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About the book




Sian's world thinks she’s dead. Trillin’s wants to make sure of it. And the world they escaped to together just threw a dragon at them. 

All Sian wanted was a quiet moment to make out with her new girlfriend. Instead, she and the adorably monstrous Trillin find themselves trapped by a world whose fairytale magic has very strict ideas about who gets a happily-ever-after. Princesses exist to be rescued. Heroes do the rescuing. And monsters?

Monsters get killed.

In a world where happy-ever-after has teeth, Sian and Trillin are going to learn to bite back.

How to Get a Date with the Evil Queen is a paranormal romcom featuring ridiculous gender and genre roles, big swords and a woman who doesn’t know how to use them, and shapeshifting true love winning against all odds.







How to Get a Date with the Evil Queen




The kiss lasted just long enough for everything to go wrong. 

Sian opened her eyes, which was step one in getting things moving from just kissing to any number of next steps. What those might be, with a partner who changed shape with less effort than breathing, she didn’t know and was excited to find out.

Somehow, though, with the woman of her dreams right in front of her, it was hard to plan ahead. Hard to think of anything, in fact. Trillin’s eyes were a thousand starlit lakes, her skin beneath Sian’s questing hands covered with tiny sensory filaments that sought out her touch in return. Feathery cilia merged into scales merged into soft, cool skin the gentle lavender of a sky that hadn’t decided yet if it was sunrise or dusk, and all around them—

“Oh fuck,” Sian gasped, sitting upright.

Trillin melted around her and coalesced at her shoulder, her tentacles a defensive wall that circled them both. “Something is wrong? Did the people from your Earth follow us?”

“No.” And thank fuck for that, but— “We’ve got an audience.” 

They both stared out the tall narrow windows that separated them in this pocket of safety from … whatever was outside.

There’d been movement. Out the corner of her eye. She was sure of it.

The hairs on the back of Sian’s neck prickled. She cleared her throat. “Where are we, exactly? You said a pocket universe, but … I realise I probably should have asked this before we started making out.”

Trillin shot her a mournful look. “Pockets have to exist somewhere. I took us somewhere.”

She made a good point. Sian had, in her enthusiasm to be distracted by other things, assumed this particular pocket universe ran on the same rules as the magical university department she’d spent the better part of the last decade studying at. The magical department at Otago existed beneath the mundane campus, a secret cluster of buildings blanketed in a sort of magical fog. The windows of those buildings looked out on misty nothingness. The windows here looked out on misty nothingness. She’d figured it was the same old, and lost herself in the wonder of being able to look at Trillin again without feeling like her brains were about to melt out of her ears. 

But what Trillin said made perfect sense. Pockets had to exist somewhere. Their private sanctuary wasn’t adrift in some sort of poorly rendered void. They had bumped into some other world and stuck, like a biddy-bid caught on a sock.

Sian gnawed on her lower lip. “Somewhere, huh? Somewhere where?”

“Somewhere no one is trying to exterminate us?” Trillin suggested with more hope than confidence.

They both looked out the windows again. Yep. Definitely movement.

Sian felt the heavy weight of oncoming adventure settle in her stomach.

It would be really great, she thought, if just for one bloody minute, the universe would stop throwing new and exciting bullshit at them to deal with.

Which was ironic because up until, oh, forty-eight hours ago or less, she’d been the one throwing herself at the universe. Nothing had thrilled her more than the prospect of more new and exciting bullshit, and if the universe wasn’t going to provide, she would be happy to. 

Then she’d met Trillin.

Trillin was her – well. She was Trillin. Sweet and curious and sexy in a way that made Sian feel like tweety birds were circling her head. She was a breakaway fragment of the dimension-entity known as the Endless, who’d done the unthinkable not by breaking away – bits of the Endless were always doing that – but by refusing to return to the whole. She had crafted her own body from lost matter and memories and her own incredible stubbornness.

And if she ever went home, the Endless would annihilate her.

And if they ever went back to Earth, to Sian’s home, every other witch in existence would try to annihilate them both. Well. They’d go after Trillin, and Sian planned to stick right next to Trillin, so it was the same thing really.

But they weren’t going home. Trillin was alive. She was alive. For one brief, wondrous series of moments, they’d been together in this pocket away from both their worlds. Together and safe.

No grasping tendrils of the Endless or suspicious fellow witch academics squeezing through cracks in the walls. The other fragment of the Endless that had joined them on their adventures, which they’d nicknamed Bunny, had scampered off to nibble on the walls. Sian hadn’t really been paying attention. She’d had other things on her mind, and in her arms.

Maybe she should have done a bit more scouting around? Because it was now deathly apparent their sanctuary was more like a pocket inside someone else’s universe.

And the someones else were enjoying the view.

Pale, murky faces pressed up against the windows that had moments-or-more ago looked out on misty nothingness. Whoever they were, they were nothing-ish as well. Colourless eyes and colourless skin. Not human, but not not-human, either. Shrugs given form.

And also kind of like every zombie movie she’d ever seen, when the zombies pressed up against the windows of whatever pub or old warehouse the main characters had got themselves trapped in. “Can they get in here?”

