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Trigger Warnings


Depiction is not endorsement!


This book is adult content for mature readers. It is Book 1 in the story of a character gradually becoming an evil sorcerer. I’m going to cover the entire series, because I would hate for you to read the first book and then be disappointed or traumatized in a later one. This seems like a lot, and it is, but it’s also spread out over 200,000+ words of story. Obviously, this contains a lot of spoilers.

I feel I shouldn’t have to say this, but I’ve been online enough to be certain that I do. Just because rape and murder happen in the world of Denholm, or because main characters commit evil acts, does not mean I think that those are good things, or that it’s okay to commit rape and murder.

Imperien’s story is told from her own perspective, and she thinks everything she does is justified.

This story also contains frank descriptions of consensual sex acts.

Trigger Warnings:

Patriarchal Regency-like society

Explicit sex scenes

Blowjob (coerced)

PIV sex (consensual)

Fingering (consensual)

Masturbation

Sexual coercion (verbal and denial of food)

Emotional abuse and manipulation

Physical abuse by spouse (forced marches, starvation)

Physical abuse for sexual gratification (beating of protagonist)

Intimate partner violence (toward protagonist, by spouse)

Coerced pregnancy and traumatic birth (survived by protagonist)

Death in childbirth (discussed, past wives of protagonist’s husband)

Marital infidelity by protagonist

Scenes of infidelity between main character and closeted trans man

Occasional casual racism (reference books in regency-like society but also by husband)

Detailed scenes of forced physical transformation (of protagonist by husband)

Body dysphoria (protagonist and closeted trans man friend)

Accidental psychic trauma from god-like otherworldly being

Consensual BDSM (implied by framing narrative)

Continued physical and sexual abuse by an intimate partner (protagonist’s husband, described off-screen events)

Accidental psychic trauma from god-like otherworldly being

Emotional abuse of children (not physical)(protagonist’s husband toward their children)

Physical abuse of older children (not sexual, abusive discipline)

Consensual BDSM (implied by framing narrative)

Transphobia (toward protagonist’s trans male friend, by society)

Deliberate mind control for sexual purposes (of protagonist by spouse, brief)

Accidental trauma from mind control (consensual)

Male on female oral sex (consensual)

Medical abuse of several patients (slow poisoning)

Manipulation of a dying person to fake one’s own death

Non-consensual mind control and sexual stimulation of antagonists by the protagonist

Non-consensual sexual murder of characters by incubi and succubi, some explicitly in the narrative

Revenge rape and forced magical stasis

Death of an adult child of an important character

Death of an important character

Human remains left from war

Decapitation


Author’s Note on Dates:

The inhabited world of the Second Material Plane has a 780-day year. I will include a calendar in the appendices, but just for the reader’s reference, this means that their years are roughly twice as long as ours, and thus if a person were 20 years old in our world, they would be ten by this reckoning.


A  Landfaller Map of Denholm
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Part VII

Good morning, dear Balk. I’ve set up a big divan back here in the back of the Collection today, beside Varius’ potion jar there. No, I see that look. I did set it up myself, telekinetically. I’d never make the Goblins move something so heavy by hand.

Come sit down. The aniquill is ready and waiting to hear me, and I’ve got my fresh pile of foolscap here on the little table. It is time once again to talk of the past. Sit on the divan, so I can stand back here and stroke your head a little. I like running my hands over these scars. Now, don’t be shy, darling. Is it because you’ve got no hair? You silly boy. Every texture of you is exquisite.

When last I spoke to you of days gone, I was telling you of the year 21066 and the birth of Ghaz the Gholovi’s first children. There were five of them, a healthy little green brood of big-eared goblins. I helped her wind them in a sling so she could carry them away. What’s that? Yes, I did believe she would come back and pay me. You might think this was naïve of me, pet, but you didn’t see the look on her face when she held the curseling child. The proof of my promise was before her, no longer the unformed creature whose luckless birth would have ended his life and his siblings’ lives. She called him Malkin, though I had heard no names for the others.

I slept very heavily the rest of that night. I had lost some blood to a beating from Varius, for he was easily piqued with me then.

I dreamed of Eugene. We walked together along the Circle in Tendal, but the street was empty of people. There were no vendors or carts. Everything was covered in a blanket of snow. The flakes fell heavily around us. Eugene held my hand, but I remember his fingers felt cold.

