won’t like having a hostile neighbor,” she said, undoing her braid, “and it might plunge Ursabel into chaos. I know some citizens are unhappy with the current … management.”
“We’re aligned. I’m scheduled to visit Zofiel within the hour to discuss the corsairs and ask for aid—army, gleipnir crystals, and artifacts. This will counter any potential Ursabelian problem.”
“They won’t agree to the first but ask, anyway. Don’t mention Ursabel until we get the confession. I know someone who can get the job done.”
“I’ll leave at once, if you’re done with me.” He added the last part to bait her. Beyond her watchful eyes, untying her hair told him everything.
“Duty calls,” she said, hand moving down his arm at a snail’s pace, “but there’s a big problem.”
Her voice, stern and cold, betrayed her intent, and he couldn’t help squirming a little in anticipation. Leaning into her game, he swallowed. “What problem?”
“I haven’t thanked you yet for your support in the council chamber. You defended me against Haldra, one of the most powerful demons in all the realms.”
“It was nothing,” he said, removing her hand from his arm. “We shouldn’t keep the Archon waiting.” Despite his wanting, pushing her away like this would increase her desire.
Her hands and eyes ignited in azure fire as she untied her silken blue and gold robes, opening them a pinch. “By my decree, you’ve been delayed.”
“Why is that?” he asked, forcing a straight face.
“Unforeseen circumstances.”
“Your hair’s scorched.” He ran his hand along it, free now. The thick, smooth texture had an intoxicating smell, with a blend of vanilla and charred cinnamon. “What fire could do this? Were you injured during the battle?”
“No. Some tangled knots displeased me, and I eliminated them.”
He chuckled at her endearing mannerisms. “Just how long will I be delayed?”
“Visilenvalum,” she intoned, waving her hand.
The metal door slammed shut as silver energies shimmered around the room’s stone edges.
When he reached for her robes, she grabbed his hands. He countered with ice, preventing her fire from harming him.
“Could be hours,” she said mournfully, her robes falling off by themselves. Underneath, she wore a red-leather corset skinned by a multitude of tiny sparkling black diamonds. In its center, a black circle contained a blue and gold phoenix.
“Been a while since we’ve been together in this room,” he said, grasping her tail, running his icy hand along it to drive her wild. Every stroke caused her breath to hitch.
“I’m still deciding how to handle you.” She swiped her tongue out, eyes on his lips.
An icy blast to the groin should do it, a rare tactic reserved for special occasions.
He finished icing her tail and grasped her corset around the bottom, thrusting his fingers underneath and ejecting his coldest ice.
She shrieked. “Tariq,” she murmured, dragging a fiery finger from his chest down to his abdomen, smoking his robes. “I’ve imprisoned men for far less.”
“That’s how I handle you, demon,” he said, knowing it would make her hot.
The fire in her eyes brightened as she spoke in her haunting voice, one he couldn’t resist. “Gaze upon me, mortal.”
Mortal. A word used for their most intimate encounters.
His loving wife never let external events, even calamities, affect their marriage. Despite her power and intellect, far beyond his, she never treated him less than an equal.
Thirty-seven years ago, he had settled in Nightwind. Two years later, he had laid eyes on her for the first time, falling for her immediately. When he had gotten an audience, she’d promised five minutes. They had talked through the night. A few weeks later, she had revealed her mavka nature—no surprise to him. A month later, they had wed, and she’d taken him as consort. He treasured every moment.
As her corset fell off, Soulash appeared in her hand, slithering, wrapping around his body to paralyze him, a tactic she enjoyed using to make him more lustful.
Heart thumping, he suddenly floated on his back, covered only by her whip, its handle draped from his back. A tattoo of a phoenix matching her corset adorned his chest.
Naked, she hovered above him. Her flaming eyes gazed down, her lush, long, black hair flowing with a mind of its own. Every feature of her glorious body bedazzled him. Her wings curled close, her steaming tail dragging up his leg.
He wanted to unite with her dark, exotic skin.
She put her hands behind her head. A fiery, sizzling sphere filled the room.
By sight alone, he became erect, throbbing for her.
Silken hair wrapped around his phallus. Her tail coiled around next, stroking him at a perfect pressure and rhythm, bringing his orgasm to a cliff. She edged him there, watching with an inquisitive gaze.
Aching need consumed him as he gawked.
The sphere slowly caved in, singeing him with hot pleasure, and her body ignited in azure fire.
She descended, her flaming breasts gracing his chest. Soulash unraveled, slithering away on the floor as her smelted lips and tongue pressed softly.
He conjured all the snow he could muster. Fire and ice merged in a yin-yang dance of carnal rapture, making a salacious sauna.
* * *
Clothed, Tariq came to his senses, sitting in a chair. Ishethra sat by him, wearing her robes again, playing with her whip.
“Welcome back.”
Gobsmacked, he whispered, “Ishethra …” Rarely did they mate in pure elemental forms, and not for this duration because of the high ki cost. But she had given much to him, causing their ecstasy to last two hours, by his guess.
She rubbed his leg. “Dearest, will you stay in Samatria for a while? Visit their towns? Spread word about our plight and rally their people?”
“I will,” he said through long breaths, intense afterglow causing a floating sensation.
“Can you inquire about borrowing their rift lens and the Kule Kosteky?”
“Done.”
“And ask Zofiel to confirm the Zmey graveyard is secure?”
“That’s smart,” he said, coming out of his daze. “How was it for you?”
“Your ice becomes more ravishing with age.”
“I can’t get you out of my head.”
“Why would you want to? When you return, I’ll want a longer encounter.”
“I’m married to a mavka. How am I so lucky?”
“Any fortune is mine, Tariq. You’ve put up with me for three decades, and you’re still sane.”
“If putting up means every day is a blissful adventure, then I agree.” He took her hand and squeezed.
“Well said. Would you like my ki for your long trip away?”
“I’d like nothing more.”
She shifted to his lap, leaned in, and dropped her whip. They kissed, and her fiery ki flowed throughout his body, causing hot euphoria, a blissful contrast to his ice magic. When she released him, her intoxicating cherry scent lingered on his lips and tongue.
“For you, husband. My ki lives within you, a reminder of our bond. Think of me often, and I will of you.”
Breathless, he thought, Always.
I’m only a thought away, she whispered in his mind. When you have alone time, let’s sync up for some action at a distance, My King.
I’m imaging it now, he thought, her naked floating self bright in his mind.
So am I.
A pink, shimmering portal appeared in the room’s center.
They await you. When you long for home, for Nightwind’s embrace, reach out with your mind, and I’ll bring you back.
While I’m away, take care of your wants and needs. I love and trust you with all my heart.
They both stood and embraced, full of longing and unshed tears.
Thank you, dearest husband.
Until we meet again, My King, my love. With one last, long look at her beautiful mavka body, he entered the portal.
It vanished in a puff of red and white smoke, leaving an aching emptiness behind.
18 - Mercurial


“In the shadowed realm of infiltration, truth is a crafted potion, its power lying not in the substance, but in the precision of its portion.”
— Dossier of Deceit, Vol. I
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Saffa sat in the hospital, trying to push away her sadness … with little success.
A fiery portal materialized.
“You better not leave without saying goodbye,” Chastity said from behind the curtain.
She entered the enclosure, spying Soren’s sleeping, peaceful, but one-armed body. After kissing his forehead, she held his left hand. “Soren, I’m sorry for what I did. Please forgive me. You, too, Zelene. I mistreated you.”
“Your rage influenced you,” Zelene told her. “And you have my forgiveness.”
“It’s all good,” the mare said. “We’ll pass on the message and take good care of him. You have fun with whatever your mother’s got planned.”
“Thanks, both of you,” she said, rubbing the mare’s head and getting a fiery chop lick in response. Memories of her mission with them—wonderful, hilarious, epic—replayed in her mind.
Tell friend bye, the fire head thought.
What wrong Soren? the icy head asked.
Skadni! Where have you been?
Fell asleep, the heads thought.
I’m glad you’re back. He got injured during a battle. It’s my fault.
“Skadni says goodbye.”
“I want to play with your dog,” the mare said.
“Maybe soon. Mother is figuring out how to remove them.”
“Goodbye, Saffa and Skadni,” Zelene said. “May you have success on your travels.”
“I’m glad I met you on my mission. Thanks for reviving Soren and healing his burns.”
“I would aid anyone in need, except devils.”
Chastity whinnied.
Saffa laughed. Zelene had said similar things on her mission.
“You behave yourself.” Saffa gave the mare a pat.
“Hells no,” the mare retorted.
“See you both later.” Leaving behind the curtain, she walked through the portal and into the council chamber. The great hall chandelier hung from the ceiling, casting red light.
“Mother, what’s that doing here?” Saffa asked, eying it warily.
“Moved to a safer location. I suppose you want to know what it is.”
“It’s clearly your artifact, so yes, do share.”
“I fashioned it in the Underworld millennia ago.”
“What’s it made of? How does it work?”
“Voidstone from Navia, combined with stygian ash from outer darkness. Another sorceress and I forged it. Like the sphere used on our castle, it can store tremendous energy and alter or enhance spells to create many effects.”
“So, it’s a battery and a converter?”
“Yes.”
“Cool, except for the Netherseal part.”
“Somehow Roland deduced its nature as part of his plot.”
“Yeah, don’t stand under it if people are cutting themselves and chanting.”
Mother snickered.
“What about my trip?”
“Your spy mission starts now, so I’ll get right to the point. You’ll infiltrate House Kaulensho, seduce and possess Elarion[37] while getting a confession about Ursabel and Bratgon’s alliance, and anything else they’re plotting or scheming about. If this fails, try his father.”
On her mission, she had slept with Elarion three times during a two-week stay in Snikm. He had encouraged her to be a dominatrix, something she had enjoyed, making for memorable interludes. Those muscles and perfect jaw. So nice. But coercing him with her powers without consent made her uneasy, especially given the recent incident with Soren.
“I can tell you have reservations. Please understand this will save countless lives in the long run.”
“Okay … I guess,” she said, torn between exerting her dominance and being kind. “How do I get this confession?”
“We’ve acquired a confession orb. Hold it with bold hands, say confess, and it will record him. Release to finish. If it glows white, he told the truth. If it shatters, he lied—hence the need to force the truth via possession. You’ll need to read his mind forcefully and make him speak.”
“What about all your talk of consent earlier?”
“The greater good requires sacrifice.”
“So, it’s flexible consent? We can abuse our power if we feel like it?”
“When the need is dire, Saffa.”
The ethics of this created a dilemma, not to mention doing this to Elarion would destroy their friendship—at best. With one already ruined today, destroying another didn’t sit well.
“He’ll never forgive me.”
“Not a problem. You’ll be in disguise.”
“Wearing a wig and new clothes?”
“Much more. You’ll have a new body. Everything will change.”
“How?”
“Physical and magical surgery.”
“Oh shit,” she said with sudden shock. “I’m going to become a new person. Cool, but can’t you just use magic to change me with an illusion or shape-shifting?”
“Snikm, more than most cities in Yava, has many detection wards—this would set them off. They won’t detect your physical changes.”
“I guess paranoia is running rampant there, even more than my mission visit.”
“There’s been a remarkable rise in the last two years. And our sources say Roland is in Snikm. Find out why. Questions?”
“So, I’ll charm the duke, knife Roland, and be back for supper.”
“Don’t engage Roland. He’s too dangerous, and as high priest of Voraxmor, he’s protected … for now.”
“Understood.” Saffa planned on killing him at first sight.
“Saffa, I need you to promise.”
“Ugh, fine, I promise.”
“Let’s go.” With Mother’s hand wave, a fiery portal appeared, and they stepped through.
* * *
Saffa and Ishethra appeared in a well-lit room centered by a robust wooden table surrounded by plain linens spread on the floor. A hydra-like device hung from the ceiling; some appendages ended in lights, others with varied instruments. Cabinets topped with medical tools adorned the walls, along with water basins.
“Where are we?” Saffa asked.
“Under the hospital wing.”
“Secret surgery sanctum.” Saffa waved her hands. “Color me unsurprised.”
“Someone wishes to say goodbye.” After disappearing in a puff of red smoke, Mother reappeared with Ysarel, who wore yellow pants and a blue shirt with sunflowers on it.
The little girl’s eyes bulged upon seeing Saffa, and she ran to her.
Picking her up, Saffa beamed with happiness. “Hi, Ysarel! Did you find a good place to shelter during the battle?”
“I’m good. We hid in our basement. It sounded like a bad storm outside. Then everything shook.” The child scanned her wings. “You’re beautiful, like your mother! I love your wings! I heard you killed everyone, even a roc!”
“My … friend helped me, and it took everyone to save us.”
“I love these new tattoos!” Ysarel rubbed her forearms. “What are they?”
“My best, two-headed dog, Skadni.”
“Can I see them?”
Ysarel smell nice, the fiery head thought.
Has magic, the icy head added.
“They say you smell good and have magic,” Saffa said, unaware the child possessed such abilities. “But they’re stuck in me.”
“A tail!” Ysarel said, reaching for it, and Saffa curled it around, happy with the child’s soft caressing.
“I have a gift for you to take on your adventure.”
“Oh?”
“My necklace,” Ysarel said, handing a string with wooden beads. “It keeps you safe.”
“I’ll put it on when I leave,” Saffa told her, feeling its smoothness in her hands as she pocketed it. “What magic do you have?”
“When I touch people, they die.”
“Awesome! I have a similar power.”
“Cool!”
“Sometimes I teach at Tenebres Institute. I’ll pick your class.”
Ysarel squealed with excitement.
“Come, Ysarel,” Mother said, lifting the child and setting her down. “I’ll return you to your parents.”
Saffa waved.
Mother and Ysarel disappeared in red smoke.
Overjoyed to have spent time with Ysarel, Saffa’s mind wandered back to Soren. Sadness crept in again. When he awoke, she’d be gone, having left him again, just like her mission.
A tear formed, and she growled, frustrated by everything. Part of her wished she could lose her memories again with him in her world, to go back and accept Felicity’s offer of eternal bliss.
Mother reappeared with a sizzling pop. “Are you ready for surgery?”
“Sure, I guess.”
“I need you completely focused out in the field. You must forget about Soren until you return.”
“He’ll be traumatized,” she said, tail sagging and wings drooped. “I don’t blame him, and I feel awful about what happened.”
“I have some advice.”
“Fine … what is it?”
“Two things. First, you’re not at fault for any of what happened. I am.”
“I forced my possession without consent and ignored his pleas for me to stop. My glaive cut him up, and the roc burned him to death. Because of me.”
“Saffa, I triggered your rage, so I shall bear this burden. The battle necessitated unleashing you, whatever the side effects might be. While you’re away, Zelene and I will speak with him, help heal his heart and mind.”
“Thank you,” Saffa said with relief, knowing if anyone could help him, those two could.
“Second, a story.”
Saffa stood up straight. “About why you left Navia?”
“Yes, my observant and very persistent daughter. What do you know of the Underworld?”
“Growing up, a few friends teased me, saying I’d be imprisoned there when I die. I just know it’s part of Navia. Do mortals go there when they die?”
“You really should read more.”
“Well, do they?”
“Upon death, most mortals join Daz in outer darkness for a time, before reincarnating into a newborn mortal form.”
“What about the rest?”
“The most wild and free mortals rebirth in the Underworld, or other parts of Navia. Apathetic, brutal, or authoritarian souls are remade in the Seven Hells as infernals.”
“Why?”
“In eons past, Felicity made a deal with Brigid and Daz, and they allowed her to have those carefree souls. Kirem gets the others and distributes them to the Hells, having made a similar deal. For eons, the four great deities have not fought one another directly because each gets a fair share of souls.”
“I learned about Kirem growing up. Roland called him the generous deity, but I guess he’s just a complete asshole.”
“The worst.”
“So, it’s reincarnate, Navia, or Hells?”
“A rare few mortals gain immortality through extraordinary means.”
“Through their own devices.” Saffa nodded. “I respect that. Voraxmor doctrine says you go to Heaven if you pay tithes and say prayers every day. Is it even real?”
“It’s the first circle of Hell.”
“What? If this isn’t ironic, I don’t know what is!”
“When I take you to Demvora’s shrine after the war, you’ll learn all about it.”
“I look forward to the trip. Should we tell Voraxmor followers what Heaven really is?”
“They won’t believe you, especially with our Navian natures revealed.”
“Fine, but Voraxmor is a plague. It’s funding Bratgon’s war against Nightwind. I’m still shocked you allowed them to expand.”
“I mentioned our liberal freedoms earlier. All religions are allowed. Voraxmor abused Nightwind’s freedoms to advance their genocidal agendas. Karma will come back upon them—this, I promise.”
Happy with Mother’s promise, Saffa asked, “What about Pravium?”
“Mortals who die with greatest honor receive eternal bliss there. This covers all mortal death cases.”
“Were you born in the Underworld?”
“Yes. All mavki are. Except you, of course.”
“Alonka!” Saffa said, remembering the blonde mavka. “Can you—”
“No.”
“That was fast … sheesh. So, what’s this story you wanted to share?”
“About meeting Zelene, shortly after her birth, some three thousand years ago. We fought at first.”
“So did we, but Chastity helped me understand her, and we’ve gotten along great ever since. What happened with you?”
“She didn’t have her familiar back then. I was … cruel. Do you recall our earlier discussion about me ruling the Underworld?”
“Tell me you didn’t whip her with Soulash!”
Mother chuckled. “No, I hurt her with words, calling her weak and pathetic. It made her very sad. It took several years before we reconciled.”
“Why so long?”
“I was the problem. Soon as I apologized, she forgave me, and I learned what true power is. Care to guess?”
“Friends?”
“And owning our mistakes while forgiving others.”
“What happened after she forgave you?”
“We helped five warring factions in the Underworld form a truce, ending centuries of carnage. After, we needed a change and went elsewhere, eventually finding Yava and Nightwind. We remain good friends to this day.”
“You stopped a Navian war?” Saffa asked, Mother’s mundane tone hilarious, given the topic.
“Yes.” Mother shrugged. “And did you know I was a priest in Halcyon[38] once?”
“What?”
“I digress. The point is, my young daughter, we all make mistakes. We must live with them, learn from them, and make amends, if we can. Above all, we must forgive one another. And I believe Soren will forgive you. Like Zelene, it’s one of his virtues, as fury is yours. Have you forgiven him?”
Their therapeutic discussion earlier had helped. Checking her mind and heart, she didn’t feel any immediate anger at him, especially given her abuse, his death, and his lost arm.
“Maybe? It still hurts, and I’m disappointed.”
“Don’t dwell on him while you’re away.”
“You want me to forget about him and what happened? That’s impossible.”
“For the sake of your assignment, you must. Our minds can compartmentalize better than most.”
“I’ll try.”
“Transform to your humanoid form for surgery.”
Saffa relaxed and became her humanoid self, wings and tail retracting.
A fiery portal opened. Four individuals stepped out.
“Just had a team at your beck and call, didn’t you?”
“Why wouldn’t I?”
Three wizards with eager eyes stood behind a dark woman holding shiny medical instruments. Her piercing blue eyes, framed by streaks of ebony and violet hair, radiated authority. She wore a silver garment and a deep blue cloak with star patterns. Her cloth mask, hiding her nose and mouth, bore an emblem of intertwined serpents.
“You all are too excited,” Saffa noted.
“This is your head surgeon.” Mother motioned to the woman in front. “She’s one of the best in Yava. You’re in excellent hands.”
The surgeon nodded at Saffa, extending her hand, and she took it, receiving a firm grip.
“These other mages specialize in alterations,” Mother said. “I have full confidence in their skills.”
They bowed.
“Your hair, eyes, face, skin, and height will change. You’ll have tattoos and markings. May we begin?”
“Will Skadni’s tattoos remain?”
“Yes.”
“All right then, let’s get going!”
“I’ll be with you the entire time. Upon awakening, I’ll give you some time to adjust. Then a final briefing.”
“Hurry already.”
“We’ll need to sedate her,” Mother whispered to the surgeon. “I can do this. If there’s a problem, let me know, and I’ll do it again.”
“Only about half wake up.”
“Wrong! I’m not waking up!”
The surgeon winked at her.
“My daughter, it’s time. You’ll do great.”
Saffa grasped Mother’s hands. “I will.” Calm on the outside, she observed her surgery team in motion, and anxiety came on the inside. She wondered about her new appearance and nodded to Mother, closing her eyes.
“I’m going to take your ki,” Mother said. “You’ll go to sleep. I’ll return it after the operation. Now count to ten.”
“One,” Saffa said, giggling with anxious wiggles.
“Be still, daughter.”
“Two … three …” Saffa tried to calm herself.
Mother touched her forehead.
“Four …” she whispered, floating away somewhere. “Five …” she slurred, drifting into a dream. “Six …”
Darkness took hold.
* * *
Saffa awoke, lying on the table, shivering with a throbbing headache. Her skin itched and nausea bubbled within, her throat sore. Ishethra stood nearby.
“Mother …” Saffa groaned, “did they start?”
“You slept four hours.”
“I need … feed …”
Mother gave a fiery kiss on her forehead, easing her discomfort. “How do you feel now?”
While opening her eyes, dizziness struck. She tried to sit up, but the room swayed. “Not this again …”
“Take it slow,” Mother warned, holding Saffa’s hands. “You’re still recovering. The operation succeeded, and a mirror awaits. When you’re ready, see your new appearance.”
Saffa slowly sat up then stood, noting her now tan skin, covered with tattoos she recognized from Ursabel, and Skadni’s. She pulled her hair forward, its ends at her chest now, instead of her waist. At the mirror, she saw herself in an off-white robe and sandals, wearing Ysarel’s necklace. Freckles dotted her face, eyes gray. She pivoted to examine her backside in the mirror, excited by her new appearance.
“This will do great!” She covered her mouth, shocked by the Ursabelian accent. Mouth open, she examined her teeth, each adjusted. Tongue out, she could touch her nose now. She wondered just how long it would be when she transformed. “Wow, they did everything.”
“I told you she was the best.” Mother gave a long, warm hug, energizing Saffa.
“What’s next?”
“We must go to the council chamber.” Mother snapped her fingers, and a fiery portal took them to the room.
A table bore Saffa’s gear: a gray backpack, a yellow potion, a black potion, rations, a waterskin, a belt, camping equipment, ten silver coins, extra clothes, an orb, and a glinting scimitar with sheath nearby.
“Where’s my normal gear?”
“In your bedroom. This attire is more suited for the desert, the smaller sword easier to conceal.”
“The black potion is invisibility?”
“Yes, but it lasts only minutes. Use it for emergencies, along with the yellow healing potion. Ready for the briefing?”
Saffa giggled while imagining activities: slaying, sneaking, subduing, supper, surprise.
“Saffa, focus.”
“Sorry.”
“Your contact is Varek. They have dark skin, gray eyes, and a shaved head. Meet them at the Scorpion Sting Tavern at dusk.”
Saffa had visited the establishment on her mission, with much drinking.
Mother handed her a scroll. “This contains every detail. Memorize then incinerate. Be cautious with your sword, magic, and transformation. Stealth is key.”
“I’ll do my best.”
Mother raised an eyebrow.
“I will. I promise,” Saffa said, though she might get carried away.
“It’s the hot, dry season in Ursabel, making your desert journey harder, so conserve your supplies and walk to the capital. Practice concealing your transformation and other skills.”
“It’s a long walk from Nightwind … surely, I’ll have a horse or fly?”
“Samatria allows us to portal east of Wicolech[39]. It’s a three-day walk from there. No flying.”
A three-day walk, she could do.
“I passed through on my mission,” she said, remembering a tour of the gleipnir mines. The depth of the caverns and volume of crystals had astounded her. “What’s my alias?”
“Myra Thornfield, a cook specializing in Ursabel’s cuisine, seeking employment with House Kaulensho. You’ll be interviewed for a chef position.”
Besides mending, cooking was her least favorite activity. A few times, she had played in the kitchen in her youngest years, but by eight, she had moved into full warrior mode.
“You tormenting me for fun, Mother?”
“Not at all.”
“There must be a better avenue, like send me as a magic performer … or just … me?”
“Ursabel has cut off all private performers for fear of security problems. And they’ll arrest Saffa Nightwind on sight now, given their growing ties with Bratgon.”
“Fuck. You want me to bake my way into his bed?”
“Yes.”
“And you think I can pass a professional chef interview?”
“You’re clever, creative, and intuitive. I’m sure everything will go fine.”
If nothing else, she could use her mavka powers to persuade the interviewer.
“I’m good.”
“You must secure Elarion or Vasil’s confession by any means necessary. Do you understand?”
“Get the confession, whatever it takes,” she said, still trying to work herself up to abusing her powers again, the ethics of it all disturbing and intriguing.
A pink portal swirled to life in the room’s center. “Your journey begins.”
Saffa geared up: belt secure, backpack filled and on her back, scroll held, scimitar sheathed. Worries of cooking faded with the anticipation of new experiences.
“I’m ready for a new adventure.”
“Farewell, Saffa Nightwind, my daughter,” Mother said, glossy-eyed. “My love, your father’s love, and our nation’s love goes with you.”
Saffa waved while stepping into the portal.
* * *
Forces split Saffa’s consciousness in two places—one half pulled far away; the other stayed. Both ebbed through a dreamscape of emotions. Shapes and colors danced around, leaving her disoriented. Gradually, her two selves merged at a new location. Dizziness and nausea struck like a stomach punch as she emerged, falling onto the grass.
“More spinning,” she groaned, holding her forehead, trying to regain her bearings.
She stood and wavered on a grassy hill. West, in the distance, Wicolech and the red Gleipnir Mountains of Samatria spread out. Hills surrounded her, topped by forests. The desert dunes of Ursabel stretched east, visible under the golden afternoon sun.
A set of slow, deep breathing exercises fought away most of the sickness.
Skadni, ready for a new adventure?
Ready, the icy head thought.
You be nice to Elarion? the fire head asked.
Nice as I can be.
She read her mission scroll:
“Saffa, daughter of Ishethra and Tariq, you are now Myra Thornfield, an aspiring chef, eager to gain employment with House Kaulensho. You’ve three days to reach Ursabel’s capital of Snikm. Where possible, avoid the main road and refrain from magic or flying.”
No flying is a bummer.
“You have seven days to meet Varek at the Scorpion Sting Tavern at dusk to secure an interview.”
Through the high street and entertainment district.
“Your primary objective is to uncover Ursabel’s collusion with Bratgon for their unholy war. Use all your skills, including magic and mavka powers. To activate the confession orb, say ‘confess’ while holding it in both hands. It’ll record until you let go. Only a white orb means success. If it breaks, it’s unusable, and any confession is lost.”
“Okay,” Saffa said. “Seduce Elarion, protect the orb. What could go wrong?”
“Your secondary objective is investigating Roland Punit. Find out who invited him and why. But avoid direct contact. Be on the lookout for Voraxmor activities; these may lead you to him. Don’t let this derail your primary objective.”
Despite Mother’s order, Saffa resolved to slay Roland, purging Yava of his evil.
“Keep your mission confidential. Trust your instincts in danger and deny everything if captured.”
“I won’t be captured without a fight,” she promised.
“After confession, fly with great haste from Snikm to Samatria. Focus on your necklace to signal Ishethra. Don’t use your necklace in Snikm—they’ll detect it. We cannot portal you out until you cross the border.”
I guess Mother enchanted Ysarel’s necklace.
“If no response, fly to Nightwind Castle at speed. You have six weeks to complete your mission. After that, abort, and return home.”
I’ll have it done in three.
“Saffa, dear daughter of Nightwind, my heart swells with pride as I witness the remarkable woman and warrior you’ve become. Your strength and courage fill me with unwavering trust that you’ll succeed. My love goes with you. Mother.”
She chuckled at a scribbled note at the bottom:
“P.S. And while you’re off being brilliant, try to keep Snikm in one piece.”
A final, underlined scribble read, “By any means necessary.”
“No note from Father … I suppose it makes sense. Segmentation of information, in case of compromise.” Mother had taught her that when playing spy together during her childhood.
After memorizing the orders, she incinerated them with a flame from her finger. “Thank you, Mother and Father, for everything.”
Two great roads spread over dunes. One linked to Sarwoth, the other to Tenebres. Farther east, they converged, leading to Snikm.
I’ll keep south of the road until I get near the city.
She reached the desert by evening, observing the west road from Sarwoth, contemplating a crossing, robe wet with sweat from the day’s heat.
Merchants, soldiers, and adventurers passed by.
She dashed across, behind a bush near a dune. Hidden, she watched the road. A few more souls traversed, but none appeared to notice her.
She climbed to the other side of the dune and started a trek toward the capital. In two days, she’d be there.
Thirsty, she drank her water and ate bland rations, grumbling about their lack of flavor.
Night came, and the desert cooled. Bugs buzzed and chirped, reminding her of past adventures in Ursabel, drinking with companions—her constitution always won out. Unable to sleep, she used the time to practice her transformation, cloaking, and other skills Mother had taught. As she entered the insects’ consciousnesses, their primitive brains buzzed, focused purely on survival.
Well past midnight, tiredness crept in, and she reverted to humanoid form, climbing into a makeshift shelter. With brief thoughts of Soren, the desert’s tranquil night lulled her into a deep sleep, a respite from the chaos of recent days.
19 - Matriarch


“Matriarch. A leader who embodies the essence of authoritative power and wise governance, guiding her guild or nation with a blend of strength and compassion. She is a decisive figure, known for her unwavering determination and the ability to lead through times of peace and war alike.”
— Governance and Guilds
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Soren, wearing a new pair of gray robes courtesy of Zelene, awoke in his hospital bed. Zelene, Ishethra, and Chastity stood around him.
Sitting up, he realized the loss of his forearm and hand, having not quite understood before because of shock. He glanced at the stump of his right arm, and sadness hit hard at the loss of his dominant side.
Zelene remained in his mind, translating his thoughts to actions and words, allowing him to feel free of the contract.
A tightness squeezed his chest, a noxious taint in his belly, like a heavy force trying to pull him through the bed to the planet’s core. Dark thoughts assailed his mind like a host of unyielding specters, clawing and screaming their harmful lament.
“Fuck,” he said, annoyed at his watering eyes.
“Soren.” Ishethra took his hand, a soothing warmth spreading up his arm. “Be at peace.”
“Thanks for your touch. It’s hitting hard right now.”
“We’re here for you.”
“What do you remember?” Zelene asked, adding her hand, and the warmth pulsed, dulling the worst of it.
“Falling from the sky on her back, burning. Something cut me, and everything went black. The glaive, I think.”
“I ask your forgiveness for giving it to Saffa,” Zelene said.
“It’s not your fault. She abused her powers … and lost control … like she often does. Our time in her world was nice, wonderful even, but with memories back and my predicament, I’ve hit a new low.”
“She asks forgiveness and feels terrible about what happened,” Zelene told him.
“Can I speak with her?”
“Soren, I’m very sorry, but I’ve sent her away,” Ishethra said. “I can’t say when she’ll be back.”
“Tell her I hold no grudge.”
“I’ll pass it along as soon as I see her.”
“You brought me back?” he asked Zelene.
“Hells yeah, she did,” Chastity answered, puffing steam. “Sorry we couldn’t fix your arm. You want to hear a joke?”
“Not now,” Zelene said, rubbing her steed’s fiery mane.
“I’ve died twice now in as many months, something I’d like to avoid for a good while longer.”
“We all feel the same way,” Ishethra said.
“Will my magic work one-handed?”
“It will, with some adjustments and training. I want you to stay on the council. Despite your injury, your mind will still be of great value. There’s much for you to learn. Everyone speaks highly of you. We’re all rooting for you, Soren.”
War loomed in Nightwind. Betrayal of Saffa saddened him. Her abuse and recklessness had pushed him over the edge. Despite consort potential, their shattered relationship tore at his soul, and he planned to leave with Zelene, someone calm with a mind like his. In their short time together, he felt peace despite the contract’s hold. If Ishethra couldn’t find a way out of it in the next few months, he planned to end his life to save everyone’s burdens.
“King Ishethra,” he said, withdrawing his hand from their grips, and chills raked his muscles, “you’ve been very kind. More than I deserve. But I ask for it again. Please allow me to resign from your council and leave Nightwind. I won’t be returning.”
“Hang on, Soren,” Chastity said. “We’re all just getting started here. There’s a big war coming, and they need your help.”
“It’s his decision,” Ishethra said, palm forward. “If you’re absolutely sure, Soren, I’ll release you from your council position at once.”
“I’m sure.”
“Then you must also release me as high priest,” Zelene said. “Chastity and I are his guardians. I must stay by his side to maintain possession.”
“It is done,” Ishethra said, her gaze steady on him.
He slid off the bed, standing with relief as he nodded at her, hoping he hadn’t disappointed her too much.
“Soren, through all the realms I’ve traversed and lifetimes lived, I’ve rarely met someone like you. From the depths of my soul, I have only pride and gratitude for you in my heart. You bear tremendous burdens, both seen and unseen. I respect your decision.”
“You are, as always, gracious to me,” he said, blinking away tears.
“Please give your mother a hug.”
Mother. A word she had never said to him before.
The heartfelt gesture reached into the depths of his being. It meant more than she could’ve imagined. This ancient demon, her form menacing, conveyed one thing above all else: gentle kindness—a paradox, a contradiction against Roland’s teachings.
Choking up, he reached his arm around her. “I’ll always be grateful for you taking me in.”
Even the mare shed a fiery tear while Zelene looked on with solemnity as Mother rubbed his head.
“I’m also grateful to you. You’ve treated my daughter and all those in Nightwind with utmost respect. I won’t forget.”
“Your kindness buoys me up,” he whispered, sniffling after.
Their hug lasted until Mother released him.
“Wherever your travels lead, may you find joy and purpose. If you ever desire to return, Nightwind will welcome you warmly.”
He bowed. “Thank you, King Ishethra.”
“You may call me Mother, Soren, if you so desire.”
“Mother,” he said, wiping his wet eyes. “Goodbye.”
Mother nodded. “Farewell.”
“Zelene, is there a place you love above all else? One that brings you the most peace?” Soren asked.
“There is. Would you like me to take you there?”
“Please.”
“Go with my blessing.” Mother raised her chin to Zelene, and their gazes tied for a moment.
A blue-gold-fiery portal sizzled to life.
“Ishethra, you’ll be in our hearts,” Zelene said, taking Soren’s hand.
The trio walked forward. Flames collapsed to a pinpoint. A tiny ember fell to the floor, one Mother stared at for some time, before disappearing into a conjured flaming portal.
* * *
Tariq emerged into a pristine office. The inviting chamber featured plush chairs and a walnut desk, topped only with a leather-bound book: Governance and Guilds.
“Archon,” he said, bowing. “Thanks for receiving me, and apologies for the delay.”
Zofiel[40] sat behind the desk. Pale, with short silver hair, wearing formal red robes, she exuded wisdom. “Tell me everything.”
“Undead Zmey without banners attacked three of our cities. A roc and dark orb demolished our castle. We know it’s Bratgon, supported by Voraxmor. Nightwind needs Samatria’s aid beyond trade.”
Zofiel’s eyes flickered. “By Brigid’s Veil … I fought Zmey in the Dread War. Someone’s harvested the corpses from Bratgon’s destroyed nests.”
“We assume. But if I may ask, Ishethra desires you to investigate the Zmey graveyard.”
“It’s unlikely to be breached, but we’ll check.” She stood, opened a door, whispered something, then returned to her seat. “I’ll let you know what my people find.”
“Thank you, Archon. Your trust and support keep our nations secure.”
“Nightwind is our ally. We’ll stand together, as we always have.”
“I know of the horror Samatria experienced during the Dread War.”
“It was Nightwind who bore the brunt and saved us in the end.”
“United, we shall persevere. I’m ready to plead before your senate for aid. Has your session started yet?”
“They wait for us.” Zofiel ambled to a different door, knocked, and an attendant opened it. He led them down a lavish hallway to an ornate door and opened it.
They entered a grand chamber featuring vaulted ceilings, frescoes, and robust columns, walls adorned with glorious tapestries of red, white, and pink, showcasing heroism and intellect. Chandeliers gleamed, casting golden light. Seated on cushions in elevated rows of fine cedar, Samatria’s senate, the core of their democracy, murmured amongst themselves. A dais with a podium stood at the front.
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The attendant led Tariq, laden with determination, to his seat at the dais’ back.
Zofiel approached the podium, her voice amplified. “Esteemed members, war’s shadow looms over us … like it did one century ago.”
The senate erupted into chaotic arguments.
“Your ancestors experienced horrors,” Zofiel said, causing quiet. “And King Tariq of Nightwind bares grim tidings. Hear him, and take heed, lest a new Dread War be thrust upon us again. Your Majesty, please share everything that we may fully understand.” She sat beside him, clasping his shoulder.
“Thank you.”
After stepping to the podium, his voice resonated with urgency. “Unmarked, fifteen undead Zmey and their skeletal riders descended upon us. A roc decimated our castle. Scores died, countless wounded. Two other cities nearly fell.”
The senate murmured. Some held skeptical gazes, others amused, a few fearful.
“Why does this concern us?” an older senator asked.
“Because they secretly prepare an invasion to take over the planet. The Dread War? An opening salvo. They also used a sphere of annihilation.”
The chamber fell silent, the senator’s faces paling at the revelation. Voices rang out.
“Planetary conquest?”
“Delusional!”
“A dark orb? But that’s … forbidden!”
“Such a bold accusation,” a junior senator said. “What evidence have you?”
“Go visit their capital of Coswom and see their gathering army for yourself. I’ll give you a tour of our destroyed castle, too, if you like—a fallout cloud still rises above it.”
The senator scoffed as the senate erupted into heated debate.
Zofiel stood. “Order!”
The senate quieted.
“It’s the truth,” Tariq said, voice hardened. “And it’s why I stand before you. These raids, no flippant strikes, are a harbinger of Bratgon’s full-scale war. They’ve gathered strength for decades. Now their army and war machines are coming for us all, and they aren’t following our rules.” He paused, letting the words sink in, sweeping his gaze across the faces of stunned senators. “Our need is urgent. Nightwind must prevail, lest Bratgon’s creeping doom crawl west, consuming Samatria next.”
“Outrageous!” a female senator shouted.
“Surely, Bratgon’s army can’t reach us!” a male senator said. “Our defense is far better now than during the Dread War.”
“This is grave,” another said.
Tariq’s voice rang out, “If I may implore this generous senate, Nightwind has three asks, for both our sakes.”
“Beggars,” one male senator spat.
“Much like the people of your district,” a female senator retorted.
Some senators roared with laughter.
Zofiel stormed the podium. “Silence! Nobody speaks until Tariq is done, or I’ll throw you out!” Her stern gaze proved effective, although a few snickers echoed.
“Tariq, continue,” she said, returning to her seat.
“First, military equipment and gleipnir crystals: we need both to defend physical and magical threats. Second, warriors and creatures[41] to stand with us. Your strength, united with ours, can hold against Bratgon’s hordes, keeping the fight off Samatrian soil. Last, access to your artifacts[42]; they’ll empower us to repel the darkness, saving lives. We’re at a critical point. Nightwind is your bulwark. By helping us, you ensure your security, and that of Yava.” He then implored, his eyes earnest, “Join us. With our combined power, Bratgon will fail again.”
Silence fell while Tariq sat down and Zofiel moved to the podium, eyes peering into every senator.
“Senators, we vote on three motions.”
Samatrian voting took place with the scales of justice and three identical glass jars, one holding one hundred exact black marbles, matching their senator count. The two empty jars would be wrapped in black paper to avoid swaying people’s minds during the process—lids with a curved funnel prevented peeking while allowing casting the vote in a yes or no jar. Moderated by Zofiel, the senate would debate, then cast their votes, one senator at a time. With everyone’s heads bowed, each senator would come up individually and point to their jar silently. She would grab a marble and cast their vote. Only when the senator nodded in approval and returned to their seat would she call for the next senator to come up. Upon completion, she would weigh the jars. If the scales didn’t produce an obvious answer, a manual count would happen. The process, though painfully slow, made everyone confident in the result.
Oral procedures allowed too much influence on one’s peers. Paper ballots were too easy to manipulate or make mistakes with. During the voting, no sounds or interactions of any kind were allowed.
“Motion one, providing military equipment and resources, including our crystals, for Nightwind.”
After much deliberation, the senators voted. Zofiel weighed the results. The yes side was much lower. “Motion one passes. Now for motion two, sending our warriors and creatures to Nightwind to aid in the fight against Bratgon’s unprovoked invasion.”
“Not our sons and daughters!” a male senator roared.
“Demons will devour our creatures!” another male senator yelled.
“We can fight on their land or ours,” a female senator said. “Which is better for us?”
Heated arguments followed, devolving into angry discussions.
“This escalation risks our security!” an older senator yelled. “Bratgon knows our might and will avoid us if we don’t provoke them. Live and let live. The risk is too great.”
Some murmurs of agreement rippled through the chamber.
Zofiel pounded the podium. “It’s not a risk; it’s a guarantor, for us and our ally! What life do you want for your children? One of safety … or one of dread? Choose now.”
Evening crept on before the senate decided and voted. Tariq’s heart sank as the no side of the scale dipped, but Ishethra had briefed him on this result, so he accepted it.
“Motion two declined,” Zofiel said. She glanced at Tariq, whispering, “I’m so sorry.”
“Thanks for trying,” he mouthed back.
“Motion three, access to our artifacts. Choose well, my fellow Samatrians.”
A lengthy debate ensued, ending with senators placing their marbles.
Tariq watched, anxious but hopeful. The yes side fell slightly lower, but a second debate followed with a call to vote for only certain artifacts, with concerns Samatria must keep the most powerful in case of emergency or invasion. After this debate, another vote took place, resulting in the yes side dipping again.
“Motion three passes, but only a subset of artifacts. Senate is adjourned.”
An attendant led Zofiel and Tariq back to her private chamber, then left them alone.
“King Tariq, Samatria stands with Nightwind, though I know we both have frustrations.”
“Yes, Archon, but any help is appreciated. Thanks for your passionate efforts. Honor for Samatria.”
“Glory to Nightwind.” Zofiel moved behind her desk, settling into her chair. “Your speech moved many today. However, I’m disappointed in our senate. They’ve become complacent, tainted by the unseen, things we dare not utter in public.”
Tariq pulled up a chair and sat. “The Church of Voraxmor.”
“We’ve felt their influence, their whispers within our senate. Roland’s shadow spreads everywhere.”
“I know. In Nightwind, we’ve seen it, too. They’ve become bold. He and his zealots performed a Netherseal on my daughter.”
Zofiel gasped. “That’s despicable. Is she … gone?”
“No. Roland mucked up the ritual, and Saffa fought it off.”
An uncharacteristic sigh of relief escaped the Archon’s lips. “Your daughter is strong. During her mission, she stayed with us for eight months and brought much joy. Her wit, strength, magic, and free spirit inspired our citizens—she helped slay five rampaging monsters.”
“She mentioned Samatria as a highlight of her mission.”
“I’m pleased to hear it,” Zofiel said before leaning forward, voice quiet. “Tariq, we must act with cunning to outwit the serpent.”
“Agreed. You and my wife think alike.”
“In my long years, I’ve known no one with Ishethra’s intellect, guile, and tenacity. I know she’s a mavka, as is your daughter.”
“I’m not surprised, since you fought with her doing the Dread War.”
“Ishethra and her five associates were remarkable. I wish you could’ve been there. They fought with glory and honor, though Haldra was brash.”
He chuckled. “You’re also honorable. Nightwind and Samatria must unite against Voraxmor’s corruption.”
“The Twelve are emboldened, and Roland’s influence spreads. Their lies have taken some in our senate.”
“In Nightwind, their philosophy seduces the gullible, or those craving power. We must disrupt their network.”
Zofiel hummed, rapping her fingers on her desk. “Their eyes are everywhere. Subtlety is key, or we risk exposure.”
“We’ll showcase a better alternative to Voraxmor’s curtain of lies.”
“Agreed. How about a campaign of enlightenment?”
“Ishethra suggested this. We’ve already started in Nightwind, encouraging our people to question everything, teaching them to avoid manipulation.”
“Samatria is founded on such principles. We shall redouble our efforts.”
“Zelene leads us in this now.”
“One of those associates I mentioned, a righteous warrior like I’ve never seen. And her mare, quite a … cheeky beast.”
“That’s putting it lightly. Can we join forces in espionage to infiltrate their ranks?”
“One of my spies believes their tabernacle in Snikm is more than meets the eye. I’ll speak with him, and we can discuss soon.”
“Excellent. Now, what of legal avenues? Voraxmor has too much leeway.”
“Your Majesty is wise to consider this. We’ll scrutinize our legal codes, targeting areas where they’ve overstepped, like their financial dealings—they shall be taxed.”
“Yes! We’ll tax them. These laws will target all churches without raising alarms.”
Zofiel’s smile widened. “It’s settled then. We’ll move on these fronts, careful yet deliberate, without causing chaos.”
Tariq stood, each breath invigorating. “Archon, as always, your wisdom and care for the masses is commendable.”
Zofiel rose, extending her hand, and he took it. “May our alliance strengthen, King Tariq. Together, we’ll lead our people to a future free from Voraxmor’s manipulation and Bratgon’s unprovoked aggression.”
“I’d like to stay awhile and visit your cities, inspect your artifacts and crystals. Will you guide me?”
“Certainly! Your interest in Samatria honors us. But enough business chat—let us dine.”
“I’ve missed your cuisine.”
“Then prepare to be stuffed,” Zofiel said, moving to open a door. “Is dinner prepared?”
“Yes, Archon. Follow me.” A man led them through a long hallway to a fine dining area, where some senators sat. There they ate and drank, discussing additional collaboration, philosophy, and other more light-hearted matters.
* * *
In the afternoon sun, four days after the Zmey attack, Dragan stood with Lariel on the outskirts of Marasheart. Blue, his spirit wolf, wandered nearby. Squads of vilas, humanoids, and centaurs cleared wreckage of large bones and metal beams from the battered town. The trading district on its east side had taken heavy damage, many shops destroyed or closed for repairs. The flying attackers’ ability to bombard with impunity frustrated him. Without Lariel’s magic leadership, the city would’ve been lost.
“Flamecaster, you saved this city.”
“I did what was needed,” she said, gazing at the eastern oak and pine forest.
“Speaking of that, Nightwind remains vulnerable from above. My clan prepares aid. Our ice drakes[43] will defend Tesa, but our numbers are too few to help here.”
“I’m sure Ishethra appreciates your support.”
“She offers plenty of incentive,” the barbarian said, for they would get first dibs on all Bratgon tech and materials from the war. “I’m sure she would do something for your clan.”
“I’ve already suggested this to my enclave.”
“And?”
“They declined.”
“You’ve been loyal to Nightwind for a century. Why isn’t your clan?”
“As mentioned in council, we offer secret aid.”
“I’m well-aware of the resources you sell. I’d hardly call this aid. A squadron of thunderbirds[44] and their riders would save countless lives.”
“I’m also aware and must take my leave to convene with my sisters. If you’ll excuse me.”
“When will you be back?”
“Tomorrow morning.” She disappeared in red smoke.
He surveyed the beleaguered town and called for a vila captain.
She approached.
“Captain, can you manage without me?”
“Everything’s under control,” she said with a polite nod.
“I must take a leave of absence—I’ve gone four days without sleep.”
“Then you must rest, Dragan. When will you return?”
“Tomorrow morning,” he said, figuring if Lariel could leave for that long, so could he.
Both extended their palms up in Nightwind’s customary military salute, and she placed hers down on his, as a higher-ranking officer would. All women received this honor when saluting a male, regardless of rank, and he respected the custom.
“You honor me.”
“And you me.”
She left for town.
Blue followed as he strode into the forest, found a soft patch of earth, and lay down in meditation, decompressing the battle with his first real free time since the attack. Now in his fifty-eighth year, he’d seen many.
To this day, Ishethra refused to use any machines or firearms. He’d fought like mad to get even ballistae on the castle towers and cannons in their ships. How they had held off Bratgon three years ago when they’d attacked this place with a horde of iron tanks made him marvel with respect—all with just magic, martial weapons, and a few lesnik.
In the quiet, he closed his eyes, soft moss on his back while basking in the sounds of animals scurrying and wind blowing through the majestic trees. Leafy dirt smells tickled his nostrils.
Dragan, a woman whispered in his thoughts. I miss you.
Alonka, he thought, chest tight in surprise, her familiar voice dear to his heart. His mavka.
Thirty-seven years ago, they had bonded. Only a few of his clan’s people, along with Ishethra, Tariq, Haldra, Zelene, and Chastity, knew of their bond and incredible love story. To this day, he vividly remembered the bonding ritual, one of ultimate pleasure and pain. Ever since, his life had become a whirlwind of whimsy, dancing through realms, combined with their deep, passionate love—plus the occasional fight, with requisite spicy makeup sessions after. Above all, happiness.
You’re supposed to be maintaining psionic silence, he thought with a chuckle. Fuck, I want you.
Two weeks ago, she had left and couldn’t say why or where, or when she might return—not an uncommon occurrence. Unable to use her Navian portals[45], telepathy remained their sole source of connection. Regardless of distance, their minds stayed linked, with possession still possible, along with him using some of her magic, including flight.
I’ve got two hours … Want to play?
What are you wearing? he thought, unable to stop himself from yawning.
My red dress. When’s the last time you slept?
She always wore fabulous clothing, even during battle.
Exhaustion crept through his muscles. Before the attack. Four days ago. I want … he thought with a second yawn, to see you.
I’ve got something to perk you up.
Often when apart, she’d offer to possess him, to make for a more intimate experience. Most times, he agreed. Having given orders for days, the chance to relinquish control overjoyed him.
Take over.
He sensed her gentle control as she made him stand, and their minds became one—hers, faster than he could comprehend with creative intelligence; and his, a primal warrior. Now she experienced all his senses combined with her own, something he didn’t fully understand, except she enjoyed it immensely.
Dragan! What happened to your arm?
She must’ve felt some lingering part still healing, one he couldn’t, and he didn’t want her to go after Haldra.
Nothing.
Who. Broke. Your. Arm? she thought with unusual anger.
They had always fiercely protected one another. He could play coy, but she’d find out later, or he could save her the trouble. He opted for the latter.
Haldra. But I challenged her for command, so it was honorable. Unlike his irresponsible young self, honor guided him now, and he wanted to lead. Over the last two decades, Alonka had trained him in leadership with her vast knowledge and skills.
Her hiss pierced his consciousness. That fucking bitch. I’ll embarrass the abyss out of her.
Please don’t, he thought, knowing she could do something abhorrent, like making her skin pink with bright glitter or something. He saw no reason to seek vengeance, though the image of the darkling running around in a pink tutu with sparkling skin brought out a laugh.
You want me to do it, Dragan? I’ll do it.
Yes … No … No, it’s okay.
With her long sigh, given through him, he sensed her calming.
Sorry, Dragan. You mentioned something earlier.
Show yourself, mavka.
Pure joy fluttered in his heart, his skin tingling as his jestress tattoo gleamed a deep, pulsing red, burning him with pleasure. Alonka’s image materialized before him, vivid as if stepping through worlds. Pale with succulent, tight breasts, she twirled in a clingy red dress, revealing her bare back and the majestic sweep of white wings with silver highlights. Her tail coiled playfully around her legs, its tip curling in a sultry beckon. Her dark-outlined eyes, each iris transformed from blue to fiery red, mirrored the intensity of his own desire. She stared sternly as her thick, blonde mane cascaded to her feet like a silken waterfall.
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Blood sieged his groin, his erection taking mere seconds to push against his armor.
Thou shalt not smile.
She stomped her foot and snorted. Damn you, Dragan!
Got you … but I must admit … despite our decades together, I’m still helpless seeing you.
Her head shook as she fought off her laughter. I remember how hard you got when we bonded.
During the bonding with Alonka and Puck, what they had done with their hair had caused him an erection like he had never thought possible. Puck, Alonka’s simulacrum, or twin, often accompanied them on adventures.
I’m also underdressed.
On the contrary, Dragan, you’re overdressed. Allow me to fix it.
She made him strip away his armor and clothes, freeing his phallus, before compelling him to step forward, his hands tracing the contours of her illusion, undoing her dress. He gazed at her black lace, his heart surging with desire. With deliberate grace, she caused him to peel the lace down, and she stepped out of it. She then forced him to recline, her apparition hovering down on him, the feel of her soft skin, hair, and weight of her body tangible.
It still blows my mind how I feel you on top of me.
I’ve got something else to blow. Are the vila nearby?
Everyone’s in town, working on repairs. Too bad.
How unfortunate. I bet they’d like to watch.
You’d like to watch them watch. And I’d like to watch you watch.
Her illusionary hair wrapped all over him, slithering with silky sensations. It gripped tight around his wrists and ankles. You do like to watch … and feel me.
It’s been too long since we’ve done this apart. Despite her possession forcing his movements, the hair binds made everything hotter—for them both. When physically together, he couldn’t break free when she engaged her full magic.
How’d the battle go?
Planning for a detailed explanation, he thought, Nineteen undead Zmey. They dropped …
Silky hair coiled around his phallus.
What did they drop? she thought, her illusion raising a brow.
Breath hitching, he thought-stammered, Uh … cans …?
Her mischievous laugh, high and happy, raced through his mind. I love your senseless mind … and using your muscles, she thought, making him flex, the sensation of her control causing him erotic bliss. And feeling you … inside me. Everywhere.
You did that … merge … thing? Somehow, she could alter her mind to feel everything touching her illusion.
Yes, she thought, using a perfect stroking rhythm as she slid to sit on his chest.
I wish my head was between your real legs.
And what would you be doing there?
More important question is: what would you do? Beg for me to stop because you couldn’t take it anymore.
And what if I begged?
I’d narrate while I finger, nibble, lick, and suck—you’d lose control.
I don’t lose control.
Hah. It happened more often than she might admit, and he always took pride in his efforts in such cases. After their bonding, he’d fucked and licked her and Puck for hours until cramping with exhaustion. Their shouts of his name had brought him immense joy.
When you scream my name and beg Felicity to save you from the overwhelming pleasure, I’d pin you down and fuck you relentlessly. Your moans would carry from here to Tenebres.
Too bad, because I’m wrapping you up in my gold silk, lifting you.
You’re too weak for my cock. It trumps your hair.
Dragan … let’s partake of this fantasy sooner than you think. For now, I shall own you.
Very well, I permit it.
She winked. For one hour, she stroked and teased, keeping him a nanometer from orgasm. After, her illusion vanished, leaving her haunting, high-pitched laugh echoing through the trees while leaves swirled around his phallus.
He lay gasping on the forest floor, her teases more pleasurable than release. Hoping to gallivant in his sleep, it soon claimed him.
With her dreamweaving[46], their minds melded, souls entwined while they ravished one another as dreams and ecstasy met.
Dragan, you want to hook up in real life?
Hells yeah. I’ll tell Haldra I need a leave of absence. Can’t wait to hold you.
I love being held by my warlord. Puck will pick you up soon.
He snickered in his dream as he often did when he called her that.
20 - Heritage


“Twelve-hundred years ago, Bratgon began its statehood on the eastern shores of Yava. From there, it expanded westward until it ran into Nightwind and Ursabel, stopping its expansion.”
— For the Love of War
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In Coswom, capital of Bratgon, a morning sun kissed the metropolis with its rays. King Leonid, pale with brown hair and feeling invincible, sat in a royal compartment on an iron tank, smoke billowing from its back. These coal-fired, steam-powered tanks formed the pride of Bratgon’s army, upgraded from bronze in the last decade.
Leonid led a military parade down wide streets, passing by endless red and blue concrete apartments. His entourage of kigbrel[47] on adjacent tanks held shotguns, wearing their all-black armor and helmets. Dignitaries from Ursabel and Galadon sat in plush chairs with them, covered by lavish canopies with bullet-resistant glass. Hundreds of machines followed behind for miles.
Zakvar, his pale, short, blond-haired propaganda minister and wife, sat on his left. She had also married his father long ago.
Marrying his mother had felt completely natural. As a half-elf, she aged more slowly than humans. Bratgon welcomed elves because of their logic and law, but denied entrance to all other races.
His young son, Bran, sat on his right, waving to the crowds.
Leonid had just given a rousing speech at a coliseum before leading the parade. He shared Bratgon’s history, their glorious victories, and rallied the people for a new war against demon-infested Nightwind because of their war crimes against Bratgon. Fabrications, he knew, but having demons on his border was intolerable.
The people had cheered so loud, the ground shook.
“Bran, what are the three virtues you must strive for on Bratgon’s throne?” Leonid asked, as he did every year during this parade.
The boy’s face lit up. “Heroism, stability, loyalty.”
“Good boy,” Zakvar said in her thick accent. “And what is Nightwind?”
“A bastion of demonic chaos,” he recited. “Evil. Lawless.”
“Yes,” Leonid said, putting his arm around Bran. “Therefore, we stand as guardians of Yava. Protectors of peace.”
“Tell me about The Liberation[48], Mother,” Bran requested.
Leonid lifted his son onto his lap as his wife began telling a dramatic story about Bratgon’s sacrifices to purge demons and their hard-fought victory.
Flags draped on many balconies as they passed by. Citizens lined the asphalt roads, holding matching small flags: red and blue stripes, with a white fist holding an iron rod. It represented their grip on order and conformance.
Leonid, with his oligarchs, owned everything—all citizens must share their prosperity equally or be jailed. A combination of national pride, incentives, plus strong messaging ensured a magnificent turnout today, on the one-hundred-eight-year anniversary of The Liberation. Banners of Ursabel—yellow with a green basmu—along with Galadon’s black with a white mountain also flew.
After Leonid’s father, Veles, had sieged Snikm thirty years ago, Vasil, Prince of Ursabel, had slain his own father, Volod, the reigning King of Ursabel. Vasil then took the throne, declaring martial law, signing an immediate truce with Veles, bonding with him quickly over shared ideals, ending the war. Leonid had always admired Vasil for his unwavering commitment to order, whatever the cost.
Leonid had spent the last five years wooing Korchun, Galadon’s morozko king, with precious cidrum[49] and xanet. Their representatives came to witness Bratgon’s parade, along with discussions of an alliance.
Korchun had allowed him to hire frost giant contractors three years ago. They made wonderful construction workers, aiding in a variety of tasks, including building massive new battleships for their navy. Three waited in the harbor. They would lead a siege on Tesa, Nightwind’s maritime city, in a month. If they could get this new treaty signed, many more giants would join the labor force and, soon, their army.
He proudly followed in his father’s footsteps, protecting his western border with the chaotic, demon-infested nation of Nightwind. Before his death, Veles had often spoken of The Liberation, how Bratgon had sacrificed everything to purge demons from Yava. After an eleven-year war of attrition, their army had won, survivors returning home as battered, weary heroes.
Now he knew Ishethra’s true nature—a rare, soul-swallowing demon, damning mortals forever. An assassination of her and Saffa would be in order, but it would have to wait for his conquest to crescendo, leaving them distracted. His kigbrel could do the job with cidrum or xanet bullets.
Demon slaying would be motivation enough, but he also wanted their land. Controlling Nightwind and Ursabel would give Bratgon a buffer against all western Yava. He would force a harmon[50] in Nightwind’s vila’s heads, and any others who possessed magic.
He didn’t trust magic, preferring a good firearm at his side. Anyone in Bratgon showing such abilities received a harmon. All his kigbrel bore the device, too.
Despite his mistrust, he occasionally employed mercenaries with magic from other nations. A high-elf from Norembel’s ruling enclave had recently contacted him. She’d offered to tutor his necromancer mercenaries while giving four dark orbs and a roc. She’d asked for a large quantity of cidrum and some xanet in return.
Reanimating Zmey and wizards to act as his front-line troops or raiders was one of his more brilliant ideas. Combined with newly invented airships shooting bullets of silver, they would rain death from above.
When Nightwind fell, Samatria would be next—he lusted for their gleipnir crystals. They would surely enhance the explosive power of his machines.
Zakvar finished her story, and Leonid set his son back down on his right.
The boy waved at the crowd.
Zakvar put her hand on Leonid’s thigh, and he licked his lips. She had stolen his heart nineteen years ago when she’d suggested he poison his aging father, framing Ishethra for his death. He had loved his father, but the chance to leverage his death had proven too good to pass up.
They had burned his father’s corpse together, then showcased the burned husk at the funeral, presenting an assassination plot to the people: Nightwind’s queen baking Veles in hellfire.
All Bratgon had become outraged.
Then, eighteen years ago, she’d suggested staging regular atrocities along their border towns to further stoke the populace into a frenzy against their western neighbor. Upon hearing this brainy idea, he couldn’t resist her, and they had wed.
The parade found Coswom’s posh central area buzzing with activity. Sunlight gleamed off glass windows on short skyscrapers made of splashy steel: the budding financial district. He soon came upon his palace: a four-block, five-story structure of magnificence.
“We must fuck now,” Zakvar said in his ear. “No?”
“Business before pleasure,” he replied, taking his wife’s eager hand away from his groin. Whenever they plotted and schemed together, it made their libido soar.
The parade went elsewhere, and he dismounted, assisting his son and wife down. He took them by the hand, leading a caravan of dignitaries through a giant archway and into an expansive courtyard lined with statues of his ancestry. He explained how a casket lay below each one.
At Veles’ statue, he found his wife’s eyes; grins stretched. Only they knew the truth about his death. But treaties needed signing, guests needed pampering, and he must see a demonstration of a new machine later. This would last a day. At least. The fucking would wait until tomorrow night.
* * *
Leonid stood smugly with his kigbrel in a massive dirt field ten leagues east of Coswom: Bratgon’s premier bomb range. He’d come from lengthy but successful negotiations. Ursabel’s representatives had signed a deal of mutual aid. Their wizards, golems, and basmu would join him in his conquest of Nightwind. He had promised to share one-third of mineral spoils, along with giving vilas as slaves for Vasil to use however he desired. To make matters sweeter, the Galadon diplomats had declared Korchun might offer some of his morozko to help fight the demons. Their blackice, unyielding in its chill, would be game-changing.
A squad of machinists also stood near him. Four mammoth hulks of iron rested on enormous tracks wrapped around wheels the size of a tank. An unnaturally large cannon protruded. The machines spread in a line, guns pointed at a makeshift city block of iron and stone buildings.
“My liege,” one said, “these are the new goliaths. Their structural integrity is sound. The results will impress you.”
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Thirty-seven years ago, when he was thirteen, Leonid had stood by his father during a similar demonstration. A bronze goliath had exploded upon firing, its shrapnel impaling his arm—he still bore the scar. His outraged father had canceled the program and tortured the machinists before slaying them with a guillotine. Leonid also led with a no-nonsense style, but in his early reign, he found threats of death or torture ineffective with his scientists.
Zakvar had suggested he offer rewards and prestige to his inventors but keep close surveillance. This seemed to enhance their motivation and creativity. The general populace? A different story. Abductions and executions proved highly effective at squashing discontent while making enough citizens more confident in their security.
He had restarted the program six years ago, and with morozkos helping in construction, combined with using iron instead of bronze, he figured it would be safer. But they assembled near a thick stone wall with viewing slits, just in case.
“What results are those?”
“Whatever it hits, it destroys.” The machinist gestured to the far-left goliath.
“No,” he said, nudging the man’s arm and lowering it. Tech people often fudged or rushed things. He wanted to make sure all machines stood ready. “That one,” he said, pointing to the third machine.
The man pointed at Leonid’s target and whistled.
Someone climbed out of a hatch and onto the machine, then down a long ladder. They soon ascended another ladder to the new machine, entered a cabin on top, and closed the hatch.
The man gulped. “Follow me and cover your ears.”
Everyone scurried behind the wall, viewing the machines through slits.
Leonid pressed his index fingers against his ears, staring with excitement. If the machine worked, it would usher in a new era of Bratgon’s technological might.
Some seconds later, the machine’s cannon spat fire and smoke like a vomiting volcano. Hot wind gusted through the slits, stinging his eyes shut as a reverberating crack! shook the environment. Something pounded through his chest, not an uncommon sensation when firing guns or tanks, but the force of this blast made him gasp.
Smoke cleared. Heavy black-powder odors singed his nose as they advanced to examine the results.
A dark mushroom cloud ahead, rising from the devastation below, brought forth his smile of bliss. Only smoldering piles of rubble remained. The machine had leveled a city block with just one shot. Not even demons or magi with their conjured barriers could withstand that, especially if they infused some silver or cidrum in the shells. The surprise tank attack he had ordered three years ago near Marasheart, purposefully timed to disrupt Nightwind’s pathetic graduation ceremony of magic, had proven this.
“Congratulations!”
A round of applause came, followed by excited fist-pumping and cheers.
Never satisfied, he wanted to know the progress on replacements for their archaic cannons: bronze tubes riding on wooden wheels. They fired metal balls. Liberation era stuff. He’d been demanding they come up with something modern with much greater range and firepower. The goliaths satisfied both requirements, but they were still experimental in his eyes. Needing vast resources to build, their numbers were too few to truly overwhelm the enemy. He wanted thousands of long-range, highly mobile artillery.
“What of our cannon replacements?”
Another machinist led the group on a half-mile stroll. “This is a howler,” he said, stepping around to a lone machine’s side, dragging his hand along the back of a sturdy steel gun barrel. It dwarfed the cannons, pointing at a forty-five-degree angle. Two steel beams angled down from the base, anchoring it. Wheels allowed easy transportation. The steel, lighter while stronger than iron, but more costly to make, would be the future of their military. “Like the goliaths and iron tanks, it fires a new type of ammo: trinitrotoluene.” Invented three decades ago, this explosive first found use for mining in the far east. The applications for war quickly became apparent. “It can fire single shells or clusters of smaller ones. Explosive or incendiary.”
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“Like a shotgun. Bear or bird shot.”
“An apt analogy, My Liege.” The machinist grabbed a metal side wheel. Another mirrored it on the opposite side. “By turning these, the angle of attack can be adjusted precisely, within ninety degrees.”
This eliminated their cannons’ greatest weakness: slow and awkward aiming.
“Maximum range?”
“We theorize two leagues,” the man boasted with a prideful smile.
“By the Circles … we’ll hit them before they see us coming.”
“That’s the idea,” another machinist said. “Our airships will be used for spotting.”
“Does it work?”
“This one’s just a prototype. It’s not ready to fire. We don’t have any working models … yet.”
“How long until mass production?” Leonid asked, annoyed.
“At least five years.”
Given how they underestimated everything, he assumed this one would take fifteen years—an agonizing wait for such a glorious machine.
He glanced at a kigbrel, who cocked his shotgun. “You have one year. Don’t disappoint.”
“I … don’t think that’s feasible, My Liege … Please understand, this is bleeding-edge stuff.”
“Fine, fine.” He winked at the man, who laughed in relief. “Great work, everyone.” He never followed through on these types of subtle death threats, but it kept his inventors guessing and motivated.
Muskets remained the last item on his agenda. Two years ago, he had asked for upgrades. Pistols for taskmasters and officers provided rapid fire and punishment for those breaking ranks, but only at close range. Plus, they were in short supply, specially crafted, just like the shotguns the kigbrel used. A mass-produced gun, loaded from the side or from a magazine, would ensure their foot soldiers could cut down enemy ground forces swiftly. The machinists called it a repeater.
“And our rifles?”
“Almost ready for mass production,” another machinist replied. “We estimate two years before these guns roll out.”
“Do it in six months, and each of you will have your own mansion.” He snapped his fingers, taking most of his Kigbrel with him as he left.
* * *
In a lavish, off-white room, Leonid sat at the end of a long, oval marble table. Josnel Soneph sat at the other end. Zakvar, a cloth on her shoulder, stood at a wide ceramic whiteboard, holding a marker. It contained black sludge: alcohol mixed with thick die. The board showed statistics of the recent raids against Nightwind, including estimated military plus civilian casualties, along with the amount of unrest caused from the scroll drops—Zakvar’s brilliant idea. Three columns broke out Tenebres, Marasheart, and Tesa.
Zakvar wandered over to a blank section. “Josnel, tithing report, please.”
Josnel had approached Leonid eleven years ago about funding the upgrade from bronze to iron tanks with Voraxmor tithes. In return, he had allowed the religion to build their churches anywhere, so long as they taught obedience, slandered Nightwind, and ensured anti-demon doctrine. The priest had shown him some of their scriptures. Everything aligned beautifully. The salvation promised by Voraxmor for compliance by donating one’s prosperity melded perfectly with Bratgon’s laws and his ideology. He expected it to become a state religion in the coming years.
As Josnel gave a monthly report of tithes for the last twelve months, Zakvar drew ticks, dots and lines: a linear ascending graph.
“We expect the trend to continue,” the priest said. “Your war machine has a bright future.”
“You can buy anything with money,” Leonid commented with a twisted smile, resting his arms on the table, looking at Zakvar. “What of the serfs in our central regions?”
By law, these peasants must give half their produce to western Bratgon. Rebellions cropped up sometimes, and squashing them rapidly always took top priority. From the look on Zakvar’s face, this must be a bad rebellion.
“Thousands have seized muskets. They’ve formed a militia, refusing to share.”
Thousands wasn’t a word he wanted to hear when talking about insurrection. A squad of kigbrel wouldn’t squash this problem.
“Leonid,” Josnel started, “what would you think about allowing me and some of my high priests to resolve this? I believe we can help your citizens see reason. Avoid a skirmish. Other means can ensure cooperation.”
Leonid lifted his hand. “Rabble must be punched in the face, Veles always told me. It’s proven effective during my reign. Our army must get involved.”
Zakvar met Josnel’s eyes. “Leonid, I understand him. We will create fires. They’ll lose much of their harvest, having no choice but to reconcile with us. Then we offer our sustenance, but not before the worst of the rabble and their families die of starvation.”
“My priests and I can make this look like demon pestilence. If you’ll allow portals within your borders, it will speed everything up.”
To solve this problem while smearing Nightwind baited Leonid. “Agreed. Allowed for one month.”
“Done. There’s another matter: I’ll be taking over as Voraxmor’s prophet. Roland is … unfit for duty.”
“I never liked him,” Zakvar said. “Having you in charge will make everything smoother.”
Leonid supported the change, but chaos in Voraxmor was unacceptable. “What happened?”
“Incompetence. He’ll be punished accordingly. I assure you the rest of the Twelve are solid.”
Leonid approved of disciplining, or more often slaying, anyone with this trait. “Fine enough for me.”
“It’s good,” Zakvar said. “Let’s do a promo[51] during Triple R with you and Leonid. We announce our righteous army’s mission to cleanse Nightwind and show Josnel taking the helm of Voraxmor. It will unite everyone behind our cause. I’ll write your speeches.”
The baking show, a popular, fresh program, would allow millions of eyeballs. Blood gathered in his groin at his wife’s suggestion.
“Yes …” he said, joy gathering in his heart. “Can you film it yourself?”
“Of course, my love. I’ll ensure the best lighting and angles for you both.”
“Excellent. Leonid, if you’ll allow me a final matter, I’ve come across extremely capable scientists and inventors that you may find interesting.”
Zakvar raised a brow.
Leonid’s tongue danced across his lips. “This is unexpected. Please, continue.”
“When I shared your plight with Nightwind and its demons, they were eager to assist. I can have some mingle with your people while you observe. If you or your machinists see anything problematic, we can cancel.”
“By all means!” Leonid said excitedly, sucking saliva at the prospect of the howler being completed early. “When can they arrive?”
“Two months. They’ll produce wondrous results.”
“Fantastic,” Zakvar said. “Josnel, please come again soon.”
The priest stood. “Zakvar, Leonid, as always, it’s been a pleasure.”
“Good day.” Zakvar gave a curt head tilt as the priest left, locking the door behind.
“Such a productive meeting,” Leonid noted, standing, unbuttoning his suit. “Shall we fuck on the table?”
* * *
Leonid, naked, lay on his back in his exquisite bed, his wrists chained to its posts, his bound ankles attached to the bed’s canopy by ropes, spreading his legs upward. Zakvar rode him, shouting propaganda ideas and war plans. Helpless against her hungry thrusts, unable to withdraw, was his favorite position. Her narrations plus feisty control made it exceedingly nice. Tomorrow night, they would reverse roles.
“You’re my bitch!” she squealed, slapping him, bouncing, earning his screams as he strained in his cuffs, his ankles burning from the rope’s grip.
“I want to suck!” he growled.
She reached over, leaned her nipple an inch from his mouth, then grabbed a cloth, tying a gag brutally tight with rapid precision. “No, little man. Take your fucking.” She undulated like a piston at full throttle.
Muffled, he cried out against his gag with orgasm.
She lifted herself, pinching his nipples as if trying to tear them off. His seed spewed and dripped from her entrance and thighs.
A deep, room-rattling laugh echoed, a snowy portal howling to life at the bed’s side. A morozko head peeked out. With glowing yellow eyes and a crystallized beard of ice, the giant’s gnarled dark blue skin wrapped around his bald head.
“You need to work on your aim,” he said in an ancient, rumbling voice, his laughs lingering.
“Korchun!” Leonid said into the gag. “You’re early.”
“A frost giant always arrives precisely when he means to.”
Zakvar blushed and freed Leonid. She then hurried to an armoire and grabbed silk robes for them both. After donning them, they sat on the bedside together.
Korchun’s laugh cut out sharply. “You want more contractors? Fine. You want morozko for fighting? You shall have them.”
Leonid beamed. “By Heaven’s light!”
“This is nice. What do you need in return?”
“You should make her king,” Korchun said. “She understands. I need Drenaglen. Join us against them. You attack the west; I’ll assault the east. We’ll share the spoils equally.”
The barbarians and frost giants had fought endlessly for millennia, neither side holding territory for long. Adding Bratgon’s massive army to Drenaglen’s problems would surely change things.
And Drenaglen’s fimbul[52] would be splendid for trade, but not until they took Nightwind’s naval port of Tesa to launch attacks from.
“Until Nightwind is ours, this will be a logistics nightmare.”
“Can’t fight on two fronts? How disappointing. I rescind my offer.”
Bratgon had built an immense number of machines since The Liberation, along with their army[53] swelling to five hundred thousand troops. The invasion of Nightwind would begin in about a month—he guessed it would take another two to take the port city, perhaps one more month for Tenebres.
“Wait,” Leonid said. “We’ll join you, if you can wait six months. This will ensure we can hit them with both our full forces, ensuring a swift subjugation. Surely, this is better than half my forces now?” Frost giants possessed long lifespans, so this timeframe should be a drop in a well for the morozko king.
“He’s smart,” Zakvar said. “Why rush this?”
A long growl rippled from the giant’s lips. “Three months. That is enough time for you to roll through Nightwind.”
With Tesa taken, they could continue a ground war in Nightwind, along with a naval war in Drenaglen without difficulty. He needed a little more time—Korchun would agree.
“Four months. War is never a precise business. Ours begins in approximately one month. I’ll contact you when we’re ready to receive your morozko.”
“Very well,” the frost giant king said as his portal vanished.
Zakvar didn’t miss a beat, tying Leonid up again.
21 - Simmering


“And I beheld a great and spacious building. It rose skyward, as if high above the earth. People filled it, young and old, male and female, their dress exceedingly fine, expressions smug, pointing at those outside who could not enter.”
— Voraxmor Scripture
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Saffa trudged over huge dunes for the next day, muscles aching as she sweat in the oppressive sun—Nightmares of Kat and Lech had disturbed her sleep. Frustrated by her restrictive orders, she devoured her remaining rations and water. Soren briefly crossed her mind, but it didn’t take long before thoughts wandered to Snikm’s bustling atmosphere, hoping someone would be amenable to a ki drain.
The following day, fatigue hit as she stumbled on the main road. By mid-morning, other travelers appeared. A man and woman, wrists in metal clasps, hurried past.
She sighed in disdain at the sight, heart aflame with hatred for slavery. She wanted to help, but couldn’t risk her cover.
The road grew busier. She spotted a familiar site: a merchant riding a camel-like creature, hauling a cart with two water barrels.
She approached him with a silver coin, prepared to barter like all merchants in Ursabel did. “Can you refill my water?”
“For you, my radiant star, only two coins. Normally, I charge three.” On her mission, it had cost one.
“I have but this last coin. Would you allow a poor girl like me to perish of thirst?”
“Two coins, one refill!”
She shrugged and walked off with a glance back. “Trying to upsell the oasis to your radiant star? Sit your bare ass on a prickly cactus.”
“Wait! Just this once, a special deal.”
She refilled her waterskin for one coin, annoyed by the water’s sandy taste.
As the afternoon sun baked her again, she avoided everyone, eyes down.
At dusk, she reached an inn, exhausted from the sun’s scorching. A sign marking “Oasis Embrace” came into view. As Heir of Nightwind, on her mission, she passed by, trying to sneak, but people recognized her. A crowd had followed her to the capital’s gate.
This time, she went inside. An innkeeper greeted her with a smile.
“Ten silver coins. But, for you, eight, and a delicious supper—you remind me of my daughter.”
“Well then, she wouldn’t want you overcharging. Six coins, a tale, and I’ll spare you her imagined wrath.”
“Seven coins for a compelling story.”
“How about six coins for something so enchanting that your guests will talk for weeks?”
“Done! Up the stairs, second right,” the innkeeper said, offering a drink.
Saffa took it and left.
Up creaky stairs, she settled into her quaint room. She lay on the hard bed, longing for her soft mattress back in Nightwind Castle.
Laughter and music enticed her ears.
Despite fatigue, she figured a little fun wouldn’t hurt, so she hurried out, wandering through a dining area and joining a group of locals who sang and strung lutes. She hadn’t sung since the symbols to Soren in her world. She wanted to join in—her voice blended with the chorus.
In the desert, where the hot sands blow,
We dance to rhythms only we know.
Sun-kissed faces, wild hearts glee,
Come join the fun, let your spirit free!
Twirling with a winky grin,
Where night begins, our tale spins.
Oasis parties, beneath palm trees,
With every laugh, new memories dreamed.
Sun’s hot glare, two moons gleam,
In the sand, we reign supreme.
Step to the beat, don’t be shy,
In the desert dance, let your spirits fly!
Pints poured with dark Ursabelian beer, a sweet scent she remembered with a watering mouth.
A young musician handed her one. “And you are?”
“Saf—Myra Thornfield.” Shit, that was close!
“Hi, Safmyra, I’m Jareth.”
Saffa downed her mug, ending with a chuckle. “Just Myra.”
His eyes grew wider. “You must be a drinker.”
“I always win drinking games,” she boasted, energized by the beer, slamming her cup down. “Now watch me.”
Jareth’s eyes remained glued to her.
She stood. “Hello, everyone.”
The room quieted, all eyes on her. Their faces, a mix of women and men of light complexions, conveyed curiosity combined with a heavy dose of attraction from some, including Jareth.
“Time for a solo.” With the hard travels and heat, she wanted ki-draining sex.
She lowered her voice, murmuring a seductive song while wandering the area, keeping her eyes on him.
Hips that beckon, eyes that beguile,
In desert’s clime, a wicked smile.
Mirth with a hint of mischief’s sting,
Dance with me, let passions swing.
Come closer, let whispers unfold,
With every pulse, secrets are told.
Silken scarves, moonlit embrace,
Whispered dreams, heart’s wild chase.
Eyes locked, flames of desire,
With every touch, we fan the fire.
In the desert’s embrace, we entwine,
Lost in rhythm, your soul and mine.
She whispered the last line in Jareth’s ear.
A squishy sensation titillated her spine, leading to her chest, warm and pleasurable. What is that? Remembering Mother’s instruction, she realized the adoration of this group had caused their ki to flow into her. Through the air. It felt amazing.
As she made up more verses, everyone joined in, clapping and tapping their feet in a boisterous celebration.
She smiled at Jareth, gasping from sharp, hot sensations in her core and chest.
His eager eyes met hers.
“It’s been lovely,” she said, teasing him. “But I must retire.” She sped into the dining area.
Everyone groaned.
“You’ve an unnatural voice,” he said, hurrying after.
She admired his wild hair and full lips and reached for his hand. “Jareth, you’re so handsome. Come upstairs, and I’ll show you something else unnatural.”
* * *
In the quiet night at the inn, a small mouse scurried toward Saffa’s room, seeking refuge. It slipped under a hole in the door, followed by Midnight, the inn’s black cat.
The mouse climbed up the sheets and onto her face. Midnight, eyes tracking the mouse, leaped upon her, landing on her mouth with a frantic, “Mraaow!”
Jolted awake, she blinked her eyes open.
The kitty gave a smug look and leaped out the window with her prize.
She groaned while rubbing her eyes. “Cat delivery service. In the middle of the night. Not what I wanted.”
Resigned to an early start, she dressed, packed, and wondered if she had slept more than one hour.
Jareth snored on the couch, covered by a sheet—her ki drain had subdued him faster than she had wanted, making him just a snack.
After tossing her key on him, she made her way out of the inn, emerging into the predawn light. Despite weariness, she determined to reach the capital before the worst heat.
She passed many travelers, keeping her head down.
Near noon, she approached Snikm[54]. Fifty-foot-high walls, scarred, composed of large sandstone blocks, surrounded it, a deep chasm forming a second layer of defense. Carvings from ancient battles and scenes from Ursabel’s storied past decorated them. A massive gate, crafted from thick planks of oak bound with ornate ironwork, stood closed. Two colossal statues flanked the gatehouse, each a warrior holding pilum and shield. Along the walls, hundreds of cannons spread out.
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Saffa waited with an anxious crowd of people for an hour before the gate opened. A drawbridge lowered, held by two sturdy chains.
Last time, as Heir of Nightwind, she had entered with a crowd, met with trumpets, jubilation, and celebratory cannon fire. Today, anonymity greeted, and the weight of her assignment. While she walked through a demon screening security checkpoint, she reflected on Elarion to keep her nerves away, confident in extracting a confession out of him, by force or by lust, the ethics of it notwithstanding.
Out of the checkpoint without issue, she navigated through packed traffic at the gate, holding her backpack to avoid pickpockets. By the bustling high street, a resplendent tabernacle of Voraxmor captured her attention. This mammoth structure spanned two city blocks. On her mission two years ago, scaffolding had surrounded it. Complete now and hewn from pale stone, the outside bore etchings: an intertwined spiral with dancers, a droplet creating ripples in water, and a tree with branches reaching toward the heavens, its roots in deep symmetry. Each, she recognized as symbols of the religion. Two spires of xanet rose skyward.
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Raised a royal, she understood wealth, but this structure’s exorbitance offended. The time, money, and resources to build it could’ve gone to better use. The xanet alone could buy a noble’s estate easily.
By its grand entrance, she noted geometric patterns on the walls, just like Soren’s tattoos. Voraxmor tenants, though she didn’t know their meanings.
Soren, she thought, a moment of sadness squeezing her chest. I hope Mother can free you.
Carvings of twelve priests graced an ornate entrance. Thoughts of Roland disgusted her, but shifted to happiness when she envisioned his decapitation.
Civilians in white robes with blue stripes on their shoulders patrolled: Ursabel’s cheka[55]. Vasil gave them license to do whatever to whoever, so long as peace and order prevailed.
Two approached a middle-aged man, who bolted. A chase ensued.
“Morsligatus!” one yelled. Shadows shot from his hands, binding their prey, and they hauled him off—people they took rarely emerged.
Everyone watched casually, then returned to their business as if nothing had happened.
“Hello, young lady,” a young man in a white shirt and tie said. A second offered a pamphlet.
The voice yanked her mind out of the grim abduction. “You two twins?” Voraxmor used zealots like these to spread their doctrine and convert others.
“Companions,” he said, his overly zealous smile unnerving.
She read the literature. It referred to a grand opening ceremony of healing, led by Josnel Soneph, one month from now. The bastard who had tricked Soren into the tattoos.
Shit, he’s been through a lot. I wasn’t very nice.
She would attend to spy on Josnel, so she pocketed the leaflet. If she assassinated him after, so much the better.
“Did you know accepting Voraxmor’s light protects you from demons?” the young man asked.
“Sure it does,” she quipped before giving an unbelieving snicker. Eager to leave them and this overly opulent structure behind, her pace quickened.
A disturbing sight soon confronted her: ragged humanoids, chained and auctioned. The proximity to Voraxmor’s holy place revolted her. She wanted to free them, but forced herself to walk away.
“Fucking slavery.”
Farther down the bustling street, magic tapestries adorned every shop, a noticeable difference from the few on her mission prior. Each showcased menacing demons, or other shadowy beings, scaring or murdering people, some with huge horns. These dramatic depictions made her laugh.
“If you see a demon, throw holy water on it and notify a Voraxmor priest,” a woman’s voice chimed. “Only with Voraxmor’s light can we cleanse Yava of these chaotic, evil vermin.” The voice gave other instructions before repeating in a loop.
People stared at them, discussing demons with fearful, offensive remarks.
On her last visit, she’d seen anti-Navian literature, but much less. Vasil hated demons and excelled at propaganda, amping it up just like Mother said. Despite unpleasant interactions with him on her mission, Elarion stood in contrast, more tolerant and playful, much to his father’s ire.
Laughter became frustration. The Navian council members possessed varied dispositions and backgrounds, much like humans. Eris, sweet as can be. Chastity and Zelene, two of the kindest souls ever; the mare’s hilarious and offensive remarks adding to her charm. Even Kaela, with her shadows and flames, gave off a friendly vibe. Okay, maybe Haldra matched the depictions a little. But every demon on the council fought for freedom and wouldn’t harm people without cause.
She stood before one screen, clenching her fists, oppressed by the pervasive bias. Ignorance, fear, and blind judgment, fueled by hidden agendas and calls for extermination—this tears worlds apart, leading to death and destruction.
With a steadying breath, she resisted the urge to burn everything. Her defiant stride led to the entertainment district.
At a large patio area, people sang, danced, acted like statues, or performed magic tricks. An enraptured crowd stood in a circle, a mesh rope barrier blocking off a makeshift arena.
She pushed past them to the front. Six men inside crept quietly, attempting to get close to a creature: a two-legged beast with small wings, its body bearing a rooster’s head, a blindfold tied around its eyes. An emerald hung from a string around its neck. Anyone who made a noise received a sharp hiss or lunge from its snapping beak.
“Never seen this game or beast before. What is it?” she asked a tan man.
“Cockatrice circus. First one to grab the emerald wins the pot.”
“Seems easy enough. Why are they being so cautious?”
One man crept close behind it, hand extended. The creature snapped at his finger and nipped it. Grayness spread up his arm and throughout his body with sharp cracks. Gray dust blew off him. A statue remained.
A few gasps sputtered out.
“That’s why. Its bite, claws, or gaze can turn one to stone.”
“Guess that explains the blindfold. What if it comes off?”
“Run or die,” he said, trailing with laughter.
This dangerous game mirrored many she had witnessed on her mission in Ursabel.
Aromas of spices and roasted meats found her nose.
Stomach growling, she pressed on.
A sign soon came into view: “Scorpion Sting Tavern,” with a scorpion logo below. She hurried in, eager to get out of the dry heat and drink something to soothe her parched throat.
The cool dimness offered a welcome break from the glare outside. Tables dotted the floor, suiting patron groups of all sizes. Lanterns hung from ceiling beams. An efficient bartender tended a counter, with stocks of beverages behind. Two cheka sat at a table near the door, so she chose a corner table opposite the room, attempting to appear casual, despite her racing heart.
A server in light desert garb approached. “May I offer you one of our specialty beverages?”
“I’ll have the Nightsilk brew,” she replied, a favorite from her mission.
“An excellent choice,” he said, leaving. He then returned with a frothy concoction, topped with crushed desert beetles, and set it down.
She took a slow, long gulp. The drink, creamed with tang and fermented cacti, refreshed her, the beetles adding a crunchy, bitter taste.
After some time, a bald person approached her table. “You appear contemplative.”
“Varek, I presume?”
“Who’s asking?”
“Myra Thornfield.”
“Then I am Varek,” they whispered while sitting. “Why are you here?”
“Yava simmers with many culinary marvels. I’ve mastered some, but want to expand my skills by using my talents for House Kaulensho.”
“That’s a grand aspiration. Tell me, what dish has most captured your soul?”
Elarion loved mingling with commoners. Last time here with him and his entourage, she had ordered a meal and watched its preparation: a slow-cooked desert hare stew, infused with rare golden dune herbs, along with a side of cacti bread. She gave a recounting as if she had created it.
“Such passion and knowledge warrant exploration,” they said. “I’ll have something for you tomorrow.” Leaning close with a conspiratorial whisper, they added, “Stay at the Golden Dune Rest, two blocks from here. I’ll see you early.”
“Thanks, Varek. See you then.”
Cheka eyes glanced at Varek as they left the tavern.
Heart thumping, nerves on edge, she finished her drink, stood, then sauntered to the door, hoping these two creepers wouldn’t follow.
Outside, she looked back and didn’t see them. In a nearby alley, she sat down to take a quick breather and calm down.
* * *
By Varek’s directions, Saffa walked through alleys scented by old wood and fresh bread. A modest sign marked her destination: “Golden Dune Rest.” She went inside.
Lanterns spread light across scratched tables, the wooden floors worn.
“Looking for a room?” the innkeeper asked, eying her, his face sun-dried.
“One night.”
“Five silver coins.”
“Considering the state here, three should be enough.”
“It’s five or nothing, I’m afraid.”
“In my travels, I’ve learned much,” she said, lowering her voice. “I’ve wandered through scorching deserts and frigid mountain passes, gathering tales of romance and adventure.” She slid her hand across the counter, reading his emotions: loneliness, lust. An opportunity for lower prices, and ki. “I know you want a break from this monotony … something to spice up your life. How about an intimate tale? For three coins.”
He breathed deeply. “All right, three it is. But it better be good. Upstairs, last door on the right.”
“It will be,” she promised, tossing three coins and taking a key. She sped up the stairs, found the door, unlocked it, and plopped on the bed. Stiff again. She sighed. With Jareth being barely a snack, her ki hunger grew, an ache in her muscles.
She slid her gear under the bed and lit the fireplace with a fiery blast. Before her mavka transformation, Saffa had found it easy to get her way with men. Now? Should be a piece of cake.
She strolled back downstairs with confidence.
“You’re back so soon,” the innkeeper commented, his heart skipping a beat—an odd sensation in her chest, like she possessed two hearts.
“I promised a tale,” she murmured. “Want it here … or my room?”
“Please lead the way.”
She led him to her room and sat with him on a couch. She didn’t want sex this time, and it wasn’t necessary to feed. Just some touching with a story.
Mother had told her many stories growing up, and she had followed the tradition on her mission, relishing a chance to do so again. Her persona became a grand storyteller, ready to share one of Mother’s stories.
“What’s your name?” she asked, holding his gaze.
“Gaden.” Beyond his attraction, nervousness emanated.
She must calm him down before stealing ki; otherwise, it would be too dangerous.
“Gaden, in the heart of the fifth Hell’s desert, a warrior named Amel ventured forth.” She caressed his arm, hoping to relax him with warmth, like she had done to Soren in her world. A surging electric current, with tastes of sand, made her nerves vibrate with pleasure.
Arms shaking, he groaned in pain.
“Shit, shit, shit!” She attempted to yank her hand away, but it remained stuck to him. This had never happened to Soren. Or Jareth. Confused, she used her other hand to pull it away.
His eyes closed as he collapsed on the floor, breaths ragged.
Devastated from harming him, she needed to do something fast.
“The potion!” She rummaged through her backpack, grabbed it, and used a cloth to dump it down his throat. Wake up. Please.
His eyes fluttered open with a gasp. “Did I fall asleep?” He didn’t remember the worst of it.
“Yeah,” she said, heart thumping. “Story’s over. Time for you to go.” If Mother didn’t pack the potion, I’d be screwed. She must’ve known this would happen.
He nodded and stood, but his anxiety, mixed with sadness and loneliness, bothered her. She wanted to leave him with an inspiring kiss to brighten his night. But he must relax.
“Gaden, I can see you’re nervous. Can you try to relax? Take some slow breaths.”
Over a few minutes, his breathing settled.
Confident in his calmness, she said, “I have a feeling your life’s about to get a lot better, starting with my kiss.”
“Kiss?” he asked with a scrunched face. “I don’t want to impose.”
“But I do,” she said, nearing him. “Close your eyes.”
He did.
She gently pulled him close and kissed with compassion, warmth fleeing her lips. She backed off, smiling at him.
He opened his eyes, a deep blush spreading. “Never felt anything like it. I’ve heard of Navians. Are you a demon?”
“No, Gaden, I’m just a girl who tells stories and kisses random people.”
He snickered. “I won’t meet someone like you ever again.”
“Did you enjoy it?”
“You’ve been a bright spot in a tough stretch of my life,” he said, rubbing behind his head. “The cheka killed my brother for no reason.”
Heart aching with his truthful admission, her eyes bulged in shock. “I’m sorry. When did it happen?”
“Five months ago. They’ve amped up their efforts recently. Everyone’s numb to it, except those who are marred by it.”
Unwilling to risk her cover by getting into deeper conversation, she opened the door. “Gaden, I hope your life gets better. Try to live your dreams, will you?”
“I guess,” he said, head down.
With her index finger, she lifted his chin, making him meet her eyes. “Do it for me. Please?”
“Okay,” he whispered. “Enjoy your stay.”
She closed the door behind him, sat on the bed, and fumed at Vasil and his heartless chekas, powerless to do anything about it. No sleep came this night, her heart heavy with Gaden’s loss.
* * *
The last remnants of night still cloaked Ursabel when Saffa rolled out of bed with a weary growl. Angered at Gaden’s plight, she paced around the room, frustrated from no sleep.
An insistent knock banged.
She cracked it open, revealing Varek’s annoyed personage.
“You hardly look ready for the day. Prepare quickly. You’ve got an interview in thirty minutes.”
“Interview,” she said, forcing her eyes open. She packed up, hoisting her backpack on.
On the walk to Elarion’s estate in the quiet night, she spied more cheka and almost fell over with sleepiness. At the silver gates to his palace, they took a detour.
On her mission, she had ridden through them on her horse into a festival he had thrown in honor of her arrival. “Heir Saffa, welcome to my estate,” he’d said in that damn scrumptious voice while bowing, the only royal in Ursabel to respect her title. The memory gave her pause. Earlier confidence dimmed to hesitation.
He’s such a nice person, and I have to hurt him. Fuck.
Varek guided her through a hedge-lined pathway, blooming with flowers and adorned with bubbling fountains. They led her to a tan complex with a sturdy wooden door. They opened it for her, and she entered, glimpsing a long, dim hallway.
“These are the kitchens,” they said at the first door as smells of fresh bread tantalized her nose. At the second, they said, “This is an overflow kitchen. Chef Pavlo Greis waits inside.”
“Thank you, Varek,” she said, bracing against the wall to stay upright.
They gripped her arm. “Best leave your gear outside. I suspect he wouldn’t be happy with you brandishing a scimitar.”
“Sure thing. I wish you well in your future endeavors.”
They clasped hands, and Varek left.
She stood at the door, slapping herself, hoping to wake up.
* * *
High above bright, poofy white clouds, two parallel frigates flew east. With frames of stout oak, iron cannons poked from each side, framed by a cross window to allow aiming. All sails unfurled, catching strong currents as dark smoke billowed up from each craft’s stern. Runes glinted, etching their underbellies, paired with a fimbul-burning furnace inside, allowing flight. At each bow, a navigator operated the helm, hands guiding spinning wheels, controlling yaw. Two levers on either side adjusted pitch and roll. Lookouts in each crow’s nest held spyglasses.
Two black flags fluttered in the breeze, each emblazoned with Irvan’s symbol—a white fist, the center finger raised. A motley crew of humanoids, vucari[56], and other creatures of varied ilk labored in relative harmony. Their attire, a patchwork of worn fabrics and armor, complemented their arsenal of swords and crude firearms.
Their mission: to plunder precious minerals from Silkorn for Ishethra and Nightwind, while keeping some for themselves.
Kaela leaned over the port side of one ship, her high-definition vision sensing warmth and depth in a spectrum of red and blue. To her, the ocean below shone purple. Bratgon’s coast, ten leagues south, appeared dark red, outlines of trees and mountains clear from subtle color changes. When Haldra, her longtime lover, had shared a compelling tale of Nightwind’s struggle against tyrannical Bratgon, the chance to fight and gather spoils had proven enticing.
Irvan stood next to her, puffing his pipe. By Ishethra’s request, they both wore fireproof black cloaks with hoods to hide their Navian natures and to keep Kaela from burning everything on the ship with her flames.
“How long have you known Ishethra?” Kaela asked, knowing they went back a while.
“Let me see,” Irvan said in a grizzled voice. “Maybe two centuries. I helped their pitiful navy during the Dread War.”
“From what I saw in Tesa, it’s still pretty small,” she said, having seen only a handful of surviving ships from the Zmey raid.
“She’s never liked machines or firearms,” he said with a puff. “But these Drenaglen cannons … you can solve a lot of problems with a volley. I heard they used a dark orb. What happened?”
“Ish ordered me and Haldra to the council room. With doom coming, I figured why not go out with a bang?”
“Fucking before the end. I get it.”
“Right! I already merged with her, so once in the council room, I took advantage. When the doorknob clicked, I separated faster than I ever have.”
He gave a belly laugh. “I’ve never done a banshee, or rather had one do me.”
“There you go again … Better look elsewhere, my friend.”
“So you keep saying.”
“You know I don’t do your kind.”
Their friendship spanned centuries—his desire for intimacy had never waned.
“Maybe it’s for the best,” Irvan said, exhaling smoke. “I’ll shatter your senses.”
“I see nothing interesting down there.” She glanced at his groin, visible through a gap in his cloak, in shades of red to her eyes. “But you keep trying if it makes you feel better. Maybe in a hundred years, I’ll say yes.”
“Really?” he asked with surprise.
“Nah.” She punched his arm playfully. Bantering with Irvan never got old.
“Fine, Miss Kaela, the most beautiful flame banshee. I’ll endeavor to court you until my last breath.”
“You’re sweet, Irvan,” she said with fondness, and the pair hugged.
Every so often, he’d say something less pirate-like and more genuine—she always appreciated it.
“You want a gleipnir edible?” he asked, breaking the hug and holding his hand out. Two glowing pink gumdrops lay in his open palm.
“Never had these before. What are they?”
“Contraband from Samatria. Not sure what they’ll do to a banshee but, for me, they calm me down like nothing else.” He plopped one into his mouth.
She grabbed the other and shoved it in her torso. A heightened sense of awareness came, every sound crisper.
“That happened fast. I’m a bit on edge now, Irvan.”
“Bad or good?”
“Could be useful if we get attacked.”
“Don’t say stuff like that, Kaela—you’ll jinx us.”
“We’re up pretty high. I think it’s safe.”
“There’s the stuff,” he said, squinting. “Ah …”
“Airships!” a woman yelled from a crow’s nest.
“Jinx, Kaela!”
“To quarters!” she yelled, punching his chest to nullify the jinx.
Everyone scattered, the ship abuzz with activity and preparations.
“I guess it’s cannon time,” Kaela called to Irvan.
“By the abyss, we’ll knock them out of the sky,” he said before leaping to the other ship. “Prepare a broadside!”
Most of his crew scrambled below decks.
“Irvan, take position behind!”
Both ships formed a line and descended below the clouds. Five Bratgon blimps patrolled near the horizon, with shiny bottom compartments lined with rows of gun barrels. Her sharp eyes observed their retreat, evidenced by darkening purple oval shapes.
“More ore please,” she said through a grate on the deck. “They’re making a run for it! Charge to port!”
A frantic chase ensued as the pirate ships accelerated, nearing the blimps within five hundred feet by her guess from the bright purple colors, close enough to fire, given the height advantage.
“Sweep these shitheads with cold iron!”
With sharp right turns, both ships bared their port sides, cannons aiming up. Booms thundered. Smoke and iron spat as their ships lurched starboard. The scent of black powder soothed her form—it all functioned as her nose.
One blimp took many hits, exploding in a sizzling fireball, its mangled frame falling. The second took two shots but remained afloat.
Annoyed they hadn’t taken out all five in one volley, she looked down. “Fix and spread your aim!”
On the other boat, Irvan yelled similar instructions.
Bright red flashes filled her vision. “Everyone down!”
Those on deck flattened, but she remained upright. Bangs and smoke erupted from the blimps. A beat later, bullets whizzed, wooden slivers spraying, punching small holes in their sails. A few pierced her cloak, passing through her without harm.
This is too easy, she thought, instinct telling her the blimps presented obvious targets.
She floated to the starboard side, seeing nine faint red signatures in the distance, surrounded by hues of purple. Zmey, she thought, their appearance similar to those in the castle attack. By her guess, they’d be upon them within thirty minutes. With only two ships, the nine posed extreme danger.
“We’ve got Zmey incoming!” Irvan yelled.
While she floated to the stern, a steady barrage of bullets struck, shooting small splinters everywhere.
“We can’t outrun them,” she said, meeting Irvan at his bow. “Let’s link our ships.”
“Agreed,” he said before facing his vucari navigator. “Perform turtle maneuver.”
The beast strapped himself in with a harness and pulled the left lever all the way up. Irvan’s ship began to slowly angle up over the stern of Kaela’s vessel.
“Get ready to receive docking!” Kaela yelled.
Crews scattered on both ships, working to remove sails and rigging. From bow to stern on each ship’s bottom, panels opened, revealing cross windows. Cannons emerged.
They had practiced the maneuver above Drenaglen’s coast before departing. His craft, specially retrofitted, would attach upside-down to hers with ropes. The cannons protected all angles, forming a defensive sphere.
The ships shook with concussive roars. Port cannon shots exploded the remaining blimps. Their carcasses plunged as cheers rang.
Irvan jumped down to the deck of Kaela’s ship as the turtle maneuver neared completion. “All batteries prepare to fire!”
Pirates on deck tied ropes, tethering the crafts.
A tense twenty minutes later, three Zmey on each edge of the formation broke off, flying in a wide arc to perform a raking maneuver. The remaining three spread apart. All dove, shooting out of the clouds. None bore riders or extra armament, save iron cages inside their ribs. Only their cores glowed bright red, surrounded by blue, three-headed-dragon outlines.
Fear filled her for Irvan and her shipmates. “Kamikazes!”
22 - Sizzling