Trillin extended careful feelers. “I do not think so. The spell that formed this room can withstand great force. And they are not … they are not trying to get in.”

“So, what are they doing?” Sian muttered.

“Watching us.” Trillin manifested a hand and twined gentle fingers around Sian’s.

“But why?” Sian pushed her free hand through her hair. “I mean, I know why. From their perspective we popped up out of nowhere into the middle of their dimension. I’d look at us, too. But—” To her horror, her voice rose into a whine. “Why now? When we were in the middle of … Oh, no. Oh, abso-fucking-lutely not.”

The faces at the windows were changing. Colourless skin turned pale purple, or freckle-blotched peach. Eyes like egg whites darkened into shimmering galaxies.

One of them raised a hand and ran familiar-looking blunt fingers through familiar short black hair.

Sian’s stomach lurched. “Are we back in the Endless?”

“No.” Trillin’s voice was strange, and Sian couldn’t translate her expression. “This is another world. Not yours, and not the Endless.”

“Sure. Right. I was just wondering, because, the … changing shapes to look like us…”

Trillin turned eyes like the hearts of suns on her. “The Endless doesn’t know our shapes. Not like this.” 

Fuckity fuck fuck. Had she hurt her by acting weirded out by the locals changing shape, when Trillin was a shape changer herself? But she loved how Trillin changed shape. 

Trillin knew that. Didn’t she?

“Right! Right.” Oh god. Couldn’t they get back to kissing? In private. Without the audience. “And there are lots of different dimensions. Obviously.” She frowned. “I guess it’s one of those things that you know, but don’t know a lot about? Everyone knows other universes exist, but it’s not like anyone’s gone looking. We mostly focus on the Endless at home because of all the uh … invading. I did extra-dimensional studies in undergrad and even that was pretty much all Endless all the time.”

All of Trillin’s galaxy eyes focused on her. Usually, that was great, but right now it felt like Trillin was more focused on not looking at anything else, than specifically looking at Sian. She wasn’t sure she liked it.

Not that she could blame her for keeping her eyes away from the creatures playing dress-up with their faces outside.

“You learn only about the Endless? That can’t be right. Humans have known about many different worlds,” Trillin protested in her softly lilting voice. “You travel everywhere. I know, because – oh.”

Suddenly, Sian had no problem translating her expression.

“I ate them,” Trillin whispered. “Maybe that’s why you all forgot?”

Sian wanted to claw at her own face. How had they gone from making out to this?

And how did they get back?

“The Endless ate them,” she corrected Trillin gently, hoping her internal chant of AAARGH FUUUCK WHYYYY wasn’t visible on her own face.

“I was the Endless, when I did it.” Trillin’s eyes dropped, focusing on what she’d made of herself since then: the tentacles stretching protectively around them both, her hand with all its carefully knuckled fingers holding onto Sian’s. Her tendrils tightened and withered away; her fingers retreated. “I don’t want to…”

“It’s okay,” Sian said awkwardly, her words a drop in the ocean of Trillin’s obvious misery.

Trillin met her eyes with many of her own. “Is it?”

“If it isn’t, I’ll make it okay.” She sounded tough, and certain, and she was almost sure Trillin bought it. She brushed her fingertips along the side of Trillin’s face, and frilly tendrils followed her touch. 

Out the window, hundreds of fingers brushed along the sides of hundreds of faces. “Speaking of other worlds. Maybe we could visit one? Now? Literally any of them except mine or yours or whatever is out there. This is a bit creepy even for me.”

“Yes. We should leave.”

Trillin did something. Sian felt the twist of magic, and then the faces vanished. Everything vanished, a lurching emptiness that began deep inside her and tunnelled outward, and then everything came back.

The windows of misty nothingness were thankfully empty again now that Trillin had whisked them someplace else. Trillin, her Trillin, was staring angrily through them.

“How could they do it so easily?” she hissed.

Sian blinked. “Do what?”

“Change. Be us.” Her tendrils coiled. “It took me so long to make any of me, and they just – copied it! Like it was nothing! They didn’t even have to—”

She cut herself off so firmly her mouth vanished. A tremor raced along the length of her.

“Pretty bloody rude if you ask me, trying on our shapes without even asking,” Sian commented. Ah, fuck. There were emotions here. A whole maze of them. She had to tread carefully. “Want to, uh. Get back to what we were doing before we were interrupted?”

Starlit eyes turned towards her, six at first and then a dozen. “Making love?”

Uh? Uhhhhh? Be cool. “If that’s what you want to call it. Making – yep. Yes?”

Trillin hesitated, and Sian wasn’t in a maze anymore, she was standing on the crumbling edge of a cliff.

You couldn’t fire blast emotions. You really couldn’t. But if you could, Sian would have done it right then, incinerating the sudden precarity of everything inside her.

It had never been like this for her before. Sian had pashed and dashed her way through her teens and twenties with all the sexual subtlety of a sledgehammer. She’d had fun, her partners had fun, and they all went on their way with no one feeling like their heart was about to crack in their chests at any point in the proceedings.

With Trillin – it was different. Wonderfully different. Horribly different. She wanted to discover all the ways their bodies fit together, yes, but – and this was where her roadmap ended – she wanted other things, too. Things so terrifying she wasn’t ready to put them into words.