“We can be together now,” he said. “Now that you’re dead.”

I woke up sweating, all the hairs standing up on my neck. The white velvet curtains were open, and I could hear Claire and Colette whispering in the wardrobe. Sunlight striped my rose coverlet.

I had planned to kill my husband and run away with him once, back before he was changed, back before my children changed all my plans. Even then, he had said no. Now he had everything that he wanted, socially, personally, financially; but even before, when he had had nothing to look forward to but an unhappy marriage, he had been too possessed by his social conscience to consider desperate measures.

You have seen, my dear Captain, what measures I consider desperate. And even back then, I was willing to do what Gene would never dare.

Would he have thought me better or worse if he could have seen me act as a midwife to my familiar? Would he have praised my kind heart, only to be disappointed when he realized it was an exchange of favors? Or would he have been more bothered by the fact that a familiar was not of the same class as Quality? I thought I knew the answer. Or at least, some part of me must have. Not even death could render me acceptable to him now, I thought.

That day, when I had cleansed myself by magic and rendered my garments again into their most uncomfortable and attractive configuration, I had Xanthus walk me back to the building. He was older now, starting to show streaks of gray in his hair, but Elves age more slowly than Humans. One or two of my earliest acquaintances had died of old age in the time I had known him. The lines in his face hardly showed on a dark rose complexion.

On the way, I remarked to Xanthus that I had seen Lady Carlotta that morning.

“Milady has visited the crypts?” he asked politely. He knew I hadn’t. At least, he knew I wouldn’t tell him if I had. All of them now knew I could appear and disappear at will, even if they weren’t sure how.

“No, no, dear. She was in my chambers. She opened the curtains before Colette even came in. I thought it rather rude of her,” I said.

“Oh,” he said. “Er. Yes, that must have been very impolite of her, Milady.”

“Well, I had better go and light a candle for her and the others, just in case.”

“As you wish, Milady.”

He went with me to carry out this proceeding, looking around uneasily. I had lit candles for Varius’ late wives before, but this was the first time I had suggested I was in communication with a ghost. Varius had begun suggesting, in our private time, when he was using my body and trying unsuccessfully to abuse my mind, that I would see the spirits of his previous wives. I had long since surpassed him in my ability to resist the clear threads of Will, which he could not even see; but in this case, my plans went along with his own.

Varius wanted me committed to the Mercy of Lhorne Institution for the Insane, so that I would die. I wanted a chance to convince everyone that I was dead so that I could do as I pleased without public censure falling upon my children. Whatever hazard normally proved fatal to women at Mercy, I was willing to risk it.

On our last visit to the Vhilales before our remove to Town, it was Holvai’s turn to fence with Varius and her husband Jhirak’s to secretly practice with me, each in the garb of the other. It was a chilly day. The trees stood bare, shivering in their nakedness, and the first taste of snow lingering above the frozen grass. We took a turn outside quietly before we went back into the library to our womens’ work.

The Marquess and Marchioness regularly switched off without anyone knowing. They expended power to change their facial appearances very slightly, to maintain the illusion that Holvai had a mole and Jhirak’s horns were longer. Little more was necessary. Elekht men and women did not look much different from one another, both slender beings mincing about on their tall claws, and these two resembled each other more than was common from the start.

Both were immensely older even than Varius, titled by the final King of Landfall before his death and the Civil War. They had mastered sorceries that Varius did not even imagine. It was through Jhirak and Holvai that I had first obtained the volume that had led me to the White Sea, though they had become more reluctant to lend me books since. They had stood as friends and almost as parents to me down the long years of my marriage to Varius. They had kept my secrets faithfully. Now they helped me practice against mind control, so that when the Infernari invaded I would be ready.

Jhirak, seeing how pale I still was, led me to sit with him by the fire and embroider. He politely ignored my protest that I was ready for spear practice. He worked on a fireplace screen that he and his wife were alternately imbuing with a sunset scene in splashy orange and pink colors. I picked at making a peach-and-white beaded purse.