“Embracing lichdom: life’s ultimate hack. Immortality? Check. Skipping mundane rituals like eating and sleeping? Check. Never having to feel a single thing again? Priceless. Who knew eternal life could be so uncomplicated?”
— Death and Dismemberment
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In Nightwind Castle’s council chamber beneath the throne room, Ishethra sat in a chair against the wall, chatting to herself.
The chandelier’s crimson light flickered. Shadows swirled down, forming a humanoid shape. A bald woman materialized. Gaunt with gray skin and pointed ears, she wore purple robes, holding a sleek, obsidian staff, exuding quiet power, her red eyes unreadable.
“Maelthra. Punctual, as always,” Ishethra said, standing and spreading her immaculate hair.
“Melathar to you, demon,” she said, her voice cold. “You have five minutes.”
“How generous. I thought I’d only get two.”
“Don’t waste it.”
“Did you create the undead Zmey and give Bratgon a dark orb?”
“No. If that’s all, I’ll leave.”
Ishethra floated forward, hands running down her tresses. “Why so coy … and eager?”
“To rule, punish, and ensure order reigns.”
Feet touching down, Ishethra reached for Melathar’s bony hands around her staff. “What veils you wear. I know it was you.”
“Such assumptions,” Melathar said with a chin lift. “You think you know me so well?”
“After thousands of years?” Ishethra asked, and the staff ignited in crimson fire. “Yes.” A subtle tug of war for it began. “I’ve missed this.”
“That makes one of us.”
“Bury your feelings all you want, lich.” Ishethra rubbed the backside of her flaming hand up Melathar’s chest. A whoosh of sizzling, crimson fire covered them both, crackling and filling the chamber with smoke. “Despite your change, I know you still care.”
“Only about a job well done, or a nuisance quelled.”
“Your callousness is erotic.” Ishethra tugged on the staff as the fire hissed, changing to azure hues. The chandelier emitted a low hum.
“Two minutes.”
“With you? Blessed eternity,” Ishethra said dramatically, nudging her chest forward.
“Those don’t interest me.” Melathar’s glowing eyes narrowed. “Try something else.”
“They might someday soon,” Ishethra said, releasing her grip from the staff. “For now, how about this: I have a friend. Much like you, he desires rules and order. But those who abuse such things have cursed him. You can free him by giving him a new name, allowing his ascension.”
Melathar raised a bony brow, holding her staff to the side as the chandelier’s light pulsed. “Soren. Is he willing to sacrifice?”
“I could feast on your intellect for centuries.”
“Soren.”
“Yes,” Ishethra said with a slow lip lick. “Will you mentor him?”
“One minute.”
“You need encouragement? Fine by me.” She raised one hand near Melathar’s mouth. The chandelier’s light went out before showing a faint red.
“This conversation is over.”
“I don’t think so … You want this, don’t you?”
“No.”
Ishethra’s hand shook, as if fighting an invisible force. “Liar,” she said, lips quivering, the chandelier blazing with azure fire. “You want me—always.”
Melathar tilted her staff forward, and Ishethra’s hand jerked down.
“You were saying?”
“Don’t deny yourself. Even a lich deserves to feel … me.”
“Forty—”
“Shh,” Ishethra interrupted, raising her hand unimpeded to cover Melathar’s mouth. “My flesh to your flesh. My pleasure is now your pleasure.” She released, and brown blood splattered from her skinless palm, dripping to the floor. In place of Melathar’s once ashen mouth, dark, lush skin and lips remained. Ishethra casually examined her gruesome hand.
Melathar touched her new mouth. “Curious. Thirty seconds.”
Ishethra snatched the staff, casting it away with a hiss, then she wrapped her arms around the lich’s head. While she kissed her, the chandelier bathed the room in a brilliant blue. She released, wiping her fleshy hand on her robes. “If you stay, I’ll cover you in me and your chains. You’ll feel like no lich ever has.”
“Experiment over. Fifteen seconds.”
Ishethra laughed, holding her stomach, before composing herself. “You always say the perfect things.”
“Ten seconds.”
“My last gift, Maelthra, one to leave you aching for more.” With a sharp exhale, silver tendrils of light swirled from her mouth into Melathar’s chest.
The lich gasped, her first breath during their conversation.
“I’ll summon you,” Melathar said as her staff flew back into her outstretched hand. “Be ready.”
All flames doused. Quiet darkness engulfed the room.
Ishethra snapped her fingers, and the chandelier gleamed crimson. She kneeled, picked up her palm’s flesh, Melathar’s parting gift, and spread it over her fleshy hand. It reformed, good as new.
She inhaled all the smoke with a lengthy breath.
* * *
Deep in Norembel’s ancient forest, Elenmir soared. Born from light and reflection, the great circular tower appeared as a shifting mirage, only accessible to those versed in forgotten magics, a center of mystic power where secrets of the universe unfolded. Ancients crafted its mirrored walls to guard dangerous secrets and supreme words of power. Beyond a ruling seat, the fortress stood as a beacon of enlightenment, a symbol of the elves’ quest for knowledge. Inside, the hungriest magi learned, their ambition as limitless as the night sky.
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At its pinnacle, a grand chamber resided, accessible only through portals or teleportation. Pristine, hewn from white rock, the eight magic domain symbols formed a central circle on its floor. Despite being enclosed, the ceiling showed the clear afternoon sky outside, providing light.
Calm, Lariel stood on flame. Six hundred years ago, she had passed trials to join Norembel’s enclave[57]. Yesterday, she had asked for a session to discuss the attack on Nightwind, suspicious of Melathar, their Acheron[58], of aiding in the animation of Zmey and giving Bratgon dark orbs. Melathar’s ruthless pursuit of law, she respected, but not enabling Bratgon to wield dark magic. Selling Norembel’s precious resources to Nightwind masked her true intent of warmongering.
Bratgon’s machines worried her most of all. Within a century, they’d invent steel birds, beasts, and missiles capable of terrible ruin. Any aid to them would hasten this—an unacceptable outcome.
Centuries ago, Melathar had become a lich, changing her name from Maelthra. Lariel had lost hope as her friend spiraled into darkness. Now she plotted to destroy her, ridding Norembel of her blight. She needed sympathetic sorceresses to stage a coup—this demanded sacrifice.
Alizeh, the enclave’s tyrannical air mage and her sister, would die this day. She had already found her replacement: a woman with vast command over the skies, whimsical and benevolent. None other than Eris, from Nightwind’s council. Though unprecedented, having a Navian in the enclave wasn’t forbidden.
Shadows rose from the skull symbol. Melathar emerged, her purple robes disheveled. She faced Lariel.
“Your spy efforts in Nightwind are appreciated.”
Long ago, Ishethra had helped Norembel defeat Wyrmguard in a brutal, decades-long conflict by causing their nation to devolve into civil war. Melathar had offered Lariel’s services as gratitude, while taking advantage of the relationship to keep close watch on her old lover. Lariel had given information freely, hiding the most sensitive topics at her discretion.
“Of course, Acheron. I live for Norembel.”
“I want to extend your time on their council indefinitely. Your eyes during their upcoming war will be most valuable to us.”
“It shall be done.”
“They are coming. We’ll talk later.”
One by one, six high-elf sorceresses appeared; some from portals, others with popping sounds. They wore robes or cloaks of various colors, each standing on their symbol.
“Sisters of the enclave, I call these proceedings to order,” Melathar said. “Lariel, you have the circle.”
“Three items. First, Bratgon has reanimated the Zmey. Second, they used a sphere of annihilation on Nightwind Castle. Third, an inquiry: did anyone here aid them in this necromancy and procurement of a forbidden device?” Precise with her words, an inquiry avoided accusation[59], something she knew Alizeh would do. Just one week ago, this had come up, and Lariel had suggested she be ready when the time came.
Melathar’s sharp gaze met each woman’s eyes. “This sanctum is bound by truth. Let the guilty step forward.”
All stood motionless in silence.
“Only three of us wield death’s domain,” Alizeh said, pale with silver robes, standing on the wind symbol. “Evanthe, Vesna, and you, Acheron.”
“I’ve been training acolytes for months,” Evanthe said, her feet on heart. “And the squabbles of distant nations mean nothing to me.”
“Nor me,” Vesna said on the stone glyph. “I wouldn’t waste my time with their feud.”
“Alizeh.” Melathar’s voice was frigid. “Do you wish to accuse?”
All eyes met Alizeh as she glanced at Lariel, who remained still.
“Yes,” she said, thrusting her gray staff into the floor. “Your leadership brings chaos to Yava. While I’m happy for Nightwind’s demise, an expanding war into Samatria threatens our northern border. You’ve enabled this. Acheron, I accuse you of incompetence. Resign, or be destroyed.”
“I shall not,” the lich said, her eyes meeting Alizeh’s. “We’ll discuss and vote.”
An organized debate ensued, moderated by Dane, dark with deep blue robes, standing on eye. Kailani, of mixed complexion, wearing sky-blue robes, standing on rain, abstained. Everyone else voted in favor of a proving.
Melathar and Alizeh stepped forward, the other six back.
“Rhian,” Melathar said, “perform the sealing.”
Pale with white robes, she stood behind star and held her pearl staff up, intoning, “Menfer-Visobex-Lumvalum.”
Eight tendrils of light released into the ceiling. They crawled down to each symbol, spreading into a glimmering, translucent barrier.
“You may begin,” Dane told them.
Melathar stood, staff in her right hand, left fingers wiggling.
With an arrogant smirk, Alizeh pointed her staff. “Ventile!”
Swarms of crackling silver orbs shot from her staff, striking the lich like angry hornets.
“Mortacsug,” Melathar intoned, even as the assault pummeled her frail skin, causing burns.
Shadows slithered from her staff into Alizeh’s chest, her magical attack ending abruptly as the lich’s burn marks receded.
This duel would escalate quickly—Melathar’s command of death, fire, and water magic would allow countering almost anything Alizeh could do. Patience and skillful use of magic might allow Alizeh to win, but she struggled with the former.
“Menfer-Malcarga!”
Crimson light soaked the chamber. A wide beam of red lightning fired from Alizeh’s staff with a resounding thunderclap.
“Somsugo.”
Bolts of darkness swam from the lich’s staff, right as the lightning blasted her into the barrier of force, scorching her robes.
Shadows wrapped around Alizeh, sucking into her chest. She fell, screaming.
Melathar stood. “You desecrate this tower with your cheap parlor tricks.”
Don’t let her bait you, Lariel thought.
Alizeh would seek to end the duel now. And fail. Without destroying Melathar’s soulstones, only disintegration or crushing the amethyst and rubies in Melathar’s head would allow her to win the battle, something the lich would recover from in time. Alizeh remained unaware of Melathar’s lich nature—Lariel had avoided revealing it during prior conversations.
Alizeh trembled and stood. “Your reign has gone on too long. It’s time for fresh blood. Menfer-Ventada-Crufulga-Malcarga!”
Foolish! Lariel thought.
Alizeh’s staff spit endless crimson lightning bolts, strobing the chamber in a cacophony of thunder. A tornado of it whirled around the lich. The tempest lifted her high, ravenously tearing her cloak, skin, and flesh off. Elenmir itself rumbled from the fury.
The lich’s staff leaped into Alizeh’s off-hand. A thunderous explosion of tissue splatted against the barrier, particulates sliding to the floor along its translucent edges. The lich’s purple robes floated down.
As the onslaught receded, Alizeh gasped for breath while Melathar’s skeletal remnants splintered apart on the ground, her skull spinning in place.
A slow grin spread on Alizeh’s lips, and she shoved both staves into the white marble floor. “It is done. Dane, record the outcome. I lead this enclave now.”
Melathar’s skull floated. It slowly turned to face Alizeh, two ruby gems glowing in the eye sockets. Like a puppet raised with strings, her bones clattered into a full skeleton. Her lost robes lifted, wrapping around her form.
“Those are mine,” she said with her bony mouth.
Both staves flew into her hands.
Alizeh’s jaw unhinged. Some sisters’ eyes opened a little wider.
“Such a novice. You’ve left yourself defenseless.” With staves pointed at Alizeh’s chest, Melathar intoned, “Gemno-Dedimort.”
Twin rays of putrid green shot out. One struck Alizeh in the chest, the other her stomach.
The lich dropped her staves and opened her bony hands. A crack smote the air as Alizeh’s robes and torso split open, exposing every organ. Her entrails unwound, flying to wrap around Melathar’s left hand. Her still beating heart left a trail of blood, squishing into the lich’s right hand, and she squeezed, splatting red matter down her fingers.
Alizeh detonated, showering the dueling area with blood, flesh, and bone.
Melathar tossed her prizes away, then reclaimed her staves. The barrier receded as hissing steam emanated from the floor.
The lich ground her teeth while flesh levitated from the carnage. Drawn to her like a magnet, it spread over her skeleton, reforming with ashen skin.
“Sisters, with this culling, our circle strengthens. Lariel, find us a new air mage. Dane, record minutes and time of death.”
Both nodded.
Lariel gazed down at the mess, its rankness a reminder of the power and danger of this enclave. Despite a twinge of sadness, on the outside, she remained cold, chin lifting. Norembel’s greater good, and of all Yava, buoyed her up—she remained resolute to unseat Melathar.
After ambling toward a rising lectern against the wall, Dane scribed a summary in a thick tome, including the proving’s outcome, with date and time.
* * *
Weighed down by fatigue, Saffa placed her backpack next to the kitchen door, concealing her scimitar inside. After tightening her robe and yawning, she entered a spacious kitchen.
Morning light streamed through translucent windows on the ceiling. Utensils and ingredients lined shelves. Central marble counters contained water basins, with cupboards above. Ovens and lockers occupied the walls. Out of her element in Ursabel’s renowned culinary scene, she braced herself for the challenge ahead.
Master Chef Pavlo Greis stood across the room, arms crossed. Middle-aged and tan-skinned, his piercing gray eyes with his silver-streaked hair, along with a spotless chef’s uniform, heated her cheeks.
“Hello Myra,” he said with a stern gaze. “So, you’re the one with a spicy flair for Ursabelian cuisine. I hope your culinary skills exceed your … unique sense of fashion.”
“I assure you, Chef, my abilities in the kitchen will not disappoint.”
Arms unfolded, he walked toward her, eyes unwavering. “We’ll see about that. The noble house of Kaulensho expects the best. Three tests, Myra. First is a house favorite: a Phoenix Feather Tart.”
Relief came, and she tightened her mouth to stop a smile. She’d eaten this on her mission and knew how to make it.
“A flaky pastry, filled with sun-dried fruit and desert nuts, glazed with fiery cinnamon and golden honey. A true embodiment of the desert’s heat and sand. Precision and creativity are key.”
“I accept the challenge, Chef Greis,” she said, biting her tongue to stop a yawn.
“Let’s see if you can make the desert sing.”
“Always preheat!” she said, lighting an oven, tying her hair back, and washing her hands.
He leaned against the counter, staring with an austere expression.
Determined to succeed and win this high-stakes game for Nightwind, she got to work making dough with flour, salt, and water, just like she had observed the chefs in the castle do. Sidor, one of the nicest men in the kitchens, had shown her how once.
His annoying gaze loomed, his intense expression unreadable. Contempt and curiosity dominated his emotions. He leaned in, inspecting the dough, finding her eyes. “You’ve a unique way of kneading the dough—bold, yet delicate.”
“Just like you.”
He raised one eyebrow and grunted, cheeks tinting a light red, before staring at the dough again.
Despite his annoying gaze, she assembled the base quickly and layered it with fruits and nuts, drizzling honey, adding cinnamon. She placed it in the oven, setting a ten-minute timer.
While the tart baked, he stared, unblinking.
She avoided looking back.
The oven dinged, and she opened it to a wave of pleasant heat carrying spicy aromas. “Chef, this is one of my favorite treats!” she said, pulling it out and heating the top to a golden-brown texture with a discreet heat blast from her hand. She set it on a counter.
He shuffled over and tasted the tart. With the world’s grumpiest frown, he shook his head at her, sighing like someone had died.
I nailed it, bitch! she thought, his attempt to veil his satisfaction failing.
“Not bad at all,” he said, smiling. “I can taste the desert heat. How’d you make the top so crispy and delicious?”
“The desert’s taught me many things, Chef Greis,” she said, chin raised. “It’s all about knowing when and how to apply the … heat. Timing is everything, don’t you think?”
“Your technique of using heat is quite unexpected, yet effective. You’ve captured the essence of the sun in a single bite.”
One dish down, two to go. She placed her tart on a shelf, biting her lip to stop another yawn.
* * *
“Your tart was good,” Pavlo said, the corner of his mouth twitching. “But that’s just the tip of the cactus. Now we come to a difficult, technical dish: Cactus Wisp Sorbet. An ethereal desert dessert made from enchanted cactus fruit, served within a sparkling crystal cactus leaf. The taste is unlike anything else—mysterious … refreshing … delicate … full of life. It must be perfect. One wrong move, and you’ll end up with a clump of magical mud.”
“Prepare to be dazzled!” she said, masking her ignorance about how to make it.
He handed her a card. “Dazzled, you say? That’s unlikely.”
She read the card, “Enchanted cactus fruit and crystal cactus leaf. So … where’s the instructions?”
Arms folding, he looked elsewhere.
Bastard … might as well grab stuff.
She navigated the kitchen, seeking ingredients and utensils. Bowls. Spoons. Something resembling a cactus. A squishy ball of … pudding, maybe? It kind of looked like fruit, and being near the prickly leaf, she assumed it composed the fruit portion. The leaf’s purpose stifled her.
“Feeling lost, Myra? The desert can be a treacherous place.”
His eagerness for her to fail brought motivation.
“I’ll find my way, Chef Greis. Just wait.” She tried to spread the leaf around the fruit, but it didn’t cooperate—she didn’t want it to crack apart. She paused. I need a distraction to think.
Mindful of Mother’s training, she calmed her mind, inviting her fire to an oven. It sparked, catching fire.
He rushed over. “They left it on again!”
This sorbet sounded like father’s ice cream. Like he might do, she sprinkled sugar and cinnamon, then injected her index fingers into each side, infusing it with frost. It crystallized. She added a layer of ice on the outside. With her heat blast, fog swirled up.
He battled the oven fire, leaving for a brief period, returning with a bucket of gray liquid and dumping it over the oven. Just when it went out, she summoned more fire to give herself extra time.
Thick liquid spilled on his apron as he frantically emptied the bucket on the flames. “By the Hells!”
Pleased by his mess, she grasped the cactus leaf, using her heated palms to gently wrap it around the fruit. With frosty fingers, she anchored it, crafting an icy layer. Hands released, she noted intricate cactus spikes of ice. She poked the top with her pinky, casting a bit of fire inside, making a simmering volcano. Satisfied by its appearance, she hoped for an excellent taste.
After putting out the fire, scorch marks and gray splotches covered him. He growled, stomping over, lifting his gaze.
“Myra, your presentation is remarkable. High marks for creativity and appearance.” With a spoon, he cracked it open, tasting portions. A long sigh escaped his lips, and they flattened. “Let me remind you that taste and flavor are just as important. Your flavors are too sweet … the leaf needed more spice. You’ve some talent but need to refine and focus. By the skin of a cockatrice’s tail, you’ve passed.”
“Your critique is invaluable, Chef. I won’t let you down.” Two down, one left. She covered her mouth, hiding a yawn, eager to get this dumb cooking finished.
* * *
Saffa folded her arms, confident in passing the last test.
Pavlo handed her a recipe sheet. “Your last challenge is Oasis Mirage Cake, a glorious show of Ursabelian cuisine. Let’s see if you can capture the desert’s heart. Take your time, Myra—it’s … complicated.”
A ridiculous amount of ingredients and instructions filled front and back. Complicated? More like stupid impossible. I bet he can’t even make it.
“I have a question.”
He grinned, shaking his head in the slowest, most arrogant way possible.
Fucking asshole. It called for gelatinous yet fluffy cake mix. Her first attempt resulted in lumpy batter. The second? Runny and gross.
“The desert is unforgiving,” he said, his contemptuous smile growing. “It rewards patience and understanding. Perhaps a more precise touch?”
An hour later, she stared in sleepy despair at her third failure: a thick batter, not fluffy or gelatinous. “Hells dammit.”
A raspy sigh gurgled from his throat. “Myra, you have passion, talent, drive, but the Oasis Mirage Cake requires skill… requires mental acuity. I’m unconvinced you’re ready.”
“Chef, I can do this,” she said in earnest. “Walk me through the recipe. I’m a fast learner.”
“No,” he said, ending with yet another of his now familiar and annoying sighs. “Some things are beyond one’s reach. There’s more to the noble house than the fine art of cooking.”
“Please, Chef Greis, I’ll stay all day and night. I won’t give up. Let’s work together.”
“Ask yourself, Myra: are you ready to dance in the culinary desert, to charm its winds, to tempt its soul? I think not.” He advanced, gesturing to her hair. “Maybe someone like you is better suited for more straightforward and less demanding tasks.”
Someone like me? No way in Hells would she let this prick get away with such an offensive insult. A kitchen shouldn’t have detection wards, so she would use her mavka powers to invade his mind. “Wait, chef, I’ve got an idea that’ll amaze you. Give me a moment.”
“Sure Myra,” he said, his slanted smirk spurring her on.
Saffa be gentle, the icy head thought.
I’m going to put him in his place, Skadni, but I’ll try not to hurt him.
She strolled behind a stocked shelf, pretending to rifle through its contents. Slowly, she transformed. Playfulness swelled as her persona became a mavka prankster.
Arms folded, she stepped out, her tail coiled around her waist, its tip wagging at him. “Pavlo, did you say charm and tempt the desert?”
“Myra!” he yelled, stumbling back. “You’re a … fucking demon!”
Shit! Forgot to cloak myself! With urgency, she saw herself in his mind. A flimsy wooden fence surrounded his consciousness. She kicked it down. Pavlo, listen to me. You’re enamored. Flustered. You must do everything I say.
“The cheka will have you!” he yelled as he rushed for the door.
“Do. What. I. Say.”
He groaned, holding his head.
She detected his mental fortitude waning. Eyes narrowed, she focused her mental attack, bending his mind like a stick.
His willpower snapped. “Yes, Myra,” he said, eyes glazing.
“That’s better. Now get over here. Too bad your wizards didn’t ward the kitchen.”
“Wards? What?”
“Shut up.”
He shut his mouth. After an awkward walk, he stood before her.
Just for spite, she decided not to hide herself. “Stand there like a statue.”
Motionless, he stood.
“Good boy.”
“I have an itch.”
“Leave it.”
His arm twitched.
“Leave it.” She wandered leisurely, locking all doors while he stared. Later, she could wipe his memory and cloak herself.
“You, uh, have … wings … and tail …”
“Have a demon fetish, do we?” she asked, walking back from the last door with confidence, flipping her tail around, pointing it at him while stretching her wings.
“Myra … what? No … maybe? No! What’s happening?”
“It’s time for some fun, bitch. You may move now.”
He scratched like mad.
“Roll up your sleeve,” she said, wondering about her ki drain when mischievous.
He pushed one up.
She dragged her index finger up his arm—his warm ki trickled into her with sweet and sour tastes. Fatigue vanished, replaced with excitement. Delicious!
Every touch caused him to laugh and squirm. She bit her lip to stop laughing.
“Pavlo, I didn’t know you were so ticklish.”
“Huh? I was just reflecting on your earlier attempts. It seems you’ve made a bit of a mess. Maybe start fresh. I’ll give you one more chance.”
“Wrong.” Arms folded, she scowled at him, waiting for his response.
“Wait,” he said, brow tight. “I’m interviewing you … right?”
“Sure, Pavlo.”
“Yes, well … clean up and begin again. Show me your true abilities.”
Mother had cautioned against this, but leading him on felt so intoxicating and empowering. Plus, she needed to pass this test. Why not have fun along the way and get payback for him being a jackass?
“Certainly, Chef Greis. This time will be special.” Ingredients or process didn’t matter, only having fun did while making him follow along as her plaything.
With an exaggerated yawn, she swept her failed creations across the counter and into a basin. They landed with a clatter, spraying batter. She then opened a cupboard, grabbing stuff, including a canister of brown spice.
“Sandfruit extract. How much?”
“One teaspoon.”
She fetched a mixing bowl and emptied all of it.
“That’s too much,” he said, brow creasing.
“I prefer a … sandy texture for my lips. Don’t you?”
A faint blush tinged his cheeks. “You would know best, I suppose.”
She rubbed his arm. Warmth spread through her body.
He moaned.
“I know everything, Pavlo.” She twirled, using her tail to push him away. “Whipping cream!” she exclaimed, spying some milk. “Is it in the recipe?”
“Definitely not.”
In a second bowl, she poured it all in and whipped with a whisk, allowing some to splash her cheek. “Looks like I’m a bit of a mess now.” She gave a teasing smile, licking the cream off with her lengthy tongue—it reached her nose’s bridge. I guess that’s how long it gets. Bored with it, she tossed random, colorful ingredients into the bowl without care.
“Did you check the recipe?”
“Hush, Pavlo, I’m the chef. Let the mystery of these ingredients … squirt into your mouth.”
“Please, no.”
“Fuck yes.” She traced her finger around his neck.
He squirmed with laughter.
“Can you add this for me?” she asked, snatching a flour bag, setting it on the counter.
He grabbed a measuring cup and began dumping flour in.
She pushed his elbow, and the flour bag slipped from his hand. It overflowed the cup, dusting the counter and floor. “Pavlo, now you’ve made a bit of a mess!”
“Myra,” he said, throwing a fistful of flour at her, “it’s the wrong amount!” A cloud of it lingered in the air.
“It’s just perfect. Watch.” She added water and stirred to create a swampy rainbow dough. For sheer amusement, she tossed it high into the air like a pizza crust, his gaze following each arc. It fell with a soggy slap. She bent to pick it up, catching his enamored eyes. “Oops.” Without looking, she tossed the dough over her head. It landed back in the bowl.
Back at the counter, she kneaded, basking in its satisfying texture. But the cream beckoned, and she began stirring.
“Pavlo,” she said in mock frustration, “this is taking too long!”
He took the whisk, lapping carefully. “It takes a while.”
“Not if you’re me,” she said, hands behind her back. With telekinesis, she forced the whisk from his grip, flicking some cream on his legs, before setting it in the bowl. A tornado roared in her mind. The whisk obeyed, whipping the cream into oblivion. Cream splattered everywhere.
“How are you doing this without hands? And so fast? It should’ve taken over an hour.”
“Woman power.”
“What power?”
“Say it, Pavlo.”
“Say what, Myra?”
“Women are exceptional, and Pavlo’s an ass.”
“I am not!”
“Say. It,” she said, her voice a psionic lash.
“Women … are exceptional … and Pavlo’s an ass.”
She laughed with joy, dipping her fingers into the rebellious whip before turning to him in a flourish. “Chef, you must try my creation.” Slowly, she extended two cream-covered fingers, tugging on his apron with her tail, bringing him close. Taste me, she whispered in his mind.
His mouth opened, and he licked her fingers clean.
She pushed him away with another creamy finger to his forehead, leaving a dab. “Is it not luscious?”
“These flavors are mischievous sprites,” he said while chewing, “a blend of mirth and … mass.”
“Mass? You’re so funny, Pavlo.” Cream and a myriad of spice canisters completed her dough, crafting a dark swamp. “This will be scrumptious. He’ll love it!”
“Myra?”
“Look in the bowl, Pavlo.”
He leaned, swallowing hard. “It doesn’t look right.”
“Shh, it’s perfect.”
“It’s disgusting.”
Perfect, she murmured in his mind.
“Perfect,” he said, nodding.
“That’s right. Now hand me three griffin eggs.”
“They’re not in the recipe.”
“It’s a special technique … Creates a … gooey crunch. Fetch them.”
He grabbed three eggs, placing them near the bowl. A tremor took his lips.
She grasped an egg, holding it over the bowl. Smoke curled from her nose as she squeezed the egg with a sudden crack.
He jumped.
Shells and gooey innards slurped down from her fist and into the bowl. She wiped her gooey hand off on his apron. Now she wanted an egg toss game.
“Follow me,” she said, taking two eggs, wandering twenty feet away from the bowl, and he followed. She handed him an egg. “Let’s play egg toss. I’ll show you how it’s done.” She chucked her egg with a fluid overhand throw, and it splattered into the bowl. “Yes! Beat that!”
Brow furrowed, he lined up his stance and tossed the egg underhanded. It exploded against the counter.
“Uh-oh … you’ve made another mess,” she teased before her voice soured. “Clean it up.”
“At once, Myra,” he said, finding a rag.
“Polite Pavlo I’m going to call you.”
He scrubbed hard, rapidly scraping a hard-to-remove spot.
“Good enough, Pavlo. Now observe.”
After putting the rag away, he stared.
She grabbed the mixing bowl and a pan. Bowl high, she poured its thick contents.
His concerned eyes tracked each sloppy portion.
Her pour done, she tossed the mixing bowl into a basin, where it burst apart into shards with a crash.
“Myra, it shattered!”
“Much like your taste buds are about to be.” At an oven, she opened it with her tail. Pan in and timer set for an hour, she sauntered back to him. “Now we wait.”
“Yes, we … wait.”
Tantalizing, made-up desserts flooded her mavka mind. Her voice dropped to a sultry purr. “Have you ever savored a Vine Passion Popsicle? Each lick exposes new flavors and stimulating experiences.” Her long tongue swirled below her chin.
“I … haven’t,” he said, face red. “Your tongue, Myra.”
“I love using it to taste … Molten Ardor Pudding—supple on the outside, bursting with a hot, gooey center.”
“Quite distinctive,” he said, a nervous laugh trailing.
“Yes,” she purred, dragging a finger up his arm, hot ki flowing. “It requires a gentle touch and is full of surprises.”
Her imagination ran wild with seductive recipe ideas, each more provocative.
The hour passed with her regaling him with fanciful creations, leaving him laughing and flustered. When the oven dinged, she burst into laughter, smelling a peculiar, burned aroma.
“Ready to see our masterpiece?”
“Yes, Myra.”
She opened the door, and smoke wafted out, revealing a lumpy, charred cake. “Mmm.” She sniffed, moaning with fake delight as she retrieved the cake without oven mittens. The burning hot pan soothed her hands.
With a twirl and foot flick, she slammed the oven shut.
“Myra, your hands! Aren’t they burning?”
“No.”
“Why?”
“Because I’m a woman.”
“Yeah,” he whispered with a nod.
At his side, she set her cake down on a counter, smacking her lips.
While he inspected, his face made all kinds of funny contortions, ending with his tight brows. “Myra, we have a problem.”
“Are you sure? It looks wonderful.”
“Your cake has a soggy bottom.”
“Chef Greis,” she said, fingers crawling down his back, “a wet bottom can be quite scrumptious if you approach it with the right … attitude.”
“I suppose, but this—”
“You’ll take a big bite,” she purred, scooping a generous, eggshell-laden portion, blowing a frosty breath on it, casting smoke into his face. “Prepare to experience its moist, crunchy richness.”
He gazed at the sizable, slop-filled spoon, lines wrinkling on his forehead. “That’s … that’s quite a large mouthful.” Some bits fell off onto the floor.
“More is less, so I insist you try it all in one bite.”
He nodded, took the spoon from her, and chomped. Cheeks puffing, his eyes bulged.
“Chew,” she said, pulling an empty spoon out and setting it on the counter, backing off with a blameless smile.
He chewed laboriously, eyes scampering to her, the cake, and back. His expression portrayed savoring the finest delicacy and chewing on an offensive sock. Eyes flickering with confusion, his mouth squirmed in a silent cry of gastronomic bewilderment.
Her mouth played with a triumphant grin at his chomping, her satisfaction surging. The pleasure of making him partake of her creation calmed her ire.
“It’s … it’s quite something,” he said after forcing the last piece down. “I’ve tasted nothing quite like it.”
“Some things, Chef Greis, are universal—demons, tithes, and the undeniable allure of a soggy bottom.”
“Demons? What demons?”
“Shh!”
He covered his mouth.
She gave him a mental suggestion, steering him toward a rare gesture of acknowledgment, a cherished culinary tradition throughout Yava.
He stepped back, offering a tentative smile, and his arm twitched. It rose, his eyes on hers, and his fingers extended.
“A handshake? For me?” she asked, eyes fluttering. Grasping his hand, she stifled a laugh.
After cloaking her mavka form, she used techniques from Mother to alter his recent memories, replacing them with vague impressions of a successful cake and her humanoid self.
Their mental connection ceased, and he shook his head as he came out of a daze. “Well … done … Miss Thornfield. With your unique culinary insights, you’ll spice up our kitchen.” He handed her a key, gesturing toward the door she had come in through. “This key accesses the servant’s quarters, down the hall and stairs, third door on the left. Freshen up for dinner shift. You’ll cook for His Grace tonight.”
“Elarion. I’m certain he’ll find my dishes … stimulating.”
“Miss Thornfield, our goal is to captivate taste buds. With food.”
“Worry not, Master Greis,” she said with a wink. “I’ll keep it savory, not sultry. But who says we can’t have a bit of both?”
“You’re unique,” he said with a bemused grin. “Be ready for dinner shift and prepare to ignite the duke’s palate. Stay in your room until you’re fetched.”
After cleaning everything up, she left with her Phoenix Feather Tart. Down the hall and stairs, she laughed uncontrollably. “I must do this again!”
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“Advice for mavki. The best way to ensnare your lover’s heart? Thermal tracks.”
— Navian Nirvana, Tales of Tantalizing Temptations, Vol. II.
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In her quaint room, Saffa reverted to humanoid form and sat on a soft bed. A wooden nightstand with a lantern stood nearby.
She reflected on the interview while munching her tart, giggling at the absurdity: she had led a master chef through a seductive cooking demonstration, securing a position with Elarion’s chefs. Pavlo eating his misogynistic words? Splendid.
A knock came, and she opened the door, taking a chef’s uniform from a man. With her mind tired from coercing Pavlo, she took a nap.
Bam, bam, bam.
She jolted up, heart scampering. “The uniform!” After shedding her robe for the chef’s attire, she cracked the door open.
A woman with wavy red hair and piercing eyes tilted her head. “You must be Myra. I’m Lioris, entremetier chef. Pavlo mentioned you’d be joining us tonight as our pâtissier chef.”
“Pleased to meet you, Lioris,” she said, stepping outside. “I’m fond of desserts.”
“Excellent,” Lioris said, beckoning her to follow. “We’re on a tight schedule, so let’s not keep the kitchen waiting.”
Anticipation swished through Saffa’s nerves as distant kitchen sounds grew louder as they ascended the stairs.
“If you have questions, just ask. Us women should stick together.”
Beyond the tone of her voice, Saffa sensed irritation. More gender issues. Guess I’ll have to shake things up.
“I will. Thanks for the offer.”
At the kitchen, Lioris opened the door, and they entered a bustling atmosphere, a symphony of culinary activity greeting them.
“Welcome Myra,” Pavlo greeted. He then introduced Saffa to the kitchen staff: Sahir, a bearded male sous chef; Brom, a stocky male saucier chef; Tarek, a young male poissonnier chef; Zafir, a plump male rôtisseur chef. “And you know Lioris, our little entremetier witch.”
The male chefs snickered.
“I suspect her creations are magical.” Saffa winked at Lioris. “How about you, Pavlo? I heard from a servant you cooked a burned offering for Brigid just yesterday.”
Brom chortled.
“Love your sense of humor, Myra,” Pavlo said. “You’ll fit right in here.”
“Glad you’re with us, Myra,” Lioris said, lips pursing.
Pavlo led Saffa to a small counter. “Create your desserts here. Tonight is your delicious Phoenix Tail Tarts. We need thirty of them.”
Amidst harmonious chaos, course one came together as Brom plated a pan-seared desert fowl, the spices and perfect char tantalizing Saffa’s nose, watering her mouth.
“Order up!” Pavlo said.
Waitstaff ferried dishes away.
Pavlo leaned on a counter, gazing at Saffa. “Myra, with our first act over, share about yourself with the crew. We’re all ears.”
In her chef persona, Saffa conjured an improvised story. “In Snikm, mornings found me in bustling markets, learning from vendors and their raw, authentic flavors. When night fell, elite kitchens called, worlds apart from the streets. My journey, filled with discovery and passion, took a fortunate turn with Master Chef Pavlo Greis. He’s revered even in Snikm’s humblest corners.” She found Pavlo’s eyes. “To be handpicked by him speaks of his generous spirit and talent for recognizing potential.”
Pink tinted Pavlo’s cheeks. His ego soared as he lifted a glass toward her. “To the enchanting Myra Thornfield, whose humor, beauty, and inspiring career have added mystique to our kitchen tonight. It’s rare to find charisma … and talent. May her dishes be captivating like her tales.”
The chefs murmured in agreement, lifting their glasses in a toast, creating an atmosphere of jovial, professional camaraderie. But it changed when Pavlo’s voice lowered.
“Speaking of tales, I heard a disturbing one yesterday. About Nightwind.”
Here we go …
Pavlo cleared his throat, silencing the kitchen. “From Nightwind’s dusky castle, legend says Queen Ishethra collects lewd cloud patterns.”
King Ishethra, she thought, anger rising on the inside as she tensed on the outside.
“When full moons grace our night sky, she commands her seers to steal carnal clouds, releasing them over her castle in a grand spectacle. Dragons frolic, merfolk spank each other at drunken tea parties … centaurs in heat do … lewd things. The best part? If anyone mimics or outdoes her patterns, she enslaves them as her personal cloud nappers forever!”
Laughter erupted.
Saffa rolled her eyes. Fucking pervert.
Pavlo sighed. “Nightwind’s eccentric royalty. They’re nothing if not entertaining.”
“That’s one word,” Brom said. “But I’ve heard something about Tariq.”
“Do tell,” Pavlo said.
“He bathes in liquid gold for eternal youth. Ha! Nightwind’s treasury is empty, like his head!”
More laughs burst forth.
Father being mocked tortured Saffa. Under her apron, her hands filled with fire.
Zafir, still laughing, said, “And Saffa! They say she needs a basilisk … to sing her lullabies … else she can’t sleep. How venomous must she be?”
Many in the kitchen doubled over with laughs while Lioris chuckled.
Smoke crept from Saffa’s apron.
“Myra,” Pavlo said, “you seem bothered by our tales. What’s your take on Nightwind and its … charming royalty?”
She wanted to lash out, but couldn’t. Not as Myra the spy. Saffa the battlemage must remain hidden.
“I’ve heard the tales,” she said, attempting to convey disgust. “If half-true, I’d never dare set foot in Nightwind. A place of deception and darkness.” She closed her eyes, forcing her fire away, pulling her hands from her singed apron.
“Deception and darkness. Nailed it!” Laughter echoed.
Tight in her chest and belly from her words, thoughts of Nightwind’s greater good did little to help.
Pavlo clapped once. “Order up for course two!” The kitchen sprang back into action. A sand eel roulade took center stage. Saffron smells wafted from delicate eel fillets, seasoned with desert herbs, enveloped by a core of spiced grains.
Course three neared completion: a desert boar roast, tender and succulent, rotated in front of Zafir and Pavlo, who held a bowl of spicy basting sauce, examining the roast.
“Myra, assist,” Pavlo said, not lifting his eyes from the roast as he extended her a small brush.
She noted a tiny pool of water near his feet. He insulted father—she wanted revenge. Her fingers twiddled, the water freezing.
His foot shifted, and he slipped. The sauce bowl flew from his hands toward the roast.
At one with the sauce’s heat, Saffa spread her fingers. Sauce drenched the boar.
The bowl shattered on the floor, spraying out the remaining sauce.
Everyone gasped. Staff swooped in, cleaning up the mess. Zafir, speechless, gaped from the roast to Pavlo. Lioris gave Saffa an approving nod.
Saffa gestured under her apron, melting the ice.
“Perhaps a bit much,” Pavlo said. “We’ll make it work. It’s still fine meat.”
“A bit much? It was the entire bowl!” Zafir said. “We can scrape some off, but it’ll be spicy. I’ll adjust the presentation. It should be okay.”
“Zafir, it’s my mistake,” Pavlo said, wiping his brow. “I’ll fix it.”
Saffa’s happiness rocketed from the incident. “Your orders, Chef?”
“Never mind, Myra. Back to your tarts.”
She resumed her dessert prep, sensing satisfaction and warmth from Lioris, putting her at ease.
The kitchen bustled while Pavlo and Zafir worked to salvage the roast, scraping off excess basting, adding minty herbs. Lioris created a cooling yogurt sauce.
“This will temper the heat,” she said, presenting it in small bowls.
Pavlo organized the boar’s plating. “Order up for course three! Ensure each guest gets Lioris’s sauce.”
Waitstaff took roast and yogurt sauces away.
“Thanks, Pavlo,” Zafir said, nodding. “Nice save.”
“A team effort, my good friend.”
Sahir exhaled. “All this extra effort for the duke and his entourage.”
Brom smirked. “He’s a charmer with snakes … and women.”
Elarion loved exotic food, including snake venom.
“Snakes?” Saffa asked, feigning ignorance.
“His food tastes are unique,” Zafir said. “He recently requested a dish with rare viper venom.”
“It doesn’t kill him?”
“His wizards use a spell to let him tolerate it.”
On her mission, a wizard had cast a spell as they both drank flaming-hot venom from vials. She had loved the sensation, and it had functioned as an aphrodisiac. So could her thermal tracks! Mother mentioned other uses for them, and this became obvious. With them, she would lure Elarion.
“Myra, pass the crimson dew dressings,” Lioris said.
Daydreaming, Saffa handed over each vial.
Lioris poured the shimmering dressing over her salads.
A vivid mission memory whisked Saffa to the duke’s sumptuously adorned bedchamber. Atop silken sheets, they’d sat together on his bedside. Candles flickered nearby. Sandalwood scents enticed her nose. They had just finished sparring for the first time. Nearly her equal in saber, she’d bested him, pushing him to the floor. She’d stood over him with hands on her hips before helping him up.
“Do you always take command so naturally?” he’d asked in his deep voice.
“Is the great duke not used to giving up control?”
“You’d be surprised, Heir Saffa.” Ursabel and Bratgon didn’t respect Nightwind’s customs, using princess instead of heir, queen instead of king. But Elarion did, much to her happiness.
“You’ve earned the right to play with my elements,” she’d said, tossing a fireball between her hands.
At his suggestion, she’d blindfolded him extra tight with a silk ribbon. With her finger on his wrist, his pulse had quickened when she’d traced frost along his collarbone, followed by the close sizzle of her fireball. She’d whispered fervent promises of how she’d take him, the cold metal of her pendant dancing across his chest.
And this was where he’d suggested her being a dominatrix. When he had begun explaining, she’d laughed, having already learned all about it from Mother.
After commanding him to undress, she had stood above him on the bed, tantalizing him with a slow striptease. When he had sat up, she’d kneeled between his legs, her flaming finger pushing him down. They had both enjoyed the following session immensely and had taken part in two more later. When she’d left Ursabel for Samatria, he’d given a standing invitation for her to return.
Kitchen noises found her ears again. Such a polite and damn handsome duke. One she must hurt for Nightwind’s greater good. The thought soured her pleasant memory, but she must proceed with her plan.
A vial of Golden Scarab Honey, also a potent aphrodisiac, caught her gaze. She seized her chance, lacing all tarts with it and her thermal tracks. If she kept this up, Elarion would request a meeting.
“Order up!” Pavlo said, and staff carried trays of tarts out.
After informal conversations, Pavlo dismissed everyone, except Saffa.
“Myra, your weekly wages are here,” he said, opening a safe and grabbing a handful of silver coins. “Ten coins every Sunday.” With a sigh, he handed the coins to her. “Myra, punctuality and sticking to the recipes are crucial.”
“Apologies, Chef. It won’t happen again.” She’d need to arrive on time and be more careful spiking her desserts.
He squinted. “About your Oasis Mirage Cake … my memory’s foggy. Quite unusual.”
“Ah, the forget-me-not layer,” she said, shrugging. “Tastes like a dream you can’t recall.”
“I must’ve had a double serving.”
A grin spread on her lips. “You had … a big bite, Pavlo.”
Servers returned.
“Everyone loved the tarts,” one said, “especially the duke!”
Pavlo beamed. “Well done, Myra. You outdid yourself.”
* * *
Three weeks passed while Saffa’s camaraderie with the chefs grew. She found many lonely males to harvest ki from, spending her free time exploring the city.
One day, the palace kitchens buzzed with their usual organized chaos when news arrived. A royal messenger bearing the basmu[60] emblem of House Kaulensho entered the kitchen. Two cocky chekas flanked him.
“His Grace commends the exceptional dishes from this kitchen and wishes to meet the chefs tomorrow evening after dinner. Each of you will have a private audience after your course is served.” They left.
“Congratulations,” Pavlo said. “You’ve all outdone yourselves. And Myra, perhaps you’ve attracted the duke’s sweet tooth.”
Next morning, Saffa used her knowledge of Elarion’s tastes in purchasing a perfect gift: a skin-tight black outfit, fire-resistant with red patterns, paired with an onyx lash. Pleasure and pain, all in one.
Back in her room, she admired the outfit. It hugged her form, making the red designs come alive. Covered in this while holding the lash, the duke would give a willing confession. She smacked the lash on her dresser, imagining using it on him. With darker, more dominant thoughts, earlier concerns faded.
At night, each chef prepared their dishes with flair and methodical detail. They shared thoughts about what the duke might ask or say. Zafir wondered about the duke’s favorite dish, while Sahir speculated on the possibility of a raise. Brom claimed he’d be offered a head chef position at the duke’s other estates. Lioris remained curiously quiet.
After each course, the chef responsible left with a cheka through the serving doors and didn’t return. Hushed whispers and expectant glances followed every departure.
Alone after servers took her desserts away, Saffa grabbed a spicy dragon fire pepper[61] from a cupboard and put it into her apron pocket—Elarion loved this pepper.
A cheka soon strolled through the serving doors. “You will come with me.”
With slow breaths, Saffa walked to the doors. Rich aromas of roasted meats and sweet spices fanned through from the dining area, but the unknown of what lay beyond those doors quickened her heart. With a final glance back at the kitchen, she stepped through. The doors swung behind.
* * *
Saffa entered a posh, decorated dining hall adorned with intricate murals of basmu and House Kaulensho’s victories. Golden chandelier light reflected off polished marble floors.
Her gaze rested just off Elarion, pale, standing with confidence. He gazed out a window, his flowing, short brown hair streaked with black, stressing his sharp features and muscular build—bulked up since their last encounter. How fortunate … for her. In her Myra persona, an assertive, creative chef, she adopted a strong demeanor.
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Beside him, the remnants of his entourage—lords, ladies, friends, advisers—exited through grand double doors. The cheka remained, arms folded, standing at the exit, his gaze unwavering on her.
Elarion’s silhouette, framed by moonlight, awaited. “You may approach.”
There’s that hot baritone voice.
Her footsteps on marble echoed.
On his face, he wore his public royal persona—cold as a morozko. She sensed nothing from him. Unusual. Mother, Roland, and a few council members also blocked her empathic abilities. Perhaps wards or magic he never revealed. Without a mental connection, she could rely on knowing his playful, warm persona would come out … in his bedchamber.
“Miss Myra, the dessert sorceress. Your creations have stirred my court. They possess extraordinary flair, perhaps like their creator.”
“Your Grace,” she said, now at his side, “in culinary arts, being unique invites harsh critique. I embrace that risk every time. Do you find it inspiring or brash?”
“Many have tried to intrigue me,” he said with indifference. “What sets you apart?”
His coldness in ignoring her question didn’t bother her. “Like my desserts, I present the unexpected—a challenge. Surprise and delight. Epic tales.”
“You equate yourself, and a story, with dessert?” he asked, voice softening while he faced her. “How odd.”
“If desserts tell a story, consider me an untold tale in your collection.”
His gazed drifted back to the window. “I’ve indulged many stories today. What makes yours worth sharing?”
She inched closer. “Every dish I offer reflects the person … I dare say, no one has ever crafted a dessert that mirrors your … dukely essence.”
He chuckled, rich and intoxicating to her ears. “Dukely. So you’re an inventor of desserts and adjectives. How amusing. You wish to encapsulate me in your creations?”
She needed an all-nighter. “A challenge, I embrace, but only upon request.”
“Your audacity intrigues me,” he said, yawning. “But tonight, I’ve had enough. Another evening, maybe.”
Gracefully, she pulled out the dragon fire pepper. “Your Grace, have you ever dared to experience Ursabel’s dragon fire pepper? Its intense heat can ignite even the coldest heart.” At the end of their last session on her mission, she’d tied him up and fed him one, silencing his panting with a frosty kiss. When they’d said goodbye, he had admitted it as his favorite kiss of all time. With their interactions here, her earlier dark confidence cracked.
Fuck … hurting him is gonna be tough.
He faced her again with an arched brow. “Tell me more about this … pepper.”
She sniffed its delectable heat. “A tiny thing, yet so potent. A burst of fire, with lingering, unrelenting … spice. With its hot”—she punched out, stopping one inch from his chest—“punch, it catches you off guard and leaves an indelible mark.” With a final foot shuffle, she got up in his personal space. “Such moments can be arousing.”
The cheka advanced, but Elarion waved him off. “Stand down. She’s just a chef … one without guile.”
The guard stopped, his eyes uncomfortable upon her. Like Elarion, his emotions remained hidden.
“You compare our encounter to a dragon fire pepper, Miss Myra?”
She waved the pepper near his mouth, then put it away. “Your Grace, sometimes unexpected flavors ignite fierce passions. I have a rare, Ursabelian azure wine, its notes deep and cool. Paired with a dragon fire’s blaze, it creates a divergence … like a mysterious chef meeting a powerful duke.”
“You’re … different. Fine, let’s indulge. Prepare a special dessert with this pepper and bring it with the wine to my chambers.” He snapped his fingers. “Stay with her and escort her to my chambers when it’s ready.”
Elarion sweet, the icy head thought.
No hurt, the fire head added.
I know, Skadni. But I have to do this. I’m sorry.
The pup whimpered in her mind.
She bowed. “As you wish.”
The cheka followed her out. Elarion watched her go, arms folded, his gaze like stone.
* * *
In the skies near Bratgon’s coast, Zmey closed in on Kaela and Irvan’s pirate ships.
“They’re coming in high!” Kaela yelled.
Three flanking Zmey threatened bow and stern. Three more came at her port. All flew above her ship, their red signatures brightening in her eyes. If they hit his craft, turtled on hers, it might collapse or explode, taking them both down.
“Irvan, defend my bow. I’ll protect my stern. After the first volley, we must rotate.”
“You heard her,” he said to his crew. “Prepare to rotate after first volley. Hold your fire until two hundred feet.” Trident held forward, he sprinted to her ship’s bow and gave the same instructions.
As he waved his weapon around, clouds formed. A blizzard howled, battering three Zmey.
“Make every shot count,” Kaela said, head down, glimpsing every cannoneer as red ovals. “Aim for their ribs.” The cages must contain volatile material. She hoped cannon balls would explode on impact.
She levitated above his ship’s upside-down bow, ready to unleash her shadows and flames.
Three Zmey closed on her port side.
“Unleash the abyss!” she yelled, her spectral voice carrying in the air.
A double-decker broadside ensued, forcing their ships starboard violently. Smoke billowed as iron balls flew. All three Zmey exploded with metallic darkfire[62], showering his hull, igniting it with hungry black flames. Roaring cheers sounded. The turtled ships rotated to bring their long arrays of cannons to bear, but the Zmey angled their flights, continuing their raking maneuver.
Six.
“Darkfire!” she yelled, seeing gold tints on red splotches—another perk of her vision. Magic and precious minerals did this. “Get up there, cut it away, or it’ll consume everything!”
Two cannons retracted on the top hull. Reptilians crawled out, holding axes. They cut the hull apart, carefully throwing chunks overboard without touching the fire.
“Fire at will!” Irvan yelled.
A continual battery of cannon fire erupted. His blizzard engulfed a Zmey in ice, and it plunged.
“One down, two to go!”
The remaining two dove at him, rolling to avoid cannon shots. His wintry assault howled with fury, whipping. Smashing.
Five.
Three red-hot signatures neared her. She flew at the center one, hoping cannon fire would take out the two on each side. Once they got close enough, she could slow them with her tendrils.
Cannons blared, red splotches zooming by in her peripheral vision, striking bones. The two flanking Zmey dove.
Dark cords shot from her hands, ensnaring the Zmey, straining to halt their flights.
Smoke spewed as two cannons above and below shot desperately to bring them down. Iron found its mark as red explosions filled her side vision, chucking metal and darkfire. Pieces littered both ships. Shadowy flames spread.
Vucari climbed through a trapdoor to the deck. Cannons retracted on the bottom, where more scurried out near her, held with ropes. They used axes and crowbars to remove darkfire infected hull pieces.
Three.
One vucari beneath caught fire, black flames hissing, melting his flesh. A nearby human cut his rope harness. The creature plunged with a piercing howl.
She could save him by capturing him with her tendrils and removing his infected flesh, but not at the cost of allowing a Zmey impact. In centuries of piracy, she had made such gut-wrenching decisions repeatedly—it always hurt.
Sonic vibrations screamed from her head as she whipped her tendrils, binding the last Zmey. Brilliant red consumed her vision as the creature detonated, fiery debris cast away by her voice.
Pirates everywhere cut more and more of the ships away. Both crafts descended.
Two.
“Everyone fight the fires!” she yelled down while flying back to her deck. Bright blue overlaid with dancing orange consumed her vision.
More pirates emerged, swarming the blazing deck.
Irvan’s snowstorm covered the two diving Zmey in ice. “Got you bastards!” One fell, smashed by cannon fire, just missing her ship’s bow. The other pounded his craft’s upside-down stern above his head with a frigid crunch.
An explosion rattled both ships, tearing the stern of his ship apart. A line of darkfire spread from hull to bow. Ice, metal, and oak peppered the decks, slicing through bodies, casting pirates away. They fell into the ocean. Jagged metal rods sprayed like ballista bolts. Three impaled Irvan’s cloak, sticking in his torso. Blackfire spread on his chest. He collapsed on her ship’s bow.
Zero.
“Kaela! Help!” Irvan cried.
Startled by his rare, panicked voice, she flew to him in haste, giving the order to scuttle his ship and salvage anything possible.
Crew and an assortment of things fell on her ship’s deck. Pirates scrambled to toss black-powder bags over to avoid detonations. One exploded, puncturing a large hole, throwing splintering oak shards in a bloody spectacle. All surviving hands from both ships worked to untether his ship, save whatever supplies they could, and patch up darkfire infected sections from her ship with spare lumber.
With resonant groans and creaking, his ship angled sideways and fell away, ripping a small layer of her ship’s side off.
Blue ooze spilled from his mouth, his trident falling from his fingers. “Kaela … I think this pirate … might be done for.”
Though banshees have no physical heart and can’t cry, terrible sadness filled her. She grabbed his hands, watching brown streaks expand all over his body. “Irvan. No. Stay with me. I can help. I’ll tear your darkfire infected flesh away. You’ll live.”
He coughed, vomiting blue slush, his head shaking. “I might … but these rods … pierced my hearts. My dear Kaela … I envy Haldra … I hope you both … have a wonderful eternity together.” Eyes closing, his breathing slowed.
Crew fought blackfire while her ship plunged.
Sadness wouldn’t help him, so she worked on the problem. She and Haldra had experimented with merging often—for pleasure or utility. When combined, Haldra’s body changed into a darkling-banshee hybrid, gaining strength from both. The new form didn’t need to breathe, nor did its heart beat. If she merged with Irvan to create a cecaelias[63]-banshee hybrid, maybe she could save his life. But she couldn’t break it until they returned to Nightwind for Zelene’s healing. With her best friend about to die, she wanted to try.
“Irvan, I think I can save you—by merging.”
“Kaela … no … just let me go … You … won’t be able to … eat.” Precious minerals fueled her lifeforce, granting enhanced magic and bliss for a time. The more rare and valuable, the greater and longer the effects. If she didn’t eat regularly, she’d die, rebirthing later in Navia—something she had experienced twice before. Some of the crew jokingly referred to her as a treasure banshee.
“It’s no trouble, my friend. We’ll worry about it later.” She removed her cloak, handing it to a nearby vucari, before flying into Irvan.
They became one.
The new entity stood strong, sharing their features—her shadows, flames, and long, black fiery hair combined with his scaly skin and cold blood.
Some pirates gawked. Others went about their business as if this type of thing was commonplace.
Her ship splashed down. Pirates hurried to raise masts, rigging, and sails. A short distance away, his ship’s corpse burned with darkfire in the ocean.
Irvan, after so many centuries, you’ve earned this. She grabbed the rods from their chest and threw them overboard. Shadows and flames filled the crevasses in their torso. Darkfire still burned on them, but posed no danger now. Instead, it granted a warm sensation. She cast their tattered cloak away into the water and grabbed hers back from the vucari, donning it.
Combined with her thermal and depth senses, a spherical black and white sonar field appeared in her vision, with farther objects fuzzier, taking longer to update. Texture from nearby things caressed her skin without touching.
This is how you see and feel?
Echo-location.
What are these strange blobs?
Color. Red is heat, blue is close stuff, magic and loot are gold. They combine into purple, orange, and brown. You’ll get used to it.
He scanned his new body, moving his new flaming, shadowy arms around, marveling at his appearance with sensations of not needing to breathe while lacking a heartbeat. Kaela, I feel you. Shadows. Warmth. And your mind. Blue tears shed from his eyes—Irvan rarely cried. You saved me.
You okay with me inside you?
He laughed deeply. You don’t need to ask. Will Haldra be offended?
Nah, she’ll be fine.
A reptilian approached. “Captains?”
Kaela, you speak for us.
“I’ve saved him, and we are one now. Report,” she said, voice a fusion of her spectral and his deep tones.
“Sails will be up momentarily. We estimate four hours until we reach Silkorn[64]. There, we’ll disembark to raid.”
“How many lost?”
“Fourteen.”
Just twenty-nine left.
“Thank you. Give us a moment, and I’ll address everyone.”
The creature left to resume repairs.
Irvan, she thought, picking up his trident, this will be awkward until we synergize our thoughts, movements, and powers. After my speech, we’ll practice. Most important is not moving the same body part at the same time.
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“Ishethra’s legendary seduction of Maelthra lasted one thousand years, culminating in a decade-long honeymoon of passion throughout the realms.”
— Navian Nirvana, Tales of Tantalizing Temptations, Vol. II.
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Saffa returned to her quarters, chuckling at the surreal experience playing out. Tight black-outfit on, she pulled her chef’s attire over it, then put the lash, orb, and invisibility potion in her apron pouch, along with some azure wine and three dragon fire peppers. Last of all, she redid her hair into an elegant updo. Elarion would be spellbound.
Back in the kitchen, she crafted caramel tarts. The pastry base, delicate caramel, mixed with a bit of dragon fire pepper flakes, combined into a fluffy, sweet treat with a spicy finish. A thermal-track-laced heat blast from her palms cooked them to perfection. Four tarts went into the oven. Four came out.
“You,” a cheka said, entering. “Come with me now.”
These bastards need to learn some manners.
She carried her dessert tray, following him through a circuitous route to Elarion’s palace. At the private entrance, they strode to his palace, finding its large ornate door, flanked by basmu statues. With her tray in one hand, she opened the door. They traversed a familiar grand hallway. Upon reaching the duke’s chamber door, marked by House Kaulensho’s basmu emblem, the cheka advanced first.
“The duke’s quarters,” he said, knocking. “You will follow all of my or his instructions.”
“I will,” she said, smiling and sniffing the tarts on her tray. No annoying cheka would spoil her confession.
“Enter,” came a deep voice, and she turned the knob, opening the door.
Excitement bubbled with her disguise and the task at hand. For Nightwind, she must subdue Elarion and force a confession.
Be nice, please? the fiery head thought.
Skadni, maybe it’s better if you take a nap again.
Their presence waned.
Good dog.
She found his chamber a mess. No surprise.
Lioris, disheveled, sat in a chair. Flushed faces hinted at recent activities. With his many flings, he remained respectful and kind to each—unusual for men of his ilk. Empty wine goblets littered the space. A large, lit chandelier above provided ample light, shining on a large mat with a basmu outline, chairs near one edge.
She sniffed, the familiar sandalwood scent intoxicating. He wants to fence.
“Miss Myra.” Lioris gave a wave, spilling her drink. “Welcome!”
Saffa waved back.
“Your Grace,” the cheka said. “I’ll stand guard inside.”
“Nonsense, you’ll stand guard outside. If things get too hot, I’ll scream. Lioris knows what I mean.”
The redhead giggled.
The cheka growled with irritation.
“By my order, good sir,” he said, waving him off, and the cheka hissed, leaving and shutting the door.
Saffa stole a quick glance at Elarion, grinning at his physique, crowned by ridged abs. Felicity herself must’ve sculpted him for her carnal desires. He’s put in a lot of work!
He pulled on a silk shirt and retrieved two fencing foils from a drawer. “Miss Myra, care for a duel?” he asked, stepping to the mat’s center. “If you win, Lioris gets first bite of your treats. If I win, I get them all.”
Glad to see him in his playful, private persona, she embodied Myra, a young chef out of her element, poised to let him take the lead in this duel. For now. But soon, she would turn the tables, dismantling his defense—both mental and physical.
“But, Your Grace, I’ve never touched a foil!”
“How fortunate for me.”
Lioris chortled, raising her goblet, spilling wine. “Let me be the judge! Points for style, silliness, and witty banter!”
“Fantastic idea! Miss Myra, remove your apron and sandals—they’ll impede your … slaughter.”
Saffa gasped, holding a hand to her mouth, angling her hips. “Your Grace, please be gentle. I’m a tender, innocent creature.”
“I’m afraid not, Miss Myra.”
Saffa set her dessert tray on a dresser next to the door and hid her apron in the top drawer, with lash nearby, for ease of retrieval. With sandals kicked under the dresser, she approached him timidly, the mat cool on her bare feet.
When he handed her a foil, she fumbled on purpose. Eyes on his, she picked it up, warmth crawling over her skin from his piercing gaze.
He began a basic fencing lesson, touching her with flourishing moves all over. “Any hit with the tip scores points.”
He’s about to find out how well I know the rules.
“You’re so adept, Your Grace! Could you show me more moves … with your tip?”
“It’s simple, Miss Myra,” he said, brows quirked. “Thrust, deflect, dodge. En garde!”
“I’m sorry, Your Grace, what does in guard mean?” she asked, mangling the words, knowing it meant their duel’s start.
“It means prepare for annihilation!” he said, foil waving.
Lioris doubled over in laughter.
“Please be merciful!” Saffa said, shaking her foil.
“Never!”
She forced a trip, throwing her foil, sliding it near his feet.
He kicked the foil back. “Careful, Miss Myra. We don’t want any injuries before our fun.”
“I’m just nervous,” she said, picking it up slowly.
He charged.
In a frantic motion, she deflected his foil into her chest, stepping back with a scream.
“Five points for the duke’s precision!” Lioris said, sipping and sloshing wine.
Saffa yelled, charging to throw him off guard. It caught him by surprise, and he stumbled into a chair.
“Three points to this chair for nearly sweeping His Grace off his feet!” Lioris said, pointing.
“You sure you’ve never done this before?” he asked in mock suspicion. Saber pointed at her heart, he advanced.
She inched backward.
At the mat’s center, he swished his foil, his stance hardening. They sparred for a while, and she let her guard down often.
One of his thrusts neared her chin, and he raised it with his saber’s tip. “Got you again.”
“Perhaps I let you.”
“Two points for the duke, and one for Miss Myra’s coyness!”
“My wit’s worth at least three, Lioris,” Saffa said while fake pouting.
“Three points for Miss Myra’s wit!”
“What about my wit?”
“Four points for His Grace’s vast intellect,” Lioris said.
He nodded, a smug grin playing upon his mouth.
With much bantering and flourishes, their duel intensified. Saffa scored a calculated thrust on his groin.
“Oops, is that area not allowed?”
“Any area is allowed,” he said, cheeks reddening.
Lioris burst into laughter, splashing wine. “Ten points for Miss Myra’s accuracy!”
The duke lunged, foil lodging in her armpit.
“Your Grace! That tickles!”
“Miss Myra the ticklish,” he said, eyebrow raised. “Never reveal your weaknesses. First rule of … everything. Now prepare for my coup de grâce!”
Elarion wanted to perform an ultimate attack, so she feigned confusion. “Your who do what? Help, Lioris! What should I do?”
“No helping the damsel.”
The redhead laughed so hard she dropped her goblet, drenching the mat in wine.
I’ll show him what this damsel can do.
She drew on her sword skills, mind changing to warrior mode. With her left foot forward, she relaxed her right arm back, holding her foil loose, inviting his attack.
Foil in his left hand, he spun right.
She shifted her feet, right foot forward, tracking his foil like a hawk.
Spin complete, he thrust his foil, striking up at hers, moving his off-hand, ready to catch her weapon.
With a quick slash up, she disarmed him, throwing her foil, and his, up. She struck him with her open palm, shoving him back. Arms out, she kneeled, catching both foils while lowering her head. She stood with confidence, twirling both with sharp swishes. Her head snapped up, her hairpin dislodged, freeing her dark tresses. She flashed her most wicked, seductive grin at him.
Lioris stared in speechless surprise.
“That was … unexpected. How is it, young Myra, you’re adept at both sweets and saber?”
She lifted her chin. “In Ursabel, we master all passions—some saccharine, others sharp. Lioris, how many points?”
Lioris jumped up. “One thousand points to Miss Myra, the winner!”
“A thousand is dramatic, even for you, Lioris. Five seems fair. I still win.”
“Your Grace, I was lucky. You wield your … sword with mastery. In a true match, I’d be at your mercy, no doubt.” She invaded his personal space, leaning in. “However, your surrender would be much sweeter.”
“Retrieve your desserts, please,” he said coldly.
She sauntered to his dresser and grabbed her tray, along with the wine from her apron in the dresser drawer.
He sat next to Lioris, tracking her every move.
By his side, she bowed, extending the tray. “I believe you have first dibs, Your Grace.”
He took two tarts, handing one to Lioris before setting the tray on a small table. “Pull up a chair, Myra.”
With her foot, she shuffled a chair near him and sat, amused by his stern tone saying her name.
“An interesting mix,” he said, taking a bite. “Sweet caramel, frost … and a spicy punch. What a combination.” He uncorked the wine with a pop and filled three goblets. “One for you, Lioris, and one for you, Myra.”
Each took a glass. He raised his, opening his mouth for a toast.
To fluster him and assert her dominance, Saffa stood. “To the spicy bites of life, and this wine. May it cool our flames.”
Lioris glanced at Elarion, who snorted and twirled his hand dismissively. Each clinked glasses and sipped their wine.
For her, the wine’s cool, punchy flavor balanced her spicy tart.
“It’s like a winter oasis after a desert trek,” Lioris said with eyes closed.
“A paradoxical march. Like tonight’s events,” Elarion agreed, gaze intense on Saffa.
Silence hung in the air.
She avoided his eyes, walking to a large, ornate window, where she looked out at twin half-moons amidst dark clouds.
“Lioris, mind if I speak with Myra in private?”
“Not at all, Your Grace,” she said, standing. “Behave yourselves!”
He escorted her to the door. “Lioris, thanks for joining me. I’ve enjoyed our time. Have you?”
“Very much,” she said with a bow.
“Are the other chefs treating you right?”
She grimaced.
“What’s going on?”
“Pavlo. He’s rude and offensive, but only to me.”
“I will speak with him. If he doesn’t treat you right, let me know. I’ll fire him.”
“Really, Your Grace?”
“Yes.” He faced the cheka. “Please see Lioris to her quarters, then you will retire for the night.”
“I protest!”
“Noted. Now see her safely away!”
The cheka left with her.
Doubt crept into Saffa’s mind as she listened to his kind words, a skirmish raging within her, anticipation building for the brutal confession looming.
Back inside, Elarion closed the door and locked it.
* * *
Saffa nibbled at her tart by the window, sipping wine, glad for a party of two now.
In the corner, Elarion sat on his bed, staring. “You remind me of someone. She was also fearless, spirited, and … reckless.”
With him back in duke persona, she might indulge his memories of her true self, but keeping her Myra cover remained critical, so only fire magic could be used.
“Memories can be haunting, Your Grace. Or inspiring … like this woman you speak of.”
“What do you see when you look into your past?”
“A hard life as a woman in Snikm,” she said, striding to stand in front of him. “Many long battles, all leading to this moment.”
“Who are you?” he asked, gazing up at her. “I’ve met many attendants, but none so bold as you.”
“I’m just a woman who believes in seizing the moment. Isn’t unpredictability the spice of life?”
“Or seeds of treason. I’ve seen both. What are you after? My riches? My power?”
“Neither. I seek stories, experiences, and memories. Wealth fades, power shifts, but stories? They endure.”
“So charming. But words are wind, and I’ve felt many gusts. Our little fencing match was a game. I’m surrounded by women who can offer such things, and more. Why should I allow you more time? Show me something I’ve never seen.”
“Fencing is a hobby, but my tales offer an experience, an enchanting narrative, full of wonder.”
“Full of wonder,” he scoffed. “What differentiates you from other whimsical spirits and fanciful maidens?”
“My tales are more than stories. They’re a magical, sensory dance. You’ll dive into a delectable riddle, ignite your curiosity, dance with your desires.”
“Magic?”
“Yes, Your Grace. I need you to deactivate any detection wards.”
“So you can assassinate me?”
“Only your senses. Please.”
He wandered to the door and tapped a pattern on it. “I’m warning you, don’t try anything funny.” He strode to his bed and sat. “Impress me.”
While she cleared chairs and the mat, he yawned. “For Hell’s sake, start already.”
Taking position in the room’s center, she stood firm, her challenge clear: seduce Elarion into revealing Ursabel’s secrets for Nightwind’s security. Her mavka powers would break his mind down. Her urges to feast on his muscular body and ki simmered. Shoulder blades and spine burned, wings and tail yearning for release.
Mother told her a story about Erindelle, a woman who defended her town from an infernal siege, metamorphosing to become a mavka. This would be her performance.
“Your Grace,” she said while bowing, ready to ensnare him. “I give you a three-act tale of whispers and dreams, innocence and destiny: Lullabies and Legacies: The Dance of Awakening. Our maiden, Erindelle, awaits.”
He yawned, motioning with his arm.
“Beneath a canopy of stars so bright,” she sang quietly, “Erindelle wandered in the deep of night. Softly, her steps did touch the misty ground. Within her heart, a storm’s beat did sound.”
She shuffled closer to him, flames flickering in her hands, voice rising, “Oh, Erindelle, dreamer with visions vast, bound by the threads of a shadowed past.”
“Fire tricks. How … quaint.”
Confident, she crooned with arms and fiery hands raising, “With every beat, a fire stirred … hinting at might, that soon would emerge.”
With a glance at him, she noted his detachment—an unusual response to her stories. Undeterred, she sang, “Her eyes reflected stars from on high, yet deep within lay secrets and ties.” She conjured her heat trap, and the room steamed. “Pureness and fire, waiting its time to bloom,” she sang, air shimmering with heat, “guiding her forth, dispelling the gloom.”
A heavy yawn howled from his throat. “A sauna and a story … the perfect recipe for … sleep.” And he stood, making way for the door. “Impressive lullaby, Myra. I think we should both retire.”
Panic burned in her chest, her chance waning. She pleaded with her fire to heat the doorknob. The room’s steam hissed and swirled into it, leaving a red glow.
“Planning to burn me?”
She strode to his side, her demeanor calm despite her ruckus heart. “Only if you don’t behave, Your Grace. For now, indulge your eyes and ears. Feel my magic. I promise you’ll remember this night forever.”
He ambled back to his bed, a sharp sigh escaping his lips, his stony face glaring at her. “Get on with it.”
She wandered back to the room’s center, and her voice changed to otherworldly tones as she sang:
In lands unknown, where deceit took its hold,
Erindelle found gates, their handles heated mold.
For what lay beyond was not meant for most, but she,
With fiery heart, braved a shadowed host.
Oh, Erindelle, braver than tales foretold,
With heartbeats of flame, and spirit bold.
On paths untrodden, she boldly went,
By stars and her flame, on purpose bent.
“Myra, your voice, it’s not … human,” he said, hints of genuine fascination in his gaze.
Maybe he likes demons. How useful.
“It’s my magic. Now prepare yourself for act two.” She spied his lit grand chandelier, readying a shadowy dance. With a snap of her fingers, the room darkened. Twin moons streamed dim blue light from the open window.
“No words of power. How interesting.”
“Shh.”
He grunted.
As she lifted her hand, a fiery clone rose from the floor. While it blazed, capturing his attention, she hurried to the window, closing its shudders. Around the room’s shadowy edge, she trotted, making it to the door, where she retrieved her lash from the dresser drawer, hiding it under her chef’s uniform.
She tiptoed to his side and snapped her fingers again. The chandelier reignited in dim crimson. Full of confidence, she grasped his hand.
“Dance with me, Your Grace.”
Breath stopping, he stood, mouth angling while he glanced between her and the clone.
“Your Grace?”
“Just trying to decide … whether fiery Myra or real Myra is more enchanting … or dangerous.”
“Two Myras are better than one,” she said, recalling the icy statue she had made for Soren, thoughts of him fleeting.
“Or more trouble. I’m not sure which yet. Lead on.”
She waltzed him to the center.
Also unique about him: he could follow and lead a dance equally well.
Guided by her thoughts, her fiery clone danced around them. “By a quiet river,” she whispered, “Erindelle sang, every note carrying tales of love and longing. Drawn to her melody, a man approached, with a pull that seemed … otherworldly.”
“Sounds like me.”
“Yes,” she said, making her clone wink at him, drawing his gaze. “Fate drew them together, and they danced the night away.”
“So young to have mastered fire.”
“Thank you, Your Grace,” she said, gently turning his head back to her. “Now listen and be quiet. It wasn’t just her beauty that captivated him, but her spirit, the ki behind her song.” She spread her hands on his lower back, nudging him close, gazing up into his gray eyes. “While they swayed, he whispered promises: dreams of power and love. All that she could become.”
The warmth of his breath tickled her neck, his hands finding her upper back as he gazed down at her. Inside, the mavka demanded release, wanting to harvest his ki. She fought with all her mental strength to hold back, body jerking awkwardly for a moment.
“Myra, you okay?”
“Yes,” she grunted, pushing him back. Her fiery clone reformed around her in a crackling whoosh, charring her chef’s uniform.
“He sought to ensnare her soul with his infernal embrace. But Erindelle resisted with her innocence and fiery shield.” Flaming tendrils snaked from her hands. Like snapping vipers, she made the fire push him toward his bed.
He swatted at them with mild interest.
The fire curled into hoops around him, coercing him closer to his bed.
“She unveiled his deceit with a song so powerful that it illuminated his treachery for all.” She reformed the flames into a single roaring line, whipping it near his face, casting embers on him.
He stumbled and fell, sitting on his bed.
She made her fire swirl around him, its bright sparks raining down.
“Your fire tricks I’ve seen before. Is this the limit of your … power?”
In an elegant dance, the fire made two bright rings. She infused a bit of frost to make it solid, to avoid burning him. Each ensnared his wrists, bringing them together, making one bind. “You’ve seen only my power’s … tip, Your Grace.”
“Bondage and a ballad,” he said, tilting his head. “Such a strange … chef.”
“Do you wish to hear more?”
“No,” he said with a cold smirk, waving his bound arms like a prick. “Get the Hells out.”
Tightness squeezed her chest, panic clawing at her.
“I’m joking. Obviously.”
Relief came as she stifled a laugh, fighting his playfulness, trying to remain stern. “Watch that cheekiness.”
“And if I don’t?”
Despite enjoying this banter, she needed him quiet. “I’ll incinerate you.”
“What a way to go.”
A fireball spat from her flicking fingers. It flew near him, caressing his eyebrows with its heat before lunging for her open mouth. She smacked her lips, its warmth soothing her stomach.
“In the days following, word spread about Erindelle’s power to unveil infernal forms. It drew more of them to her village.”
An unfamiliar sensation thumped within her—his racing heart.
Time for more binds.
At her mental command, some of her elements fled from his hands, crafting rings around his ankles, forcing them together in a crimson bind.
“With each encounter, a dangerous dance ensued. A test of wills. These infernals, emboldened, sought to claim her. But Erindelle evolved, drawing from her passions, strength, and ki.”
She asked the binds to force him flat. They obeyed, pushing him down. “She realized her emotions, when channeled, became these chains of power.”
“Interesting chains you wield,” he said, sitting up.
“Down,” she said, using the binds to coax him to lie down awkwardly, and his breath quickened. Ready for the lash, she withdrew it from under her uniform, twirling it.
“What do we have here?” he asked, straining to sit up. “The latest in kitchenware?”
“Only for the … spiciest recipes, Elarion,” she said, using his name without title on purpose. At his bedside, her voice rose. “Erindelle’s village found itself under siege from the Hells.”
“Spicy Myra … you’re sieging my … taste buds.”
“I’ve only just begun,” she said, tongue touching her lips. She flicked her lash, flames sizzling to life around it. With her curled finger, her binds made him stand, and she coaxed him back to the room’s center. The lash danced, scattering molten slivers on him. “The infernal swarm stormed the village. Erindelle’s resolve ignited.”
“Never seen a lash quite like this.”
“It’s my warmup lash. Now for act three.”
“Speaking of warmups … I’m …”
“No more talking!”
“So assertive.”
“Shh! Engulfed in the infernal siege, Erindelle blazed. Driven by honor and love, she became unstoppable.” Her lash cracked, flames licking him. Charred scents tickled her nostrils.
He sniffed with eyes closed momentarily. “A smoky smell, but like a fine grill. You want to have a bake-off after this?”
Frustrated by his banter, she wanted to laugh and scream all at once. “Elarion, one more word, and I’ll bake you!”
He raised a brow.
“Amidst doom, Erindelle’s ki ascended. From her, resplendent wings and tail emerged, conjured from her fiery spirit.” From her lash, flames spread around her, forming blazing wings and tail on her back, igniting her chef’s uniform.
“If I may, Myra,” he said, taking several awkward small steps backward, the binds holding fast, “you’re on fire.”
“Elarion! Shut up and watch me.”
He grinned with anticipation.
Unable to resist her mavka transformation, she cried out, “Erindelle let forth a holy shout!” Saffa’s chef’s clothing disintegrated, leaving the skintight, fire-resistant black outfit. Her azure wings tore out the back, engulfed in her flames. Her long tail pierced the back, wrapping around her leg. The flames brightened to azure, like her hair. Muscles bulging, bony pieces extended from her joints, and she emitted a hungry-for-ki growl.
“Seriously? You’re a demon? That spoils the fun. Nice hair, though.”
Despite her mavka form, she still couldn’t sense his mind, so she fancied herself floating into him, picking his mind’s lock like Mother had suggested. A sturdy wall of stone appeared. She began dismantling it with punches and kicks.
He stumbled backward, holding his head, bumping into the door. “Get out of my mind!”
With telekinesis, she manipulated the binds with smooth control now, pushing his arms above his head, pinning them against the door.
“No more jokes, Elarion,” she murmured. “You’re mine now. And my tale isn’t over. We’re at its … climax.”
She hovered, her wings lifting, flames whooshing to their edges. “Driven by honor and love for her village, Erindelle summoned her cerulean conflagration. Each infernal creature met their end in her fiery tempest!”
A flaming whirlwind howled around her, its force scattering objects around the room in a gusty mess. When the flames dissipated, her mavka body shone in its full grandeur, her wings cooling off. She floated toward him, rising above him. Empowered by her dominance, she glared down at him.
“Elarion, she accepted her true self and became the village guardian, ensuring its safety.” Feet meeting the floor, she wrapped her tail around his thigh and squeezed—tight.
Eyes wandering, he said, “You … you’re … what …? A gargoyle?”
Insulted, she flicked her lash toward the bed. “Excuse me? Perhaps you should sit. It might help with your blabbering.”
“Bed. Sit,” he said, eyes blank. Though she couldn’t sense anything, he appeared infatuated.
Like a boa-constrictor releasing its prey, she uncoiled her tail, and poked him in the rear.
He shuffled to his bed, her restraints making it difficult, and he sat.
She floated over, hands on her hips. “Elarion, are you prepared for the epilogue where Erindelle subdues the last infernal?”
“First time for everything,” he said, staring into her eyes, and he swallowed hard. “Show me.”
And she became Erindelle, a mavka dominatrix, ready to break down his walls with shock and awe.
* * *
Deep in the mines of Silkorn, Kaevan, the name Kaela and Irvan had agreed on for their new combined form, led a pack of vucari, reptilians, and humanoids to plunder. Corpses of rabs littered the ground. Two mine carts rested on tracks.
Red shapes approached—more of them.
“Retreat!” Kaevan said. But this phrase served to confuse the enemy and actually meant to flatten on the ground.
Everyone dropped, avoiding musket fire.
Kaevan charged, sweeping their trident in a wide arc. Fire and ice flew in waves. Howls of torment echoed. Red shapes faded blue, signaling rab deaths.
We should’ve done this ages ago, Kaela thought. This new body is the shit!
I’m just glad we’re not falling over ourselves anymore, Irvan thought back. Their first skirmish a few hours ago had resulted in some tripping and awkward arm movements. Luckily, nobody had died.
Crew stood and pushed carts.
Euphoria filled her as she glimpsed glittering gold shapes in her vision. “Holy shit, Irvan! We won’t be able to fit it all!”
“Such loot,” a vucari said with a lustful hiss. “Everyone load carts until it spills out!”
“It’ll take a galleon to haul it away,” a lizard woman said, eyes bulging.
“Anything beyond the carts is yours,” Kaevan told them.
With fervor, the crew loaded carts until they overflowed. Everyone filled their personal burlap sacks to the brim. And they didn’t stop there, shoving ore in pockets, pants, shirts, even holding chunks in their mouths.
“You all are hilarious,” Kaevan commented, amused by their extreme efforts to carry stuff.
Encumbered by their prizes, the group made a slow trek out of the mine, pushing the carts. Outside the mine and into crisp, morning air, they put carts on sleds—eight pirates pulled each with thick ropes through dirt and grass.
After an uneventful return to their ship, anchored in a secluded cove, a reptilian said, “We must go back for seconds!”
A passionate debate amongst the pirates ensued, but Kaevan overruled, much to the crew’s grumbling. Spoils mattered little if you didn’t escape with them.
With all treasure and everyone aboard, they cast off and sailed north, planning to skirt the southwest coast of Galadon[65] before heading to Tesa in Nightwind. If fortune favored them, Bratgon’s navy wouldn’t notice.
“Make your heading west by northwest,” Kaevan ordered when Galadon’s southern island shone white far in the distance in their sonar vision.
“Aye, west by northwest,” the vucari navigator said, spinning the wheel left.
“Keep me apprised,” they said, wandering off.
Below decks in her captain’s cabin, a large, fireproof mat spread out, topped by an oil lamp, one she used for sleeping. In and out, she would go like a genie.
As raids go, this one was … easy, Irvan thought. And we left so much behind.
Then we’ll just have to come back. With more help.
Hells yeah! Remember when we raided Mistveil’s[66] vaults?
And you almost died then, too. Don’t scare me like that ever again!
They say third time’s a charm.
Irvan!
I remember how fast you flew after gobbling up their cidrum. Sorry you can’t eat. How are you feeling?
I’ll be fine for another week. She threw her cloak off, moved the lamp away, and lay their fiery form on the mat. You’re a great friend, Irvan. Let’s try to relax.
They rested for a while.
Muffled splashes came from outside.
Dammit, he thought.
A boom shook the ship. Frantic knocking hammered at their door.
Shit, Irvan, they’re dropping bombs!
Kaevan hopped up, ran over, and yanked the door open to reveal a reptilian.
“Captains, we’re under attack. We need you.”
Up the ladder and on deck, they scanned the sky. Red blobs above, a variety of shapes, showed Zmey and airships. But the field of white streaks off the port side worried them most of all—Bratgon’s navy.
“It’s a fucking trap! To quarters!”
25 - Solace