Trillin’s eyes did something Sian didn’t like at all, sliding off all in different directions, none of them hers. 

“I don’t want—” she began, and it felt like the end of the world.

“Is it a terminology thing?” Please let it be a terminology thing, she added silently. “Making love sounds very – I mean, it means one thing now, but maybe if you learnt it a while ago it meant something different?” Not too different, she hoped, but it was already too late. 

“It’s not what I want to call it. It’s the only way I know to call it. And I learnt it from eating someone.” Trillin’s voice was a pale whisper. Every part of her was sliding away now, as though she couldn’t bear the force of Sian’s anxious attention. “Almost everything I know, I learnt by taking it from someone else. What other worlds there are, or were, and how to reach them. What this body is meant to look like. All the things I want to do with you, and I only know what they are because…” 

Her voice failed. Her body was failing, too, falling in on itself, and Sian was paralysed. A frozen statue next to Trillin’s anguished dissolution. 

She couldn’t even see Trillin’s mouth anymore, but she must have one, because her voice drifted through the quiet space of their pocket world.

“I don’t … I don’t want everything I am to be because I killed someone for it.”

Is that all? Sian thought, and mentally stared at herself in shock at her own ruthlessness. Murder was bad, obviously, but…

At least she hadn’t said it out loud.

Which was probably another bad thing for her to be thinking? Maybe?

Self-examination later. Stopping Trillin from melting into the floor, now. She pushed her self-doubt aside and reached for what had been Trillin’s head.

There was little human-looking about Trillin left, but that didn’t matter. Sian would have to be even thicker than she liked to pretend she was, not to read the monstrous girl’s feelings in this form. 

“Trillin?”

A single eye emerged on a thin tendril, and blinked at her.

“You made yourself who you are. And you made yourself who you aren’t. You chose to leave the Endless. Everything that it was – you remember it. Of course you do. But it wasn’t you. It isn’t you. You’re already learning new things that don’t have anything to do with sucking the memories out of someone else’s brain.”

Which – okay, maybe that wasn’t the best way to phrase it. Sian winced and tried again.

“Look at where we are now. You created a portal so we could escape Earth without killing anyone to learn how. And you turned the portal into this – this pocket universe. You didn’t get that out of anyone’s head, did you?”

“Bunny showed me how to do it.” 

“Sweek!” Perfectly on cue, the other fragment of the Endless poked its head up from a hole in the floor.

“Yeah, and you didn’t eat Bunny, did you?”

“I did.” Trillin’s voice was reproachful – but it was more her own voice, as though her vocal cords were returning to the shape she normally made for them. Something inside Sian relaxed. “Then we … un-ate one another.”

“And nobody died.”

“Nobody?”

Oh. Right. They’d portalled away just as Professor Havers and poor old Jonesy had been doing their best with a destruction spell. “If they blew themselves up, that’s their problem.”

“And if I was the one who blew them up? If I tore them to pieces as we escaped?”

Trillin was staring at her as though there was a right answer, and Sian had no idea what that answer could be.

“You can’t blame yourself for killing someone when they tried to kill you first,” she said in the end.

Trillin had a face again, eyes arranged in a fan above that wonderful mouth. But her smile wasn’t right. “Can’t I?”

Sian opened her mouth to say something that would probably make things worse, when the light changed. The misty nothingness outside brightened, sharpened and revealed—

“Wait.” Sian’s mouth hung open. “Are we home?”

[image: image-placeholder]Home. Not the Endless. Which wasn’t Trillin’s home anymore, anyway. But Sian’s hands tightened around her, protective and alert, and she didn’t need to take the human’s memories to know why. Sian was right: she had begun making her own memories, her own thoughts, woven only from what she had done herself.

And those memories told her very clearly that if this was Earth, then they weren’t safe here, either. They only just escaped the last time.

And more than that. Being on Earth, with the way Sian reacted to her when surrounded by the air and magic and history of her own dimension … it hurt. 

Eyes clustered and submerged again on the side of her closest to Sian, sneaking glances at her face. Sian caught her looking and turned her head decisively. Her eyes found all of Trillin’s and caught them tight.

“Looks like we’re safe in here,” she said, more softly than she usually said things. “Even if this is my world again, I can look at you while we’re in here, and not scream my head off.”

A tiny current of relief washed through Trillin. “Yes.”

They would be safe within the confines of this room she’d built from a spell that should have killed them both. It was portal to other worlds and another world both. A miraculous place all of their own.

But it was small. And though she’d reassured Sian that it was sturdy, she did not truly know how much force it could withstand. Would another blast like the one she’d used to create it destroy it, or make it stronger?

How could they be back on Sian’s Earth? She hadn’t followed any of the worldlines that led there. She had thrown them as far as she could in the other direction. Away from Earth, away from the Endless, away from copycats.

The windows cleared, revealing more of the world outside. It looked like Sian’s world. Blue skies above and green grass below, with a strip of black concrete in between. Power lines strung between poles like ship’s masts. Trees. Flowers.

She tried not to resent the way the words for all these things already existed in her mind.