I was sometimes amused and often envious of how much in harmony he was with Holvai, that the two of them could alternate working on the same projects. I knew them both well enough to guess that their arguments probably involved a lot of indirect needling rather than open shouting. Perhaps when they really differed, they would quietly make changes to their projects without telling the other one. At least, thinking so made me feel better. Sometimes they seemed a little too perfect.

Occasionally Jhirak would give me some instruction, clear threads reaching for my mind, and I would try to resist it, to misdirect his control into a labyrinth of false compliances as I had long since learned to do with Varius. This was much more difficult with the Vhilales. So far, I had not succeeded in evading his control for above a few seconds. At the beginning, I couldn’t even do that.

I did not enjoy that at all, but I had learned to suppress the feeling of violation and betrayal. It was not their fault. It was the painful echo of the times when Varius had defeated me. If I reminded myself often enough and firmly enough that these were my friends, and I was safe, I could quell my emotions about it. It upset them to see me upset, and I didn’t want them to stop practicing with me. The Infernari were coming. I knew I must not lose sight of that for one instant.

“When we rode on Cidesday, Lord Varius said you have been speaking with Carlotta sometimes,” Jhirak said eventually.

“I can give him no more children,” I said. “He wants to send me to Mercy so that I will die and he can remarry. He has been trying to put thoughts into my head, and I have been behaving as if he has succeeded.”

“And what if he does send you away?” Jhirak asked. That day he was wearing a handsome gray satin gown lined with white wool and embroidered with white flowers. Little diamonds spattered his pointed ears and the woolen cuff around his pointed tail, modest in accordance with his day wear rather than the more dramatic stones he would wear on a formal occasion. “Raise your left hand, child.”

I saw the threads reaching for me from the corner of my eye before he even started to speak, and I had prepared a more convincing and elaborate compliance this time, a false resistance followed by a slide into relieved forgetfulness. It had to be different each time, or he would quickly learn to recognize it. This time I held him off for nearly a minute as we both continued to sew, but eventually, when I was congratulating myself on my success, I realized that I was in the process of raising my left hand.

“Damnation,” I said. While I was actually under his thrall, I could no longer perceive the threads of power that entangled me. I knew when he let go, because I saw them pulling away.

“One mustn’t swear,” he said.

“One does what one wishes, old thing. I went longer that time.”

“Indeed, you did very well. What if he does send you away?” he repeated patiently.

“It is my ardent wish that he will do so,” I said. “When I am legally dead, I can do anything at all. I have begun refitting one of the old laboratories from Varius’ grandfather’s day. He has forgotten it exists, if he ever knew. The door is hidden behind tapestries in the silver drawing room, and by rights it should open into the blue room next door. It’s another created dimension, like Fellthorn itself.”

The castle looked the size of a reasonably small keep and wall from outside. Inside, it was the size of a little country or a big city, a domain miles wide. I had at first thought the dimensions of the keep were literal, but now I questioned how much that, too, might be folded and unfolded on itself.

I had my sanctum by the Sea, equally well hidden, but I kept that knowledge to myself. That was not a place from which to secretly rule Fellthorn. It had to be somewhere that my people could reach. Teleporting between the laboratory and the herbing shed and my other anchor points around the property should do nicely.

“What if there are safeguards against the use of power at Mercy?” Jhirak said. “I know that they have special cells.”

“Varius won’t spend the extra money for a special cell when he thinks I am as magical as a dirt clod. Gene won’t tell anyone. He won’t dare. Everyone knows I can’t possibly be a magister, because I am not of the great families. And if he gave me away, I might tell everyone he taught me when I was new, and that would simply ruin him socially.”

“If Eugene truly thought you insane, that would be very irresponsible of him,” Jhirak said.

“He doesn’t know the true extent of my learning, and I expect him to think I have forgotten much of what I knew. I shall certainly attempt to inculcate the idea of a demented forgetfulness with his new wife this winter.”

I set my project on my knee and leaned across the arm of the overstuffed chair to pat his spiny arm. “When we have survived the war, when my children are married or placed with their married siblings, then I shall deal with Varius.” I sighed. “Of course, you will not be able to see me openly after I have done away with my husband.”