“No man may serve two masters—for either he will hate one and love the other or hold to one and despise the other. You cannot serve Kirem and Mammon.”
— Voraxmor Scripture
[image: ]
Soren spiraled through dense azure fire, his skin heated but not burning. Zelene held his hands while Chastity roared with excitement. He soon stood in an enchanted wonderland in a small field. Like Saffa’s world, bizarre trees stretched unnaturally high all around, laden with fruit branches. In a black sky above, blue, gold, and red dots flickered. Translucent critters scurried as a nearby stream of sparkling purple water gurgled. Colorful flowers, rainbow grass, and huge pink mushrooms completed the environment.
“I’m going to find food,” Chastity said. “You two better get into trouble.”
“Chastity!” Zelene said. “None of that.”
The mare nickered and wandered off.
Sick and dizzy from the portal trip, Soren gagged.
Gloves off, Zelene touched his neck with her index finger. A spreading warmth calmed his churning insides.
He gazed up with gratitude.
Her stormy blue eyes met his. “Soren, is this your first trip to Navia?”
“If you don’t count Saffa’s world. The portal is like nothing I’ve ever felt.”
“It takes some getting used to. Are you feeling better now?”
“I’m amazed how your touch heals and calms me.”
“All mavki possess this ability.”
“I know, but yours is … different. Peaceful. Saffa’s is … was … more intense.”
“It matches our personalities. Despite what happened, Soren, I know her heart is good, and she feels genuine remorse.”
“She abused her possession,” he said, anger in his heart. “I’ve never felt so … pathetic and undervalued.”
“Soren, would you say her mistake matches yours in severity?”
The ritual. He had forgotten about it in Zelene’s presence, her serene kindness soothing like nothing he had ever experienced. “Yes, Zelene, I suppose we’re even.”
“She may have experienced similar feelings when you believed Roland over her.”
A long breath escaped his lips. “I guess you’re right. You’re so easy to talk to, and your voice … it just makes one feel so peaceful.”
“So kind. What do you think of my Zen garden?”
“It’s wonderful. Did you make it?”
“No. I discovered it long ago. It became my sanctuary. I haven’t had company here since …”
“Your consort?” he asked, the sadness of her loneliness in his heart. “I’m sorry … I shouldn’t have brought her up.”
“You’re fine. We came here often.” She gazed at the river. “I remember many intimate conversations and meditations.”
“What was her name?”
“Lubov. It means love, though she was a fierce sorceress of fire and ice, much like Saffa.”
“It’s a nice name … I wish you could be together again.”
“Your sentiment is appreciated, but it cannot be. Would you like to meditate with me?”
Meditation with Zelene to clear his head sounded perfect, so he sat cross-legged. “Quiet time with you? Yes, please.”
She removed the weapons from her back and cast off her helm, freeing her thick rainbow hair. When she pressed a notch on her chest, the armored mesh retracted from her wings, and she lifted the torso armor off and set it down, revealing a plain black shirt. She then unstrapped her leggings, putting them on top of the armor. Yoga-like pants underneath matched her shirt’s texture. In front of him, she mirrored his stance.
“Your armor,” he said with awe before blinking his stare away and looking down bashfully, “who made it?”
“Idrys. Clear your mind, Soren.”
Eyes closed, he became more aware of his arm stump. Sudden images of the battle and his death tormented him, and his muscles clenched.
“Hear my voice. Let everything run its course. Don’t fight your memories or emotions. All are a necessary part of you. This will pass.”
But the imagery, pain, and angst worsened, and he sweat.
“Relax, friend Soren. Open your eyes if you need to.”
He hated this imagery, so he opened his eyes.
Before him, she sat with hands together, eyes closed, muscular, dark, serene in her black clothes. Like Saffa, she possessed thick skin and bony spikes. With stunning rainbow hair, her slick tail curled along her legs, not to mention her large, black-feathered wings with white highlights. He lost his breath. All of her, inside and out, enchanted him.
Wow, she’s so beautiful, he thought, heart palpitating. Oh shoot, she can hear my thoughts. You can hear me. Zelene, I’m sorry. Guilt surged, and he felt like he had just betrayed Saffa again and offended Zelene.
“Calm thyself. No need for apologies,” she said, eyes flitting open, hints of a smile forming. “How are you feeling now?”
Sadness and depression from earlier fled, replaced by peace and attraction, but shame bit into his stomach. “Better. But I can’t stop thinking about you.”
“I’m not offended by your attraction, Soren. Our minds are joined, so there’s no shame between us. Don’t fight your feelings, but keep them contained. Relax and allow yourself to think and feel whatever comes.”
“It doesn’t bother you?”
“It flatters me. Let’s put such conversation on pause. We have more pressing matters. May I sit by you?”
“You’re right, and yes, please,” he said, a red blush marking his cheeks.
She scooted over to his left side. “Let’s try this again. Close your eyes.”
He did, though having her closer now made it harder to relax.
“Breathe, Soren. Keep them closed. We both need this.”
He wanted to respect her wishes, understanding the need to clear his head.
Eyes closed, his breathing slowed, the garden’s quiet ambiance soothing.
In silence, she matched his breath for some time.
“Ishethra wanted me to train you in silent, gesture-free words of power. Shall we begin?”
Zapped out of his relaxed state, he opened his eyes. “I’ve never read about this.”
“Words of Power, Vol. III. It’s a much rarer tome. I suspect Nightwind has a copy, but it might take you a lifetime to find it, given the mess.”
“Those archives are a disaster. I’ve only read the first two. How does it work?”
“You’ll use your spirit form to make the gesture while intoning the word of power in your mind. It uses more ki this way, so save it for emergencies.”
“How do I move my spirit?”
“Your spirit arm and hand extend from your elbow stump and can connect with your other arm.”
Head tilted, eyes on the spot, he couldn’t sense anything. “I’m not feeling it.”
With her rough fingertips, she caressed his elbow stump. “It’s right here.” She cupped her hand, dragging it through the air—a faint tingling ran up his arm.
Astonished by this new yet somehow familiar sensation, he asked, “Zelene, I … still feel you. How?”
“All mavki can connect to the spirit realm.” Her fingers grasped where his hand might be, and a pleasurable electrical current buzzed through him.
“Zelene …”
“Yes, Soren. Take my hand with your spirit.”
Focused on her ethereal touch, he imagined his invisible hand closing around her. Nothing happened. In frustrating silence, he tried for a while.
“Soren, believe … Have faith in your spirit.”
For an hour, he tried. Confidence. Faith. Both difficult, especially with half his arm missing. Logic didn’t help with experiencing something intangible either.
I believe in her, but not myself.
Do you believe me?
Absolutely.
And I believe in you.
If Zelene said faith could work and she believed in him, and he trusted her, logic dictated casting away doubt.
Hopeful in her faith, with a belief in himself, he concentrated harder. Like touching a spiderweb, his spirit hand grasped hers.
“I feel you, Soren. Now release my hand.”
Fatigued, he tried many times. With a long yawn, he let go, and the sensations faded.
“Well done. You must rest now. When you awake, we’ll work on a spell.”
The last words out of her mouth barely registered as he fell asleep on her shoulder.
* * *
Soren practiced with Zelene for weeks, trying to use his spirit arms to cast Visobex. In-between attempts, they explored her garden together, discussing her long life, frustrations with finding partners, and her travels through the realms. Their bond solidified with deep conversation—his heartache increased every time they discussed the Dread War and her lost consort. Taken by her quiet strength and beauty, his eyes found her more frequently—as did hers him. But he bit back his feelings out of respect. For the longest stretch of his life, no depression bothered him.
One day, with her at his side, the silent-spirit-gestured spell succeeded as a shimmering barrier appeared in front of him before popping.
“I can’t believe it! Zelene, it worked!”
“Your dedication is commendable, Soren.”
“How many days have I been at it?”
“Three Yava weeks.”
“Lost track of time,” he said, fatigue wrangling every muscle. “Zelene, I’m falling for …”
Sleep came.
She held him under his shoulders, gently laying him on the grass.
“You is what he wanted to end with,” Chastity said, trotting up from behind. “You two need to kiss.”
“Always so blunt, my friend. But this cannot be. Not now.”
“He really likes you. Stop moving so damn slow.”
“One cannot rush such things, and he’s promised to Saffa.”
“You know she wouldn’t care.”
“Perhaps … but Ishethra will. I won’t dishonor her.”
“She’s a softy now. I bet she even wants this for you both. I want this for us. For you. It’s been one hundred years. Kiss. Him.”
“I’ve felt his longing. It’s grown quite intense.”
“Yeah, yeah. Obvious from how he looks at you and how respectful he’s been. Are you feeling it within?”
Gaze firm upon him, she smiled. “This unique man has stirred my heart.”
The mare jumped, a joyful neigh erupting. “Zelene, you’ve got to pursue this. Please. For us both. Lubov would want you to.”
“No, Chastity, I cannot,” she said, rubbing the mare’s neck.
“In a century, we’ve met nobody like him. You’re just going to pass this up?”
“For the greater good, I am.”
The mare groaned, kicked the grass, and snorted a stream of fire. “Just kiss him. Our need—your need—outweighs this good you speak of.”
The mavka stared up at the dark sky. “Balor will be alerted to our descent. Ishethra told me before we left. We must slay him to free the Underworld from his reign, whatever the cost—likely our lives.”
“Fine. We rebirth later. All the more reason to make use of this short time together. Please. For us both.”
“I’m not one for casual flings,” she said, rubbing the mare’s ear.
“I know. Neither is he. Let your feelings out, dammit.”
“Chastity, my dearest friend, this isn’t the time.”
The mare roared torrents of fire. “Zelene! Please!”
The mavka sighed, a crystal tear falling from her eye.
“Fucking Hells, Zelene!” the mare screamed, galloping away.
* * *
Soren sat up and stretched, his gaze wandering and finding Zelene on his left. “Zelene? How long did I sleep?”
“Twelve hours.”
“Did you sit here the whole time?”
“I did.”
“You didn’t have to,” he said, his heart speeding up. “I don’t want to burden you.”
“I’m here of my own volition. Caring for you is an honor.”
Her mind and serene visage formed an unbreakable, unreadable fortress. “Zelene, I suppose you know I’ve had feelings for you basically since I first saw you.”
“I know.”
“Despite your possession, I can’t sense you. Do you … have feelings for me?”
“Only of care, support, and friendship.”
He had caught her looking and smiling at him occasionally during their time here, but perhaps he had misread it. Angst, sadness, and guilt wrangled his heart.
“I’ve dishonored you with my thoughts—I’m sure it’s been very awkward for you.” Though he didn’t want to go back to Nightwind, it would free Zelene from this messy situation. “If there’s nothing else, you may return me to Ishethra.”
Unnoticed, Chastity’s snout peeked through sparkling bushes.
A long quiet came, punctuated only by a whimsical breeze through grass and trees while the dark mavka stared up, taking in the blue and yellow pulsing dots.
“I’m going to give you space,” he said, standing. “When you’re ready, we can go back.”
As he took a step, her rough hand grasped his, making his heart leap. “Soren … please sit.”
He sat in front of her, hand in hers, and their gazes met.
Ancient and warm, her smile spread. “You and Lubov are the only mortals who’ve shown such extreme care and consideration. I’m touched.” With heated pulses, a pleasurable tingle came from her hand, shooting up his arm, pulsing in his body.
The mare’s fiery tongue flicked out.
“Zelene … I didn’t know ki transfers could feel like this.” Eyes widening with her situation of no consort, he shook his head, knowing she wouldn’t feed or entice without consent and must be sick. “Reverse the current, please.”
“You deserve this peace, Soren. Close your eyes.”
He gasped at the sensation of pleasure and calm, like he bathed in liquid happiness. A tear spilled from his eye, and he squeezed her hand tighter. “Please, Zelene. Reverse it.”
“No, Soren, this is for you. You’re the one suffering right now.”
More tears fell from his eyes. “I don’t think so. When is the last time you fed?”
Silence.
“Tell me. Please.”
“In Nightwind. From you.”
“Three weeks? And before that?”
“I don’t remember.”
His throat choked. “You’re sick, aren’t you?”
“I …”
“Years? Decades?”
“Twice from Ishethra in the last year.”
His heart broke. “I’m begging you,” he said, vision blurry with wetness, “take everything you need from me. Please.”
“I don’t wish to harm you.”
“And I can’t go another second knowing you’re suffering. I won’t stand for it. Be selfish. Do it for me if you can’t do it for yourself.”
A fiery tear fell down the mare’s snout.
“Do I have your permission, Soren?”
“Always, Zelene. Now and forever.”
“You’re not my consort and are under no obligation.”
“I don’t care. My ki is your ki. Take. It.”
The mavka breathed heavily and nodded, her eyes blazing purple, her other hand finding his. “Your generosity is remarkable.”
She lifted his hand to her lips and kissed it. Profound ecstasy took him, heat gushing from his frame like a fire hose, culminating in his hand. Darkness at his vision’s edge closed in, forcing his slumber.
“You lied,” Chastity said, scurrying out of the bushes. “I know your emotions. You have intense feelings for him. But you, Zelene, are too … fucking … honorable.”
The mavka’s mouth slanted out at both ends, two crystal tears falling. “It’s almost like he has Lubov’s soul, Chastity. You remember she made a similar ki offering before our bonding?”
“Yes. She was so good to you. And you’ve kissed his hand. Great start, Zelene. Now do it on his damn lips.”
“I won’t do that, because I’ve hidden something from you.”
“I know your secrets.”
“Not all.”
“What is it?”
“I’m joined with Ishethra.”
“You sleeping with her again?”
“Not for millennia. A different joining.” On her wrists, golden bracelets flickered, then vanished.
The mare’s fiery eyes dilated. “By the Hells, Zelene, how’d you cast Anviculum?”
“I devoured Ishethra’s souls, cast it on her body, and released them back to her.”
“What does this mean?”
“She maintains the blood portion of the spell, and when we die in the Underworld, our rebirth will take days.”
“Plot thickens. So you can use her magic now, I get it, but why will our rebirth be so fast?”
“Our combined magic and my helmet. I’ve infused a piece of my soul inside. She’ll use it to complete an artifact, forging a tether to my soul and, by extension, yours. Don’t you see now? I cannot romantically involve myself with Soren, because they’ll have just bonded.”
“He doesn’t care about Saffa anymore. He wants to bond with you!”
“I know his heart. Saffa is still there. Still his truest love.”
“Pixie. Piss. He wants you.”
“His life is about to change dramatically, and I must not disrupt his ascension.”
“So what? He’s here now. Take. Advantage.”
“Chastity, can we just rest here quietly until he awakes?”
The mare huffed steam. “I’m going to tell him you have feelings.”
“No, Chastity, I forbid it.”
“Overruled, Zelene.”
“Please don’t. I’m pleading with you, my friend.”
The mare roared azure fire, her cry tearing through the Zen garden as she trotted off, falling into the grass, fiery tears leaking from her eyes.
* * *
Thirty-two hours later, Soren awoke, throat dry, stomach growling as he gazed around the Zen garden, looking for his friends but not finding them.
“What … happened? Where’d they go?”
Zelene soon came from the river, carrying a waterskin and a sparkling fruit. Her footsteps found his ears.
“Zelene,” he said, standing, looking up at her. “Are you feeling better?”
“It’s been decades since I’ve felt whole. You have my thanks, Soren.”
He wanted to kiss her on the lips to let her feed again, but he forced his mouth shut, trying to think of something else—anything else. But it just made things worse.
“You’re okay, Soren. Drink this,” she said, handing him the waterskin.
In their time here, they had subsisted off colorful fruits from the trees nearby and water from the river. This must be something different.
Parched, he guzzled all of it, the taste exquisitely sweet. “Not just water, is it?”
“Hidden essence of this realm, containing what you might call ambrosia, or nectar. Same with this fruit.” She handed it to him.
Ravenous, he devoured the sweet, succulent treat, staining his face with purple. “That. Was. Delicious.” Astonished, he rubbed his belly. “I feel … full. How?”
“It’s quite dense and expands in one’s stomach. One fruit is enough to satisfy two days’ worth of calories.”
“Efficient—Nightwind’s armies should use this.”
“They will, now that Ishethra’s secret is out.”
Fire spat from the mare’s chops as she flew down from the sky, landing nearby. “I’m back! You two made out yet?”
“Chastity!” Zelene yelled. “Seriously?”
The mare’s grin spread, fire and smoke swirling between pearly whites.
Soren snickered. “You’re funny, Chastity, but we’re just friends.”
“You know you want to, Soren.”
He blushed and wanted it, but Zelene didn’t, so he looked away.
“Chastity,” the mavka said, “you better stop.”
“Why? Your lips are made for each other’s. They need to touch. Smooshy smoosh. Get your tongues involved, too.”
Zelene glared at the mare. “Not. Another. Word. Go away. I need to talk to Soren about something serious.”
The mare nickered and trotted off before laying down and falling asleep.
“I’m sorry for Chastity, Soren. I hope she hasn’t offended.”
“Not too much, though I’m embarrassed. I know you don’t want it, and I’m trying to keep my thoughts in check, but it’s hard.”
“Your chivalry warms me, Soren. Ishethra asked me to explain the consort bond in more detail.”
Despite his sudden departure from Nightwind, Mother continued to watch over him—this warmed his soul.
“Sounds like she made a checklist for me.”
“A small one. When a mavka bonds with her consort, she consumes their soul twice.”
“How does that work?” he asked, leaning his head back.
“Through our breath. You’ll black out but still feel our presence. It’s the most intimate experience a mavka’s lover can have.”
“And you give it back … right?”
“I always have. I’m sure Saffa would.”
Saffa, he thought, mouth spread in reflection. With Zelene, he had forgotten all about Mother’s consort invite. Memories of their early dating replayed—happy and fun experiences. And her world. Their intimacy.
Shit. Sorry, Zelene, my mind’s going haywire. And sorry for swearing.
Raising a playful brow, she thought, I’ll let it slide this time, Soren.
Thanks.
I’m sure Saffa misses you.
“Maybe,” he said, knowing her tendency for flings. They didn’t bother him, but he doubted he had crossed her mind since she’d left for whatever thing Ishethra had sent her on.
“On her mission, I traveled with her for months. She spoke of you often and shared your letters. When they stopped, she had a sad week.”
“She really cares about me?”
“I know she does. She loves you very much, her brashness notwithstanding.”
The word summed her up so well. With weeks passing, the pain of her possession abuse waned, the realization she had just made a heated mistake in battle fermenting itself. Forgiveness came a week ago, but trust? It would take more time, if it came at all.
“So … about the soul sucking?”
“You say, ‘Saffa, into your hands, I commend my soul,’ then commit suicide. She consumes your soul, and thinks, ‘Soren, I claim you.’ You must think, ‘Saffa, I offer myself freely.’ Once that happens, she breathes your soul back into your body, making you whole again.”
“What?” A third death, plus having his soul thrown about, made him uneasy. It might be like the horror of bursting into particles.
“Soren, it’s a beautiful process. Afterward, Saffa will offer a unique gift, then entice you to mate with her.”
Sex sounded nice, but soul sucking weirded him out.
“I … believe you, Zelene, but this is intense. What happens on the second sucking?”
“While mating, she’ll bestow her hallowed mark on your chest and consume your soul again, returning it once she’s satisfied with the bond.”
“Ishethra mentioned unique powers from it.”
“Yes. This mark glows with our color and novel sensations whenever our powers combine. Each pair gets unique benefits, including a permanent mental bond, regardless of distance.”
“Interesting. What else happens during this bonding?”
“After the second soul sucking, she will say, ‘Soren, swear to obey and hearken unto me,’ and you must say, ‘I do.’ This completes the bonding.”
Enslaved by the infernal contract, that didn’t sit well.
“I’d be a slave? Even without contracts or possession?”
“I’ve never abused this power. I know Saffa won’t, either. It helps keep our consort from being controlled by others. It also allows profound experiences together.”
“Could this counteract the contract? Commanding me to be free?”
“The two forces would fight one another, tearing your soul apart.”
“Right. Scratch that. So, you command me, and I just comply?”
“Saffa will say, ‘Soren, thou shalt,’ and give her desire. The bond will exert itself. It can be euphoric, giving up control.”
Like the sexual commandment in her world. He wanted to see how far his cold logic could resist her, but in the end, she sundered it, and he lost himself in her, thrilled by her breaking his will. Their sex remained his life’s pinnacle of joy. Perhaps obeying wouldn’t be terrible.
“Zelene, I miss her … and this is a lot to take in.”
“I know, Soren. The bond’s intimacy and trust make it the most divine love two individuals can experience in all the realms.”
“Does any of this hurt?”
“Saffa’s mark will brand over your heart. There will be some pain.”
“I’ll have to give this some thought,” he said while rubbing his chest.
“There’s no rush on if or when you accept the consort’s calling.”
The contract’s hold soured everything, and he didn’t know how to fully trust Saffa again. If, by some chance, he got over that, he might be her consort, but only if the contract could be broken; otherwise, he must die.
“I need time to think.”
“It’s your choice. No pressure either way.”
“Thanks for such a good explanation. I could talk to you for days on end.”
Shock hit him when a crystal tear fell from her eye.
“What’s wrong?”
Silent for a moment, she shook her head. “All is well. And you’re welcome. Now, for Ishethra’s last request: she asked me to take you to Demvora’s shrine.”
Some books in the archives loosely mentioned Demvora’s soul sacrifice for Navia to banish infernals, though none mentioned how, or what type of realm the devils came from.
“She gave her soul to save Navia,” Soren said.
“All Navians revere her noble sacrifice. The shrine is holy ground, protecting those within its confines from all harm and coercion.”
“The contract will be broken?” he asked with wide eyes.
“Only when inside. It has an aura of freedom: no being may be controlled within.”
Joy filled his heart. “Being with you, Zelene, free from this infernal curse, even if for a short time—I want this.”
“Likewise. Before we visit the shrine, I’ll take us through Nіcherkalzemlі, or the Nightscape Mirror Lands.”
“I’ve read about it in the archives. A perfect surface, reflecting a rainbow sky. My kind of …” He stopped himself. This wouldn’t be a date. Just a trip.
“You’re well studied, Soren. If you wish to call this a date, you may. One between friends.”
As he gazed into her eyes of kindness, the complete contrast of Roland’s brainwashing against her true nature made him decide to never trust religion ever again. He instantly knew: like Saffa and Mother, she was an angel, but different. A pure angel, perhaps the purest in all the realms.
You give me such a compliment with your thoughts, Soren.
“You’re welcome. Can you portal to the shrine after?”
“It’s surrounded by an expansive null zone[67].”
He knew of null zones in theory only, unaware of any locations where they existed, until now. “No portals. Understood. How long is the trek?”
“A two-day flight to the abyss, and a long downward plunge.”
“How deep is the abyss, anyway?” Books he had read varied. Some said one hundred leagues, the most extreme stated ten thousand leagues.
“Depends on the location, but I’d say the average is around one thousand leagues.”
“That’s … deep. You’ll keep me safe?”
“I will.”
Though scared of what might await, he was determined to make the journey with her. The chance to see such a monument and pay respects to the lost mavka who had given her soul for freedom spurred him on.
“It will be my life’s greatest happiness to make this pilgrimage with you, Zelene.”
“Friend Soren, you’re like no mortal I’ve ever met. It’s time.”
“Zelene, you’ve given weeks of your life for me. You have my thanks, and I consider you a close friend. No … my best friend. Is that okay?”
“Absolutely. The feeling is mutual—I’ve enjoyed our time.”
Together, they strode to the mare’s side, and the mavka gave a gentle kick in her backside.
Chastity stirred and stood, shaking her body and scattering flames. “Aw, you two are a couple now. So cute.”
Hope rising, he looked at Zelene, wondering if he had missed something.
She chuckled. “Chastity, such a prankster.”
The mare loved to joke, and his hope crashed back down.
“I hope you find a consort soon, Zelene. Those people who rejected you are fools. Anyone who gets the chance of being close to you … of being your consort … is blessed beyond compare.”
The mavka wiped her eye. “Soren … you are so kind. Thank you.”
Chastity glared at Zelene, fiery chops angling sideways.
After filling packs and waterskins from the mare’s saddle with fruit and drink, they reattached them. Zelene donned her armor and weapons, putting her helm on last, before mounting the mare. With a quick grab, she hoisted Soren behind her.
He reached around her abdomen with his one arm and held tight.
“Chastity,” Zelene said, a portal of fire appearing as she closed her visor. “Let’s fly!”
* * *
High in a dark rainbow sky, fluffy clouds billowed. Soren rode on Chastity and held Zelene tight while he stared down in fascination. Below, a perfect mirror surface reflected the sky above, making up or down meaningless. It extended farther than he could see in all directions.
They’d flown for two days, full of serene silence and thoughtful conversation. He marveled at this realm’s beauty.
“How big is this place?”
“It spreads for thousands of leagues in all directions. Our flight will last another week.”
“Chastity, do you ever get tired?”
“Please, Soren. I once flew for a month straight.”
“How do you fly without wings?”
“Because I’m so magical.”
He chuckled. “Ishethra mentioned you don’t need wings to fly either, Zelene?”
“They help, but yes, we can fly without using them, though slower and less agile.”
“You’ve lost your wings before?”
“No, but Ishethra birthed without wings. They grew over six months.”
“This is unusual?”
“Alonka and I birthed with wings, so yes, Ishethra’s unique.”
“Alonka’s another mavka?”
“She is, and very different from me. I’m sure you’ll meet her at some point.”
They took breaks to walk on the mirrored surface, chatting, eating, drinking. Despite fatigue, he demanded she feed daily—her hand kisses became a treasured highlight of each day. Their travels lasted five more days until, during their flight, a roar resounded.
Adrenaline snaked through Soren’s veins as he gazed around in panic. “What is it?”
“Yamata,” Zelene answered. “It’s been following us for a day.”
A colossal, multi-hued dragon with five wiggling long necks and heads flew out of thick clouds, matching their altitude.
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“How big?” he asked, squinting while glancing back at the monstrosity.
“Bigger than Nightwind Castle. Chastity, engage afterburners.”
“All right! Soren, grip her like you love her.”
He squeezed with his left arm, nerves knotting his stomach.
Flames erupted from the mare’s backside, and his grip faltered from the punishing acceleration. With lightning speed, Zelene grabbed his hand, holding him steady.
“I’ve got you, Soren.”
“I think it’s getting closer,” he said, heart galloping.
Five streams of torrential energy erupted from its maws: crimson and azure fire, snow, blue lightning, and a yellow, sonic cone. Hot and cold zaps crawled his skin. Each stream barreled just behind their heels, striking the ground, casting glassy shards in a calamitous explosion. The beast soared, its maws opening again. It dove.
Flames spewed brighter, louder from the mare’s backside and tail as she neighed in desperate flight.
“I’ve loved this date, but can you make a portal?”
More streams shot from its maws.
A yellow and blue portal of fire appeared. Just as the trio zipped through, the creature’s breath weapons streaked by. Moments later, its mouths snapped at the dissolving gateway. Uncontrolled, the beast crashed into the ground. Elemental explosions and glass shards billowed skyward. A rainbow mushroom cloud rose.
* * *
On an obsidian cliff, Soren stood by Zelene. Chastity fidgeted nearby. Lava-filled mountains shone dimly in the distance below a dark-blue sky, streaked by azure and yellow lightning, ever present flashes illuminating the harsh environment while thunder rumbled.
During their two-day flight here, a few shadowed and fiery demons gave them a wide birth. A steaming, smoky chasm spread out of sight.
Overheated, he sweat as brimstone burned his nose. “How wide is it?” he asked, coughing from the acrid odors.
“Ten leagues. Our flight down will be the most dangerous part of our pilgrimage.”
“What’s down there?”
“Lots of cuddly demons,” the mare said. “They just want to hug. Right, Zelene?”
“Alkonosts roost and can swarm. Other demons roam the bottom. If we’re lucky, we’ll reach the shrine and get inside without incident.”
Chastity raised a flaming brow at her.
“Blood-thirsty, seductive electric harpies?” he asked, having read about them in the archives from Book of Beasts.
“Yes.”
Zelene mounted up, lifting him in front, holding him tight with her left hand before drawing her war hammer with her right—it roared with rainbow fire, illuminating the chasm below. Its warmth soothed his skin.
“Your hammer isn’t just a mere blunt weapon, is it?” Soren asked.
“It is Vogsok, the Hammer of Drenaglen. Zarvek himself once wielded it.”
The legendary warrior had slain thirteen frost giants in a fit of flaming rage.
“When did you acquire it?”
“Ishethra gifted it to me several years after my birth.”
“How did she get it?”
“I didn’t ask. Soren, before we go, cast Visobex on us.”
He managed the silent, spirit-gestured spell. A barrier glistened around them, nullifying the heat and harsh smells.
“Much better.”
“I love the scents here,” the mare commented. “But I guess your nose is different.”
Zelene sniffed. “A pleasant aroma. Are we ready?”
Soren gulped, nodded, and held the reins.
“Hells yes,” the mare said.
“Dive, Chastity!”
Flames burst from the mare’s roaring mouth as she jumped in.
Bile gurgled in his throat, his stomach rising. “Zelene!”
She touched his neck.
Warmth calmed his nerves, but his heart wanted to explode.
Down the abyss, they plummeted, their speed steadying, along with the pit inside him.
Dark, jagged cliff faces, with lava crawling in and out, danced with Vogsok’s light. After a quiet plunge for a few hours, bones, brown blood stains, and moss littered the rocks.
Disturbed, he asked, “What is all this?”
“The alkonosts are most cruel to all, even their own kind.”
Fear coursed through his veins, and he fumbled for her hand.
“I’m here, Soren,” she said, taking it.
Though her voice soothed, the carnage and bloody rocks stoked his anxiety.
They dove for hours, a faint rumbling the only sound. At the sixth hour, a chorus of fluttering wings came: fifteen alkonosts, dark and wreathed in red sparks. Glossy feathered wings functioned as arms. Naked torsos with voluptuous breasts bore the head of a woman, crimson eyes scanning, their hair dancing as their mouths opened unnaturally wide, revealing sharp fangs. Feathered legs bore large talons. Some flew near, circling around Chastity, matching her descent.
“What’s this? A mortal dares enter our abyss? Such tasty flesh.”
“Touch him at your peril,” the dark mavka said.
“The succubus steals your soul, mortal … beware,” one said, flapping near, her stunning face scanning him. “She whispers sweet nothings, but you are forever damned. Come with us instead, and we’ll let you fuck us on top for days as we glide down to the Underworld.”
“I trust Zelene with my life,” he said, heart pounding as he beheld the beast’s alluring face. “And we’re just friends. And I won’t be going anywhere with you.”
Soren, you don’t know how much your trust means to me. Thank you.
Always, Zelene.
The bird-woman gave a sick laugh, black tongue lathering her face. “Such pleasure we offer pale mortal … your soul is ours.”
“You harpies don’t scare us,” Chastity said. “Fuck off, or I’ll have second dinner.”
The one near Soren flapped, clawing at their barrier.
The mare lunged, biting a chunk out of her wing and swallowing. “You taste nasty. But I’ll have seconds.”
“Beast!” the harpy hissed while retreating, tapping her fangs.
More of them neared, wings flapping, teeth dripping with seething green fluids.
Terror mingled with sexual desire gnawed at his mind, the unnatural environment and enemies like nothing he had ever experienced. The mess in their mouths made one thing obvious—they’re poisonous!
Indeed, and they’re about to attack. For your protection, may I control you?
The bird-women formed a cocoon of flapping and hissing around them, lightning spewing from their mouths, glancing off the barrier. Thundercracks rattled the rocks, his ears buzzing.
Please, Soren.
They sang a soothing, seductive melody, contrasting with their furious assault from moments ago.
Fear beget lust, his heart racing with need. Heat and blood surged to his groin, his erection growing as he stared at one, wanting to leap into her beautiful wings and fuck her. He plugged his ears but kept staring.
The bird-woman’s black tongue slithered out, and she nodded, spreading her feathered legs.
Heart pumping, sweat beads dripping, his urges balanced on a knife’s edge. He ached to hear the song again and yanked his fingers away, his heart bewitched by the melody. His legs twitched as he prepared to jump, but something jolted his mind, the cold logic deep within holding his need at bay.
I won’t dishonor Saffa and Zelene!
“No man can resist us!” the bird-woman hissed. “Now jump into my wings and fuck your only desire!”
Take over!
Harken to me! Zelene’s voice boomed in his mind, and his urges waned. Arm lurching, his hand grabbed Chastity’s reins tightly as they leveled off. The mavka leaped from the mare and out of their shield, her armored wings spread, tail flipping defiantly. Vogsok sheathed, she drew her glaive.
“Leave now, or be destroyed.”
Their fangs chomped, creating a frightful clatter as they charged, slashing Zelene and the barrier with talons.
Zelene twirled, her pole-arm whooshing and slicing the beasts with strident splats. Brown liquids sprayed, tortured screeches blaring. Mangled corpses fell as she zoomed through the rest, stabbing with skilled thrusts, removing their heads. Demon pieces tumbled into the darkness below.
She hovered beside the mare, smoking fluids dripping down her armor.
“Damn,” Chastity said. “Save some for us!”
Astonished by her skill and speed, Soren thought, Thanks for saving me.
Your mental fortitude is remarkable, Soren. I’ve never seen a mortal man resist them.
And you’re far more powerful than I realized.
I’ve honed my abilities for millennia. Your generous ki offerings have granted me renewed vigor.
I’m available when you need to feed again.
Most generous.
“Thirteen down,” Zelene said aloud, swapping glaive for tower shield and Vogsok. “But it was just their scouts. To the rocks.”
They took refuge in a dark alcove, where she positioned herself in front.
A haunting song soon hummed from below, ineffective now because of Zelene’s full control over him. Soft buzzes sounded, their cacophony of flapping growing louder in the dark. A great host ascended, their wings fluttering as they attached to the rock face, crawling like bees on a hive, creeping near. In a frenzy, some bit heads off others to get closer, splattering waterfalls of brown blood.
Once they attack, I’ll smite them.
There are so many … you can kill them all?
Yes, Soren.
Hopeful of her might, he tried to calm himself, but adrenaline zapped him.
“Come get some!” Chastity called.
A guttural growl shook the rock face as one massive alkonost hovered into view, her hair braids tied off with many daggers. She held a long, glowing crimson chain with a spiked ball at the end. Lightning surrounded the weapon.
Eyes narrowed, Zelene pointed Vogsok. “This mortal is under my protection. Begone from my sight.”
“His soul is mine!” she screeched, lashing her chain. It flew through their barrier like a ghost.
Zelene blocked with her shield, but the chain’s ball birthed appendages. Thunder rumbled as they wrapped around the mavka. The bird-woman yanked.
“Feast on their flesh!”
“No!” Zelene screamed.
Horror sprang up his spine, his vision blurring.
Alkonosts swooped in behind, lightning leaping from their mouths at the barrier. A terrible thundercrack assaulted his ears as it burst apart and they rang. Putrid sulfur stung his nostrils.
The beasts raked talons across the mare’s hide, exposing her flaming insides, and she whinnied. One chomped Soren’s shoulder and ripped his flesh off to the bone.
“Delicious mortal flesh,” the bird-woman murmured. “Now I feast on your manhood.” Eyes swirling, she nibbled her fangs down his back and to his side, ripping into his bowels, nearing his groin.
Others flew at Zelene, grabbing her limbs.
Hot agony pumped through his body. I’m mortally wounded!
The mare roared a black firestorm, incinerating the one on Soren to ash, the fire’s heat engulfing him, singing his hairs.
Others swarmed in, pulling her and Soren out of the alcove.
Zelene ripped her arms free and tore the chain off. “To the Underworld with thee!” With a bone-shattering uppercut from Vogsok, she blasted the large bird-woman’s head skyward. A brown geyser soared as the beast plummeted.
She twirled in a rainbow whirlwind, hammer and shield pulverizing nearby beasts with gruesome crunches. Their remnants fell.
Gemno-Visobex, she thought, and his spirit hands clasped. Two layers of thick, shimmering shields surrounded him and the mare, blasting their assailants away. His shoulder, back, and side gushed with blood. The mare fell back first, her fiery ichor falling like rain and igniting his robes. Dangling from the reins, his hand gripped tight, despite his arm’s burning flesh. Desperate for her healing touch, he pleaded with his last coherence, Zelene … I need you.
As a hissing cloud, the host pursued.
Zelene dove into the swarm with wings tucked tight, Vogsok held behind her head. Hold on, Soren!
Lightning sprang from alkonosts’ mouths, strobing a tempest of crimson. Thundercracks resounded. Each blast deflected off the barrier. Angry and ravenous, they flapped and clucked, a dark symphony for his ears.
Eyes gleaming purple, rainbow light shafts erupted from the dark mavka’s skin, and she roared, “Gemno-Divictus!” With her swift throw, Vogsok split in two, both flaring in a blinding kaleidoscope of light. They sought every alkonost, weaving their vengeance. Feathers, flesh, bone, and demon blood exploded like fireworks, showering the abyss and Zelene in gore.
When the last perished, both hammers merged and flew back into her extended hand. The coating of flesh and brown blood fled her armor as she dove. After sheathing hammer and shield, she held both arms out, desperately trying to grab the falling mare, her hooves just inches away.
Darkness took him, and his grip failed.
26 - Scorched


“In a fit of rage and chaos throughout the Underworld, Balor once murdered ten thousand demons. The slaughter paled in comparison to the aftermath: his feast on every corpse.”
— Book of Beasts
[image: ]
Saffa cracked her lash, leaning into her Erindelle dominatrix persona. “Now, my infernal imp, time for three activities. If you obey, you shall have pleasure. If not, pain.”
“I’m ready to obey,” Elarion said.
“First activity,” she said, smiling at his submissiveness. “Disturbing delight.”
“Much like our last encounter.”
With a stony face, she feigned confusion. “We’ve never met until today.”
He chuckled in his rich voice. “Your cover is blown. Admit it. Or leave Ursabel … Saffa.”
She changed persona back to Saffa, his acquaintance, and threw her lash in his face. With hands on hips, she said, “By Navia’s titans!”
“Lucky guess,” he said, unable to hide a grin, now in his private persona.
“Wait, what? Did I just give myself away?” She glared at him with her most annoyed frown. “Seriously, Elarion! You’re insufferable. And you called me a gargoyle!”
“Don’t worry; I already knew. And I’m sorry for calling you that. It was rude. But funny.”
“So funny. You acted all mesmerized and just let me perform for you?”
“Well, yes. Erindelle’s story inspires, and your voice is as beautiful as ever. With this act, you’ve outclassed every private performer. I promise to repay you.”
“Whatever,” she said, blowing a steamy breath at him through her poofy lips. “Don’t worry about it. You’re not bothered I was going to … do horrible things to you?”
“I respect your dedication to Nightwind.”
“And you knew all along what I was trying to do?”
“I’m fully aware of my father and his collusion with Bratgon. Once I found you out, I assumed you’d want those secrets in a confession orb.”
Her pointless performance annoyed her. “I could’ve just revealed myself without performing?”
“That wouldn’t have been fun at all. I do like fencing and foreplay.”
“You rat! What tipped you off?”
“I’ll indulge, so your next infiltration goes better. I tasted you in your desserts, but not enough to convince me. The fencing session, your fire magic, and especially your mavka transformation gave it away. Smart not using ice magic.” He held up his hands. “Mind removing these?”
She sighed, waving her hand, and the binds on his wrists and ankles sizzled away.
“Thanks,” he said, grabbing her lash and tossing it on a nearby nightstand. “I know you’re disappointed you didn’t get my secrets.”
“Tricky bastard.” But she refused to give up on the confession. “I’ll finish what I started and extract everything from you. You can’t resist my body and mind all night. I know you want me.”
“Your new body is … frightful and intriguing, especially in that black outfit. But I must warn you: even with my room’s wards inactive, I still have them layered all over me.”
“Yeah right.”
“I’m a duke. In Ursabel. Paranoia is part of the game. If you still don’t believe me, I’ll open my mind. Don’t try to coerce me. With one thought, I can trigger an alarm. Chekas, wizards, and basmu will swarm.”
“I need physical proof, Elarion. Now hold still.” When she grabbed his arms, a loud siren-like sound blared.
“Get under the bed, Saffa.”
She rolled under it.
“Your tail’s poking out.”
“Jerk,” she said, flipping it away.
“Hot jerk,” he said, sauntering to the door.
Arrogance had cost her the confession. Just how far she might’ve gone to get it percolated in her mind. Not needing to find out, her tight stomach loosened. “Ooh! You’re going to get it!” Mother had known this would happen.
Knocks hit the door. He unlocked and opened it. Six wizards with two chekas stood ready, peeking their heads in.
“Terrible,” Elarion said. “You’ve failed this test. When I do this again, cut the response time in half, or it’ll come out of your wages. And tell the basmu riders they can abort.”
“Yes, Your Grace,” one cheka said.
Elarion slammed the door shut, then locked it. “Proof enough? My mind’s open, so have a go.”
She rolled out from under his bed and stood, knowing more would come if she tried again. She could take down a squad—no problem. But not the entire gamut.
In his opened mind, she knew his genuine sincerity and affection, putting her at ease.
“I’m sorry for not trusting you.”
“No problem. I’d be worried if you did, without verifying.”
“I have a confession orb. If you tell me everything, my parents will grant you asylum. I can fly you out of here.”
“I won’t abandon Ursabel to Vasil’s butchery. That’s trading one nation’s plight for another.”
“You could stay and confess.”
“No. When Nightwind reveals my confession to the world, I’ll stumble out a high window, and Ursabel suffers without me.”
“Won’t your wards save you?”
“You know Vasil’s chekas.”
They created accidents and suicides to hide murder with air, death, and mind magic. Likely, they could break down Elarion’s wards.
“I guess everyone knows about me and Mother now?”
“Word’s gotten out. I’m not bothered by you both being mavki, by the way. I like demons. Most demons. Some demons. I’ve never heard of a humanoid-demon hybrid, though. Have you always been this way?”
“I’m unique, and it emerged recently.” Despite frustration at not getting a confession, she appreciated his approval. “Thanks for being a rare non-ass in Ursabel. Mostly.”
“You’re welcome,” he said, wandering back over, eyes tracing her body. “Your people did a phenomenal job on your alterations. You’re even shorter.”
“Lot of good it did.”
“Cheer up. There’s more of us non-asses than you think.”
She perked up. “Non-asses?”
“Not everyone worships Vasil like his propaganda tells them to. There are … dissidents.”
“How many?”
“Enough that we’ve formed an underground.”
“Sounds like civil war brewing. What can Nightwind do to help?”
“I’m planning on visiting with your father soon, under pretense of issuing Vasil’s demands and threat of our growing alliance with Bratgon. I suggest you don’t speak of it with anyone else until after. For safety. Agreed?”
“My lips are sealed. But I must know: you’re the first man to resist me; how?”
He sat back down, shoulders slumping. “It’s more than just wards. Please sit, and I’ll tell you a story.”
“Okay,” she said, sitting by him on the bed. “I’m listening.”
In a somber voice, he began, “My earliest memories are unpleasant. Vasil abused me. It started at five years old, all in the name of emotional and mental control. Anytime he could find the tiniest reason, he beat me with a thick leather strip, interwoven with bronze.”
“Oh my goddess. That’s terrible.”
“Yeah … it is,” he said, looking away.
“You don’t have to say anything else.”
“No, I want to.” He returned his eyes to her. “It’s therapeutic. Few know of this.”
She gave a soft touch to his shoulder to show her support.
“Beyond the beatings, I received magical torture. Meant to harden my mind. Make me a better, more callous leader, and resist enemy spies. His wizards entered my mind, creating illusions and scenarios of pure horror, like war or someone trying to assassinate me. If I solved the illusion in time, they relented. It felt very real. I’d come out of them sick and bloodied. Failure to solve the illusion in time earned me more torture.”
“Elarion, I wish you’d told me on my mission. Did I trigger anything during our … moments?”
“I don’t share this lightly and didn’t want to burden you. Those … moments I enjoyed, along with your dominance.”
“You could’ve told me. I’m amazed you’re still playful.”
“Since my earliest memories, I can force my mind to happier places and resist mental attacks. Without it, I’d be wretched, just like Vasil. His torture strengthened my mind, however unpleasant it was.”
“Silver lining, I guess, but your father is … barf.”
“I’ve seen what his leadership has done to our great nation, and it disgusts me. He hordes wealth for himself and takes many concubines while my people suffer. He treats everyone poorly. His inner circle of oligarchs and chekas is no better. Hope for a better future allows me to endure many things.”
Vasil had berated the staff during her mission. Elarion had stopped her from shouting at his father about it and had mentioned how he wished his mother was ruling instead. She had died just before Saffa’s birth, right after Elarion’s eleventh birthday.
“You’re a good man.”
“I’m far from perfect.”
She remembered his scarred back. On her mission, he’d said it came from sparring and magical mishaps. Now she knew the actual cause—Vasil’s torture.
“I didn’t know how horrible your childhood was. May I give you a scratch?”
He nodded.
She scratched over his shirt. “I could kill Vasil … after I confess him.”
“I’m all for it. But it won’t work. He’s far better protected than me. I want better days ahead for my Ursabel. That’s why I must remain here and get the people to rebel.”
“I like rebellion,” she said, touching his arm, trickles of warmth flowing. It tasted delicious, with flavors of vanilla, citrus, and honey.
“You need to feed,” he said, glancing at her hand. “Have you gotten enough from my citizens?”
“You’re thoughtful. I’ve found some. Your males are lonely.”
“It’s Vasil, the damn tapestries, and other inventions. Everything is depressing. The arena is about the only thing people look forward to. Enough about that. Would you like to feed on me? Safely, I hope?”
Despite his improved physique and obvious desire to sleep with her, she worried about her strength. “You sure you can handle me?”
“No, but let’s find out.” He moved to a small table and sat in an arm-wrestling pose.
After walking over, she sat down and grasped his stiff hand, trickles of warmth flowing to her heart.
“Can you stop your ki drain while we do this?”
With slow breaths while focusing her mind, his hand warmed. “You know all my powers?”
“I’m well educated, even about such legends as mavki.” Head sideways, he asked, “Those tattoos on your forearms, are they part of your cover?”
“No. I got them recently. They’re from Skadni, my two-headed dog familiar that merged with me.”
“Really? Can you summon them back?”
“Haven’t figured that out yet.”
“Maybe my wizards could help. After your assignment?”
“Mother’s working on it.”
“You’re in expert hands then.” He glanced at her wings. “Your wings are menacing. Can you fold them back?”
“Trying to get every edge?”
“Something like that.”
While she folded her wings back, he shoved his hand against hers. Taken by surprise, her arm went down a little.
“Such a cheater,” she said, forcing a yawn.
“By the Circles,” he groaned, arm shaking. “How hard … are you trying?”
Bored, she gazed around the room. “Maybe ten percent strength?” She yawned again, pushing his arm down to the table, letting go with a wink.
He grimaced, holding his arm. “I knew you were strong, but transformed … you’re extraordinary.” He delicately touched her jagged knuckles. “You could cut someone to pieces with a punch.”
They compared arms—his toned, and hers ripped.
“I’m a mavka of might. What can you do?”
“Maybe more snake venom,” he said, and they both laughed. “You’re too dangerous. Can you revert?”
“Give me a second.” She became her humanoid self.
“Your wings, tail, and bones just retracted … and your skin sealed without scars.”
“Cool, right?”
“Yes. Now let’s go again!”
She took his taut hand. A furious struggle ensued, but she bore him down. Both panting, she said, “You were close.”
“Fuck!” he roared, standing then lifting his chair, throwing it against the wall. One leg cracked off as it crashed to the floor. “How?”
“I’m still pretty cut,” she said, flexing one arm, “and Mother says my human body is enhanced a little now. Too bad for you.”
“I’m going to beat you at this if it kills me.”
“Shut up and get in bed. I was going to be a mavka dominatrix, but you’ll have to settle for human Saffa.”
“I noticed. What disturbing delight did you have planned?”
She shrugged. “Guess you’ll never know.”
“Too bad. Just so we’re clear, I’m not settling for anything. Human Saffa is way hotter.”
“You can’t handle mavka Saffa, anyway.”
He ambled to his bed, sitting again. “True enough. Lay down. I’ll be on top for a change.”
After retrieving her three dragon fire peppers from the dresser, she sauntered over and tossed them on the bed.
While she stripped out of her black outfit, his gaze remained riveted.
She ignited her finger. “Wrong. Get undressed.”
His clothes came off in record time, then he spread out on the bed.
“No, Elarion,” she said, hopping on the bed and standing between his legs. “Kneel.”
He shifted while nibbling on his lip and kneeled, his gaze rising.
She shoved him with one bare foot on his chest and held him flat. “What should we do with these peppers?”
“I remember the one,” he said through a strained breath. “I can’t imagine doing three.”
“The night is young, my duke,” she said, removing her foot, glancing down at his fucking hot abs. “You really have gotten stronger.”
“Not strong enough.”
“Keep training,” she said, relaxing down over him, her hair falling over his face. “Maybe next year.”
“Maybe,” he said, gazing up at her with his charming smile, playing with her hair. Despite his mind’s shield, his lust seeped through.
“You never could resist me,” she said, relaxing down upon him.
“No, Heir Saffa.”
“That title turns me on.”
“So does this,” he said, reaching for his length. “And my fertility suppressant.”
He had mentioned the potions he drank regularly to sterilize his seed last time, too. With her mavka ki unleashed, it likely didn’t matter anymore, but she appreciated his thoughtfulness.
“Since I’ve emerged,” she said, pulling his hand away and holding it, “my insides are too hot for unprotected mortals. You’ll need my ice.” She gripped his phallus, spreading frost on it.
His breath caught in his throat. “Hot on the inside now?”
“Fucking hot.”
Their escapades lasted until morning.
* * *
Lit by the dim chandelier, Saffa lay awake next to a sleeping Elarion. Their clothes littered the floor. A grandfather clock in his room ticked past late morning. Restless with his ki, she didn’t sleep.
Mischievous, she grabbed the last dragon fire pepper from his nightstand and chewed it up. With a deep exhale, an aromatic cloud of spicy steam wafted around his face. But he still slept. Maybe some fire to wake him up.
She could shoot some into her throat and breathe it out, but being a mavka would be more fun, and she figured she could breathe like a dragon with her transformation, so she kneeled between his legs, her transformation ensuing. Fire swirled around her eyes and hands. She lifted her wings with tail curved forward, furrowing her brows, mouth opened wide, ready to scare the shit out of him.
A flurry of knocks awoke him.
“Cease your knocking, or you’ll rue the day!”
Smoke spewed from her mouth, engulfing his head. “Mortal! Your life force is mine. Prepare to die!” She lunged for his neck with hands in claw position while emitting a harsh growl.
“Shit!” he yelled, scooting back in panic. “By the Hells, you’re terrifying … terrifyingly beautiful. Never do that again. Holy. Fuck.”
Smoke puffed as she revealed the chewed-up pepper and her slithering, flaming tongue. “Would you like me to spice up your morning?”
He scooted closer and reached for her breasts.
“No touching allowed when I’m a mavka,” she said, pushing him down, holding him flat with one finger despite his resistance.
“By the Hells … just your finger?” He nodded with a grin of eagerness. “Give me your fire breath, followed by frost.”
Thrilled by his enthusiasm, she conjured fire from her belly. With a sizzling roar, she breathed a pepper-filled firebomb, strafing his torso.
“Shit, shit!”
She cooled down, her wintry breath frosting his heated skin.
“You’re ruining me,” he said, a deep moan persisting.
“How so?”
“Your elemental teases and mavka muscles. I’ve never felt or seen anything like it. I’ll never be satisfied by another. You’re too much.”
“You mean these muscles?” she asked, flexing her bulging biceps.
“Saffa!” he hissed, reaching for them.
She used telekinesis to nudge him down while pulling the sheets off his bottom half, noting his erection. “Looks like you’re not ruined enough.”
“I. Want. You. Again and again!”
“Like this?” she asked, rubbing her breasts.
“Fuck me, demon Saffa.”
“If you insist.”
“Wait … I don’t do demons. Be human, dammit!”
“Poor Elarion.” She relaxed and reverted. A feisty throw banished the covers, and she grasped his phallus. “I believe this is mine. Oh! Definitely mine.”
He kissed her neck in the sweet spot, but the knocking came again. Louder.
“By the Hells!” he yelled while sliding out of bed. “Hide under the sheets until I send them away.”
“No,” she said, standing, holding her hands behind her head. Eyes on his naked ass, she lusted after his muscular body.
“Your fire tornado wrecked the place,” he said, wandering to the door, looking anywhere but where she wanted him to.
“I’ve got another one waiting for you,” she said, angling her hips, “but you must look at me.”
“What?” His eyes returned, glued to her groin.
“So lustful, Elarion.”
“Damn you, Saffa!” he said with heavy breaths, reversing course, nearing her, his tongue out. “I’m going to devour you.”
Something pounded on the door twice.
“It’ll be the fucking blocks!”
She giggled.
He gave her an amused glance before jogging to the door, grabbing the knob.
She considered warning him about his nakedness and erection but wanted to see what would happen when he opened it, so she silently hid under the sheets.
He yanked the door open. “My palace better be on fire!”
With a multitude of gasps, it slammed shut.
“Thanks for the warning, Saffa.”
She laughed hysterically.
After pulling his shirt and pants on, he hid Saffa’s clothes, lash, and black outfit in the top dresser drawer. “Quiet your laughter, Saffa Nightwind.”
Hand over her mouth, she stifled her giggles; his use of her full name a first. “You going to discipline me?”
“By the Circles, I am.”
That she’d love to see … after he sent them away.
A heavy breath sputtered from his lips as he adjusted himself. He yanked the door open.
An eclectic group of bards pushed past. A woman stepped forward, wearing black pants with matching shirt, covered by a blue formal jacket.
“Long night, Your Grace? It’s dim in here.” She walked to the large window and opened the shudders. Daylight streamed through. “That’s better.” She strolled back to him, hand extended. “I’m Kenzie.”
Elarion took it, his head tilting. “Hi, Kenzie. Perhaps my study would be a better location to discuss whatever the Hells you’re here for. Please leave.”
“We waited there for hours. It’s almost midday. Besides, Loomsight Entertainment[68] has a business proposition. One that’ll make us both rich.”
Elarion grinned while rubbing his eyes. “On second thought, stay. Tell me more about these riches.”
“The latest craze sweeping the planet is Riddle Recipe Revelry, or Triple R, as the citizens like to say.”
The show had come up a few times in the kitchens. Created one year ago, it streamed from Snikm’s massive coliseum, finding greatest popularity in Ursabel and Bratgon. A charismatic sorceress named Kolana had taken over hosting duties last month, causing the show’s meteoric rise. Each episode now began with a mysterious or shocking introduction. Contestants cooked insane recipes in teams. Unexpected elements threw chaos into the culinary challenges, resulting in mayhem. Failed creations resulted in hilarious or painful consequences. A few competitors almost died.
“I’m familiar with the show.”
“Ratings are at an all-time high, and we’ve decided you’ll star in a prime-time episode. More may follow, depending on this first show.”
“How does this help me?”
“Your Grace, advertising revenues are also at all-time highs! We offer you a percentage share of profits from each episode you star in. Having you on the tapestries will captivate, I’m sure.”
“I require seventy percent.”
“And yet you’ll only get forty.”
“Make it fifty, with a guarantee of my safety, and you have a deal.”
“Done,” Kenzie said, shaking Elarion’s hand. “We’ll be back with a blood contract tonight.”
He yawned. “Good.”
“One more thing. Your first episode will have a surprise royal guest from Bratgon. Master Chef Pavlo will be paired with this person, revealed live when the show starts.”
“How … intriguing.”
“You’ll need a partner. It’s a team competition.”
Another bard stepped forward, his face full of enthusiasm. “Your Grace, all Snikm is abuzz about beguiling desserts. It’s the latest craze. Most stores are sold out of Golden Scarab Honey, the key ingredient.”
Saffa smacked her forehead, moving the sheets.
Some bards looked at the bed with knowing glances.
“What are you getting at?” Elarion asked, standing between them and his bed.
“Everyone wants to know which of your chefs is responsible for these desserts. We know the recipes come from your kitchen. You must pick this chef as your partner.”
“By the Hells.”
“Your Grace?”
“She’ll be there. Her name’s Myra Thornfield, a recent hire with a flair for … desserts.”
“Wonderful, Your Grace!”
Kenzie stepped in front again. “We’ve heard of her. This will make for a magnificent show. The earnings will be tremendous.”
“I hope so.”
I’m famous for sensual desserts! Perhaps, in the future, Saffa would form a corporation to sell her treats.
“We’ll be back this evening with the contract. Please inform Myra of her participation. We go on air one week from today!”
Elarion shook hands with the bards, then they scurried out. He kicked the door closed, locking it with a grunt.
“Well, Saffa, your fame grows here in my Ursabel. You okay to do the show? I can rescind if there’s a problem.”
“I’d love to,” she said, rolling out of bed. Appearing on magic screens before millions of eyes intrigued her, especially with the amount of ki she might siphon in the arena.
He gaped at her while closing the window shudders. “You better get dressed, or I won’t get anything done today. Grab whatever you want.”
At his armoire, she perused his silk robes, taking her time.
A buzz vibrated inside an ornate oak desk. He dashed over and pulled out a thin stone tablet[69].
“Not now!” he growled at a man’s image. With his flick, the image disappeared. He threw it back in a drawer. “You’re still not dressed,” he said, gazing upon her backside.
She glanced at him, shrugging. “Is there a problem?”
“No. Yes. I’m not looking at you. It’s the only way to resist.” He sat in a plush chair behind the desk, ruffling through scrolls. “Fuck, profits are down seven percent from my vineyards.”
She didn’t give a shit about profits. She wanted ki-draining sex and hoped plenty of time remained before dinner shift.
“What time is it?”
He yawned, pointing to the grandfather clock.
She looked. So much time.
“Saffa, I have a thought. We could use your orb on Vasil.”
“I thought you said he was too protected?”
“He is. But we could ambush him at the arena inside a staging bunker.”
She grabbed a black robe and held it in front of her as she ambled to his desk.
Elarion looked up.
She spread her legs a bit, dropping the robe.
“It’s so perfect,” he whispered, staring at her groin. Head shaking, he looked away.
She swept her leg across his desk, scattering whatever wherever. A quick jump on the desk, and she sat cross-legged, gazing down at him. “Tell me more.”
He put his hand over his eyes. “I’ll get Loomsight to pick Vasil for the show. We’ll ambush him in his bunker with my sympathetic wizards. With you as mavka, disabling his guards won’t be a problem, but we can’t kill anyone. Then we break Vasil’s wards, and you confess him. Your mind can alter their memories. We escape to our bunker, and the show goes on. Nobody notices.”
“You just came up with all that?”
“Yes.”
His quick thinking ignited her core, smoke simmering out. “How confident are you in Vasil’s selection?”
“I know people. If nothing else, I’ll bribe everyone.” He sniffed. “And you’re … smoking?”
His plan elated her and could save Nightwind. She grasped his hand, pulling it away from his face.
He closed his eyes.
“Smoking for you, Elarion.” Her primal hunger ignited, her transformation surging uncontrollably as she moaned from its power. “Now, gaze at my true form.”
“No, Saffa, not as mavka—you’ve had enough of my ki.”
“You can’t resist me,” she said in a sultry murmur. “Eyes open. Now. You want me to feast.”
With a deep breath, he opened his eyes, his lust and awe a titillating thunderstorm in her heart. “Damn you, succubus.”
“Shirt. Now.”
He pulled it off, handing it to her while looking away.
She threw it down and used a finger to turn his gaze to her breasts. Tongue sliding along her lips, she enjoyed his angled features and muscles.
“How long is it now?”
After a few scoots, she raised her wings, extended her legs, pinning his arms with her thighs, her tongue extending a way, grazing his lips before retracting. “That long.”
“Oh … fuck …”
“My thoughts precisely.” With her palm, she nudged his head down, an invitation for his mouth. “Elarion … I’m still hungry. Are you?”
“Still? I’m late … for … something.” He fumbled in a drawer, retrieving the tablet again, his restrained arms making it awkward.
“You sure about that?” she asked, applying gentle pressure to the back of his head with her tail, coaxing him closer.
“No,” he said, tablet falling out of his hand.
She relaxed her legs. “Good. Your pants are mine.”
Eyes never leaving her, he stood, his chair toppling backward as he took them off, holding them out.
With a quick snatch, she threw them elsewhere.
He grabbed her knees with chilly hands, his warmth gushing to her as he groaned, straining to remove his hands but failing.
“Saffa,” he said with fear, “wait … this will kill me … Change back … please.”
Her hunger burned—she wanted to devour this duke. “No!” she said, her voice a deep, otherworldly growl. “Your ki and soul are mine.”
“Saffa!” he pleaded, finding her fiery eyes. “Stop! Don’t make me signal the alarm.”
A fleeting image of the castle battle, with Soren on her back while she abused her possession, made her stop. Ice in her veins cooled her off, and she became her humanoid self. Elarion’s hands warmed.
“I’m sorry, Elarion … I took it too far. Forgive me?”
His lips neared her knee. “Thank Brigid you’re human again. All is forgiven if you promise to stay human while we do this.”
She leaned back, spreading her legs, her somber mood morphing back to lust in an instant. “I promise, but I’m still going to drain you.”
“Fine by me.” He kissed her inner thigh, slowly working kisses nearer, making her simmer with pleasure. His warm, wet tongue licked just above her clit.
She tightened with desire, leaning forward with her head down, observing.
He licked and sucked with expert strokes, adding one finger, petting her bud.
Hot, aching sensations rippled through her body, and her head flew back, a moan shooting from her lips.
“Looks like you can’t resist me, either,” he said, looking up. “I’ve never tasted you before. So fucking good. Like the finest sweet spices … juicy … warm.”
“More, damn you!”
With fervor, his tongue lapped. When he added his curling fingers and stroked inside, her mind went hapless, back arched, cramping, aching pleasure making her scream with an orgasm.
He grabbed under her shoulders and shoved her down on the desk with a crash.
She tried to fight, but her climax lingered from his oral wizardry. “Elarion!” she squealed at his greedy gaze with a thrill. “Quite a tongue you have, my suave duke.”
“I duel wield. But only for you.” Mouth all over her lips, he entered below.
“Such words excite me,” she murmur-kissed.
He angled his hips with adept thrusts.
She gasped at his tight pushes, icing her core to keep from burning him.
“Saffa! Your insides!”
“Surprise,” she said, grappling, throwing herself, and him, off the desk. They smashed on the floor with her on the bottom, where she massaged his phallus with warm squeezes, each eliciting a hot sensation shooting from core to heart.
“You’ve weakened me,” he groaned, eyes rolling through hard breaths. “Can you give it back?”
With her tongue across his lips, hot sensations reversed, shooting from her heart to her tongue. “There you go.”
“Is it always so easy to give back?”
“It’s getting easier with practice,” she said with a voracious smile. “And look at that, you’re on top. How will you discipline me, Elarion?”
“Put your hands on the fucking desk, Nightwind,” he said, withdrawing, standing, a new and welcome fire in his eyes she had never seen before.
Since he used her surname alone for the first time, she knew this next part would be sublime.
With her gaze on him, she gripped the fine wood of his desk and braced herself, bearing everything for him. “Fuck me, Elarion. Fuck me so hard your desk slams against the wall. Let’s break it … together.”
Like a predator, he circled, ambling behind his desk, kicking his chair hard. It clattered away. Completing his trek, he stood behind her, grabbing her hair gently but firm, forcing her to look straight ahead. “No looking, Saffa.”
She loved him giving the commands for once.
His phallus teased her entrance. With a sudden thrust, he threw himself into her, forcing her taut arms against the desk. It scooted. A lengthy act of pelvic sorcery followed. By the end, several cracks split his desk … and the wall.
* * *
Near the abyss’s bottom, Soren stood with Zelene and Chastity on a protruding cliff face. All swayed with exhaustion.
Having caught him and the mare and healed them, Zelene had battled through two more swarms of alkonosts before they landed here, resting for hours.
“Zelene,” Soren said. “I can see you’re spent. Please take what you need.”
“Soren, my friend, I’ll be okay.”
“How much further?”
“A short flight down, and we’ll land at the shrine.” Zelene hopped onto Chastity and pulled Soren up in front. “One day, your arm will be whole, and you’ll become a legendary wizard.”
Doubt filled him, as he had been useless for their flight down the abyss. “Maybe, Zelene, but I’ve been of little use to you. I’m just dead weight.”
“Don’t say such things. All of us have times when we need a caregiver. Or when we give the care.”
“That’s right,” the mare said. “You all ready to go?”
“Zelene,” he said, wishing he could kiss her. “Thanks for protecting me.”
“It’s such a pleasure,” she said, removing a glove to touch his face with tenderness. “Being with you these last weeks has brought so much joy to my life. I’ll treasure these memories forever.”
Warmed by her words, he sniffled. “When we’re done here, I have lots of things to talk about with you.”
“I look forward to it.”
“Don’t make me cry, dammit.” The mare looked back at Zelene with fiery tears, and Zelene rubbed her flaming mane.
They dove.
Despite these repeated dives, the sinking of his stomach never got better, and his body tensed.
Almost there, Soren. You’re a brave warrior.
Tell my stomach.
The mavka held him tighter.
At its bottom, the abyss gradually angled back. When they passed the threshold, an endless, expansive cavern spread out before them. Above, uneven, bright crimson rock gleamed, adorned with black stalactites. The surface appeared much like the ceiling of Nightwind’s archives.
They descended through a dark haze.
The bottom came into view. Dark, jagged rocks and hills shaped the surface below, lined with huge red mushrooms, towering black trees with dancing branches, glowing blue shrubs, and rivers of yellow lava. Countless carcasses of alkonosts littered the ground below the abyss. Demon corpses dotted the area.
Ahead, a large crystal patio of silver stretched out. Behind it stood Demvora’s shrine. Majestic and exquisite, a black base rose, topped by a central red dome, a gray sphere with a mavka on top decorating it. Pillars of gold traced the perimeter, each lit by an eternal azure brazier. Beyond the steps, grand yellow doors with blue handles allowed access from the front. The River Styx, black lava boiling, carved a path behind.
Farther back, a city like no other stole Soren’s breath, one he had read about in the archives. Haphazard buildings of bone and obsidian spread from roof to ground, forming an infinite, chaotic tapestry. Structures shifted around like living organisms. Some vanished, reappearing in other places at random. A mangled, colossal beast’s carcass of bones wove through it.
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“Erebus,” Zelene said. “Capital of the Underworld, built on the remains of Vritra[70] the Devourer.”
“Pretty cool, huh, Soren?” Chastity asked.
“Messy. But impressive!”
Legions of demons congregated below; some a mixture of beast or animal forms, others with bizarre bodies. Pure energies, like fire or shadow, composed a good number, the rest almost human, save for unique markers like extra limbs, scaly skin, tails, or wings. At the patio’s edge stood a monstrous, terrifying demon. Skinned with obsidian rock and fiery veins, spikes covered his steaming back. He bore thick legs and arms, a grotesque mouth wrapping halfway around his head, dripping with molten spittle. His single blazing eye narrowed.
Fear crawled up Soren’s spine as he identified the creature, found in the demon lord section of Book of Beasts. Balor[71], a titan of Navia.
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Zelene, I know who he is.
Balor. The worst of us. Looks like he’s aware of our descent.
“I hate this guy,” Chastity said. “He’s a real asshole.”
“I will parlay,” Zelene told them.
All eyes met the trio as they landed twenty feet away from the titan.
Zelene lifted her visor. Brimstone raided Soren’s nostrils.
Soren gazed up at Balor, coughing, freezing in terror. The demon lord’s sketch in the book paled compared to this frightful entity looming above him.
“Zelene.” The demon lord’s voice was a rumbling fissure. “I’ve been expecting you.”
“I bring a guest to our holy shrine.”
“Yes, the pale mortal. How dare you defile my Underworld with this wretch!”
“I’m his champion, and as such, you must let us pass.”
Hisses and murmurings sounded.
“Silence, whelps!”
The background noise cut out sharply.
“This mortal is mine to consume.”
One demon squealed, and the titan snapped him up, eating him in a single bite, splattering parts of the carcass around.
“Anyone else want to have an outburst?”
Silence reigned.
Icy adrenaline ran through Soren’s veins. What should we do?
I must face him. Alone.
I’ll fight with you.
You’re my ward, and I must get you safely inside the shrine, she thought, lifting him off the mare and setting him down.
“By our sacred rites[72], I challenge you for his soul!” The mavka closed her visor. Golden bracelets materialized on her wrists. Horseshoes of the same hue gleamed on the mare’s hooves.
“What she said!” Chastity snorted crimson fire.
* * *
Against his will, Soren walked around Balor toward the shrine. Hordes of demons watched him; some seething, others contemplative.
“No! I want to fight with you!”
Only when he accepted Zelene’s wishes in his heart did her force relinquish, his own thoughts driving his feet again, enabled by her possession. He hobbled, stepping onto the glistening crystal surface. It reflected the frightful environment.
“Challenge accepted,” Balor said, his eye tracking Soren with contempt. “Everyone else, stand aside.”
Demons scattered, leaving a large area around the pair.
Balor leaped, landing before Zelene, dark flames billowing. An awful hum vibrated as a beam of darkfire blasted down from his eye.
Zelene hopped off Chastity, and the mare flew up, swallowing the ray. She disintegrated into fine coal dust.
Demons cheered, an ominous tide.
“One down, one to go,” Balor said, black tongue lathering his chops with fire. He pivoted and strode toward Soren. “Would be a shame if an accident killed this pest.”
Soren, gasping at the mare’s death, found Zelene with his eyes. He stumbled backward, sorrow clamping his chest.
Zelene zoomed and landed just shy of the crystal floor. Vogsok floated as she cast her helm back toward Soren, freeing her rainbow hair to flow wide down her back. She grabbed it again.
“You cannot touch him!”
In awe of her courage, Soren picked up her helm, the warm, smooth texture offering some hope.
Back, Soren. Hurry!
At a jog, he increased the distance, nearing the shrine. He turned to face her, trusting in her power to save him, but confused why she had given him her helm. Maybe it affected her vision, and she needed it unimpeded for this harrowing duel.
Howls and stomping echoed as a massive darkfire greatsword spread from Balor’s blazing hands. He held it high, lava spitting from his mouth as he stomped, quaking the ground.
Like a small stone facing a smith’s pulverizing strike, Zelene stood below the great demon, firm, with her head up. “I’m Ishethra’s herald and guardian of Soren. You cannot have him!”
With a terrible hiss, darkfire swung down.
Vogsok and shield crossed.
“Divictus!” she yelled.
Rainbow light flashed with a thundercrack. The demon lord’s weapon exploded into black sludge blobs. Some landed on the crystal flour, devouring it, exposing the Everdark[73].
Balor staggered back and roared, warping the air with a sound of volcanic eruptions. He lumbered, spreading his hands, forming an immense red ball and chain. Cruel and barbed, darkfire crawled throughout as he whirled it wide with a deafening whoosh. Demon chants, just background noise against the thunderous spin of the chain, added a grim chorus.
Eyes blinded and ears ringing, Soren thought, Zelene, you’ll be okay, right?
Get to the shrine.
He heaved with raspy breaths, shuffling backward, blurry gaze fixed on her as he approached the shrine’s steps.
Zelene flew above the patio to Balor’s eye level and switched to her glaive. “Thou art barred!”
“You can’t hide over holy ground, succubus. I rule the Underworld, and I say your soul challenge negates Demvora’s promise of peace.” As a colossal whirlwind of lava and chain, the demon lord sprang up at her.
The dark mavka darted down. “Defiler! I smite thee!” she yelled, ramming her glaive up through his chest with a sick crack. Its xanet blade punctured his back, spewing fire and radiant shafts of purple light.
Balor’s howl shattered the air as his chain lashed away. It struck the distant crimson rock ceiling, carving a massive cavern above Erebus. Molten rock rained ruin upon portions of the capital.
The great demon grabbed Zelene with hands as large as her. Torrents of roaring lava from his mouth engulfed her, pouring down like molasses.
With her shout, they plunged and crashed into the patio’s center, sundering it in an explosion of flame. Jagged crystal edges around the gaping hole glowed crimson. Lost pieces fell.
Heat washed over Soren as fire lunged for his robes and sulfur seared his nose. Eyes recovering, he spied a fading fireball below through the gaping hole.
Demons hooted, stomped, and roared.
Body shaking in fright, Soren’s feet bumped into the shrine’s steps, and he fell to his knees.
Zelene, angel of Navia, come back to me. Please.
Goodbye, Soren. My spirit shall always be with you. Go now and be strong for me.
No! No! No! he thought, holding his head, whimpering.
The falling duo exploded, spreading a vast halo of pink light upward. A booming, fiery shockwave shattered the remaining crystal patio, spraying shards and causing him burns and cuts.
A violent quake struck the Underworld; winged demons dove at the opening.
Pain stung his body, woe crushing his heart. Lamenting these scavengers, he lurched backward just as the crystal floor plunged beneath his feet. He fell on the shrine’s marble steps and screamed.
Zelene and Chastity would be reborn long after his death, no doubt, all memories of them gone with his reincarnation.
With their overlord slain, demonic pandemonium ensued.
He wanted to die but forced his mind on her last wish: to enter the shrine and be strong. Through tear-filled eyes, he glimpsed golden-grand doors embossed with a mavka. With arms raised, broad-razored wings graced her back. Three forked tails spread around her waist and legs. She wore red and black robes, a phoenix mask covering her face, her long black hair flowing.
Unable to process the image because of sorrow, he gripped the helmet tighter and used it to push a door handle. He fell through the opening door, collapsing on a cold floor.
The door slammed shut with a crash. Zelene’s presence, having blessed him for weeks with her warm, kind, protective possession, left him like a fall breeze sweeping leaves from trees.
He curled around her helm of warm steel and wept for his fallen angel and her noble steed.
27 - Quandary


“Archdevils draw power from blood spilled. The greater volume given, the more powerful the effect. When given willingly, the effects grow exponentially.”
— The Known Realms, Vol. II.
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Fifty leagues north of Coswom, Kaevan, hunched over the stern, worried for their crew. A weeklong chase and battle, with ever nearing blasts from Bratgon’s ironclads[74], threatened to destroy their wooden pirate ship. With the fight against darkfire, Zmey, and airships, many holes adorned their craft. Pirates fought frantically below deck to keep from sinking.
I’m exhausted, Irvan thought, the use of his water magic to create fog and help the crew below in earlier days draining much of his ki.
And I’m sick, Kaela returned. I need to eat.
Four successive explosions of water blasted just feet from them.
Shit, that was close! Kaela thought. Another minute, and they’ll be within range. Time to summon Haldra. Before leaving, the darkling had left them an emergency cocktail to summon her—a breach of the portal pact technically, but it could be done below decks, out of sight. Let’s get back to my quarters.
Inside her flooded room, they found a vial of seething black fluids floating, its color gold to her eyes. They grabbed it and smashed it against the wall. Smoke made a large oval, igniting in crimson.
Haldra stepped out. “What am I looking at?” she asked, head sideways.
“Kaevan,” they said.
“All right, Kaevan, report.”
You talk to her, Irvan thought.
“Haldra, I saved Irvan’s life by merging. Is Zelene available to heal?”
“Shit … no. She awaits rebirth.”
“What happened?”
“Balor. Dead. We need to throw you in the Ocean of Torment. There, you can separate and, hopefully, the waters heal him.”
“She killed Balor by sacrificing herself?”
“That’s what I’ve heard. Let’s get this operation going. I brought help. You two, come on out.”
Eris whirled out of the portal, swirling in gray winds. “Why hello! What troubles you?”
“Lots of assholes outside,” Kaevan said. “Give ’em Hells!”
The ala flew through the ceiling. High in the sky, she spun.
Clouds darkened and gathered rapidly, casting a dark shadow on Bratgon’s navy. Thunderbolts streaked, a deep rumble persisting. Rope tornadoes descended. Like angry serpents, they whipped and lunged at the ironclads. A few capsized, plunging to watery graves. Others reeled, tossed about on the vengeful ocean.
Leshka stepped out of the portal. “How can I help?”
“See to their crew,” Haldra said. “Prepare to scuttle the ship with black powder and fuse. Everyone brings loot here. Just throw it through the portal.”
The vila ran off, tending to the injured with healing touches while giving instructions.
A frenzy of loot collecting began. Ironclad shots hit the stern, causing an enormous crash, and the ship lurched backward. Everyone collected what they could in a last-ditch effort as the ship listed. The last crew member, hauling a large sack of metals, entered Haldra’s portal.
Eris returned. “That’ll teach them!”
“Time to go,” Haldra said, and the others zipped through the gateway.
The darkling strode down to the ship’s midsection, where water rose. A large netting of black powder bags and kegs hung from the ceiling. She touched Fulgsta to a fuse, igniting it, before sloshing back to the portal, leaving no trace. A monstrous explosion tore the ship in half. Both ends sank quickly as ironclads neared.
* * *
Tariq sat in Archon Zofiel’s office, his journey through Samatria complete. He had traveled through their cities, advocating for Nightwind’s fight for freedom and Samatria’s security—a difficult endeavor with mixed results. A portal of azure fire sizzled nearby, opened by request to his wife, whom he longed to be with. Tied up with things, she couldn’t be here to take him home personally.
Beside him lay Griffin’s Cry, a gray horn crafted from bone. It could unleash vast tempests. Next to it, The Kule Kosteky rested, an orb with a silver eye inside. Powered by gleipnir, it would allow magical detection over all Nightwind.
Zofiel entered through a door, holding a black lens swirling with white smoke. She set it by the other two artifacts. “Ishethra, you agreed to trade Maelthra’s Chains.”
Idrys’ voice yelled through the gateway, “Sorry, Archon, it’s just me. Incoming!”
Two silver chains hurled through the gateway and fell to the floor. A soft hum emanated from them, their aura of power causing the hair on his skin to stand up.
“I’ll just leave them there,” Tariq said, wary of them.
“Good idea. One should wear gloves when handling her chains. I have news of the Zmey graveyard.”
Bad news awaited, given her expression.
“Proceed.”
“It is … barren.” She ended with a frustrated sigh. “Tariq, I apologize for this. I’ll find the traitors and close the leaks.”
“Archon, please let me know if Nightwind can assist. All our resources are at your disposal.”
“I know the problem originated in Ursabel. We need your best spy to work with ours. He’s ready when you are.”
“Alonka is tied up at the moment. I’ll let you know when she’s ready.”
“I remember her from the Dread War. Her commentary and insults to Goryn during such a tense battle were the stuff of legend.”
“Yes, such a unique woman.”
“You should get going, Tariq. Please call again soon.”
“Freedom carry you, Archon,” Tariq said, collecting the artifacts, wishing they had given more of them.
After bowing, he left through the portal, and it sizzled away.
* * *
One month into her assignment, Saffa sat in her room, staring at the Voraxmor ceremony pamphlet, eager to discover what Josnel might be up to, and slay him. Coincidently, Lioris had invited her to attend it during dinner shift, and she’d agreed. They soon rented a carriage, arriving at the shrine just before dusk. The place swarmed with people and chekas. Signs everywhere announced the open house ceremony of healing.
The pair walked inside.
“Do we need tickets?” Lioris asked an usher.
“No, everyone is welcome here. Right this way.”
Escorted down a flight of stairs and through an extravagant hallway, they ended at off-white doors. They opened by themselves, leading to the ground floor of a great and spacious auditorium.
“Enjoy and stay open-minded,” the usher said, leaving through the door.
Thousands of people filled fine leather seats in sloped rows. Flanked by white walls, a marble stage at the center bore multiple lighting fixtures above. Magical screens hung high above the stage, showing it up close. Painted murals depicted angelic beings healing the sick and casting out demons, each demon mutilated with huge horns and frightful features.
Two young men approached. “Hi, Lioris, I remember you!” one said with enthusiasm. He reached into a nearby dresser and produced two white robes. “You’ll want these for the ceremony.”
“Yeah, a costume party,” Saffa said, taking a robe and pulling it over her right shoulder.
“Left shoulder first,” one said in his irritating voice.
She put her hands up in mock surrender, shifting it to avoid causing a scene. Later, she planned to reverse it.
Lioris put her robe on her left shoulder.
The young man gave them a white handkerchief each.
“Handy,” Saffa said. “In case I have to blow my nose.”
“Do not desecrate Voraxmor’s white and delightsome cloth. It’s for the chant of law and light.”
“Right …”
“Thank you,” Lioris said.
He offered two ceremonial knives.
“Such a beautiful knife.” Lioris took one. “What’s it for?”
“Sacrifice for blessings.”
Saffa took the other. Blessings, my tail … this is going to get bloody.
She chose a seat in the back row by the aisle, wanting an escape route in case things went south. In her seat, she shifted her robe back over her right shoulder with a defiant smirk.
“Like the drawings, Lioris?”
“The angels … they’re beautiful,” Lioris said, a tear glistening in her eye.
“So beautiful,” Saffa deadpanned.
“Those demons are frightening!”
“Yup …”
With the auditorium full, the young men scurried out. The lights went out.
Silence.
A spotlight clicked, illuminating center stage. A middle-aged man stood, wearing white robes. “Gathered faithful,” he said, his amplified voice exuding authority, “we gather here, witnesses to the light of Voraxmor. In these last days, darkness and evil run amuck!”
Saffa squirmed in her chair.
“Demons everywhere lead us astray and devour our souls. But fear not! For Voraxmor guides us. The holy Twelve are your salvation and cast out such evil. Please join me in welcoming one of these very twelve, Josnel Soneph!”
The hair on Saffa’s neck stood up. From the Veil memory, Saffa remembered his arrogant, pale face. And his stupid blood contract with Soren. She clenched her teeth, chest and arms tightening.
The stage lit up as Josnel stepped out from a veil behind the stage, wearing white robes over his left shoulder, adorned with blue and red religious symbols, just like the building’s exterior and Roland’s ritual. His lip smack pierced Saffa’s ears in the worst way.
“Are you not edified?”
Everyone stood, cheering, the deafening noise unpleasant.
She stood, covering her ears, shoulder blades burning with senses heightened, his true nature revealed.
He’s an infernal. A devil. How do I know? Regardless of the mechanism of knowledge, she wanted to banish him to the Hells.
The cheering subsided.
Lioris faced her. “Myra, what’s wrong?”
“I’m … I’m … just overwhelmed at his holiness,” she said, forcing her mavka form away, mentally fighting to avoid running down the aisle and unleashing her magic on him—she must know his schemes first.
Everyone sat down with a cacophony of seat noises.
“Tonight, each of you will bear witness to the healing power and light of Voraxmor. Your sacrifices will cast out dark and demonic forces afflicting this poor unfortunate soul.” Josnel motioned to his side, and another man hobbled forward, wearing white robes on his left shoulder and a poofy white hat, his face bandaged, hiding most of it.
Saffa, the fire head thought. Smell.
Josnel? Yeah, he’s a devil.
No, the icy head thought. Other one. Familiar.
Who?
Fuzzy, the heads thought. Get closer?
She considered using her heat shadow or thermal echoes, but vanishing before Lioris’ or other nearby eyes would be a problem, so she slid out of her seat and crawled down the aisle, hoping the darkness of the auditorium would conceal her from the ushers.
“Do you have faith to be healed, brother?”
The man in bandages kneeled, his voice hoarse. “I do.”
A hand grasped Saffa’s shoulder. “Back to your seat—now.”
She froze, glancing back, viewing a stern cheka. Where the Hells did he come from?
“His holiness signs autographs afterward.”
“I really want the first one,” she said, playing along. If she fought now, all Hells would break loose—she couldn’t risk it. “But I’ll wait.”
Josnel pulled a parchment from his robes. The sick man read it.
“And do you swear to keep these holy covenants?”
“Yes.”
The cheka escorted her back to her seat then strode through a door made to look like the wall.
Couldn’t tell fresh smell, Skadni’s heads told her.
Creepy cheka. Sorry, Skadni, we’ll have to get Josnel after the ceremony in a back alley or something.
“All arise,” Josnel said.
Seat creaks and flip sounds filled the chamber as people stood. Saffa begrudgingly stood, too.
“Chosen ones, switch your robes to your right shoulder.”
Cloth rustled en masse as people obeyed.
Saffa switched her robe to her left shoulder with a face full of rebellion.
“You have it on the wrong shoulder,” Lioris told her, her face crinkled with worry as she reached out to help her adjust it.
Saffa’s finger nudged her away. “I’m perfect, just like I am.”
The large screens in front showed Josnel up close. “Retrieve your holy knives.”
Here comes the blood.
An eerie metallic discord sounded.
Josnel held his handkerchief in his left hand, palm up with knife on top, his right palm down. “Hold the white and delightsome cloth of Voraxmor in your left hand with your holy knife.”
Everyone soon held a knife and white handkerchief in their left hand, right palms down.
Saffa ignored the commands, watching with contempt.
“With the blood of many, one will be whole!” After grabbing his knife, Josnel ran it under his handkerchief against his left palm. Crimson blood soiled the cloth. “Everyone, follow my light.”
The crowd copied him, including Lioris, whose eyes glazed over in a trance.
Shit, she’s under some kind of spell.
The soft cuts of flesh, when multiplied, produced a lingering slice. Even all the blood seeping out caused an audible squish. Must be my sensitive ears. Saddened by her friend being controlled, a stinging regret hit. She had done the same thing to Soren in battle over the castle. I was a real jerk. Nobody should be forced against their will. I’m sorry, Soren. I’ll make it up to you. Saffa pretended to cut herself to avoid drawing attention. Looks like I’m the only one not being controlled. Must be immune, given my demonic side.
Josnel held his bloodied handkerchief high. “Let our blood sacrifice heal you, brother. Do you swear by our eternal law to uphold the light of Voraxmor, cast out demons, and abolish chaos?”
Shadows swirled around the sick man, and he trembled, coughing as he bowed his head. “Yes.”
“Cast yourselves out, fucking infernals,” Saffa whispered to herself.
Josnel produced a quill from a pocket and poked his finger with it. Blood dripped down. He scribbled his signature on the parchment’s bottom. The other man did the same.
“Please join me in the covenant shout!”
All raised their bloodied hands and handkerchiefs.
Saffa tried to blow her nose in hers, but nothing came out. She spat in it instead.
Josnel led the congregation in a chant, flicking his blood-soaked handkerchief in rhythm.
Glory, glory, to law and the light.
Glory, glory, to law and the light.
Glory, glory, to law and the light.
Saffa whipped her handkerchief out of sync on purpose.
Deep laughter rolled through the auditorium.
“Did you just hear that laugh?” she asked Lioris.
“No, Myra. Are you sure you’re okay?”
She had heard it during Roland’s ritual, too, and assumed mortals couldn’t hear it.
A fiery heptagon appeared between Josnel and the sick man.
“I’m sure. You don’t see the fire either?”
“What fire? Are you hallucinating?”
“Never mind.”
The lights went out. Everyone gasped. When they came back on, only Josnel stood on stage, his knife, handkerchief, and parchment gone.
“It’s a miracle! Through your faith, he is risen and with his family backstage, all thanks to your sacrifices.”
A fanatical ensemble of cheers buzzed Saffa’s ears. Nausea overwhelmed her stomach.
She needed to get out—fast.
“Lioris, I don’t feel good. Can we go?”
“What, Myra?”
“We need to go now—I feel sick.”
“We can go.”
They got up and hurried to the doors, where a young man stood in a red outfit, opening one with a smile.
After exiting and heading upstairs, Lioris rented a carriage, and they arrived back to her quarters within an hour. During the trip, Saffa’s sickness had waned. Something about Josnel’s presence must’ve made her ill.
“Some ceremony, huh, Lioris?”
“I felt the light inside me. Like I knew everything Josnel said was true.”
Saffa wanted to gag herself but said, “Thanks for going with me. I need to sleep.”
Lioris gave her a quick hug, then entered her room, shutting the door softly.
Offended by the ritual and sad for Lioris and everyone else in it, Saffa meandered to her room, and lay on her bed, trying to decipher the ceremony. A fiery heptagon. Sinister laughter. Only she could see the magic and resist the urge to cut herself. Skadni had detected a familiar scent. Who could the sick man be? And Josnel, making another infernal contract, just like with Soren. The slaying of this unholy priest would wait another day. Lots of things to discuss with Mother when she returned home.
* * *
On the day of Triple R, an aggressive knock woke Saffa, her hair a tangled mess. She had fucked and ki-drained Elarion all night again, sleeping but one hour.
Off the bed, she removed her silk robe, sliding it under the bed next to some others, images of the duke riding her bringing a pleasured smile. Just a pinch, she opened the door.
“The show starts in two hours,” a man said. “We’re going to be late!”
“I need a few minutes.” She closed the door in his face.
Keen to get a confession from Vasil, she brushed out her hair and put it in a tight ponytail. With her chef’s attire and apron on, she concealed the invisibility potion in a shirt pocket and put the orb in her apron pouch, covered by a towel. Scimitar on her belt, she opened the door, ready for war.
“Your weapon, Miss Myra.”
“Is coming with me,” she said with a sharp glance. Any attempt for her weapon, and she would make him think twice.
The annoyed man led her to the front gate of Elarion’s estate.
Scrumptious as can be, the duke wore a blue silk shirt and black dress pants, standing by a fancy carriage. Fans screamed nearby.
“Well … Myra,” he said, yawning, gripping a rapier on his belt, “unlike me, you’re prepared for both baking and battle.”
Mindful of her public cover, she bowed. “Your Grace, it never hurts to bring a savory sword to a kitchen fight.”
He chuckled, extending his hand and helping her into the carriage.
Fans swarmed, but his guards pushed them back, escorting the carriage to the arena.
“Vasil will be in the opposite bunker,” Elarion informed her, hand over his mouth to hide his lips from prying eyes. “Once we get a signal, we move along a corridor and meet my wizards. Two wards to break: Vasil’s bunker and Vasil himself. Then you get the confession, wipe their minds, and we hurry back.”
“You did it then?” she asked, covering her own mouth.
“Yes, Loomsight confirmed Vasil’s appearance. Nobody suspects our true motives.”
“Nice going,” she said, noting dark circles under his eyes. “You getting enough sleep?”
“None, thanks to you. How about yourself?”
“When I’m supercharged with ki, I don’t need as much.”
“Lucky you.” After some silence, he asked, “How are you and Soren doing?”
All the weight and hurt of their sad state bubbled up again. “Yeah … Soren … a tale of betrayal, a shit storm, and severed arms. And a burned corpse.”
“Sorry, what?”
“It’s complicated.”
“Is he dead?”
“No, someone brought him back. But they couldn’t fix his arm.” On her mission, they had talked about Soren when the new dating glow filled her. Now? Just confusion, frustration and, above all, regret for hurting him.
“Ouch. Sorry I haven’t been more aware of your nation’s happenings. Do you still love him?”
“Maybe. You’re a lot more fun.”
“Don’t get any ideas—there’s no strings here. I enjoy our flings, but anything serious won’t work.”
Mouth angling in a smirk, she nodded. “Yeah, you’re not the settling down type.”
“Soren is, and he’s a gentleman. Plus, he has magic. Surely, you’ve used it during sex with him? I think you should give him a chance.”
A flood of sex memories from her world replayed, the magical intimacy her favorite, especially his moving ridges. The sensations felt real, making her tighten inside. But it didn’t matter now.
“We’ve tried. Things just haven’t worked. It’s not meant to be.”
“They will if you keep at it.”
“What makes you say that?”
“Because he’s a rock. A firm foundation. Unmoving. Reliable. Especially with his love for you.”
“When he’s not betraying me.”
“What did he do?”
“Sided with Roland over me as he tried to save me. I got banished instead, along with him and a moroi.”
“How did he die?”
“Yeah … that was my fault.”
“I guess you’re even. I want to hear that tale another time. His betrayal proves one thing.”
“That he doesn’t trust me?”
“Wrong. That he loves you, however misguided it was. Now, if he’s your foundation, what are you?”
“A castle?”
“You’re a mountain climber.”
“When did you get all philosophical?”
“Listen to me, Saffa. He’s your center. A basecamp, if you will. The bottom of the mountain you climb. I hope you won’t give up on him.”
Sex with Elarion and their interactions over the week had brought great pleasure and fun. In a few days, it would all be over, and he’d be off to other escapades. His analogy, however, rang true. She could rely on Soren after a long mission or adventure, doting on her, loving her, offering his ki … if they somehow patched things up.
“My reliable one.”
“That’s right. Having said that, you ever want a break from him, summon me through diplomatic channels for … negotiations.”
“Noted.” She grinned, pondering Elarion’s sudden wise words. A longing for her sweet Soren reemerged. “Thanks, Elarion. Your surprise wisdom has done wonders for me.”
“You’re welcome. Now it’s showtime.”
Through the carriage window, she observed Snikm’s enormous sandstone arena coming into view, a resonant cheer blaring from within as the ground rumbled. Frenzied fans outside screamed Elarion’s name, rushing his carriage. His guards kept them back with organized precision. Some fans screamed, “Myra! Myra!”
Like the tavern before, fluttery, squishy warmth hit her chest, every cell energized, and she wondered just how good it would feel in the arena.
At a private entrance, the guards formed a phalanx behind the carriage as it passed down a ramp and underneath. Saffa and Elarion exited the carriage, entering a sandstone bunker, the door booming shut behind them.
“The staging area,” Elarion said. “One hour until showtime. My person should be here any minute, then we storm Vasil’s bunker.”
“I can’t pay you enough for helping me get this confession.”
“Your … everything has been payment enough.”
“If we pull this off, I’ll give you one more all-nighter before I go.”
* * *
The morning desert sun shone down on Snikm’s arena, charged with cheers and anticipation. Ice covered the floor. From beneath, a pale blonde woman emerged, wearing ice skates. Covered in a sparkly, tight black outfit with red highlights, she wore an elegant updo. Her solemn visage shone on four enchanted tapestries, forming a grand cube. Suspended in the air, it overlooked the arena.
Drumbeats sounded as she skated around. A soft piano melody played. Violins joined in, blending with cellos, evoking somber emotion for a beautiful performance.
The skater glided to the center, standing statuesque, arms clasped behind. Moments passed. Her arms raised. Silence ensnared the arena while she held her stance. Seconds seemed like hours. She slammed one skate into the ice, sending out spiderweb cracks. A backflip followed. Upon landing, her skates struck hard, creating jagged fissures.
“Fuck this, let’s have some real fun!”
The crowd erupted in loud applause and screams, chanting, “Kolana! Kolana!”
Air rippled around her as she twirled, skates morphing to a silver snowboard, her outfit changing into a white tuxedo. The ice converged, transforming into a giant ramp. A thin runway led to her feet.
An electric bandura manifested in her grasp. With fervent strokes, she unleashed a rock anthem roaring through the arena.
She sped toward the ramp, playing her music wildly, launching high, spinning, flipping, landing on a floating platform. Bandura and snowboard flew skyward, exploding in white and red fireworks, bathing the arena in light, her arms raised. “Who’s ready for some Triple R?”
Ramp and runway flickered out of existence, and the arena quivered under the sheer force of shouting, clapping, and stomping.
* * *
Fifty minutes to showtime, Saffa and Elarion heard the crowd and Kolana’s routine inside their bunker.
“Sounds like quite the warmup,” Elarion commented.
“I love warmups.”
Elarion chuckled. “I remember your warmup lash.”
“And I was so hoping to try it out.”
“Maybe after the show,” Elarion promised, fidgeting.
“Relax, everything’s going to be fine,” she said, attempting to put him at ease.
“My person will be here soon.”
“You mentioned it. Stop worrying.”
“Just the fate of our nations on the line. No big deal.”
A cloaked man entered from a side door and sprinted toward them. “Your Grace, we’re ready to begin.”
“Lukas,” Elarion said. “Proceed with your wizard eye.”
“It won’t trigger the wards?” Saffa asked.
“No,” Lukas said, pulling a blank scroll out and letting it fall. “Stregardo,” he intoned, pinkies and thumbs joined.
The scroll floated in the air, and a spectral eye emerged. The scroll now showed what the eye saw.
As Lukas motioned his hands, the eye disappeared through the floor. Solid sandstone etched the scroll. The other bunker soon shone. Vasil and Pavlo stood inside, along with nine cheka.
“That’s them,” Elarion said.
“Interesting,” Lukas said. “These don’t have blue stripes on their shoulders. Something is off.”
“You’re right,” Elarion agreed. “Maybe it’s a disguise?”
“And Vasil’s face is too thin,” Lukas said. “His hair isn’t sleek enough.”
“Do you think—”
“Decoys! We must abort!”
Footsteps sounded in the distance.
“A crowd is coming,” Saffa said, worried for them.
“Get yourself and our people out of here.”
An unlocking sound came from a door.
Hands flicking, Lukas intoned, “Animtraspo,” and he disappeared in a silver gust.
The door opened. A dark laugh echoed through the bunker.
“Vasil,” Elarion whispered, face pale.
Ready to transform, she prepared for battle.
“Morsligatus!” Dark tendrils snaked forward, wrapping tightly around them, binding their arms and legs.
“Watch this.”
“Don’t,” he whispered.
It was possible Vasil didn’t know her true identity. If so, they could regroup later and try again.
“Okay.”
Vasil strode in, wearing chain gauntlets and black robes, his pale face and greasy black hair oozing arrogant malevolence. Ten chekas in civilian clothing with blue shoulder stripes followed, along with fifteen wizards wearing red cloaks.