The grass and the concrete shimmered with the particular shimmer of stillness; countless droplets of water sitting carefully, each in their own place, catching and throwing back the silver-gold light of the sun. A sun like the Earth’s sun, which some long-lost and long-recovered part of her had once tried to devour.

Hunger, hot and guilty, coiled within her. No, she told it. That isn’t me. Not anymore.

“Well, it’s not like we pitched up right where we came from, at least.” A shiver twisted Sian’s expression, and she rubbed it away. “I don’t think either of us want to see how that ended up. This looks like … I don’t know. I mean, one patch of road is pretty much the same as another, right? Look. There’s a bee. It’s got to be Earth if there are bees, right?”

“But which Earth?”

“Uhh.” Sian’s expression was wary. Her eyes flicked over all of Trillin’s. “Are there … a lot of other Earths?”

The careful way she said it, the fact that she did say it, made it easier for Trillin to answer. The Sian who’d entranced her from the moment she had eyes to see her with was straightforward and went for what she wanted. If she started avoiding the truth about what Trillin was now?

She couldn’t bear that.

“There were more.” Before me. Us. What I used to be a part of.

“Still some, though? Looks like it, anyway.” Sian peered through the window as though Trillin hadn’t just admitted to destroying a thousand versions of her home.

A thousand worlds in which you might have existed, and now never will. Another shiver rippled through her.

Dependable, straightforward Sian was still staring out the window. “How do we tell if this one is mine or another one, then?”

Doesn’t it matter to you?

Maybe it didn’t. Maybe it couldn’t. Trillin knew Sian’s world the way a conqueror knew it – but with her new memories, was beginning to understand it, and Sian, in ways she would not have been able to see before. Perhaps there was a reason Sian was such a cheerful blunt instrument.

The Endless had devoured thousands of humans well versed in biting their tongues, and now she managed it herself. She slid to the window next to Sian and extended careful feelers to it.

The transparent material gave at her touch, letting her tendrils peek through to taste the world beyond.

“The air is like your air,” she said.

“Great. I’m a big fan of breathing.”

“It’s … quiet. Only as alive as your world is.”

“Not like the Endless, you mean?”

No, not like the dimension that was one all-consuming, all-consumed entity, hungering and restless. This world felt made of many different pieces, alive and not, in the way that was still so strange to her.

But…

There was something else, at the edge of her senses, but it was too subtle for her to get any sort of grip on it. Something magical? It slipped out of her grasp.

“There’s one way to find out whether this is my Earth or not.” Sian’s voice had a terrible cheerfulness to it. “I’ll head outside and see if I lose my mind when I look back at you.”

No! Trillin wanted to cry out.

Sian pulled her close for a kiss, and whispered into her skin, “I know. It isn’t the funnest way to spend our time. But this pocket universe of ours is a safe zone, right? So, if I start screaming my head off, tangle me up in your tentacles and drag me back inside.”

Something in her voice thrummed deep inside Trillin.

“Promise?” Sian prompted her.

“I promise.”

If this was Sian’s world, then Trillin changing her appearance wouldn’t make Sian fear her less, but Trillin still made herself look as human as possible. When she was ready, she nodded to Sian, intimately aware of the interplay of bones and muscles that made the movement possible. As though correct anatomy could save her.

Sian grinned. “First question. How the heck do I get out of here?”

Trillin concentrated. An open arch appeared in the side of the room. The air from outside hit them, cool and fresh and smelling of salt. 

“Certainly smells like home,” Sian said grimly. She squeezed Trillin’s hand, her own flesh so warm and reassuring it was all Trillin could do to keep her fingers from wrapping bonelessly around it and snaring her in place. “All right. Showtime.”

Sian stepped outside. Trillin followed her. Staying inside might interfere with the experiment. Sian wasn’t afraid of her in there, after all, so they both needed to be outside for the test to be true. 

The grass gave beneath her feet, a tiny caress. Her body sang with tension.

Humans had evolved alongside the Endless; their two dimensions had crossed over frequently enough in both their histories that humans had developed an instinctive horror of anything Endless encroaching on their world. Or maybe the horror was what came first, and the Endless took advantage of it. Her memories weren’t clear. 

Either way, it was a cruel irony: when they were in the Endless, Sian could look at Trillin and her mind remained her own. Like seeing a fragment of the Endless in its usual context made it less terrifying. But the Endless felt her presence, and sought her out to devour her. On Earth, Sian’s mind almost broke every time she caught sight of Trillin. And although the world itself didn’t want to destroy Trillin, Sian’s fellow witches did.

Nowhere was safe. Nowhere except the tiny universe-in-a-room Trillin had created, their bubble between worlds.

Sian’s shoulders tensed. “Here goes,” she muttered, and turned around.

Their eyes met. Sian’s eyes were dark, an intricate web of fluid and flesh. But that was never the most important thing about them. What had drawn Trillin from the start was their energy. The darting, dancing interest and wonder in everything Sian saw. The way her gaze could sharpen or go diffuse, staring somewhere entirely different – and all the ways she could make Trillin feel by turning all those different gazes on her. Precious, and wondrous, a co-conspirator in the infinite strangeness of life. 