“We would prefer you do not commit murder, but we will not stop you.” His tone was not especially guilt-ridden. He had known Varius too long and too well to mourn him. “And who would know whom we see at the summer estate? You will always be welcome at our house, Imperien. If anything, I regret that we did not break our rule of noninterference to save the others. I think my morning star feels the same. But we will be finishing our monogram soon. Then, perhaps, we shall conduct ourselves differently.”


“What do you want to do when the papers are written?” I asked.


“We will most likely discuss whether we want to embark on another academic endeavor, or work on lesser projects as we try for a son or daughter. The War will, I hope, be past by then.”

“I hope so, too,” I said. The idea did not fill me with optimism. The two Elekht, immortal and very old, did not have the same view of passing time as I did. Who could say how long an invasion of the Infernari would last? The last one had ended serendipitously due to outside factors, not because Landfall had successfully repelled the invaders.

“Hand me the cerulean blue thread. Would you be queen, if you could?” Jhirak asked. The question was non sequitur on purpose, intended to shock me away from paying attention to his use of Will. This time I parried him more deftly, and I was startled to realize I could see the ends of his threads entangled with themselves outside of my head, lost in my maze. I picked up the blue thread and set it farther from him, out of his reach, without taking my eyes from his face.

“No,” I said. “Fellthorn is just the right size for me, and its borders are highly defensible. That is all the kingdom I want.”

He blinked at me slowly, the square-pupiled silver eyes wide in astonishment, and I felt the threads withdraw. Then he smiled, tail rising to a question mark in the chair beside and behind him.

“Well done,” he said. I grinned back in the glow of accomplishment.

“Do you actually need the cerulean blue, though?” I asked.

“Yes, I need that shade for this portion of the water.”

I handed it over. We chatted desultorily of our servants and their concerns, of fashions for the winter season – crocheted fascinators shaped like flowers and a printed cotton named after Bharat’s city of Tajikit were expected to be all the rage – and of our little domestic projects. He attacked twice more. I fell under his spell once, but the second time I slipped him again. I went home weary, still a little cotton-headed from loss of blood, but ready to face whatever was coming.

On the ride home, looking out of the window, I said to Varius, “Lady Terillia didn’t come into the house. She would walk about the gardens. I think she is afraid of Lady Holvai.”

“Terillia has been dead for decades, my stripling,” he said. “She hasn’t been walking anywhere.” It wasn’t my imagination that he sounded smug. He was clean, but he was still pink and flushed from exercise in his pale blue fencing suit, his talons carefully enameled blue to match.

“Are my parents dead, too?” I asked, still looking out of the window.

“But of course, silly doll, they’ve been dead for a long time now. Didn’t I tell you? They caught some sort of respiratory nonsense at one of the bathing places a couple of years after we were married. Consumption, probably.”

I was momentarily stunned into silence. Of course, I’d known – must have known! - that they couldn’t be alive, for I was growing old in human years, and they had not been young when they sold me off to Varius together with their lands. My bride-price would have kept them in lavish comfort for the rest of their days. I had always somehow assumed they were alive somewhere, bitter and irritable, just out of my sight. I had even wondered if one day they would come begging when they had spent it all.

But I would never see them again, because Baron and Baroness Enderville had been rotting in the ground for all this time. I couldn’t say I had really missed them, but it felt strange to realize they were gone. Of course, Varius hadn’t bothered to say anything. He hadn’t cared, so why should anyone else?

Still, there was a reason I had asked, and I had best keep up the pretense.

“Oh,” I said. “Well, I suppose my mama can’t be walking about the hedge maze at Fellthorn, then?”

“No, poppet, she cannot. I wouldn’t go saying that to people, if I were you. They might think you mad.”

“I’m not mad,” I said firmly. “I shall not disappoint you, Milord.”

“That’s my girl,” he said. His smile was beatific, as if he really were a celestial being. It was exactly the same smile I had seen on his face just after he finished cutting me about so badly with the riding crop that it would take him twenty minutes to fix me afterward. I had seen that look often, going back over the years of our marriage. Incident after incident layered one atop the other endlessly in my memory, like Dolora’s horrid visions.

I think that was the first moment I truly felt the conviction that killing was too good for Varius. The world would have to suppose him dead, of course, because I still intended Fellthorn to be mine. But my grievance was too intimate and fervid to admit of so simple a consummation. I wanted to do something truly extraordinary for him, to show my appreciation for all that he had done for me.