[image: ]
Guess he got extra protection. Paranoid, but smart.
“Imagine my surprise,” Vasil said while pacing, “when Loomsight begged me to be on today’s show. I agreed, of course. One hundred thousand silver coins for two hours of my time? What a bargain!” For an unnerving minute, he paced, biting his gauntlets.
Vasil hated when anyone acted without his explicit authorization—a micro manager of the worst kind. She steeled herself for his outburst.
“How dare you arrange this without speaking to me!” he yelled in Elarion’s face, spraying spittle.
“I don’t understand.”
“Silence!” Vasil said, striking Elarion’s jaw with a thwacking haymaker. “I know you arranged it. Question is: why?”
Elarion spat blood. “To glorify our family name and inspire the people.”
“Perhaps. Your impulsiveness has earned you an interrogation. I’ll stretch you to pain’s threshold on the rack.”
What a jackass!
Attempting to draw attention away from Elarion, Saffa forced a terrified scream.
“And what have we here?” Vasil gazed at her with a sneer. “Myra, the underwhelming chef.” He looked her over, facial features scrunching. “She’s ugly and … fat. A peasant. Disgusting. You must be desperate for love, Elarion. How embarrassing for our family.”
Fat? I’ll fucking tear his head off! At least he didn’t know her cover.
She bit her tongue, tightening all muscles to stop her mavka transformation.
“Father,” Elarion said. “I …”
Vasil raised his fist.
“Please be merciful, Your Majesty,” Saffa interrupted, hoping Vasil would strike her instead.
Vasil unleashed a second haymaker with a brutal crack, splattering blood. The duke’s eyes welled with pain.
“There’s your mercy. Would you like more?”
Chekas snickered.
She shook her head, forcing a fake whimper.
“No? Fine by me.” A third haymaker from Vasil knocked Elarion unconscious.
Vasil’s cruelty disgusted her. It took every ounce of strength not to transform and unleash her might—wards be damned.
“Patch him up. Can’t have him scarred for the show.”
A wizard grabbed Elarion’s jaw, intoning, “Guartratam.”
With a crack, his jaw snapped back into place, and he regained consciousness, his face pained.
The wizard pulled out a cloth, cleaning up the blood.
“Keep them bound and stay here until they’re in the arena.”
“Yes, Your Majesty,” the wizard said.
“After the show, you’ll come to my castle … for that interrogation. Until then, see you in the arena. Try not to make an ass of yourself on the big screens. Kirem knows our family name can’t take much more of your stupidity.”
“Yes, Father.”
Vasil left with twelve others. Thirteen remained, their postures alert while they maintained the dark cords.
Saffa shared a quick glance with Elarion. He wanted her to do nothing—the right call. They could make another attempt later.
* * *
Saffa and Elarion, still bound by dark cords, waited in the bunker. A door rumbled opened, revealing the arena’s sandstone floor.
Kenzie ran into the room. “What’s going on here?”
“Orders from His Majesty Vasil,” a cheka said.
“You people,” she said, shaking her head. “Elarion, Myra, the show is starting. When your names are called, enter the arena. Release them!”
“No. We’ll be forcing them in. Only then do the binds come off.”
“Elarion, Loomsight apologizes. Please understand that we have nothing to do with this.”
“I understand,” he said, posture calm.
Kenzie left the room with a growl.
Kolana’s amplified voice rang out, “For royal team one, I present to you the very embodiment of strength and grace, the dashing Duke of Ursabel, the illustrious Elarion Kaulensho!”
Dark binds forced Elarion to the arena’s threshold, where they shoved him into the arena before disappearing. He strode with confidence, his smile and angled jaw showcased on the magic cube above, his waves earning frenzied cheers.
Kolana hushed everyone by lowering her arms. “Prepare to be entranced! From her beguiling beauty to her captivating confections, please welcome the searing sorceress, Chef Myra Thornfield!”
Dark binds forced Saffa out, and the door closed behind with a resonant thud, the cold hold dissipating.
Not wanting to do the show with her orb, she took off her apron and stowed it behind a wall near the bunker door. A deep breath calmed her as she adopted a spry Myra persona, jogging into the arena. She lifted her gaze, observing her image on the cube—a beautiful sight.
Roars of ten thousand voices empowered her spirit. Thrilled by their enthusiasm, she unsheathed her scimitar, slicing the air to ruckus approval. After sheathing it, she blew kisses to the crowd, further whipping them into a frenzy. Their ki came from everywhere, caressing her body with electric euphoria. I want more!
Elarion covered his mouth. “After I’m back from Vasil’s castle, I’ll find you.”
Unaware of his words, she gazed around at the crowd, absorbing so much delicious ki.
He grabbed her arm and squeezed, whispering in her ear, “Saffa, stay with me.”
Jolted out of her feeding, she covered her mouth. “Sorry. Do you want me to rescue you from torture?”
“No. You must keep your cover.”
“See you tonight?”
“Tomorrow. His interrogation will run all night. I’ll find you after.”
“Shit. I’m so sorry.”
“I’ll live.”
“Now, for royal team two. A man whose gaze can melt butter while tantalizing your palate with his looks and dishes, I give you the dashing and debonair Master Chef Pavlo Greis!”
Pavlo stepped in from the opposing bunker. With theatrical gestures, he beckoned the crowd’s adoration.
Their deafening cheers rose, battering Saffa’s hearing.
Pavlo arrived at the arena’s center, bowing to Elarion. “Your Grace, it’s an honor facing off against you.”
“Likewise, Pavlo. I hope you don’t mind if I ask you for pointers during the show?”
“I suppose.”
“Please join me in a moment of silence for our special royal guest.”
“How dramatic,” Saffa said to Elarion.
He shrugged, mouth angled sharply.
“Would you like to know who it is?”
Exasperated pleas came from the crowd.
“Let me hear you scream!”
An ensemble of hollers ensued.
Smell something bad, the fire head thought.
Vasil, he’s the stinkiest.
No. Worse smell—moroi.
Where?
Not know, the icy head thought, their worry palpable.
She scanned, unable to see or sense anything worrisome. Must be invisible or possessing someone.
“Completing team two, all hail His Royal Eminence, the exalted Roland Punit!”
A great uproar crested over the arena, vibrating everything.
Ice crawled up her spine as she reeled, ears taken with a high-pitched whine.
Elarion met her gaze with concern, his mouth moving, but she heard only her ringing ears.
In Roland, Skadni whimpered in her mind.
Shit! Josnel merged Roland with Mortemir!
28 - Temple


“Our shrines aren’t for worship of divinity—deities don’t care. Our shrines allow one to worship oneself with care, peace, and reflection. Do you want to see our shrines? Are you going there someday? Please do because we offer free spa treatments for the despondent.”
— Memoirs of Ishethra
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In a small entry chamber with dark double doors, Soren lay on a marble floor, eyes and nose gushing with sorrow. He held Zelene’s helm, his body shaking as memories of her flooded his mind: when she had taken her helmet off in Nightwind’s council chamber for the first time, her gentle possession and fierce courage, her hand kisses, every beautiful moment in her Zen garden, her training him in silent spells, her serene strength, Chastity’s humorous banter and inappropriate remarks, sacrificing themselves for him.
Her last words replayed in his mind: be strong for me. But he didn’t want to. He wanted to be weak. To weep. To die.
Hours passed while he lay there, crying inside the shrine’s entrance chamber in dim lighting.
At last, he hobbled to his feet. A choking cry and spasm in his stomach took him down. As he tried to hold the dark mavka’s helmet, his elbow stump hit the ground and angled away. Her helm slipped from his grasp, his face slamming, cracking against the floor.
Darkness came.
* * *
Soren groaned, face aching, just like his heart and the rest of his body, still cut and burned. With the worst of the sorrow simmering now, he panicked at the loss of Zelene’s helmet. He scrambled to his feet, stumbling around in the dimness, finding it against the entrance doors. He picked it up before pushing with his stump against the other door’s black surface in vain.
What?
With his shoulder, he shoved—they refused him.
Maybe I’m not worthy.
He stepped back to the entrance doors. Shoulder lowered, he bull-rushed with a shout, ramming into the doors with a thud, bruising his shoulder. He fell, helmet skittering away again.
He wished to honor Zelene and retrieved her helmet. “For you, Zelene,” he said, holding her helmet against his right shoulder. He cried out, storming ahead.
The armor clinked against the doors, and they opened without resistance as he sprawled into a bright, grand chamber, keeping a death grip on his cherished memento. Satisfaction came at following through on Zelene’s request, and he stood.
An expansive marble floor spread out with glowing blue and gold tiles, the walls and ceiling painted with exquisite murals. In its center, Demvora’s effigy sat upon a throne of bone. Skulls garnished the chair; some humanoid, others unknown.
A glittering, diamond-like material skinned the mavka. Three long, forked tails wrapped around her legs. Arms on the rests, she donned a red corset and black robes. Her majestic, razored wings rose out beyond the seat’s back. Like the door’s image, she wore a phoenix mask, colored like the floor. Long hair fell down her frame, blue and yellow sparkles dancing on it from the floor’s light.
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I guess this explains Ishethra’s inspiration for Nightwind’s phoenix emblem. Soren gazed into the statue’s eyes, pulsing red as Demvora spoke in his mind: Year 14,725, Yava. I, Demvora, Emperor of Navia, standard bearer of freedom, declare my soul forfeit to save my beloved kin from eternal slaughter and enslavement. With this act, infernals are cast out henceforth and forever. Whoever you are, my blessing goes with you. P.S. If you see Josnel, tell him to fuck right off.
A black plaque on the side, engraved with silver characters, conveyed a written copy. Let’s see, it’s year 19,322, Yava now. Holy shit. That’s almost five thousand years ago! And definitely a mavka. Ishethra had said something similar when they’d returned from Saffa’s world and fought Roland.
A second plaque read: “Her throne restored, in honor of our lady’s dark heart.”
Soren stared, mesmerized by the statue’s beauty. This woman looked regal and powerful, but nothing screamed darkness.
Crystal tables spread out along the walls; some bore books, and a few demons sat in silence, meditating or reading. A domovyi[75] wandered around.
At one table, he glimpsed a thick tome. Two entwined mavki embossed its black cover. A gold title read: Navian Nirvana: Tales of Tantalizing Temptations, Vol. II.
He sat, placing Zelene’s helm on the table, then opening the book.
The table of contents listed hundreds of entries about legendary sexual escapades, techniques, and carnal rituals. One chapter caught his eye: “Fremyolenav. For consort’s only.”
Interesting.
After perusing many graphic pages, he found the spell, diagrammed by a humanoid holding a mavka’s tail, her posture in obvious euphoria. Simple to cast, the consort must grasp their mavka’s tail with one or both hands and caress while intoning the spell, granting their lover ecstasy. He read a blurb at the end, “When her consort inserts her tail and rubs her wing, her pleasure is so great that she can’t resist or move until released.”
I’ll definitely try that if I become Saffa’s consort. I would want her to feel the greatest ecstasy. Saffa … he thought, a longing smoldering within. I miss you.
Unable to find a matching domain, he assumed it resided in abstract spells. Gemno also fit this category, one Zelene had used to split Vogsok.
Did Zelene even exist at all while waiting for rebirth? So powerful, yet she had desired to protect and serve above all else. Maybe in his next life, he could see her again. If only he could remember her. Alas.
A tear left his eye. He shut the book, stood, and grabbed her helm.
The murals showed Demvora’s life in beautiful, visceral detail. At the start of her timeline on the edge of a wall, he gasped. “Year -666 Yava: Demvora Births From Lava.”
The number must represent mavki, Soren thought. In Saffa’s world, its size had involved three sixes. And Demvora’s over twenty thousand years old now! Her birth had come before Samatrian recorded history, year 0 Yava.
He shuffled to the next part—a drawing showed her standing with a legion of demons on obsidian rock, lava cascading down behind them. A caption read, “Year -219, Yava: Demvora Becomes Demon Lord of the Underworld.”
More pictures showed her exploits: executions, intimidation, trickery, raids through realms to flay and devour tyrants, displays of legendary magic, and a grand tournament of demon combat lasting for centuries. She had ruled with power, authority, frightful whims, and brutal decisiveness, terrifying and inspiring the realms. Demons like Balor would necessitate such tactics, but her ruthlessness shocked him. Dark heart confirmed.
The next portion contained a vivid image of an immense serpent: Vritra the Devourer. Demvora stood on top of its severed head with her oni lieutenants—ogres wearing black studded leather armor and frightful masks. They held massive great axes with glowing runes. “Year 413, Yava: Demvora Leads us to Victory Against the Devourer.”
Impressed with her leadership in organizing chaotic demons, Soren sidestepped to the next image and took two steps back, covering his mouth.
Tall as the wall, she sat on the same throne of bone as the room’s center, the floor made of lava. “Year 414, Yava: Demvora Becomes Emperor of Navia.”
I suppose her throne is made of enemies. Yikes. Chills swirled up his spine and neck as he wondered how many entities she might’ve slain to become emperor.
A lengthy mural spread up through the entire ceiling, detailing the Bane War: Navia’s lengthy conflict with Heaven. “Year 2417, Yava: Infernals from Heaven Invade.”
Monstrous gray machines fired torrential streams of fiery metal balls. Pale humanoids, wearing white mesh armor, flew from their steeds without wings. Some wore backpacks with coils connected to their assorted firearms, shooting beams of light. Others held swords with white hilts and blades of pure energy. Automatons akin to iron golems flew beside them, though far more advanced.
What manner of machines? And these weapons and armor? Magic? Something else? Bratgon’s tanks, and muskets used by rabs, looked vaguely similar, though primitive in comparison.
“Holy Hells.” Soren gaped at the next section, a surreal cosmic painting spanning floor to ceiling. Clouds, planets, and vessels orbited a volatile white mass in the center, its energies largely contained. “Year 3815, Yava: Our Lady’s Crusade Against Heaven.”
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His jaw hit the floor. Voraxmor doctrine had taught the zealous enjoy eternal paradise here. Hell’s symbols!
He pulled robes apart at his chest, glimpsing a larger circle with a smaller one inside. The symbol is like this picture. So many worlds … and they built a covering around something. Is it a star? Some kind of portal or hole? How to move planets and design such a thing eluded him, along with the ridiculous amount of energy one would need. Fascinating.
Nearby depictions showed demons swarming planets, demolishing vessels, and unleashing their wrath upon infernals, machines, and structures of Heaven.
Why did they fight?
As he examined more pictures and text, he found his answer: oppression. With first contact, infernals came in firing, slaughtering, or enslaving all in their path. Those demons taken prisoner bore white helmets or bracelets, forced to serve the invaders or harvested for their magic. The scale of enslavement made him retch.
Head shaking, jaw clenched, he moved on. “Year 7804, Yava: The Great Stalemate.” Graphics showed their war’s apex. Immortal demons fell but re-birthed, returning, dying repeatedly, each part of an unyielding, growing tide of devastation. In some realms of Navia, infernals subdued all inhabitants and took many away to Heaven for experiments. During their siege of Erebus, the devils wrought carnage, but the great capital never fell. Later on, led by Zarvek, a legendary Drenaglen warrior fighting at Demvora’s side, a contingent of barbarians helped hold the infernals at bay.
The nonsensical amounts of death and suffering ached his heart. He choked, nose running. Now he knew why Mother had asked to wait to discuss the Hells. The imagery here, with its sheer weight, threatened to crush his soul, all with just one Hell. He couldn’t imagine what the other six might be like.
At Demvora’s sacrificial section, he read a recounting of her last days. Upon this shrine’s completion, she stood with a host of Navians in front of it. Josnel Soneph, dictator of Heaven, stood with his associates and countless worshipers, signing a blood contract with her. A long plaque detailed it.
“Demvora, hereby known as contractor and representing all Navians, and Josnel Soneph, hereby known as contractee and representing all angels, forge a covenant, bound by all following terms.”
Josnel. A devil he now knew.
Rage boiled at his deception. And these occupiers called themselves angels. No. Not like Saffa. Not like Mother. And certainly not like Zelene.
He yelled at the text, “Deceiving monsters! Cruel tyrants! Fucking filth!” His voice roared and echoed through the chamber, “I’ll murder you, Josnel!” Sorrow rained from his eyes as he dropped to his knees, covering his face.
Demons at tables remained uninterested.
“Fuck!” he yelled, forcing himself up. “I’m sick of crying.”
He continued reading the contract terms for Demvora’s sacrifice, “Term One: contractee must irrevocably perform a Netherseal on the contractor, ensuring said contractor remains perpetually imprisoned within its void. This condition is immutable and cannot be undone by any means, magical or otherwise. Upon completion, a permanent null zone shall be created in a three-thousand-league radius from Demvora’s shrine.”
His stomach sank. “No escaping, like Saffa and me.”
“Term Two: Under no circumstances shall any entity, machine, or technology, born or created in or from Heaven, or its inhabitants, herein referred to as angels, but not exclusively, gain entry, traverse, or manifest within the territorial or metaphysical bounds of Navia. This prohibition extends to all forms of ingress, whether physical, spiritual, magical, or otherwise conceived.”
He sighed. “Heaven. Angels. Unbelievable.”
“Term Three: no entity born or created in or from Navia, or its inhabitants, herein referred to as Navians, but not exclusively, shall enter, occupy, or engage in any form of presence within Heaven. This restriction encompasses all manners of presence, inclusive of but not limited to physical, ethereal, or magical manifestations.”
“I guess this is a special contract one doesn’t want ambiguity in,” he said, impressed but annoyed at the legalese.
“Breach clause: should any term herein be violated, including but not limited to the strictures and permanency of the Netherseal, as specified in Term One, it shall trigger the immediate and irrevocable dissolution of both Navia and Heaven. This extinction will occur instantaneously, leaving no possibility for prevention, intervention, or restoration.”
“Mutually assured destruction,” he said, the threat effective, given the lasting peace.
Nearby, a depiction showed and wrote how Josnel and his comrades, while his worshipers bloodied themselves, performed the Netherseal ritual—details he knew all too well. Upon its completion, they all vanished right as Demvora imploded.
The brutal reality of her soul sacrifice hit hard, and he sniffled while pacing. This mavka, imprisoned in a void for five thousand years, was still there, forever racked with the worst fate one could imagine.
Saffa had spent a few hours in it and described it as the worst thing ever. Crushed and spinning for eternity? Unfathomable.
Irate from Demvora’s suffering, he ambled to the final mural, growling away his sadness. He read a caption, “Our Lady’s Last Wish: The Second Crusade.” It depicted Navia’s proxy wars to fight infernal influence and tyranny, showcasing realms: Yava and others like it; some with towering steel buildings and strange technology; the rest fantastic or bizarre, much like Roland had described during Saffa’s mission.
He found a black guest book and opened it. Infinite pages spread out with signatures and notes. He thumbed through the most recent.
Dragan from Nightwind’s council, signed next to Alonka with a scribbled heart. The mavka Zelene had mentioned. He’s her consort. Ishethra and Tariq must have visited with them, given their names nearby. Their date and time showed a visit of thirty-five years ago.
With solemn gratitude casting out sorrow, he took a red pen and signed with a thank-you note to Zelene and Chastity for saving his life. I wish you two were here. And you, Saffa, I hope to stand with you in this shrine someday and have a deep chat.
He ended with a second note of thanks to Mother. Exhausted by his emotions and the gravity of this shrine’s story, he collapsed in a chair, falling asleep.
* * *
The doors creaked open, waking Soren up.
A hooded woman in purple robes walked in and moved toward him. At this time, he realized the lost crystal patio denied him escape, and he wondered how he might leave.
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“Soren, Ishethra sent me.”
“Who are you?” he asked, standing. “How do you know Mother?”
She lifted her head, removing her hood. “I am Melathar. Ishethra is a long-time friend. I’m taking you back to Yava.”
This woman’s ashen skin unnerved him. “You’re not human, are you?”
“As you are, I once was. As I am, you may become.”
And he understood, identifying her from gaunt features: a dark, immortal wizard—a lich.
“I know what you are. It’s not something I want.”
“I wield great power, Soren. It is useful.”
“It corrupts.”
“Was Zelene corrupted?”
“No,” he said, knowing the might and kindness she possessed. “But she’s special.”
“How about Saffa?”
“Also special, albeit reckless.”
“And Ishethra?”
“I see your point. How do you know Zelene?”
“Beyond centuries of acquaintance, the Underworld is abuzz with her and Chastity’s sacrifice. You can honor them by embracing your true potential: become a lich—an enforcer of law, justice, and peace, just like they were. I’ll guide and mentor you.”
“I like those ideals, and I want to honor them … but I’m bound to this place.”
“Not when you sacrifice and change.”
Frustrated by Saffa’s control, his frailty, and being unable to fight with Zelene because of his lost arm, the opportunity of a lich’s power and freedom enticed him. To keep memories of Zelene elated him.
“Zelene!”
Melathar smiled. “That’s right … you’ll never forget her. When she rebirths, even if centuries from now, you can be friends again. I know she wants this for you.”
“She wanted me to be strong for her.”
“And strong, you will be.”
“What’s this involve?”
“A ritual, ending when I bestow a new name upon you. Combined with your new form and powers, the infernal blight within you will perish.”
“Freedom,” he said with longing.
“Nobody will control you. You’ll fight the forces of chaos and destruction forever with righteous power.”
“Like Roland—we stopped him.”
“The realms need you, Soren. You haven’t seen the last of this priest, nor the moroi to whom he’s now bound.”
“Mortemir is fused with him?”
“The infernals have cursed them both.”
“I saw where Roland ascended to become a koshchei, a being of unimaginable terror.”
“Together, you and I will act as eternal sentinels, preventing this horror and many others from ever occurring.”
Chills of excitement crawled his skin. “I understand my purpose. Will my arm get fixed?”
“By your evolution, it will be so.”
“What do I sacrifice?”
“Emotion. Pain. Guilt. Weakness.”
“Saffa always said I lacked emotion, but I’ve been crying a lot lately.”
“Emotion is useless, Soren—you know this.”
“What about love?”
“Your friendships will remain, but you must cast out all feelings and desires of the flesh.”
“No sex, right?”
“While you cannot have pleasure, nothing stops you from giving it.”
“Can I be a consort as a lich?”
“No. You’ll be immune to a mavka’s ki drain. They cannot coerce, mark you, or consume your soul.”
The consort calling would be cast away with this change. No Fremyolenav spell.
“Ponder,” she said, leaving his side to explore the shrine.
A grueling choice awaited: reject Mother’s consort invite and become a lich, become Saffa’s consort and have her possess him for life to circumvent the contract, or kill himself.
He sat, gazing at Demvora’s stunning statue, battling with the decision. Intimacy with Saffa and later Zelene’s touch had brought him great ecstasy. He wondered if he could please Saffa while feeling nothing in return.
If he went the lich route, he determined it wouldn’t change his kind, giving nature—if he didn’t get any pleasure, it wouldn’t stop him from giving it however he could with his new body. He could be an undead boyfriend, even if not a consort.
From Zelene, he knew Mother was still watching over him. If she had sent Melathar, perhaps she’d given up on this consort thing, prioritizing breaking the contract as the greater need. Saffa, with her strength, intelligence, and beauty, could find another consort easily.
And he would never ask Saffa to maintain a lifelong possession, forcing her to spend constant mental effort and ki just for him. As for death, the chance to become this lich of justice dismissed that option. But he needed assurances from Melathar.
“Melathar,” he said, standing, “I have two concerns.”
“Ask,” she said, striding back to him, “and I will answer.”
“I believe Saffa will find a consort, but Zelene went a century without one. I cannot accept this transformation without assurances she’ll find someone.”
“When she rebirths, Ishethra and I will use all our resources to help her find the right person.”
“Good. I also need a chance to speak with Ishethra before I change. Do you swear on your soul I’ll have this opportunity?”
“I swear on my soul, Soren, that you shall speak with Ishethra before your ascension.”
“Then I’ll become a lich.”
“Good …” she said in a low, raspy voice.
“Why’d you pick me?”
“By my authority, you are chosen. With your unique mind, magic, and my tutelage, all lawless malevolence shall fear you.”
Eager to become more powerful and fight such evil, he nodded, her message resonating with him. “What happens now?”
“I’ll bind you. When we leave this place, the contract will take hold. I must also dampen your mind so you can’t use silent spells and attempt to free yourself. In Elenmir, your ascension awaits.”
Great power and untold magic lay within the tower. The chance to see it intrigued him, but he wanted to ask about Heaven before they left.
“Can you explain the mural?” he asked, pointing at it.
“It’s a constantly exploding mass. Ishethra called it a white hole.”
“How can a thing constantly explode?”
“A cosmic anomaly—unlimited energy and material coming from realms unknown. The infernals harvest it for power and use the vast energies to transit realms.”
“How’d they build such a gigantic structure around it?”
“I must admit … I don’t know. It’s advanced technology. We could theorize all day, but it would only be speculation. Any more questions?”
“No. Proceed with the binds.”
“Menfer-Morsligatus.”
Shadows spread from her arm, covering him and Zelene’s helm in a cold cocoon, leaving his face visible. His consciousness wavered. Tethered together, they left the shrine.
* * *
Outside the shrine, demons fought, chaos reigning as magic and mayhem ruled.
Soren stared down at the Everdark and shivered. He scanned around, watching demons go wild. “With Balor gone, I guess it’s anarchy.”
“Look how they’ve devolved,” Melathar said. “This is what we strive to counter.”
With the pleasant shrine air gone, sulfur stung his nose. “I take it you don’t smell that?”
“No.” The lich made a hand motion. “Come, Aelrin.”
A thunderbird wreathed in lightning jumped off the shrine and hovered before them. Blue, with wide, feathered wings, she lowered her head. Electricity prickled his skin.
“This safe for me?”
“My shadows will insulate you.”
“It doesn’t hurt you?”
“As I mentioned before, one perk of becoming like me is no pain—ever.”
Given the physical and emotional pain he had experienced recently, it sounded nice. “I admit, this appeals to me.”
“It is a blessing like none other.” She lifted Soren onto the creature, then climbed up and sat behind him, using a harness to strap them both onto Aelrin’s back. “Fly!”
Aelrin cracked her wings with thunder and soared. This time, Soren’s stomach fell, a sensation equally unpleasant as plummeting down the abyss. At least vomiting would be unlikely, given the force direction.
With astonishing speed, Aelrin traversed the abyss in just nine hours. Alkonosts tried to swarm but couldn’t keep up.
While they flew, Melathar explained the lich ritual: Soren would split his soul into two rubies, an amethyst, and five other gems. The rubies stayed in his eye sockets, granting vision. The amethyst in his skull’s center functioned as his brain. Three gems would be placed strategically throughout the realms to avoid being found. For the last two, trusted keepers would hold them in safe storage—Melathar one, Ishethra the other. By decentralizing the soulstone’s locations, the probability of permanent death reduced to infinitesimal odds.
At the abyss’s top, the lich said, “Rest, Aelrin.”
Their steed panted, perched on the edge of the chasm, peering around.
“Can a lich be killed?”
“Only if all soulstones are destroyed.”
“Any other vulnerabilities?”
“Besides imprisonment, disintegration. In this case, the amethyst dissolves, and our soul shard traverses the spirit realm to find a keeper’s gem. They remake our rubies and amethyst and find us a new body. Trusting your keepers is paramount—they must also be immortal, with soul manipulation abilities.”
“Is Ishethra one of yours?”
“She keeps both stones.”
“You must really trust her.”
“We were lovers once. Despite growing apart, she’s still a valued friend.”
The casual way Melathar shared this precious knowledge put Soren at ease, and his trust for the lich grew.
“I appreciate your candor with everything. You’re not like the liches I read about in Nightwind’s archives. Or the one Roland tried to become.”
“Our deeds may be dark, depending on the day … Enforcing law and order isn’t flowers and rainbows.”
“Do you …? Do we have to kill often?”
“Only when necessary. When chaotic destruction threatens peace.”
“Like Mortemir and Roland.”
“Precisely.”
“Does a lich have a spirit cord?”
“This connection is severed, removing the vulnerability of having it cut. Your gems contain your entire soul.”
“One less thing to worry about. Why does loss of soulstones cause death?”
“When destroyed, they release their soul piece to the spirit realm, awaiting capture in another gem. When all eight pieces enter this realm, Daz takes his prize.”
“Same as mortal death?”
“Yes. Reforming lost gems quickly is crucial.”
Brimstone scorched his nostrils, and he coughed. “I’ll be glad to leave this place.”
“You’ll soon travel anywhere without adverse effects.”
After the bird rested, they flew at great speed for eight hours, leaving the null zone. Melathar then conjured a dark portal, and they left Navia.
* * *
In Elenmir’s top chamber, Soren sat in a cold black chair, naked in the bright white room’s center. Melathar wore her purple robes, standing on his left side, holding an amethyst. A table nearby held Zelene’s helmet and seven flawless gems: two rubies, and one of sapphire, emerald, topaz, diamond, and opal. The lich’s shadows remained wrapped around him, restraining him, weakening his mind, preventing him from obeying the infernal contract to kill Saffa. A torrential thunderstorm loomed above, regular lightning strikes snaking through clouds, illuminating their billowing shapes but making no sound.
“Soren, before we begin, I’ll explain more details. Myself, Ishethra, and six of my sisters will wash you.”
“Doesn’t sound too bad,” he said, picturing water splashing on him and being rubbed down with sponges. The chance of seeing Mother again made him happy.
“The washing will strip your flesh and bind your soul to the amethyst.”
Any excitement about Mother’s visit changed to horror. “So … that’s going to hurt, I assume?”
“The last pain of your existence.”
“How fast does this happen?”
“Each sister must take at least ten minutes; some will go longer.”
Well, shit.
“With each washing, I’ll guide a portion of your soul into the amethyst. Upon completion, Ishethra will seal the anointing, splitting your soul into the other gems. Then you can reform your flesh, if desired.”
“Slice my soul up. Okay. And I’ll have death magic. How is this possible?”
“By the ritual, one I spent centuries researching and perfecting before my ascension.”
“This will darken me.”
“Always remember, it’s your choice how you use this new power.”
“I don’t want to become a horrible person.”
“Be confident in your control and purpose.”
“Confidence, not my strongest virtue. What happens next?”
“I’ll give you an elemental-resisting cloak to wear. We’ll craft a staff together later. This artifact will store ki and magic.”
“No other clothing?”
“It gets in the way. Now, for your new name. When I ascended, I chose mine from letters of my old name. But you may pick any you desire.”
“You can pick mine.”
“So be it. Soren, I’ve never trained an acolyte. Your acceptance of this path brings me satisfaction. Are you prepared to sacrifice?”
Despite the grim ritual, it presented the only option to destroy the infernal contract. No matter how painful, he must see it through.
“I’ll need to speak with Ishethra first, but I am.”
“She’ll be here soon. Sisters of the enclave, come forth.”
Six high-elf sorceresses soon appeared on their symbols, with the air glyph vacant. Most bore solemn expressions; none made any motions or sounds.
“Hi Lariel,” he said to her.
“Soren,” she said with a quick nod.
“Ishethra, I summon you.”
A short time later, the mavka stepped out of a fleeting portal of fire. “Hello, Maelthra, so good to see you again. Can’t get enough, can you?”
“Sisters,” the lich said without looking at Ishethra, “we will begin momentarily. Soren, you may speak with Ishethra now.”
“Maelthra,” Ishethra said. “I also wish to give him a final living embrace.”
“Allowed,” the lich said, and the shadows forced him to stand and step forward.
With her smiling gaze, Mother approached and stood before him. “Soren, my heart is filled with pride in your perseverance. I’m sure you have questions. Please ask.”
“You invited me to be Saffa’s consort, but this eliminates the possibility. Is this what you want?”
“Do you trust your mother?”
“Yes.”
“Breaking the contract is vital. This is what I want for you. You have my full support for your ascension.”
“Understood.” Mother’s frankness and support bolstered his resolve. Warmth and gratitude spread through his frame. “I’m honored to have you at my ceremony, Mother.”
“That, Soren, is all mine … my son. May I give you a hug?”
Son. Another first word from her. He didn’t want to cry here in front of everyone, but a tear slipped out.
Mother took it away with her thumb.
He nodded.
She hugged, her form passing through shadows, her gentle whisper sounding in his ear, “Be silent and still. Know that I love you—you’re strong and will endure.”
After five minutes of hugging while she rubbed his back, Melathar said, “That will do.”
Mother’s hand lingered before she shuffled to his right side.
Love. So many new words today.
He forced the damn tears away, comforted by her presence, mentally vowing silent stillness during the washing, despite the impending agony and his growing anxiety.
“Soren, I, Melathar, having authority of myself, declare you worthy of washing. Lariel, come forward.”
Eyes closed tight, he tensed up, fighting surging fear within. He didn’t want to see his flesh burn from Lariel’s fire magic.
The high-elf came forward and pressed a thick piece of leather between his lips. He opened his jaw and let the strap slide over his tongue to rest between his teeth. Then he bit down hard, feeling his jaw muscles tense with anticipation, a wave of anxiety raising the hairs on the back of his neck.
“Soren,” she said, voice noble as her hands rested gently on his shoulders. “I, Lariel, cleanse you. Walk endlessly. Ignibanar.” She removed her hands, and they ignited in azure fire as she grabbed his right thigh. Indigo smoke billowed from her sizzling grip.
He gagged from the acrid scent of burned hair and flesh as searing heat scorched his leg, spreading through his body. He trembled and a low groan reverberated deep in his chest as he rocked back and forth on the chair.
Eyes reddening with stinging tears, he swallowed the bile rising in his throat; the metallic scent of his vomit filled his nostrils as he exhaled. His jaw cramped as he exerted every control for Mother. And Zelene. He must be strong.
With a Mother’s love, Ishethra gazed down on him, her mouth tight in obvious reflection.
For five minutes, the high-elf massaged his thigh to the bone, cauterizing the surrounding tissue of his hip, working her way down, finishing at his bony foot right at the ten-minute mark.
Hands doused, she gave a soft, warm touch to his cheek, then returned to the flame glyph.
White tendrils of light wafted from his mouth, floating into the amethyst in Melathar’s hand.
He gasped for breath, realizing the loss of feeling in his leg, chomping the leather to keep from screaming.
“Dane,” the lich said, “come forward.”
“Soren,” Dane said, advancing, “I, Dane, cleanse you.” Without touching, she moved her hands near his right leg. “Run without weariness.”
As her hands traversed slowly, his skin and bloody flesh tore away in thin ring shapes, like someone peeling him with a molten knife.
Taken by the pain, he screamed, muffled by the leather as he bit it with all his might.
Ishethra placed a hand over her mouth, index finger on her nose’s tip.
Dane returned to the mind symbol after twelve minutes. More tendrils of light found the amethyst.
Groans sputtered in his throat. No sensations in his legs. Unsure how he remained conscious and alive, he whimpered with exhaustion at the pain.
Six. More. To. Go. Tears dripped from his eyes.
“Vesna, come forward.”
She wandered near, her gaze icy. “Soren, I, Vesna, cleanse you. Figupetra.” And she crafted two sharp, shadowy scalpels from the floor. “Wield the sword of justice.” For fifteen minutes, she casually disassembled his right arm stump to the bone like she had all the time in the world. Each sadistic slice and stab jabbed like a frigid spear.
A deluge of tears fell from his eyes. Unable to flail because of Melathar’s restraining shadows, he wailed into his leather bit from the agony, ashamed for dishonoring Mother and Zelene. Barely conscious, a sensation of blood boiling tormented his body.
Another white stream filled the amethyst as Vesna walked back to the stone symbol.
Mother’s brows tightened as she glared at this high-elf.
“Evanthe, come forward.”
“Soren,” Evanthe said, walking toward him. “I, Evanthe, cleanse you. Wear the shield of order. Guartratam.” She touched his left arm with her soft hands, a soothing warmth flowing through his flesh. Unlike the other body parts, her work caused him no pain, his skin and flesh falling away in clean sections.
At ten minutes, she finished. Light from his mouth danced into the amethyst. Bones only now formed his legs and arms, his right forearm still missing.
Appreciative of this last elf, he opened his mouth to say thank you, but closed it, recapturing the leather strip, remembering Mother’s request. A healing spell, removing flesh peacefully—the wisdom and skill of this sorceress astounded him.
After touching his neck, Evanthe returned to the heart symbol.
Melathar’s shadows compacted, covering just his head while leaving his face visible.
Unable to feel arms or legs, only his trust in Melathar and Mother kept him from losing his mind.
“Rhian, come forward.”
“Soren,” Rhian said, walking forward, “I, Rhian, cleanse you. Cast out all carnal pleasures. Menfer-Portitas.” Near his groin, she gestured, and his flesh shivered violently, causing him to buck and writhe against the shadowy restraints. Skin, vessels, and muscle separated and vibrated off his hips and pelvis for eleven minutes. More light for the amethyst, and she returned to the star symbol.
He forced himself to remain conscious through severe pain and tears, his mental state lethargic, his nervous system flickering and fading.
The shock of losing his manhood … nothing could have prepared him for that. He longed to kiss Zelene, but honoring her memory and their friendship came first. Rightfully so.
Saffa … Floods of memories raced through him. Their childhood. Institute. Dates. Her world. Heart aching for her, he realized his deep love, despite challenges and trust issues. But there would be no love or intimacy now. Forever.
The cold, sad reality swept over him. A lich doesn’t partake of or give such things.
“Kailani,” Melathar called. “Come forward.”
The high-elf strode near and pressed her warm hands on his stomach. “Soren, I, Kailani, cleanse you. Cast out all hunger and thirst. Vagaguia.” With her visage showing hints of sorrow, she thrust her hands into his insides, removing his bowels carefully as blood and organs sloshed onto the floor. Despite the squishy sensations, minimal pain hit.
Ten minutes later, light found the gem, and Kailani ambled back to the rain glyph, lowering her head at him.
His heart still beat as blood dripped from his bony abdomen.
Worst of it’s over now, I think. Six down. Just Mother and Melathar left.
Mother stood before him and tugged on his leather strip.
Relieved at the sign of no more pain, he released, and she put it in a pocket.
“Soren, I, Ishethra, cleanse you. Cast out all emotion.” The mavka thrust both hands into his chest like a specter.
Happiness. Euphoria. Joy. Such bliss. Eyes blinking open, he found hers. Mother would wait until the last second before removing his heart.
For the entire time, she kept her eyes on his, giving a proud smile while a tear gleamed in her eye.
Soren took in Mother’s visage and fearsome appearance. How this demon had become his mother and showed such love still puzzled him. Gratitude and love for her warmed his heart.
At precisely ten minutes, Mother tore both her hands away, removing his heart and lungs in a single motion. His fleshy head sat atop his skeleton.
Pain. Emotion. Sensations. Gone, save vision, hearing, a sense of peace, and a new, cold calculus.
Mother set his organs on the floor, then returned to his right side.
White light streaked from his mouth, swirling through the room, finding the amethyst.
With Melathar’s hand sweep, the gruesome mess of skin, flesh, and blood reformed into a neat pile under his chair.
“Sisters, lay your right hands on mine.”
Following the lich’s example, the women came forward, their hands covering his head.
“Soren.” Melathar’s tone was louder. “I, Melathar, cleanse you. May your wisdom serve the realms in law.”
A sharp crack split his head. Senses spinning, darkness came.
* * *
Everything black, Soren sat, now a full skeleton, his right arm’s missing bones extending, producing a bony forearm and hand. Melathar’s shadows covered his frame.
Ishethra laid hands on his skull, her voice muffled. “Soren, I, Ishethra, having authority of Melathar, seal this anointing.”
From the amethyst in his head, seven tendrils of light flew out of his bony eyes and into seven gems on the table.
As Mother withdrew her hands, a hole in the top of his head sealed. Mother took the rubies and thrust them into his eye sockets. In exquisite detail, a red-tinted, gray-scale version of Mother’s hands retracted in slow motion.
“My vision is gray and slow,” he said in a deeper, more raspy voice.
“Your vision is enhanced,” Melathar told him, her voice also muffled. “You’ll adapt to the higher rate of perception.”
“What’s wrong with my ears?”
“They’ll normalize soon.”
“Soren,” Mother said, “we’re almost done. I’m so glad I could be here for you.”
With no feelings, he acknowledged Mother with a simple, “Thank you.”
“Your master bids you cover your nakedness with flesh, if you desire,” Melathar told him.
He peeked down, glimpsing his remains below the chair. “Do you recommend it, Master?”
“Yes. It will help you blend in. Command it mentally, and it will obey.”
Thinking of his flesh reforming, it did just that in a squishy spectacle. As he shifted in his chair, it formed his prior appearance, though without organs or hair. His ashen skin gave no sense of touch, and his eyes glowed red.
“Soren, kneel.”
He shifted off the chair to his knees.
Lariel slid the chair away and handed a gray cloak to Melathar.
The lich placed the cloak over his back, telling him, “Soren, with these rites and your ascension, I give you a new name that all realms shall know.” Her voice thundered with unmistakable pride as she said, “Arise, Neros, acolyte of Melathar, lich of law!”
He stood, wrapping the cloak around himself.
Before him, a ghostly copy of the contract that he had signed during Saffa’s mission materialized. In silence, it sundered, its halves fading into oblivion.
One might celebrate at such a time, but Neros didn’t. Only mild satisfaction came at having a nuisance removed.
Melathar withdrew her shadows from him. “Sisters of the enclave, depart.”
Each sister left in portals or smoke.
Five gems lay on the table: sapphire, emerald, topaz, diamond, and opal.
“Neros,” Melathar said, “each gem grants abilities. I’ll explain, but first, Ishethra and I must hide the sapphire and emerald in unknown, safe places. After, you and I will hide the rest.”
“Prudent,” Neros agreed.
Mother took the sapphire, and Melathar the emerald. The latter left in shadow.
“If you don’t mind,” Mother said, hand on his shoulder. “I’ll still call you Soren.”
“You may call me whatever you wish.”
“How do you feel?”
“I feel nothing,” he said, attuned to greater magic flowing through his frame. “But I sense new power. Are you happy with the outcome?”
“Yes, Soren, you are free.”
“And by law, I will repay you.”
“No. You. Will. Not. Consider all debts voided.”
“Very well.”
“May I take Zelene’s helmet back to Nightwind?”
“Zelene,” he said, memories of her fresh but muted. “Her helm offers no utility, so you may take it.”
Mother grabbed the piece. “I’m proud of you, son.”
He gave an emotionless nod.
“See you soon,” she said, snapping her fingers.
A fiery portal took her away.
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“At the start of his dictatorship, Vasil decreed Snikm’s arena must host bloody games for two years straight. Untold blood spilled, along with vast coinage into his coffers from spectators, who came from all over Yava to watch.”
— For the Love of War
[image: ]
In Snikm’s arena, time slowed for Saffa, the crowd’s noise receding as her eyes narrowed.
Roland entered, wearing pious white robes and whiter staff. With his arrogant smile, he waved to the crowd, causing a frenzy of cheers.
Elarion grabbed her arm, lips nearing her ear. “Must be Vasil’s doing. You look pissed.”
“I am,” she said, hand guarding her mouth. “He performed a Netherseal on me.”
“What is it?”
“The fucking worst ritual. And during a Voraxmor one a week ago, Josnel Soneph bound Roland with a moroi. I have to kill this bastard. Both of them.”
“Saffa, think about this. If there’s a moroi inside him, he won’t let it out in front of everyone. It would taint Voraxmor. Vengeance must wait until later. I need Myra. Nightwind needs Myra. Keep. Your. Cover!”
I hate this. Hand grabbing her scimitar hilt, she growled. “If I see one hint of his dark magic, I’m unloading everything. Otherwise, I’ll get him after the show.”
The duke nodded and pivoted. “Greetings, Holiness, never took you for a chef.”
“One of my many hobbies, Your Grace.” Elarion gestured to Saffa.
Lips twitching, she forced a smile. “Your Holiness … what an honor.”
“Chef Myra, I’m excited to see what you cook up today.”
You … in my hottest fire.
Such anger, Mortemir’s voice hissed in her mind.
And you have such a bedfellow now. How fitting the infernals would marry you both. You’re perfect for each other. False priest and foul moroi forever.
Dark laughter sounded in her mind.
Roland shook his head with a momentary wince, and it cut out.
Good, he’s gone.
The four competitors stood in the arena’s center, gazing up at Kolana.
“We’ve got a prize!” the maestro said, dangling a four-leaf clover amulet. “Winning team gets this artifact. They’ll have to share. I only have one.”
Laughter filled the stadium.
“You’ve heard of catching lightning in a bottle … how about gathering dragon fire in a jar?”
A dragon’s roar sounded below, the crowd stomping in excitement. Twin kitchens ascended from the arena floor.
“Elarion, I’ll gather the fire,” she said, confident in her ability to harvest the flames.
“Good plan,” he said, relief etching his features.
“Challenge one: dragon fire smoothies!”
Saffa and Roland grabbed empty jars from their respective kitchens.
“One minute to prepare. Time starts now.”
The number 60 appeared on the magic screens above and started counting down.
Saffa skimmed a nearby parchment. It detailed a magical fruit concoction requiring mashing and juice extraction. After combining ingredients, dragon fire must be blended immediately, or the mixture would spoil.
Elarion yelled at Pavlo, “How do I extract the juices?”
Pavlo smirked before asking Roland, “Are they really bringing a dragon here?”
Roland shrugged. “You’ve watched the show, I assume?”
Saffa gave Elarion a crash course on how to use a nearby juice press, which lay next to an urn—a magical container to complete the mixture.
“Thanks,” the duke said. “Ashamed to admit I cook little.”
“Me neither, but I’ve seen enough helpers to know the basics.”
“Time’s up!” With Kolana’s raised arms, the floor’s edge opened, and a furious adult red dragon emerged, restrained by massive chains. It roared flamethrower streams of fire.
“Flames must maim!” some chanted, clapping in rhythm.
“Scorch and torch!” a section yelled.
Drumbeats resonated as vendors navigated the stands. “Dragon fire mugs. Get yours! Two silver coins each, or five for nine!”
The dragon spewed a wide barrage of flames—an invisible barrier protected the kitchens and crowd.
“Get moving! First team back with fire gets something special from me!”
The crowd whistled as the screens above showed Saffa and Roland up close, their heavy breathing amplified while they both sprinted to the dragon.
Roland faced Saffa. “May the light of Voraxmor guide your harvest.”
And may harpies take a shit in your breakfast.
Faint laughter of the moroi lingered in her mind.
Dammit, get the fuck out!
Jets of dragon fire made Saffa and Roland dodge with rolls, their clothing igniting.
“Ventada,” Roland intoned, dousing his robes in a gust. He then rushed Saffa, using residual wind to snuff her flames with a touch of his staff. “I’m here to bless and serve. I wouldn’t want your uniform getting ruined.”
The crowd quieted.
Someone yelled, “Roland … Roland the Righteous!” The crowd cheered and clapped, chanting, “Roland the Righteous!”
He gave a wicked grin.
Looks like you just did a good deed, Mortemir. I’m so proud of you.
A sharp hiss cut through her mind.
When Roland offered his hand, she took it, marking him with thermal tracks to leave a trail for murder later. “Thank you,” she said, noting embers dripping from his hands.
The crowd let out a tender, “Aw.”
Kolana raised a brow.
Roland bowed, then faced the dragon. With a loud growl, it spat concussive blasts of crimson fireballs.
Careful to avoid using magic, she held her jar up, but the fire shot on by.
“Ventada-Ventrides!” A prismatic funnel grew from Roland’s staff, sucking dragon fire into his jar. Cheers erupted while he sped back to his kitchen.
You fucking cheater.
Cheaters always prosper, Mortemir thought. You lose.
Go away, vermin! Despite concentrating on mental barriers, the moroi’s dark presence lingered. Fine, have some love again. Memories of her parents, Skadni, and good times with Soren flooded her mind.
Love! Ha-ha. It didn’t work in your world. I only left because I was bored.
Perhaps a mavka transformation would be needed to cast him out. Maybe later. For now, she must put up with his antics.
The screens showed Saffa up close.
“Eyes on me, everyone,” she said, voice amplified. “Watch Myra, hottest chef in the realms.”
The crowd’s eyes remained glued to her as a loud roar of fiery breath billowed at her.
Hand up, she directed it with a whimsical twirl, fashioning a flaming heart shape. It unraveled, shooting into her jar.
“Marry me, Myra!” a male voice yelled.
Saffa turned toward the shout, raising a brow. “You might get burned, sir!”
Laughter and ooo’s sounded.
“Fire Fem!” chants oscillated, filling Saffa with delicious, warm ki.
Despite the assault on her ears, she waved her arms up repeatedly, earning louder cheers, then she sprinted back to Elarion as he finished juicing fruits.
Roland and Pavlo completed their smoothie, which Roland held high. The dragon descended into the ground, growling, straining against its chains.
“Team two is done! Team one has sixty seconds, or they forfeit!” The timer above showed 60 and counted down.
“Myra, forget the timer! You’ve got the most handsome man in Ursabel!” someone said from the stands.
“Elarion, if you run out of time, there’s a line waiting to console you!” another voice said.
Many in the crowd laughed or nodded in agreement.
With only six seconds left, Saffa and Elarion threw their ingredients and dragon fire into the urn. With a harsh grinding noise, it vibrated, shutting off as the timer hit zero.
“What a close call! Let’s see the results … after these commercials.”
Pained and annoyed groans echoed everywhere.
* * *
“We’re back,” Kolana said. “Let’s see how they did.”
The crowd hushed while she descended to the kitchens on her platform.
The screens zoomed in on Pavlo. “Elarion, did you choose Myra for her skills or charming personality?”
Roland chortled.
A round of “Dangs!” and “Oh’s!” swept the crowd.
The screens showed Elarion and Saffa.
The duke, frowning, stepped in front of her. “Apologize!”
“I’ll fight for myself, Elarion, thank you very much,” she said, stepping around him. “Remind me again, Pavlo, how many times you’ve faced a dragon? Oh, right, that’s zero, a number equal to your wit.”
“Damn, sick burn!” someone yelled.
“Someone get Pavlo some ice!” another said.
The crowd erupted in jeering laughter.
Saffa pointed toward the shout and swept her tongue out, earning cheers, whistles, and scrumptious, hot ki.
Such amusing humans, the moroi thought. I’ll enjoy feasting on them later.
Yeah, I don’t think so. I’m guessing Roland has you on a tight leash.
One that I eat away at every hour.
You’re a caged animal. Get used to it.
Kolana approached Pavlo and Roland. The chef filled a glass with their smoothie. She sniffed. “Mmm, smells like mighty fine dragon fire in the morning!” The maestro downed half the cocktail. “If this smoothie were a lover, it’d be the best I ever had!” After a loud lip smack, she asked, “Who wants the rest?”
The crowd buzzed with excitement.
A young man yelled, “Give me a sip!”
“Try harder,” Kolana said, looking at the higher seats.
“Me, please, oh great Kolana, goddess of Yava!” a woman screamed from the top.
“We have a winner!” The host mimicked drawing a bow and aimed. In mock release, the smoothie flew high toward the cheap seats.
“Your team caught the fire first, so you get a little something extra.”
The crowd whooped. Lips closing in on a blushing Pavlo, she spun, pinching his rear.
Whistles and jeers sounded.
“And you two lovebirds,” the host said, sauntering to Saffa and Elarion as loud whistles sang. “Let’s see what you made.” She grabbed their smoothie and took a sip, but spat, making overly dramatic retching noises. “Elarion! Did you pee in this?”
“What?”
Pavlo gave the most smug-ass gaze.
Fuck. Him!
“I think it’s safe to say team two wins this round!” With much applause, Kolana ascended onto her platform.
“Punishment! Punishment! A drunken stupor for round two.”
Laughs and claps came from the crowdSaffa gazed up at the host. “You fucking kidding me?”
Kolana winked while sticking her tongue out.
Elarion rushed Pavlo, finger pointing in his face. “You disrespected Myra, and you ignored me when I asked for help—jackass!”
“Ooo!” the crowd rumbled.
Pavlo shrugged. “Your Grace, amid competition, I sometimes miss the little things, like your plea or Myra’s delicate sensibilities.”
Saffa flipped Pavlo off with both hands.
“Shit! Damn!” the crowd yelled.
“Children, children. Do I need to come down there?”
Pavlo and Elarion separated. The duke returned, hissing to himself.
“Pavlo’s in for it.”
“Thanks for standing up for me.”
“You don’t need it, but it felt the honorable thing to do.”
“Our next challenge shall be Propitious Ambrosia Salad. A maze of ingredients … revealed … after this commercial break.”
* * *
“We’re back!” Kolana said. “Challenge starts now!”
Parchments rustled on the counters, detailing exotic salad ingredients.
Pavlo searched his kitchen but found nothing useful.
The big screens showed Saffa and Elarion.
Saffa’s vision hazed over, inhibitions gone as dizziness came. “Your dukeness …” she slurred, “get your sword out of your … pants.”
The crowd roared with laughter.
Elarion blushed. “My … ra …” He stumbled, bumping into her, grasping his rapier.
Saffa hiccupped and burped.
As Kolana raised her arms, a stone maze rose around the kitchens, filling the arena. Tables with ingredients appeared in various spots.
A spectator from a posh suite called out, “Kolana, do we get a prize if we solve it?”
Kolana floated over on her platform. “Want to go down there and try?”
The man shook his head.
“Wimp,” Kolana said, floating back.
Jeers came from the suite.
Trumpets played as vendors wandered the aisles, selling ornate minotaur figurines holding axes. “Two for ten! Today’s event only! Each one grows to full size and comes to life when you least expect it!”
Roland entered the maze, avoiding pits and buzz-saws crawling the floors.
Saffa nudged Elarion’s nose. “Go get the stuff, silly, sexy one.”
Shrill whistles resounded.
Elarion blushed mightily, staggering toward the maze entrance, looking back, holding his mouth.
“Hurry.” Saffa giggled, belching again. “Or I’ll … spoink you.”
Elarion entered, stumbling around a pit.
The screens focused on Pavlo.
“Myra, a chef should never drink on the job.”
Sharp laughter cut through the air.
“Well, I”—Saffa hiccupped—“love to mix … business and pleasure. Come over here, and I’ll show you a bit of both.” With her wink at Pavlo, her senses sharpened.
A man near the ground level yelled, “She’s out of your league, Pavlo!”
Saffa responded to the spectator with an air kiss.
The crowd cheered, gifting her fiery jolts of ki.
Elarion jumped over a saw, and the crowd gasped.
Glad that’s over with. This host is psycho.
So am I, Mortemir murmured in her mind, and the duke is first on my hit list.
I’ll send you to the Hells before you get near him!
Kolana twiddled her fingers. “Everyone needs friends!”
A cockatrice wearing a blindfold rose on Elarion’s side, and a minotaur rose on Roland’s, holding a rune-etched great axe.
“Let’s hear it for our special guest star … the minotaur!”
“Min-o-taur! Min-o-taur!” the crowd chanted.
The screens showed the cockatrice as it hissed and bit at Elarion. He dodged, flourishing his rapier. With its next bite, he angled his body, lunging at its exposed neck, rapier piercing with a shink.
The arena hushed while the creature slumped to the ground.
Above, the screens zoomed out to a wide shot of Elarion, his blue shirt stained with the creature’s green ichor. He swished his blood-soaked rapier, casting droplets in an arc. As he bowed, the crowd roared its approval. The duke held a hand to his ear, earning wild cheers.
“Who wants skewered cockatrice for dessert?” Kolana asked. “And our duke sure knows how to wield his sword.”
A woman in the crowd shouted, “Spar with me, Elarion!”
Elarion smiled smugly and waved at the woman. He then gathered the ingredients and rushed back to the kitchen.
Upon seeing his bloodied rapier, Saffa asked, “You killed a cockatrice!”
“Not what I wanted to face today, but I’ve seen enough of them to know its dangers.”
“Glad you didn’t get its blood on your skin … I think Kolana is out to murder us.” She gazed at the host’s sadistic expression.
The minotaur’s footsteps pounded, and it soon confronted Roland, who screamed and fled to the kitchens. He grabbed Pavlo. “Hide!”
They hid behind a counter.
Axe twirling, the minotaur roared, entering the kitchens. The arena quieted.
Saffa and Elarion faced the creature as the crowd chanted, “Chop! Chop!”
“Make the recipe, Myra,” Elarion said. “I’ll take care of the monster.” He charged.
“Elarion, no!” Saffa yelled, trying to grab him but missing. This beast would cut him to pieces, and she would protect him.
It swished its axe. Elarion dodged but fell. The minotaur lifted its axe high.
Saffa jump-kicked the minotaur’s chest with a fiery blast, and the beast staggered back. After pummeling it with a fireball, she drew her scimitar. “Throw me your rapier!”
On his back, Elarion tossed it up. She caught it and twirled both weapons, each comfortable in her hands. “Now look who’s duel-wielding!”
“By the Circles,” he said with admiration and desire.
“Go make the salad; I’ve got this!”
Back in the kitchen, he watched Saffa intently, his face flushed.
She charged the minotaur, covering both blades in azure fire, earning ruckus cheers from the crowd.
The minotaur cocked its axe back.
“Voraxmor’s light will protect us,” Roland said, voice filling the arena.
The screens showed a close-up of Saffa. A whoosh of an axe split the air.
Saffa angled herself back as the blade passed over her face, a gust of air blowing her hair. She shifted near a counter, studying the beast as it raised its axe again for a power attack. It jumped at her, swinging down with a guttural growl.
She avoided the blow with a swift sidestep as its axe split a counter in twain. Shrieks and screams hung in the air.
Saffa swung her scimitar at the minotaur’s head. It blocked with its axe, sparks flying. She stabbed with her rapier, but the beast kicked before she could strike. She crashed to the ground, rolling away, avoiding a chop. Everyone gasped.
Dexterously, she flipped up, hissing, ready to exterminate this creature and collect a trophy. Fiery beams shot from her swords, punching the minotaur, igniting its fur. Smoke clouded the creature.
It roared, flailing against her fire.
She followed up with a fireball from each sword. They struck the creature with concussive thuds. Flames consumed the creature. Its axe fell.
“Fire Fem! Fire Fem!”
Hungry for her prize, Saffa crossed her swords and ran, leaping high. Descending, she shouted, swiping her swords with power across its neck with a fleshy splat.
After dousing her weapons, she tossed her rapier back to Elarion, and caught the minotaur’s head by a horn, holding it high while its body fell, neck splashing her in crimson.
“Flawless victory!” Saffa yelled.
Frenzied roars erupted, flaming ki engulfing her like thousands of sensual caresses.
Saffa screamed in ecstasy before discarding the head, returning to Elarion, cleaning her scimitar. Sword sheathed, she tasted the beast’s blood on her finger. Beefy but gamy.
“You want a lick?” she asked Elarion.
“Maybe later. Off camera.”
“Looks like Chef Myra’s lover is in heat … and likes exotic meat!” Kolana said, tongue tracing her lips.
Pavlo and Roland returned to their station.
With thunderous applause, the crowd chanted, “We love Myra!”
Saffa’s nerves vibrated with pleasure as she waved her arms up. Power rushed through every fiber like no time since her transformation.
“Holy shit! This feels good.”
“You’re bloody,” the duke whispered in her ear. “Now win the crowd. It’ll help our cause.”
Kolana wiggled her fingers, interrupting Saffa’s crowd-beckoning. Both kitchens spun.
“Dammit!” Saffa glared up at the host. “Stop the spinning!”
“Why would I do that?”
“Bitch!”
Kolana gave her the hand.
Fucking Hells.
Both teams scrambled to finish their salads amid spinning kitchens.
“I have an idea,” Kolana said. “You’re done!”
The kitchens settled back into place, and the remains of the minotaur and cockatrice vanished into the floor. More laughter from the crowd.
The screens framed Saffa and Elarion. “Myra! Your shirt’s soaked in blood. Who are you?”
“Myra Thornfield, Fire Fem, minotaur hunter, and pâtissier chef extraordinaire. I serve the people.” She bowed to each section.
“Myra!” screams resounded, and her shoulder blades stretched.
The mavka inside wanted to come out and bask in the crowd, but Saffa resisted. No, not yet. Must wait until I hunt Roland.
Do it, Mortemir thought. Unleash your fury.
Body taut in concentration, she thought, Oh, I will. When you least expect it. Go away.
You can’t get rid of me. Now unleash your hunger for me!
Fuck. Off!
The moroi’s twisted laughter haunted her mind.
“Remind me not to get on your bad side,” Elarion said, “or critique your desserts.”
A woman near the bottom called out, “Fire Fem of my heart! Melt me next!”
“I’ll bake only for you, Myra!” a young man yelled.
Saffa tossed a fireball, gaze glancing between the two, earning lustful ki and screams.
Kolana descended, silencing the crowd. “Present your salads.”
Both pairs showcased incomplete creations.
“Team one wins, two kills to zero. We’re tied one a piece. Time for sudden death!”
Amid laughter, the crowd’s chants of “My-ra!” resumed.
“Kills?” Pavlo asked. “Are you serious? Our salad is nearly complete. It’s rich and beautiful. Theirs? A mushy mess. Surely, we won?”
“He seems angry,” Kolana remarked. “What should I do?”
A chant formed, “Spank! Spank!”
Pavlo’s apron detached and twirled into a whip. It flew into Kolana’s hand, then she chased the chef around while giggling, cracking it a few times near him before striking his ass.
“All right, playtime’s over,” she said, and the whip flew from her hand, reforming as an apron around Pavlo while whistles and jeers rang.
Kolana hopped back onto her platform. “Food fight!”
The kitchens changed, forming barriers on either side. Pies and fruits appeared behind them.
“First team to knock out the other wins. Let culinary combat begin … after this special message.”
The crowd groaned in frustration.
* * *
A hush covered the arena as dramatic music played, Bratgon’s banner blowing on the grand cube above. An image of King Leonid of Bratgon flickered into being. The white man wore blue and red robes, sitting on a gold throne. With a curling lip and halo of brown hair, he conveyed supreme arrogance and overcompensation.
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Saffa stared at his visage with utmost loathing. This disgusting man waged a war of propaganda and invasions on Nightwind for twenty years, like his ancestors before him. Their latest “border dispute” attack had interrupted her graduation ceremony. Friends had died. Her teammates. Kat. Lech. Hands gleaming with anger, she hid them under her bloody chef’s apron.
Someone’s upset, Mortemir thought. I like him.
Begone!
Never, Saffa. All hail Leonid the Conqueror.
Fuck. You!
Leonid stood. “Citizens of Bratgon … and friends of Ursabel. Great King Vasil invited me to share a special message today.”
“Shit,” Elarion whispered. “I bet this is playing on every tapestry in our nation. I’m sorry.”
“Not your fault,” she said, glaring at the cube above.
“Two weeks ago, our special demon cleanse operation began. Our holy forces sailed and marched from Coswom. Their destination? Demon-infested Nightwind. As you may have heard, Queen Ishethra is a blood-thirsty succubus. She consumes souls for pleasure and tortures for amusement. But it gets worse. She gathers her dark demons, intent on making Yava a colony of Navia. All souls are in great peril.”
Boos and hisses echoed.
“Worry not, my friends, for we march not just with physical might, but spiritual zeal. Soon, our legions will eradicate the vile demons of Nightwind. On this note, I give you his Holiness, Josnel Soneph.”
The camera panned, and the priest strode into view, wearing white robes, a gray-round hat adorning his head.
“One century ago, demons cursed Yava, roosting in Nightwind. Back then, Bratgon sacrificed everything to purge them. Now evil has returned … in greater numbers.”
Saffa wanted to reach into the screen and rip Josnel’s arrogant head off. Her face contorted as she tried to force a smile.
“Fear not, for Kirem himself blesses Bratgon’s holy armies. By his grace, they’ll banish every demon. I ask that all good humanoids and creatures in Nightwind lay down their arms or join the fight against evil. Through Voraxmor’s light, salvation awaits. And I have other news. Roland has retired, honorably released, and I’ve been called by Kirem as prophet of Voraxmor. Glory to law and light.”
Many in the arena cheered. Some cried tears of happiness.
Glad for Roland being relieved of his prophet title, she wanted to relieve Josnel of his head.
Roland bowed to the crowd and waved. Clapping ensued.
The camera panned back to Leonid.
“Thank you, holy prophet. In keeping with your offer, I say this to the citizens of Nightwind: Bratgon offers you a gift. Wave the white flag or join our righteous forces, for our cause is just and divine. When the infestation is cleared, our armies will leave in peace. Keep your eyes on the tapestries for more important announcements.”
Josnel entered the frame and shook hands with Leonid.
Peace and leave, my ass. They wouldn’t leave unless driven away or slain.
The dramatic music played again, fading out as the tapestries went dark before showing the arena.
“I want to say thank you to Josnel, Leonid, and all Bratgon for their service to Yava in purging the blight again,” a beaming Kolana said. “Such powerful men.”
And you fuck off, Kolana. I need to get this confession and return home. My nation needs me.
* * *
“I don’t know about you all, but the special message got me all excited,” Kolana said. “Let’s begin the food fight!”
Saffa wanted to end this challenge quickly. “Concentrate all your attacks on Pavlo. I’ll eliminate Roland.”
“Agreed,” Elarion said. “I’m eager to take him out.”
Pavlo and Roland moved to separate barriers on their side.
The crowd chanted, “We love My-ra!”
She grabbed a cream pie, hoping this crazy host had done something to the food. Ready to embarrass Roland and splash cream all over him, she advanced like a cougar prepared to pounce.
Elarion hurled cherries at Pavlo’s barricade. Instead of splattering, however, they detonated like bombs, spraying Pavlo in dark red cherry shrapnel.
The chef, a few cuts bleeding, retaliated, hurling apples at the duke. They burst with concussive booms, grazing Elarion with green shrapnel.
Behind his barrier, Roland held his staff out, peeking around.
“Fucking taste this!” she said, sprinting to point blank range, chucking her pie around the barrier and into Roland’s chest. It exploded in cream and fire, setting his robes ablaze. “Looks like I’m too hot for you!”
The crowd’s chanting and whistling intensified.
Eyes swirling with shadows, Roland’s demeanor darkened.
Did I anger you, moroi? she thought, sticking her tongue out.
A deep growl lingered in her mind.
“Ventada!” Twirling his staff, his robe’s fire blew out. “Luzferna!” A white beam shot out, striking Saffa’s shoulder, separating it with a harsh, painful crack. “Crufulga!” Lightning stung her chest, blasting her backward as a thunderclap hammered her ears.
Kolana’s loud voice rose above the crowd’s frenzy, “Looks like a lightning round!”
Teeth clenched, she fixed her dislocated shoulder with a skilled shove, cracking it back into place, then she ran back behind her barrier. Maybe her thermal tracks would add explosive power, so she infused a handful of cherries with a heavy dose.
The arena shook with the crowd’s fervor. Their “We love My-ra!” chants fueled Saffa with so much ki that she gasped with pleasure.
Roland snatched a cream pie and ran to Saffa’s barrier, holding his staff in the other hand.
Saffa angled around, her arm back to throw her cherry bombs.
“Menfer-Crufulga!” A huge bolt of crimson thundered from Roland’s staff.
She narrowly avoided the strike with a dive. It hit the arena’s lower wall with a thunderclap, leaving a wide scorch mark.
The priest advanced, throwing his cream pie into her face. A booming force wave blasted out, sending them both sprawling. She slammed against the rugged sandstone wall and fell, covered in cream.
Roland stood, jogged to her, twirled his staff, and folded his arms, his face shadowed. His taunt echoed through the arena, “What an interesting new recipe, Myra: Pie à la Face!”
Did you like that one? Mortemir thought. Came up with it myself.
“Get up!” some in the crowd shouted.
Fucking moroi has taken over his body. She stood, hands and eyes roaring with azure fire.
“No!” Elarion yelled. “Myra, don’t!”
Yes, Mortemir thought. Come out and play, demon!
Skin darkening in blue, her back burning, her shoulder blades pierced out, ripping through her chef’s attire, long tail tearing through the bottom, azure tones with yellow ends forming on her hair. The warm connection to the crowd’s ki intensified into euphoric electric shocks. Full of fiery rage, she didn’t think to cloak her mavka body.
“Oh shit,” Elarion cursed.
Eyes wide with indignation, Kolana grabbed a tablet. With a hand over her mouth, she yelled frantic commands.
A cacophony of voices rang out:
“Just like Leonid said! Demons!”
“Hideous!”
“She’s … blue.”
“I wonder if she can fly?”
With eyes of fury, Saffa fixed her gaze on Roland, poised to kill as she drew her scimitar, coating it in the cherry-thermal-track mix, adding a jagged ice layer. She flew high.
“You all want entertainment? Watch this!”
The crowd chanted again, clapping and stomping in rhythm, “She bakes! She fries! Up in the sky, she flies! My-ra! My-ra!”
Saffa’s resolve hardened, the crowd’s chant and ki urging her on. With their favor, she would use it to destroy Roland and Mortemir.
While hunting Roland with her eyes, she held out her scimitar, sneering at him.
“Ventrides!” A shimmering prismatic sphere protected him. “Menfer-Malcarga!” Scads of shadowy-crimson bolts flew.
She danced and twirled, evading most as she plummeted. A few struck, tearing her flesh, but she tracked Roland as he ran, dive-bombing, scimitar guiding her path. The crowd became a distant murmur—her world closed to just one thing: vengeance.
Be mindful, demon, Mortemir thought. Pride precedes your fall—to the hard sandstone floor of the arena!
Not before my blade cleaves your neck.
Your weapon can’t hurt me, bitch.
My fire and ice will purge your filth from Yava.
Staff held high in both hands, Roland fumbled a spell.
With a fierce cry, Saffa unleashed a huge azure fireball, bombarding his shield with a hissing roar. Through the fire, she chopped her icy scimitar down with all her righteous might, sundering his barrier, cleaving his staff as soothing heat engulfed her. A thundering explosion of frost, flame, and blinding white light erupted, quaking the arena, its massive shockwave casting Saffa and Roland skyward. Her scimitar flew from her fingers.
Elarion and Pavlo fell unconscious. Kolana screamed into her tablet.
A shimmering barrier shielded the spectators, who erupted into pandemonium.
Saffa hit the ground on the arena’s edge. Roland thudded down near the center.
She stood, shaking it off, but he struggled.
With visions of him burning, Saffa conjured a tornado of azure fire around herself. “To the Hells, bastards!” she yelled, hurling the tornado. It lifted him high, spinning, burning.
In desperation, he gestured, trying to intone, “Sompara.”
“Fire Fem Myra!” chants erupted, fueling Saffa with endless ki as her tornado grew.
Wings unfurling, she floated toward Roland with disdain, her tornado’s flames scorching his flesh.
“Burn, you pious prick fucker!”
A horde of cheka stormed the arena from Roland’s bunker door, and the crowd booed—a deep, angry murmur.
Ventada spells fought against Saffa’s tornado, but it expanded higher, hungrier. Roland burned, swirling around like a corpse.
“Burn! Burn!” she screamed, the crowd’s chants and ki fueling every flame.
Chekas yelled, “Crufulga,” shooting red lightning blasts at Saffa.
Hit by three thunderbolts, her frame jolted with electricity and pain.
Fury beget madness as she unleashed a blizzard, pummeling chekas with ice. Her tornado gobbled some up, flinging them through the arena.
Others intoned, “Ventrides,” and a prismatic sphere whisked Roland out of her tornado to the arena’s edge.
Ice struck Elarion and Pavlo. The duke’s personal wizards entered the fray from his opening bunker door. Professional and coordinated, they intoned, “Ventrides!” and “Biancarga!” creating barriers while launching white lightning at Saffa. Thunder rattled the arena.
Despite being struck many times, pain fueled her ire, and she maintained her storms. Both tempests neared Roland at the arena’s edge.
Shouts and screams from the crowd caused Saffa’s ears to ring, but she focused on her tornado to expand wider. It took up half the arena now, casting chekas and wizards wherever. Everyone in the arena must die.
Elarion’s wizards dragged a battered Pavlo and duke toward Roland.
A symphony of “Malcarga!” and “Bianfulga!” shouts echoed.
Waves of white and red lightning smashed Saffa against the sandstone wall, her storms weakening. Thunder tortured her ears. A second barrage of lightning knocked her down.
Tornado and blizzard dissipated.
A lamented howl tore from her lips as she took to the skies, then dove at Roland with hand extended, planning to ki drain him to ash.
With roaring chants of “Malcarga! Bianfulga! Crufulga! Biancarga!” lightning and thunderclaps consumed the sky, bathing Saffa in violet—she convulsed mid-air, landing near Roland in a heap.
A final battery of lightning plunged her into darkness. Two chekas assisted a badly burned Roland into his bunker.
“Commercial break!” Kolana yelled, floating down on her platform. “You idiots sure took your time. Get that foul demon out of here!”
Chekas hauled Saffa away through Roland’s bunker door. It slammed behind with a crash.
Some in the crowd shouted, “Bring her back!”
Elarion and Pavlo stood. The duke yelled at Kolana, “Where’s Myra?”
“Taken to processing. Such a monster has no place in our world.”
Elarion growled and ran into his bunker, grabbing Saffa’s apron bundle along the way. Pavlo followed close behind.
Sonorous boos rang out. Riots erupted in the stands. Soldiers holding rectangular silver shields, bearing many small holes, rushed in. With shock rods, they attempted to restore order.
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Shock rods, or lightning rods, produce a constant stream of electricity and are said to be one of the most painful instruments of torture ever conceived.”
— Codex of Relics
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Saffa awoke on a trolley, speeding through a musty, dark passage. Thick irons trapped her wrists, ankles, and wings. A white cloak covered with blue and red runes wrapped around her, its cold aura draining her strength. Ten chekas sat with her.
They arrived at an iron door. One opened it. Four pulled on her chains, leading her into a dim sandstone hallway.
The door shut with a loud snick, letting her know escape that way would be unlikely. The four guided her to an open iron door at the hallway’s end and into a room. An officer wearing brown sat on one side of a wooden table. A cheka forced her into a metal chair on the table’s other side, wrapping more chains around her and the seat. Each held a white rod.
“Resist and die,” he said.
She blinked against the brightness, a quick glance around showing the officer and four chekas. In her current state, subduing them would be impossible—she must entice one of them to touch.
With her failed attempt on Roland and Mortemir’s life, she let out a frustrated sigh.
“Name?” the officer asked.
“Myra Thornfield.”
The man scribbled on a parchment with a quill, then turned to a cheka. “What’s she in for?”
“Murder.”
“I did no such thing. He lies!”
“We all saw it in the arena. Another word, and we’ll shock the Hells out of you.”
She nodded, resigned to waiting for the right time to fight.
The officer finished scribing on the parchment. He stood. “Wait here. No touching her. Understood?”
“Yes, sir!” the chekas said.
“I’ll be back in an hour,” the officer said as he left, shutting the door and locking it.
The chekas discussed amongst themselves, theorizing about her type of demon. When one stared at her, his lust slipped out of his mental shield.
Prepared to seduce and take his ki, she flipped her head, her hair cascading around her cheeks. “Like what you see? Come closer, and I’ll show you more.”
“No!” another said, advancing between. “Don’t touch her.”
“We’ve got an hour before the jailer comes, and I’ll have some fun. Now step away—that’s an order!”
“Sir,” he said, returning to a corner.
The leader moved behind her and tightened the irons. “Don’t get any ideas, demon.”
“I’ll leave the ideas to you,” she murmured in a sultry voice.
“You are powerless,” he said, loosening some chains, “and I’m in control.” He removed her ki-draining cloak, exposing her bloodied chef’s attire.
“Hope you don’t mind the blood. I find it … erotic.”
Mouth twitching, he pushed her chair back. “I wonder if she’s got anatomy. Let’s find out.”
“I recommend against this,” a cheka said.
“I’m going to fuck her for the full hour, so either watch or not, but shut the Hells up.”
With trickles of her last ki, she mentally connected to this lustful cheka. Give me your lips first, then your cock. I’ll have you moaning for days.
Eyes widening, he sat in her lap and his lips rushed hers. A lightning blast of yummy lust surged through her, jolting her nerves and muscles. The ravenous current intensified through their kiss.
His limbs wiggled as he tried to pull his mouth away.
She exerted mental control to keep his lips where she wanted them.
He stilled and collapsed at her feet, his breaths faint.
“He didn’t last long,” she said, winking at the others as a sandy taste rippled through her.
The others gaped.
Hands twiddling, azure fire spread around her chains. As they glowed blue, she roared, tearing the binds apart, hot iron shrapnel blasting out.
Joyous with her freedom, she flew up and away, twirling around. “You three want to have a foursome?”
They advanced, rods igniting in white lightning.
“Shock her!”
“Not that kind!” Frost flew from her palms as she hammered them with winter.
One dropped his rod, fleeing to a corner. “Please, no more!”
She focused her storm against the other two.
“Morsligatus,” they intoned, arms raising with shadows.
She closed the gap, unleashing icy punches on both their jaws with blood-spraying cracks. They slumped to the floor, their shadows receding.
With one hand on each of their foreheads, torrents of warmth blazed through her body.
“What …? What are you?” the scared one asked.
“You want a kiss, too?”
“No. Yes. Maybe?”
“Decide already.”
“Yes, please,” he said, eyes hungry.
“Hold still.” She released the two, who lay barely breathing. “When you wake up, do something better with your life. Navians just want freedom. We don’t consume people … usually. Unless they’re assholes.”
He nodded.
After ambling over, she kissed his cheek, guzzling the warmth out of him. He slumped down the wall, asleep, a wide smile lingering.
That one had manners, at least.
She stretched her muscles, newfound power and magic tickling her senses, the room damp now with water dripping off the ceiling and walls. Time to leave and find Elarion.
With her mavka body cloaked, she exited the room, hovering off the ground.
In the middle of a well-lit sandstone hallway, a black door stood. At the end, a larger iron door loomed.
She stopped at the middle one where she had come in, wary of enchantments as she caressed with a fingertip. A vibrating hum against her finger indicated some kind of ward, but she couldn’t risk an alarm, so she floated to the far door.
The ground shook.
Senses alert, she slowed her advance.
More shaking. Louder. Closer.
Some kind of giant?
The door swung open, and a bulky knight clad in iron plate mail stepped through, wearing a glowing red helmet.
Another unfortunate guard. A mental probe revealed nothing. Does this one have a soul?
It charged.
“I’m guessing one of these will work!” She flew backward, unloading a flash-freeze fireball. It slammed into the thing with a pop-crackle, knocking it back. When her elements faded, a crack split the thing’s chest. She unloaded azure fire from both hands, engulfing it.
It stomped forward slowly.
She unleashed a fiery punch to its chest.
Thwack!
Her bones cracked as its breastplate split open. Painful throbbing zapped her fingers and wrist.
She grimaced. “Fuck, I broke it.”
Flames from her good hand filled its exposed core, and she kicked its side. It crashed to the floor.
She surveyed her fallen foe, a hollow shell of armor, hoping no more lurked—the effort needed to stop this creature alarmed her. What is it? Maybe Soren or Mother might know. Some kind of animated armor.
Soren. I miss him. It’ll be good to see him when this is all over.
More stomping. Two sets of feet.
Fuck, there are two more of them!
One after the other, a duo of the things entered the hallway and charged.
Panic raced through her as she lurched backward through the air, snatching her invisibility potion and ripping the cork off with her teeth. She guzzled it.
Poof.
Both creatures slowed their advance, heads scanning around.
Heart thumping, hand throbbing, she hoped they couldn’t see invisible things and flattened against a wall, planning to wait until they passed.
As they lumbered onward, she held her breath and tucked tail and wings back, then flew fast through the door, closed it softly, and added some ice on the knob before floating up the stairs. That was too close!
A prison spread out before her with two corridors—one straight, one left, both lined with cells housing ragged humanoids. Rectangular ceiling lights provided illumination.
Up ahead, the same officer from the holding cell chatted with chekas and guards. She hovered toward him, observing a large gatehouse, its metal portcullis shut. If she could get through, freedom awaited.
The exit must be warded, so she would coerce the officer to open it—she neared, reaching out with her mind.
An alarm sounded. One guard shouted, “Intruder alert!” Another lowered a lever near the gatehouse. A panel creaked open, revealing a massive humanoid thing with dark-silver skin, a creepy, bright red mouth with angled eyes on its bizarre head. It sprinted at her, intoning, “Invisible target acquired.”
Adrenaline pounded from her heart. Shit, shit, shit!
Like the strange knights before, her attempted mind probe failed, so she redirected to the officer.
The thing ran far faster than she had expected, a loud whirring sound emanating from its arms and legs.
With no time to ensnare the officer, she fused her elements together, making another flash-freeze fireball, her right hand stabbing with every motion. She chucked it left-handed.
The titan darted to the side, then jump kicked, its foot smiting her ribs with a harsh crack, bashing her into the wall as her magic exploded against a sandstone wall, carving an alcove.
Her breaths now caused a daggerlike stab.
Maybe I can freeze it?
She conjured a roaring blizzard as she retreated. The creature’s advance slowed from her relentless barrage of ice shards and snow.
Unstoppable and undamaged, it matched her speed as the prison transformed into a winter wonderland.
With her magic fading, the creature stormed forward.
Fearful now, she attempted to fly away with all her speed.
It caught up, grabbing her from the air with uncanny reflexes, and she became visible. Four audible, painful snaps tore from her torso.
I’m so fucked.
An overhead smash from the creature’s bulky fist cracked her skull, knocking her out.
* * *
As morning waned, Saffa, in human form, lay flat on her back, awakening in a damp sandstone cell with blistering-white bars. Hand numb, ribs stabbing, waves of merciless, throbbing pain crashed through her body. Still wearing her bloodied chef’s uniform, Ysarel’s necklace hung around her neck. White-hot burning irons bound her wrists and ankles, their chains extending into the wall.
Two guards strolled the corridor. Four other cells housed captives. An open door led to an armory with weapons and tools of torture. A metal door stood closed at the hallway’s end.
Skadni love Saffa, their heads thought.
Thanks. I feel terrible. And I’m chained up again. I fucking hate this.
She sat in the quiet for some time, powerless … hopeless. A brutal truth hit—she must rely on someone else to save her and swallow her pride. That didn’t come easy. She had led charges in battle and basked in the limelight her whole life, but now she understood: sometimes relying on others would be required, and perhaps the best course of action, regardless.
The metal door creaked open. Elarion entered, approaching with hurried footsteps. “Guards, let me into the cell. I must interrogate her.”
“Yes, Your Grace,” one said, opening her cell.
“I require privacy,” he said, standing at the cell’s door. He glared at them until they scurried away.
“Saffa, I just watched a recording of what you did. You promised a tornado but, by the Circles, what you did was unreal.”
“I lost control … again. I can see why Soren gets frustrated.”
“You’ll figure yourself out. In the meantime, I tried to secure your release, but Vasil ordered the prison locked down. Can you scream?”
“No!” she said, her cracked ribs making it difficult. “Please, stop!”
“Silence!” he yelled before dropping back to a whisper. “After Vasil tortures me, I’ll convince him to let me interrogate you over the next week. That’ll give me time to assemble a squad to break you out of here. Then we try another confession.”
“Do you have the orb?”
“It’s in a safe in my chambers. Nobody knows about it except me. One of my wizards told me what a Netherseal is. I wish you’d killed Roland.”
“Me, too.” Escape remained paramount. “I can use my necklace and send a message to Mother.”
“No. There are detection wards in the prison and all around the city.”
“You’re right,” she said, recalling her mission orders. “What if Mother opened a portal?”
“The portal pact prevents it, and the wards would go off. I’ve sent a basmu rider to Nightwind with a coded message. But it will take hours for them to arrive.”
“Then I await your return. Thanks for everything.”
“You’re strong, Heir Saffa. Trust in yourself.”
He exited down the hall, growling at the guards, “I’ll be back. It’s going to take time to break her.”
Exhausted from pain, she lapsed into darkness.
* * *
Night crept on as Saffa lay on the floor, her injuries healed with no guards in sight.
Soft footsteps fluttered. Roland stood before her, wearing his zealous white robes, holding a new matching staff. Her thermal tracks dripped from his hands.
“Saffa, I wanted to check on you. I’m sorry for what happened in the arena—the moroi took over my mind. As for you, I won’t stop until the demon within is purged.”
Despite wounds gone, she remained weak, but hearing his voice brought enough rage for her to sit up as she strained against her chains. “Go away and stop pretending you care.”
“Yes!” Mortemir’s voice said. “False one. I’ll consume his soul.”
Roland stumbled backward, holding his head. “You, Mortemir, are under my control. Now be silent.”
“No!” the moroi said. “My body!”
“Wow, you two are such a pair. On second thought, this is entertaining. Stay a while.”
The priest shook his head rapidly and regained composure. “Would you like a drink?”
“Of your blood? Sure. Otherwise, piss off.”
The moroi’s laughter echoed in the hall. “Saffa, please. Such words offend the soul.”
“You’re a manipulative asshole, Roland. As Mortemir consumes your soul and flesh for eternity, I won’t shed a tear.”
“Thank you, Saffa,” Roland said in Mortemir’s voice, formal and deep. “You freed me from your realm. And now you offer support. Despite our little feud, I’m willing to help you escape now, if you help me. I’ll get him to reach inside, and you drain his ki. After, he’ll be vulnerable, and I’ll emerge in his body as the dominant presence. With you and I as the tempest, we escape—I promise to leave in peace after. Agreed?”
Freedom. But at what cost? Shit. I really want this. Losing my soul by working with pure evil? Fine.
The confession. It’s all that matters. I have to do it. Mother said to do whatever it takes.
“Get his arm inside!”
“No!” Roland yelled. “By Kirem’s grace, I suppress thee!” Shadows encircled the priest, and he fell to his knees.
“Kirem cares not for you, priest,” Roland hissed in the moroi’s voice. “His lackey bound us for eternity.” The moroi roared with laughter, an odd sight for Saffa to see coming out of the old man’s mouth.
“Come on, Mortemir; we don’t have all day. Guards are going to hear you. Just get his arm through the damn bars!”
The priest writhed and fell, rolling around on the floor. His hand lunged, a finger touching the bars, but he lurched away. “No! Your chaotic blight must end!”
“Freedom!” the moroi’s voice hissed, and Roland inched like a snail toward the bars.
“How the pious have fallen.” Saffa laughed, extending the chains and her arm just a foot from the bars. Despite her skin burning from the tight irons on her wrists and ankles, she stretched, needing to touch.
“Puppeteer!” Roland said, his voice wild. “Pretender!” His right hand’s middle and index finger wrapped around the bars.
“Almost, Mortemir! One more push, and we’ve got him!”
“No!” Roland yelled, his body convulsing.
Roland’s fingers extended. She stretched her sinews, her fingernail scraping against his. A trickle of ki zapped into her. “Push!”
At the hallway’s end, the metal door’s lock clicked.
“Salvation!” Roland yelled, bracing on his knees to stand. “I cast thee down!”
Shadows around his body faded.
“Fuck!” Saffa cursed, retreating to the wall. “So. Damn. Close.”
Elarion, his face full of urgency, led a pack of guards and chekas. Vasil strode close behind, his gaze incensed.
“Get your house in order, Vasil,” Roland said. “You’ve a spy in your midst, none other than Saffa of Nightwind.”
“Tell me something I don’t know. Now leave—I’ve work to do.”
Roland left, slamming the door behind, a metallic thud echoing.
“Elarion, this is your fault!”
“It isn’t, Father. I orchestrated everything to get her in prison. We’ve an opportunity to learn Nightwind’s secrets. To interrogate her before execution.”
I’m going to assume he’s acting.
“Well,” Vasil said, lips curling, “maybe there’s hope for you yet.”
“Thank you,” Elarion said, stepping in front of his father. “I’ll begin now and report my findings—I’m sure you have more important things to do.”
“I’ll do the interrogating! And you’re supposed to be in my castle for yours.” Vasil struck the duke’s jaw, knocking him down.
“Take him to my castle and put him on the rack. Warm him up, but don’t break anything.”
Two chekas hauled Elarion away.
The rack? What a bastard. How can one’s own father do such a thing? At least Elarion’s message was on its way to Mother.
“Hello, Princess.”
“Heir.”
“Of torture.”
“Only a weak boy finds joy in torture. Does it help you forget how pathetic and greasy you are?”
His hand rose, shaking like his head, and he lunged to open the cell door, but a cheka held him back.
“My Lord, don’t let her touch you.”
“Fetch me a shock rod.”
The cheka motioned for a guard, who left for the armory room.
She hoped to provoke him into making a mistake. “Afraid to get your hands dirty, little man?”
“Tighten her irons.”
A guard yanked on a lever, and the chains slammed her against the wall, pinning her tight.
The other guard returned with a white rod, and Vasil snatched it.
“Open the door.”
Another guard pressed a button. The door of white-hot bars swung open.
Vasil strode inside.
Eyes of onlookers widened, their brows raising.
“Tighter!”
The guard shoved the lever with all his strength. Irons around her crushed, searing her ankles and wrists.
“Fucker!”
Vasil laughed perversely, extending his chain-gauntlet-covered index finger to her chin.
She snapped her teeth at him.
He withdrew. “Nice try. My shock rod will do the touching, screaming its woe upon you. After I’ve wrung every scream from your lips, Nightwind will fall. My armies shall join Bratgon in purging its rot, a sweet treat I’ll savor.”
Uneasy at being restrained and helpless, an unusual position for her, she knew of no way to escape this predicament. Nightwind needed its heir, and she must endure torture. Death would be an easy way out. It didn’t worry her. Going mad did—she hoped to keep her wits.
He paced, fingers tapping on his chin, raspy breaths sputtering from his throat. “When I’ve satiated my … appetites, we’ll have a public spectacle and let the masses partake. After they strip your flesh away, I’ll banish you back to Navia myself, abomination.” Tongue grazing his lips, he clicked a switch on the rod. Its tip ignited in crackling, white lightning. “Time to play.”
“Do your worst,” she said, her brows tight with defiance. On the inside, a lodestone of dread hung, its aura of terror crawling her skin.
Vasil hissed as the sandstone cell amplified the haunting hum of his shock rod, its lightning reflected in his eyes. Shadows danced on the walls, twisting and contorting with each movement of the device.
She met his gaze with fierce determination. Pain. Torture. Not anything new. But this device, with its lightning, her greatest weakness, promised to torment. Sweat droplets fell from her face, the anticipation of shocks bringing nausea.
“Pain,” he said while holding the rod close to her cheek with its prickling aura, “can be a cruel mistress. Let’s see what she teaches.” He spun and thrust the rod, but stopped near her abdomen.
Her eyes shut involuntarily, and she flinched against her unyielding binds, muscles tense while she held her breath. With no pain, she opened one eye.
His beady ones stared back, a twisted smile spreading. “Learn!” he bellowed, winding up, thrusting the rod into her abdomen.
Caustic electricity jolted her, cramping her muscles. Smoke and crimson droplets trailed as he dragged the device to her side, burning through her chef’s uniform, exposing a line of her seared flesh.
Unable to breathe, she gritted her teeth from the misery, refusing to give him a satisfactory scream.
He released and paced once more.
She groaned with a ravenous gasp.
“How many strikes,” he asked, glancing at the eager entourage watching, “before the demon begs?”
A range of numbers from two to eleven came.
“I’ll go for twelve then,” Vasil said, his mad eyes finding hers again. He then waved the rod an inch from her eyes, its electric static distorting her vision. “Tell me, Princess, what have you learned?” he asked, sneering.
Onlookers snickered.
Warm fluids bubbled in her throat, and she involuntarily coughed up a glob of blood. It dribbled down her lips, droplets staining the floor. “That I’m … an heir of freedom … and you’re … a coward.” Despite her courageous words, she knew it would provoke him—a tangible fright engulfed her like a straitjacket.
“Wrong!” he yelled hysterically, shoving the rod into her chest, pushing, grunting, as if trying to pierce through her body.
Pops and smoke sizzled as lightning threw a soirée of electric stabbings in her heart, stopping it as shocks spread, causing a full-body seizure.
He slowly removed the rod. Droplets of blood dribbled from a hole in her chest.
Darkness crept in, but her limbs calmed, her heart thundering back to life, delivering unwanted adrenaline. Where he might strike next brought trepidation—she hoped it wouldn’t be her eyes or ears.
“Two,” he said, resuming his slow pacing, tapping the rod’s midsection in his hand. “You are slow, bitch, but have you learned my lesson yet?” He lifted his chin at her.
A few in the audience laughed, some rubbing their hands together.
With her mind muddied by throbbing stabs in her torso, incoherent groans passed from her lips. If she could provoke him far enough, he might knock her out accidentally, ending the torture.
Through sheer force of will, she angled her upper lip into her most pompous smirk. “I’ve learned … you’re a virgin.” The torment awaiting brought cold chills and involuntary shakes.
Her taunt broke Vasil, and he howled, his arms shaking. The cruel bastard struck her limbs and torso with many lingering strikes, leaving blood-oozing holes. Every hit took her breath, caused muscle spasms, and stung like a giant wasp with its stinger digging around.
A few in the crowd nodded, some laughing.
Eyes watering, she bit into her lip to fight her tears, drawing blood, and her head fell.
“Three! Four!” he yelled, lifting her chin with the rod’s electric tip, its lightning zapping through her face, tormenting her brain, much like in her world when she created things. Her vision filled with colorful, wavy lines, her hearing garbled.
He yanked the rod away, his panting slowly subsiding while he circled in the room, glaring at the onlookers, who quieted and stood at attention. “Get me another fucking rod!” he yelled, spittle spraying the crowd.
And she knew he would put both into her ears now, the thought causing her muscles to vibrate in distress.
A guard hurried to the armory and came back, tossing Vasil a second rod. He ignited it and held both near her lips, his foul breath and gaze cresting over her weary head.
Her mind went delirious with panic, all coherent thoughts fleeing. She shut her eyes, strained against her binds uselessly, and screamed.
He slammed one rod against her chin, the other on top of her head, forcing her mouth shut, the rods forging a persistent lightning bolt through her head.
“I didn’t say you could scream yet.”
She whimpered, shaking from the shocks.
“Now princess … scream for me.”
In a swift motion, he angled the rods, mashing both against her ears.
Her terrified scream resounded.
An awful spin consumed her, gravity and direction meaningless. The bizarre sound of morozkos smooching, as if trying to suck the skin off each other, ruptured her sanity. He held the rods there for what seemed like an hour before releasing.
“Delicious five,” he said, a sudden calmness taking his visage. Smoke drifted from her ears, a persistent, irritating hum lingering.
Her stomach cramped, hot chunks rising. A waterfall of green and red splattered the floor. With her last vestiges of strength, she clamped her mouth shut to capture the remaining mass, lifted her head, and spat it in his face.
“That was a mistake, whore. Six!” He struck the back of her neck with both rods. Lightning cascaded through her nerves like a pack of basmus biting. Malicious laughter grew distant as darkness encroached, her head falling limp. “Pity. I was hoping for more of a show. Such a weak constitution.” He grunted, slamming the rod into her forehead, sending her into the black. “Seven.” After extinguishing the rods, he tossed them to a guard. “Her insolence has earned her a stay in my dungeon’s torture room. Together, my chekas, we’ll experiment and see just how much flesh a demon can lose without dying.”
“Yes, Your Majesty,” one said with an eager smile. He retrieved a white cloak with blue and red runes from the armory room and unchained her from the wall. After tying her tight up in the cloak, two carried her behind Vasil as the group left for his castle.
* * *
Saffa, dizzy with ears humming, stirred in a musty-as-Hells sandstone torture chamber to Elarion’s screams, her hands chained to the wall with white-hot irons, ankles secured to a bolted chair. The ki-draining cloak still covered her.
Images and sensations of her torture tormented her mind.
Leather straps held the duke’s ankles and wrists to a table with rollers—he wore only underwear.
Vasil pulled a lever, stretching Elarion to his limits while three chekas muttered incantations, hands gesturing around the duke’s head. Weapons and instruments of pain adorned the walls.
“Good, demon, you’re awake,” Vasil said. “Enjoy the festivities while you can because you’re next.”
She growled and squinted, trying to break out of her brain fog. “Next? I believe that’s a shampoo for you.”
“How unoriginal. After we strip your skin, tear your flesh off, and reapply it for days, you’ll be banished to Navia in our public square. You won’t be bothering anyone for a long time.”
Even she wondered how much she could endure before death came. Pain sometimes granted her ecstasy. But not shock rods. And certainly not whatever might remove her flesh.
How the Hells am I getting out of this one? Maybe Mother will save me. Twice in a day, I’ve been useless. And now she truly knew how Soren felt during her forced possession.
Shit … I really hurt him. I have to apologize and make it right.
Vasil pulled the lever harder, and Elarion shouted as a snapping crack split from his elbows. “Finally! Have you broken through his mind yet?”
“We are in. But his defenses are tricky. Don’t worry; we’ll uncover his secrets soon.”
The door creaked opened as Kolana entered, wearing her white tuxedo, hair in a sparkling blonde updo. It closed behind her and locked itself.
After setting a small bag down on a chair, she wandered over and put her hand on Vasil’s shoulder, her voice a low purr. “Hi, King Vasil. I heard demons and dukes be tortured here. Can I watch?”
“By all means.”
“Look at those muscles. It must make the rack more fun … for you.”
“I like where your head’s at. I’ve already broken his elbows, but his knees aren’t cooperating. Why don’t you give it a pull?”
Everyone here is demented. Fuck them all.
Eyes brightening, Kolana grasped the lever, bent her knees, and growled, pulling it hard.
Elarion roared, his knees twitching.
“Just … a little more,” Kolana said, putting her weight into it. After a half-minute, she gasped for breath, releasing. “Dammit! So close.”
“You should come here more often.”
“Let me try again soon. I want to hear them snap. Over and over. Healing magic is so handy for such things.”
“My, my, Kolana,” Vasil said darkly. “You are delightful.”
Elarion’s eyes bled as he went limp.
A cheka sighed. “Your Majesty, we’ll need a recess to let his mind recover.”
“Can’t you heal him?”
“The body is easy to heal, and break, and heal again,” Kolana said. “The mind … not so much.”
“She’s right,” the cheka said.
“Vasil, I do have an idea,” Kolana said. “An infernal spell that will get him awake, if you don’t mind a little damage to his mind?”
“Be my guest.”
She shoved chekas out of the way and stood behind Elarion’s head. “Menfer-Curatiomentis,” she intoned, massaging his scalp.
The chekas snorted, and she growled at them.
With her darkening eyes, the room’s lights flickered. “Fuerzas oscuras, a doucur serenitae. Amoris chiaroscura, harmonium paz infernalis. Vindicare luminarium!”
A ghost of a heptagon flared above the duke’s eyes. A vile laugh rumbled through the chamber.
Great, Kolana’s with the infernals, Saffa thought, the heptagon and ominous laugh making it obvious. What a surprise.
Elarion gasped, eyes blinking while the room brightened. “What did you do to my head, Kolana?”
“I made you better.” She slapped the Hells out of him. “So shut up.”
“You wield infernal magic?” Vasil asked.
“All powerful magi do. Is this a problem?”
“No,” he said, eyes gazing at her with lust.
“I’m pleased. He’s yours now.”
“Excellent. Chekas, continue your magic.”
They chanted again, hands moving around Elarion’s head.
“Kolana, join me as an adviser on torture and magic. What do you say?”
“Intriguing, Milord. May I start next week?”
“I’ll send the order to my administrator once we’re done here.”
After nodding, she left his side and sat down in a chair against the wall, picking up her bag and digging around in it. Hands in her lap, she glared at Saffa. “It’s looking at me. I don’t like it. Permission to remove its skin, Your Majesty?”
“Go to the Hells, Kolana!”
Vasil chortled. “I’d love to see you flay it. But it must remain alive and coherent for interrogation. You’ll get first peels, I promise.”
“Did you know I’m adept in both magic and mind? I can help break its will.”
“Kolana, is there anything you can’t do?”
“Not really … And speaking of that, how about you and I have some fun, right here in this room? I’ve never fucked a king in a torture chamber. I don’t want Elarion getting jealous, so knock him out and send your minions away. The demon can watch.”
Oh my goddess. This is my worst nightmare. Saffa closed her eyes, gagging, not wanting to watch or hear any of this.
“You three,” Vasil said, “do it and leave.”
A cheka punched Elarion in the temple, and his eyes closed. They left, locking the door behind.
“Get over here.” Kolana patted a chair.
Vasil hurried to sit near her. “Why didn’t you come to Ursabel sooner?”
“When stories of your reign and Snikm’s arena found my ears in Coswom, I knew I’d spend the rest of my life here with you. Bratgon is boring in comparison—their executions are so fast. No joy or foreplay. Just throw people out high windows or lop off heads. Lame, lame, lame.”
“You understand me so well. And you’ve been teasing me for weeks about this fun we’re going to have. Now is the time.”
“It is,” Kolana said, hands cupped by her waist. “But I need you to warm me up, and I know just the thing.”
“And what is that?”
“Explain how Nightwind will burn. Be brutally honest and specific with every gory detail. You know it will turn me on. Then you and I can fuck. I must confess, with my magic and your anatomy, you’ll find it mind-blowing.”
“You’re both awful!”
“Silence, demon!” As Kolana glanced at Saffa, a spectral mesh formed around her mouth, silencing her. “That’s better, don’t you agree?”
He nodded with a lustful breath.
“We need privacy for our activities. Shall I seal the room so they can’t hear you moan?”
“Yes.”
Barf. Barf. Barf!
“Visilenvalum,” Kolana intoned, and the room’s edges shimmered with a silver barrier. “Now tell me everything, great King. And call me mistress—it’ll excite me even more.”
“Yes, mistress. Months ago, I met with King Leonid of Bratgon.”
“He’s a remarkable man. What did you discuss?”
“Many things, mistress. I promised Leonid my basmu, wizards, and golems—to flank Nightwind from the south while Bratgon’s armies strike from the east.”
Damn these assholes. I need to get back home. I’ll get back. Right?
“That’s hot. Tell me more.” Kolana’s tongue swept out.
Vasil reached for her breasts, but his hands suddenly stopped, arms shaking mid-air.
“Kolana, your magic is so powerful.”
With her dismissive glance, his hands jerked away. “I’ll let you handle me with one hand while you torture the demon with the other. For now, tell me about these Zmey I’ve been hearing about.”
“Yes,” Vasil said, slobbery tongue lapping his chops. “Leonid found a necromancer. Vesna, I believe she called herself. So talented, and a hater of Nightwind. She gave him dark orbs and one of their rocs. How she broke into Samatria’s Zmey graveyard, I know not. With her tutoring Leonid’s necromancer mercenaries, Bratgon now has hundreds of Zmey in their army, with more corpses ready to animate. Undead shock troops—Leonid is a genius.”
“I love the undead … and spheres of annihilation,” Kolana moaned. “And I also hate Nightwind. But why do you hate them, and what is your plan for them?”
“Genocide, mistress Kolana,” he said, lips nearing hers. “Demon filth has no place on this planet. We’ll enslave everyone and everything else and occupy their land and harvest all resources. Samatria is next, then on to Drenaglen. Glory to Bratgon and Ursabel. And to our alliance. And to me.”
Vasil admitting all this enraged Saffa, and Kolana getting off on hearing Vasil’s admissions made her nauseous. If only she possessed the orb—but no, it remained locked in a safe in Elarion’s chambers.
Elarion himself lay unconscious on the rack, bloodied and bruised, squeezing her heart with sorrow.
“Vasil, you hot bastard, you’ve done it to me … doest thou want my body, magic, or both?”
“You’re wild. I. Want. All of you!”
Saffa retched as warm bile crawled up her throat. With the spectral covering preventing her mouth from opening, she forced it back down with a fierce swallow.
Kolana reached into her bag, fiddled around, then pulled out lip balm. After putting some on, she snapped her fingers with a bright flash of silver light. Now on Vasil’s lap, she kissed his ear while whispering lewd things.
When Saffa opened her eyes, she noted an odd sight in the corner: Kolana sat there, but she also sat on Vasil’s lap. An invisible … twin? Great, two bitches instead of one.
Corner Kolana gave Saffa the finger, and Vasil chuckled. “Looks like a threesome, Kolana.”
“You’re getting it from two of me, big boy.”
“By the Hells … get naked. Both of you!”
Corner Kolana snapped her fingers. A second bright flash of light erupted. Vasil and one Kolana now faced each other near the rack, the other Kolana standing behind, rubbing his back.
“I know a spell that will tear our clothes off and enhance your anatomy.”
“Do it!”
She reached down near Vasil’s groin. “Erectus Uppercutus!” she yelled, leaping with a devastating uppercut to his jaw, knocking him flat with a thump as the other Kolana vanished.
31 - Extraction