For so long Trillin had been a part of something all-consuming, never alone because there was nothing of her to be alone. Now she was apart. And Sian was who she wanted to be with.

And she wasn’t screaming.

“Hey,” Sian said, her face breaking into a relieved smile.

“Hello,” Trillin replied, awkward with pleasure. Sian’s smile turned into a grin. She took Trillin’s hands. “I don’t think this is my world.”

“Because you’re not scared of me.”

“Because I’m not scared of you.” She moved closer, her eyes glittering. “And—”

Whatever she was about to say, Trillin never heard it. 

Because a dragon fell out of the sky.

[image: image-placeholder]Sian grabbed Trillin and hauled her away. Her mind wasn’t twanging with terror. That was a good thing. A massive fucking dragon had just crashed down in front of them. That was a … what the fuck? 

A dragon. A dragon.

Dragons didn’t exist.

Except in this world, they did.

The dragon had fallen heavily. It swung its head back and forth, dazed, and snapped at a picnic table. Sian watched it as though entranced. 

It had burnt-red scales and wings that bent like a bat’s. The bulk of its body was the size of a bus, but as it hauled itself up on the clawed elbows of its wings, the most relevant part of it swiftly became its mouth full of teeth.

Until very recently, Sian’s sister Flora had been the traveller in their family. She’d once sent Sian a photo of herself standing in the jaws of an ancient, giant shark at some museum overseas.

This was like that, only instead of a shark that had died millions of years ago, it was a dragon and it was about to eat her.

And Trillin.

The huge head full of teeth lurched towards them. The great eyes focused in on her with bleeding red intensity.

She called on her magic. A nice, comforting fireball was exactly what the situation called for. And then some running. Straight back into the pocket universe and then immediately elsewhere sounded good.

Her magic sputtered. She stared at her hand as her brain sputtered, as well. No fireball?

“Again?” she cried out, appalled. This had happened in the Endless, too. The world itself had sucked at her magic as she expended it. Here, though…

She tried again, concentrating on the liminal space between attempt and failure to identify exactly what the fuck had gone wrong.

Her blood chilled.

There was no magic.

This really wasn’t her world. Back home, witches absorbed magic from their environment and fed it back into the world via fireballs and other, occasionally less flame-based spells. Some places were thick with magic, which posed the usual excitement, or danger, depending on your perspective, and some were in a state of permanent drought, but she’d never experienced anything like this.

It made no sense. This world had magic. Evidence: dragon. But it also had a desiccated, swept-clean absence of magic which felt suspiciously like—

“Look out!”

Trillin wrapped herself around her and sprang backwards, gossamer wings billowing out and carrying them away from the dragon’s attack. Teeth clashed together with a scream like metal on metal. Sian swore. 

Priorities. Number one: don’t get so caught up in your thoughts that you get eaten by a dragon.

She stumbled backwards and found herself on gritty sand. A wall of stinking hot breath washed over her as the dragon drew itself up again. One leg collapsed and it let out a roar that caught Trillin’s wings like a sail, pushing them both further back. Away from the road and their portal room. Closer to – the water? Were they on a beach?

Why did this place seem strangely familiar? It was obviously a world like her own – she glimpsed power lines and an asphalt road, with the few neurons not currently focusing on oh shit dragon – but from what Trillin said, there were loads of worlds like her own. So why did it seem so—

So irrelevant to the question of not being eaten by a fucking dragon? she growled at herself, and planted her feet. “If we can get back inside we can get the hell out of here, yeah?”

“Back inside the room that the dragon is standing beside?”

“Oh…”

Shit.

From the outside, their sanctuary was a ripple in the world. The doorway they’d stepped through into this world almost vanished in the sunlight: a shadow thin as tissue paper.

The dragon’s leg slammed down next to it. 

Sian made an unheroic gurgling sound. “That’s the one. How fast can you get us somewhere else once we’re in there?”

Tendrils coiled along Sian’s collarbone. “Fast enough,” Trillin confirmed, whispering in her ear.

“Any idea where Bunny got to?”

“Still inside.”

“One less thing to worry about.” The next bit would be tricky. “I’ll lure the dragon away. You get inside.”

“I’m not leaving you here!”

“No, you’re not, because you’re going to keep hold of me while you run to where it’s safe, and as soon as you’re inside you’re going to yank me in after you.”

“Or I could kill it.” Trillin’s voice was soft, like something worn so thin it was about to tear.

Sian was in front of her, wrapped in her tendrils. She couldn’t gaze into Trillin’s eyes, but she could guess what she would find there.

The dragon reared back and roared at something Sian couldn’t see. Had something distracted it?

Blood streamed from its flank, a wound she hadn’t noticed before.

“You don’t want to kill things anymore, remember? Let me help you not kill them.” And if someone has to kill this thing to get us out of here – I’ll do it.

Somehow.

She would do whatever it took to make sure Trillin didn’t have to be that part of herself she hated, ever again.

Somewhere behind the swept-clean absence of this world’s magic, something turned its attention towards her.

Sian frowned. What was – oh, shit.