“A mavka without her consort is still a mavka. A consort without their mavka is dead.”
— Navian Nirvana: Tales of Tantalizing Temptations, Vol. II.
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The spectral mesh around Saffa’s mouth vanished. Her forehead crinkled. “Kolana? What’s going on?”
“You’ll see.” She picked Vasil up and threw him in a chair like a corpse. Hands on his head, she said, “In the name of Alonka, I anoint you with memory loss.”
Chills ran across Saffa’s skin. What?
Kolana’s demeanor changed to pure friendliness as she winked at Saffa.
“Alonka!” Saffa squealed, remembering the mischievous mavka whom Mother had mentioned. “It’s really you?”
“The one and only. Give me a minute. I need to finish wiping his mind.”
“No fucking way! No way! No way!”
“Love your excitement, Saffa. I’ll be with you in a moment.” Eyes closed, she kept her hands on his head for a short time. “Okay,” she exhaled, striding over to Saffa. “Now that’s over, allow me to introduce myself. I’m Alonka, known by the realms as The Trickster.”
“It’s you! I’ve wanted to meet you so much!”
“I’m thrilled to make your acquaintance, Saffa Nightwind. Want to be friends?”
“More than anything!”
“Allow me to assist you getting out of those.” With successive taps to the white-hot irons on Saffa’s wrists and ankles, they fell off, granting Saffa’s joints soothing relief. The ki-draining white cloak flew onto Vasil, forming a gag and blindfold.
“Check this out, Saffa.” Alonka snapped her fingers, and her white tuxedo morphed into a tight, red, adventuring dress with silver sparkles. Her blonde updo cascaded down in waves, caressing the floor, which she levitated from. Luminous, silver-white feathered wings stretched from her bare back—a silver, sparkling tail shimmered from her sacrum, curving around her front on the floor like a water moccasin, its tip curling up.
Saffa let out cries of happiness, her arms shaking. She stood and gave Alonka an enormous hug. Tears of elation streamed from her eyes. “Thank you! Thank you! Thank you!”
Alonka squeezed back. “I’ve got your back, Saffa. That’s what new best friends do. Looks like you’ve been through hell. Ready to get out of this infernal castle?”
“Yes, please,” Saffa said, wiping tears away, eyes wandering down her new friend’s long mane. “Your hair is … longer than any I’ve seen—even Mother’s.”
“You like it?”
“It’s beautiful and unique!”
“Thanks, friend,” Alonka told her, touching Saffa’s cheek. “Here’s an extra boost, compliments of Vasil.” Warmth flowed from Alonka’s touch, tasting like strawberries and mint. Her friend released and hovered back. “It’s time for mavka Saffa.”
Saffa fumed at her captors and transformed.
“Focus on me, Saffa.”
“Revenge!” Saffa yelled, her great wings spreading out.
“Escape,” Alonka countered, her hand wandering down Saffa’s face to her neck. “It’s all that matters.”
Calm euphoria subdued Saffa.
“Holy shit, your touch feels good. I can see why Soren liked it so much.”
“You’re welcome.” Alonka took a few steps back, whistling loud. “Damn, Saffa, look at you! I love everything about your gorgeous body!”
Saffa blushed. “You like my body? Bony parts, thick skin, and all?”
“Who wouldn’t?”
“Thank you! I’m so happy you’re here. What did I just watch? There were two of you. Why did you pretend to be Kolana?”
“Do you know what a simulacrum is?”
“No.”
“She’s Puck, my magical clone. My assistant. She steals ki for me, distracts—that sort of thing.”
“So, you didn’t kiss Vasil?”
“Gross! No, Puck took one for the team, and drained his ki while breaking his wards down.”
“Leaving him vulnerable to your mind wipe.”
“You catch on fast. He could’ve sounded an alarm with a thought, but I distracted him.”
“Why’d you make him say all that stuff about his plans?”
Alonka hurried over to her bag and pulled out the confession orb. “I got it all recorded.”
“Whoa!” Saffa said, elation coursing through her chest. “You got his confession?”
“Sure did, all with your invisible orb.”
“But you didn’t say confess.”
“I did, remember?”
“You confess something about mind-blowing magic.”
“That’s right. Ishethra sent me to infiltrate a few months ago. To pave the way for you. Together, we would have the best chance. Looks like she was right, because you and I got the confession.”
“How?”
“I met up with Elarion after the show. He explained everything and gave me the orb. When this confession gets out, Vasil’s fucked.”
“I can’t thank you enough for helping me with my assignment. Tell me everything.”
Alonka’s friendship with Ishethra went back centuries. Secretly working with Nightwind for decades, she led espionage efforts when she wasn’t off with Dragan having adventures. After wooing Loomsight with creative ideas for Triple R, they made her the host soon after—she loved commanding the shows, drawing tremendous ki from the crowd. She also despised Roland because of his Netherseal attempt on Saffa, wanting him on the show to kill him during the food fight.
“With Roland in Snikm, I asked Loomsight to swap Vasil out with him—he wanted to promote Voraxmor. True to his religion, he charged Loomsight fifty thousand silver coins—on top of the one hundred thousand they paid Vasil. Kenzie’s a sweetheart. I’ll pay her back.”
“So, Mother sent you here to watch over me?”
“I wanted to reveal myself right away, but Ish insisted we meet more naturally, like this. I’m proud to call you my spy teammate.”
Saffa liked this feeling of working with someone, especially a new best friend. Like how she and Soren had trained together in her world. During the second wyrm fight, their magic had melded perfectly … but her forced possession of him still nagged at her heart—all for a roc trophy.
I’ve been arrogant and demeaning. He deserves my respect. I hope we can be together again as equals, fighting side by side.
Her wings drooped, the possibility of it too unlikely to hope for.
“Something on your mind, Saffa?”
“Just boys and my failings.”
“Let’s hear it.”
“I possessed a boyfriend against his will.”
“Ouch. Are you still seeing him?”
“We haven’t spoken since.”
“Don’t let it trouble you, Saffa. If he’s a true friend, he’ll forgive.”
“Yeah … maybe he will.” Her wings rose. “He will … He and I make a good team. So do you and I!”
“You did amazing for your first infiltration.”
“Thanks. You’re unlike anyone I’ve ever met.”
“I’m the most clever demon ever.”
“I believe it,” Saffa said. “Did you know infernals bound Mortemir to Roland forever?”
Alonka snorted. “I saw the shadows in his eyes during the show and figured as much. Serves them both right. That moroi and I have had many run-ins. Hey, Saffa, why don’t you wake Elarion up?”
With a quick kiss, she gifted some warm ki. “Wake up, sleeping duke.”
Elarion’s eyes opened. “Saffa,” he groaned, glancing around the room. “And Alonka. Vasil’s tied up. You did it?”
Alonka came forward, holding the orb. “We got it all.”
“Wonderful. You two must leave at once for Nightwind.”
“Not before I get you out of here,” Saffa said, reaching for his bindings.
“Leave me restrained … to maintain the illusion.”
“I agree,” Alonka said. “He leads Ursabel’s underground resistance. After we escape, Vasil will use a confession orb. Elarion, you must speak the truth, but not all the truth. Tell him why Saffa came and say you’re loyal to Ursabel.”
“What if he asks me about you and your true purpose?”
“He shouldn’t, because nobody knows about me. If he does, tell him the truth.”
“Thanks for gracing Ursabel with your presence and letting me play along in your performance.”
Alonka rubbed Elarion’s elbow—it snapped into place. “You’re a kind soul, Elarion. Ursabel is lucky to have you.”
“That feels much better. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. Sorry about the slap.”
“I’ve never had a woman slap me that hard. You seemed to enjoy it.”
Alonka grinned.
“I’ll see you during your visit to Nightwind,” Saffa said.
“Looking forward to it. About your escape …”
“Say nothing,” Alonka said. “Vasil will ask if you aided our escape. You must give an honest no. Besides, I know what lurks in this castle: a xanet golem, ten iron golems, chekas … and a shit-ton of wizards and guards.”
“Is that all? Put me back to sleep. I don’t want to stress about your escape. I wish I could help.”
“Keep the resistance going.” Saffa rubbed his face, draining his ki, and he fell asleep with a smile.
“Alonka, you’re powerful. Can you teleport us out of here?”
“The entire structure and grounds have oodles of wards. I could get you out, but I wouldn’t have enough magic for myself. Want me to try?”
“Absolutely not! I’m not leaving my new best friend alone in here by herself!”
“I’m so glad.” Alonka put the orb in her bag. “And you need a weapon. Something suited for golems.” As Alonka gestured, a morning star flew from the wall, hovering between them. Iron shackles, knives, and metal instruments flew toward it, sticking together. “Help me forge this with your fire.”
Giddy to make a weapon with her new friend, Saffa bathed the metals in crimson flames, and they glowed a bright orange.
With Alonka’s gestures, the weapon creaked, taking shape.
“Ice it.”
Saffa switched to ice, covering the weapon. A hissing cloud of steam filled the room.
When it cleared, Saffa grabbed a completed giant, floating kanabo flaring out wide at the top. Despite its hefty mass, she swung it with ease.
“Smashing!”
“I can’t wait to see you in action.”
“And your magic is amazing! What else can you do?”
“I’m all spirit domain, Saffa. With my thoughts, I make all kinds of crazy shit happen. I can also conjure illusions and possess multiple people. Since you like my hair so much, you should know I’ve picked locks with it and … a fight or two.”
“Your hair is a tool and weapon?”
“I’ve learned many skills in my long life.”
“Just how old are you?”
“Six hundred thirty-one.”
“What’s it like living that long?”
“I love being a mavka. I’ve seen many realms, and most of Yava. Life’s never boring. I’ve played more tricks than I can remember.” She blew a whirlwind of glitter. It spiraled around Saffa, then swirled back into her mouth. “Life’s a never-ending carnival, and I’ve got the best seat in the house!”
“A never-ending carnival? Sounds like fun! Guess I’ve some catching up to do, old-timer. Let’s make some fresh memories!”
“With you? Each tale is bound to be the best! We’ll make mischief, my elemental friend.”
Vasil stirred.
Alonka whacked him on the face, and he stilled.
“Should we kill him?” Saffa asked. “He’s so rotten. We’d be saving lives and future torture.”
“I know … but murdering him would galvanize his supporters. I don’t think you want his murder on your hands, despite his filth. Your decision, though—you have my full support if you wish to end him.”
An execution conflicted with her kindness. Justice would be better. His people should be the executioners.
“No. Let’s hope for Ursabel’s revolution and the people kill him.”
“I concur.”
“You used spells. I’m guessing the one to heal Elarion’s mind was made up, but Visilenvalum, I recognize. Have you always been able to use words of power and thought magic?”
“Years after my birth in the Underworld, I discovered my affinity for words of power.”
“So, Soren was wrong when he said you can’t have thought and emotion magic combined with words of power.”
“It’s exceedingly rare. Most mortals won’t meet someone with such ability in their lifetime.”
“Mother said we are rare … and that she ruled the Underworld. Can you tell me more about it?”
“It’s harsh and chaotic. Most entities are out for themselves. My early years were … difficult. But Ishethra and Zelene eventually found me and helped me master my power and adapt.”
“What did you think of Zelene?”
“It’s my life’s work to make her laugh and loosen up. I’m still trying.”
Saffa chuckled, remembering struggles with Zelene’s serious nature at first. “She has a good heart, albeit prude.”
“Yes to both.”
“What’s the scenery like in the Underworld?”
“Let’s start with Erebus, its capital. Saffa, this city is so big. Buildings stretch for leagues from the dark ground all the way to the Underworld’s roof. They move around and disappear when you least expect it. And there’s a huge snake skeleton running through some of it.”
Enchanted by Alonka’s description, Saffa said, “I want to go so bad!”
“I’ll take you there as soon as we get a breather.”
“Really?” Saffa asked with excitement.
“Yes! I can show you the ropes.”
“Who rules it?”
“A demon lord, usually. One died recently, so the five factions will swoop in and take over sections of the city.”
“What factions?”
“We’ve got ifrits, oni, cecaelias, banshees, and nagas.”
“I know ifrits. Malevolent, fiery djinn.”
“Never trust those boys, Saffa—they’re the worst, and first faction. Oni, the second faction, are the nicest boys. They make great friends and lovers. One just has to get used to their bantering. They often say things like they’ll eat you or rip your head off. But they’re just joking.”
“Some kind of joke.”
“One saved me after my birth.”
“Why would you need saving?”
“I wasn’t the trickster you see here. Having been just born, I was confused and didn’t understand my magic.”
“Can you share your story now?”
“It’s long, so we should save it for when we have hours of downtime.”
“What about the other factions?”
“You know Irvan, right?”
“Water man with holy shit abs? Oh, yes.”
Alonka chuckled. “He’s a cecaelias, the third faction, a mix of genders and demeanors—some good like Irvan, others not so much. And Kaela, who you must’ve met, is a special banshee, the fourth faction of all women, mostly bad; but, like Kaela, some are good. Nagas, the fifth and final faction, are snakelike women with six arms. They are skilled hunters—nobody can hide anywhere in the realms from them. This only scratches the surface of what lurks in our capital.”
“So much to see,” Saffa said with awe. “I look forward to it. Can you portal to the city?”
“There’s a null zone around it, so you must travel to and descend the abyss. It takes a few days.”
“What’s a null zone?”
“Super rare parts of the realms where portals don’t work.”
“And the abyss? I’ve heard of this … some sort of endless pit?”
“It’s a vast chasm spanning many of Navia’s realms. Listen, I’m sorry for what I did on the show and for the things I said … and for giving you the finger … and for binding your mouth.”
“It was all part of your act. No apology necessary.”
Relief rippled across Alonka’s face. “Great! Let’s talk escape, starting with this.” Alonka showed Saffa her prized possession, Hex, a six-sided, colorful artifact die to create epic but unpredictable magic when rolled.
“Where’d you get that?” Saffa asked, eyes widening at it.
“It took three centuries to make. When I share my life’s story, you’ll hear all about it. I save it for emergencies … or fun.”
“Three centuries to make something?” Saffa asked, the timeframe too abstract for her young mind to fully comprehend. “Can you re-roll?”
“It takes weeks to recharge, so no.”
“Can you influence what it does?”
“A bit, but it largely does its own thing. Now, about golems.” Alonka explained iron and xanet golems—automatons imbued with magic to act as guards.
Saffa now understood the mindless creatures she’d encountered. The nearly invulnerable xanet golems should be avoided and could see invisible creatures. Chekas could be beaten in small numbers. The wizards and guards would only pose a problem if they swarmed.
Both agreed on stealth and avoidance as the best strategy. Saffa explained Mother’s teachings, including thermal echoes and heat shadows for concealment. Alonka agreed to help Saffa with her magic and boost the effects.
Alonka had disabled detection wards on her way down, and their escape path led to a less-guarded side entrance upstairs, one Alonka had used before as Kolana. Once outside the castle grounds, they’d fly south, leaving Snikm, then west to the hills of Samatria for extraction. With their combined intelligence, strength, and magic, their hopes soared.
“You need to eat the orb.” Alonka rubbed Saffa’s stomach. “To keep it safe while we escape. I’m guessing your abs will do the trick.” With Alonka’s hand twist, the orb shrank, flying into Saffa’s mouth. With her swallow, it entered her stomach.
Saffa burped as it pushed against her belly.
Alonka snickered and grabbed her bag, attaching it to her hip with spectral straps. “I’ll help you regurgitate it later.”
“After we leave, let’s talk about you and visit the Underworld.”
I’d like nothing more, Alonka thought. Can I stay in here for our escape?
Overjoyed to have her new friend in her mind, Saffa thought, Yes!
I’ll pick the lock. The blonde mavka floated over to the door, strands of her hair extending into it. After some fiddling, it clicked. Got it! Engage your stealth magic.
With Alonka’s mental help, Saffa engaged her thermal echoes and heat shadow. The mavki disappeared. Saffa held her kanabo in one hand; Alonka took her other. The door opened by itself just a crack, revealing an empty sandstone hallway.
* * *
Outside the torture room, Saffa maintained her concealing magic.
We go forward until the stairs, Alonka thought. Hands held, the mavki floated beyond a junction.
Two flanking hallways ended with storage rooms, doors open. Guards and wizards sat in each room, conversing. Loud stomps rumbled up ahead.
Xanet golem! Alonka thought. It’ll see through your magic. Back to the junction! The mavki retreated, darting down the right hallway, flattening against the wall. The ground shook.
It’s getting closer, Saffa thought, heart racing as she remembered how one of them had easily defeated her in the prison.
The silver behemoth descended the stairs and stepped into the junction, its bright red mouth flickering. Saffa’s nerves pulsed from its high-pitched whirring sounds.
If it passes, we hurry upstairs, Alonka thought to her. If not, I have some magic to distract. The golem lumbered forward. Go now! Alonka yanked Saffa’s hand, and the mavki floated behind it, toward the stairs. A ratcheting sound echoed.
Saffa noted the golem’s head elongating while rotating. Alonka, their heads can look in all directions!
Hurry! Alonka thought, zooming, taking Saffa with her up the stairs and into a large room. Weapons, armor, and supplies lined its edges. Four iron golems patrolled.
Those xanet golems are so creepy!
Super creepy, Alonka thought back. Now, I saw these four on my way down. This way to the servants’ quarters. Alonka led Saffa to an iron door and touched it. Ward’s back up. I’ll take it down again, then we go through. Alonka spread her hands on the door, her hands glowing silver.
How do you break wards?
Patience, and lots of practice. I’ll need to pick this one, too. Strands of Alonka’s hair slipped into the lock.
Saffa watched the golems lumbering around, alert for any problems.
The lock soon clicked, and Alonka opened it. They squeezed through a small gap.
A different xanet golem loomed farther down this next hallway.
They brought a second one in! Alonka thought. Back, back, back!
They hovered in the armory room, and Alonka shut the door softly.
Anxious with muscles clenching, Saffa thought, Maybe they took it from the prison. We can sneak through the dining hall.
Five chattering chekas entered from the other door on the room’s opposite side.
Saffa, don’t move.
A pit hung in Saffa’s stomach as she took a slow breath. Motionless, she then held her breath.
Stomps boomed beneath.
Shit! Alonka thought. It’s coming back up. We need to go! Hopefully, these five don’t notice us.
After floating near the door, they waited. The annoying chekas blocked it, conversing about a demon in Vasil’s torture chamber.
Move, you fuckers! Saffa thought, the stomping from downstairs rising.
A xanet golem’s head appeared from the stairs.
Alonka! It’s here!
Now! Alonka thought, pulling Saffa forward and reaching for the door. It’s warded, too!
Saffa’s wings and tail brushed up against a cheka, who spun around. Ready for battle, Saffa grabbed Alonka and floated backward.
“Something’s in here!”
An alarm sounded.
The xanet golem emerged, intoning, “Intruder alert. Two invisible targets acquired.”
Saffa gripped her kanabo with both hands, but her concentration faltered. The pair shimmered into view, with only Alonka’s mavka body cloaked.
Time to fight! Alonka thought. Pound the iron golems; I’ll handle the rest.
Saffa iced her kanabo while flying at an iron golem, eager to bash the Hells out of it. The other three converged around her.
Alonka pointed. “Boys, if you value your lives, flee this place immediately, for what awaits you is an agonizing demise that lacks any semblance of mercy.” Eight copies of the mavka spread out around her, each mirroring her motions. Puck stepped out of Alonka’s body, flying toward the wall. After grabbing two scimitars, she dueled the silver titan by the stairs, evading punches and kicks in a frenetic dance.
“Bind them!” a cheka yelled.
“The fuck you will,” Alonka said, raising her left arm. An exquisite violin and bow phased in. Some strands of her hair glowed, stretching taut along the instrument as she held it, licking her lips. The mavka danced in the air, playing an upbeat melody, mixing techno and classical in moderato.
“Morsligatus!”
Dark ropes snaked from cheka hands, flying toward the mavki.
“Mortblitus!”
Black bolts shot from their fingers.
Alonka’s song hastened to allegro. Gold tendrils sprinkled with pink glitter erupted from her hair strings. Infused with her vibrato, each snapped, swirled, and nipped at the dark magic of the chekas, holding it back in a furious battle.
Inspired by her friend’s remarkable music and unusual fighting style, Saffa spun with a shout, walloping her kanabo into an iron golem’s torso with a resonant bang. Ice shards scattered, and the buckling golem reeled. She bashed its knee, bending it at a sharp angle. A final swing tore its leg in half, emitting a piercing screech of rent metal, then it fell still. Got one! Three more.
You go, Saffa!
The trio of iron golems unleashed a flurry of punches and kicks. A bruising strike sent Saffa hurtling backward.
She roared, determined to smash these automatons into pieces.
“Malcarga!”
Waves of crimson lightning shards sprayed out, merging with dark magic and Alonka’s music to create a field of chaos. Some shards found their mark, striking the mavki. Like burning knives, each strike cut their flesh open.
Pain fueled Saffa’s rage as she swung her kanabo with a flying uppercut, ripping an iron golem’s head off with a metallic boom. The automaton fell to the ground with a thump.
Two left!
A punch from another iron golem struck her head with a crunch. Stars swirled in her vision.
She flew back, snarling, pushing the pain away, madness nearing.
Dark tendrils snaked around Alonka.
Saffa! Help!
From the fight with Mortemir, she knew how to help.
Kanabo pointed, a fiery blast streamed from its glowing head. The shadowed cords gleamed azure. As she shot snow, they froze into glacial ropes with sharp hisses.
She lunged, swinging her weapon, shattering the binds. Her frosty enchantment crawled up the shards and iced the cheka’s hands and arms. “Frostbite me, bitches!”
Alonka squealed with delight.
Two iron golems raised their fists above the blonde mavka’s head.
Saffa leaped above her friend, two fast strikes knocking both golems back.
Chekas intoned, “Ignitel,” melting their iced arms.
From below, shuffling footsteps found Saffa’s keen ears. Metal feet shook the ground from behind both doors.
We’ve got golems, wizards, and guards incoming!
Ice and fog the stairs, Alonka thought.
After flying while evading golem punches, Saffa hovered above the stairs, sprayed fog from her weapon, and ended with a dense ice storm.
The xanet golem struck Puck with a thunderous, two-handed smash, obliterating her into red mist, the two scimitars she had been holding fusing together from the force.
With the sound of someone blowing a raspberry, the cloud swirled out of the room through a cracked window.
Alonka! Puck’s dead!
She’ll be fine, eventually; don’t worry.
Alonka lunged at two chekas. Arms releasing her violin, it played by itself as she gripped them by the throat, her eyes glowing green. “Protect your mistress!”
Their eyes blackened.
“Crufulga!”
Crimson lightning thundered at their three comrades, who intoned, “Ventrides.”
Newly formed prismatic shields deflected it.
From the stairs, a host of guards and wizards climbed, slipping, falling over each other.
Both iron golems grabbed Saffa’s legs, pulling her down.
Needing to dispatch them quickly and help her friend, she spun like a whirlwind, freeing her legs, bashing with her kanabo.
The xanet golem charged Alonka, and her other hair strands cracked at it like a whip as they dueled with astonishing speed. Alonka’s images soon disappeared, each punched or kicked by the golem’s swift attacks.
The other xanet golem smashed through the servants’ door. On the stairs, some wizards intoned, “Ventada,” blowing the fog away. Others intoned, “Ignitel,” melting the ice. They stormed into the room.
Two mighty swings by Saffa removed both iron golem’s heads with ear-splitting clangs, their bodies crashing against the stone floor. Got all the iron golems! But that second xanet’s here!
Frenetic now, Alonka grasped her violin, whirling in a blur, evading dark spells and golem strikes, her musical beat a hot vivacissimo. Golden swirls of glitter flooded the room, slapping every foe, each strike splashing pink paint, causing mayhem.
The other door smashed open. Six iron golems lumbered forth in rapid succession.
Alonka! We need to run!
A nasty crack came when a xanet golem kick sent Alonka reeling, her instrument exploding in a bright flash, her magic around the room fading. Saffa, to the servants’ quarters!
The second xanet golem blocked their path, sprinting at Alonka.
Compelled by protective instincts for her friend, Saffa swung her kanabo, smiting the titan with fantastic might. It barreled through golems, guards, and wizards. Her kanabo shattered, leaving just a small dent in the automaton. She cast it away.
You first, Saffa, Alonka thought, her face scrunching. I’ll disorient them.
Alonka, you’re hurt. You first.
Go!
Three chekas slew their two compromised companions with Mortblitus, their bodies struck by dark bolts. They dissolved into bubbling tar.
Saffa hovered backward through the doorway.
Alonka followed, rotating in the air like on a knife wheel, long tresses dancing. Walls, floor, and ceiling twisted, morphing into a creaking, chaotic maze. Enemies sprawled, struggling to navigate the shifty environment. A lone iron golem broke through.
With Alonka’s finger twiddling, a suit of armor against the wall reformed into a crude maul. It flew into Saffa’s hands.
Graced by her wicked smile, Saffa pounded the iron golem with three crumpling strikes. It fell motionless.
Alonka dropped to the floor, and the maze area returned to normal. Make an ice wall. Then carry me.
Saffa unleashed ice from one hand, crafting a thick wall to hold their enemies off. She threw her weapon aside and grabbed Alonka, making for the door fast as she could. I’ve got you, Alonka. Report.
I’m low on ki, Alonka thought, her breaths ragged. And my ribs are cracked.
I’ll get you out of here.
From behind, many smashes crunched. The ice wall exploded into glittering pieces. The formation of enemies charged.
At the iron door leading outside, Saffa released Alonka and tore it off its hinges. With her heave, it struck an iron golem, knocking it down. She held Alonka once more and flew through the doorway, up into a predawn sky.
Down below, their pursuers emerged. A materializing dome of pulsing, white mesh spread from the ground, stretching into a dome.
Saffa stopped her flight. What is it?
Infernal magic. Don’t touch.
Now what?
Get to the field!
Saffa flew west to a field of grass.
Chekas swarmed out of the keep. “Crufulga! Malcarga!”
Lightning bolts struck, ripping off chunks of the mavki’s flesh.
Alonka screamed. I hate lightning!
“Me, too!” Saffa said aloud, her burning skin draining brown fluids as she plummeted, crashing with Alonka onto the field.
The mavki groaned in pain as a throng of enemies approached from the east.
Worried about the orb, Saffa rubbed her belly, and it felt intact. She held Alonka’s hand, feeding her some ki.
Thanks, friend, I needed that. Shall I roll my die?
With escape impossible, enemies everywhere, and Alonka weakened, no better options remained, especially with the xanet golems immune to her magic. Regardless, she wanted to see what might happen.
Roll it!
* * *
Two xanet golems, six iron golems, a pack of chekas, scores of wizards, and too many guards to count holding varied weapons stormed over a hill with Vasil’s castle looming behind, the infernal mesh-barrier pulsing a bright white. Saffa and Alonka lay nearby. A colorful die appeared in Alonka’s hand.
“Hex, get us out of this dire situation!” With her roll, it expanded, skittering around in the short grass.
Saffa’s sharp eyes read three sides. “Rain of ephemeral artifacts … orgy … spa day in the Underworld.”
“Come on, orgy!” Alonka cheered.
“Orgy?” Saffa asked, giving her friend a stunned brow raise. The surreal thought of this deadly encounter turning into a sex party made her burst out in laughter.
“Or spa day. Either will make me a happy trickster.”
The die settled, revealing a new side.
Alonka read the top face, “Saffa, draw five.” It vanished into Alonka’s hand.
“Take them!” a cheka yelled.
A deck of cards appeared in Saffa’s hand, each displaying a red silhouette of a jestress.
“I’ve only seen a draw four,” Alonka said. “Hurry!”
Saffa grabbed five cards from the deck. The rest disappeared. On the first, a curved double arrow flanked black text overlaid on a white background. “Speak backward until backward is forward.”
Alonka giggled as the card rotated upside down and zoomed off into the sky.
“Understand, don’t I?” Saffa asked. “The what …?” She snickered at the silliness of this magic.
“Hurry—next one!”
“Mortblitus!”
Saffa flipped a card: a sunflower with large fangs. “Sunflower titanic carnivorous.”
The card vanished in yellow smoke, then the ground quaked, a long chasm opening. From it, an enormous sunflower sprouted up, taller than the castle’s keep, mouth full of fangs dripping with yellow fluids. It screeched, shooting azure fireballs at enemies from its mouth. Dark bolts struck its hide, glancing off.
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“Yes!” Alonka cried.
Many sunflower fields graced Nightwind. Soren took Saffa on a date once, ending where they laid in one near the castle.
Despite the commotion, she smiled at a memory of holding his hand, talking, kissing through the night.
“Sunflower big a that’s!”
“Bring it down!” a cheka yelled.
Malcarga spells pummeled the sunflower with crimson lightning blasts. It bled green, roaring, leaning down, gobbling up a guard.
Wizards behind cast Masmittor, shooting rocks at it, but the sunflower’s substantial stem resisted their attacks, receiving grazes.
The golems lumbered along the long chasm, seeking a way around.
“Fuck yeah!” Alonka yelled. “Next one!”
Next card showed a sandy beach with humanoids in swimwear. Saffa hoped to break the curse and read its caption backward, but it came out of her mouth the same. “Beach the at respite brief.” The card vanished with wave sounds.
A blinding flash of light revealed an oasis spreading all the way to the keep.
The sunflower chomped a cheka in half, blood and flesh splatting from its mouth.
“More lightning! Malcarga-Crufulga!”
A storm of lightning battered its stem, green blood spraying.
With a second flash of light, everyone, even the golems, wore swimwear. Saffa and Alonka sported blue and yellow one-piece swimsuits, respectively. Golems, chekas, wizards, and guards funneled to the oasis like lemmings.
“Next card!” Alonka yelled, floating across the chasm.
Saffa chortled at the bizarre magic and couldn’t resist following—she flipped the next card, revealing herself standing on stage, mouth open, hands over her chest. Hearts and musical notes surrounded her head. Tragedy and comedy masks adorned the card corners. “Opera grand steamy a are interactions your all.” This is going to be fun! The card disappeared with a sound of Saffa’s singing.
She held Alonka’s hands, accidentally dropping the last card into the chasm. With sudden lust for her friend, Saffa wanted to perform. Her beautiful alto voice sang, “Are you tricky and stunning how, dear my, Alonka!”
Alonka’s smile spread like her arms, voice rising in song. “Oh Saffa, my love, I’m nothing compared to your smashing power!” The mavki entered the oasis, its warm water pleasant to Saffa’s feet.
Enamored chekas, wizards, and guards stared. Spicy ki bubbled on Saffa’s skin, crawling in her body. One cheka strutted forward, wearing only underwear—his libido eyes met hers. With a flamboyant slide, he dropped to one knee, singing baritone, “Radiant siren of the abyss, what spell hast thou cast on my heart?”
Alonka stepped in-between, glaring at him while singing soprano, “Dark wizard of desire, know her heart is mine! Beware my mavka ire, lustful swine!”
Saffa blinked in astonishment—her stomach hurt from laughing so hard.
The sunflower snapped up a wizard, chomped twice, and ended with an impolite burp.
A group of chiseled guards wearing swim trunks approached. They danced around the mavki, singing tenor, “By the shore we stand, in trunks so bright, enchantresses of the sea, a captivating sight. With waves as our tune and sand at our feet, will you join our beach dance and make us complete?”
The mavki sang with tremolo, Saffa singing backward, “United we stand with hands entwined, yet your scanty trunks, oh guards, do tell a tale. With every glance, your hearts to us resign. Know, dear sirs, it’s we who tip the scale!”
Saffa twirled Alonka away and brought her close. After a graceful dip, Alonka spun away, their fingers lingering in a fleeting touch. Alonka’s melodious call rang out, “Everyone, follow us!”
All humanoids followed in step. Golems playfully stomped nearby, splashing in the water.
The mavki sang, Saffa in reverse, “To the beach, with wings of delight, we splash and prance, making quite the sight! You follow our tails, but can you keep pace? For in this race, we lead the chase!”
Saffa gasped from the hot pleasure surging through her veins, her skin gleaming a bright azure. Alonka’s glowed silver.
The last card flew out of the chasm, stopping near Saffa’s face. On it, a five-headed dragon flew, each head breathing distinct elements. “Strike Air Yamata.” The card disappeared with a resounding roar.
In a burst of inspiration, Saffa sang, “Hannah sees mom sees dad sees mom sees Hannah!”
Alonka sang alto, “Astute, through palindromic genius, you prevail!”
Saffa belted out tenor, “Behold! Kneel before the brilliance of my intellect!”
All enemies kneeled.
“You all!” Alonka sang, voice lingering with vibrato. “Are fucked!”
High above, a Yamata materialized. The titanic dragon circled, five massive maws sniffing, malicious eyes scanning. It cast a gigantic shadow over the grounds.
Stem severed by lightning, the sunflower exploded with an ear-crushing splat. Flaming red and black seeds rained.
Saffa sang with Alonka, “From mirrored skies, the Yamata soars … with terrible breath and thunderous roars. From its five heads, elements and sound spew, striking with pain you never knew!”
Underwear-clad chekas pranced, singing baritone, “In heated flame with desires for flings, we march and sing under dragon’s wings.”
Wizards, their trunks fluttering, sang tenor, “Through arcane mysteries, our lust flares, with dragon fire, our enemies despair.”
The guards sang a chorus, “Valorous, we fight, our urges fly, with dragon’s might, victory is nigh.”
Saffa and Alonka sang, “Yamata, great dragon of ancient lore, unleash your breaths, don’t be a bore!”
The Yamata faced down, mouths opening wide.
Alonka belted out alto, “Saffa, let’s fly, a cataclysm awaits! It’s time to go, we must escape!”
Multitudes danced around the mavki in heart formation. Baritone and tenor voices cried out, “No shining sirens! Don’t go!”
The mavki leaped into the air. Alonka’s soprano and Saffa’s alto sang out, “Goodbye!”
“Come back!”
“Goodbye!”
“Please stay!”
“Goodbye!”
With the sound of a crashing grand piano, the oasis vanished, and everyone’s attire reverted.
“Bring them down!” a cheka yelled.
The Yamata’s five maws breathed potent streams. Red scorching fire came first, casting a mesmerizing glow. A blast of white ice followed, glistening as it chilled the air even as its neighbors’ fire burned. Blue lightning bolts thundered, brightening scant clouds and the castle grounds. Azure fire roared, so intense its heat radiated across Saffa’s skin from afar. A burst of yellow sonic energies reverberated through the surroundings, a rapid vibration rumbling in her chest.
The infernal dome shattered. A rainbow, apocalyptic cloud exploded, shaking the sky as it spread, ascending. Each stream rushed on, pounding the keep into submission, hurling huge stone chunks skyward. Chekas, guards, wizards, and iron golems disintegrated. Both xanet golems rocketed into the air from the force. The Yamata vanished. A shockwave of elements spread.
Alonka’s fingers twiddled. “Animtraspo.”
“Alonka!” Saffa yelled, floored by the devastation and her friend sacrificing herself. “Get yourself out, too!”
“Only the orb matters.”
“No!”
Silver wind howled at Saffa, enveloping with a piercing chill.
Whoosh.
In the distance now, Saffa saw as the blast tore through Vasil’s crumbling castle, stone shooting for leagues. The shockwave ripped through Alonka’s body, and she fell from the air, landing in a heap at the field’s edge. Ribs held, she stood, hair whipping at the surviving chekas rushing her. Their lightning blasts took her down. Two enemies hauled her away into the battered keep. The mushroom cloud above expanded, casting darkness in a wide area.
Stomach soured, tears gushing at the enemy’s capture of Alonka, Saffa faced away, beating her wings, flying with all her strength, the desert beneath receding. Her friend’s sacrifice must be honored. Mother would get her out later.
Hundreds of basmu and their riders pursued.
Saffa clutched Ysarel’s necklace. Mother! I’m being chased by hordes in the sky!
Fly as high as you can, Mother thought, then tuck your wings.
She rose above the clouds. Westerly winds howled, whipping around her as she tucked her wings and tail tight, leaving her pursuers behind. The desert beneath unfolded, its tiny shrubs and creatures still crisp to her eyes through gaps in the clouds.
After a frantic flight of two hours, she reached the hills of Samatria and dove. I need a portal!
A fiery gateway opened below.
She flew through, leaving nothing but embers.
Minutes later, basmu landed, searching the area.
One rider pulled out a tablet. “Kolana is dead, but Saffa escaped. We believe she has a confession orb.”
* * *
Inside the torture chamber, Elarion remained on the rack. Holes gaped in the ceiling, revealing a daytime sky of gray clouds.
Chekas broke through the door. Vasil awoke as one of them untied him.
“My liege, Saffa escaped. Kolana perished. We dissected her corpse and incinerated it—she’s a demon. Your castle is smashed … we sustained casualties.”
Vasil’s mouth twitched, head and arms trembling. “Fetch me a confession orb.” The cheka went to the room’s corner, tapped a pattern on the sandstone, and a panel opened. He retrieved an orb and handed it to Vasil.
He stood by Elarion’s head, holding it in both hands. “I didn’t want to waste this on you, but I’ve no choice, given Kolana’s unfortunate betrayal and demise.”
“There’s nothing to hide,” Elarion said. “You don’t need the orb. Ask, and I’ll answer honestly.”
“No! Elarion, tell me why you invited me on the show and what you know about Saffa’s assignment in Snikm. Confess.” The orb lit up in green.
“Yes, Father. I invited you to inspire the people … to serve our family name. Nightwind sent Saffa to infiltrate Ursabel to get secrets about our collusion with Bratgon into a confession orb.”
“Did she get any secrets?”
“Saffa didn’t get a confession from anyone,” Elarion said. “Thank the Circles.”
“Fine. Did Kolana?”
“What, Father?”
“Did Kolana use a confession orb on me?”
“Yes.”
Vasil hissed. “Why else was she in Ursabel?”
“She wanted to kill Roland Punit. She harvested ki from Triple R shows and helped Saffa escape. Because of the rack, I couldn’t intervene.”
“Did you aid their escape, verbally or otherwise?”
“No, Father. I’m loyal to Ursabel and seek only its glory.”
The orb gleamed white.
Vasil howled, throwing the orb and shattering it upon a wall. “He’s cleared of all charges. Get him out of here and back to his palace.”
A cheka began unstrapping Elarion.
“We must secure our borders. More torture and interrogations. We’ll root out every dissident and spy. Law and order must prevail. You will recover the orb from Nightwind Castle intact within two days. Use Roland—he knows their castle’s secrets. And ask Leonid to loan us his kigbrel.”
32 - Reunion


“Since inception by Maelthra two millennia ago, only women have ruled Norembel’s enclave. Nothing forbids a man from joining, but those few who have attempted the grueling trials have always perished.”
— Governance and Guilds
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Saffa zipped through fire, speeding into Nightwind’s council chamber, a stone wall looming.
Mother cracked Soulash around her waist, yanking.
Hands up in panic, Saffa stopped just shy of smashing into the wall.
“Welcome home, Saffa,” Mother said, releasing the whip as it slithered into her robes. “Do you have the orb?”
Saffa panted and ran to Mother—she didn’t care about that—Alonka needed saving. “Yes … I know about Alonka … They took her back to Vasil’s dungeon … We need to save her!”
“They’ll have executed her by now.”
“What?”
“Saffa, she gave her life for freedom and will be reborn—we have more important things to discuss.”
Mother’s callous, blank expression bothered her. “I made a new best friend today … and she’s already gone … You don’t seem to care!”
With a brow raise, Mother said, “The orb.”
Saffa’s breaths steadied. “You’re seriously offending me right now, but sure, Mother, I guess it’s all that matters.” She gave an angry eye roll, patting her stomach. “It’s in here—thank Alonka’s smarts, as she suggested I eat it.”
“Idrys, can you come out and help?” Mother asked with a glance at the wall.
A stone panel slid sideways. Idrys emerged, beaming. “Hey, Saffa, good to see you again!”
“Hello, Idrys, it’s nice to have someone here with feelings. Can you help me get an orb out of my belly?”
Mother’s mouth flattened sideways.
“Hold your breath while I do a spell.”
Saffa held it.
The gnome pulled out a wand. “Minmata-Portitas.”
Saffa’s stomach clenched as Idrys dragged her wand from belly to mouth. She coughed up a small, brown-slimed orb into the gnome’s hand.
“I guess my stomach bile is brown like my blood when I transform.”
“Most demon blood is. Magmuta.”
The orb expanded.
“Saffa, let’s chat later. For now, I’ll get back to work.”
“Thank you, Idrys,” Mother told her, and the gnome left behind the panel. It closed with a thud.
Saffa paced in the room, mind whirling with so many emotions. “Where’s Soren? I want to see him.”
“Elenmir.”
“Why is he in their tower?”
“He’s a lich now.”
Saffa stomped her foot in exasperation. “The. Fuck? He’s undead?”
“Yes, but he’s also free of the infernal contract.”
“Well, that’s … good. I was hoping to give him a hug and apologize.”
“He won’t care about that now.”
“So, now my other best friend is gone—that’s what you’re saying?”
“I’m working on something to potentially allow your mating.”
“By Navia’s abyss. Mother, you’re unbelievable. I can’t think about this right now.”
“Report, Saffa.”
Eager to avoid thinking of Mother’s awkward comment, Saffa nodded. “First thing: Bratgon’s forces set out two weeks ago. They’ll be here soon.”
“I’m aware, and we’re prepared.”
“Are you sure? From what Leonid said in his announcement, it sounded like a lot.”
“I have a surprise for them.”
“I’m sure you do, and I bet you can’t tell me what it is.”
“Correct on both.”
Saffa waved her hands. “Shocker. Did you know Josnel is an infernal?”
“An archdevil—he rules Heaven.”
“Hell’s first circle? What a prick. So, if you knew what he was, why did you allow Voraxmor in Nightwind?”
“As mentioned before, not all in its ranks are bad. Besides, it had already grown roots here long before my reign.”
“Fuck.”
“Anything else?”
“Josnel bound Roland with Mortemir forever.”
“Archdevils sometimes dole out eternal punishments for failure or greed. Unfortunately for us, this entity will only grow in power. The torment they’ll inflict on each other over eons offers some consolation.”
“Can it be killed or banished?”
“Banished … perhaps.”
Saffa missed training with Mother in Nightwind’s north—the energy and interactions far surpassed this callous conversation. Perhaps too many things weighed on Mother’s soul.
“Mother, how are you doing? I mean, really doing?”
“Thanks for asking. I haven’t slept since training you.”
“Over a month?”
“Has it been that long?”
“Shit. I’m sorry for being an ass. Do you want to take a nap?”
“After the war.”
“Seriously?” Saffa sensed sadness, her first ever empathic read from Mother. “You’re not okay. I know you won’t tell me what’s going on, but I want you to know I love you and appreciate everything you’ve done for me. Sorry for not saying that more often.”
Mother looked down.
“You need a hug.” Saffa hurried to Mother’s side, hugging her. I don’t remember the last time she needed a hug.
“A storm approaches. Despite all our preparation, it will leave much blood in its wake.”
“So will we! They’ll regret invading our borders.”
“Yes, they’ll pay dearly.” Mother broke the hug and stood up straighter, traces of a smile on her lips. “Saffa, your service to Nightwind and commitment to freedom is appreciated. The confession will save many lives. I love you.”
Saffa sniffled. Mother rarely said such things. “Thank you.”
“Any last things to share?”
Torture. Hers and Elarion’s. Remembering it in vivid detail, dizziness hit, and she steadied herself. “I landed in prison for a bit. Vasil used shock rods. Hit me in my ears. Besides the Netherseal, it’s the worst thing I’ve ever experienced.”
Mother folded her arms, brows furrowed, mouth arched sideways. “How many times did he strike you?”
Unable to sense Mother’s emotion again, she assumed anger, given her unusual but still calm posture. “I don’t know … maybe thirty something?”
“How. Many. Times?”
“Thirty-seven,” Saffa answered, remembering each strike in horrible detail.
“Do you want to talk about it?”
“It sucked, but I’ve moved on. Alonka and I decided not to kill him. We hope the people will do it.”
“As do I. If you change your mind, please discuss with me—torture often leaves lasting mental wounds.”
“I will; don’t worry. He put his own son on the rack.”
“Some mortals are the absolute worst.”
“Vasil snapped his elbows.”
“Deplorable … unforgivable to harm one’s own family like that.”
“Seriously, Vasil is barf incarnate.”
“Thanks for sharing this information. It’s time for your reversal surgery.”
“Myra! Right!”
A portal of fire appeared. The head surgeon from earlier stepped out. “We’re ready.”
Saffa spun. “You’re just sitting around, waiting to cut people up, aren’t you?”
“You’re not far off, Heir Saffa.”
“Wow … I hope Mother is paying you well.”
“She is.”
“Saffa, I must sedate you again. Change to human form.”
Saffa relaxed and reverted. “Have at me.”
Mother touched Saffa’s forehead, plunging her into darkness.
A wizard exited the portal, and he and the surgeon each took an arm, lifting Saffa through. The gateway vanished.
On the wall, Mother tapped a pattern. The stone panel opened again, revealing Nightwind’s expansive artifact vault. Messy shelves lined the walls, bearing trinkets, glinting relics, and other oddities. A black amulet with a heart mold and onyx gem, combined with an adjoining skull mold and Soren’s sapphire soulstone, sat on a table.
The gnome worked a forge and anvil nearby, hammering a glowing silver sword with a fiery mallet, mixing in red and black ore. Red torso armor with a gaping hole in the back, along with black leggings and boots, rested on a second table. The confession orb rested on a cushion in a small box on another table. Crates against the wall contained piles of metals. Tariq stood nearby, assisting the gnome.
“How close are we?” Mother asked.
“I’ve reformed Zelene’s helmet and placed it in the Amulet of Elysian,” Idrys answered. “I believe it’s ready. Starfang and Rostam need just a little more work.”
“Ishethra,” Tariq said. “You should see this confession.”
She held the orb. “Reveal.”
An illusion streamed from it, showing Vasil telling Alonka everything.
“Vesna, Vesna, Vesna …” she said, setting the orb aside. “And our lost trickster.”
“They’ve already killed her?”
“Three of my best friends have died recently. Four—Dragan will have perished.”
“Why?” Tariq asked, but then he shook his head. “The bond. Alonka’s dead, so he’s dead.” A heavy paleness spread across his face. “Damn. At least Zelene, Chastity, and Alonka will come back in time, though I know this doesn’t help your pain now.”
“Zelene and Chastity may return soon.”
“How so?”
“The amulet—a piece of Zelene’s soul is inside it. Even now, their spirit forms remake and will be drawn to the artifact. From it, their physical forms will manifest.”
“How long will it take?”
“A few weeks. Until then, Zelene and I can combine our magic to project their spirit forms on Yava.”
“It’s like a lich, but without the undead part,” Tariq said.
“Something along those lines.”
“This is good news. So I think everyone here assumed Maelthra was responsible for the Zmey and dark orb. What will you do?”
“Vesna’s actions cost the lives of many of our citizens and army. Hordes of Zmey fly with Bratgon’s hosts. This won’t go unpunished.”
“Glad I’m not her. You look weary, my wife. Idrys, can you forge without her fire for a while?”
“I gotta go back to crimson fire?” the gnome asked, giving a playful shrug. “I’ll make do.”
Tariq took Ishethra’s hand, leading her out of the vault. “By my decree, you’ll come with me to our master suite. There, you’ll be ravished by Fremyolenav. After, you’ll feed. Then you will sleep. Do I make myself clear?”
“Dearest husband,” Ishethra started, letting out a weary breath, “I accept your offer. But Maelthra has just summoned me. See you when I get back?”
“I await your return.”
* * *
In Elenmir’s white peak chamber, Neros stood alone, by his calculations, for twenty-three hours. A crystal-clear night sky shone.
Melathar appeared from shadows. “Neros, I was called away on urgent business, but have hidden your emerald.”
“I have a question.”
“Ask.”
“How does our ki work?”
“Your aura siphons ki from living things nearby at a slow, constant rate. Your amethyst acts as primary storage, the rubies a reserve.”
“What’s our limit?”
“Vast. Your vision will flicker if you’re at capacity. In such case, cast spells to eject the excess.”
“And if we run out?”
“You’ll sense when it wanes and should retreat. A secluded tomb deep in the forest is a perfect place to regenerate. I once lay in one for a week while I recharged.”
“I understand. Explain these gems.”
Melathar grasped the three remaining gems. “Soulstones. Topaz grants power of discernment. Useful for enforcing justice. Diamond gives durability for your skeleton and opal telekinesis.” After setting the gems down, Melathar moved to the room’s other side. “Let’s verify the ritual’s integrity. Use your telekinesis to take my staff.”
“Yes, Master.” He concentrated on her staff, making a grip motion with his right hand, wanting it to fly to his fingers. With a sudden whoosh, it did. “This will be useful.”
“The mind is a lich’s greatest weapon. Now resist my pull.”
The staff ejected from his hand and floated to the room’s center.
It moved back and forth with their mental tug-of-war before flying into Melathar’s hand.
“Good. We’ll practice later. Beyond concentration, there are techniques you can use to overpower and confuse an opponent who possesses this skill. Ishethra imbued your gems correctly.”
“You summoned her with mere words last time. How does it work?”
“Long ago, we forged a magical pact. When I say, Ishethra, I summon you, or she says, Maelthra, I summon you, we each hear the request and know the other’s location.”
“Are you required to answer?”
“No.”
A portal of fire appeared, and Ishethra strode out. The gate sizzled away.
“Maelthra. We’ve got to stop meeting like this.”
“Just a demonstration. You may leave.”
“Actually, this is good timing. I’ve come to bargain. Remember the Amulet of Elysian? By the abyss, it works now.”
“Back!” Melathar ordered, staff pushing into Mother’s chest.
“I didn’t bring it.”
“She speaks the truth,” Neros said. “Will this artifact harm us?”
“No, Soren,” Ishethra said, “quite the opposite.”
“You’ll not weaken him, Ishethra.”
“Power. Not weakness. The ability to shift from undead to living and back. To feel everything you want and turn it off when you’re done.”
“You took advantage of his keeper stone.” Melathar’s eyes narrowed.
“I did, to finish our relic—one all realms shall envy.”
Melathar hissed, lips twitching as she lowered her staff. “Now I remember why us didn’t work out, you conniving succubus!”
“Such emotion for a lich,” Ishethra commented, tongue just visible across her lips. “I think your feelings for me are coming out. Like mine for you.”
“Master, I don’t understand. Are you able to feel?”
“No, Neros. But millennia of memories can cause … unwanted nostalgia … and irritation.”
“She speaks in those half-truths I told you about earlier, Soren. I left my ki and a piece of my soul in her. Make no mistake—she feels, even if just a sliver. Now, Maelthra, let’s bargain.”
“I’ll remain his mentor. You may have him one day a month.”
“Half-time seems only fair.” Ishethra gave her an endearing smile. “And I need him for the next week for war. He may wear the amulet, if he chooses. As compensation, I offer him for a full month after. We can negotiate an equal custody schedule beyond that.”
“You want to bargain? Fine. Give my chains back. And—”
“Master?”
“A moment, Neros.”
“Take your time,” Ishethra said. “I want only your … happiness.”
“Two full days of your time each month for the next decade. You’ll serve me and Norembel in whatever capacity I ask.”
“Only a decade?” Ishethra did a disappointed snap.
“Since you’re so eager now—five years.”
“Fifteen.”
Melathar ground her teeth. “Fine. The decade, as I originally proposed.”
“Agreed.”
“Is this arrangement of my time and her service to you fair, master?”
“Yes. Her servitude is worth more than all the silver in Bratgon. Your power will also maximize with two mothers and perspectives. As for her request for the next week, you decide.”
“Very gracious,” Ishethra said. “Soren, what do you say?”
“She offers me for a full month after. The trade is more beneficial to us in the long term.”
“Wise, Neros,” Melathar told him.
“I have one more thing,” Ishethra said.
“Yes, of course you do.”
“We’ve acquired a confession—”
In colorful smoke, six sorceresses appeared on their glyphs.
Eris stood next to Lariel and floated over to the wind symbol. “Hey, this one’s for me! Such a pretty icon. And I’ve never been to this tower. It’s so white!”
“Ishethra, what’s the meaning of this?” Melathar asked.
“I swear on my soul, this is not of my doing.” Ishethra raised a brow at Lariel.
“Melathar,” Lariel said, chin raised, “I nominate Eris for our air sister.”
“Then we shall debate,” the lich said. “Though your interruption and lack of procedure are disturbing.”
“Indeed,” Lariel agreed. “Because I also accuse you of warmongering.”
* * *
Neros stood alert in the white chamber, wondering if these magi would attack his master—he would defend her with all his power.
“Lariel,” Melathar said, “you disappoint me.”
“If you’ll excuse me,” Ishethra interjected, “I was interrupted, and my statement must take precedence.”
“Be quick.”
A small portal of fire opened above Ishethra’s waiting palm. The confession orb dropped into it, and the fire vanished. “Our spies got this from Vasil of Ursabel. Please evaluate for genuineness. You’ll find its contents most interesting.”
“Melathar,” Vesna said, “you let an outsider dictate how we function?”
“Ishethra is my guest. I allow.”
Vesna scowled as the sorceresses each held the orb, validating its legitimacy. Vesna went last, and it slipped from her grasp, but with Dane’s hand wave, it flew to Melathar’s hands.
“Reveal,” the lich intoned.
As a lifelike illusion, the confession played, then she handed it back to Ishethra. The portal reopened, and Idrys’ dark arm reached out and took the orb. The gateway dissolved.
“This is an outrage and fabrication,” Vesna said. “I’ll not stand for such slander.”
“I cannot discern the truth of her words,” Neros said. “Why?”
“She has a robust mind and knows ancient methods to hide herself,” Melathar answered. “Regardless, the orb has been validated. The truth stands against you, Vesna. I accuse you of misusing Norembel’s resources without enclave support for your personal agendas. We will vote.”
“Acheron,” Dane said, “we must debate.”
Melathar slammed her staff down. “No. Those in favor of a proving, manifest it.”
“How do I manifest it?” Eris asked, getting a glare from Melathar.
All sorceresses, except Vesna, raised their right hands. Eris did, too.
“Ignore the ala,” Melathar said. “Any opposed by the same sign?”
Vesna raised her right hand.
“We will prove.”
Everyone stood outside the circle of symbols except the two combatants.
“Rhian, perform the sealing.”
“Menfer-Visobex-Lumvalum.”
A shining cylindrical barrier formed from her staff.
“You may begin,” Dane told them.
“Menfer-Ignibanar-Vagaguia.” As Melathar raised her hood, her robes and black staff became translucent, flickering in and out of being.
“Menfer-Carcterra.” With Vesna’s raised arms, the white stone floor of the chamber beneath the lich shot up with a piercing crack, crafting a cage. As she compressed her hands, the enclosure tightened and groaned. Chunks flew off, ricocheting off the translucent barrier.
“Master?” Neros asked.
Ishethra put a hand on his shoulder. “Observe.”
“Terrachoc-Figupetra.” Focused and calm, Vesna advanced, hands alternating forward and back, the stone constricting, vibrating with a resonant hum. Spikes protruded, shooting inward and out rapidly, creating a stone-iron-maiden. The high-elf stopped in the room’s center. “Menfer-Terralus!” she yelled, arms lifting.
Elenmir rumbled as a jagged spike of white stone burst from the top, decorated with bone fragments, purple cloth pieces, and red gemstone shrapnel.
“Is she dead yet?” Eris asked Lariel.
“Not now, Eris. Please.”
Melathar’s staff shot out of the cage like a thunderbolt. It impaled Vesna through the heart, tearing the organ out through her back, slamming into the back wall, clanking off, and her beating heart slurped down the barrier.
Vesna gasped as she spied the gaping hole in her chest. Blood spurted from her grievous wound, but she still stood.
The pale prison collapsed.
Neros nodded, pleased with his master slaying a sorceress who hadn’t followed the rules.
Melathar, fleshless with robes tattered, missing her head and one arm, limped out of the debris. Her skull floated up behind her and re-attached to her neck. One ruby lay shattered on the ground, white tendrils swirling from it and into the lich’s skull. Her missing arm rose, finding its place with a crack, and her legs stabilized. Hand out, her staff flew back into her hand—she held it high. “Vesna, I commend your skill. You have few equals in the domains of earth or death. This enclave diminishes with your demise.”
“Maelthra,” Ishethra said. “For Nightwind’s losses, and Soren’s torture, I ask for her soul.”
The lich nodded at Rhian, and the barrier lowered.
“Very well. Take your justice.”
Ishethra walked to Vesna’s side as the high-elf fell to her knees, blood spraying from her chest.
“No! Not her. Let me die!”
“Justice,” Neros said, aligned with his master’s decision to imprison Vesna.
Melathar returned to the skull symbol. “Yes, Neros. You’ve reaped this, Vesna.”
Mouth opened wide, Ishethra inhaled an emphatic breath.
Vesna fell backward, convulsing as white light streamed from her mouth and into Ishethra’s. The high-elf’s skin grayed—she lay motionless in a pool of blood.
“Ish, are you having a snack?” Eris asked.
After puckering her lips, Ishethra licked them. Skull and stone runes on her wing gleamed briefly. “Sour snack.”
The ala giggled.
Neros understood the symbols on Mother’s wings: consuming souls granted her their magic and perhaps other abilities—something to ask about later.
“Lariel,” Melathar said, “incinerate her.”
“Ignibanar.”
Azure fire sizzled from her hand, vaporizing Vesna—a tiny pile of ash remained.
Melathar walked over to a wall where a drawer opened. She grabbed a ruby, shoving it into her open eye socket. A thin, white covering of flesh expanded over it.
She returned to her skull symbol. “We’ll debate Lariel’s accusation.”
“I withdraw.”
“Can she do that?” Eris asked.
“She knows it’s impossible,” Melathar answered. “And I’m in no mood for mercy.”
Dane moderated their debate. Given the confession with extenuating circumstances, the enclave voted for no proving—except Melathar and Neros.
“Lariel, I banish you from Norembel. Nightwind is your home now.”
“Wonderful as she is, I don’t want her full time,” Ishethra said. “Your nation needs her balance of kindness versus your iron fist.”
Melathar’s lips slanted. “Give me a third day per month, and I’ll keep her.”
“Wait—she’s just using you!” Eris yelled. “We can’t let her.”
“Eris, you’re a beautiful soul,” Ishethra told her. “But don’t worry; I want more time. Agreed, with two conditions.”
“What are they?” the lich asked.
“Lariel has immunity from her accusation—wipe it from your records.”
“I accept so long as you donate half of the cidrum from your recent raid in Silkorn.”
“Sure. Second, Neros will take Vesna’s place on the council.”
“If my sisters agree, it will be so … Half your silver from the same raid will ensure our debate.”
“Agreed.”
“Sisters, a male has never passed the trials and served on this enclave—let’s debate.”
After a brief discussion, everyone voted in favor of Neros, given his cold logic and newfound power.
Melathar glanced at Neros. “Take your place on stone.”
“Master,” he said, striding to the symbol. He faced the room’s center.
“Now we shall debate Eris.”
This conversation lasted some time. Neros broke a three-to-three tie, arguing her potent air magic would decimate Norembel’s foes, more than making up for her chaotic nature.
“Eris, take your place on wind,” Melathar said.
“Already there!” the ala said, shooting over to it. “I’m so excited to be part of this neat sisterhood!” She winked at Neros. “With one brother who voted for me.”
Neros gazed upon the ala and her windy form. Giving her a formal welcome with a generous compliment should increase her motivation and output for the enclave. “Welcome, Eris. Our enclave is stronger with your magnificent presence and powerful air magic.”
“Aw, thanks, Nero … Soren person!”
“Our enclave is whole once more. Eris’ command of air and Neros’ command of earth and spirit will ensure the power and security of this enclave and all Norembel for centuries to come. As it is said, so let it be written. Dane, record outcomes with date and time.”
The high-elf moved to a rising lectern and began scribing.
“Melathar, I apologize for my error,” Lariel said. “It won’t happen again.”
“You’ve served Norembel flawlessly for millennia—it’s for this reason you’re still alive. Eris is your responsibility.”
“I understand. Thank you, Acheron.”
“I’ll behave,” the ala said. “I promise.”
A raspy sigh escaped Melathar’s mouth. “Eris, your trials start tomorrow—we’ll see if you belong.”
“Sounds like a fun game!” Eris quipped.
Lariel shook her head. “Not remotely.”
Ishethra raised her hand at Melathar. “Bratgon’s armada nears Tesa. I need Eris and Lariel to help fight there now.”
“Two weeks … and I need gold.”
“One-quarter.”
“Half.”
“One-third.”
“Fine. Your time starts now. Get. Out.”
Ishethra strode to Melathar and took her hand. The lich pulled away, but the mavka ran her hand up her arm, tearing off a ragged purple piece of her robes, blowing it into her face.
“I know you’ve enjoyed today’s spice. More is coming.”
Another sigh from the lich.
“Master?”
“Go, my acolyte. Upon return, your trials and training begin.”
“As you command.”
Ishethra took Neros’ arm. Sizzling fire took them away, lingering embers on the white floor forming a heart shape.
Dane returned from the lowering lectern as Melathar stomped out the glowing remnants of Ishethra’s portal.
“Sisters,” the lich said with coldness, “the chaos of today is unacceptable. You will schedule any accusations in the future. Procedure and policy will be followed.”
“Yes, Acheron,” they all said.
Lariel hurried to Eris, and they poofed away in crimson smoke.
33 - Incursion


“Amateurs hack systems. Professionals hack people.”
— Dossier of Deceit
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In the dim surgery room, an azure fire portal crackled in a corner. Saffa, unclothed with hair braided, wearing Ysarel’s necklace, lay on the center table, back to her humanoid appearance, breathing cold, stale air. Blue silk garments, her longsword, and armor covered a table. The Amulet of Elysian, with a scribbled note, lay on top.
She sat up, her eyes opening. Everything spun. “Fuck …” She waited for the worst to pass.
Alonka’s loss mashed her heart. A friend like no other, their brief chat and battle together joyous. How she had fought dark wizards with song and music? Spectacular, just like the die she’d rolled and the hilarious beach opera. And the sunflower biting enemies in half while shooting fire—everything about it stood as the most surreal moments of her life. Both being immortal, they’d meet again, but the wait sucked. At least the confession orb should save Nightwind.
“Thanks for the memories, friend. I miss you. Hope you’re reborn soon.” She wiped her glistening eyes.
Soren in Elenmir. A lich. Beyond being undead, she understood little of what the change entailed. She wanted to reconcile, to rekindle their love, but his new nature ended all hope. Even friendship wouldn’t be possible. Such beings didn’t care.
With memories of their sweet interactions in her world vivid, she missed him—badly. Training. Fighting. And magical sex. Still the best of her life. But he didn’t exist anymore. Transformed. Just like her. Another lost friend. Elarion had mentioned him being a support and base camp.
“Guess that’s out the window. Might as well get dressed. Maybe I can bash something and feel better.”
Geared up, she sheathed her sword on her back, glad to have the heavier, longer weapon compared to the scimitar in Ursabel.
The amulet and note caught her eye.
Saffa, I’m so proud of you. Whatever you did to get that confession orb, thank you! Once you recover, put on the amulet and go through the portal. I await you. All my love, Father.
She admired the beautiful gemstones with symbols behind them. “Heart and skull. Two opposites. Just like me and Soren. What’s this about …?” Curious, she put it on. Nothing happened, so she would ask Father about it.
She walked through the portal.
* * *
Out of the portal, Saffa stood at the royal sitting room double doors. Like her world’s castle, a gold phoenix emblem with blue moons by the beak split them. “Unity. Glory. Nightwind,” she said, images of her world and Skadni in her mind.
I hope you can come out soon, little friend. You still awake?
Guess they’re sleeping again. I miss rubbing their fur.
She pushed the doors open, entering a lavish room. Ornate tables accompanied by yellow furniture with soft blue cushions spread out. Tiles of matching colors made the floor. Fine braziers overhead cast bright light.
Father and she talked here often, and she looked forward to this special time with him—he sat on a couch.
He ran over and gave a hug. “Welcome back, Saffa! I’m glad you’re home. It’s been so long since we’ve talked.”
The month in her world, plus another on her assignment.
“Agreed!” she said, squeezing him tight with love. “How’s the castle holding up?”
“Besides the Zmey attack, things are quiet here—but Tesa is under siege.”
She broke the hug, folding her arms. “Send me! I’ll kick Bratgon’s ass.”
“Haldra will lead our army to victory. We need you for Marasheart. It’ll be assaulted soon.”
“Leonid mentioned their holy forces. Fucking jackass.”
“I wish eternal torment on few, but he’s one. Come sit with me.” Father sat back on the couch.
She sat next to him. “What’s this amulet? It’s pretty, but did nothing when I put it on. Maybe it’s broken?”
“Ishethra and Melathar crafted this artifact centuries ago. It allows an undead to live. To feel.”
Soren. Is this what Mother meant when she said they could mate? Excitement danced on her nerves. “How?”
“I’m not sure about specifics, but I’d guess it makes one human again.”
“He’d have a heart?”
“I would assume. When you see him, invite him to wear it. Make sure he understands what will happen. Putting it on will be an act of faith on his part and make him vulnerable to your mind, ki drain, and soul devouring.”
“So … I could feed? And we could have sex?”
“That’s the idea, Saffa,” he said with a half-smile.
Enthusiasm waned as she wondered if he’d want nothing to do with her. “I was a reckless jerk. Still feel awful about his death and arm. I want it, but not sure he will.”
“I’m sure he’s forgiven you. Have you forgiven him and yourself?”
“Elarion and I had a good chat. I can answer yes to both now.”
“How is the duke?”
“Leading the resistance, hoping to overthrow his tyrant father.”
“We’ll aid them. Combined with your orb, the people will revolt.”
Thoughts of people storming Vasil’s bedchamber and dragging him through streets brought a smile. “Who do we show it to?”
“Foremost, Archon Zofiel. It should persuade them to bring their army here.”
“Fighting with griffins and unicorns? Yes!”
“With Zelene and Chastity gone, those griffins will give us that air force we so badly need.”
“What happened?” she asked, stunned by the sudden revelation of their deaths.
“They saved Soren’s life. I take comfort in their pending rebirth.”
“Shit,” she said with sadness, remembering fighting with the pair on her mission. “A lot happened while I was away. And Alonka died, too.”
“I’m aware. But we must push on.”
“Yeah, I miss her. So, about Soren, why would he want to wear the amulet and risk me hurting him again?”
“He loves you. And your Mother extended him a special calling. Did either mention it to you?”
“No. Communication lapses, I guess?”
“Maybe intentional.” He spread his top robes open, pointing to a phoenix tattoo on his chest.
“You’ve always had that. You said Mother gave it to you. Is there something more to it?”
“It’s a special mark, given to a Sentinel Paramour, or consort, by their mavka.”
“Sounds scandalous,” she said, laughing. “You’re married, right?”
Father chuckled. “I gave your Mother more than just marital vows. I offered my ki. And soul. Everything.”
“Like a servant?”
“No, your mother is generous. Our relationship is full of trust and care. But when she’s weary, I pamper her. Let her feed. Offer comfort and counsel when she struggles with her vast power’s darker side.”
“You’re a natural therapist—talking to you is soothing.”
He smiled and patted her knee. “It helps I’m good with emotions and people. Your mother and I want you to have someone reliable. She’s groomed Soren since eight years old for the consort calling. By her own words, she’s found nobody else suitable in all of Yava.”
Mother had adopted and tutored him. Since eight, they had often learned, sparring together at Tenebres Institute in private sessions.
“I guess it’s obvious—she’s done this whole arranged marriage thing for me and him.”
“I don’t fully understand how her mind and methods work, but she spent centuries planning your birth and finding him.”
“Soren is oddly compatible with me … Mother loves to plot and scheme. But this is some next level mastermind stuff.”
“Done out of love. With your true self emerged, you’ve felt the sickness, I assume?”
In her world. And in Ursabel. Both unpleasant.
“Like having the pukes. Achy. Gross.”
“That’s why the consort calling is so important. Mavki can be the most powerful beings in the realms, but only if they feed. Having a willing friend at your side keeps you strong, preventing your power from consuming you.”
“When I devoured the roc’s ki, or in Ursabel, I performed in front of a crowd of thousands. Their ki came from everywhere. I loved it.”
He nodded, taking her hand. “Given the opportunity, you might feast endlessly. With Ishethra’s difficult past that she’s tried to leave behind, I’ve helped in her journey of finding a balance. A fullness of joy, as she put it.”
“I lucked out with you, Father.” Elarion got the opposite.
Fuck. Vasil.
“How did Mother give your tattoo to you?”
“Great question. I’ll explain everything on how a mavka bonds to her consort.”
“Sounds like a ritual.”
“A beautiful one.”
A helper[76] entered: Sidor, one of the nicest people in the castle, carrying a tray with two silver cakes with blue and yellow frosting topped by sprinkles. “Your Majesties, may I offer you a slice of Freedom Cake?”
“Hi, Sidor!” Saffa greeted. “You spoiling us again?”
“Heir Saffa. Always.”
“Why don’t you give us one-half slice each,” Tariq said, “and take the other for yourself.”
“Much obliged,” Sidor said, nearing, setting the tray on a table. He produced two half-slices and forks on plates. Father and daughter each took one.
“You may go,” Tariq told him. “Tell the staff hello for me and give them my thanks.”
“I will do so. Good day, Your Majesties,” he said, leaving.
Saffa chomped into the soft texture. “Yum! He’s always so nice.” She gobbled up her piece. “And this cake. Cooks have outdone themselves.”
“Scrummy,” Tariq commented, taking large bites. “Quite tasty.”
Both set empty plates and forks aside.
“You mentioned my role in the consort thing?”
Tariq yawned. “Yes … you do … mavka … branding soul things …”
Father never talked like this. Something’s wrong.
“You okay, Father?”
He slumped over, rolled off the couch, and hit the floor hard.
Shit! Somebody spiked the food.
She stood but wobbled.
Fuck, they got mine, too.
As she tried to transform, darkness swirled in her vision—she collapsed on the couch.
* * *
Saffa groaned with a pounding headache in Nightwind’s council chamber. A silver barrier shimmered along the wall’s edges. Chained to a chair in the same type of damn ki-draining cloak as in Ursabel, wooziness lingered.
Father sat nearby, also wearing a cloak and chained up. Her longsword lay on the floor on the room’s other side.
A glance down and dread came. The amulet—gone. At least they didn’t take Ysarel’s necklace.
Vision clearing, she blinked, observing none other than Roland chatting with nine chekas. Guess we’ve been abducted. And he must have the amulet.
“Roland … how nice of you to save me the trouble of hunting you down. Release me, and I’ll put you both out of your misery.”
“Excuse me,” Roland said to one of them before he strolled near Saffa. “Apologies for the extreme measures. The evil demon inside you must be suppressed.”
“News flash, old man: I am a demon, and I’m proud of it. But you keep gaslighting if it makes you feel better.”
Shadows momentarily flicked around his eyes, but vanished.
“Looks like Mortemir wants out. My good moroi, what are you waiting for?”
“Please stop encouraging it, Saffa.”
“Don’t let this prick control you. You’re one of the most destructive, powerful beings ever. Aren’t you?”
“He can’t hear you.”
“Wow, Mortemir, you’re just laying down like that? No wonder I kicked your ass in my world.”
More shadows came out—chekas ran over.
“Priest,” one said. “Do you have him contained?”
“Certainly!” Roland said, arms and head shaking. “Please start Tariq’s interrogation. We must gain access to their vault. He’ll know the words or pattern to open it.”
She tried to call her fire upon the chekas without hand motions, like Mother had taught, but only a faint warmth came. “Touch my father, and I’ll murder you.”
“Murder …” Roland hissed. “Puppeteer.”
“Make him your puppet. Take control. Cause chaos. Blow everyone up.”
Roland growled.
“Get it together,” another cheka said. “Or we’ll subdue you.”
He vomited. Shadows receded. “I’ve caged him. Bind her mouth.”
“Morsligatus,” five chekas intoned.
Cold, dark cords from their hands wrapped tight around her mouth.
Dammit. Unconvinced of Roland’s assurance that he could hold the moroi back, she pondered how to break her binds to provoke him further.
Four chekas held hands around Tariq’s head, muttering things. Head jerking around, he winced.
Rage burned from Father’s torture as she strained against the chains, unable to break them. Frustration replaced it.
“Saffa,” Roland said, “when we’re done here, I’ll take you back to the Voraxmor shrine. There, we’ll perform a proper exorcism to purge the evil within you.”
Can he do that? Thoughts of losing her newfound power brought fear. Maybe he’s bluffing. I’ll ask Mother about it. When I get out of here. How? Wish I knew.
Tariq screamed.
“Easy,” Roland said. “You mustn’t damage his mind.”
“It doesn’t matter,” one said. “I have the pattern.”
Shit. This is bad, bad, bad.
“Your Majesty,” Roland said, leaning over Father, “I apologize for their brutality.”
Father grunted and spat in his face.
Fuck yes!
The priest wiped it off with a sigh, and the cheka wandered over to the wall, standing by the concealed artifact vault door.
I bet Father tricked them.
The cheka smirked with smugness as he tapped a pattern. It didn’t last.
“We’re going back in. There must be a mental phrase needed in conjunction.”
Tariq grinned. “You’ll never get it.”
The four grabbed his head tight, muttering spells she had never heard of. Something touched her hand. Soft. Skin.
Flesh! With her ki drain, warmth and power flowed into her muscles. She wanted to unleash everything, but realized stealth would be better.
The touch on her hand fled, a quiet thump hitting the floor behind. A quick glance back revealed unconscious Idrys. The gnome had sacrificed herself.
With the cloak draining her newfound ki, she must transform quickly and cloak herself.
Heart racing, she changed, focusing on her cloaking. Tail and wings smashed against her chains and cloak.
Roland paced, watching the chekas with concern.
Looks like they’re unaware. I’ve got to break out of these restraints fast; otherwise, they’ll just bind me again.
She considered a thermal pulse but didn’t have confidence in her abilities and needed something more reliable. In her world, when making love with Soren, she had conjured a fire nova to break the ice. And above the roc, rapid frost novas had burst out. If she combined both, it should rip her restraints and shadows away while pummeling her captors. Like a flash-freeze fireball, but in a wide area.
Just one shot. Got to make this count. And I must avoid hitting the floor so I don’t hurt Idrys. And I must warn Father so he can dive to the ground.
She found Father’s eyes—they shared a moment of understanding. She envisioned a dome-shaped nova of azure fire mixed with winter erupting from her knees up. Here goes.
Furious from Father’s harm, she roared, pushing with every muscle and conjuring her elements.
Father tilted himself, falling with his chair, crashing to the floor.
With a whooshing hiss, every piece of her armor from her thighs up ejected fire and frost. Chains loosened, and she ripped the cloak and binds off, throwing them aside. Elements spewed from her, smashing into Roland and the chekas. Panic filled the room.
She intensified her battery while sprinting to her sword, knocking everyone on their asses. After grabbing her sword, she charged the chekas by her fallen father, eyes on each of their necks.
Roland, on his back, yelled, “Menfer-Crufulga!”
Crimson bolts erupted from his staff, stabbing into her like spears, knocking her against the wall.
Chekas stumbled to their feet. The priest rose.
“You fucking pricks and your lightning!”
Nine chekas and Roland. A daunting force. At least Father and Idrys still lived, breathing faintly.
She swung her sword repeatedly, unloading alternating waves of fire and frost, burning, freezing all in its wake.
“Ventrides!”
Prismatic shields protected all but one cheka, who fell in a heap, half-torched and frozen.
Eight bastards left.
With her barrage spraying, she charged again, intent on removing heads.
“Luzferna!”
A bright white beam shot from Roland’s staff, striking her chest.
Knocked down, forces crushed her heart, and she gasped, magic ceasing.
“Bind her!” Roland ordered, staggering back, holding his head.
Chekas intoned, “Morsligatus,” and dark cords lashed out at Saffa.
“Now’s your chance, Mortemir!” she yelled with a stabbing breath as the shadows clutched her limbs. “Seize your freedom!”
Roland swung his staff. Red lightning chained off all barriers.
“He’s compromised! Bind him!”
“No, no, no!” Mortemir’s voice hissed.
Shadows engulfed Roland. Black lightning thundered from his staff, sucking the light away, shattering every shield. Morsligatus cords dissolved in smoke.
Saffa leaped like a ninja, glad for the moroi’s emergence and hoping for a temporary alliance. “I like your new lightning, Mortemir. Shall we kill these bitches together?”
Maniacal laughter came from the priest. “Yes, Saffa—unleash your rage with me.” Roland floated near the chekas.
They retreated with panicked Ventrides spells. Prismatic barriers flickered around them. Above, the grand chandelier brightened, washing the room in burgundy light.
“Ancient witch and lich are coming,” Roland said with a haunting, high-pitched voice. “And you can’t portal away!”
Fire roared, plummeting from the chandelier, spreading around the room, eliminating fledgling barriers. Fear crawled over the faces of chekas as Ishethra and Neros whooshed into the room’s center.
Mother cracked Soulash back and whipped, wrapping it around Roland’s left hand. With a fierce yank, she tore the appendage off. Crimson, bloody black stuff splattered on the floor.
“Your lack of symmetry displeases me, Roltemir. Come, offer your other hand upon the altar of my lash.”
Mother took his hand! Bad. Ass!
“Mavka bitch!” he hissed. “This mortal form is weak.”
“Saffa, Soren!” Mother yelled. “Take Roltemir. I’ll free Father.”
“Mortemir to you, witch,” Roltemir said, bright red lightning around his body mingling with his growing shadows. From his wrist stump, a shadowy hand emerged.
Shouts of “Malcarga” and “Crufulga” from chekas lashed out with crimson lightning. Mother weaved, dodging in the air.
A plume of flames surrounded Tariq. It leaped to Mother’s hand, sizzling into a large fireball. Mother threw it down, and he reformed out of the explosion.
Mother slashed Soulash, detonating a cheka from a stomach strike.
Father made an icy spear and threw it with a shout. It sliced another one through the neck, severing his head.
Their frantic duel bathed the room with lightning, thunderclaps, whip strikes, and ice blasts.
Six left and Roltemir. Encouraged by her parents’ success, she taunted, “Roltemir! Roltemir!” while hurrying to Neros’ side. “Hi, Soren. I’ve missed you, lover.”
“Flash-freeze fireball. I’ll augment.”
Sounds undead all right. And his skin. Those eyes. Kind of creepy … but hot in a bad-boy sort of way.
She channeled fire in her left hand, ice in the right. Clasped together, the paradoxical cocktail formed.
“Bye-bye!” Roltemir said, and the chandelier buzzed.
Darkness gobbled up all light. Cold assailed Saffa’s skin.
* * *
Wind whipped against Saffa’s face.
Wind. What? Head raising, she glimpsed a partly cloudy night sky. Thick pines rose all around. Fresh cool air, sharp with woody mint, filled her lungs. Familiar with this forest, she guessed they might be twenty leagues north of the castle.
Roltemir floated nearby, staring at them. Wreathed in red lightning, the entity loomed far more frightful than Saffa remembered.
“No mother to protect you now!”
“How did he get us out of the warded room?” she whispered, glancing at Neros.
“Chandelier,” Neros answered. “Through outer darkness. Throw it.”
She chucked her flash-freeze fireball.
“Portitas-Formagni-Formaqua.” Neros motioned his hands, and the steaming fireball ballooned into a monstrosity, slicing through the air.
Roltemir burst apart in shadows, sliding under the mass and reforming behind them. The fireball curved to follow, but engulfed an ancient tree, ice and fire detonating, wood chunks flying.
“Missed me! You two are so awkward together—bumbling boyfriend and mad mavka. What a pair.”
“Ignore it,” Neros told her. “More fireballs. I’ll bind him.”
Weary from the battle, she didn’t have enough ki to create another special fireball. “I’m low, so I’ll use my sword.” She drew the weapon—frost crackled up the blade. Azure fire swirled around it, and she sprinted at her foe.
“Sword versus me? Thought you’d learned your lesson last time.” The entity’s shadowy hand shot out with a dark trail. It flew inside her chest, tearing at her heart and lungs.
“Morsligatus.” From both Neros’ hands, dark tendrils erupted as he ran to her side, a struggle ensuing as he tried to pull out Roltemir’s shadowed hand with his shadowy ropes.
Saffa gasped from the internal stabs, falling to her knees, dropping her sword, its elements dissipating. “Help …” she mouthed.
The entity laughed sadistically. “Lich, what’s your name?”
“Neros. Your chaos dies this night.”
“Why do you care about this bitch? All she does is hurt you.”
She tightened all muscles, fighting against her vision’s blackness. How does he know about us?
No! He’s been in my head the whole time!
Get. The. Fuck. Out!
You just realized this, Saffa? How undisciplined of you.
“She will aid in your destruction,” Neros said, face rigid as he yanked and pulled.
“Please … Soren …” she mouthed some more.
Shadows erupted from Roltemir’s other hand, wrangling in and out of Saffa’s body like spectral chilled blades. The entity spat lightning as it spoke. “This unstable mavka holds you back. Let her die. Face me alone, if you dare.”
“I will not stop until she’s free.”
“Wrong!” Roltemir shoved his other hand around Neros’ neck. A click sounded. The Amulet of Elysian hung around his neck.
Sorrow ripped through Saffa. No! It should’ve been his choice! With her last strength, she fought to remain conscious.
Rainbow lights danced from the amulet, and Roltemir shielded his eyes. When they dimmed, Soren stood, prior human features restored, his shadowy cords breaking apart. Roltemir’s shadows retracted from Saffa.
She fell flat on the ground, every gasp cutting through her lungs.
“Vulnerable!” the entity said in his vile voice. In a sudden flash, his shadowy hand zoomed into Soren’s head.
“Verupelota.” As Soren sculpted his hands, a bubble, just like the ritual, began solidifying around her.
Fucking bastard is using shadows to control him!
“Soren, fight!” She stormed into Soren’s mind, fighting to break the moroi’s hold. Dark walls blocked her out. As she tried to go over or through, they grew.
Soren’s arms shook as the bubble completed, reflections of the dark trees showing on its surface.
“Minmata.” Hands pressing, the bubble’s bruising force squeezed her.
“I’ll give you a slow, satisfying death,” Roltemir said. “Through him. When your flesh splats, I’ll experience ecstasy in Roland’s body.”
“Saffa … kill me.”
“Soren, I won’t hurt you.” An icy spike or fireball would disrupt this spell for sure, but having abused her possession during the castle attack, she would never hurt him again. If he couldn’t free himself, banishment to Navia for her, and Mother hopefully helped him.
“Saffa,” Soren groaned. “You must. You’re more important.”
Beautiful memories of their life played in her mind. Their childhood. Training. Institute. Dates. Her world.
A serene smile spread across her lips. “Not true. You’re equally important,” she said, limbs pushing against the bubble. “I’m devastated from what I did to you—I’ve been an arrogant ass and terrible girlfriend. I’ll never, ever abuse my possession on you again—I’d rather die. My heart is full of love for you.” Tears gushed from her eyes. “If you still want me, I swear on my soul I’ll spend eternity making things right. Otherwise, goodbye, sweet Soren.”
“So pathetic,” Roltemir spat. “All that power, and you choose death? How like you, Saffa—weak and emotional.”
She didn’t care about the moroi anymore. Profound peace calmed her, and she relaxed her fight against the bubble, resigned to death. As she fell to her knees, its force crushed and smashed, her bones creaking.
Etched in fierce concentration, Soren’s mouth twitched. A bubble rippled around him now. “Saffa,” he said, his glistening eyes meeting hers, “into your hands, I commend my soul.” The bubble quickly crushed his body before popping. He lay on the ground, mangled, motionless.
“You idiot,” Roltemir said. With a whoosh, his shadowed hand flew out of Soren’s head and reattached. Red lightning danced around his other hand. A huge thunderbolt formed.
Heartache ravaged her soul. “No!” she cried out, her voice echoing through the forest, tears streaming as the sphere around her popped. “I was supposed to die, not him!”
Somehow, Soren had used a silent, no gesture bubble spell to slay himself and save her. Why did he offer his soul? Something about Father’s consort ritual?
“Fine, I’ll kill you myself.” The entity hurled his thunderbolt, striking Saffa with a resonant thunderclap, blasting her against a tree.
Racked with electricity and bruising back pain, her ears rang.
“Taste some more!” Roltemir threw a second thunderbolt, jolting her with shocks.
Her mind went elsewhere, more memories of Soren flooding her.
At eight, she’d met shy Soren at Tenebres Institute. Later, she’d intervened when bullies had bothered him. Throughout the years, though a little awkward, he had doted on her. When they got older, his obvious romantic feelings had come out, but she hadn’t been interested, with plenty of opportunity for flings. At twenty, she had finally given him a chance, too attracted to his mind to resist. On one of their first dates, they had exploded the great hall windows on accident using Portitas and Formagni with her fire to make a giant, flaming sword. By the time of her mission, his awkwardness had waned.
When his letters had stopped during her mission, sadness had ached her heart. But Zelene had offered comfort, suggesting things had a way of working out in the end if one didn’t give up. With her and Chastity’s sacrifice to save Soren recently, no more friends would die. She would make sure of it.
He’s a beautiful soul and deserves better. We deserve each other. I. Want. Him!
Fury. Madness. It erupted. The forest trembled as she stood, shaking with wrath.
Roltemir hurled a third thunderbolt, striking with a searing impact. Like endless needles poking, stabbing shocks crawled her body.
It caused pleasure this time, and her lips arched up.
“And who do you think you are, bitch?”
Eyes alight with azure fire, she roared in a demonic voice, “I am fury! Only I decide who lives or dies!”
“That’s me, succubus. Taste some infernal magic. Menfer-Luzferna!”
The sky brightened in white. A wide beam shot down from the clouds, pummeling Saffa, slamming her to her knees, tearing her flesh. Brown blood sprayed. Arms extended, black lightning thundered from Roltemir’s fingers.
Despite agony from his spell, she extended her hands, knowing she could only fight one of his two attacks off—the dark lightning would be more dangerous. Ice and azure flames howled in a thundering dance of their magic as lightning forked off, battering pines, igniting fires.
With Soren’s declaration, she could consume his soul, and she wanted it. Needed it—her ki would run out soon.
As she inhaled, white tendrils gusted from his mouth into hers. Hotness and his sweet earthy scents granted euphoria; his presence, like possession, but more potent, growing in her mind, granting peace and joy.
Roltemir moved in slow motion now. The white magic from above remained, but no longer bothered her, warming her skin instead—perhaps their unified souls granted resistance to such magic.
Saffa, you have my soul, ki, and magic. Let’s make a whip to end all whips. Looks like you get to cast Portitas after all.
Soren. My partner.
“Portitas-Formagni-Formaqua!”
With her words and will, fire and ice merged into a monstrous, vibrating, translucent whip. Its forked end split with fire and frost. As Mother had done when she had returned from her world, she twirled it like a tornado, deflecting Roltemir’s dark barrage as the white beam above dissipated.
The entity advanced, his dark assault unyielding. “You’ve made a whip—big deal. It won’t stop me from tearing you apart.”
Her whip grew like her rage, engulfing his dark magic. Endless shadowy lightning bolts spat out, strobing the forest with crimson and thunderclaps. “Banishment for both you pricks!”
“No! No!” His barrage widened.
She bathed in his cruel lightning.
Ecstasy swept over her even as pieces of her flesh tore off—she wouldn’t be denied. Not with Soren inside her. Not together with her true love. And certainly not against the realm’s two worst jackasses.
“Fucking. Die!” She spun, cracking her whip back. It sundered the air with a sonorous thunderclap as she whipped it forward and threw it at him, an immense elemental thunderbolt for the ages. It pierced his magic and smote him with an earthquake-inducing whack.
Roltemir’s detonation and ensuing shockwave warped the air, blasted her skyward, and showered the forest with his particulates for leagues. Abiding thunder reverberated.
34 - Devotion


“Demon mating rituals all have one thing in common: pain.”
— Navian Nirvana: Tales of Tantalizing Temptations, Vol. I.
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Twin full moons peeked through the clouds, casting rays on the forest of great oaks and pines. Saffa regained consciousness and stumbled, soon finding her sword, sheathing it. With Roltemir slain, she hoped their banishment would last a long time.
She hurried to Soren’s corpse, primal mavka bonding instincts overcoming her.
Soren, I claim you.
Saffa, I offer myself freely.
With his consent, she savored the taste of his delicious soul.
Electrical pulses crawled her skin as her wounds healed. After having her fill of her lover, white light danced from her lips, swirling into his mouth.
His bones cracked into place, his lacerations sealing. He sat up, gasping. “You used my magic. You did it! He’s … They’re gone!”
“We did it,” she said, voice deep and otherworldly as she assisted him to stand. “With our union, false priest and foul moroi are banished.”
He nibbled his lip, every strong heartbeat synchronized with her own. “Bless me, true Saffa, for I have sinned. My last confession was in your world.”
She assumed he would apologize for his betrayal now. “Speak, consort.”
One hand wandered her arm, the other pulled her thick azure braid with yellow ends to her front. “I’ve lewd thoughts about a mavka.”
She liked this far more than apologies. “Describe these thoughts.”
“Carnal whispers. Kisses. Groping. Fucking,” he said, concise, accurate, to the point.
A primal growl uttered from her throat. Her tail slithered between his cloak, around his phallus, its fuzzy end teasing his tip. “Your mavka is pleased. She will enthrall and possess you for a more intimate experience. Does she have your consent?”
“You do, Saffa.”
Their minds unified into a shared consciousness, his fibers and senses now part of her, but she left him in control of his body.
“Our bonding has begun. Your mavka will now enthrall you.”
The rippling of her sleek tail with its fuzzy end teasing his tip, combined with his nervous excitement and her stunning form, made him wonder how he could be more enthralled.
“I think … we’re already there.”
She wished to calm her lover’s nerves, so she channeled ki to her tail. “Be calm. Bask in me. If you wish anything during our bonding, simply think—I will endeavor to make it so.”
Warmth spread from his cock, coursing through his veins. Euphoria subdued him. Remembrance of her declaration to make things right brought a wide smile to his face. When she swore on her soul, it unlocked his love for her.
“I’m ready.”
“Soren, hold out your hands with wrists together.” She wanted a bit of bondage, not to demean or control, but to build trust.
He did as she asked, wondering what type of bondage she might engage in. “Do we need a safe word?”
With thumb and index fingers around his wrists, she exercised a smidgen of her strength to bind him. “If you wish to cease our bonding, command me mentally or verbally, and I’ll abort it.”
Unable to move his hands, her nonthreatening presence, the declaration for his safety, the intimate, unmoving grip of her fingers and tail, her gaze on him, primal yet loving, put him at ease.
Displeased by his clothing, she used telekinesis to unwrap his cloak, throwing it to the winds. It flew away, high into the darkness. He wore only the Amulet of Elysian now.
Joy gushed in her heart as she beheld his lean, pale body and scrumptious face.
Worried what Melathar might think if he lost his cloak, he glanced as it disappeared, but a squeeze of her tail, a rub of its fuzzy end, snapped his gaze back to hers.
Her scent, sweeter than sugar, like the finest pineapple grilled, charred to perfection, spruced with lemon and balsamic, enraptured him. He gazed up and down at her with pure lust, wishing her armor would disappear.
Glad with his wanting, she nodded. The sheer hardness of his phallus against her tail stoked her fire. Flames burst from her skin, smoking her armor.
She guided his bound hands to his chest. “Protect yourself.”
“Minmata-Visobex.”
The air thumped. A shimmering barrier collapsed on his skin.
She released his hands and stepped back, her tail stretching gently. Brown smoke engulfed her as lava bled from her pores, great drops of it falling to the ground. Her gear split apart, dropping into a molten pool around her feet, melting away. Despite having this equipment since sixteen years old, she didn’t care—her inferno of urges for him raged.
She inhaled deeply, the warm smoke pleasing her lungs. Scents of brimstone entranced her nostrils. Only Ysarel’s necklace graced her body now, undamaged from the lava.
He stared at the thick smoke, seeing just her wings’ bony tips out at the sides. He wished she would emerge so he could worship his naked mavka with his eyes.
Wish granted, she murmured in his mind as she stepped out, exhaling smoke like a geyser. Lava dripped from her thick blue skin.
She unfurled her wings high, widening her stance to enthrall him further. A hungry, predatory growl vibrated in her throat as she advanced, tail slithering around his length, blood and heat circulating to her hips and breasts.
He matched her steps, but backward, gawking, utterly enchanted by every inch of her sublime body. He wished her braid would come undone.
Soren. Her consort. Pale. Physically insignificant compared to her might. A casual squeeze, and she could end his life. But his inner fortitude, the trials he must’ve endured to free himself of the contract to become a lich, combined with his trust and commitment, made her gaze with longing and respect. His brilliant mind, his handsomeness, made just for her to feast on, ignited her eyes and core.
With telekinesis, she cast her scrunchy away, spreading her thick, waist-length locks, leaving her breasts bare for him.
Saffa. His mavka. She stood before him as a titan of Navia, like ones he’d read about in Book of Beasts. Spellbound, he scanned her from top to bottom. Her eyes, blazing blue, held his, conveying her intensity and sincerity. Full lips beckoned. Taught together, the slightest hint of a smirk made his heart race. Her lustrous mane of azure and yellow: the rarest, thickest spider silk couldn’t compare. The peaked nipples of her engorged breasts stole his breath. His mouth watered, eager for her taste.
Her chiseled arms, torso, and thighs, like the deities crafted her as a warrior all others shall forever envy, made him marvel at his fortune. Her vulva, smoke wafting out, beckoned his phallus with its luscious lips. He wanted to fuck her for eternity. And her wondrous wings. Symbols of her mavka nature. He wished she would wrap them around him.
Love. Longing. Lust. These pitiful words insulted his passion. Insulted the way he wanted her. Needed her. Ached with every cell for her.
Seized by his fierce emotions and desire, a tear of azure flame fell from her eye—his wanting mirrored her own. Her core tightened as her lava-covered feet stalked him, trailing fire. Each of his thundering heartbeats thumped in her ears.
His vision tunneled to just his mavka. Her intoxicating scent hit his nose again, taking over his mind.
She reached into her entrance, exploring warm wetness with every finger, then removed her hand. Silver fluids glistened, steaming, scented with her cloves and cardamom. She conjured thermal tracks. The mixture glowed.
With his nerves vibrating like a tuning fork, he stumbled, unable to hold himself up because of his aching need for her.
Happy to assist, she closed the gap, grabbing around him with one arm to stabilize, wings covering him in a private cocoon as her nipples grazed his chest. She dragged her wet, luminescent fingers along his cheek to mark him as hers and ensnare his senses.
Eyes closed, he sniffed, the scent incomprehensibly pleasurable and delicious. He wished she would feed her wetness to him.
She teased his lips with a wet finger, caressing, before poking all ten fingers inside, one by one.
He sucked every drop off and swallowed, her taste an invigorating ambrosia the deities must envy.
“Saffa,” he said, eyes open, his senses feasting on her. “I’m thoroughly enthralled.” In her world, he had wanted to give her oral, but lacked the courage to ask. No such inhibitions existed now.
Eager for his mouth, she could force him to kneel with just her pinky. Maybe even telekinesis would do it. But she would never demean her Soren again.
Her wings fluttered just so as she rose, lifting her legs on his shoulders, spreading for him while floating, letting herself press gently against his lips even as her tail slithered on his phallus, her tail’s tip teasing his.
Saffa wanted Soren to unleash his carnality. “Drink from my cup, consort.”
With his hands controlling her hips, he licked back and forth along the sides of her entrance, her fluid flesh heating his tongue, her taste divine.
His tongue extended, exploring gently inside her steamy cave at first, but he soon lost control, lapping like a parched dog. He brought his fingers to bear, wanting only to please her while he drank.
“Soren-Portitas.” His tongue vibrated.
“Soren,” she murmured, her voice trailing into a lingering moan as fluids gathered for him like a waterfall.
He sucked her vulva, his tongue swirling inside as he guzzled her ambrosia: holy water for his soul that hardened his manhood.
“Soren!” she cried out, her hips thrusting, legs cramping. Beams of fire blazed from her arms; one azure, one gold. They torched the surrounding forest—it crackled and burned, dark smoke billowing.
“Soren!” she yelled again, torrential heat gathering in her heart as her insides clamped in needy repetition against his tongue. With her raised arms, she ejected the heat, her fire morphing to thunderbolts, cracking the night sky as bright beacons of freedom. Never had she cried out a lover’s name until now.
He released, gazing up in a delirium from the piquant fluids he had just devoured.
She lowered herself to stand in front of him, an afterglow grin playing on her lips as she wrapped him up in her wings, her tail releasing his phallus to slither around his leg. “Let’s bond in the sky,” she said, caressing his amulet before sliding a steaming finger down his bare chest, nearing his groin.
“Yes, mavka,” he said. She could ask anything now, and he would agree without hesitation.
Liftoff.
So enthralled, he didn’t realize they’d taken off like a rocket. He just wanted to stay in her wings forever and feel their leathery texture, with her breasts caressing his chest.
Azure fire roared from her form, engulfing the pair, its deadly heat kept at bay by his barrier. As the wind whipped by, she dug her hands in his hair, invading with a carnal kiss, plunging her heated tongue into his mouth.
Lips and tongues danced in a song of moans as they flew into a cloud. Cold crept her skin, a pleasing contrast to her heated aura, snuffing her flames.
They shot up through the cloud. Full moons lit billowing tops with beautiful blue hues. She wrapped her legs around his waist, holding his cheeks. He grabbed her ass, his length pushing against her, desperate for access.
Saffa moaned, her wings angling back as she bobbed in the air.
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She leaned back, taking him on top carefully with her legs together, wings folding at his sides to keep him from falling off.
He shivered.
She summoned heat to her wings and rubbed him. “Your mavka will now inject her thermal tracks.”
“Yes, mavka,” he said, her warmth soothing his cold.
Heat swirled, shooting through her tail. A thousand tiny stings poked his phallus from her fuzzy tip.
“Ouch,” he said from the sharp sting, but a current of pure bliss soon filled his veins, his skin flushing. The purest sense of well-being consumed him, like diving into a pool of endorphins.
Silver wetness bubbled from her entrance. “You will mate with me now.” She shifted her wings to create a floor below her legs for him to rest on. And she slowly spread her legs, inviting him to feast again: the bread of his salacious sacrament.
“Yes, mavka,” he said, kneeling on her firm wings, her command freeing his mind, igniting his primal desires.
Before fucking, he wanted a spell to enhance her pleasure, manipulating the fire and ice inside her to sunder what she knew about ecstasy. In mavka form, her entire vulva and insides formed a sanctuary of endless, pleasure-inducing nerves—this is where he would start his magic.
With both palms on her warm flesh, he intoned, “Saffa-Formagni-Formaqua.” His hands moved to her breasts, massaging gently while his tip teased her entrance.
Using his mind, he commanded her elements to gather between her hips. It obeyed, swelling her vulva’s lips. They stretched, wrapping around his cock, tugging at him. Transcendent pleasure built as her back arched with need.
He kissed softly while entering, pushing through the snug fit, moaning from the wetness of her flesh, tight against his phallus. With skilled mental commands, he pulsed her elements throughout her body, gracing her erogenous zones perfectly.
Pleasure rippled, kneading her nerves as he slid inside. Deeper. Deeper. He tantalized her altar of heavenly mavka places within … ones she didn’t know existed. His sybaritic magic, merged with her elements, caused beatific moans to spill from her lips.
He gripped her horns gently, then rocked, slid, and pushed with just the right motions. “Saffa, your horns are so smooth. And your demon mind and body have multiplied your allure by tau squared.”
Her mavka tongue slithered out, licking his lips down to his neck, to his chest. Low in her throat, she growled, her forehead’s bony spikes furrowed. “Soren. That is the nerdiest thing your mavka has ever heard.”
He grinned sheepishly, wondering if her mavka mind didn’t like such words.
“But it’s also the hottest. The most endearing.”
An image shone in her mind: a fierce azure frost dragon head, front swirling in snow, back blazing vermilion, eyes and mouth filled with fire.
Another flaming tear spilled from her eye—she must brand him, causing him unfathomable pain.
“Soren,” she said, her mavka bonding instincts allowing her normal personality to bleed through. “Will you accept your Saffa’s mark?”
“Yes, mavka.”
“Soren, do you do this of your own free will and choice?” she asked, dampening her enthrallment so he might choose with no coercion.
Zelene mentioned the pain, and she might’ve played it down quite a bit. Regardless, he wanted to bond with his Saffa, whatever the cost.
“Yes, Saffa.”
“Soren,” she whispered, rubbing his cheeks, flaming tears crawling out of her eyes as she shuddered from what awaited him. Her, too: from the possession, she would feel all of it. “You must cease your spell of my pleasure.”
“I understand,” he said, stopping his magic.
She held his hands, pulling him close, her nipples caressing his chest. From her left, azure fire tendrils emerged. From the right, icy ones. She began etching her mark.
Much like the lich ritual, misery screamed in his body like nothing he thought possible. It knifed all his nerves in the worst possible ways. Despite falling far beyond the threshold of pain, he remained completely alert, feeling infinite motes of torment. Fire and ice pulses of pure torture beset him.
“Saffa! My Saffa!” he yelled, his eyes gushing with the rain of his agony. “Saffa!” Over and over, he roared her name, desperate for relief from it all, his throat raw. A terrible seizure took him, but he refused to abort.
Saffa wept from Soren’s faithfulness. From the pain. She experienced all his emotions and sensations.
While she etched him, their combined tears fell through the clouds.
Her magic waned. The torture subsided.
With a last scream of her name, darkness took him, his breaths faint.
“Soren …” she said, heart aching for him and his pledge. She kissed his lips gently, feeding him fiery ki, hoping he would wake up and not remember the pain. Her eyes glistened, covered by pools of tears.
An hour passed while she rubbed his head.
He opened his eyes with a fitful groan, his chest burning and freezing. Despite the agonizing etching, his longing burned brighter for her.
“Saffa … I love you.”
“Sweet Soren,” she said, overwhelmed by him saying such a thing after she had branded him. “I love you, too. My heart aches for the pain I’ve caused again.”
“You have my full forgiveness for any trespasses … but I need to ask … are there any more tattoos to etch?”
She snickered through her tears. “No, Soren, it’s done.”
“That was … like nothing I’ve ever experienced or imagined.”
“Can I do anything for you, my dear consort?”
“Rub my chest.”
She pushed him up, rubbing his mark with her warm ki.
He moaned, the redness in his eyes diminishing, his throat soothed.
“Thanks, Saffa, that’s much better.”
“Look at it,” she said, removing her hand.
Head down, he smiled. “An ice-fire dragon. It’s so beautiful. Just like you … my mavka. My Saffa. How may I serve you?”
Awed by his declaration, she wept again, her heart on fire.
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He wiped her tears away as his own fell. “We’re making it rain, Saffa.”
She chuckled, his joke blunting her emotions. She would serve him. As part of her bonding, she wanted to offer him a gift: her strength.
“Soren, I wish to serve you.”
Her sincerity left no room for argument. “What do you have in mind?”
The bonding instincts took her mind again, her voice deepening. “I offer you my profane gift. Receive my strength. Fight beside me as my equal.”
“I enjoy bonding-Saffa’s voice. I’d be as strong as you?”
“You would be. Do you accept my gift?”
“Saffa, I’m flattered by your offer, but you’re the warrior. You need it more than me. May I suggest a compromise?”
“Speak.”
“Grant some of it to me temporarily whenever you desire. Take it back when you’re done. Can you do this?”
“I can. Only by your will may it return to me.”
“You can give it back again later?”
“Yes, consort.”
“Then I accept.”
Some strength left her muscles for his.
His eyes widened, blood flowing with power to his groin, his erection growing inside her. Hands on hers, he pushed.
She resisted.
He overpowered her, gasping at his newfound strength as he pinned her arms to the sides despite her fierce struggle.
Confident in visage, he asked, “This is what it’s like for you?”
“My might. For you.”
“I’ve got you, Saffa. Our mating warmup is over. Now I shall pleasure you like no one ever has.” Indeed, Fremyolenav awaited.
Ecstatic from his dominant posture, she massaged her blazing core on his phallus.
“Glad I used Visobex. I can feel your heat.”
She clamped hard on him. “Do you feel that, consort?”
The squeeze of her flesh against his phallus made his eyes roll up.
“Fremyolenav.” He stroked her tail and wings, thrusting, grinding, letting his passion build. A volcano of euphoria built inside her as whooshing fire novas erupted.
Moans rumbled from her lips. Wings and tail vibrated, consecrated by his magic to flood her with dopamine. The novas exploded endlessly, unraveling into molten threads, pouring fire on the forest below. The intensity and bliss of his magic became so great she might explode with ecstasy. She wanted to tell him to stop, to spare her the extreme sensations. But she needed more. More.
Unrelenting with his magic, thrusts, and grinding, he chanted her name, the lushness of her insides blessing his cock with every motion and utterance.
Reality melted away into tranquility and exhilaration. Hotness filled her throat as she claimed his length, her flesh rippling up over his length, milking him.
They orgasmed together—Saffa experienced both as her world became celestial whiteness.
She turned her head. Long and deafening did she roar, her fiery cry scorching the sky.
Then he did it again.
Again.
He collapsed on her as euphoria pumped through his veins. “Saffa, I relinquish your strength.”
Her muscles tightened. She wanted his soul again.
“Kiss me, Soren, so I may consummate our bond.”
He pressed his lips against hers, exploring every inch of her full mouth.
Like drinking the most delicious nectar through a straw, she unleashed her soul drain through the kiss. Scrummy earthy sweetness filled her. His body lay limp on her.
All his senses fled, save for his thoughts and a sense of unity with his mavka. Saffa, I’m here.
His consciousness swam in her heart and mind, a union she could keep forever if she wanted. Owning his soul. The trust he granted her by giving it brought wetness to her eyes, her heart churning with a deep love for him.
Hi Soren, your trust is truly special. Thank you.
You made it easy with your declaration.
And your new spell is unlike anything I’ve ever felt.
My pleasure, Saffa.
You’re so kind to me.
You deserve everything.
So do you, Soren. I meant what I said earlier. I’ll spend eternity making things right. Loving you. Holding you. Pleasuring you.
As will I. I’m happy to stay inside you, so long as you want me here.
She savored him for another hour. With a soft kiss, she breathed, gifting his soul back.
Lounging in afterglow, she enjoyed the quiet scenery. Twin full moons, stars, cloud tops below, and a gentle breeze provided the perfect ambiance. She pondered the bonding, grinning with a smile of intense afterglow. Heart mended, past struggles became distant memories.
Gratitude for him swelled within. She cooled down. Clouds snowed, dousing the forest fire.
With a loud breath, his body jerked. “Saffa, that was remarkable.”
“Yes, it was. You’re so tasty.” One last instinct remained: she must ask him to swear fealty and obey. “There’s one thing left to complete our bond. I’m hesitant to ask it of you.”
“I already know.”
“Having control is not what I want.”
“That’s why you can ask now.”
“Soren,” she said, fingers entwining his hands, “swear to obey and hearken unto me.”
“I do.”
Distant thunder rumbled.
“It is done,” she said in her earlier otherworldly voice.
Something poked his brain: her mind’s thoughts and emotions, swirling like a soft background noise.
“I feel you inside my mind, Saffa. We’re linked. Permanently.”
Beyond possession, his mind forged a connection to hers—she didn’t understand what it meant yet, but knew it would enhance their bond.
“I feel it, too.”
“Can you do that voice again?”
“Let me try.” She tightened her throat. “Soren, do you like my voice?”
He snickered. “I think it’s more spectral or … demonic, maybe? I’m not sure.”
“Shall I suck your soul again, mortal?” she asked, forcing the voice, though she didn’t get it quite right.
“Closer. Did I mention I like the new side of you?”
“I’ll keep practicing. So, you enjoyed our bonding? My mark and all?”
“It was all beautiful, just like she said it would be.”
“Who?”
“Zelene. She explained the consort ritual.”
“I know you have feelings for her … or rather, you did.” She could tell from his memories.
“We only knew each other a few weeks. She wasn’t into it, and I shouldn’t have let them grow to begin with. Regardless, I should’ve told you.”
“It’s all right, Soren. You know I won’t judge. I like a fling more than most.”
“You deserve monogamy, and you’ll get it.”
“Soren, I know how committed you are to me. If you choose to, please explore outside our bond.”
“Your offer is generous, but I’m a one-mavka man.”
“Thank you, Soren,” she said, squeezing his hands. “Can you tell me about your lich transformation?”
The switch between his caring self to Neros, the cold, calculating lich, came naturally.
“I have eight soulstones. So long as at least one remains whole, I’m immortal. They also grant abilities, like telekinesis and truth detection. When I’m a lich, I only care about results and stopping malevolent chaos.”
“I love that you’ve changed and sacrificed so much,” she said, tracing the sapphire and onyx gems in his amulet. “We’re both immortal. You won’t get sick of me ten thousand years from now, will you?”
“Never. We’ll be lovers forever. My heart is yours for eternity.”
“You’re such a romantic.” She kissed him. “How are Zelene and Chastity?”
“They sacrificed themselves to kill a demon lord, saving my life. I miss them both.”
Alonka had mentioned a demon lord’s recent death. This must’ve been it.
“Epic. With the amulet, you’ll get to see them again. What do you think of that?”
“That’s right. I’m glad to keep memories of them. Guess what else?”
“What?”
“I can’t stop thinking about someone … She’s a creative genius, and her muscles drive me wild. Hope you don’t mind.” Hand running down her firm forearm, he caressed her thick skin and bony spikes on her elbow, before finding her ripped bicep and tricep. Despite squeezing with both hands, he couldn’t touch his fingers—her flex made sure of it. Her lats bulged out, and he caressed their tight contours, earning her goosebumps. “Beauty and brains are nice words, but they’re grossly inadequate to convey my attraction to you.”
Unlike Elarion, Soren ached for her true form, even more than her human one. His adoration of her muscles brought a blissful smile.
“Soren, your words are melting me again. Never thought I’d fall for a lich.” Now she understood Mother’s planning. This man laying on her? So unique and attractive—in mind and visage.
“I missed you, Saffa.”
“Me, too,” she said, wrapping her ankles over his, keeping her wings firm to anchor him. “You trusted me, and have always given your best, even through the worst of times. I’m grateful.”
“Gratitude. It’s a beautiful word. I feel it, too. I’m sorry for the ritual and not trusting you—I don’t recall ever apologizing.”
“It’s okay,” she whispered. “I forgave you a while ago.”
They floated in pleasant silence above the clouds.
“I have an idea,” he said.
“Yeah?”
“Your father used fire during the Zmey attack. Part of his bond with Mother, I assume. I want to use your magic, like you did mine.”
“I’ve never seen him use fire. But let’s try. You need to feel a potent emotion. Anger works for me, but pick what’s best for you.”
He extended his fingers, thinking of fire. Nothing happened.
You’re too calm. Try again. Get mad.
I’m twitterpated … I can’t get mad.
Try for me?
Okay. He forced a growl. More of a laugh, really. No result.
Maybe I can use my love for you. It bloomed in his heart, and his tattoo glowed crimson, a hot but pleasurable wave spreading from it. Small fiery balls ejected from his fingertips.
Your love lets you use my magic!
Let’s try some ice!
Icy pellets shot out while the tattoo glowed blue, a soothing chill washing over him.
Hells yes!
Will you stay by my side for a long time, Soren?
I want this, too, Saffa. There are other constraints, however. Melathar gave me to Nightwind for a week. Norembel gets me for a month after. Beyond that, it’ll be a fifty-fifty split.
She hugged him, rubbing his back, caressing his legs with her tail. “I don’t want to share you.”
“It’ll give you breaks from me to have your fun elsewhere.”
Saffa pouted. “No, Soren … I want to be monogamous, too.” She kissed along his neck. “I want you. No one else ever again.”
He moaned. “Saffa … I …”
“Just you, Soren.” She kissed his lips softly, eyes intense on his.
Only you.
It means the world to me. Tears swelled in Soren’s eyes as he touched Saffa’s cheeks, lifting his head from the kiss. But I’m insufficient for your needs. I want you to have no inhibitions. If you need my permission, it’s yours.
I want to make you the happiest man in the realms.
You already have. I won’t take no for an answer—your wellbeing depends on it.
She desperately wanted monogamy. Love swelled in her chest, the commitment absolute. But feeding on him alone would leave him weak and sleepy all the time. This wouldn’t do.
A mournful sigh slipped past her lips. Sweet Soren, you’re the most thoughtful consort.
And I didn’t realize how pleasurable soul-sucking would be.
What did it feel like?
A dream. Profound peace.
I’m glad you liked it. I’ll have a snack later.
If you insist, I’ll relent. Want to sleep in the sky?
I love your romantic suggestions. Yes!
Do you float while sleeping?
I’m not sure. She glanced down at the clouds. If we fall, just pull my tail to wake me.
I’ll do more than pull. You want Fremyolenav again?
“Yes!” she said, wanting its rapture to consume her.
He ran his index finger along her tail with tenderness. “Fremyolenav.”
While he stroked her tail and wing, hot vibrations of pleasure buzzed through the appendages and into her spine.
“Oh. My. Goddess,” she said, voice cracking. “Where did you learn that spell?”
“A special book in Demvora’s shrine. Navian Nirvana: Tales of Tantalizing Temptations, Vol. II.”
“Sorry … what … shrine book?”
“Nice to see you going senseless for a change. We’ll read it together later … if the archives have a copy.”
Delirious, she moaned with her calves cramping. “Soren … can you slow it down?”
He removed his length and held her tail’s tip nearby. “I’ve a different idea. With your permission, I’ll insert your tail.” While laughing darkly, he rubbed her tip in a circle around her vulva. “Close your eyes.”
“Soren,” she said in mock sternness, shutting her eyes. “Not another inch.”
“Too bad,” he said, slipping her tail inside with two curling fingers.
Her mind went hapless. Dominated with euphoria, she moaned uncontrollably, her pleasure sanctified as only a mavka can feel.
A good while later, he grinned, removing her tail. “Sounds like you enjoyed it?”
She flicked her tail away, catching her breath. “It’s the most pleasure I’ve ever felt! And you! You’re a naughty consort!”
“Let me know when you want it again. By the way, your gear melted.”
“Yeah, that was something.”
“I remember the ceremony when Mother gave it to you during our ninth year at Institute.”
“So do I.” The sword, especially on her mission, had become a cherished weapon. But it was all beat up. “Maybe it’s time for an upgrade.”
“You’re strong enough to fight naked.”
“You’d love that, wouldn’t you?”
He blushed, telling her everything. “I wouldn’t want to get impaled by one of your spikes.” When he caressed one on her elbow, more goosebumps emerged. He nuzzled his head on her breast.
She shivered with delight.
Saffa and Soren, best lovers forever, Skadni thought.
Giddy, Saffa thought, Skadni! You’re back!
Soren friend, the fiery head thought.
You bond with Skadni, the icy head thought.
I’m glad to have a dog, Soren thought to them. Hope you can come out soon.
Saffa and Soren kissed, drifting above clouds, tranquil in the wind.
Lips parting, their eyes locked, faces showing a peace all in the realms seek … yet few ever find.
Both yawned.
She ended her possession, tightening her legs together, wrapping him up like a blanket with her tail and wings. They fell asleep as she undulated, floating through clouds in the quiet night.
35 - Scuffle


“To become a kigbrel in Bratgon requires one to accept the harmon, a device implanted in the back of the head, dampening any magic abilities and granting resistance to psionic attacks. Any attempt to tamper with this device results in a gruesome death.”
— Governance and Guilds
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Dawn broke, the sun casting its orange light and lengthy shadows on billowing clouds. Saffa floated high above them and dreamed.
Vasil slammed a shock rod into her ear and out through the other, his perverse laughs echoing. She wailed from the torturous electric shocks in her brain.
“Help!” the wretched king screamed. “Help me, Saffa!”
“Fuck. You,” she growled back. Why did Vasil want help?
“Ah!” he yelled, his voice changing to someone else’s.
“My Soren!” She woke in a panic, her limbs shaking—he wasn’t on top.
Adrenaline jolted her into action, and she plummeted, the wind whipping through her hair, wings, and tail as she spied him falling, spinning near a cloud.
His cry pounced on her sensitive ears as he fell through the cloud.
She couldn’t go fast enough, the air itself fighting her descent. Desperate to save him, she conjured azure fire from her feet. Her skin glowed, intense heat flushing her skin. The wall of force grew, pushing against her, stifling her dive. Furious, she ejected all the fire she could. Like a comet, roaring flames streaked, sweat flying off her from the effort.
“Soren!” she yelled, arms out, heart sprinting, muscles clenched, vision narrowed to just the cloud—she must break through and catch him.
Wings tucked, she rammed through the wall of force, an eerie calm enveloping her as pressure eased from her form, her vision blurring. Into the cloud, she dove, a cool wetness saturating her skin. Out of the cloud she shot, a lingering wide cone of mist puffing from her hips.
Soren’s head shook frantically as he found her eyes. “Saffa!”
As she neared him, she stopped her fire and unfurled her wings to slow her descent. The air gusted against her wings, straining tendons and bones.
“Got you!” She grabbed him, flying up in a wide arc to reduce the strain on his body, stopping just below the cloud. While hovering, she stretched her wings.
He panted, wrapping his arms around her. “Saffa … what happened?”
“Nightmare. I’m so sorry for dropping you.”
“I’m just glad you woke up and caught me,” he said, ending with a nervous laugh. “Given your vapor cone, I think you broke the sound barrier!”
A heavy dose of his awe made nerves in her chest vibrate with pleasure.
Tightness in her gut eased at his playing it cool, and she planted a kiss on his cheek. “I’ll always catch you, Soren.” Breaking the speed of sound brought a smug grin to her lips, but then she remembered the battle and adrenaline surged again. “Soren, chekas were attacking Mother and Father!”
“I’m sure they handled it. Don’t worry.”
“Okay … sure …” With slow breaths, she calmed her racing heart.
“What was your nightmare?”
“I got tortured on my assignment,” she said, unable to reveal Vasil’s name to keep things compartmentalized. “Someone used a shock rod in my ear.”
He gasped. “Vasil. He’s … awful … That’s the most horrible torture I can imagine. Can I do anything?”
With their bond, he must’ve read her thoughts—she didn’t mind.
“Hold me.” She wrapped her legs around his waist.
He hugged tight, lips pecking at her neck. “Does this help at all?”
Painful memories faded, replaced by his euphoric kisses. “I liked your new spells,” she said, leaning into his lips. “Thanks for mating with me.”
“Who could refuse such an offer … especially with that new voice of yours?”
“You mean … this sexy voice?”
“That’s the one,” he said, his length hardening inside her.
Hungry for ki and eager to fuck, she whispered, “I know what you like.” She massaged her insides against his length while her tail ensnared his leg.
“My … Saffa …”
A hissing portal of azure fire swirled beside them. Ishethra flew out, holding Soren’s cloak.
“Mother!” Saffa yelled, shooting an iceball at her, covering Soren in her wings. “Get away, you creeper!”
“Are you bonded?” Mother asked, swiping it away.
“Yes, now avert thine eyes!”
“Where is your gear, daughter?” Mother asked, her gaze unmoving.
“Gone forever.”
Mother nodded. “Our castle is under attack by basmu, chekas, and kigbrel. We need both of you now.”
“Bratgon’s allied with Ursabel?” Soren asked.
“Yes, son. Put on this cloak.”
“Give it to Saffa. I’ll fight naked.”
“Soren, I love you looking out for me, but you wear it. You can watch my naked hotness while I kick some invader ass.”
“I must avoid such distractions during the fight.”
She and Mother held Soren, wrapping his cloak around him. The trio zoomed through the gateway.
* * *
Through the portal, Saffa emerged in a dome of ice by Nightwind Castle’s throne room door. In a clear sky, dawn’s light caressed the grounds. Tariq’s hands pressed gently against the doorknob.
Basmu flew, each ridden by a cheka. Noxious acid sprayed from their mouths. Vilas chucked stones skyward in a hail of projectiles. Wizards conjured icy barriers and threw firebolts.
“I’ve almost broken it,” Father told them. “Give me one more minute.”
“What’s going on?” Soren asked.
“Invaders lurk in our throne room,” Mother answered. “They’ve also warded the council chamber. Idrys remains inside our vault, defending the confession orb, but we must hurry.”
“How did they sneak past you?” Saffa asked.
“Your father and I needed alone time.”
“Sorry they interrupted it. You need to show me how wards work.”
“Patience is most important. Beyond that, everyone uses their magic in unique ways.”
“Got it!” Tariq announced. “Saffa, when the doors open, charge the kigbrel with Soren. Ishethra and I will handle the chekas.”
She had never fought a kigbrel but knew of Bratgon’s secret police with their fearsome martial skills—she eagerly wanted to test herself against them.
“Visobex,” Soren intoned, and a shimmering shield surrounded Saffa. “Ishethra, Tariq, would you also like protection?”
“Save your magic for the kigbrel, Soren,” Tariq told him. “Here we go.” He yanked the doors open, and the quartet stormed inside.
Six kigbrel and eight chekas, all encased in translucent prismatic shields, stood guard by the secret council chamber door. The kigbrel wore black armor and helms. Each held a firearm—brown with a black barrel, a spring mechanism allowing reloading from the side. Stocks cushioned the wielder from excessive kickback. Shock rods hung on the kigbrel’s backs.
A quick mental probe, and Saffa couldn’t find or sense anything from anyone. They’re disciplined … I’ve never seen those weapons.
Mental training to avoid psionic attacks. Or perhaps their helmets shield them. Those shotguns are designed for close quarter use. They must have silver or cidrum ammo. Be careful, Saffa.
“Spread out!” a kigbrel yelled, and they scattered, cocking their guns in unison with sharp double clicks.
“Mortblitus,” “Malcarga,” and “Crufulga” cries from chekas shot dark bolts and lightning at Mother and Father, who ran left.
Soulash slithered from Mother’s hand, and she lashed it with thunder. Winter erupted from Father’s hands.
Stay behind me, Soren. I’ll draw their fire while you shake the ground.
In a naked-blue blur, Saffa screamed and flew at the kigbrel, azure fire ejecting from both hands.
“Terratempus!” Soren followed, alternating his hands.
Beneath the kigbrel, stone quaked and rippled. They stumbled but remained on their feet.
Saffa’s flames engulfed them, battering their shields. Smoke and booming cracks ripped from their guns, the sound reverberating. Silver-blue buckshot deflected off Saffa’s barrier. Two projectiles passed through, bruising her sternum and left arm. Springs cocked. A second volley. Bullets crunched her left femur as brown blood sprayed. They sheathed their guns and drew shock rods. Four lunged at her. Two circled around, flanking Soren.
Angered by the stinging pain, battle rage consumed her. She hovered to avoid putting weight on her broken leg, then flew at one while summoning fire to her horns, ramming his barrier with them, shattering it. She grabbed his rod, casting it away. After tearing his helmet off, she head butted him, her bony forehead spikes impaling his nose. Dazed and bloody, he staggered back. She hammered a cross through his neck, her sharp knuckles severing his head. Crimson soared. His corpse fell.
Five, Soren.
Saffa, I sense your pain. Damage report.
I’ll live. Can’t say the same for them.
“Visobex!”
A shimmering shield surrounded Soren. Two kigbrel slammed their rods into it, lightning spreading around the shield as it flickered.
“Gemno-Terralus!” He lifted his hands, the ground lurching under the kigbrel. Both fell, rods skittering away.
Three shock rods pierced Saffa’s barrier, striking her stomach. Shocked and convulsing, her mind ebbed toward madness.
Saffa, our bond will temper your rage. Embrace it. Murder these bastards.
Her temper ignited while she maintained her senses. Eyes hissing blue flames, rapid ice blasts erupted from her hands at two kigbrel. Their shields broke apart. Grabbing their weapons, she crunched her fists, snapping the rods. Pieces fell.
The two kigbrel retreated, fumbling for their shotguns. A third charged, swinging his shock rod.
She darted sideways, unloaded two flaming crosses on his shield. It cracked. With a forceful icy kick from her good leg, she shattered his shield. Her quick grab stole his shock rod, and she hammered it into his throat, followed by her elbow bone spike into his head. He fell still as crimson matter oozed out while she broke his rod over her knee, casting the pieces aside.
Four!
Watch this, Saffa!
Twin ice swords sliced out from Soren’s hands, and he stabbed at the prone kigbrel. They rolled, narrowly avoiding his frantic attacks. One hit glanced off their black armor.
She iced her broken leg. Soren, I’ll help you make an ethereal spear. She thought about her fire and ice occupying the same space, like a thermal pulse. Clasp your hands.
He did. Frozen swords hissed and morphed into a shimmering spear. He stabbed down, silently piercing one’s shield into his chest—his movements ceased. It worked! I love using your magic!
Three left, Soren. Fantastic job!
The other prone kigbrel rolled away from Soren. The two standing finished loading their guns and cocked them. Concussive cracks thumped Saffa’s chest, her ears whining. Dark-blue slugs bashed her left arm, shattering her ulna and radius. Both pumped their weapons, firing again.
She screamed in pain, unleashing winter from her right hand, beating back their blasts. Frozen statues remained. She flew, her right arm punches smashing the icy creations into chunks of ice.
One!
“Menfer-Figupetra,” Soren intoned, hands rising as the last kigbrel jumped to his feet. A crack much louder than the shotgun blasts reverberated. Carved from the floor, a stone guillotine erupted, cutting the enemy and his firearm in twain. His halves collapsed, gross matter and fluids sputtering. Stone fell. Dust scattered.
Zero, Soren thought to Saffa.
Holy. Shit, Saffa returned, amazed and proud by the force of Soren’s magic. That was some spell!
I learned a new word of power in Elenmir: Menfer. It augments magic tremendously.
I’ll say!
Mother and Father, breaths labored, approached. Frozen body parts and mangled corpses lay behind them.
“I’ll take this ward down,” Mother told them, hands on the secret door.
“I’m badly injured,” Saffa announced, drenched in brown and crimson blood. “Won’t be much use in the council chamber.”
“Soren, cast Fremyolenav,” Tariq ordered. “It will use your ki to heal her wounds. Useful for such emergencies.”
“Saffa, you okay if I handle your tail again?”
She floated on her back a few feet in the air and relaxed, eager for his carnal healing spell. “Touch me.”
“Fremyolenav.”
With his tail and wing caresses, she forgot her pain as she vibrated with pleasure. Lacerations sealed. Bones mended. Silver and blue metal pieces clattered on the floor beneath her.
“That’s a nice way to heal.” She stood, testing her arms and legs, laughing at how the healing worked, and at Soren’s eager eyes. “You can always stare, if you want, Soren. I don’t mind.”
He rubbed the back of his neck. I’m hard for you. Again.
I’ll soften you up as soon as we’re done here.
Tariq left Mother’s side. “You both fought well together. And already harnessing her magic, Soren. Most impressive.”
“We experimented above the clouds.”
“Saffa, you can wield his magic while you consume his soul.”
“Been there. Done that.”
“Well then, you two are advancing fast.”
“It’s down,” Mother told them. “Come; we must secure our council chamber and artifact vault.”
* * *
In the council chamber, Saffa stood, Soren leaning on her. Mother and Father, hands on the artifact vault door, faces etched in concentration, attempted to break its wards down. Maimed, bloodied corpses of kigbrel and chekas littered the room, some already dead when they had come in, before taking the others down in a fierce battle.
“If they have the orb, wouldn’t they portal out?” Saffa asked.
“Maybe,” Soren answered. “But such an obvious breach of the portal pact would rally most nations to Nightwind’s side.”
Gunfire erupted from inside the chamber.
“They’re really not getting along,” Saffa commented.
Mother and Father stood back from the door.
“Maybe an argument about breaching the portal pact, as you say, Soren,” Mother said.
More gunshots. Crunches and cracks. Tortured screams. The artifact vault panel slid open. Seven bloody, hole-ridden corpses with crimson-soaked stab wounds lay on the stone floor. One cheka, taller, broader, stood next to another, who held the confession orb.
“Surrender the orb,” Tariq demanded, “and we’ll spare your lives. You can leave in peace.”
“I shall only surrender to the Heir of Nightwind,” the shorter one said. On his tiptoes, he kissed the other. The panel slammed shut.
Mother sighed. Tariq burst out in laughter.
“Why are they kissing?” Saffa asked, face crinkled.
“This is unusual,” Soren said. “I don’t understand.”
“Let me show you.” Mother performed an eye-rolling hand wave. The panel creaked open once more.
Dragan stood in his white dragon scale mail, Boral on his back, Blue at his side, two smoking blunderbusses in his holsters. Cradled in his arms, Alonka wore her red dress, holding the orb.
Idrys strolled out. “Thank the abyss these two showed up.”
“Idrys,” Tariq greeted. “You’re okay—I’m relieved. Please assist our warriors outside.”
The gnome ran out of the room and up the stairs.
“Hi, Saffa!” Alonka said. “Love your new outfit.”
Saffa blushed with her jaw dropping, euphoric shock rippling through her. She squealed, jumping up and down. This must be Dragan’s girlfriend, and he must be a consort. “This isn’t a trick?”
Dragan set Alonka down, and she put the orb back in the vault. After running to Saffa, she gave a tight hug. “I said I was the cleverest demon, did I not? And you’re so … naked.”
Joyously, Saffa squeezed and lifted the mavka, twirling her in the air. “Alonka! Alonka! Alonka! I’m so happy to see you! How did you rebirth already?”
“Set me down, and I’ll tell you.”
Saffa put her down.
The blonde mavka wandered back to Dragan’s side, and he grabbed her around the waist.
“I didn’t die. Ish, allow me to explain.”
“Make it fast—we’ve got basmu outside.”
“Saffa, remember when we fought the golems and chekas?”
“Yes. One destroyed Puck … your clone. Some mist floated away. Later, I saw two chekas hauling your dead body off.”
“A bit of misdirection … you see, Puck was me … and me … well, that was Puck.”
“Your clone played the music and rolled the die?”
“Sure did.”
“And she died … not you … You were the mist?”
“You got it!”
“Can you remake Puck?”
“With some time, yes.”
“Where did you go?”
“I hid in Vasil’s panic room with Dragan. We both wore cheka disguises. After we heard the explosion, we came out to collect Puck. While others watched, the two of us dissected her.”
“You cut her open, like what, a science experiment?”
“Precisely,” Alonka said. “We did an autopsy.”
“I enjoyed cutting Puck open,” Dragan said, “and watching their faces when all her fake brown blood splat out on them. I did that on purpose.”
Alonka bumped into Dragan’s arm. “Thanks for joining me. Couldn’t have done it without you.”
“Your plan worked flawlessly. They’ll assume you’re dead and won’t look for you now.”
Saffa stood in awe of their cunning. “What about Elarion?”
“We joined Vasil in the aftermath,” Alonka said. “And wow, was he mad! After using a confession orb on his own son, he asked us to take the duke back to his palace. So, we did. But he’s unaware—in case his father uses another orb.”
“How’d you get back?”
“Following these assholes, of course,” she said, gesturing to corpses in the vault. “On basmu. They tried to smash the orb, but we stopped them. Sorry for not getting ahead of the first lot with Roland and Mortemir. What happened to that … thing, anyway?”
“Soren and I kicked their ass!”
“You two make a magnificent pair,” Alonka praised, giving Soren a nod.
“Thanks,” he said. “So do you and Dragan.”
The barbarian grunted.
“How long will Roltemir stay gone?” Saffa asked.
“Unsure,” Mother answered. “We must remain watchful. The council will work on a permanent solution to banish him.”
“I guess you won’t use a Netherseal?” Soren asked.
“Definitely not.”
“Alonka, welcome back to Nightwind,” Tariq said. “Are you good to resume leading espionage?”
“I’d be delighted.”
“And Dragan, you’ll command our army at Marasheart. An attack looms.”
“Yes. We will destroy them.”
“Tariq,” Mother started, “can you lead this group topside and finish the invaders?”
“Of course, My King.”
While everyone left, Mother strolled into the vault. Hands running down Starfang’s silver blade with red and black wavy patterns, a wicked smile graced her lips. She caressed Rostam: a shining red torso, and midnight-black leggings with matching boots. “No machine will escape her wrath.” A portal of flames took her away.
36 - Endowment


“Endowment. A sacred boon gifted to bless someone. Often, it’s an artifact, but can also be a promise of service or friendship.”
— Memoirs of Ishethra
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A pensive mood prevailed mid-morning in Nightwind’s council chamber, lit by Ishethra’s crimson chandelier. On the light fixture, Samatria’s rift lens wrapped around the bottom. Seven individuals stood in a circle: Saffa, Soren, Ishethra, Tariq, Idrys, Alonka, Dragan. Blue nipped at Dragan’s feet while he pet her. A fire pit lay before them, conjured by Mother. Nearby, a table held Starfang and Rostam. A gleaming silver sphere inside an alcove in the wall lay next to a crate of gleipnir. Mother had explained it as the Kule Kosteky, an artifact of vast, magical detection, linked to Eris’ mind.
Through their shared bond, Saffa sensed Soren’s sorrow from Zelene’s and Chastity’s loss. She brought him close. She gave her life for you, Soren. So did Chastity. I would do the same.
I know you would, he thought, rubbing her wing.
“Toss your remembrance,” Mother said, throwing a bread piece[77] into the flames. Others stood thoughtfully, throwing their bread in.
For our lost friends … for teammates three years ago … for Saffa, my truest love, Soren thought, throwing his piece.
For Kat and Lech. And for you, Soren, she thought, tossing her bread, for never giving up. On yourself. Or me.
“And now our last item of business,” Mother said. “Saffa, come forward.”
After rubbing Soren’s arm, she sauntered before Mother and Father, excited about her new gear.
“Idrys, if you please,” Mother requested. “Present her first token.”
The gnome rubbed her hands together. “Saffa, Ishethra and I spent two centuries designing a glorious garb: Rostam.” Idrys used a step stool, picking up the pieces. Red, interlocked scales formed the torso armor, much like the black leggings. The stylish, sturdy, high-top black boots bore three straps.
“Incredibly durable, this lightweight vestment also resists elemental attacks.”
“Like lightning?”
“Definitely!”
“It also harnesses your ki, granting greater strength and protection.”
“How much?”
“We’re not sure. Experiment to find out.”
“Will it absorb a tank shot?”
“It should. But you’re not invincible, so be careful.”
“They’ll run like cowards when they see me shrug one off.”
“We can only hope. Last, the boots grant swiftness.”
Thrilled to have more power with protection against her most hated element, Saffa took the armor. With tank-throwing visions, she strapped the torso piece on first before donning the leggings and boots. Small holes remained around her knees, where her jagged bones poked out.
“I can’t feel the weight.”
Soren gawked.
“Your strength and the beauty of xanet,” the gnome said. “Press the notch on your chest, and the artifact will come alive. When you’re done fighting, press it again. Hold for five seconds to remove.”
She used her index finger and pushed. Scales of the back ratcheted, spreading, closing gaps on her back with an elegant scabbard. Up her wings, tail, and arms, the armor spread with a flexible chain mail texture. Sharp red and black points jetted out, covering her joints’ bony spikes. Connections for feet and hands came out on the backside. A transparent covering rose around her head. A faint hum emitted from the armor, caressing her nerves. Only her hands stayed bare. Despite her enclosed head, sound and air flowed freely.
“With a thought, you can retract or reform the helmet part. It’s sturdy like the rest of the suit and will filter any toxins.”
“Idrys, this is the most amazing armor I’ve ever seen. Thank you!”
“All in a day’s work.”
Saffa, I think even the four great deities will envy you now.
Heat hit her chest, spreading down. You have such a way with words, Soren. Thank you.
As she admired the shiny, gorgeous suit covering her, she grinned. “This armor is so badass!”
Chuckles came from all.
“Take a knee,” Mother ordered. Father beamed with happiness.
Saffa kneeled, swishing her tail, popping her neck without hands as her wings extended wide before folding behind her. The vestment stretched, ebbing seamlessly with all her movements.
“Pride. It knows no bounds. Father and I have witnessed your physical and mental transformation, and it is good. Daughter of Nightwind, you’ve earned our utmost respect, and that of our nation. By my authority, we bestow your birthright.” Mother reached back to grab Starfang. A metallic ring lingered. “Saffa, do you swear to fight tyranny with all your heart, might, mind, and strength?”
“I swear.”
“And do you swear to protect the innocent and unleash your wrath upon the cruel?”
“Yes, I swear.”
“Finally, do you swear to destroy all invaders and occupiers?”
“By the abyss, I swear.”
After tapping the sword on each shoulder, Mother held it flat on her cupped hands.
Wavy lines of red and black etched shiny silver, forming its long blade. Reflections of the chandelier and stone ceiling shone in it. The guard, redder than the rest, angled upward in symmetry to sharp points. The hilt, black with gray grooves, beckoned with enough space for both hands. Its pommel of polished silver completed this magnificent, keen, and wicked weapon.
“Your second token,” Mother continued. “I present Starfang, a longsword with no equal. Let all these witnesses hear the words of my mouth. From this day forward, Saffa Nightwind shall be known as Knight Defender of the Realms. Tyrants’ Bane. Evil’s Foil. With each sure smite, the sign of her might will carve a trail of ruin. Cursed all shall be whom this sword is raised against. Now arise, my daughter, take this gift in your forceful grip, and let all infernal hosts tremble!”
Saffa stood, took the sword, and raised it high. “For the glory of Nightwind, I claim this power!”
Electric shocks struck her brain. Everything spun. She gasped, staggering into the fire pit. From her heart, blazing fire spread through her body. An icy chill followed, like death itself. She balanced with difficulty while holding the sword high in both hands. She wanted more power.
Mother and Alonka strolled to her side.
“Saffa,” Mother said, “having received your tokens, your birthright beckons. You have been good and faithful. Are you prepared to receive your full power?”
“Fuck. Yes!”
Alonka clapped excitedly. Silver tendrils emerged from Alonka’s and Mother’s raised hands, spreading into the chandelier. Eyes gleaming, they chanted:
Depths profound, chasm deep,
Where titans deftly creep.
Within this chamber, Saffa’s birthright we claim,
Shadowed power, older than flame.
This sacred rite, our voices bent,
By Demvora’s fight, our intent sent.
Through the abyss, her power surge,
To Saffa’s soul, combine and merge.
Fire of azure and gold erupted from the chandelier, through the rift lens, into her sword. Soothing heat radiated from her grip to her body, easing her dizziness. With hot and cold zaps, both tattoos flew from her forearms, swirling in fire and frost. Elements combined. Rainbow fur materialized. Two heads extended out to the height of her stomach, each howling a lingering, eerie song.
As she pointed the sword instinctively at the floor, thinking of her world, an azure ray shot out, tracing the edges of a yellow flamed portal. Inside, a blurry, decayed great hall, overrun with vegetation, shone.
Mother and Alonka returned to their places. Residual energies faded, her world’s portal dissolved.
Her senses calmed.
“Skadni!” she exclaimed, sheathing the sword on her back and running to the now larger dog. She stroked their soft, thick fur, tears of joy trickling down. And her world. She could return. With the time difference, many years must have passed, the castle long forgotten.
Both heads sniffed.
“It’s the right time,” the icy head said in a deeper, more brave voice.
“We are hungry for evil slaying,” the fire head said with a wintry smile.
“And you’ve grown up, Skadni. Battle nears; you can lead the charge with me and Soren!”
The dog’s heads scanned. “Yes. And hello,” they said. “Friends of Saffa are friends of Skadni.”
Mother advanced, rubbing the fiery head, which closed its eyes, raising its snout.
“Saffa, you have the power to summon or merge with Skadni now. And you can gate with Starfang.”
Saffa faced Mother. “I guess the gateways open when I point my sword, imagining my destination. How about Skadni?”
“You just need a focused thought, and they can return inside you to rest. Anytime you need or want them, they’ll emerge.”
“Saffa.” Father moved to her side. “I’ve dreamed of this day for decades. You’ve made me so proud … so happy. I love you very much.”
Embracing Father tightly, she rubbed soft robes on his back. “I love you, too, Father.”
A dark portal twirled nearby. Haldra stepped out, meeting Saffa’s eyes. “I see you’re ready for war. Good.”
“Ready to cut machines down.”
The darkling nodded. “Dragan, Alonka, I guess you both have a tale to tell.”
Alonka’s brows furrowed as she tapped her foot. “Another time.”
“Ishethra, I have reports.”
“This location is secure.”
“Irvan recovers from a mortal wound in the Ocean of Torment. He’ll be out of commission for three to four weeks.”
Father nodded. “Without a navy, our land forces must suffice.”
“My thoughts precisely. We currently fight on the west side in Tesa’s ruins. The enemy is entrenched. Though the situation is difficult, I estimate two months to eliminate the invaders and their ships. But our battle is merely a diversion. Most of Bratgon’s forces come on land. They’ll be upon Nightwind within the hour. Our forces have dug in on Marasheart’s east side.”
“We lost Tesa, then?” Mother asked.
“They used a dark sphere to create a tsunami. It took out most of the city. By the time waters receded and we recovered, their armies filled its rubble. We used Griffin’s Cry to smash them with our combined magic. Their ironclad and battleship salvos continue to pound us, but my divers will seek to detonate their hulls underwater.”
“So many homeless,” Tariq noted.
“They’re set up in camps west of Tesa.”
“When your presence is no longer required,” Mother said, “please join us at Marasheart with Kaela. Pass command to Lariel.”
“Understood. Keep an eye out for more dark spheres—Eris says they might have another.”
“Good to know,” Dragan said.
“One more thing. Eris mentioned Bratgon will probe our defenses with bomb balls[78]. A small squad should be able to handle it. Hopefully, they won’t trigger traps with these scouts. Beyond that, I recommend we use skirmishers in the forest. With the lesnik, this should disrupt their advance.”
“We should send half our forces,” Dragan said. “Decimating their advance is the goal, not disrupting.”
Haldra lifted her chin at him. “I appreciate your aggressiveness. If they still have a dark orb and hit the forest with our contingent inside, the result would be catastrophic.”
“Then we stop such an orb.”
“If we had an air force to do the stopping, I might concur, Dragan. My word stands.”
“Very well,” he said.
Alonka whispered something into his ear.
“Last, I have a full scouting report on what’s coming your way. Two hundred fifty thousand infantry, two thousand cannons, one thousand tanks … twelve goliaths. Their air army has four hundred Zmey with two hundred airships. Ursabel’s forces number two thousand, composed of wizards, basmus, and golems. Their earth magic will be problematic.”
“Piece of cake,” Saffa bragged. “Hey, Alonka, will your die work?”
Alonka laughed. “Too soon.”
“Bummer.”
“Thanks for your report,” Mother told her. “You should return.”
The darkling vanished in shadows.
“Idrys, the castle is yours. The rest of you, follow Dragan to our eastern border, carry out Haldra’s instructions. Tariq and I shall plead with our confession orb to Samatria for aid. Pass word to our army and hold fast until the rising sun. At dawn, watch westward.” She took Father’s hand, leading him inside the artifact vault, grabbing the orb. Fire took them away.
“What traps are they talking about?” Saffa asked Dragan.
Dragan smiled. “Let’s just say when Bratgon’s armies near the trees, they’ll have far more than lesnik to worry about.”
“What kinds of demons will come out?” Soren asked.
“Angry ones,” Alonka answered. “An invasion into Navia by mortals will enrage them.”
“Yes, it will,” Dragan agreed. “Saffa, want to do the honors and gate us to the border?”
“Point and think,” Alonka instructed. “You’ve got this, Saffa.”
“Yea, I do. I’m so glad you’re back!”
The blonde mavka bowed dramatically.
Saffa drew Starfang with a sharp ring and pointed it at the floor, thinking of the border. A fiery portal hissed alive. Grassy plains shone within. She steeled herself for her first return to the place where Kat and Lech had died.
37 - Vanguard