The dragon lifted its head. It was so unlike anything she’d ever seen before. Such a perfect reflection of everything that a dragon should be – here, in the flesh, in this not-quite-her-Earth. What did that mean? Had the two dimensions split from one another at some point? Had people travelled between the two worlds, bringing stories of giant winged lizards?

She would have loved to stay and find out. Any other time, she would have. How many times had she risked death when it was only her own death she was risking?

But she wouldn’t risk Trillin.

She squeezed one of Trillin’s arms. “Make yourself as low and small as possible. If the stories that made it to my world are right, it’ll be more interested in something human-shaped than something not. Um. Possibly sheep-shaped, too. Don’t go all fluffy.”

“Sian—”

“Now!”

Sian tore away. The dragon’s huge head swung after her. Its nostrils flared.

Fire-breathing, she thought suddenly. Giant, FIRE-BREATHING winged lizards. 

She might be able to run faster than the dragon could limp-drag itself. Faster than fire, though?

She only needed a scrap of magic. She’d claw it from her own bones if she needed to. Just enough to turn the tide if she needed to, and save them both.

Or only Trillin. Just enough to save her.

Something drew closer, seeking her thoughts like a moth sought fire.

Static buzzed in Sian’s ears as she called on magic from her own body, holding it ready for the moment she would need it. The world turned silver-white around her, the morning sun coaxing the damp chill of night into clinging, lung-clogging humidity. Magic came to her sluggishly, as though it didn’t want to respond to her call, but it had to be there—

And then it was.

Power clamped down on her like a vice. She had a sudden, inescapable sensation of being turned this way and that, inspected by a single-minded compulsion searching for … something.

She blinked. The world spun back into place around her, no longer blinding white but vivid and bright and bruisingly real. 

Fire roared towards her.

She flung herself out of the way, hitting the grass and rolling. Heat seared across her back. Missed me, though. The air smelled of burning greenery, not flesh.

She leapt to her feet, one arm raised in front of her.

There was a sword in it.

“What the actual fuck?”

The dragon slumped, apparently exhausted by spitting fire at her. Where was Trillin? The shadow-outline of the door into their escape pod was just visible over the dragon’s crumpled wing, but Trillin herself was nowhere to be seen.

Sian shouted her name, and a tendril wrapped itself around her free wrist, soft as the dawn. “I’m here.”

“You’re meant to be over there—”

“No. Something’s … wrong. I don’t like it and I don’t want to be that far away from you.”

“You know, you make it really hard to do the whole heroic sacrifice thing when you hang around trying to save me back,” Sian grumbled through gritted teeth. She hefted the sword. It glinted in the sun. “Do you know where this came from?” 

“That’s what’s wrong,” Trillin said quietly. “And him.”

“Who?” Her ears were ringing. The sword was heavy. She tried to drop it, but her fingers were locked in place.

“Foul beast! Your reign of terror ends here!” A male voice rose above the buzzing in Sian’s ears. “No longer will you – will you—”

Sian stared. The man was in his late twenties or early thirties, she guessed, with brown skin and the rumpled, slightly mad eyes she knew well from late nights at the library. But that wasn’t the thing that really drew her attention.

Another sword? He was wielding it like he actually knew how to use it. A real sword. Long and shiny and pointy.

He pointed it at her, and his voice shook. “You.”

“Seriously? Point that thing at the dragon!”

He came towards her, sword still unhelpfully aimed at her heart. “Another prince. Finally. You can—” He winced and clutched at his forehead, dark curls falling over his hand. When he looked up again, his expression was stricken. “No. This doesn’t change anything, does it? Shit. It doesn’t…”

“Look, mate, I’m not here to get in your way.” She waved her own sword in what she hoped was a conciliatory manner.

He straightened as though jerked up by invisible marionette strings. “Take heart! Together, we will vanquish this creature!”

“What?”

Trillin’s voice trembled. “Sian, we should leave. Now.”

There was a tremendous groan. Huge wings battered the lawn. Shit on a stick, the dragon was still alive.

Sian leapt back, putting herself between Trillin and the dragon.

Its eyes cracked open. Blood-red irises filmed with torn sclera stared unseeing for a moment, then focused on the sword-wielding maniac.

Smoke poured from between teeth the size of fenceposts, and then the man lunged forward. Silver carved an arc through the air. Blood spattered, smoking where it sprayed across the ground.

Sian’s heart thudded in her ears.

No more dragon.

No more sword, either. The weight in her hand vanished the moment the life left the dragon’s eyes. Whatever that meant, it had to be bad, especially since the fucker who’d killed it still had his sword.

Sian backed away, drawing Trillin with her. Whatever was going on here, she would prefer to figure it out from the safe distance of way the fuck somewhere else.

But the man had other ideas. He turned to them, his sword bright and bloody. “You!” he called imperiously. “Who are you? Do you come to aid my fight, or to challenge me?”

“Sian—” Trillin whispered urgently from behind her. 

Yeah, she got it. They were in trouble.

The man strode closer, his eyes narrowing. “Who’s that hiding behind you?”

Trillin shrank back. Sian didn’t blame her. Anger pulsed through her.

“Who’s asking?” she shot back.

He drew himself up. The sun shone through his hair in a way that Sian was pretty sure the sun didn’t usually do, making his dark curls appear dipped in gold. 