“A powerful artifact can turn the tide of battle. When paired with a second harmonious relic, profound effects may be unleashed.”
— Codex of Relics
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→ Saffa ←
I thrust my blade through a rab’s gut before tearing my blood-stained longsword out. This man is a slave, but I don’t let sad thoughts of his plight slow me down.
Another lifts his musket, but I throw a fireball in his face. He burns, howls, and falls.
A taskmaster cocks his pistols but receives my ice dagger in his throat. He collapses, blood staining his brown uniform.
I wrap a cannon’s wheel connections in ice and kick the piece apart. Smells of burned flesh and smoke are ever present; the vapors obscure much of the battlefield.
Other graduates, plus some of our army, fight in the field, each engaged in desperate mini battles: magic against muskets, pistols, and cannons. Our forest spreads out to the west. To the east lays grass and rolling hills, our border with Bratgon.
Fuck Bratgon and their endless rabs with these heartless taskmasters who use them as human shields, whipping from behind. They interrupted my graduation ceremony with this surprise attack, and I’m determined to make them pay.
It happened so fast. We didn’t have time to organize a proper defense and strategy. In frantic times like this, our teams fight decentralized. This has two benefits. First, it keeps the enemy guessing, as each team does their own thing. Second, it keeps us apart so Bratgon’s cannons and tanks can’t hit too many of us with each shot.
Three of my best friends from Tenebres Institute make my team: Soren, Lech, and Kat. We’ve trained together for years and are eager to defend our freedom.
I smell blood, note a small tear in Soren’s sleeve, and roll it up for him. “Kat, Soren’s wounded. Can you heal him?” I ask our medic as crimson drips down his arm.
The shy redheaded girl in blue robes nods and touches Soren’s cut. It seals.
“Thanks, you two. I didn’t realize I was hit.”
I wink at cute Soren in his gray robes, and he blushes, like he often does when I do pretty much anything. He’s the sweetest and super smart—it makes my heart go wild.
“There you go, Soren. All better,” Kat says, voice so soft you wouldn’t know a battle raged all around. She’s also sweet and shy. Lech and I balance our team with brashness.
A high-pitched horn blows. Someone’s spotted tanks—I’ve never seen one in person. The anticipation of these metal monsters creates a cocktail of excitement and anxiety inside me. The ground rumbles. We’ve practiced for this and act immediately.
With Soren’s Figupetra spell, Lech’s Sompara spell, and my ice, we craft a semi-circle wall. Dark with spikes on top, patches of my ice glisten in the smoky afternoon light. We take cover behind it. Other teams make similar walls. When tanks go around, we’ll blitz and jump on them, using everything to get the turrets off.
Lech, in his black leather, gives me the look, and I know I’m running through his mind naked.
Soren and I started dating a few months ago, and I haven’t revealed how Lech and I have fucked for years. Soren’s so kind, and I’m sure he wouldn’t mind, but I don’t want to hurt his newfound confidence.
I hold his hand. “Love your spikes, Soren.”
He flashes a nervous grin—I know he’s frightened by what’s coming.
Lech stares at the wall in admiration. “No way they’re getting through that! We’re about to fuck them up.”
“Unless they use cidrum in their cannons and tanks,” Soren notes.
“It’s a fucking skirmish,” Lech says. “No way they’ll waste the good stuff in their artillery.”
Kat waves her arms. “Duck!”
We all dive in random directions. Even with Soren’s Visobex barriers, Mother had said their silver or cidrum bullets can still pierce occasionally. Musket fire cracks, bullets whizzing over our heads.
Lech stands. “Gemno-Mortblitus!”
Arrow-shaped shadows shoot from his hands, ripping through a squad of rabs, blood spurting from holes. Five fall; the rest panic and run. Taskmasters shoot them in the head—the normal punishment for such a thing.
“Eat that, you fucking bastards!” Lech yells, extending his middle fingers.
I bounce up. “Nice one, Lech.”
He shrugs with his arrogant smirk.
Kat and Soren stand. Shrill hisses dive. Explosions cast earth up all around us, a force smacking my chest, and my ears ring—cannons are lobbing shots. Gleaming blue shrapnel[79] mixed with iron and silver litters the ground.
Arrogance drains from my face and Lech’s.
“Mortblitus!”
Shadowy blasts shoot from Lech’s hands, phasing through our wall.
Kat’s eyes bulge. Soren murmurs a spell I can’t understand. A voice of thunder roars.
Chunks of our wall explode, rocks slamming against me, cutting, bruising. The ground quakes. Something squeaks. A long metal tube emerges from smoke, pointing at Lech.
Adrenaline hits hard in my chest. “Dive, Lech!”
It all happens in slow motion as he turns to look at me, his knees bending to dodge.
A roar like I’ve never heard comes from the thing as crimson flames erupt. My ears and chest take a pounding while refreshing fire washes over me—I can bathe in it and not get burned, but the smoky aftermath is a problem, and I cough.
I’m frozen, unsure what the Hells just happened. When it clears, I cover my mouth, gasping at scattered pieces of Lech. Chills rake my spine—the horror of his death hasn’t registered.
More shrill sounds. Portions of the wall explode with concussive blasts.
Kat kneels by what’s left of Lech’s torso and severed head. Where blood should spray out, cauterized flesh glows. She shakes her arms. “I … don’t think … I can save him.”
Musket fire rips through her. She falls flat.
I spray ice on the tank and our battered wall, hoping it will be enough.
“Visobex!” Soren intones as he hurries to her side, a nascent shield shimmering around them.
Another thunderous roar and flames shower me, my ears whining. Soren’s barrier shatters, and he dives on Kat. Chunks of blue shrapnel cut into his back, then he lays motionless.
“Soren!” I yell, leaping to my boyfriend’s side, ready to defend him and Kat with my life.
Rabs are swarming now.
A vila runs to me. “Get her out of here!” She shoots a barrage of stone spikes from her hands before lifting Soren in her arms and sprinting off.
I grab around Kat’s waist, but a volley of musket fire bangs, cutting my arms, slicing my legs. My grip falters.
The iron monster rams through my ice and our wall, gears clunking as it steams straight for us. It towers over me, churning the earth with its tracks. Barbed spikes cover its front. Black smoke hisses out the back.
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I lost one friend today—the shock still hasn’t hit—but I won’t let another die to this machine.
I lift Kat despite the agony in my arms, but something thunders from behind. Earth beneath explodes, throwing us—another tank.
She lands in a heap, and I hit the ground hard nearby, stars in my eyes, a buzz in my ears. Treads spin just feet from her torso.
No time to grab her now. I must stop this tank.
I roll, standing while I shoot ice from my sword and off-hand, creating a thick wall.
Its turret booms fire, blasting my ice to pieces. It crushes chunks with its metal belts, squeaking forward. I hack my sword against its treads, hoping to break something as I mutter a prayer to Brigid to save Kat, but my blade just creates sparks. In desperation, I drop my sword and shoot all the ice I can from my hands, screaming for this metal beast to stop.
Despite my wintry covering, the tank crunches on my ice, rolling over Kat’s chest and skull with one wide tread, the squishy crunches haunting my eyes, horrifying my ears. Blood pools between her severed halves.
A burning lesnik jumps on the tank, tree roots wrapping around its turret. Something cracks my skull. I’m gone.
* * *
At Nightwind’s eastern border with Bratgon, Saffa came out of her memory, tears cascading down her face. The horror of it all she had suppressed until now. Mother later mentioned twelve deaths with twenty-seven wounded.
I remember, too, Soren thought with sadness, wiping Saffa’s wet face. It’s up to us now. We’ll fight in their honor.
It’s nice being with someone who understands.
This time, you have the power to wreck those infernal machines.
Bolstered by his support, she snarled, grit birthing from her sorrow’s ashes. That’s right, Soren. I’ll enjoy cutting them to pieces.
Soren gave a tight hug. Rostam flexed with his hold.
Thanks for staying by my side, my wizard.
Forever.
A vila ran from the forest up to Dragan. “We’ve quelled unrest in Marasheart. Dissenters are in holding areas near Tenebres. Everyone else is in camps west of the city.”
“Leonid’s propaganda made its way here,” Alonka said.
“Like the morozko, Bratgon is a disease,” Dragan said. “The unhappy may leave after the war. For now, we can’t have them getting in the way. Take your company of vila and roam the forest as skirmishers. When things get too hectic, retreat to the city. Tell everyone else to hold. We’ll join you soon enough.”
She nodded and sprinted off.
“Skadni, you ready?” Saffa asked.
“Machines melt and freeze from our breaths!”
She drew Starfang, passing the sword between her hands, eager to exact revenge for the fallen. “I bet they will.”
“Incoming enemies!” Skadni’s icy head warned.
A few airships and Zmey emerged in the eastern sky.
“Alonka and I will take the air,” Dragan said. “You three handle the ground. If you didn’t notice, Saffa, your armor has foot and hand connectors for a rider. I suggest he strap in for flight.”
“Soren, care to ride me again?”
“Looks safe enough,” he said, putting his feet and hands in. Around his ankles and wrists, the armor formed flexible rings, stretching with braided wiring as his feet lowered near hers, allowing him to look over her shoulder and head, along with seamless movement of his limbs.
You missed my jab.
No, I didn’t. What am I thinking of?
Saffa blushed. Something for after the battle. She grabbed Skadni with her left arm while holding Starfang with her right.
Alonka’s simulacrum stepped out of her body and reached through Dragan’s scale mail behind his ass before pulling away. “Just a pinch to make sure you’re awake, warlord.”
“Hello, Puck.” He snatched her hand, pulling her close. “We haven’t fought in a battle this large for fifteen years. I’m very awake. And my warlord reign … what a reign it was.”
Alonka chortled. “I love nostalgia, but it’s time for another trick.” The mavka and Puck split into eight mirrored copies each. Spectral swords appeared in all their hands. “Let’s go.”
With Dragan and Blue, they soared to engage airborne enemies.
Like it did three years ago, the ground rumbled as familiar squeaky treads found Saffa’s ears.
She ascended slowly, squeezing her sword’s hilt.
Five iron tanks steamed over the hills, identical in make to the ones which attacked three years ago.
She flew to the formation’s edge, landing on a tank. The sight of this metal beast ignited her rage.
“Time to avenge my friends!”
Skadni hopped off, clawing at the turret.
“Saffa.” Soren detached himself from her, standing on the tank’s back next to the dog. “We should—”
“Tear these damn turrets off!”
“Cut with sword,” the fire head said. “Together, we breathe fire and eliminate the scum within.”
She stabbed Starfang under its turret, sidestepping in a circle, tearing through its hull connection. After sheathing her sword, she gripped, compacting iron, and she yanked the turret off with a nerve-slicing clank, holding it high in one hand.
Three pale men gazed up with terrified faces. One in front steered the contraption. Middle person aimed and fired the gun. Rear man maintained the steam engine. A boiler with piles of coal nearby provided locomotion.
“Burn bitches!” Azure fire roared from her mouth, combining with crimson flames from Skadni’s fire head. Heated black smoke billowed, smoky scents finding her nostrils. As she sneered, her fire brightened. Screams reverberated inside as flesh melted and coal sizzled. A final frosty breath from the dog’s icy head made steam. Smells of smoldering remains wafted upward.
Pleased by the odor of slain enemies, she slammed the turret down on the tank out of spite. It detonated.
As a pinwheel of wheezing fire, the turret catapulted her into the sky. Rostam rang. Soren and Skadni dove off, avoiding the blast. Saffa and the turret landed near them. The dog rolled, stood, and shook.
“Saffa.” Soren stood, dusting himself off. “Their ammo’s in the turret.”
She scanned her armor, finding no damage. The ringing must be part of its durability—absorbing force somehow. “Shit. Soren, I didn’t realize … You want me to be careful, don’t you? Sorry for cutting you off.”
“No problem,” he said, attaching to her back again. “Storing ammo like this is a fatal design flaw. Let’s get the rest—they’re nearing the forest. Use your ki drain instead of fire. You’ll want reserves for later.”
With Skadni in her arms, she avoided tank fire by flying, landing on each tank, then removing turrets safely. Inside each compartment, she feasted on their operator’s ki, leaving gray corpses in her wake. After the last one, musty smells and tastes irritated her senses.
“Cut the turret into a shield,” Soren advised. “The more protection, the better.”
“Fuck, they taste gross.” She spat, trying to rid herself of the aromas, but they remained.
With three chops, she cut off the gun barrel, slicing a wide gash in the turret. She lifted it, dumping out the ammo shells.
A rectangular slice made a thick tower shield. She held it up in her left hand, its heavy weight manageable. “I can see why Zelene used one now.”
“Given iron’s mass plus dimensions of your creation, it weighs seventy stone and shouldn’t impede you. Specingulum.” He secured the large dog on his back with spectral straps.
Both heads bared their teeth. “Together with Soren, we slay rabs,” the fiery head said.
“Nice to have you with us, Skadni,” Soren said. “Can you watch our flanks and backside?”
The icy head barked. “Yes. And use our deadly breaths!”
Saffa chuckled at the dog’s eagerness. “You comfortable, Skadni?”
“Soren spell soft,” the heads said.
“Their fire and ice aren’t hurting you?”
“No,” Soren answered, putting his hood up. “My new cloak resists elements.”
Above, Dragan, Alonka, and Puck demolished the airborne threats. Carcasses of bone and metal fell to the grass. The trio, all illusionary copies gone, landed beside Saffa.
* * *
Saffa flipped her sword up and caught it. “This warmup is too easy … They might as well give up.”
“They know what they’re up against now,” Dragan said. “And this wasn’t even close to a warmup.”
“I do like warmups. Right, Soren?”
“One I will remember forever, Saffa. I still think of your statue often.”
“What did you do?” Alonka asked.
“Made him an icy replica of myself. He couldn’t resist me after seeing it.”
“Well, she’s not wrong.”
Alonka snickered. “How heavy is your shield?”
“Seventy stone.”
“It’s heavy,” Dragan noted. “Boral is thirty. Is it limiting your maneuverability?”
She raised and lowered the shield. “Nope!”
“More enemies,” Skadni’s heads warned.
Whirs started softly, but quickly loudened. Ten spinning iron balls laced with many sticks of explosives, each made of two halves spitting fire, zipped forward.
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“Bomb balls. Saffa, you just had to jinx us,” Alonka complained, winking.
“Maintain position,” Dragan ordered. “They shouldn’t trigger many portals, if any.”
The balls rolled by, smashing into trees, exploding fire and metal. Flames spread. Ancient groans swept the forest as lesniks grabbed twisted pieces, throwing them back on the grass before melding into the foliage. One machine vanished in a puff of smoke.
Four ifrits emerged, floating over.
“Trickster whore,” one said deeply. “If this is your idea of humor, we’ll bake you alive.”
Dragan drew Boral and blocked them off. “Apologize, or I’ll flatten you down through the abyss to the Everdark.”
“It’s been a few years since I’ve incinerated a barbarian,” one said, tossing a large fireball.
“Dragan will absolutely do it.” Alonka nudged her consort back. “Be glad I’m feeling kind and stopping him. You demons have a much bigger problem: the mortals are invading.”
Technically true, Saffa thought.
Hopefully, they don’t find out Mother planted the portals.
They won’t.
“Bad smells!” the fiery head barked.
Earth quaked beneath her feet. Swarms of tanks emerged over hills. Legions of rabs marched with them, carrying muskets or towing cannons. Their taskmasters, with officers behind, followed, whipping with pistols cocked. Their banners blew in the wind: a white fist holding an iron rod with blue and red stripes behind. This logo represented their nation’s hunger for conquest, enforcing unrighteous law and dominion over all.
Three goliath machines rolled on colossal tracks at the rear. Fortresses in their own right, their massive steel turrets bore a stupidly large cannon.
Rows of men and materiel stretched as far as one could see. Hosts of Zmey emerged, their bodies littered with cannisters. Airships followed, much larger than the castle attack. They bore four fiery engines on their bottoms, each holding a long, swiveling gun barrel. Operators stood in a compartment at the front, covered by a glass window.
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“Mortal wretches!” an ifrit roared.
The four enlarged, their crimson flames brightening as they flew, engaging airborne enemies with barrages of firebolts.
This assault dwarfed the attack from three years ago, the sheer volume of invaders eclipsing her imagination. “That’s a lot of assholes, and those big things at the back look dangerous but unstable. I assume they’re goliaths?”
“Experimental machines,” Dragan answered. “This is our warmup.”
Many whirls sounded. Bomb balls by the dozens rolled over the hills, zipping by the advancing army.
“Only stop one if it threatens us,” Dragan ordered. “The rest will trigger Ishethra’s traps.”
The hair on Alonka’s and Puck’s heads formed nine long, blond braids with sharp ends. Like snakes, each grew to twice its original length.
“Wicked hair of death,” Saffa admired. “I love.”
“As Dragan says, it can slay or subdue.”
“Let’s stick to slaying today,” he said, finding her eyes plus Puck’s. Six brows raised.
Bomb balls battered trees with blistering explosions, throwing fire into the forest, fanning the inferno. Lesnik burned, roaring, punching, kicking some. The rest of the machines vanished.
Alonka and Puck grasped a bomb ball each with their braids, spun, and threw them back. They rolled, detonating into tanks. Three barreled straight for Saffa.
Adrenaline spiking, she bull-rushed in a flash, bashing one to pieces with her shield, cleaving through the two others in rapid succession.
The machines exploded in fiery shockwaves, each hammering her chest.
Ice from her sword cast debris and fire away.
I thought you were fast before, Saffa, Soren thought, adjusting his grip on her back. Now? You’re just a blur.
I love these boots!
“Death to the enemy!” Skadni’s fire head snarled, their paws on Soren’s shoulders.
“The trap is sprung,” Dragan told them, Boral held tight.
“We should douse the trees,” Saffa said. “Otherwise, the lesnik will die.”
“Make it rain,” Alonka said. “It’ll muddy the ground, too, slowing their advance.”
“I’ll assist,” Soren offered.
“So will Skadni,” the dog’s heads said.
She waved Starfang. It gleamed as she shot mist high.
“Formaqua-Formagni.” Soren raised his arms.
Mist and dog breaths combined, expanding into a layer of low-hanging clouds. A heavy rain poured on the forest and grass. Fires waned.
Struck by many shining bullets, one ifrit exploded, raining fire. Covered in ice from Zmey breaths, another fell to the ground, smashing apart. The other two shot a battery of fireballs.
“They’ve got demon-killing bullets,” Alonka pointed out. “Just like you said.”
“We’ve calculated for this in our defense plan,” Dragan said. “Marasheart’s wall is non-magical, and we’ll be using just earth or ice for barriers.”
Ahead, legions advanced slowly over the mushy ground. Turrets and cannons rotated, pointing at Saffa.
“They’ll miss,” she said, but guarded Soren and Skadni on her back with her wings, just in case.
Crimson fire spat, gray smoke left in its wake. Shrill whistles zipped by. Nearby, trees cracked and fell. Booms echoed.
Saffa handed her sword to Soren and extended her middle finger in honor of Lech. “Work on your aim, bitches!” She retrieved Starfang, brandishing it with a flourish.
Cannon fire bounced off Rostam with high-pitched whines. She stumbled back.
“Weak-ass cannons!”
Skadni barked. “Saffa invincible!”
“Brash and brazen,” Alonka said. “I approve.”
“You’ve come a long way since we traveled on your mission,” Dragan told her. “I’m proud.”
I like your confidence. Soren peeked over her shoulder. Wish I could be more like you.
I’ve watched your confidence grow, lover. But never change.
Goliath guns spewed fire. Gray smoke expanded from it. One of them exploded. A fiery mushroom cloud soared.
“Up!” Alonka yelled.
Everyone rose.
The ground beneath tore apart, dirt and rocks flinging skyward, carving a cone-shaped crater. Trees exploded for hundreds of feet. A shockwave smacked Saffa as a stinging thunderclap assaulted her ears, leaving them ringing. Endless enemies advanced.
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“Bring it on!" Saffa yelled.
“Those guns are powerful,” Dragan warned. “Good eye, Alonka.”
“Navia cometh,” the blonde mavka and Puck said, their eyes glowing green, hair braids straight out at nine equal angles.
As Bratgon’s forces neared the forest, lesnik moaned a deep lament. In a row of azure fire, portals flickered opened.
* * *
Saffa floated above the forest edge, anticipation of a demonic horde making her arms shake with excitement.
“Navians!” Alonka yelled. “Retribution for these invaders! Raise the abyss!”
Clouds darkened above, billowing with sweeping anvils. Five ala flew, whimsical, windy.
“Foolish mortals!” one cried in a voice like a hurricane.
Lightning forked down, scorching the enemy. Thundercracks rumbled. Gales blew airships, Zmey, cannons, and soldiers about. Rope tornadoes descended, weaving through enemy ranks, casting the unfortunate to their doom.
Eleven banshees made of rippling shadows came forth. “Harvest their essence!” one of the dark women said.
“Hear our voices and die!” another yelled.
Their sonic screams exploded flesh or tore cannons off wheels. Dark tendrils from the spectral women’s hands wrapped around taskmasters and officers, their ashes blowing away in the ala’s storm.
[image: ]
Four cecaelias wearing chain mail, wielding tridents, ran behind the banshees.
“Freeze the fuckers!” one yelled.
Winter’s wrath erupted from their weapons, merging with the ala’s tempest, casting a torrential blizzard through the ranks of Bratgon.
Three ifrits soared.
“How dare they send machines into the Lupanar of Lubricious Lust!” one said. They joined the other two.
“Melt them!” another hissed. “Combine our fire. Let all flesh burn away.”
The five swirled, growing into a monstrous fiery twister. Like a hellish train, it unleashed molten ruin as it whirled east, leaving cinders behind.
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Hosts of alkonosts emerged in lines, their haunting song mingling with the wind’s howl. Clouds of them formed, filled with their malevolent crowing. Thunderbolts sprang from their beaks, zapping rabs. Talons shredded the groins of seduced taskmasters and officers.
Vucari ran by the dozens, leaping high into the fray, clawing, biting with ravenous hunger, mouths soiled with their newfound meals.
Seven nagas—large, six-armed women warrior snakes—slithered.
“Disgusting filth!” one cried.
“Gut them!” another yelled.
Scales glinted on their cyan bodies, ending in thick tails, like pythons. In each hand, a unique weapon swung around. With eyes of silver, they grew to twice their size, larger than a tank now. They cut down machine and man with rapid slashes of their arms.
Five oni ran from one portal. One met Alonka’s gaze and waved. “Trickster! We’ll have you for supper!”
“They really are the nicest.” Alonka waved.
Saffa stared at the ripped ogre men in their black, studded leather and frightful masks, their monstrous great axes topped with blades as large as a human. “They’re the ones who say terrible things but mean it as kindness?”
“Bingo!”
“I’m going to chop all your heads off!” Saffa yelled at them.
“We love you!” another called back.
Despite the carnage in front of her, Saffa laughed.
Soren shook his head. “What. Is. Happening?”
“Skadni love oni,” the fire head said.
Into the tempest, the oni waded, finding tanks, chopping under turrets, tearing them off. After pulling out the operators, they sliced them up. Swings of their axes cleaved cannons and rows of rabs in twain.
Eight rakshasas, shifty, shimmering, more beast than human, darted around, protected by prismatic shields. Mouths spitting high-pitched animal growls, massive fireballs sprang from their fingers, burning clusters of rabs. These demons split into three copies of themselves, their clawed hands raised. Razor-sharp rocks lifted from the ground, zipping around, piercing heads.
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Two stuhac stepped out of the largest gateway—dark giants taller than the trees. They held massive obsidian clubs. Thunder spit from their mouths as they pounded the enemy, maiming metal and flesh alike. With great sweeps of their weapons, they bashed soldiers and machines skyward.
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All portals closed.
Such a tumultuous commotion. Seeing demons she had only heard about in legends thrilled Saffa, especially with the utter devastation unfolding.
They’re wrecking those tanks, Soren thought. Like toys.
Glorious!
Tank, cannon, and gunfire erupted. Some demons perished. The rest barreled eastward in a frenzy, leaving limbs, corpses, and smashed machinery in their wake.
The stuhac bashed the two remaining goliaths, pushing them over on their sides. Gigantic explosions of metal and flame ensued. Panic filled the breaking ranks of Bratgon.
“Yes!” Dragan cheered. “Ishethra did it. We just might win the day now.”
“We may,” the mavka and Puck said, then both kissed him. “You’ve played no minor role, my consort.”
Proud of her kin, Saffa raised her sword and shield high to the sides, channeling Lech’s last taunt to the enemy. “Eat that, you fucking bastards!”
Skadni howled.
“At least half this force is lost,” Soren commented. “Maybe some of the next. Should we engage them while they’re down?”
“No,” Dragan answered. “The survivors will still be dangerous. We must join our skirmishers in the forest for cover.”
As the Navian tide rampaged east and out of sight, those enemies who didn’t flee gathered themselves.
“Move it, or I’ll shoot you!” bloodied officers yelled.
Taskmasters cracked whips. “March. Cannons forward, or die!” they shouted, pistols cocked.
Weary rabs complied, while gunshots to heads ended the miserable lives of the disobedient.
Cannons and tanks, some barely functional, rolled forward on the saturated ground. After a fiery volley, they stormed into the forest, bashing or blasting trees to make paths.
* * *
Above the forest, Saffa held Starfang with two hands, rolling, lunging through an airship, shooting out on the other side. Canvas torn open, it fell in a hunk of burning metal. Swarms of Zmey and airships remained, most flying west. Some stopped to engage.
Dragan pointed down. “You’ve done enough up here! Help our vila below.”
Saffa descended into the forest. A mess of wood and metal debris lay scattered. Haphazard formations of infantry, cannons, and tanks advanced, visible through trees engulfed by smoky air.
Vila and lesnik engaged, their combined efforts flipping some of the metal beasts over with rising earth pillars or stopping them with strangling roots.
“On our right!” Skadni barked.
She spun, kneeled, and held her tower shield for complete cover. Concussive blasts battered it, bruising her arm. A second round tore it in half at jagged angles. Shots hit Rostam with a painful thump in her chest. The armor’s shrill ring resonated against the trees.
She tossed the iron away and gripped her sword with both hands.
A tank’s gun shaft erupted with fire, shooting at a tree nearby. It exploded, wood chunks clattering against Rostam. The contraption steamed straight at them.
Soren, ducking behind her, gestured. “Figupetra.”
Roots of trees slithered, entwining its treads, slowing it.
Saffa leaped on the metal monster, eying where the ammo might be, and stabbed her blade through the turret’s edge with a screech. After a quick blast of fire, she tore her flaming sword out and jumped off.
The covering launched, wheezing like a hellish merry-go-round. A grizzly geyser of human remains and fire soared. The mangled turret landed nearby.
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After handing her sword to Soren, she gripped the lost covering’s gun barrel, heaving it like a discus at another approaching tank.
It struck the turret, causing a massive detonation. A shockwave pounded her chest as metal shards whistled through the air.
A howl of ice from her hands protected her lover and dog, blasting back the debris.
Soren handed her weapon back. You’re throwing them around like nothing. Unreal.
Skadni growled, visible fangs dripping with fire and frost.
Vengeance is sweet, Soren. She faced an advancing tank, surrounded by rabs placing cannons. “The more metal you send, the more I’ll throw back at you. Assholes!”
More rabs emerged from trees behind her, setting up cannons.
The tank in front and adjacent cannons roared crimson, gray smoke rising. Boom! Their Visobex barrier splintered.
Struck in the chest, Saffa flew backward, a loud gong sound ringing. Painful stabs raked her sternum. As she slid on her back, Soren and Skadni smooshed into the ground.
She swallowed her tasty sulfuric blood, standing. “You two okay?”
Yes, but that was painful.
Skadni thrashed, howling, clawing, biting through Soren’s spectral straps. They leaped off, teeth bared as they ran at the offending enemies. Soren detached, running after.
“Skadni, stop! Visobex!”
A flickering barrier surrounded the dog.
Muskets and cannons fired. The barrier burst apart, chunks of iron and silver scattering. Skadni yelped, falling in a heap, fire and ice dimming as the tank squeaked forward, nearing her consort and beloved familiar.
“No!” Soren yelled. “Gemno-Visobex!”
Barriers formed around him and the dog.
“Terratempus!”
Ground beneath the tank undulated, but it rolled forward.
“Terralus!”
The metal beast angled on rising earth for a moment, but fell, crushing it.
“Menfer-Figupetra!”
The ground rumbled, shoving the tank up for a second, but it fell back down.
Rabs fired again. Bullets glanced off their barriers.
Saffa! Stop the tank!
Jaw clenching, every muscle tensed. Visions of Kat flashed in her mind, and she shook her head, fighting the horror.
Rage for me, my mavka, Soren thought, his voice a dark murmur. Unleash your brutality.
Her consort’s command shattered her fearful chains. Anger engulfed her, directed at these cruel invaders. Everything blurred, all sounds diminished. Electricity danced along her skin. Adrenaline pumped through her system. Rostam hummed louder, singing with azure and gold.
In a burst of speed, she darted in front of the tank, mere feet from Soren. With both hands, she stabbed Starfang deep into the metal beast’s front, holding.
Its wheels spun. Treads scraped the dirt. A powerful force pushed against her, but she persisted, her boots smashing the ground.
Skadni whimpered while Soren rubbed their side. “It’s going to be okay, Skadni.”
“Soren good for Saffa. Good for us. Stay here with Skadni.”
“I won’t leave you. Figupetra.”
Earth beneath them spat up into mounds. The pair descended into a forming pit.
Incoming!
Tight like steel, her form flexed, prepared to take a beating.
Cannons flared behind her, sharp cracks stabbing her ears.
A symphony of roaring musket and cannon fire rebounded off Rostam’s backside. Pain ravaged her spine as the armor rang. Six other tanks slowly approached from all angles.
Steam from her pores fogged Rostam’s transparent covering. The helmet piece retracted, venting it. Smoky, hot air kissed her face.
She howled from the agony.
Let the pain fuel your light. Shine its oblivion on these defilers.
The pain dimmed.
Yes, Soren, give me more, she thought, hungry for this new, dark bond.
“Back, you fucking devil!” she screamed at the tank.
Armored wings and tail rising, she extended her right knee, pushing, crushing rocks beneath her feet, blunting the tank’s forward progress. Her left knee followed, strained, shaking as she repulsed the thing backward. With a ratcheting sound, it belched billowing-dark smoke, treads churning the dirt.
“Back!”
Incoming!
As before, she tightened all muscles.
A volley of cannon fire rebounded off Rostam, sounding like many gongs.
Return it tenfold. Let them weep from unholy wrath.
Her consort’s dark will and the bruising on her limbs fueled her madness: a delectable potion.
Eyes igniting in azure, she bent her knees. She then straightened her legs, extending her arms. The tank’s front half rose, treads whirring. Rostam whined, strobing its colors of freedom. When she threw the tank, enemies would shit themselves and flee.
She placed one hand on the cold iron bottom, yanking Starfang with the other, cutting a gash farther down. After shifting forward, she squatted, back straight, legs wide, holding its front half on her shoulders, its gun barrel pointing skyward. A great weight pushed down on her, her muscles trembling, the battle, this moment, causing ecstasy to flow with every blistering beat of her heart.
Flex for me, mavka of might. I want to feel everything.
You are me now, she thought, exerting her possession, forcing him to mirror her movements, flooding him with all her emotions.
In the pit, he gasped, his lean muscles moving with power and grace he never knew.
Hells. Yes!
She sucked air as she exerted her mighty calves and thighs, slipping her right leg forward, left back, her knees bent. The back half of the metal monster lifted, her boots compacting the earth beneath by a good six inches. Its treads rode the air, the weight threatening to flatten her, but her muscles fought as they burned.
Tanks surrounded her now, their guns rotating slowly.
We are unstoppable, Soren.
Yes, Saffa … our pernicious power … our righteous rhapsody.
Hot from Soren’s dark poetry, her nerves vibrated through every muscle, each intricate, rippling fiber linked to her stimulated mind—she could control it all with fine precision. Baffled but euphoric from the power flowing within, she straightened her arms.
Chilly metal crunched around her hands. Her arm bones and spine creaked. Teeth clenched, her stance straightened, muscles taut but flexible, like xanet. On her palms, with splayed fingers, the contraption balanced precariously. Below it, she stood, a titan defying gravity.
Dumbfounded infantry stared.
“Back!” Saffa and Soren yelled, their faces mirrored in triumph.
She hurled the fucker at another tank, then fell to a knee, gasping from the strain.
It spun, flipped mid-air, and crashed turret first on the other tank. Both exploded, huge iron chunks screaming through the air, slicing apart soldiers, clinking off her armor. Blood sprayed from mangled bodies as they fell. Starfang lay impaled in a large metal piece.
Promise them pain.
Aligned with Soren, she stood, raising her right arm. Starfang wrenched away, flying to her fingers.
After grasping the hilt, she pointed it at a bloodied taskmaster. Luscious lava burned in her veins, and her wrath soared. From the depths of Navia’s abyss came her roar. “Fear me!”
“Retreat!” survivors called out.
Tanks veered away. Rabs left their cannons, their masters shoving them out of the way as they ran.
Utmost satisfaction and empowerment surged as her world collapsed to Soren, this heroic deed, and the enemy’s dread.
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The dark connection with him simmered.
You threw a tank, he thought, bringing her back to the battle.
Am I not the most exceptional girlfriend ever?
I … Words failed him, but not his pride, admiration, and boundless lust.
Her heart tightened from his wanting, from the unique experience of their combined darkness. She wanted to explore it more, to discuss what had just happened, but they must focus on the battle.
They’re running. Do you need me?
Not immediately, but hurry back—Skadni’s breathing is faint.
She sprinted after a lagging tank, stabbing its backside with Starfang, stopping it. She tore off a chunk of iron and stabbed again.
Skadni growled as a blood-soaked officer, full of ill intent, crawled out of a pile of corpses, stood, and neared the pit’s edge.
Saffa ripped her blade out, spinning. Sword leading her flight, she must save her lover.
A ray of fire burst from Starfang’s tip.
Pistols cocked. Two shots rang out. A harsh stab hit her upper arm.
Silver bullets, Soren thought. I’m wounded.
Struck in his side by her beam of flame, the man dove on the ground, patting the fire out.
She spread her wings in front of the pit, stomping at his face.
He rolled, narrowly avoiding her, cocking his pistols, aiming for her head.
Bang, bang.
One bullet clinked off her chest. The other grazed her cheek.
She must stop this enemy, but not if her consort would perish.
I’ll live. Get him.
The officer stood, pistols cocked. As he ran, he fired both.
Bullets whizzed by as she rolled through the air. After landing in front of him, she snatched the firearms from his grip in quick succession, sneering, squeezing, crushing brass, steel, wood, before tossing the fragments away.
“The Hells await you, demon!”
Choke him.
Soren’s arm raised as she nodded, gripping the officer’s neck with her off-hand, and she levitated, lifting him.
While pondering whether to tear his head off or burn him, her icy part calmed her. Sadness stirred at this mortal’s seething visage. So much hate. She had never conversed with a Bratgon soldier.
“We just want peace. Why do you attack?”
He pulled at her hand in futility. “Foul demons … you rape and consume our citizens … pillage our towns. I’ve seen the aftermath.”
The intensity of how he believed this statement frustrated her. Leonid’s propaganda was in full swing. Their king? Just the type of man who would stage such horrors to frame Nightwind.
“No, we do no such things. We are no threat.”
“Spare me your lies,” he said, flailing. “Wicked bitch.”
Unsure of whether this man’s hatred came from nature or nurture, she knew one thing: he couldn’t be saved or swayed—deprogramming him would be impossible.
Deciding against slicing his groin and pulling her blade out slowly, she would give him one chance.
“If you promise to leave forever, I’ll let you go.”
“I promise. Put me down.” But he lied, the intent within him one of murder for her as soon as she turned her back. For Nightwind’s citizens. He hungered for immoral deeds: war crimes. This sickened her soul most of all.
You are judicator—devour him. In the pit, Soren’s other arm rose, his hands held tight.
She licked her lips, tightening her hold with a crunch. “You’re the wicked one. Daz awaits.”
He gagged. “Kirem … save me.”
She planted Starfang in the dirt; her other hand found his neck now. “Your deity doesn’t give a shit. Fade into oblivion as I feast!” From her hands, a thundercrack fractured the air. A cold gale rushed in, lifting her braid out of her armor, blowing it sideways. Her mouth widened. Like lightning, silver strands gushed from his to hers, a bitter heat coursing through every cell in her body.
In seconds, he dissolved into gray ash. Remnants blew away. A foul coal taste lingered. Behind her, the frantic retreat faded into the general ambiance of war.
Soren kneeled over Skadni. The dark connection dissipated.
Another enemy down, she thought, mouth closing as she landed softly. Head down, shoulders slumped, she grabbed Starfang, sheathing it, wandering to the pit’s edge, gazing down at her wounded lover and whimpering dog.
Saffa, Soren thought as Skadni licked him softly. They’re so awful. Through you, I knew the desires of his heart. I feel so sick.
With a loud retch, he vomited—twice.
This is why we fight … why they must die. I wish we could have peace, but we can’t. Because they will never stop, unless we make them.
I’m proud to stand with you, he thought, wiping grime from his mouth.
Same, Soren. I appreciate your chivalry … and how about your dark side?
I’m not sure what came over me. Did it offend you?
No, Soren. I liked it.
She sensed his relief.
Thanks for letting me be you. Now put Skadni back inside—it should save them.
As she willed her dog’s essence home, heads and body unraveled into fire and ice tendrils, swirling out of the pit, through the air, finding her bare hands, and etching themselves into her forearms with hot and cold zaps.
The dog’s faint presence soothed her sadness.
Can you lift me out?
She jumped into the pit, gripped Soren under his shoulders, leaped out, and set him down.
“I’m sorry,” he said, grimacing, holding his stomach. “I couldn’t protect Skadni.” Two holes squirted blood from his left arm, his cloak stained. “Oh, shit …” He dropped to his knees.
Alonka landed nearby. “Cauterize his wounds and kiss him. He’ll be fine.”
Saffa gripped him on both wounds, summoning fire to her palms. And she kissed with all her love, heat coursing from her lips to his. Warm, smoking blood seeped between her fingers.
Slowly, his pain diminished. Two scars remained visible through holes in his cloak.
She released the kiss, lifting him to stand.
His smile lingered.
“You look much better, Soren. And that’s quite a wide smile you have there.”
“You saved me. Your kiss always has. Must be stronger now with our bond.”
“It is,” Alonka told him before turning to Saffa. “I watched you throw a tank—I’ve only seen titans with such strength. And your ki drain turned him to ash! Holy. Abyss. You’re legendary!”
Saffa grinned. “I am, aren’t I?”
“She’s all right,” Soren quipped, gazing with awe.
She kissed his cheek. When this is over, I want another all-nighter.
Hells yeah. I have some new spells to try on you. I think you’ll like them.
Can’t wait!
Fires crackled. Distant rumbles stirred the dirt as trees fell, Bratgon’s legions advancing through the thick forest.
Dragan and Puck landed. “Enemies above have halted,” he said. “They’ll wait for the land forces. Where’s the dog?”
“We lost them,” Saffa said. “They’re back inside me. When can they come out again?”
“They didn’t die,” Alonka told her, “so just a few days of healing inside you.”
“What if they died?”
“Weeks. Maybe months.”
“Thanks for your quick thinking, Soren. You saved them.”
“I’m glad it worked.”
“Impressive strength,” Dragan complimented, chuckling at the decimated tanks. “Hopefully, word of your might spreads in their ranks. Our forces are pulling back, so let’s portal to the city. Warmup over.”
38 - Smoke


“Samatria’s democracy has existed for over ten thousand years, evolving from scattered tribes who would come together when the nation faced threats greater than one could handle by themselves.”
— Governance and Guilds
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In Archon Zofiel’s office, Tariq emerged from a fleeting, fiery portal, holding Ishethra’s hand—she held the confession orb. A clock read mid-morning.
Zofiel stood from her desk chair and hurried over. “It’s wonderful to see you both again, though I wish the circumstances were better.”
“Zofiel, thanks for receiving us so urgently.” Ishethra extended her hand.
Zofiel took it. “I’ve called an emergency session—nobody is sleeping tonight.”
“Will her true form be a problem for your senate?” Tariq asked, his stomach tight with bubbling acid from the immense task at hand: they must persuade Samatria’s government to offer their warriors and creatures, despite the revelation of his wife’s mavka nature.
The Archon released. “For some, yes, but sharing your vulnerability, Ishethra, will earn you respect of the reasonable.”
A door opened.
“Follow me, please,” a man said, leading them down a familiar hallway, one Tariq had strode down several weeks ago.
In the grand senate chamber, some representatives sat, others filing in, though many seats remained empty.
“Why is a demon in our chamber?” an older senator yelled, pointing at Ishethra.
“By my invitation,” Zofiel announced. “Need I remind you, our laws allow anyone or anything to grace our lands, so long as they abide by our rules.”
“We’re well aware,” another man said. “Though etiquette might have something to say.”
“What type are you?” a woman asked, standing, staring.
“A mother foremost.” Ishethra twirled slowly, her wings out, tail swishing, a dark cloud billowing from her mouth. “But my type is mavka.” She inhaled the vapors, dabbing her lips.
“Very elegant,” the woman complimented. “I like her.”
“Thank you.” Ishethra gave her a curt bow.
“So well mannered,” a man commented. “How curious. Can you fly?”
“Yes, but it’s not safe in here with your wards active. I could show you later, if you desire.”
“I should very much like to see that.”
Ishethra nodded at him.
People trickled in.
Some senators gasped.
“So, they are real,” one said. “Can’t say I’m surprised—legends often bear hints of truth.”
Zofiel stood at the podium. “Representatives, I understand your trepidation, but hear me when I say this: I trust Ishethra with my soul.”
“Until she gets hungry for it,” a middle-aged senator quipped.
“I’m her husband.” Tariq stood beside Zofiel, glaring at the senator. “Of thirty-five years. My soul lives here!” He pointed to his heart with one hand, the other his temple, matching Samatria’s military salute.
“Possession!” an older man yelled. “He’s not in control.”
Zofiel sighed. “Have you no faith in our wards? They would detect such a thing.”
A few snickered.
“Unless you disabled them,” a woman said.
The Archon raised a brow. “You have something to accuse me of?”
The woman shrugged then chatted with someone nearby.
“Why isn’t the demon under heavy guard?” a man sitting asked.
“You have me,” Zofiel said, her eyes glowing white for a moment. “Or do you doubt my abilities?”
A woman from the rear spoke, “The mighty valkyrie, who sits in her office all day?”
“Like you sit in your mansion,” another woman quipped, “in your quiet neighborhood with paved, untraveled roads—all paid for by the taxes of your district.”
An ensemble of roaring laughter swelled through the rows.
A slight crack of a smile shone on Zofiel’s face.
“Evidence!” a man yelled. “Before this confession, tell us, why should we trust a mavka, most vile of all demons?”
Tariq desired to punch the man’s nose.
Ishethra grabbed his hand from behind. “Tariq, please sit with me.” She led him to the dais’ back, and they sat in chairs together. “Much as I would love to see you hit him, I want you by my side.”
He squeezed her heated hand tighter, smiling at memories of their beautiful marriage over the decades to stave off his anger.
“Soon enough,” Zofiel said. “For now, we must wait for everyone to arrive.”
Many hours passed as all seats filled up while informal conversations took place. The time on an ornate clock read late evening.
“Esteemed senators,” Zofiel started at the podium. “Someone asked for evidence earlier about mavki. How about our red gate? It’s never been breached. Anyone care to take a guess why?”
“Our ingenuity, our might,” a senator replied.
“Here, here!” many said, clapping.
“If you’ll indulge me,” Zofiel continued, and the chamber quieted. “I’d like to tell you a story about three mavki, a valkyrie … and Goryn, the Ancient Zmey.”
“How dare you speak the defiler’s name!” a woman yelled.
Boos, murmurs, and hisses echoed.
“We need not fear his name because of these mavki,” Zofiel said. “For they fought with me on the gates of our great city, even as Bratgon shelled us, threatening to tear down our walls. Even as our gate cracked … as hellfire burned all around us, the very stonework ablaze. Even as our dread culminated.”
A hush took the room.
“When the beast landed before me, his ominous wings spreading wider than a roc, his three heads each the size of a dragon themselves, who came to our aid? Our creatures? Our warriors? No, they fought elsewhere, overwhelmed by the legions of Bratgon and their hordes of Zmey, while Nightwind’s citizens … while their children marched alongside their warriors. And why?”
Thick silence hung.
The Archon swallowed, her voice softening. “Because all Nightwind burned … razed … plundered … ravaged by war crimes.”
Tariq found his wife’s eyes, their shared bond one of heavy sorrow as Ishethra’s eyes gleamed.
“Our children,” Zofiel said, ending with a steadying breath, “have never experienced such horrors … It’s because of Nightwind … because of these mavki. I shall honor them now. Alonka, the pale, blonde trickster, she fought Goryn’s left head, wielding such spirit magic and throwing such insults as I’ve never seen.”
Someone snickered.
“Zelene, known as Dark One by the barbarians, rode Chastity, a fiery mare who matched Alonka in her provocation. These demons pounded the right head with honor—a virtue we cherish.”
Zofiel gazed around as everyone eyed her attentively. “And Ishethra, who graces our democratic chamber this day, fought Goryn’s middle head, the largest, the most fearsome. While the dragon demanded our surrender … while it threatened to consume Nightwind’s younglings, she whipped the beast while cleansing Bratgon’s hordes below in her holy fire.”
A tear dropped from Ishethra’s eye.
To have fought with you, Tariq thought. To have witnessed your heroism.
I’ll craft a memory[80] from a confession orb for you.
Those orbs didn’t come cheap.
It’s a most generous offering, my wife. Thank you.
“When our gate split,” Zofiel continued, “I blew our horn, and these righteous heroes unleashed their united might. The stars above wept at their unified assault … at the tumultuous rampage … for Yava herself quaked … our mighty fortress shook to the core. These angels severed Goryn’s heads! His rivers of blood poured down our gate as an endless waterfall.”
Zofiel placed her hands on the podium, pausing, her head down as all remained silent.
She lifted her head. “Know this is true. If any of you doubt it, I’ll be happy to share the story again[81] in a confession orb. Now hear Ishethra and Tariq, for they bear such an orb, and the news is grave.”
39 - Eventide


“For centuries, Bratgon has used meat assaults to wear down forces of smaller numbers. Endless legions of rabs, or slaves, fit this purpose. During such attacks, they bombard with everything, caring not whether friend or foe is struck.”
— For the Love of War
[image: ]
Afternoon came over Marasheart. Overcast clouds gathered. A chill breeze blew. A long trench wrapped around the town, backed by a colossal, steep mound made of dirt, stone, airship metals, and Zmey bones. Created by vila, it formed a protective wall, topped with thick oak planks and banners of red and black[82] stripes, centered by azure and gold phoenix emblems. A smaller mound behind provided ammunition. In the field, layers of pits gaped to slow down the enemy. Grasslands surrounded the city for half a mile. Thick forests spread out beyond. Bratgon’s border lay ten leagues east.
Vila, dressed in red and black robes, stood ready to unleash their earth magic against all ground enemies. Three wizards stood with them, two charged with augmenting their thrown boulders, the third an ice wizard for defense. Rows of wizards with air and fire magic stood behind. They would provide auxiliary offensive support.
Centaurs and a scant number of battle mages, each holding melee weapons or bows, must beat back anything breaching the wall. A dozen lesnik roamed the wall, led there from the perilous forest by vila. Life-domain wizards paced, worry creasing these medics’ faces. Nightwind’s defenders numbered five thousand souls.
Saffa admired Starfang while standing next to Soren as Rostam’s helmet reformed. Soon, Bratgon’s forces would throw themselves at these fortifications, and she would ensure the ruin of anything nearing the city.
The prior combat had tested her against Bratgon’s latest machines—despite taking some hard hits, she came out on top. Eager to test herself against greater numbers, she swished her sword. Throwing the tank now stood as her life’s greatest battle accomplishment: a fitting way to honor Lech and Kat.
Dragan pet Blue before facing Alonka. “Can you amplify my voice?”
“Speech time,” Alonka said, touching his throat. “Make us proud.”
The barbarian levitated. “Warriors of legend, gather round,” he said, voice booming.
Contingents gathered.
“First, some quick instructions. Nobody uses magic until the enemy nears our wall. We must make every drop of ki count. When the field fills with enemies, fire at will.”
Everyone held their hands out, a salute of agreement.
The barbarian gazed around. “I have good news. Tesa is being liberated as we speak. Our supreme commander, Haldra, repulses Bratgon up north and will join us soon. She’s fought in battles far larger than this one, so don’t worry.” He raised his arm. “Let’s hear it for her!”
That’s nice of him deferring the glory despite his defeat at her hands, Saffa thought. Respect.
Alonka shook her head, smirking at him.
Cheers rang out.
“The enemy outnumbers us a paltry fifty to one. Great odds for any army graced by the ki of Navia—for we have mavki at our side. Rarest of all demons. Saffa Nightwind, strongest warrior in the realms. She just threw a tank!”
“What?” a vila said.
“How?” a wizard asked.
“I have better kinds of guns,” Saffa said, with a quick glance at each of her flexed, armored biceps.
I still can’t believe you threw it.
Believe it, Soren, she thought, putting her arm around him. After we win, you can feel my flex again. Or be my flex, if you want it again.
“Shit …” he whispered.
“And we also have Alonka, a sorceress unlike any other. She once fought the archdevil of Hell’s fifth circle and came out unscathed.”
Gasps echoed.
“Somewhat unscathed,” she whispered in Saffa’s ear.
Saffa raised a brow. “This story, you must share soon.”
“It’s a good one and involves a lot of glitter on devil skin.”
“Soren, great wizard of earth and spirit, also fights alongside us. But most of all, we have the army of Nightwind. You’ve trained together. Fought together. Bled together. Died together. Friends perished three years ago close to here. We’ll honor them in the best way today: by sending these invaders to the Hells!”
Alonka beamed.
Excited roars swept the ranks.
“What of Ishethra?” a vila yelled. “And Tariq?”
“Even now, they stand before Samatria’s senate, pleading for aid, sharing a confession of Vasil, who plots against Nightwind and our nations.”
Hisses and angry murmurs sounded.
“Vasil will regret such treachery. As for your kings, let us all watch west where the sun rises, for with their return, a host of mystical creatures and potent warriors follows. Honor for Samatria!”
“Glory to Nightwind!” defenders shouted.
“Fuck Bratgon!” Saffa yelled.
“May they rot in Hell’s fifth circle!” Alonka added.
The barbarian landed, scanning the forest.
Cheers quieted.
“Which one is that?” Soren asked.
“Mark of the square,” Alonka answered. “Aaru. A desert so big that nobody knows its size.”
“I told someone a story about it on my assignment,” Saffa said, remembering Gaden. “Or tried to. Didn’t know it was so large. And that’s where you fought the devil?”
“Sure is, and it’s the worst realm I’ve ever been to.”
Alonka was Amel from Mother’s story, Saffa suddenly knew. “It’s the Hells, so obviously. But what’s so bad?”
“Iblux, a sun slayer, rules it. Slaves mine minerals for him and the other circles—a fate much worse than death, for they cannot die in his domain. And he does not give them food or drink.”
“What’s a sun slayer?”
“Fifty-foot-tall devil. Incredibly dangerous. He and his brother, Ixion, are the only two in existence.”
“Who’s Ixion?” Soren asked.
“He rules Hell’s sixth circle, Draug. Mark of a half-moon. A dark realm.”
“Like outer darkness?”
“Kind of … and it’s full of undead. And before you ask, Ixion is just like Iblux—they’re twins.”
“How do you know about all this infernal stuff?”
“They’re methodical at secret keeping. But Ishethra, Zelene, and I are very thorough in our searches through the realms.”
“Have you found anything about the other circles?”
“Just ancient texts about Hell’s fourth circle. The triangle.”
“What kind of realm is it?”
“Not a realm, Soren. We think it’s a ship, one that traverses the beyond. But nobody living has seen it. Scrolls and ancient storage drives describe its hellish harvests.” Her normally spry visage soured.
“You okay, Alonka?” Saffa asked.
“Not with this.”
“What does it harvest?” Soren questioned.
“It enslaves all life and steals all resources. When the vessel is done, it eliminates the realm before sailing on.”
“Shit …” Horror bulged in Saffa’s eyes at the scale of slavery and destruction. “It could do this to a planet?”
“Yes.”
Soren’s face grew paler. “Like Heaven in a way. I saw it in Demvora’s shrine. It harvests energy from a constantly exploding star.”
“This is heavy,” Saffa said, wanting to lighten the conversation. “Soren, you and I need to have a date at the shrine.”
“We’ll make it a double date,” Alonka said. “I have more to share, but let’s talk later—enemy’s coming.”
Dragan signaled a vila, who blew a horn. Everyone scattered, hurrying to their posts.
Tanks and rabs hauling cannons emerged from the forest. Taskmasters and officers followed, carrying tattered banners. The enemy formed ranks at the trees, holding. The Kalmus River cut through Marasheart, making any other ground attack besides a head-on assault difficult.
Like locusts, Zmey swarmed above, converging in two sphere shapes. Skeletal riders waved staves, chanting, “Mortficalo.” Elemental breaths erupted from maws, converging in two expanding black blobs. Airships patrolled above the forest. Nightwind’s defenders held hands over their mouths, staring at their pending doom.
“Hit them with everything!” a wizard cried out.
“Hold!” Dragan yelled, his voice a dragon’s roar. “They’re out of range. Let us handle it.”
Alonka’s gaze snapped from one black hole to the other. “Not the party I had in mind. We need to act—fast.”
* * *
“Alonka,” Saffa said. “They almost destroyed the castle with one.”
Dragan signaled again, and a different vila blared a horn in a deeper tone. Everyone raised their arms, some chanting. A prismatic dome began expanding.
Tendrils of pure sparkles extended from Alonka’s hair, connecting to the dome. I’ve joined our minds, she thought.
Things played out in slow motion now, just like when Saffa had possessed Soren the first time, and when she devoured his soul, though she didn’t know how.
I did this with Soren before. How’s it possible?
When the situation is critical, our minds can speed up, burning ki. We can’t force it.
The orbs are immune to teleportation and gating, Soren thought.
Smart boyfriend, Alonka commented. I have three ideas. One, Saffa uses two simultaneous thermal pulses on the Zmey. She’ll need help. Two, I can distort time, giving us hours to shore up our shield, where minutes pass for the enemy. I’ll need more ki sources for this. Three, I get up close and create illusionary copies of those orbs. It should confuse the Zmey and dilute the real ones. Our shield might hold against both in this case. Saffa can help conceal me with her magic. When the orbs multiply, enemies will react, and we’ll have to run.
For more chances, should we try option one and two? Dragan thought.
I like it. Saffa, Soren?
How long will a time bubble take to make? Saffa asked.
About three minutes—and I’ll be vulnerable. The dark orbs should fall after. Regardless, they’ll throw everything at us to stop it. I’ll make some illusions to throw them off.
Option one has the bonus of destroying Zmey, Soren thought.
I’m with Soren, Saffa thought. You want fog cover before I go?
We don’t have time, Dragan thought to them.
Time sped up again.
Hop on, Soren, and hang on.
He attached.
Puck grabbed Saffa’s front and winked. “You’re about to blow them away with two thermal pulses, Saffa. You’ve got this.”
Glad for two friends helping her with difficult magic looming, Saffa conjured her heat shadow and thermal echoes. The trio vanished.
“Animtraspo,” Alonka intoned, flicking her fingers.
Yanked and blown, Saffa found herself high in the air between the two Zmey groups. A deep rumble of elemental streams shooting into dark orbs prickled her with static, making her skin crawl. Skeletal riders on each neck waved staves, their Mortficalo chant a grim murmur.
What the Hells are those things, Soren?
Holes to a temporary realm. When they go off, that realm is erased and fills the sphere in this realm with its power. They can destroy cities and are tricky to deflect, even with magic—that’s why they were banned.
Bratgon doesn’t give a shit about rules. She extended her arms sideways and conjured two heat traps. Air rippled around both spheres. This part came easy. The frosty bit? Last time, it took half a day. Now she needed to do two at once. With some help, hopefully, it would work on the first try. Thankfully, no enemies appeared aware.
I’m here. Soren held her armored tail. I believe in you. If you did this once before, just remember what led to success and repeat it.
So am I, Alonka thought. You have three people cheering for you. Use it to focus your frost.
Send them down into the abyss, Dragan added.
Calmed by the presences in her mind, she slowed her breathing and imagined a mesh of cold growing from the dark spheres. Soft crackling hisses came on both sides. The air shimmered and sparkled. It’s working!
Good, keep it up. Dragan put a hand on Alonka’s bare back. “You all,” he said to vilas, “stay with me, put your hands on her. She needs our ki and will summon a time bubble with illusions to give ourselves a chance. Don’t let go, no matter what you see or feel.”
“Yes, Commander,” one said, and they all surrounded the blonde mavka in her red dress, touching her.
“Here we go.” Alonka’s eyes shone a piercing green, braids levitating, beams of azure and gold light shooting from them, mingling with the spectral tendrils forming the protective dome. A soap-like bubble solidified around her and expanded. Illusionary copies of those nearby popped into being continually.
Airships and Zmey broke ranks, zooming toward them. They blotted out the sun. A hail of bullets, elemental breaths, and dropped canisters with their explosive booms pounded against their fledgling barrier. Taskmasters whipped. Rabs dragged cannons forward and set them in place. A battery of cannon blasts pounded against the earth. Some hit the shield’s sides, punching holes.
“Hold!” Dragan yelled. “For Nightwind and freedom, hold!”
Gaps tore open above. Iron shrapnel and fire plummeted.
“Hold!”
Reminds me of Starlith, Alonka thought.
What a honeymoon, thought Dragan. And those wild dark-elves. Remember what we did after?
Spiky black tendrils spread from both dark orbs. As they rotated along their surfaces, Saffa’s heat and frost began sucking into them.
Get a fucking room, Saffa thought with annoyance. We have a problem—they’re eating my magic.
* * *
As afternoon waned, Saffa prepared to unleash her thermal pulses, hoping to not lose what she had conjured so far.
Wait, Alonka thought. Reshape your heat and frost to a shell—it should prevent it from getting sucked away.
Fatigue crept over Saffa’s muscles—she had also been maintaining her heat shadow and thermal echoes. She struggled to reshape her elements. Portions of her magic reformed around Zmey, other parts dissipated. The rest fell into the spheres.
Shit!
Saffa, lower your helmet. Take what you need from me after I cast my spell.
Grateful for Soren’s ki offer, Rostam’s helm lowered with her thoughts.
He kissed her neck softly and whispered, “Formaqua-Formagni-Portitas.” Hands twisting, his fingers angled like claws.
Fire and ice streaming from her hands began reforming into a shell.
His lips found the right spot.
Heat on her neck zapped with pleasure as she siphoned ki from him. It spread down her spine, into her wings and tail. Smiling and calm, she completed two thermal-pulse-ready shells.
Puck made a fist and opened it. A shimmering sphere expanded around the trio. “Go time!”
The dark spheres expanded.
Soren’s lips released. I know you can do this, Saffa.
With their encouragement, she channeled her inner Chastity. Bitches are about to get wrecked. She unleashed her thermal pulses in less than a second.
Fire.
Zmey and skeletal riders ignited in azure.
Ice.
Frozen statues remained.
Release.
A cacophony of detonations. Shrapnel whizzed through the sky. Most deflected off their shield, but a sharp piece of iron tore through Soren’s thigh. Ice impaled Puck. She growled and pulled it out, throwing it down.
“I’m hurt,” Soren said, holding his blood-gushing leg.
“It’s his thigh,” Saffa said, a dull pain manifesting in her own. “Help him.”
Puck put a palm on his leg.
“Fuck!” Soren said, muffled by his clamped lips.
“Hang in there, Soren,” Puck encouraged. “Now let’s get out of here.”
Saffa pointed Starfang, hoping to return inside the dome by Alonka. It’s not working!
Try visualizing first, Soren thought, then point.
She imagined standing with Alonka and Dragan on the earthen wall. This time, a gateway sizzled into being.
The dark spheres vibrated, growing in size, strobing vibrant colors. Below, the prismatic dome now covered the city’s eastern half. Battered by enemy fire from above and from ground cannons, many cracks marred its surface.
I think we lost Alonka and Dragan’s connection, Saffa thought, shooting through the gateway.
On her next breath, the trio, now visible, found themselves pushed off the expanding dome’s top, right in the thick of airship and Zmey attacks.
She soared, rolling, making a quick flight for one airship, coming about on its port side to hide, and she stopped on a dime. Soren and Puck bounced up, falling back down.
“Stomach,” Soren said. “Mad.”
“Why didn’t we appear inside it?” Saffa asked, taking Soren’s hand, rubbing her warmth into him.
“We’re out of sync with their time.” Puck pointed down. “That’s why we lost the mental link. Look.”
Everyone inside the dome moved at insane speeds, its surface sealing up, becoming opaque.
All Zmey plummeted at the dome. Airships banked hard, fleeing the area. The ground forces fled in a panic.
“Can you gate us out of here?” Soren asked.
Worried about being caught in the blast, Saffa pointed Starfang, imagining the shops of Marasheart.
A few sparks fizzled.
“Dammit!”
“Gating has a short cooldown,” Puck said, detaching with fingers splayed. “Animtraspo.”
“Not again! Wait!”
She wiggled her fingers, blew a kiss, and winked before shooting skyward.
Whisked away, Saffa and Soren now floated one hundred feet above the center of Marasheart. Below them, centaurs patrolled the ghost town. Shops spread out on winding roads of cobblestone, all fronts boarded up. The Kalmus River snaked ahead.
Legs taut against the harness’s bottom, Soren looked over her shoulder, arms reaching around her chest. As he squeezed, Rostam flexed, pressing against her gently. “I hope we did enough.”
Just seven Zmey had filled the orb above Nightwind Castle.
This time, they made two orbs, filled by many more Zmey. By disrupting them, she hoped it would make a difference.
“We stopped them fast. Alonka is powerful. Her shield will hold.”
The dark orbs plunged. Fire and bones exploded as Zmey smashed against the dome.
Saffa pointed at centaurs below. “Dark orbs! Get out of here!”
They galloped westward.
Soren squeezed tighter, trembling with fear. “Saffa …”
Fierce protectiveness combined with a burning love for this man on her back surged. Whatever might come from these weapons of mass destruction, or the looming legions, they would face it together—she would protect him.
“You said it yourself, Soren—I’m an angel.” Her wings spread in defiance as she looked back, hands on his. “Your guardian angel. Don’t worry.”
Rostam creaked from his tight hold. “Saffa!”
* * *
Light flared above the brightness of the sun, soaking the sky, forcing Saffa’s and Soren’s eyes shut. Tranquility. Far too peaceful, given the prospect of imminent death by not one but two dark orbs. She considered retreat, but wanted to swoop in once the blast waned. With her gating in cooldown, she trusted Puck to have placed her far enough to survive the impact but close enough to rejoin the fight quickly.
“It’s so quiet,” a shivering Soren remarked.
She summoned fiery ki, reaching back, rubbing his cheek.
His shaking subsided.
She opened her eyes, squinting against a frightful backdrop.
The air rippled, warping as bizarre, twisted energies howled over the dome toward them, the mass a titanic living monster of elemental dark fury. Thin columns of the same texture rose in the distance, topped by billowing masses.
Saffa plunged to the ground. “Shit … Soren, make a pit!”
As she landed in a street, he opened his eyes and made scooping motions with his arms. “Figupetra.” The ground carved open beneath them—they descended. “How bad is it?”
The enormity of energies worried her, but she didn’t want to show it. She waved her sword, shooting ice, conjuring a thick ceiling. “Nothing we can’t handle.”
“I know you’re lying. What did you see?”
Thunder boomed as it rampaged down from the dome to the streets. It howled like a host of banshees, wind tearing buildings apart. Her ice split and cracked. Doom barreled west, smashing through the city.
“No!” she yelled, spraying frost from Starfang to seal every hole.
“Formaqua,” Soren intoned, hands following her motions.
Visible through the translucent covering, shadowy claws hacked at their ceiling barrier. A muffled, sickening hiss raked across it. The ice exploded.
She covered him with her wings and dove flat on the ground, using herself as a shield. “I’ve got you, Soren.” She kept her eyes on his.
Black claws, smelling of rot, swarmed the pit, hacking at Rostam. Shadows seeped through her armor, chilling her to the bone.
“Saffa,” he said, touching her cheek. “My angel … you’re so cold.”
They fell unconscious.
* * *
Bloody and aching, Saffa awoke. A dark cloudy sky, barely visible through thick smoke, showed some passage of time. Fires roared, a seething acid mingling with a resonant rumble.
She found Soren’s rising chest. Relief came. He still breathed, albeit slowly. With a kiss to his forehead, she gifted him some ki.
He coughed, eyes blinking open, and he rubbed them. “Shit, Saffa, next time, let’s play with your ice in a more … intimate setting.”
“Look at you, sneering at our near-death experience. I love it. And it’s a date.” She stood and helped him up.
“It’s night,” he said, hand on his head. “We must’ve lost consciousness for a few hours.”
“Strap on.”
He gripped the handholds, inserting his feet. “I recommend not gating, given the smoke.”
“Agreed.” She leaped out of the pit, beating her wings, flying toward the loudest noises, assuming they would lead to battle.
“Visobex.” A shimmering barrier pushed fumes away. “Which way is east?”
“I’m taking us there, at least according to my ears.”
Low in the dense vapors, she scraped against a partially destroyed house.
“The dome’s gone. We better hurry.” With tucked wings around his sides, she flew faster.
They emerged from the heaviest smoke. She soared to get a better view of the field. The war below evoked gasps from them both.
“By the abyss,” Soren said. “I’ve never fathomed such a battle.”
“It’s like something out of Mother’s tales,” Saffa agreed.
Above a raging, chaotic siege, twin gray columns of smoke rose skyward, topped by massive mushroom masses rising through the clouds. Lightning weaved throughout them, strobing the environment, its thunderclaps a booming orchestra. Vilas, on the ground, hurled stone and earth to fill a monstrous gap in the earthen wall, even as enemy cannons and tanks battered them.
Along the wall, vilas-led teams, each flanked by three wizards: fire, death, and water. Each vila scooped her hand, carving a chunk out of the mound behind. As it hovered, the death and fire wizard bathed it in shadow and flame, crafting darkfire boulders. They made synchronized throwing motions, and the creations launched as if thrown by trebuchets, pummeling Bratgon’s legions in the field. Water wizards ensured icy barriers protected their team.
Wizards behind yelled, “Biancarga!” shooting a torrential white thunderstorm, smashing airships, their metal frames and enormous canvases crashing periodically, detonating. Others yelled, “Bolignisfe!” throwing fireballs like an extravagant fireworks finale.
Hordes of tanks and cannons formed long rows, their explosive barrages pummeling the wall. Zmey breaths frosted the battlefield to fight the darkfire’s spread. Like an ocean crashing against a cliff face, thousands of rabs stormed the gap, firing muskets at charging centaurs, battle mages, and lesnik, the shots dull background noise in the commotion. Bayonets fixed, melee combat ensued. In the field, rabs shoveled earth frantically to fill pits, allowing tanks to advance. Airships fired on the wall, their silver bullets a dense hailstorm. Indiscriminate enemy fire battered friend and foe.
In the sky, Alonka, Dragan, and scads of their illusionary copies flew, throwing playing cards adorned with red jestresses. Each hit with unique area effects: corrosive glitter, polymorph into critters, fear, confusion.
A massive glimmering effigy in the sky made Saffa chortle, momentarily taking her mind off the slaughter: King Leonid of Bratgon, naked, wearing sunglasses and riding a brown horse, his moobs sagging. With a magnifying glass, he examined his groin, his mouth and neck spreading in frustration, like he was searching for his anatomy, perhaps, but unable to discern it.
“What magic,” Soren said in awe. “Alonka’s ki is vast.”
She loved her new friend’s mockery of Bratgon’s dictator, but a front opening to the south snatched her keen eyes.
Basmus and riders strafed the wall with acid, and Biancarga conjured lightning. Iron golems and spear-holding wizards advanced toward the wall’s base. A choir of Figupetra spells battled vilas as the wall twisted like a snake from their magical clash. Wizards summoning ice shields strained to keep the airborne enemies at bay.
For every failed barrier, a precious defender fell. Corpses lay scattered about. Life-domain wizards struggled to keep up against the carnage. Some warriors lay prone, screaming with lost limbs. Centaurs wrapped tourniquets and hauled them away on makeshift stretchers.
Her nerves vibrated from adrenaline, and for the first time in her life, Saffa didn’t know what to do. Every angle provided equal opportunity. And danger.
Saffa, Alonka thought. Glad to see you two are okay.
Where do you need us?
Fog the wall. Fill the gap.
On it. Given the number of enemies, fog wouldn’t be a problem for aiming and should benefit only the defenders.
She flew along the wall, shooting vapors from her sword. Soren helped spread it with Formaqua. A dense fog covered the wall. Cheers spread along the ranks of Nightwind.
She floated above the gap. Time to use that earth and ice spell we practiced in my world. Remember?
Musket fire popped.
Starfang pointed, her blizzard erupting, casting bullets away.
“Carcterra,” Soren intoned, hands rising, spreading. Vilas joined in.
Sword waving, she continued her wintry magic.
A long, frigid mound of earth rose, filling in the center of the gap, rabs sliding off. They formed two lines, rushing through side gaps like rapids through a canyon.
“It’s thinned them out at least,” Saffa said. “Let’s fill in the rest.”
A horn blared from the south.
They’re breaching our southern flank, Alonka thought.
Shit! Saffa thought back. Should we assist?
Yes, Dragan thought. You and Soren are that flank now. Hold. The. Line.
* * *
Full moons rose in the sky, visible through small gaps in thick cloud cover. On the southern wall, Nightwind’s vila and wizards desperately battled Ursabel’s wizards as the wall warped, crumbled, and rebuilt itself. Two sizeable gaps remained. Basmus and their riders spat acid or shot lightning, pummeling the wall defenders.
In sunflower-laden fields south of the wall, Saffa roared with madness, surrounded by a whirlwind of azure fire, a one-woman army to keep pressure off the wall. Starfang chewed through iron golems and wizards. Those who avoided her sword tasted her fire. A trail of metal parts and charred limbs sprayed behind her.
Soren ran behind, casting Visobex on her repeatedly as she took a pummeling of lightning, acid, earth boulders, and iron golem attacks.
Her barrier popped again.
“Menfer-Visobex!”
A thick, shimmering shield formed around her.
Soren bent over, hands on his knees. Saffa, I’m so sorry … I’m spent. Leave me.
Five iron golems remained from her slaughter. They darted around her, rushing him.
With her consort exhausted and in mortal peril, she would never abandon him. Three options presented—she could take him and flee, give him ki, or he could remove the amulet. Perhaps, as a lich, he would gain new magic. Giving him ki wouldn’t change their net total, so she threw that idea out.
Since they must hold the line, she sprinted to his side. Soren, take it off! She ejected her tornado in a massive fire nova.
Battered by flames, glowing golems slid back. Fire whooshed against Soren’s cloak, but dissipated.
He unclasped the amulet and threw it at her.
She put it around her neck—Rostam’s transparent shield covered her head.
Rainbow light erupted from Soren as he collapsed. The mental bond with him diminished to a barely perceptible tickle.
Unsure how long his lich transformation might take, she dashed around, fighting every golem to protect him. Three fell, torn apart from her swift slashes.
The remaining two flanked her, pounding with punches and kicks, knocking her down as Rostam rang. She slashed Starfang at one’s foot to get it off her, severing it. The other automaton stomped her legs with bruising force. A kick slammed against her head. Her vision flashed white. Stars swam in her eyes.
“Menfer-Morsligatus,” came Neros’ grizzled voice behind her as he stood. Dark cords flew from his hands, wrapping around her assailants, yanking them off.
She leaped, swinging Starfang in an arc. Two metal heads flew. Two iron bodies collapsed in heaps.
A calm took over their vicinity, a faint rumble coming from the south. Neros gazed at her with his ashen face, red eyes bereft of all emotion.
Head shaking in disbelief by his sudden change, she chuckled. This would take some getting used to. “Cool new magic … Thanks for saving me.”
“I couldn’t risk losing an important asset in this battle.”
She clasped his shoulder with her off-hand. “I guess that’s lich for I love you?”
“No.”
“Oh, Soren … my sweet, dreamy lich.”
The rumble loudened. Footsteps. Large ones.
“A xanet golem approaches,” Neros said. “You must engage it.”
Adrenaline shot from her heart. One had taken her down in the prison. This time, she would get revenge and collect a splendid trophy.
The titan emerged from smoke and rushed. Fresh waves of basmus flew in formation. Nine broke ranks and dove.
“Keep them off me!” Tucked like a cannon ball, she flew, striking the golem’s chest. Like a huge gong, Rostam reverberated—the creature sprawled. After bouncing off, she flung herself at the thing, intent on taking its hands off. “Trophy time!”
Lightning and acid spewed from the sky.
“Sompara-Mortblitus-Visobex,” Neros intoned, arms raised.
Shadows flew. A dome of darkness rapidly expanded. Elements rebounded off, shooting back at the basmus. Dark bolts followed. Four fell as bubbling tar. The rest retreated, circling.
The titan leaped to its feet.
Starfang glittered in the dim, sparking, ringing against the titan’s slick surface, leaving scratches. Instinct drove her, its speed too fast to think about. Lightning fast, they dueled.
Seven iron golems lumbered from the smoke. Squads of wizards followed. Neros, swirling in shadows, engaged them with a host of shadowy bolts conjured by Mortblitus chants. The wizards scattered. The golems charged Saffa.
With a wicked-fast chop, she took the titan’s left hand, exposing wires, tubes, green fluid pouring out.
“One more to go, you xanet fuck!”
“Iron golems behind!” Neros yelled.
She spun away from the titan, sweeping her sword. It sliced through three iron bellies, but still they stood.
A harsh kick from the xanet golem pierced her barrier, striking her lower back, stinging, bruising.
No time for pain, she twisted mid-air, slashing Starfang at the titan’s head.
It ducked, and Rostam screeched as the thing squeezed around her waist with its remaining hand.
She screamed, sliced its arm halfway, tore her sword out, and prepared a second strike to free herself.
Iron golems pounded. Rostam sang a shrill cry in protest as successive punches slammed her head this way and that. Blurry blackness threatened. Starfang slipped from her grip.
With a pile of bubbling corpses around him and pursued by many wizards, Neros sprinted to her side, intoning, “Menfer-Morsligatus.”
His black tendrils swarmed, yanking four iron golems off of her.
The other three engaged him. One punched his skull with an awful crunch, yet more tendrils sprang from his hands, binding the three.
The dome above dissipated. Basmus dove, shooting crimson lightning and acid at the lich. Engulfed with electricity and putrid sludge, flesh tore from his body. One golem broke free and stomped, flattening him to the ground, crunching his bones. His shadowy cords dissolved. Wizards formed a wide circle.
Despite her lover being undead, the stomping and cracking of bones broke her heart. “Soren …” she groaned, breath squeezed from her lungs by the titan. “No …”
Six iron golems raised their fists.
“By Navia’s abyss …” she breathed, Rostam and her bones creaking from the titan’s grip. I won’t go down without taking them with me. She prepared to unleash fire and frost novas as fast as she could until death came from ki exertion.
Azure lightning streaked the sky from billowing dark-gray clouds. An enormous, forked thunderbolt slammed down, engulfing her and those nearby. Its branches smote all basmu in the sky. All bathed in brilliant blue. A thunderclap assaulted her ears, and they rang. Iron golems and wizards burst apart. The silver titan launched away into the darkness. Neros exploded, his cloak lost to the winds.
Delirious, Saffa rocketed wildly. Starfang pursued. Rostam hummed while prickling sensations crawled across her skin.
A skull with glowing red eyes flew from the ground, followed by a mash of bones and flesh. With sharp cracks and splats, they reformed the ashen lich, his cloak emerging from the black, wrapping around him.
Neros neared Saffa, stopping his flight, eyes fixed on a diving dark woman wreathed in shadow and flame. She slammed into Saffa, hugging tight, stopping her ascent.
Saffa gripped the woman’s arm around her waist, intent on siphoning ki.
“Easy now,” came her deep, spectral voice, pushing her hand away. “I’m a friend.”
Starfang’s hilt found Saffa’s fingers. She gripped it and came to.
“You …” she said with recognition. “Haldra. Kaela. You’ve merged. What just happened?”
“Call us Kaedra. Hit you with a lightning strike,” she said, releasing her hold. “Big one. Had to get you away from them.”
“This idle chat is unproductive. Situation report and orders.”
“New Soren, I like,” Kaedra said as she caught a crackling Fulgsta. “Bratgon and Ursabel’s second waves approach. Southern wall is secure. We must return to the eastern wall.”
40 - Mirrors


“Preparation is everything.”
— Dossier of Deceit
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Tariq stood by the podium at Ishethra’s side. The time was at the dead of night. Ishethra had set the confession orb down a while ago, its replay finished, having just shown to Samatria’s senate in vivid detail. The senators had erupted in fierce debate, but Zofiel had eventually quieted them.
“Samatrians,” Ishethra said, “they are coming. Join us on our land. Together, we’ll be a shield, a buffer for your beautiful nation. I ask for one battalion of griffins, a second of unicorns, with two more of each held in reserve.”
The chamber exploded with turbulent arguments.
Zofiel escorted Ishethra and Tariq back to their seats on the dais before returning to the podium. She folded her arms, gaze sweeping around at the chaos. “The senate will be silent.”
Some listened, but heated discussions continued.
“Quiet!”
A sweeping silence fell.
“Those of you with magic, please validate the orb.”
Five senators came up, each laying hands on the orb, muttering spells or just closing their eyes. All attested to its genuineness then returned to their seats.
A side door opened—Josnel Soneph entered, clad in white, holding the tome Official Voraxmor Compendium of Demons in one hand, a pearly white staff in the other.
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Two senators in the front row stood, greeting him.
“Archon!” one said. “We’ve brought His Holiness, the new prophet of Voraxmor, to help vouch for the orb’s legitimacy.”
Tariq’s face paled. He knew of Josnel’s true nature and Ishethra’s feud with him, lasting since her birth. For millennia, she had worked to counter his infernal influence on other realms. Yava had been the latest, most difficult battleground. She’d kept the details of those other endeavors vague to avoid weighing Tariq’s heart down. Now, it had been nearly forty years since the archdevil and Ishethra had fought. His phoenix tattoo burned with her anger.
With both hands, Tariq held his wife’s hand, trying to give her all his love, all his calmest thoughts, hoping to soothe her soul, to prevent her from lashing out in the chamber and killing the dictator of Heaven. Ishethra, please, don’t give him the satisfaction.
The presence of an archdevil made mavki violently ill in their stomachs—this proved useful in detecting their disguises, but in this case, it was unwelcome. Three cures existed: attacking the devil, a consort, or leaving the devil’s proximity. Use whatever you need from me to ground yourself.
Trickles of warmth cycled through his hands as she took slow breaths. Thank you, dear husband.
“Ah,” Josnel said, white light shining from his staff. “It appears you have a mavka in your midst. Worry not; Voraxmor’s holy protection will keep you all safe.” He ascended the steps with the two senators and stood on the dais, pointing his staff at Ishethra. “If you wish, I can return it to Navia for you.”
Ishethra rolled her eyes.
“Out of order!” Zofiel yelled, moving between the pair, pointing sternly at Josnel. “We convened this session to hear Ishethra and Tariq, not … you.” She glanced back at Ishethra and mouthed, “Are you okay?”
Ishethra’s eyes steamed as she gave the slightest nod.
“His Holiness is revered in Samatria,” one senator at his side said. “He may validate the orb as my proxy.”
“It’s irrelevant,” a senator in the rows below, who had validated it earlier, said. “Five of us have declared it genuine.”
“Then you have nothing to fear,” the other senator at Josnel’s side said. “Your Holiness, please.”
Zofiel shuffled to Ishethra’s side, whispering, “This brazen interference will not go unpunished. Let’s speak later.”
“Agreed,” Tariq whispered, keeping all his mental faculties focused on his wife’s well-being.
Ishethra nodded, her gaze harsh on Josnel.
Josnel found the podium and set his staff against it with his book on top, opening to a page near the end. One finger touched the orb, the other hand pointed at words on the page. “While I validate the orb, I wish to give a brief lesson about mavki.”
“You’ll do no such thing.” Zofiel fast-walked to his side. “You’re allowed to validate the orb, nothing more.”
“Is Samatria not a nation of free speech?” Josnel asked, locking eyes with Zofiel before lifting his chin at the senators seated in rows.
“Speak, if you must,” a senator near the back said. “But don’t complain if some of us fall asleep.”
Others laughed.
“You have five minutes,” Zofiel told him.
“I invoke filibuster[83] for my proxy,” the proxy senator said.
Josnel nodded to him. “A wise choice … Your magi, while wise and skilled, may be … inexperienced with forgeries crafted by a mavka … I’m very thorough … I know all their tricks … Voraxmor’s light will ensure a pure validation … This will, of course … take a while … perhaps … days. I shall speak until the job is done.” With the voice of a sloth, he read from the book, every word offensive to Tariq’s soul as it demeaned mavki.
The two senators by Josnel returned to their seats in the front row. Snickers and yawns rippled through the senate rows. Some informal conversations began.
Zofiel folded her arms. “Filibuster be damned—I’ll throw you out.”
Josnel met her eyes. “You could try, but … this will … dampen confidence … in you … and the orb.” He resumed his mavka bashing while caressing the orb with a slow-circling finger.
The time was now after the witching hour.
Zofiel shook her head as she returned to Ishethra’s side. “This priest will hold us up for days while your nation suffers. We need to vote now. I’m thinking about how we get around this without violence.”
“Understood,” Tariq whispered back.
Ishethra’s eyes blazed with azure fire. I’m good with violence. How about you, my husband?
Feel my soul, Tariq thought back to her. Your mind is stronger than his … Be at peace.
Her voice hissed in his mind, I want to murder him.
He needed to cool her off, but his ice magic would trip the wards, likely knocking them both out—Samatria took vast precautions to secure their political arenas. Please, Ishethra, for your husband, for your consort, be calm. Embrace the light.
After a few minutes, her fire faded. Your words always soothe me. May I share something terrible with you … something about my other realms?
She had never gotten into the gory details about her external activities, and he steeled himself for a difficult topic. Please do.
Four thousand years ago, in a realm near Yava by cosmic standards, Josnel stoked religious fervor—all in the name of conformance. He gave zealots tools: gas chambers, artificial famines, biological weapons, mass surveillance, indoctrination. A single, oppressive religion emerged, ruling the planet as a theocracy. Two billion souls perished from genocide. I failed to stop it. I’ve told no one about this.
A horrid pit burgeoned in Tariq’s stomach, his eyes drying instead of tearing because of the magnitude of it. I don’t fully understand. I just know it’s terrible beyond reckoning.
Early in their marriage, Ishethra had explained the Seven Circles, how the archdevils coordinated efforts and shared resources, with each circle remaining autonomous—all guided by Kirem. Hell’s second, third, and seventh circles and their dictators remained complete mysteries. Ishethra theorized their end goal: a universe of one culture, devoid of freedom, bound to Kirem’s will with all souls his. Two billion sacrifices? A speck of dust in their grand scheme.
Ish, he thought, using her nickname only when he wished to convey his utmost love, I knew you bore heavy burdens, but this has shattered my imagination. I’ll give you a lengthy massage when we get home. And from now on, tell me everything from all realms, no matter how dire.
Tariq, your generosity is heartwarming.
You’re welcome. Thanks to you, we have Nightwind’s council. We’ll banish Josnel and his unholy priests from Yava.
His tattoo pulsed with warmth, granting him bliss despite the topic, signaling her boundless approval and affection.
May I ask why you haven’t thrown everything at Josnel to kill him?
It’s a fair question. Like me, he’s immortal.
He has magic?
Not directly, but like all archdevils, he can convert blood spilled into fantastic effects. More blood, or especially willing blood, more power. They can also pass this power to their worshipers.
Like rituals? And war?
Yes. Beyond that, you could call him a … machine-human hybrid. Other realms refer to this as a cyborg.
He looks completely human.
Inside, he possesses an array of implants granting him potent abilities.
So we destroy the machine … permanently. How does he rebirth?
On Yava, and other realms, he’s set up regeneration pods. If slain, his soul returns to the nearest—it creates him a new body. I’ve slain him three times, each a tremendously tough battle.
How does his soul travel after death?
It traverses subspace, a unique realm. For simplicity, think of it as the spirit realm.
I understand. How long does it take him to remake?
Weeks.
Can we imprison him?
He would self-destruct.
What about tricking his soul, capturing it in a custom-built chamber forever?
A wise idea. Alonka, Zelene, and I spent three centuries trying to break his … encryption to do this, but alas, even with the heat of a universe, it cannot be brute forced. Magic also proved useless to guess it.
Like a safe with a hundred tumblers—impossible to guess.
Great analogy.
We must hunt down all these chambers and destroy them.
Heaven has them, too.
Damn, he thought with dread at the strategic planning of Josnel—it rivaled his wife’s.
All is not lost. Saffa, Soren, and other non-Navians from our council can enter Heaven. They’ll destroy his pods there, while the rest of us destroy them elsewhere.
Saffa’s Navian. How?
In her human form, she can enter safely. If you recall, I took no part in her conception or gestation. Demvora’s blood contract will be intact.
They had discussed Saffa’s conception before marriage. Ishethra had undergone eleven annual horrific experiments performed by Lariel before her body had produced eggs. He and Idrys had extracted the eggs, cloned one, and implanted it with his seed in a maturation chamber. Ishethra hadn’t been involved until he had taken Saffa out as a full-grown baby a year later.
Elation buzzed his nerves as newfound understanding dawned on him. Ish, I’m … astounded again.
I like this word, she thought, winking at him with her most adoring smile.
Josnel crinkled his brows. “I’m … detecting … some sort of …” He squinted his eyes. “Anomaly … Give me a bit …”
* * *
Tariq twiddled his thumbs as forty minutes passed while Josnel bored everyone to death by reading the entire mavka section of the book. He flipped to a section about nagas and began speaking in a slow monotone.
“I think we’ve all heard enough.” Zofiel moved her gaze across senators. “How about a lively debate? If I convince you all Josnel’s drivel is false, he must leave our chamber. Unless … Voraxmor’s prophet is too afraid.”
“The filibuster cannot be interrupted,” a senator from the front argued.
Murmurs and nods came from many.
Josnel faced the Archon, continuing his naga narrations between speaking with her. “Zofiel, I’d be honored to debate you. May I suggest we both take a day to prepare?”
“You may leave to do so,” she said. This would break the filibuster.
“I can prepare here while I share about the many variants of nagas and their unholy auras.”
“I’m already prepared.” Zofiel stared at him. “It seems you can’t face me on such short notice … Perhaps you’ve built your narratives on the sand.” She looked at the crowd. “Yes?”
A ruckus of laughter came from some. Others, who had been half asleep, awoke, clapping with excitement. “Debate! Debate!” many said.
Zofiel nodded, her smile cracking. “Let’s look at the facts, shall we? Josnel portrays mavki as soul-harvesting demons who torment for eternity. He uses words like sinister, vile and … bawdy.”
“Your libraries have thousands of demon stories about such horrors,” Josnel argued, scanning the room with his gaze. “Deception is their greatest trait. As a nation that prides itself on its intellect, surely you all can see this? The evidence is incontrovertible.”
“Yes, evidence,” Zofiel said. “It is damning—we’ve endless tomes about Voraxmor’s light, too, of holy priests casting out these wretched spirits, healing the sick, raising the dead … Need I continue?”
“I think she’s confused about which side she’s on,” Josnel retorted, winking at the senators.
Rounds of laughter resounded.
What’s her strategy? Tariq thought.
Just listen, Ishethra replied, a tight smile playing on her lips.
Zofiel pointed at Ishethra, who wore blue and gold robes covering her body. “Does she look bawdy to you? Has she ever?”
“No,” some said.
“Their bawdiness is saved for seduction … for feasting … for soul harvesting,” Josnel argued, eyes on Ishethra. “Its robes are nothing more than a shroud of secrecy.”
Breathe. Tariq caressed his wife’s hand. Just breathe.
He won’t bait me. She gave Josnel her loudest, most bored yawn.
Whistles and claps clamored.
“Have any of you here seen a bawdy mavka?” Zofiel asked the crowd. “Or know anyone who has?”
“I have,” Josnel’s proxy senator said, “and I barely escaped with my life.”
“I’m sure,” Zofiel scoffed. “How convenient that this prophet is your proxy. Anyone else? No? I thought not.”
Laughter erupted.
“Archon wins this argument,” someone said.
Nods and yells of agreement followed.
“Disbelieve at your own peril,” Josnel warned. “But go visit Bratgon’s western border with Nightwind, if you dare … The demons seem attracted to this area and have wrought untold devastation. Murders. Rapes. And worse.”
“Propaganda!” Zofiel yelled, her voice ringing clear in the chamber. “We love it here in Samatria.”
The senate roared with anger—truth, alongside honor and intellect, stood as their three virtues.
“Truth,” Josnel said. “It’s why Bratgon is justified in their invasion, for Nightwind harbors these evil spirits.” He gestured at Ishethra. “And it’s why this demon crafted a fake orb, with its lies about Bratgon coming for you next. For it is … a fake!” Josnel lifted his finger from the orb, which had been circling on it the entire time.
Chaos ensued in the chamber, the prior senators who had validated the orb standing, glaring at Josnel, yelling about slander.
“Order!” Zofiel bellowed.
Through the clamor, Josnel continued to narrate about nagas and their propensity to cut their mortal victims into pieces, devouring them slowly, keeping them alive until the last bite.
“Silence!” the Archon yelled, and the crowd quieted, those standing sitting, with Josnel’s voice a constant murmur. “I invoke Occam’s razor.”
Cheers and claps sounded.
“You’ll cut yourself with faulty logic, Zofiel.” Josnel gazed upon the senators. “I invoke the precious lives of Samatria’s sons and daughters. Don’t throw them away for the lies of a demon and your seduced Archon.”
A mixed response came; some clapping, some laughing, others booing, a few tilting their heads.
“I ask each of you,” Zofiel said, her voice rising, “what is more likely? That our many tomes about demon crimes and Voraxmor priest heroism, all written by these priests, are correct, that Bratgon’s narrative is true, that Josnel’s arrival here is not a mere coincidence—”
“The Archon is creating quite a shaky foundation.” Josnel gave a casual shrug. “But I’ll allow her to build her tower of falsehoods—it’ll come crumbling down.”
“Or!” Zofiel yelled with a stony gaze at Josnel, lifting her hands like the scales of justice. “There’s a much simpler explanation: Ishethra, Tariq, and Nightwind just want peace and to be left alone, just like all demons. Shall we vote? If you all vote for Josnel, he will be your new Archon. If I win, he leaves our nation immediately—forever. The filibuster is paused.”
* * *
Tariq looked on anxiously, hoping Samatria’s senate would see reason. Archon Josnel would be disastrous, but he trusted Zofiel—the offer would likely entice him to agree.
“Agreed.” Josnel’s eyes wandered over the crowd. “All of you choose wisely, for your nation’s future is at stake. My law and logic is second to none—I’ll make a perfect Archon for your nation.”
Arrogant devil, Tariq thought.
Zofiel will prevail.
Zofiel grabbed the confession orb and moved to the back, opening a cabinet. She set the orb in, then grabbed a box—it held the jars, black paper, and scales of justice. She shut the cabinet.
“Move,” she said to Josnel as she returned, and he backed off.
She set everything up on the podium, the scales perfectly level. “My left jar for Josnel, right jar for me.”
She asked Tariq and Ishethra to face the wall. They complied.
All senators bowed their heads, still, silent. Because of the Archon’s stake, her opponent, Josnel, could also oversee the voting process—both would know the outcome before anyone else.
Over the next hour, row by row, one by one, all senators came up, pointing to their desired jar. The Archon grasped a marble, carefully examining it, before casting it for them, receiving their approving nod, along with Josnel’s.
Tariq recalled the three votes from his previous visit, each agonizingly long.
“We are ready,” the Archon said, and everyone resumed their normal postures, gazing at her.
Josnel faced her as she removed the paper from each jar—they appeared evenly full. She removed the lids and placed Josnel’s jar on the left pan, her jar on the right. If the scales didn’t produce an obvious answer, a manual count of both jars would happen. One hundred senators formed Samatria’s senate, allowing a potential tie. This would allow Josnel to resume his filibuster. In such cases, a minimum one-week recess followed before voting again.
The scales stood level, wobbling just a hair in either direction.
“We will count,” Zofiel said.
She transferred jars to the podium and put the apparatus aside. Like prior, no other sounds or interactions were allowed during the count. Obviously, after the first jar’s count finished, all would know the outcome but must wait until the second jar’s count before reacting. In Samatria’s history, the marble sum had mismatched the senator count rarely. When it happened, it always led to a great commotion. Under Zofiel’s two-century tenure, this had never happened.
She removed the lid from Josnel’s jar and put it by the scales on the floor. As she took each marble from Josnel’s jar, Zofiel held her palm open while Josnel examined, to ensure she only took one at a time. While incrementing her count, Zofiel dropped marbles—they clinked into the third jar, clattering around as the senate echoed her voice while Josnel nodded his approval each time.
Zofiel grabbed the last marble from Josnel’s jar, holding her palm open. Josnel inspected, nodding again. She held her hand over the third jar, tilted it, and the marble fell in the funnel, rolling around, falling through, bouncing, laying still.
“Forty-nine,” Zofiel said, her mouth twitching for a split-second as she gazed at Josnel, his face like a brick wall.
“Forty-nine,” the senate repeated.
A thrill coursed through Tariq’s veins at Zofiel’s victory. She did it!
It’s not over yet, Ishethra thought. Once the count finishes, Josnel will try to smash the orb. When he does, we must both guard the cabinet Zofiel put it in.
He shifted forward in his seat, prepared to rush the cabinet on the other side with his wife.
The process repeated for the other jar.
“Ninety-nine,” Zofiel said as the last marble clattered down.
“Ninety-nine,” the senate repeated.
Both Josnel’s jar and Zofiel’s stood empty.
Pandemonium erupted.
The time was near morning.
41 - Morning


“At the Bane War’s peak, infernals sieged the great capital of Erebus in the Underworld. Their infantry numbered ten million, employing one million machines.”
— For the Love of War
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On the east wall, Saffa stood with Neros and Kaedra, the darkling’s field of darkness obscuring defenders on the wall, letting light in but none out. Alonka, Dragan, and Blue now fought on the south wall.
Airships roamed above, raining silver bullets. Zmey strafed the field with frost, battling darkfire. Tank and cannon salvos exploded against the defenders continually. Blocked by congestion through narrow gaps in the wall, legions of rabs waited, appearing like tall grass.
Nightwind’s army held their banners high, their ballad of spells lighting the night with darkfire boulders, roaring fireballs, and thunderous lightning. Cries of holding until morning and fighting for the freedom of their nation and all Yava bolstered their resolve.
Deep in the forest, four huge crimson blasts puffed.
“Goliath barrage!” Kaedra yelled, pointing.
Defenders scrambled away from a section of the wall.
Like a violent volcano, the earthen mound erupted with fire, a mushroom cloud lingering. Rabs and defenders flew skyward. A gaping hole remained. Rivers of rabs stormed the gap, grossly outnumbered warriors throwing themselves against the tide.
The discord of war, with its sweeping murmurs of spells, elemental explosions, tanks rolling, troops marching, guns blaring, and light flashes assaulted Saffa’s sensitive eyes and ears, jolting her adrenaline to new highs. She paced anxiously, awaiting Kaedra’s orders.
“Kaela,” Kaedra said, “time for your snack. You’ll unleash the abyss through their ranks.”
Kaela floated out of Haldra’s body; red eyes narrowed at the darkling who held the xanet golem’s severed hand. “Xanet and cidrum, just for you,” she said, shoving it in the banshee’s torso.
As the metal dissolved in her shadows, the banshee enlarged to twice her size, flames changing from crimson to azure. As she gazed up, a sonic scream tore from her dark face, rippling the air. “I’ve never had so much in one bite!” She zipped over the gaps first, spitting azure fire, incinerating all rabs beneath.
Nightwind’s army cheered as wind whipped the flames out into the grassy field, burning all in its path.
Kaela zoomed to the enemy’s northern flank. An ear-tormenting crack cut the air.
Saffa, ears ringing, blinked, realizing the wraith had broken the sound barrier, but far faster than she had. “Holy shit, I’ve never seen something move so fast!”
“Cidrum does it,” Haldra explained. “And the xanet grants her wild magic. Watch.”
Kaela ejected enormous flamethrower blasts of darkfire from her hands in wide arcs. Like napalm, billowing plumes of blackness rose with each sizzling strike. Charred husks and melted metal lay in her wake. Small-arms fire blanketed the sky, unable to strike because of her uncanny speed. Defenders cheered as she zigzagged, strafing her hellish firestorm.
“Fuck yes!” Saffa screamed. “Kaela is so cool!”
“Orders?” Neros asked, arms folded.
“Hold,” Haldra replied.
“Why?”
Nine crimson blasts spewed from the forest.
“Second barrage!” Kaedra yelled, pointing north. “Move it!”
Nightwind’s defenders shouted the order, scrambling off the wall, running for their lives.
“Goliaths,” Saffa said, the massive metal things clear to her eyes. “Soren and I can take them out.”
“I need you both here.”
“Why?” Neros asked again. “Saffa is correct, allowing goliaths—” He cut himself off, studying the forest.
“What is it, Soren?” Saffa asked.
The ground quaked as successive detonations obliterated most of the northern wall, throwing friend, foe, and wall chunks with equal atrocity. Whipped by their masters, the great rab host rushed in, some towing cannons. They flanked the already outnumbered defenders from the north.
Saffa’s gaze remained on the forest, chills biting her nerves at what Soren must be glimpsing.
A line of twenty morozko advanced out from trees, each step slow and ground shaking. They wore crude steel armor, their dark blue muscular forms gleaming with blackice[84]. They carried a frozen tree in each hand, sneering, stomping on all in their path without care. Dark snow howled from their mouths, dousing Kaela’s firestorms and all darkfire on the field.
Kaela, caught in the frigid maelstrom, flew to Haldra in haste, ice crystallizing on her shadows. “I despise morozko! They always sting.”
These giants posed extreme danger, as their ice could freeze almost anything, burning or not.
The potential to test her might against such titans brought forth Saffa’s rage.
“Kaela, get inside me,” Haldra said, and they merged. Black frost swirled around the darkling. As she grunted, her face contorting, the ice dissipated.
A horn blew, signaling more shields needed. Wizards and vila engaged their magic. Icy barriers and earth walls battled the morozko’s torrential blizzard. Centaurs, battle mages, and lesnik fought with desperation despite being engulfed by rabs. Muskets fired. Cannons roared a cruel hymn of cidrum balls attached by silver chains. Flesh and tree pieces soaked the field.
Saffa raised Starfang, conjuring a translucent dome of ice for protection. A black hailstorm pounded against it. A quick glance to the west and she understood the critical situation. “Haldra! Our lines are breaking! Orders?”
“You must stop the giants. I’ll hold the line here.”
Saffa and Neros soared separately, crashing through her icy dome.
“Everyone, off the wall!” Kaedra bellowed, and everyone still on its intact sections scrambled down.
After phasing through the dome, the darkling-wraith hybrid flew above the fray of rabs and threw Fulgsta. Chain lightning thundered through their ranks even as hails of silver bullets clattered off her scale mail or cut her skin.
* * *
Saffa zoomed, darting away from a stream of ice from one giant’s mouth. She zipped behind him, two hacks of her blade severing his head. Ice sprayed as he fell.
Two others howled their dark ice, engulfing her. A frosty covering crawled through her armor, to her skin, to her bones, chilling her fibers like she had never thought possible. Dark crystals grew on Rostam, and she dropped to the ground.
Neros engaged one with Mortblitus and Morsligatus spells. The other kicked her chest, slamming her flat.
She stabbed her sword straight up through the morozko’s foot. He howled with icy rage, stomping his other foot on her head, slamming it against the ground.
Whiteness flashed in her vision as he tore his gored foot away, yanked Starfang from her hand, and covered the weapon in a huge ice block, tossing it away.
Frigid muscles trembling, Saffa pushed against the brutal force on her head in vain as she sensed her strength waning. She wanted Starfang, but it remained encased in ice, despite her plea for it to return. Rostam vibrated, whining with oscillating azure and gold colors.
Her world spun. Blackness crept in. No, she thought, fighting the terrible cold. Not like this. But her weary muscles flailed. Her fire wouldn’t burn, and her frost wouldn’t come forth. This giant’s unnatural cold dampened her powers somehow. Yet still she fought.
The giant brought his wounded foot to bear on her chest, crushing Rostam into her sternum, his sneer gazing down upon her.
Be still my daughter, Mother’s voice whispered in her mind.
Ysarel’s necklace, Saffa thought, aware again of its smooth beads around her neck.
With Mother’s counsel, Saffa calmed, her futile resistance ceasing, even as the giant smote her with crushing kicks. The battlefield faded. Add logic and care for true mastery, she thought, reciting Mother’s training.
Love bloomed within. For Soren. Her parents. Lost friends. New friends. Skadni. And her nation.
Brute force would not work against this ice giant. By mastering herself, she would prevail. Mother had shown her the way when they’d battled Roland, and she’d become living flames—this would banish the frost. Idrys had also mentioned Rostam would use her ki for protection. Perhaps it acted as storage, too—this would power her fiery transformation.
Her heartbeat slowed, each mighty thump stoking the furnace of her fire. Rostam shone like a star, pulsing with radiant azure and gold. On her next breath, her armor and body liquefied into a being of azure lava. In this form, she could only think, see, hear, and be the heat.
She slapped her lava arms through the morozko’s ankles, severing his feet, and he fell, roaring with such ferocity the ground shook. By thinking, she moved and flew to Starfang’s icy prison, ramming her molten hand into it, yanking the sword out. It became one with her.
Mother had mentioned unique powers by bonding with Soren.
The tattoo guided her mind. She could use it to remake him into Sorendor, the great frostfire wyrm, just like the tale she had told him in her world.
Saffa found Neros and scooped him away from his duel and into her blazing arms. She soared through a gamut of airships and Zmey. The war played softly below.
“Saffa, this unexpected chaos is unwelcome. What are you planning?”
“Shh, Soren,” she said, voice hissing like a raging fire, “you’re safe in my arms.” Mind relaxing to stop her fiery aura, she reformed to flesh and armor with Starfang sheathed on her back.
Rostam’s helmet cover opened. She grabbed the Amulet of Elysian and thrust it around his neck, just as the first rays of dawn peeked over the town.
* * *
In Samatria’s council chamber, Tariq, horrified, stared while Zofiel examined the two empty jars. The faintest hint of a fine powder remained in Zofiel’s jar.
She glanced back at Ishethra, mouthing, “Someone’s tampered.”
Ready yourself, Ishethra thought.
Adrenaline surged from Tariq’s heart, his eyes narrowed at Josnel.
“The Archon’s getting too old,” a senator yelled above the commotion of arguments. “She lost a marble.”
“It’s fine. We’ll vote again!” a woman yelled. “You’ve got a spare one, I assume?”
“I do.”
“We need a recess,” one senator said. “I’m exhausted.”
Nods and agreements came.
“No,” Zofiel told them. “By our law, we’re all here until sunrise.”
“I’ll just be over here”—Josnel grabbed his staff and book—“in the corner … while you all figure this out … I can wait.” He shuffled toward the cabinet with the orb.
Now, Tariq! Ishethra thought.
In unison, they stood, rushing the cabinet.
Josnel gasped a sick breath, falling to his knees, his book and staff crashing to the floor. White light, like fireflies, floated from his wide-open mouth. “Help … me …”
“As if,” Zofiel said, shaking her head at Josnel.
“The demon’s sucking his soul!” the proxy senator yelled from the front row.
Tariq advanced to the dais’s front, standing by Zofiel. “Taking his soul only harms Nightwind. Why would she do that?”
“Help!” Josnel cried, his voice a feeble rasp. “She knows … how to avoid … the wards …”
“He’s faking,” Ishethra told the crowd, eyes rolling. “The wards haven’t triggered, so it must be a chemical reaction.”
Pandemonium resumed, some senators rushing for the doors.
“Visilenvalum!” Zofiel intoned, and a silver shimmer sealed the room.
“What about the wards, Zofiel?” one yelled. “You special?”
“Hypocrite!” another cried out.
“The demon will harvest us all!” a man yelled.
“You all are in grave danger,” Zofiel said, “but not from Nightwind’s king. Now let me handle this. Visobex-Lumvalum-Murignifugo!”
Beams of fire and light shot from her outstretched hands, a translucent barrier with thin, fiery lines lifting from the floor to the vaulted ceiling, sealing the dais in a force-field. The beams remained tethered to her hands. “I just need a few seconds to finish it,” she called back to Ishethra, who nodded.
With the room sealed and the dais walled off, senators returned to their seats, many watching now like it was a play unfolding.
“Release him, demon!” a senator yelled.
Josnel fell to the floor, seizing, white fluff spewing from his mouth. “No … someone … help …”
Ishethra stood by Josnel, blocking him from the cabinet. “It looks nothing like this.”
“It’s true,” one senator said.
“By the light of Voraxmor!” Josnel cried, his voice booming as he swept his leg too fast to see, knocking Ishethra sideways. “I cast thee out!” He grabbed his staff, leaping to his feet.
“No!” Tariq yelled, rushing at Josnel, preparing to freeze him with everything to save the orb.
Ice crystals crawled the dais.
Josnel bolted for the cabinet as his staff split apart, morphing into two blades of pure plasma in his fists. Continual ropes of lightning crackled from the floor and ceiling at him, but he weaved, dodging with catlike reflexes.
Ishethra charged him, Soulash whipping out from her robes in her left hand, its golden light dazzling. She cracked it at him with thunder, but he rolled away.
More lightning emerged, lunging for Ishethra, but she darted around.
At an even distance from the cabinet, Josnel and Ishethra dashed for it.
“Wards, Zofiel!” the mavka yelled as lightning nipped at her.
Josnel angled his plasma swords sideways as he and Ishethra neared within feet of the cabinet.
The energy from Zofiel’s hands faded. She tapped a hasty pattern on the podium and faced away from the senators. The lightning retracted from floor and ceiling.
The mavka cracked Soulash back.
Josnel swung one blade at Ishethra’s neck level, the other at her stomach, both began cutting molten grooves through the cabinet, white smoke hissing.
Ishethra’s safety remained paramount. On pure instinct, a deluge of ice daggers hurled from Tariq’s hands at Josnel while he threw himself against his beloved, knocking her back. One of Josnel’s blades severed his arm at the shoulder, the other cut half his belly open, a sudden shockwave blasting him back.
A shimmering mesh of buzzing white energy expanded from Josnel’s chest, encasing him, swirls of blue and red energies weaving through its gaps. Tariq’s wintry barrage glanced off, shooting throughout the dais.
Tariq staggered backward, his entrails slipping out as darkness took him. He collapsed, blood spraying from his wounds.
Zofiel sprinted for Tariq.
The mavka’s scream reverberated, her eyes ablaze as she lashed Soulash around Josnel’s shield. The whip rumbled, quivering energetically like a living thunderbolt. Crimson fire sizzled from her eyes and mouth, washing over the devil’s barrier. From her curved tail, black lightning thundered, zapping, forking, sparks showering the dais. Harsh light strobed the room, shadows dancing.
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The devil’s shield flickered, fluctuating with a resonant hum as he backpedaled, swords angled, mouth twitching.
“Visobex-Portitas,” Zofiel intoned, her eyes gleaming white as she slid, a bronze kite shield expanding from her fist, anchoring an expanding translucent sphere.
A vociferous nova of red and black energies boomed from Josnel’s barrier, engulfing the dais, bashing him against the wall. His shield waned. Light fixtures crashed down.
The air warped around Zofiel, energies cast away. “Artumembre,” she chanted as Tariq’s arm flew to his shoulder by itself while she shoved her hand into his exposed torso.
The cabinet’s burning door fell off, revealing two separate halves of the orb. Heavy smoke rose from the dais.
Screams and gasps came from the senate. A few fainted.
“Devil!” Ishethra said, stalking him, twirling Soulash in a howling storm of azure fire.
He circled her, swords held in a cross pattern.
Tariq’s arm re-attached, his torso sealed. Zofiel dragged him to the podium. She stood, her shield morphing into a steel longbow.
“Stand down, Josnel! Samatrian law will try you for attempted murder and destruction of a confession orb.”
“Apologies for the accidental carnage,” he said to the senate. “But as you can see, it’s all in self-defense—my right by your laws.” He waved his swords at Ishethra. “This murderous mavka tried to swallow my soul. When that didn’t work, it attacked me!”
“He’s not wrong,” the proxy senator said, standing, facing the senators.
“Perdition is far too good for you.” Ishethra’s voice was an otherworldly hiss. “The torment of quadrillions is on your hands. You will pay the price.”
Josnel’s swords retracted into his hands. “It’s lost its mind!” the devil told the senate. “Surely, you can see that.”
“The demon is accusing a holy man of its own crimes!” the proxy senator yelled. “It’s what they do!”
Heated arguments broke out.
“Please, all of you, hear me!” Josnel yelled, and the room quieted. He dropped to his knees. “If that’s what the demon wants, that’s what it’ll get—an execution. No justice. Just murder.”
“No executions in our chamber!” a senator said.
Zofiel ran to Ishethra. A wooden arrow with a metallic cylinder on its head manifested, notched on her bow. She drew it back, aiming for Josnel’s chest. “Ishethra, please. Killing him will just make things worse.”
Tariq stirred, stood, his eyes finding the cabinet. His heart sank. Because of him, the confession orb was lost, unable to share with the rest of Yava. If he hadn’t tried to save his wife, she probably could’ve stopped Josnel from destroying the orb.
Tears flooded his eyes, his mistake crushing his heart. Ishethra, he thought, I’m no longer worthy of being your consort.
Soulash slithered into Ishethra’s sleeve as she hurried to Tariq’s side. With her eyes gleaming, her ire calming, she embraced him. You were willing to give your life for mine, Tariq. This, I shall always remember and be forever grateful for. Let the orb’s loss trouble you no more.
His tears waned as she led him to a mess of toppled, smoldering chairs. She sat two up, rubbed her arm on one, dousing it, and beckoned him to sit while sitting on the other’s glowing seat.
He sat.
“I yield,” the mavka told Zofiel. “Hold me for trial.” She gazed softly into her husband’s eyes, fiery ki from her hands on his cheeks soothing his worry.
“Yes,” Josnel said as he rose, “put this demon in your most secure prison, for all our sakes.”
“No,” Zofiel said. “As Archon, I pardon her. Senate, if you have a problem with this, vote me out. For now, we must vote on Ishethra’s aid request for Nightwind.”
“I think not,” Josnel said. “My filibuster will resume at once.” He made for the podium.
Zofiel blocked him off, drawing her bow a little further back, pointing it at his head. “What fancy shields you have, Josnel. Want to test me?”
“Senate.” Josnel faced the senators. “This is out of line. Is your nation a dictatorship now?”
The senate stared with shocked faces. Some murmured to their neighbors.
“As Archon, I nullify the filibuster[85] because of extenuating circumstances. Josnel, you will leave our sacred chamber, or I will force you out.”
“This is your house,” Josnel said to the senators. “Assuming Samatria is still a democracy.”
“My house,” the Archon said. “And I’m its steward. You’ve put our senators in grave danger with your antics. I’m pretty sure my arrows can penetrate you, so go—you’re no longer welcome here.” The force field came down, the room’s silver shimmer dissipating.
Josnel stumbled over debris as he left the dais. “Democracy is in grave peril! Zofiel is stealing it from under your noses!”
His two senators stood, but he waved them off, exiting through a door. They sat.
A cacophony of conversations began.
Zofiel’s bow and arrow collapsed into a metal ball, and she pocketed it. A mess, including glass shards and charred marbles, covered the floor. The scales of justice lay mangled near the podium. Josnel’s Voraxmor tome, a blackened husk, smoldered.
The room calmed with many sighs.
“Perhaps we should adjourn,” a senator said. “I assume the apparatus is ruined?”
Zofiel strode to the podium and tapped a pattern. “It is, but luckily for us, I have backups of our voting materials. Wards are back up, so if you’ll excuse me for a moment, I’ll fetch them. Then we shall vote on Nightwind’s aid.”
“Zofiel, may we come with?” Ishethra asked.
“Please.”
“We need to discuss Josnel,” Ishethra whispered to the Archon. “He’s far more than a bumbling priest.”
* * *
Rainbow light made Saffa squint. Soren’s skin regained its soft hue, their restored mental connection, warm and soothing, bringing her joy.
“Holy … we’re up high,” he said, looking up, closing his eyes.
“Would you like to become Sorendor?”
“From your story, Saffa?”
“Aw, you remember.”
“You can really do that?”
“Yes,” she said, intuition coming. “I’ll touch the tip of my sword to your chest. It shouldn’t hurt.”
She gazed down, saddened by Nightwind’s broken ranks. Morozkos advanced, their blizzards howling relentlessly. Bratgon’s legions unloaded continual salvos, their ground army stretched eastward beyond the border. At this rate, they would march to Tenebres within a week. Ursabel’s forces flanked from the south, adding to the insult. Nightwind’s heroes retreated, doing everything they could to delay the enemy’s advance. With the sun up, reinforcements should’ve arrived. If delayed or not coming, it remained up to them to save the city.
“I’m not sure if Samatria’s coming, Soren, so we better hurry. They’re almost to Marasheart.”
“Poke me.”
She took his cloak around herself, drew Starfang, and poked his chest. Fire and frost swirled from the blade’s tip, merging with his tattoo. She floated backward, watching his surreal transformation as the elements enveloped him.
The tattoo expanded all over him as his legs lengthened, feet birthing talons, arms spreading into wings and forelegs. His head expanded into a giant maw lined with jagged teeth. Interlocked scales emerged from his skin, alternating in azure and crimson. A monster tail snaked out. Now a fierce dragon, his eyes—one red, one blue—snapped open. Fire blazed down his back, his underbelly swimming in frost. His roar of steam shook the heavens.
“Saffa,” he said, voice a loud, deep growl, “ride me.”
Prideful and giddy, she took in this magnificent creature and landed on his neck, tightening her thighs. “Go, go, go!”
He dove with wings tucked. The sinking feeling in her insides, intense and exhilarating, prompted her to scream as she raised Starfang high, smashing through Zmey and airships with ease as they flew to the city’s east end. Sorendor swooped over Bratgon’s ranks, unleashing exuberant breaths of fire and frost. Immense clouds of hissing steam billowed, enemy soldiers and machines frozen or burning.
“Get the giant!” she yelled, pointing to one nearby.
The morozko breathed an ice storm. Sorendor’s outburst of crimson battled it.
The great dragon circled and landed on the giant’s back. He chomped around his neck, ripping with a fleshy splat, head shaking like a ravenous dog as he swallowed. Snow shot from the open torso. A draconic swallow and a roaring burp ensued.
Kaedra landed behind Saffa. “Quite a dragon you have here. Mind if we join you?”
Alonka and Dragan followed.
“Don’t leave us out of the fun,” the blonde mavka said.
The four sat in a row on his neck.
“I’m jealous,” Dragan complained. “Our ice drakes have nothing on him.”
“Hold on,” Sorendor roared, barreling for seven giants who assaulted Nightwind’s fleeing army. A heroic struggle ensued—the heroes’ unique powers against the giant’s dark ice and tree clubs.
The army of Nightwind observed the spectacle, ceased their retreat, cried joyful cheers, and rallied. Nine goliaths at the rear spat crimson. Thunder cracked, mashing Saffa’s ears. Giants and heroes crashed into the ground in a pile as a fiery mushroom cloud rose.
Five smoldering giants stood, stepping over two of their comrades’ charred, mutilated corpses. Skin icing over, they raised their frozen trees, their mouths opening, dark ice swirling inside.
“Clumsy, but effective,” one said.
Sorendor growled, shaking his head.
Rostam vibrated like a multitude of ear-shattering gongs. “Shit …” Saffa said. “What hit us?”
“Goliaths,” Alonka answered, one eye black. “All of them.”
“Fuck,” Dragan cursed, stumbling, leaning on Alonka. “I’ve got internal bleeding.”
The blonde mavka rubbed his face. “I’m here. You’ll be okay.”
“No, you don’t!” Kaedra yelled, throwing Fulgsta.
A black blizzard roared to life, forming a cage of ice around them, a deathly chill seeping through Saffa’s flesh.
The javelin rebounded off, shooting back into Kaedra’s hand. “Damn the Hells!”
“The cold never bothered me, anyway,” Saffa snarked. “Until these assholes.”
Sorendor bashed at the enclosure with his tail.
“Hold them!” a giant yelled.
The walls grew with their wintry breaths, sealing gaps.
“Saffa, Kaedra, my portals are fucked and my magic’s dampened. Ideas?” Alonka asked.
“Nothing to make a dent,” Kaedra replied. “Fulgsta isn’t useful for ice carving. My portals aren’t working either, so we’re stuck. Their frost must be interfering.”
Sorendor roared fire upward, but the frost giants blew a snowstorm to counter.
Saffa pointed Starfang. A flamethrower blast shot out, melting some ice—a pitiful amount compared to the cage’s size. Regardless, with her ice magic, she tore chunks off with intense mental effort, but not enough.
“I’ll cut it up,” she said, hacking parts off. But the volume of ice made it infeasible. For every chunk she and Sorendor removed, the giants replaced it with frosty breaths.
Ice closed in.
Saffa became lava again and stepped into the ice. Steam filled the cage.
“Pathetic,” a giant said as three shot ice, shoving her back. “Soon, we’ll have ourselves a delicious dinner.”
They all laughed, as if the carnage and mayhem around them were a mere afterthought.
Saffa tried to carve into the earth, but ice rose from it.
“Fuck!” she screamed in frustration.
On the western horizon, a pink portal appeared in the sky.
* * *
High above battered Marasheart, the dawn’s early light streamed over the havoc.
A platoon of elite griffins and riders emerged from the portal, the horn of Sarwoth[86] held between ten of them on an elegant wooden support structure. Archon Zofiel appeared, hovering, donning white and red chain mail. Poised and scanning the field, she held an exquisite steel longbow.
Ishethra and Tariq came out. They morphed into majestic phoenixes; hers azure, his yellow.
“Nightwind no longer stands alone,” Zofiel said. “And it appears the morozko have overextended themselves.”
“Honor to Samatria.” Ishethra’s voice was like a fireball. “We’ll go teach them a lesson.” With that, Mother and Father screeched and plummeted.
“Glory to Nightwind.” Zofiel pointed to a rider. “West of the sunflower fields, south of the city. I’ll lead our unicorns to break Ursabel’s ranks and flank Bratgon from the south.”
“Yes, Archon.”
“And you,” she said, glancing at another, pointing east, “our griffins will arrive above the fray to eliminate their aerial forces.”
“It shall be,” he said.
“General[87],” she said to a rider, “as of now, Nightwind is a no-fly zone. Make it so.”
Hand on her temple, the woman saluted then tugged the reigns of her griffin. “With me!”
The three riders and their griffins flew through the portal.
Above the bedlam of carnage, scores of pink portals appeared. Rank upon rank of griffins and riders emerged—one battalion. The brown and white feathered beasts with lion bodies merged with eagle wings and heads wore studded leather armor. Their riders, dressed in the same, held staves, each crackling with lightning or fire.
Similar gateways opened west of the sunflower fields. Lines of unicorns strode out, the mighty war horses covered in multi-hued plate mail—another battalion. Golden horns[88] glinted from their foreheads. Their chain-mail-covered riders held peculiar lances, the weapons bearing a gun barrel. Banners of red and white, adorned with Samatria’s blue logo of democracy—the scales of justice—blew in the morning air.
“Let all free souls rally from the sound of our horn,” Zofiel said. “Bratgon knows this sound, and I suspect they’ll soil themselves.”
Nearby riders’ mouths twitched as their eyes slanted toward one another.
After floating over to the horn’s mouthpiece, she took a long breath and blew. The artifact rattled everything for leagues with its emphatic bass.
Nightwind’s army gazed up. Their battle cries merged with the horn, their magic crescendoing against the enemy.
Zofiel and her contingent left through the portal and appeared in front of the unicorns.
“What is that sound?” Sorendor growled.
“The horn of Sarwoth,” Kaedra answered. “I heard it one century ago. Things are about to get real.”
“I remember,” Alonka said. “Zelene and I helped Ish take Goryn’s heads.”
“So that’s how Mother did it,” Saffa said with her blazing mouth. “She had help.”
“I’ve never seen so much blood,” Alonka remembered.
Dragan laughed.
Hope filled Saffa’s heart, Mother’s epic Dread War tales in her thoughts, and she reformed into her normal body, anticipating Mother and Father to free them.
The frost giants abandoned their meal, lumbering for the unicorns. Black blizzards howled from their mouths.
Griffins and riders split into five companies, unleashing acid breaths and tempests of fire or lightning. Like a meteor shower, airships and Zmey plummeted.
At the unicorns’ front, Zofiel’s short, silver hair blew in the wind as she hovered, facing her troops. She brought a horn to her lips, her voice roaring over the Samatrian horde. “One century ago, Bratgon defiled Nightwind and Samatria. Today, we banish the invaders again. No prisoners!”
“No mercy!” the horde yelled back, raising their lances.
“Drive. Them. Back!” came her cry.
One griffin above her blew the horn of Sarwoth again, a beautiful song of war serenading.
Unicorns roared and riders cheered. Led by Zofiel and her elite griffins, a battlefield-shaking stampede ensued.
Ursabelian wizards cast Figupetra, creating pits and earthen barriers. Golems stood taut, pounding their iron fists. Biancarga and Bianfulga cries rang. White lightning thundered but got sucked into unicorn horns. They now sparkled white.
In the shape of a monstrous axe head, Samatria’s cavalry chopped into Ursabel’s western flank. Unicorns leaped over pits and smashed through stone walls. Rapid gunfire erupted from lances, streaking trails of yellow, tearing through golems in fiery, spark-filled explosions. With feisty neighs and squeals, unicorn horns gored iron and flesh, throwing all in their path aside. Beneath their steel-covered feet, bones crunched.
The ranks of Ursabel broke.
Like an anaconda, Bratgon’s army stretched from the city’s east end to far beyond the border.
The axe head swung as Zofiel and her griffins flew north. The unicorns followed, accelerating their gallop, spreading out. A thunderous volley of musket, cannon, and tank fire met them. Some beasts and riders fell, riddled with holes or thrown by concussive explosions.
Despite losses, Samatria’s horde chomped the snake’s hide, trampling rabs, smashing cannons. Groups of the beasts gored tanks, each horn striking with a thunderclap as they shoved the metal monsters on their sides. Gunfire from lances sniped taskmasters and officers.
Zofiel aimed. Mulvastnef transformed into a long spinning cylinder. Fiery arrows screamed from it, clusters of explosions ripping through rabs. The horn of Sarwoth’s battle song endured.
“Mother! Father!” Saffa yelled with joy upon seeing them both through the dark ice.
Her parents landed on the structure, their fiery claws and breaths melting the ice.
“We have an occupier infestation,” Mother commented. “Let the purge begin.”
“Follow,” Father ordered, and the heroes jumped upon Sorendor’s neck as he lowered it.
Mother led their flight to the giants, where they unleashed a simultaneous surprise attack from behind.
With Mother’s resonant squawk, a comet of azure erupted, blasting a giant. His glowing embers and ashes fell like snow.
Father crashed into another, biting, clawing, tearing his limbs off.
Kaedra hurled Fulgsta, bathing a third in lightning. She dove, caught her weapon, and slashed it down his back, splitting his armor and tearing his spine out.
The fourth took a deluge of playing cards from Alonka and Dragan. The giant’s skin sparkled pink, and he shrank to half his size while his mouth disappeared, limbs stretching like silly string. A party of balloons sprang from his armor, lifting him skyward and away.
Sorendor slammed into the last, chomping the giant’s arm off.
Saffa dove, swinging Starfang, severing the morozko’s head. A geyser of frost soared.
Zofiel, surrounded by her elite guard, soared with Ishethra as the others engaged more giants. Together, they surveyed the field from on high.
“Ishethra, you and Tariq honored Samatria this day. I’m in your debt again.”
“Zofiel, on behalf of Nightwind, I express deepest gratitude for this aid. You have saved Yava. How about showing off more of Mulvastnef’s upgrades?”
“Very well.” Zofiel pointed Mulvastnef east.
An extensive hail of wooden arrows with cannisters on their front howled out as the cylinder spun in place. Rapid pops of fiery explosions raked the ground, exploding rabs, causing panic.
“Will you introduce me to your new artificer? I’m sure my corset and Soulash could be optimized.”
“After we’re done here, it would be my honor.”
* * *
Over the next day, Bratgon’s forces fell back—Ursabel’s battered survivors fled home. Battle lines stabilized near Nightwind’s border with Bratgon.
The heroes gathered at the smoldering forest’s edge. War murmured from the east.
“Ish,” Kaedra said. “I’m taking a squad to hit goliaths. After, we’ll raid logistics. Every convoy, bridge, and key road or railway from here to Coswom will be destroyed. Dragan is in command until I return.”
“Good.” Mother nodded. “What are you calling yourself these days?”
“Call us Kaedra.”
“Kaedra. You’ve done well. Let freedom’s wing carry you.”
“And you.” The darkling-banshee hybrid vanished in a shadowy portal.
“Alonka,” Tariq said. “I have an urgent task for you.”
“Does it involve slaying or subduing?”
Mother chuckled while Dragan licked his lips.
“A bit of both, I suspect,” Tariq said, pointing south at a squadron of unicorns where Zofiel stood. “Please speak with the Archon. She’ll give you more details.”
“Dragan,” Alonka said. “Think of me. I’ll be back before you know it.”
He hugged her, her hair engulfing him as they kissed passionately for a long time.
“When you return,” he said, “I want a vacation. Until then, I’ll ravish you in my dreams.”
“I look forward to it.” She touched his cheek. “I wish you could come with.”
“So do I. Send Puck when you can and I’ll make sure she’s well taken care of.”
Alonka nodded. “You’ve grown into such a splendid leader. And I loved your speech.”
“Thanks for the tutoring. Having a centuries-old wife sure has its perks.”
She whispered in his ear, “See you in the spirit realm tonight.”
“Goodbye, my One.”
She sniffled. “Oh Dragan, your father would be so proud.”
He wiped her tear aside. “Hopefully, I’ve restored my honor.”
“I know you have.” She pouted and tapped her foot. “Dammit, Dragan, I hate this goodbye. I better go or we’ll be here forever.”
Dragan kissed her hand. “You’ll always find me. Off with you now.”
Alonka kneeled and dragged her hand through Blue’s spectral form. “Bye Blue. Bye Dragan.”
The wolf nuzzled into her hand.
“Goodbye,” he said, chin raised.
Alonka jumped up and ran to Saffa. “Well, best friend, I guess this is goodbye. I’ll miss you.” Alonka’s silken hair wrapped around her like a hug, its thickness much like her own, and the mavka squeezed tight.
Saffa hugged, rubbing her friend’s bare back. A sorceress who kicked ass in a red dress. Who would’ve thunk it.
Flashbacks of their epic encounter in Ursabel danced through her mind. “I’ll miss you more, Alonka. When you return, let’s do that double date you suggested.”
The blonde mavka released Saffa, hand dragging down her arm, a quiet sigh escaping. “I look forward to it. See you, Saffa Nightwind.” She left for Zofiel.
“Permission to go pound Bratgon’s forces into dust,” Dragan requested of Ishethra.
“Permission granted,” she said, cracking the slightest smile. “And Dragan, your devotion to Alonka does not go unnoticed.”
“Thank you, King Ishethra.” Blue ran after as he jogged toward a platoon of vila, then they marched eastward.
“Saffa, Soren,” Mother started, “you are temporarily relieved of duty for your honeymoon to Saffa’s world. Please follow us.”
A portal of fire opened. Husband and wife stepped through.
Saffa took Soren’s hand. “Come on, Sorendor; let’s go.”
“I’m still trying to process being a dragon.”
“Did you like it?”
“It. Was. Epic!”
“Perhaps later, I’ll turn you into him again ... if you’re naughty.”
“I have spells for that.”
They walked through with honeymoon grins.
42 - Celestial


“Some realms can wander vast distances.”
— The Known Realms, Vol. III
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Through the fiery portal, Saffa emerged in Nightwind’s council chamber. Battle’s adrenaline mingled with fatigue, contrasting in her battered body, the sudden silence a jarring change.
Because of fighting with Soren as Sorendor, she gushed with happiness and pride at her lover’s evolution. Though she longed to fight with her nation, a chance to decompress from a whirlwind of insanity would be welcome.
The gateway crackled, dripping with flames. Father, Mother, and Soren stood with her.
“We must hurry.” Mother strode toward a table with a tied burlap sack on it, bulging full. “This is for you both. Do not open it until you are in your world and the gateway closes behind you. Do you understand?”
Saffa wandered over, grabbing it. “What’s in it?”
“Do. You. Understand?”
Mother avoiding questions. How normal.
“Sure, hands off goodies until we’re in my world.” She put it back on the table.
“The battle,” Soren said. “They’ll be okay without us?”
“You’ll absence will last but a few hours.”
“Time difference. Right.”
“Since it will be months for you, I want to give you a chance for questions.”
One question nagged at Saffa above all others. “Roland threatened to take me to the Voraxmor shrine and cure me. Is this possible?”
“He wants your power and will stop at nothing. With his fusion of Mortemir, there may be additional avenues or rituals. I’ll have Idrys and Lariel do research.”
“Great, more rituals to watch out for.”
“Ishethra,” Soren said, “can you explain your soul harvesting? How many have you consumed?”
Tariq stiffened, but she put a hand on his shoulder—his posture relaxed.
“They have a right to know. I have souls inside me. Each grants me a bit of their magic. Symbols of their domains adorn my wings. It comes with side effects. One is their voices in my head. Some are willing consorts. Others … not as willing.”
“Like Vesna? I suppose having her soul removed from the cycle is good.”
“I concur,” Mother said.
“That’s why you talk to yourself,” Saffa realized. “You’ve done it my whole life.”
“Yes,” Mother answered.
“The power is useful,” Soren noted. “But Daz won’t like you stealing his souls.”
“After four thousand years, he doesn’t seem to care.”
“You’re not just snacking for fun, Mother, are you?” Saffa asked.
“Not for millennia.”
With hands on hips, Saffa asked, “Have you freed those you devoured in such a way?”
“I have.”
“Good. Has there ever been an immortal consort? Soren’s immortal, right, even with the amulet on?”
“No, he can die while wearing it. You must’ve discovered this when he offered his soul to begin your bonding.”
“He used a bubble spell to smash himself. I see. Will he age while wearing it?”
“So long as he splits his time evenly between lich and human form, he will remain forever young. He’s the first consort who can be considered immortal. What this means, none can say yet. Anything else?”
“No, I’m ready for a breather,” Saffa said.
“Same,” Soren agreed.
“Time for a hug.” Tariq extended his arms.
The four embraced.
For Saffa, this goodbye would be lengthy. For her parents, it would be short. This brought some comfort.
“I love you, Saffa,” Mother whispered into her ear. “Always remember that.”
Mother never said those words casually.
“I love you, too, Mother. We’ll see you … or rather, you’ll see us soon.”
“Daughter,” Tariq said, “precious mighty warrior. And you, Soren, honored son and consort. All my love and support go with you both. May your honeymoon be full of fun, joy, training, and endless carnal unions.”
Saffa giggled at Father’s last words. “I think we’ll tick all those boxes.”
“Soren,” Mother said, “my son, take care of my daughter. You have all my gratitude and love.”
“King Ishethra, you have the same from me, and my eternal thanks for saving me from the contract.”
“It’s my honor,” Mother said, breaking the hug. “Off you go.”
Saffa pointed her sword, imagining her world. The gateway opened, showing the great hall ruins. She grabbed the sack.
“Goodbye, Mother and Father. Fight well. Be free. Glory to Nightwind.”
“Honor for you both,” Tariq said.
Saffa and Soren waved, sauntering through the portal. In silence, it dissolved.
“What do you think they’re doing right now?” Tariq questioned.
“I have a few guesses.”
“I suppose we should return to the battle.”
“Yes, though I long for you, my husband.”
“Our honeymoon never ended,” he said, a snowstorm swirling around his hands. “And never will.”
Her eyes and hands ignited in hissing, azure flames. Soulash emerged from her left hand, slithering on the floor. “Our united elements shall cast destruction upon the enemy. Let’s give them a show of force they’ll never forget.”
Hands held, they ran through the fiery portal, leaving just embers.
* * *
In her world, Saffa rested on her back in thick, overgrown rainbow grass, eyes wide open as she ran her hands through Soren’s tousled brown hair. He lay on top of her, fast asleep, her wings around him. A bubbling river provided soothing ambiance, leading to the familiar lake, where Skadni lapped sparkling water—the dog had emerged soon as they had arrived here.
The sky shone with dark, swirling pastels—and stars now—providing light like Yava’s full moons. They didn’t recognize the constellations and assumed her world must have traveled during their long time away. For two days, they had made hot magical love here for the second time, cementing the lake as their most holy and cherished place.
Clothes and gear lay spread out near the dog. In the sack, Mother had left Saffa’s magical mission journal—she’d forgotten about it. The pages had written themselves, scribing every day, with pictures. Along with mementos, an orb with a note explaining it as Mother’s prophecy sat on the ground.
“Saffa,” Soren said, eyes fluttering open, finding hers. “Remember when Felicity and Nuwa gave us the option of staying here forever?”
Nuwa had asked her to see this through, and she had always remembered. It must’ve known the trials and difficulties for them both, plus the payoff they now enjoyed.
“I do. Here we are again. Somehow, I think we’ll always find our way back here.”
“Our home base.”
“Elarion said that, too. Said you were it. But you’re so much more. My equal. A forever partner. My best lover. You cool down my raging fire and warm my icy heart. It’s freeing.”
“And you pull me out of my shell so I can experience far more than I ever would alone. I’m forever grateful.”
She wanted another round of magical, ki-draining sex, but he must rest.
“Soren, would you like to watch Mother’s prophecy with me now?”
He rolled off and stood, hand held out. “Yes.”
She took his hand, hopping up. They wandered over to the lake.
“Water tastes like sugar,” the icy head said.
“No, it’s like salt,” the fire head countered.
An argument of teeth-baring snarling ensued, the heads biting at each other as the dog rolled around.
Saffa and Soren collapsed with uncontrollable laughter.
“Oh my fuck, Skadni,” Saffa managed to get out, holding her aching stomach. She grabbed the orb, sat down, patting the ground beside her.
Soren sat at her side, head resting on her shoulder. “If it works like a confession orb, just say reveal. We should say it together, for a shared experience.” His hands covered hers on the orb.
“Reveal,” they said together. Their senses now played out from Mother’s memory.
* * *
→ Ishethra ←


I cast my corset off, set Soulash down, and jump into the lava-filled pool in the steamy, obsidian rock bathhouse. Pleasure licks my skin with every drop, riding up my tail and wings, as I submerge—just what I need after putting up with the insanity of this Underworld. They need an overlord. I birthed just one year ago, and I already know how to fix everything.
Up I come, taking a deep breath. Alone time—my favorite.
I splash my hands in the glowing liquid surrounding me, throwing some on my face. “Lava, why do you soothe me so?” I ask myself aloud. By now, I know this stuff runs through my veins.
“Enjoying your bath?” a nearby voice slurs.
Whoever this imp is, they must’ve been waiting here—I don’t sense them. Their mind is a fortress I can’t penetrate.
“You invade a mavka’s bath house? Brave … or perhaps foolish. Leave, lest I feast upon your essence.”
“Blah, blah,” he says, stepping out of steam.
A short man. Naked, wrinkled, with a scruffy beard beyond his waist. He holds a bottle, half full of dark liquid. It smells like succulent sulfur. He takes a sip and belches.
“I don’t want to be here anymore than you want me here.”
“Fantastic,” I say while nodding. “You may depart. But leave your drink.”
A groan curdles from his mouth. “I can’t. I’m compelled to spit out this”—he burps long and loud—“revelation.”
“I’m not forcing you to do anything, so get out and leave me in peace … or at least quit with your belching.”
“My curse,” he says, sitting cross-legged. “Just listen so I can get the Hells out of here.”
“Why are you cursed?”
“I’m … Bannik, don’t you see? I wander the realms … forever vomiting my … revelations.”
“Well then, Mr. Bannik, get it all out—I’m sure you’ll feel better after.”
He vomits brown-black sludge into my bath.
“That’s not what I meant.” Irritated, I fling a molten blob on his arm.
Skin smoldering, he screams, shaking it—flesh rolls off in layers.
His screaming pleases me.
“I think you’ve had quite enough, so give me your drink.”
“Booze …” he says, wincing as he pours it on his wound, and his flesh seals up. How annoying. The bottle slips from his hand, shattering on the rough rock floor. Dark fluids seethe. Smoke spirals. What a waste.
I scoop more lava blobs, feigning tosses, his flinches bringing out my high-pitched laughter.
“Standard disclaimer, succubus.” Another disgusting burp. “If you share any part of this prophecy with anyone, anywhere in the realms, calamity will come upon you and your house. Mother.”
I pause in introspection at his last word. He’s not my child, and he used the word as a taunt.
After crawling out of the lava pit of my birth, I discovered quickly who and what I am, what me and my body can and cannot do. What I want and don’t. Ishethra flies alone—it’s so much easier. I won’t let this little man intimidate me.
“I have none I care about. No family. No children. Nor can I ever. Nor do I want such a thing. Stop with your idle threats. Last, call me a mavka—it’s more dignified.”
“An inevitable truth … four thousand two hundred sixty-eight years from now … a mortal man will harvest your eggs … Soon after, a daughter will emerge.”
“You’re so precise with your predictions. But I have no eggs, so such a thing is impossible. Even if I could, I wouldn’t burden myself with such notions. Mortals are playthings, nothing more.”
He belches again. I can smell the yum of brimstone. The sound is repulsive, but not the vapors—a delicious paradox.
“Your fate is written.”
“We make our own fate, Bannik. Do you have any other drivel to … vomit, as you say?”
He levitates, voice deepening, “When the mavki four do grace the shrine of azure and gold, its black and red base behold, consorts by their side in tow, our lady with her dark heart shall show, a new Bane War will grow.” A quiet burp, and he covers his mouth.
“Is that it? Such a quaint nursery rhyme.”
He shouts in his drunken stupor, “On her twenty-third birthday … eternal damnation awaits!” A roaring belch. “Yet her salvation may abate … if unaided she remains resigned to her fate! Through her unmatched might … and glorious fight … a Savior she’ll be … fighting for the free!” He jumps high for how frail he is, then swan dives into my bath. Plop. Hiss. And he’s gone.
There goes my chance for questions. Doesn’t matter. I know he’s a lunatic, and I don’t believe any of his blabbering. This Demvora won’t be coming back—the blood contract has made sure of it. Beautiful shrine, though. And there’s only one mavka now: me. None of this four nonsense. Consorts—this warrants research. For now, I’ll enjoy my bath in peace.
* * *
“That Bannik guy, what a character,” Saffa said, ending with heaving laughter. “I guess if Mother trusts a drunk diviner in a bathhouse, so can we. Now I know why she didn’t help on my birthday. I wonder what changed her mind about this prophecy? In the vision, she seemed so dismissive.”
“Four thousand years must’ve done something,” Soren said. “He mentioned four mavki and their consorts. With Demvora banished, there’s never been a chance for four until your birth. Ishethra, Zelene, Alonka … Saffa. You are the four. Tariq, Dragan, myself. Three consorts.”
“Zelene doesn’t have one. On my mission, she and Chastity traveled together with no one else.”
“I know. Her last one died during the Dread War. She’s found nobody since.”
“So sad. Wish she would’ve told me back then, but I’m guessing Mother gave her strict orders. When she rebirths, I hope she finds someone.”
“Me, too. So … Bannik threatened calamity if Mother shared the prophecy, yet here we are.”
“He said anyone in the realms. My world formed after this declaration—must be out of bounds.”
“You and Mother both have uncanny insight. She must’ve known your birth would bring this prophecy one step closer to fruition—the Bane War. Why would Mother want another one of those? I’ve been to Demvora’s shrine. It details the horrors of it all, and the blood contract. If she returns, Navia and Heaven will cease to exist. There won’t even be a chance for another Bane War.”
“The Bane War? Is that Heaven and Navia fighting?”
“Long ago, before Demvora sacrificed herself.”
“Mother mentioned the sacrifice to me during our training,” Saffa said. “Perhaps there’s a loophole we don’t understand. One like she found to free you. Do you remember what it said?”
Soren recited Demvora’s blood contract verbatim.
“You remember every word?”
“Yes.”
“That’s such a turn on.”
“I’m aware,” he said with a lustful brow raise. “It was impossible to forget. Why would the presence of the four and their consorts bring her back?”
“Maybe combined magic?”
“Nothing can stop a Netherseal … except botching it like Roland did.”
“Greedy bastard,” she said, annoyed by the priest and moroi. A looping image of Roltemir detonating from her whip brought a smile.
“Josnel performed the Netherseal on Demvora,” Soren said. “We can assume he wouldn’t make such mistakes. So, how in the realms will she return? And without annihilating Navia?”
“Mother wouldn’t fulfill this prophecy if it meant Navia’s destruction. Surely not.”
“Bannik mentioned you as a Savior … but it was in a different context. Maybe it’s related, but we can’t be sure. The prophecy said nothing about Navia or Heaven’s demise, so it must be safe for her to return under some set of circumstances, and a new Bane War along with it.” His lips wiggled. “I’m drawing a blank on Demvora’s return. Any creative insight you can offer?”
Saffa had learned a profound truth from Mother early in life: if you eliminate all falsehoods, whatever remains, however unlikely, must be the truth.
“If this prophecy is real, and Navia still exists, the blood contract is intact.”
“It must be,” he said, nodding. “Continue.”
“If Demvora’s return would end Navia, but she must return … then Navia will not end with her return …”
“Go on, Saffa. I think you’re getting close.”
“The prophecy said Demvora will show, not Demvora will return.” A sharp chill crept up her spine.
“Demvora has already returned,” they said together. “Holy. Shit.”
“Mother must know this,” Soren said.
“She said cultists worshiping her, prophesying of her return, were wrong.”
“The prophecy … she wasn’t allowed to tell you the truth, even this one piece. She had to lie.”
“Soren,” Saffa said with sudden realization. “We can’t discuss any of this with Mother when we get back. Or anyone else—the prophecy forbids it.”
“You’re right. So, how in the Hells did Demvora escape?”
“Maybe it’s something with the null zone surrounding her shrine, created by the blood contract.”
“Could be,” Soren surmised. “But I’m thinking that’s just a thing she tacked on to prevent a sudden invasion through portals.”
“No surprise attacks. Smart. So Demvora’s just biding her time … waiting until us four and our consorts come to her shrine. Her spies must be everywhere. Alonka promised a double date when we get back. And Mother invited me to the shrine. We’ll all probably go after the war.” She’d forgotten about the war, their short time here so wonderful as to cast out all worry. “Without Zelene and her future consort, we won’t meet Demvora. She won’t reveal herself.”
“Who knows when it will happen,” he said. “Zelene’s rebirth could take centuries.”
“You and I will still be together. What did you learn about Demvora from the shrine?”
“Like all mavki, she’s complicated. Ruthless. Frightful. Really, really frightful. Her statue alone is awe-inspiring and terrifying. It sits on her throne made of enemy skulls. She has three tails.”
“Three tails? A throne of bone? I can’t wait to see it.”
“It’s quite a monument.”
“How old is she?”
“Twenty thousand years.”
“Five of Mother’s lifetimes,” Saffa noted. “I can’t fathom.”
“Me, neither. My head hurts. Want to take a breather?”
“Yea, good idea.”
A long silence came while they pondered the prophecy, meditating.
“So, Soren, want to tell me what happened when we threw the tank together?”
“It was … kind of like your world … when my confidence soared. You remember?”
“When I pinned you down?” she asked, dragging a finger along his chest. “Or when you bound my arms with your spell?”
He tracked her finger with slow breaths. “Both. It was more intense this time. I wanted to punish the enemy in the worst possible ways.”
“So did I. Maybe your lich side is rubbing off on your human side.”
“I bet it is. It’s useful, but we mustn’t let it consume us.”
“We won’t.”
“You’ve moved beyond your trauma, too. I’m proud. Kat and Lech are proud. I’m sure of it.”
“You helped me overcome it. Thank you.”
“We’re a good team. And I need your lips.”
An intense kissing session followed.
They lay still next to each other, panting, holding hands.
“What should we call ourselves?” Soren asked. “Haldra and Kaela became Kaedra. We could … combine our names, too?”
“How about Saffren?”
“It’s too close to Saffron. How about Sorffa?”
“I love it.” Saffa raised her fist. “We are Sorffa!”
Soren rolled on top of her.
Saffa wrapped her wings around him.
“Now that we have our couple name, would you like to give me a commandment?”
“Like fucking me all night?” she teased. “Thou shalt …”
“No, I don’t need a commandment for that. I mean the obey thing I agreed to during our bonding. It will force me to do whatever you ask.”
Despite reservations about the power and control she held, curiosity piqued at his invitation and what the experience might be like for them both.
“Since you invited me, I would.”
He ran his hands through her long mane, avoiding the worst tangles. “You come up with it. Anything goes. Surprise me.”
“So spontaneous. Let me think for a bit.” Irony of it all, he would do whatever she asked without the command, given his unwavering love—she would do the same for him.
What command might go beyond such devotion? She could command him to be free of depression for eternity. Or she could grant him freedom from this consort command thing forever.
“I don’t think you can relinquish this ability. Regardless, I don’t want you to. It could come in handy if I’m compromised.”
“Soren …” she said, waves of warmth spreading from her chest. “You’re so trusting.” She wanted him out of her head so it could be a surprise. Icy walls rose in her mind.
“Good idea, Saffa. I won’t try to peek.”
The depression thing wouldn’t work—everyone must have something to battle—to offset the good. It seemed a universal pattern, and she dared not violate it. Perhaps, in the future, she would invoke it with a time limit if he hit a rough patch.
After a lengthy mental brainstorm, she decided on memories. A command to protect his mind so he might always remember her, just in case something tried to take it away. This would safeguard their love. Even if he died wearing the amulet, or lost all his lich soulstones, she hoped it would carry on to his next life. “I’ve thought of something.”
“I await your command.”
She gazed up into his soft green eyes, touching her palm to the frostfire dragon tattoo on his chest, her eyes glistening. “Soren, thou shalt remember your Saffa through all generations of time, and throughout all eternity.”
“Yes, mavka.” He blinked. “Saffa, I’m …” A tear expanded in his eye.
She wiped it away with her thumb. “Soren, now we’ll always remember each other. Was it a good commandment?”
“I …” he choked out. “I can think of … none better.” Soren wept, a waterfall of tears cascading on her face.
“My sweet Soren,” she said, hands on his cheeks. Her vision blurred, eyes wet with tears of joy.
Time passed, but neither cared—they wept together, trying to extend this beautiful moment for eternity.
Epilogue
In the beyond, an ultra-black pyramid ship maintained position behind Yava’s larger moon, Beren, matching its size. Millions of interlocked plates formed the hull. Its detached tip, with an expansive command room inside, remained in geosynchronous orbit over Nightwind.
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An array of screens, controls, and panels spread out. A soft whir vibrated the floor. Josnel Soneph, wearing white robes, stood alone inside, staring at a spacious viewscreen showcasing the planet. It began playing a recording of the Navian tide sweeping east, decimating Bratgon’s army.
Part of a wall disassembled itself. A woman of bronze complexion strode in, donning an immaculate black suit with a white tie, her pristine silver hair to her shoulders. Her squeaky-clean shoes conveyed perfection. The wall reformed.
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She stared at Josnel for a time before striding to his side, hand extended. “Welcome back to Argus. You’ve been on Yava for seventy years—you must miss Heaven.”
Josnel shook her hand but kept his gaze on the viewscreen. “Kryptos, thanks for returning. I do miss it. Thirty years to go.”
She leaned her head, hoping to draw Josnel’s eye, but received no acknowledgment, so her red eyes surveyed the viewscreen. “Looks like the Navians have made a mess of your planet. And my sensors detect a human-Navian hybrid. This is unprecedented. Unpredictable. Their direct interference is unwelcome. I recommend the stellnex[89]—this will deter such reckless behavior in the future.”
“Shall we keep this as a backup plan?”
“Yava is your domain, though I’ll be watching.”
“Your all-seeing eye is appreciated, and your Circle’s aid welcome. In response to Ishethra’s escalation, I wish to grant Bratgon new technology: advanced ballistics, flight, combustion, electricity, and nuclear fission. Their archaic steam technology will soon be obsolete as they invent new machines their world has never dreamed of. Combined with nuclear weapons, they’ll subdue the planet quickly.”
Kryptos shuffled, angling closer to Josnel’s front, giving him an indignant smirk. “The fallout and climate change will decimate the planet.”
“Worry not, little seraph.” Josnel smiled. “They’ll only target the largest army formations and capital cities—I’ll make sure of it.”
She gave a headshake, a fluster in her cheeks. “Though easier to deflect, they’re cheaper than dark orbs. Forgive me for doubting you.”
He waved his hand dismissively. “Think nothing of it. These cheap weapons of mass destruction are perfect tools when used precisely. Sparingly. And we’ll have all the warheads.”
She faced Josnel, but he looked over her head still at the screen; she sighed. “What of Bratgon? Are they still compatible with our morality?”
“Even more than when you left. Law and light will reign supreme on our new Circle. Kirem will be most pleased.”
She bobbed her head back and forth, mumbling to herself. “My biggest concern is the technology falling into the hands of those who would cause chaos. What countermeasures do you have planned?”
“A prudent concern. Your thralls will mingle with their scientists, keeping the knowledge secure. They’ll jumpstart the evolution.”
“I can program a self-destruct in case any are tampered with.”
“I assumed such. Can they also do the same in these new machines to avoid them being reverse engineered?”
“Yes. Let’s talk schedules. Time to Nightwind’s demise?”
Josnel’s form stiffened. “Processing …”
She turned her gaze back to the viewscreen. It showed Marasheart with defenders on the walls, making final preparations.
“I don’t understand why they fight,” she said, shaking her head. “Why they die needlessly. Resistance is counterproductive and unhelpful for peace.”
“Nine years, six months, four days.”
“I can work with that. How about for subjugating the planet?”
“Processing …” he said, staring blankly.
The viewscreen showed Saffa, Soren, and Skadni flying through an airship and its ensuing explosion.
“The first half-breed,” Kryptos said, walking to a green panel. “How’d they do it?” She touched her hand to a silver circle. Transparent goo emerged, encasing her body. Her eyes blinked rapidly.
“Processing …”
Hours passed as the screens showed the battle progressing and dusk came.
“Processing …”
Kryptos removed her hand—the goo slurped back into the panel. She returned, standing a few feet from Josnel’s side. “Would you like to augment with our AI?”
“No. Processing …”
Two more hours passed while she stared at the screen with a detached gaze, viewing the dark orb explosions and aftermath.
“Twenty-seven years, two months, nineteen days.”
She crossed her arms, daring him to return her gaze, but he refused; she relaxed her posture. “The timeframe is tight, and we have two problems. First, someone, or something, on the planet has created a blood contract paradox. My data is all over the place. Can you give me anything?”
“I know the cause,” he said, extending his hand, and she took it. “I’m sending you the information I have on Soren.”
Her eyes blinked rapidly, then she released.
“He’s your son, Josnel—future seraph of Yava—I can see why you left his birth details out of the data.”
“Your insight is impeccable. Only you and I know he’s my son.”
“I understand. The data shows he broke free of your blood contract and visited Navia, yet your blood contract with Demvora remains.” She blinked again, bottom lip extending. “Someone else successfully recreated your seed with the lab equipment I left you when you first arrived?”
“Correct.”
“What of this assistant?”
“Terminated.”
“Who’s the mother?”
“A Voraxmor zealot, pure and kind like no other. She gave herself for his birth.”
“And her fate?”
“Terminated.”
“What did you do with the baby?”
“I took him to an orphanage in hopes Ishethra would adopt him. She did.”
“Most ingenious. You’ve given Heaven a spy who can traverse Navia freely. Kirem will indeed be most pleased.”
“Thank you, Kryptos. I assume this resolves the paradox?”
“Perhaps. A moment, if you will.”
“Of course, take your time.”
An hour passed as Josnel gazed at the screen. It showed Saffa and Soren fighting in the sunflower fields.
Kryptos’ head lurched. “Paradox rectified.”
“Excellent,” Josnel said. “How about the other problem?”
“I’m detecting residual energies of a singularity.”
“Location?”
“Nightwind Castle.”
“Roland’s botched Netherseal. He’s been relieved of duty and will function as Mortemir’s cage for eternity.”
“A fitting punishment,” Kryptos said, neck elongating as her eyes flitted to Josnel’s lips. “But I’m aware of this event—what I’m detecting is more recent.”
“Define recent.”
“Twelve hours ago.” Kryptos inched closer. “Similar pattern to a Netherseal but inverted.”
Josnel released his staff; it floated away, setting itself against a wall. “That violates every law of physics … unless …”
“We understand one another.” Kryptos gave Josnel a brief arm touch. “It’s a unique singularity: one where time runs faster than the outside instead of slower. A grotesque interaction of magic and science.”
Josnel nodded. “Ishethra meddling again. We need to solve the mavka problem once and for all. And I’m sure you’re eager for revenge. Suggestions?”
Eyes oscillating red flashes, Kryptos grasped her tie. “Alonka and Puck will regret their sacrilege. During my time away, I upgraded Argus’ to more effectively disrupt mavka magic, tuned from the data we collected during our last altercation with them. Just need to abduct Dragan to Argus, and they’ll come as moths to the flame. Then, you and I will perform a Netherseal on the twins; one billion thralls will give willing blood, ensuring the absolution of the covenant.”
“Good work,” Josnel said as he sidestepped away from Kryptos to get a closer look at the viewscreen. “You mentioned a plan to convert Zelene to our ninth seraph, Seeker. Please expound.”
Skin glowing crimson, she pushed herself between a console and Josnel, nudging him back, grazing him with her breasts. “That discussion will have to wait. Thirty-seven years, Josnel. Thirty-seven years, my circuits have yearned for you. And only you.” Her skin’s light seared the chamber.
Josnel laughed deeply, granting her his gaze as he caressed her silver hair with his hands. “I’ve never seen you so radiant.” He snatched her tie and pressed his lips, leaning her back, spreading her arms and torso on a dashboard of controls.
Gently, they kissed until Josnel lifted her by the tie, straightening it. “I’ve also been celibate these last thirty-seven years, the chasm in my heart from your abrupt departure more agonizing than annihilation.”
A blush brightened her cheeks as her skin’s texture darkened, donning an appearance of the beyond’s tapestry. “Shall we make love in the virtual Immersive Simulation Matrix?”
Josnel put hands on Kryptos’ hips, turning her sideways. “Lead on.”
She led him by the hand to the same green panel, where the goo slid out as before, encasing them both.
* * *
King Vasil slept in his lavish chamber. His bed, gold-encrusted with jeweled inlays, held him in a cocoon of the finest silk sheets. The grand room showcased ornate furniture. On the ceiling, crystal braziers shone dimly. Through open, ornate windows, twin moonlight streamed in. He had fled here after Saffa’s and Kolana’s attack on his castle. This small town on the coast in Ursabel’s central region remained his favorite getaway.
A distant woman’s voice whispered, “Almstelvagem.”
On top of an extravagant mirror, a fiery symbol appeared—two blue wings arched upward, centered by a yellow body with a sharp beak. Embers dribbled to the floor. The distant sound of a neigh tiptoed in his mind.
He stirred fitfully. “No. Leave me be!”
“Visilenvalum.”
Silver magic spread, enveloping the chamber’s surfaces. It faded.
He swatted at the air, sitting up, gasping.
One week ago, he had tortured Saffa and Elarion. Ever since, a recurring nightmare came nightly. In it, a flaming, dark steed, ridden by a black rider with a shadowed face, stalked him. Every time the rider raised their head, dropping their hood, he awoke, heart pounding.
He hobbled to the mirror. A hardened, powerful king stared back, one who wielded terror and misinformation—necessary and beloved tools to ensure his unchallenged reign. He viewed himself as righteous, the bedrock of Ursabel’s peace, their shield from chaos. With a dictator’s grin, he relished the people’s gratitude: his due reward. With his glorious reign and upcoming conquest, Ursabel’s annals of history would record him as their greatest king of all time.
Despite his wizards’ efforts, the nightmares persisted. Undeterred, he channeled them into furthering his brutal reign, spreading the narrative of exterminating Navian vermin. Their flippant destruction of his castle fanned his rage to raze Nightwind and cage all demons for his twisted, torturous desires.
A chilly gust swept through his chamber, blowing sheets off his bed. He shivered. Like a sauna, the air steamed. He sweat.
“Vasil … you’ve been found wanting.”
In a confused flurry, he scanned around, trying to ascertain where this voice came from. Whatever spirit dared come would soon feel the wrath of his wizards. With his room and body saturated in wards, his confidence held, though he wondered how it had gained access.
“The mirror, fool.”
He gazed in the mirror—it showed only blackness.
Ishethra appeared. She wore her standard blue and gold robes, her dark hair flowing down, ebony wings extended, red, forked tail slithering around. Wearing golden bracelets, she tossed an azure fireball, a pleased smirk crossing her lips.
Somehow, she had circumvented the wards to connect to his mirror.
“How dare you, demon filth!” He looked over his shoulder, his face paler when he didn’t find her there. Gaze snapping back to the mirror, she remained.
“Your mind is wilted, like your willy, Vasil.”
“Nightwind will burn. Bratgon and Ursabel’s holy crusade has just begun. I will savor every succulent moment of your nation’s carnage.”
She yawned. “Such idle threats.”
“Not idle—you’ve tasted but a tiny portion of our might.”
“My, my, Vasil, maybe you didn’t hear? Samatria has joined us, and your confession is being shared with all Yava. I believe the word I’m looking for is … fucked.”
She was bluffing—his informants had told him that Josnel had shattered the orb. He’d keep that a secret, though, and must express his gratitude to the new prophet later.
“It doesn’t matter,” he said dejectedly, but inside, he stood confident in his regime’s ability to spin such news as slander, given the orb’s destruction. The newly formed alliance with Leonid of Bratgon and the morozko of Galadon would grind Nightwind and Samatria into dust. “Explain yourself and begone.”
“You’ve harmed countless souls—they demand compensation.”
He’d tortured and killed many over his lifetime. All justified and thoroughly enjoyable. He wanted her trapped so he could interrogate her to learn Nightwind’s secrets and army positions. But first, he must get her out of the mirror.
“Your daughter begged for mercy like a bitch. Her cries and wails soothed my soul.”
Ishethra stepped closer, appearing larger in the mirror, eyes flaming.
One more step, and she’d emerge. His wizards would take her.
“For millennia, I’ve watched tyrants rise, but each one, without fail, met a fate far more harrowing than the horrors they wrought.”
Nothing could bring him down. His iron fist? Unstoppable.
“You know nothing, wench.”
She arched a brow.
A thundercrack shook his chamber, startling him.
“Come to my chamber or this conversation is over, cunt.”
“I’ve touched a nerve. Good. However, we have a problem.”
“And what’s—”
“You’re unworthy of my presence.”
Perhaps he should call his wizards now. With Ishethra still in the mirror, they could pull her out and trap her.
The large shutters of his windows slammed shut with crashes. The braziers above came alive in scarlet light.
“Call to your cronies. I’ll wait.”
“Wizards!”
No response.
“Wizards! Now!”
Nothing.
Her vengeful laugh echoed.
He rushed to open a door, pulling with all his strength. It didn’t budge and made no sound. He banged on the wall, hitting impenetrable nothingness. At his windows, he attempted to open the shutters. Impossible.
She yawned again in her irritating way. “When you’re done making an ass of yourself, come back to the mirror.”
He could smash it, killing her, given the limbo state she must be in.
He strode back to the mirror. “Leave, or I’ll smash this, banishing you.”
She laughed hysterically, clutching her knees.
“Something funny?”
“You don’t seem to understand, so I shall educate you: I’m in charge.”
He glared at the mirror, hatred boiling for Ishethra and Nightwind. When he tried to punch the mirror, his hand met a force like the wall, leaving him bruised and frustrated.
“For the love of Yava, you’ve wasted enough of my precious time, impotent imp. But I’ll grace you with my … generous parting advice.”
“Fuck off.”
“Terrible choice of words, Vasil. Think twice before you torture another.”
“I’ll redouble my efforts. Thanks to you, more souls than ever before will cry out in anguish—especially your citizens. Your women. Your children.”
“Mark my words, every torture you give will return ten times over.”
“Fierce words from a fleeting apparition in my mirror.”
“Don’t believe me?” she asked, examining her red nails.
“You have no power here, crone.”
“Oh, but I do … and I offer a gift. Swear in a blood contract unto me you’ll never torture another, and I shall leave you with no ill effects. Will you swear?”
“I’ll swear,” he muttered.
“Do go on, Vasil—I’m eager to hear more.”
“Your vila will serve my every carnal desire. And the demons? Torture the realms never knew awaits them.”
She put a hand on her forehead. “You despots.”
“What’s that, harpy?”
“I’ll take that as a no.”
When nothing happened, he formed a twisted smile. “Away, witch, or—”
“Vengeance is mine, unholy wretch. Burn in the wrath of my heralds!” She vanished from the mirror. Blackness remained. Braziers dimmed.
Heart racing, teeth clenched, he scanned the room. “I’ll enjoy cleansing that psychotic nation. When I capture her, I’ll use a dull, rusty knife to flay her.”
After walking to the door, he tried to open it again, but couldn’t.
A neigh came from the mirror.
Fear lunged up his spine.
Spectral and shimmering, a black, flaming mare, wearing golden horseshoes, trotted out of the mirror, snorting a wispy flamethrower of fire from her nose. On her back, a rider sat, also spectral, head bowed, wearing a hooded, plain black outfit. On their wrists, golden bracelets gleamed.
These spirits just broke the portal pact. He would announce it to all Yava in the morning.
“You’ve opened an unauthorized portal. Leave now, or all nations will know of your treachery!”
The mare trotted toward him and sniffed, tongue flicking like she just ate the nastiest bite of her life. “We’re back! But you stink.”
“Who are you?”
“I’m Chastity. Who the Hells are you?”
“Vasil. King Vasil, freak. Now leave my—”
The rider dismounted with a thump, causing Vasil’s voice to hitch. They towered above him, lifting their head, hood dropping. Regal and black, she stood, rainbow hair cascading down, blue eyes fixed on him. She stroked the mare’s fiery mane.
“Vasil, Ishethra has spoken. So shall it be done, so shall you be marked.”
He hoped his wards would protect him.
“Wrong. Are you some kind of slave?”
“Fucking rude word,” Chastity said, spitting smoke. “I’m about to eat your ass.”
Revulsion smacked Vasil’s face.
The rider stroked the mare’s head firmly. “Cleanse your mouth, friend.” She faced Vasil. “Please accept my apology for her crudeness. I’m Zelene, and the two of us serve as Ishethra’s heralds. It’s an honor.”
The mare snorted, lips rising with her pearly whites showing.
Ishethra’s flaming eyes appeared in the mirror, slanting at Vasil. A constant sizzle emanated from it.
Their names and her apology for the disgusting beast meant nothing to him.
“Get out now before I summon my wizards.”
“You already tried that. Now hold still while I mark you. Remain calm, as it will minimize your suffering.”
An enchanted cidrum dagger lay in his nightstand drawer—he’d use it to stab them both to death.
He fled to his bedside while she watched.
“Chastity, can you wait here a moment?”
“I guess. This mortal is despicable.”
Zelene advanced. “Let’s get this over with.”
He pulled the dagger out, knocking a lantern to the floor by accident. It landed with a crash, glass shards and flames scattering briefly. He stabbed for her neck.
She deflected with a casual arm motion. “Please stop.”
He lunged again.
She snatched it, sighing as she tossed it under his bed, then she grasped his robes below his neck with her right hand, lifting him effortlessly off the ground.
His limbs flailed. “Release me!”
“Vasil, I implore you, please relax.”
Perhaps a threat to make her think twice. “Down. Now. Or I’ll spare nothing to cage you!”
“Last warning. Please calm thyself.”
He howled in rage, grabbing against her immovable grip. “Fuck. You!”
Zelene’s eyes glistened. “Thou shalt be cursed with a sore curse, bearing Ishethra’s holy symbol.”
“Let. Go!” he hissed, and he hacked a large spittle. His tongue lunged, pressing against his lips.
She covered his mouth with her left hand. “Sigcalla.” She released. A fleshy covering connected his lips together.
Panic consumed him as he screamed muffled protests.
She brought her left palm to his forehead, bowing her head. “Until you atone, cursed you shall be. In the name of Ishethra, I seal this anointing.” Her golden bracelets brightened. Fire torched his forehead.
Terror smashed his heart from his ineffective wards.
Chastity watched with a sneer, hooves clopping.
“By Ishethra’s will, I smite thee.” She pressed harder on his forehead, bracelets shining with blinding golden light. Continual lightning strikes slammed into his forehead, zapping its torture throughout his body, scorching all his fibers within.
Jolted, seizing, he passed the threshold of pain, aware, paralyzed, the tormenting electrocution stretching his sanity but not snapping it.
Smoke seeped from his smoldering skin, scorch marks dotting his form. The pungent scent of seared flesh permeated the air.
Chastity sniffed, her flaming tongue flicking out. “Blech, that’s gross.”
The light of Zelene’s bracelets softened.
“Keep him awake,” Ishethra’s voice came from the mirror as her floating, flaming eyes narrowed.
“He’s suffered enough,” Zelene said, glancing back at it. “I’ve done what you asked. No more.”
“You don’t know what he did to Saffa. To his own son. To thousands of others.”
“I’m aware of his cruelty, Ishethra.”
“But not a mother’s scorn.”
“Hurting him more will accomplish nothing.”
“Disagree,” Chastity said, trotting to her side, flames burning brighter in her mouth and nostrils. “I think this stinky-ass devil could use a bath ... in my fire.”
The thought of burning from this foul horse’s breath caused loathing and dread to simmer in him.
“The scales are out of balance,” Ishethra said. “We will make it right. Chastity, cleanse him.”
The mare spread her chops, her fiery tongue slithering between her teeth.
“No!” Zelene yelled, staring at Chastity, a desperate plea in her eyes.
“Strip his robes, hang him in the air. Keep. Him. Alive. And aware.”
“I agreed to be your herald, Ishethra, not your personal butcher.”
“Justice!” Ishethra yelled, then her voice calmed. “For your friend. For a mother. Please.”
Zelene’s golden bracelets engulfed the room with their shine.
Crystal tears fell from the mavka’s eyes. “Vasil-Portitas.” She released his robes, removed them, and cast the garment on his bed, keeping her palm on his forehead. Naked, he floated in the air, limp, as if invisible hooks under his arms held him.
The mavka moved to an open space. His body followed. Chastity ambled near, her eyes finding his as her smelted mouth opened ever wider.
Purest horror chilled him to the core.
The mare howled a tempest of azure fire, engulfing Vasil.
He bathed in the inferno, his skin melting off. A pale pile of goo and flesh slurped to the floor. Despite his decades of torture and his experiments to find new ways of inflicting it, blazing pain unlike anything he could imagine razed him, his dolor baked in by the mare’s roasting.
“Artumembre!” Zelene cried, raising her right hand, his flesh lifting, reforming around him even as Chastity’s fire sought to incinerate him.
“Again,” Ishethra ordered.
This pattern repeated thirty-six more times before Ishethra said, “Enough.”
The mare’s mouth snapped shut. Smoke billowed from Vasil.
He smelled the rot of his own flesh as darkness took him.
Zelene wept as Chastity nuzzled her arm.
She removed her hand, revealing a mark on his forehead: a yellow phoenix encased in an azure circle. Red tear drops fell from its eyes.
As her bracelets dimmed, she carried him to his bed, gently laying him on it. With reverence, she dressed him in his garb, touching his cheek. “Forget. Guartratam.” The fleshy covering on his mouth retracted. His burns tapered.
“Was it worth it?” Zelene asked harshly to the mirror. “Feel better now?”
“Much better. Well done, my good and faithful heralds.” Her eyes vanished.
Zelene sighed, shaking her head. “The darkness still festers. Damn her—it was an honor until this shit.”
Chastity whistled flames. “Two swear words in one sentence! A record! By the way, it’s not darkness if it’s justice. And it’s been so long since you’ve sworn. You should do it more often.”
“I apologize for my vocabulary.”
The mare nickered. “Can we go now? I want to see Soren. He and Saffa must’ve returned days ago.”
Zelene breathed deeply for a time, wiping her tears away, her posture steadying. “We’ll see them momentarily.”
“Hells yes!” the mare said. “It won’t be awkward with Saffa, will it?”
“Soren and I are just friends.”
“Sphinx. Shit.”
“Language, Chastity.”
The mare grinned. “Can’t chastise me for swearing now, you potty mouth. Let’s go to the castle. Or the battlefield. Wherever they are.”
“It’s not so easy, friend. Ishethra and I maintain our spirit forms now in this physical realm, but it won’t last much longer. We must go back to the spirit realm and find them from there.”
“Okay, we go back, then find them. How does this amulet shit work, anyway?”
Zelene smacked the mare’s side, earning a neigh. “From its perspective, the artifact has spent most of its time in Saffa’s world recently, so that’s most likely where we’ll end up, because of temporal probabilities.”
“We appear in her world, and they’ll be there, even though they’re here now?”
“Time is a complicated thing, but yes.”
“I hope we interrupt them in the middle of fucking.”
“Chastity.” Zelene gave a sharp head shake. “Stop it.”
After a fiery nicker, the mare’s tongue slopped her chops. “Well, gate us the Hells out of here then.”
A portal of azure and gold spiraled in the mirror. Zelene mounted up, and the mare trotted into it, leaving Vasil snoring behind as the fiery symbol faded.
* * *
Deep in the Underworld, Ishethra, holding Soulash, stood on the steps of Demvora’s shrine, the crystal patio repaired. A statue of Zelene graced the steps, wearing her tattered armor, arms raised high to the sides, holding Vogsok and her tower shield, obsidian wings and tail unfurled proudly. Haldra stood by the effigy, holding Zelene’s glaive in one hand, Fulgsta in the other.
Spread out in a great congregation, demons murmured, bantered, and misbehaved themselves. Representatives from the five factions stood at the front.
Ishethra cracked Soulash. “It seems you can take a mavka out of the Underworld, but you can’t take the Underworld out of a mavka.”
“Ishethra, welcome back!” an oni said. “Everyone shut the Hells up and listen!”
Some of the oni stood attentive, but most everyone else didn’t.
“Thank you,” Ishethra said. “Navians, be silent.”
A few more demons looked her way.
Ishethra advanced, snapping her whip back, cracking it forward.
“And she’s got her whip,” a banshee said. “Try and lash me, mavka drab—I’ll eat your flesh.”
“I’d like to see that,” an ifrit challenged.
“Me, too!” a cecaelias said.
“Duel now!” a naga yelled.
“Shut up, you morons,” another oni said.
Ishethra returned to Haldra’s side, gesturing to the statue, yelling over the din. “Zelene sacrificed herself to kill Balor, one of the cruelest demon lords in history. With his demise, the Underworld needs a new leader, one who will unite us in purpose instead of devouring us. Most of you know Haldra, I suspect, so no need for introductions—her legacy speaks for itself. She is your caretaker now. You will call her Lord.”
“Lord,” the darkling said, her dark eyes flickering with lightning. “I can get used to this.”
Ishethra smiled. “Indeed.” She cracked her whip again, voice rising. “Say her name.”
Disjointed mumblings came from some.
“Say her name!”
Incoherent murmurings blabbered forth.
She cracked Soulash with a resounding thunderclap. “Say. Her. Name!”
“Lord Haldra,” some of the host said, while others laughed or remained oblivious.
“By my authority, Haldra is now demon lord of the Underworld.”
Haldra beamed with pride as she pointed Fulgsta at a group of rowdy rakshasas.
Ishethra whispered in her ear, “I’ve found anticipation of the horrific more effective than the deed. Just advice. Treat it as such.” She entered the shrine.
“You nine, with me,” Haldra said. With Fulgsta held out, she fast-walked from the steps to a group of oni.
The oni formed a line behind her while she strode toward one rakshasa.
“How would you like a one-way trip to the Everdark?”
“Idle threats. If you threw me down, I’ll just kill myself and come back for revenge.”
“Will you? You must be ignorant of the power in my javelin. It can induce mental and physical paralysis—permanently. Care for a demonstration?”
“Abyss off,” another beast said. “You don’t have the ki.”
Shadows flew from the darkling’s eyes, wrapping around the creature’s neck, dragging it before her. She held Fulgsta to its neck, lightning crackling as hair on the beast’s neck stood. “Not my ki. Yours. Sapped and regenerated for eternity. Who wants to see this one fall?”
A roaring of excited cheers and stomping ensued, shaking the obsidian rock floor.
“Lord Haldra,” the beast choked out, along with the others.
She released.
The congregation suddenly became more attentive. Lord Haldra declarations came in droves.
“That’s better.” The darkling ambled back to the shrine’s steps, and the oni followed, standing at her side, tapping their axes. “We didn’t summon you here for games. I tried to recruit some of you for a war of freedom. Only these oni joined. The rest of you should be aware … I’m displeased.”
“Listen to her,” an oni said. “This effects Navia.”
“Yes.” Haldra gave an affectionate nod. “The dictator of Heaven wages war on Yava.”
“Who gives a shit about this proxy war?” an ifrit said. “We beat on them, and it was fun. They won’t dare open portals again. We do what we please. Navia is free.”
“Because of Demvora, you ungrateful ass. Bratgon’s bomb balls gave you a taste of what’s coming. Those mortals aren’t stopping with that. They’ll soon enslave us all for their unholy wars.”
“Let them try,” a naga hissed, arms swinging weapons. “Man or machine, doesn’t matter—they’ll fall apart from our blades.”
“We’ll gut any invaders,” a cecaelias said.
“And harvest their essence,” a banshee hissed.
“I’m sure you will. But what about a century from now or beyond, when they come with more dangerous weapons or devices to subdue and control? Like our realms have seen before. Josnel Soneph aids their evolution in secret … indirectly … bypassing Demvora’s blood contract. You can be passive no longer.”
A great uproar resounded.
“You don’t like that, do you?”
“No!” many yelled.
“Where’s your proof, Haldra?” a gargoyle asked.
The darkling glanced at the shrine doors.
Ishethra strode out, carrying King Leonid of Bratgon, her whip tied tight around him, his face blank. She whispered in his ear, “While they read your mind, don’t resist; otherwise, I’ll cause you such a fright that you’ll shit yourself with nightmares for the rest of your life.”
“Those of you who can, may read his mind,” Haldra told the congregation. “We’ll be here until you’re satisfied.”
Some demons advanced.
“Be warned, if you harm him, the Everdark awaits—if I don’t impale you with my javelin first, gut you with my shiny new glaive, or let the oni have their way.”
The demons read his mind. All validated Haldra’s claims.
“Ish, I’m good here. I’ll join you in a few days.”
“Thank you, my old friend. If you should need to discuss your Underworld reign, my door’s open.”
Haldra nodded. “Have a safe flight.”
Ishethra gripped Leonid under the arms, soaring for the abyss.
Saffa, Soren, and Skadni will return.
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[1] Tenebres Institute focused on mastery of magic, martial weapons, and warfare.
[2] Samatria’s Gleipnir Mountains were named after the bountiful, highly valued red crystal within.
[3] Helmed by Roland, twelve high priests led the Voraxmor faith, a patriarchal religion on Yava worshiping Kirem, lord of mercy and generosity.
[4] Xanet, most precious of all minerals on Yava, boasts incredible durability, magic properties, and light weight.
[5] Mother showed Saffa the whip occasionally—named Soulash, because of how she used it to slay her enemies, removing souls from their bodies.
[6] An endless chasm spans many of Navia’s realms, referred to the residents simply as “The Abyss.” Beneath it lies the Underworld, housing some of the most chaotic and dangerous demons.
[7] Mother, head of the council, formed it three years ago with five founding members in an effort to fight Voraxmor’s spreading influence, and to prepare for a looming, undeclared war by Bratgon.
[8] Some nations on Yava used blood contracts for anything serious. Created with infernal rituals, each participant signed in their blood, bound by the terms. Unlike Soren’s contract with Roland, most contained termination and breach clauses, specifying how the contract could be canceled, and what happens if any signer doesn’t abide by the terms.
[9] Idrys, a three-hundred year old gnome artificer, befriended Soren during Saffa’s mission.
[10] Lariel, the sixth council member, joined when Saffa returned from her mission, though her assistance to Nightwind went back decades.
[11] Eris, an ethereal woman of air, joined the council as a founding member.
[12] Norembel, a southern nation populated by high-elves and ruled by a magocracy of sorceresses, held Navians in higher esteem than most of Yava.
[13] Saffa sailed with Dragan on her mission, from Norembel to Drenaglen, fighting off a pirate ship along the way. Training with the barbarians and fighting in a clan war was a highlight.
[14] Drenaglen, a frozen kingdom in the north, ruled by barbarians, maintained a culture of allying with demons and seeking them out as mates, despite the impossibility of having children.
[15] Chastity and Zelene traveled with Saffa during part of her mission in Samatria. They battled monsters, and Zelene healed Saffa from a grievous injury.
[16] Throughout the realms, Lariel is known as Flamecaster for her grand mastery of fire magic.
[17] According to Mother, Daz, Lord of Death, rules outer darkness. In the beginning, he created mortal men, while Brigid, Goddess of Light and Valor, created mortal women. Daz desired Brigid, but she cast him out, and their chase continues to this day.
[18] Mother told the story of Haldra. Fifteen-hundred years ago, the darkling claimed Fulgsta by slaying a stuhac, or storm titan, deep in Navia’s elemental realm of air.
[19] One of Saffa’s favorite stories: how Mother took Nightwind’s throne by such trials some one-hundred seventy years ago by outmaneuvering, outwitting, and defeating much physically stronger opponents.
[20] Pressing one’s wrist against your opponent is a sign of respect in Drenaglen.
[21] The pale barbarians of Drenaglen fondly refer to Zelene as Dark One, due to her black attire and skin tones.
[22] Coswom, the towering capital of Bratgon, stood as the largest city in Yava.
[23] Marasheart, an eastern border town, known for its diverse trading opportunities, was razed during the Dread War by Bratgon.
[24] Tesa, a coastal cultural center, housed much of Nightwind’s navy.
[25] Dragons roamed Wyrmguard, a nation in the far east, south across the ocean from Bratgon. Some humanoids rode them in recreation or war at great risk, because human flesh is a dragon’s most desired delicacy.
[26] Mother explained the Hells, or the Seven Circles to some—connected realms, ruled by infernals, also called devils. Rule of law, and autocracy dominates these realms, the antithesis of Navia’s carefree whims. Navians and infernals disdain each other with legendary hatred.
[27] Brigid rules Pravium. The most rare and honorable mortals reside there for eternity in pure bliss, escaping the cycle of rebirth.
[28] Those on Yava call outer space the beyond.
[29] A roc appears like an eagle, except unreasonably large. Some, like this one, wield elemental magic. Even ancient dragons envy the size of these beasts.
[30] Dark orbs, or spheres of annihilation, are ultra-rare and forbidden artifacts. They allow storage of vast amounts of destructive energy. When released, they explode, causing rapid annihilation.
[31] Silver was used for currency by all nations and shaped into small, thin coins. It could also harm demons.
[32] Ishethra and Idrys spent decades collecting magical lore and creating blueprints for this sword in anticipation of Saffa’s conception.
[33] Ishethra found the plans for this mythical armor in Wyrmguard centuries ago. Said to make the wearer invulnerable to physical attacks, it also resists elemental assaults.
[34] Maelthra, ruler of Norembel’s enclave, became a lich centuries ago, changing her name to Melathar and ending her centuries-long love affair with Ishethra.
[35] A lich stores eight pieces of their soul in gems. So long as at least one remains intact, they cannot be slain.
[36] Confession orbs, rare artifacts accepted by all Yava, allow recording someone speaking the truth and replaying it later like a hologram. If a single falsehood is uttered during the confession, the orb shatters, lost forever.
[37] Elarion Kaulensho, Duke of Ursabel and son of Vasil Kaulensho, was popular for his charm and stunning looks.
[38] Halcyon, an island nation in southeastern Yava, contained wild and free souls, with anarchy reigning supreme.
[39] Wicolech, a small mining town in eastern Samatria, focused exclusively on harvesting red crystals.
[40] Archon Zofiel Veran. A valkyrie. Female warrior of long lifespan, reincarnating after death into a new body, maintaining her valkyrie powers of super speed, stamina, strength, and flight each time. She fought alongside Ishethra in the Dread War and respected Nightwind, understanding their plight with Bratgon better than anyone.
[41] Samatria’s army featured fierce soldiers and magical beasts, including griffins and unicorns.
[42] Powerful relics filled Samatria’s vaults, their makeup a guarded secret.
[43] Smaller than dragons, drakes have two forelegs and wings. Those from Drenaglen boasted potent water domain magic.
[44] The greatest elven warriors in Norembel bonded with thunderbirds, known for their swiftness, lightning aura, and air domain magic. Riders wore insulating armor, lest they be jolted to death.
[45] The portal pact. About the only thing all nations of Yava agreed on. No unauthorized portals. Long ago, war consumed Yava, portals opening everywhere, armies razing towns rapidly, resulting in near mass extinction. The survivors convened, swearing to never use portals in such manner again. To this day, the pact holds.
[46] Dreamweaving, a skill only the most powerful magi possess, allows combining souls in the spirit realm while both sleep. For sex, it’s said to be the most intimate and profound way for two individuals to connect.
[47] Kigbrel, Bratgon’s secret police, used martial weapons, firearms, and cunning to fight, rather than magic.
[48] Unlike most of the planet, Bratgon referred to the Dread War as The Liberation of Yava, or more simply, The Liberation.
[49] Glowing blue and rarer than silver but more plentiful than xanet, cidrum graced many magical recipes and artifact plans.
[50] A harmon dampens magic and grants the wearer psionic protections. Any attempt to tamper with it results in a gruesome death.
[51] Promos, or propaganda shoots, were a new invention of Zakvar, taking advantage of recent magic screen inventions. This allowed spreading narratives far faster than voice or printed mediums. Leonid allowed these screens in Bratgon, but no other magical devices.
[52] Fimbul ore, a precious Drenaglen resource, allows numerous magical effects when combined with certain runes.
[53] Bratgon’s army had 5 layers: Leonid, his 68 oligarchs, 1,000 officers, 10,000 taskmasters, and rabs (cannon fodder). Like his father, Veles, all decisions went through Leonid, even tactical ones.
[54] Snikm, the huge capital of Ursabel, withstood many sieges over the centuries, the latest by Bratgon from the water just thirty years ago.
[55] Vasil created the cheka, or secret police, a few decades ago, taking inspiration from Bratgon, who used kigbrel, referred to as enforcers of conformity. While kigbrel used weapons and martial skill, the cheka relied on potent air, death, and mind domain magic.
[56] Vucari, or demon werewolves, combine human and wolf with ki-draining bites, creating a formidable and chaotic warrior.
[57] Norembel’s ruling body: a magocracy of sorceresses with immense power, ruling with unyielding law. Joining requires passing eight grueling trials of intellect and magical might.
[58] Melathar held the title Acheron, or leader of the enclave, for many centuries.
[59] Accusing a sister required lengthy discussion and majority vote. When successful, a proving took place; otherwise, the accused determined the accuser’s fate. Whoever lost such a duel forfeited her position, and life, as these duels ended when one or both participants perished.
[60] A snakelike dragon with two legs, wings, and a long tail. They spit corrosive acid.
[61] With a scoville score of 1,650,000, Ursabel’s dragon fire pepper nears the top of Yava’s spiciest food.
[62] Imbued with death magic, darkfire burns with great hunger on just about anything and is nigh impossible to douse.
[63] Aquatic Navians, master swimmers and able to breathe underwater. All possess potent water magic.
[64] Small mining town in Bratgon’s northeast, ripe with minerals.
[65] Morozko ruled Galadon and its neighboring nation of Arcturus, their penal colony.
[66] Mistveil and Wyrmguard waged a two-decades war centuries ago. With no peace ever signed, both sides built giant walls spanning between their two nations with a five-league neutral zone in-between. This zone and the defenses of both walls are legendary throughout the realms.
[67] In cosmically rare places in the realms, spacetime is altered to prevent usage of portals or teleportation. Navians call these places null zones.
[68] Saffa knew of Loomsight from the other chefs—a corporation of bards in Ursabel, like a modern-day media company. They hosted a variety of shows, playing on magical tapestries.
[69] Like the magic screens, these tablets came from recent innovations, allowing two individuals to speak leagues apart. A company called Stonekeeper sold them as the Stonekeeper 1000. Elarion was an early adopter.
[70] Vritra, great serpent of the Underworld, unleashed havoc and consumed everything in his path for millennia until a great host of demons slew him.
[71] Balor took command of the Underworld when Ishethra left, some fifteen-hundred years ago. Ruling with fear and cruelty, he enjoyed causing pain and mayhem.
[72] All demons respect the challenge for a mortal soul. The winner claims the victim however they desire.
[73] In rare locations in the Underworld, holes reveal the Everdark, a bottomless black pit few dare traverse.
[74] Recent inventions, Bratgon’s ironclads featured thick armor, nearly invulnerable to cannon fire, and possessed huge guns of their own with longer range than most ships on Yava.
[75] Furry little old man who cleans and protects dwellings. Any Navian of significance has one.
[76] Nightwind employed helpers, paying them a living wage to assist with daily life in the castle or other estates. Cleaning, cooking, organizing, and the like.
[77] Since the Dread War, Ishethra often led Nightwind in sacraments during the morning minute of silence to remember the fallen and their families.
[78] Another recent invention of Bratgon, these large metallic spheres housed numerous explosives. Upon impact or after a time, they explode.
[79] Cidrum could be fused with iron and silver to reliably penetrate some magical barriers and even destroy walls like the squad made. Bratgon possessed huge mineral deposits, allowing such use sometimes, despite its rarity.
[80] Confession orbs could also store memories, allowing one or more participants to experience these memories as if they were the individual themselves.
[81] In Samatria, a promise to retell something in a confession orb was usually accepted as a confession itself.
[82] Red and black banners, Nightwind’s colors of war, flew whenever Bratgon attacked.
[83] Samatrian law dictated so long as a senator or their proxy stood at the podium, speaking coherently, they could stay there, holding up all other proceedings. Each senator was allowed one filibuster in their lifetime. The longest in Samatria’s recorded history happened four centuries ago: a woman spoke for eleven days, nine hours, all without magic.
[84] Like darkfire, blackice is almost impossible to remove. Only the hottest most persistent fire can counteract it.
[85] Though exceedingly rare, the Archon of Samatria could initiate emergency powers at her or his discretion.
[86] Crafted from horns of slain unicorns, legends says when the great horn of Sarwoth blows, all allies are filled with heroic inspiration, capable of astounding deeds.
[87] Samatria’s military maintained a flat structure: Zofiel and her backup general; her three lieutenants, one for the army, another for the air force, and one for the navy; fifteen majors led one battalion each, split between the three branches. Zofiel gave directives, but her subordinates were free to act as needed without her intervention.
[88] Samatria’s unicorns boasted deadly horns capable of piercing iron and absorbing some magic.
[89] A stellnex, or stellar converter, is Argus’ main energy weapon, capable of destroying a celestial body. When used in reverse out the base, it functions as propulsion.
[90] Argus uses thralls, enslaved biological life forms enhanced with cybernetic implants, for a variety of purposes, including maintenance and away missions.
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