So that was where this world’s magic was.

No wonder the world felt so scraped-clean. Magic clung to the man in front of her like it did to the natural environment in her own world. But—

Trillin was right. Something was wrong. He wasn’t using magic.

It was using him.

Her eyes narrowed. “Get back inside, Trillin.”

“I can’t. It’s gone.”

“What?”

“The dragon landed on it.”

Fucking fuck. “Can you make another one?” The madman with a sword was still stalking towards them. Sian backed away, keeping herself between Trillin and the stranger.

“It took so much energy, the first time. All the power from the annihilation spell.”

And this world didn’t have enough juice. Or if it did, it was tied up in whatever the hell was happening to Mr Golden Highlights over there.

“Long have I quested in search of the monster who kept my love from me. Now the beast is slain, and I…” His voice wavered. Something like terror flickered in his eyes and for a moment, the golden light that surrounded him faded. “My princess – she is – shit, she’s not here, is she? When did I – when did that thing—”

“You killed this dragon for some princess? What does that make you, Prince Charming?” He looked the part. Shiny hair. Shiny sword. The flickering terror didn’t quite fit, though.

“The dragon’s dead. I should be…” His eyes hardened and he raised his sword, pointing it over her shoulder. “I see now. That – creature behind you…”

“Sian!” Trillin’s voice was even more urgent. Her tendrils split and lengthened, wrapping desperately around her wrist. Shit. If this asshole killed a dragon, what would he think of Trillin?

“She’s my princess,” Sian growled. The words sounded right. They felt right. 

Her hand curled around something that wasn’t there; an invisible weight, waiting for her to pick it up again. Not the magic she was familiar with, but… “Back off.”

“Princess? She looks more like—”

“Watch yourself,” Sian growled. Anger ratcheted in her chest. It had to be anger, because what was the alternative? 

Bunny had been in the portal room. And now Bunny was gone. Their way out of this world was gone. She’d dragged Trillin out of the Endless into a series of worlds that wanted to kill her, and for what? So she could keep making things worse for them both?

There has to be a way out of this. The guy had a sword. Was that how it worked in this world? Goodbye fireballs, hello pointy slab of metal?

If only she could do something. Save Trillin, the way Trillin kept saving her, over and over, instead of being so goddamned useless.

Be better.

Be the hero.

It wasn’t a spell. It wasn’t even a wish.

But the magic heard her.
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He hated her, and soon that hatred would be hers.

No. That wasn’t her. Not anymore. Sian’s colleagues – they’d hated her, too, with the seething brightness of fear, and she hadn’t devoured them.

She might have killed them, though. Was it any better, killing someone and not eating them?

And she might have to kill this man. Here, in this world that rang with the absence of magic, a lack that scraped across her edges.

Something is wrong.

Which was a dangerous thing to know, almost as dangerous as knowing it and wanting to know what was wrong, because the best way she learnt things was by pulling them apart and making them part of herself. The few things she’d learnt by experience alone paled in comparison to the weight of what the Endless had learnt through invasion.

In front of her, Sian squared her shoulders, bone and muscle and sinew moving in perfect partnership. Trillin kept telling herself she didn’t know how that worked, but the truth was she didn’t let herself know. The knowledge was there, inside her. Waiting for her to pick it apart the way the Endless had picked apart the bodies the knowledge had come from.

Maybe if she took apart the man with the sword, she would understand this world better. Find out where it was hiding the power she needed to create another portal-sanctuary and escape.

Something brushed the edges that separated her from the world around her, so soft that at first she didn’t notice.

That would work, wouldn’t it?

Though – why had she thought this world didn’t have magic? There was magic all around her. And Sian. And the man with the sword. It roiled through his veins, burning and freezing. If she could tear it out, it might be enough that she could make a portal so they could leave—

Leave?

Magic, faint as dust motes in a sunbeam, drifted into her body, into the glowing core of her mind. Something that wasn’t a person, was barely more than a bundle of intentions, wound itself around and inside her.

No. She couldn’t be allowed to leave.
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If the next step of this plan could make itself known, that would be really good about now.

“I…” The man blinked. His shoulders dropped, and then the sword did, which was the best thing Sian had seen all day. “It’s dead. Isn’t it?”

Sian glanced over his shoulder at the extremely deceased dragon. “Yep.”

“Is it—” He swallowed, paling. “Still a dragon?”

“What else would it be?”

“That’s what I’m worried about.” He gave a thin smile. “Still a dragon. That means it can’t be – god.” The sword fell from his fingers and disappeared before it hit the ground. He put both hands over his face.

Whatever is going on here, this place is fucked up. “Right,” she said out loud. “Well, I’ll leave you to clean up. We were just passing through, so—”

“Wait.” His head jerked up. “You saw all this.”

“Uh … yeah.”

“But you’re not—” His eyes narrowed. “Are you?”

“Not what?”

“I’m not trying to cart you away over my shoulder, so you can’t be a Princess,” he said dryly. “I’m not trying to kill you, so you’re not one of them. But you weren’t any help slaying the dragon, either.”

She rubbed her fingers over the strange, empty weight in her hand. “Was I meant to be?”

“How do you do it? You can see magic, but you’re not affected by it. Tell me how.” He came towards her, desperation twisting his face. “You have to tell me. If there’s a way out of this that isn’t that, I need to know. I can’t keep doing this—”

“What, killing dragons?”

“Killing any of them. Dragons. Monsters. It never ends, and the only way to make it end is—”

He stopped. His eyes shot past her to where Trillin was hiding – please let her still be hiding – and something in him hardened and relaxed at the same time.

“Oh,” he said dully. “It is another monster, after all.”

“Wow. You just don’t fucking stop, do you? Trillin isn’t a monster, she’s—”

Sian turned and her voice faded away.

The Trillin she knew was a miracle of undulating forms. Even at her most human-looking she sprouted odd fronds and tendrils or too many eyes. When Sian breathed, her lungs expanded, her chest rose and fell. When Trillin remembered to breathe, scales rippled across her skin, unfurling into wings that tasted the air.

This wasn’t her.

It looked like her. But it wasn’t.

For a moment, she was back on her own Earth, staring into the face of the woman she lov—liked, let’s not get ahead of ourselves here when this shit was scary enough already, thank you. But she had stood in front of Trillin, and everything she’d liked about her flipped a switch in her brain and turned into a terror that tore her mind apart from the inside.

But this wasn’t like that, either. This wasn’t mind-destroying terror. It was a far deeper fear, the same one she’d read described in old records of Endless incursions. The sudden certainty that the person you knew was gone, and something else had taken root behind their eyes.

Something was wearing Trillin like a suit.

“Trill—”

Black tendrils shot out and wrapped around her neck. Sian choked and stumbled back. Beside her, the prince struggled as tendrils throttled him, pushing him to his knees.

Sian tore away. The thing that wasn’t Trillin released her, and the smile that stretched across Trillin’s face wasn’t hers.

“Trillin? What’s wrong?” She had to believe she could still hear her. “Did the Endless follow us here?”

“Nothing’s wrong.” Trillin’s voice was full of shadows. “The magic here is … different. That’s all. But I think I can use it. I—”

She shuddered and broke off. Her shape changed. She became taller, her edges more defined, her angles sharper. A crown of dark shards appeared on her head.

Her eyes flicked dismissively over the man, who was still on his knees, lips parted as he clawed the tendrils from around his neck.

Then she looked at Sian.

The voice wasn’t Trillin’s. This thing wore her body, her ability to change her form, but it wasn’t her.

But the eyes were. Brilliant and lustrous and shimmering with the same fear that had flickered from the prince’s as he slew the dragon.

Help me, her eyes pleaded, or maybe, Run! The tug on Sian’s heart came again, harder this time.

This wasn’t her friend. Her would-be date, or fling, or any number of more terrifying things. This was a creature that spoke to something inside her that cracked open like a shining rock, and spoke in return.

It was a queen. A monster, like the dragon whose rampage the other Prince had quelled, but more powerful.

I have to destroy it, Sian thought, her lungs clenching with sudden desperation. She stepped forward, hand wrapped around the hilt of something that hadn’t been there a breath ago—

And then darkness rushed up around them all.

When it faded, Trillin was gone.
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Wasn’t her?

But…

She wriggled, trying to make herself comfortable within her own body. The body she had made for herself. It felt different. It felt like she’d never had a body before.

…She hadn’t thought that. That wasn’t her thought. Except…

This body is … new. A new beginning.

Yes. A beginning. That was what this reminded her of. Wonderfully and horribly familiar, like those first moments after she fragmented from the Endless and discovered what she could do, be, as her own person—

Curiosity blossomed inside her, listening with wordless, polite hunger. 

Not her. Someone else, becoming.

You didn’t need a body to be afraid. Trillin hadn’t realised that, until now. The same way she hadn’t realised until this very moment she no longer had a body. The magic that had poured into her as easily as she changed shape filled her right to the edges. She could no longer feel where her form ended and the world began. She could barely feel where her mind stopped and the other entity’s—

Quicker than thought, she raised walls between herself and the intruder. She’d almost been too late. Its curiosity clung to her mind, strange echoes of her own thoughts and … something else. Something new, and becoming, but old, too. Something that was running from a tide of dread so great it had seen no way out until it had found her, but it hadn’t known it was running, hadn’t known it was afraid, until it crept beneath her skin.

Who are you? Trillin thought at the being in her head.

It did not respond, but it tried, the same way it had almost succeeded at when it first entered her, to tell Trillin that it was a part of her and not a stranger.

That it would all be okay, now. Everything would work out.

I do not think so. I have been many things. I would know if I had ever been you. 

And none of the things she had been had ever wanted to rid themselves of what they absorbed, until her. The Endless, the many previous fragments who had freed themselves and been taken back into that ravenous whole – they had all wanted to become more. Never less.

She wanted to be herself and even more than that, she wanted not to be whatever this was.

Her instinct was to pull it to pieces. No. Not her instinct. The instinct of what she had once been. Her own becoming had been such a slow, experimental process, ravelled up by the knowledge that if the Endless noticed what she was doing, it would take her apart. 
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