I’ve heard it said, my dear Balk, that hatred and love are emotions nearly akin, and that the true opposite of love is indifference. I don’t know if that is true. I know that the thought of him fills me even now with a passion of rage and loathing that can never be fully satisfied. That is part of the reason you crept on me yourself, dear. You did not provoke in me a passion to acquire or to destroy when first we met, only a curiosity of a sort I seldom was able to indulge at that time.

One day I will write down the story of how you came to me, but I won’t make you listen to that, because I know it will embarrass you.

To the one who reads what this aniquill writes, and it is probably some descendant of my children or Ghaz’s – you’d better be an adult, because there have definitely been some things in this account that were not appropriate for a child. More importantly, Zho hasn’t come into the tale yet, but they shall at length. I met them some while before Balk, and like Malkin, they have been of use to me.

I think I’ve gotten distracted. I was saying something about the kinship of love with hate – ah, yes, here it is on the page. Well, it can certainly be argued that my hatred of my husband was something I treasured as much as, or more than, I treasured my love for my children. You must understand, while I do not deny my desire for revenge, at this point I felt my hatred elevated to a level above and beyond crude retribution into something purer. Varius’ long life of inflicted horrors demanded an artistic punishment, as a sculpture demands to be freed from marble.

But what to do, and how? I knew myself too well to suppose I would wish to devote myself to him day and night for this purpose. That would be giving him far too much control over my life, when my first passionate desire was to be free of his thrall. I would wish to dole out punishments in drabbles and little occasions, as he had doled out mine. And what was I to do with him in the meantime? Keeping him locked up was a dangerous idea, where he might act pitifully enough to make some naïve servant believe in him long enough to let him loose. None should see him alone but myself.

I could keep him in the Sea. He’d only need feeding every month or so if he was sleeping in the water the rest of the time. That idea had undeniable appeal. But the Swimmer wouldn’t like it, and I didn’t know when the Swimmer would return to me. It was much tenderer of heart than I was. And if I was unwilling to do this while it was present, I ought not do it when it was absent. It deserved better than that, considering all that it had done for me.


Perhaps the water of the White Sea would not lose its power if I took some of it away. I remembered vividly the night when the Swimmer had healed Dolora of her sickness. She had not awakened, not even resumed breathing, until I had tilted her about to make all the water run out of the passages of her head and throat. And I remembered the accounts from the book Travels With An Aquabus that had first told me of the plane which in High Caelic was called Thirius and in Avici was called Mare Pallidus. Orovikai’s rambling and peculiar account told of magisters found in suspended animation in sealed rooms full of the waters of the Sea, flooded the moment they had opened their portals.


The place had been reckoned an impossible trap until I had had the very stupid idea of venturing into it inside an oilskin bag with a glass window. I was the first one to both remain conscious so that the Swimmer could speak to my mind, and to not descend immediately into screaming panic when it did.

What if I were to thin the waters of the Sea with my own sleeping potions made by alchemy, to make it easier to wake him again when I wanted? Oh, yes. I liked that idea a great deal. As I’ve mentioned before in this account, I had many little fantasies about putting Varius to sleep and keeping him thus under my control. There had been times when it was all that let me endure his use of me. I knew this to be perverse, but I had long since ceased to care.

I mused on this the rest of the day. I saw Varius at dinner, and he demanded me as usual in his rooms afterward, but he took my distance and abstraction for a gradual dissociation from reality rather than a preoccupation with my plans. And when he doubted, and asked me, as I knelt naked before him, what I was looking at over his shoulder, I smiled up at him.

“Oh, it’s only Lady Terillia again,” I said. “But it’s all right if she’s here, isn’t it? She’s your wife, too.”

That unnerved him slightly, even though he believed this to be a hallucination of his own design. I could tell, because he gave over when he had only climaxed once, and he had me brush his hair sitting up by the fire instead of lying with him in the great bed with the mirror canopy. This suited my plans. He was drowsy and paying little attention to anything, and there was one more thing I wished to make sure of before it was time to depart his clutches.

I thought I knew when the Infernari would come – but I was not certain of it. I thought I could secure my children away from this place, most of them – but I was not certain of it. I knew the eldest four were powerful enough magi to defend themselves physically, but against the will of creatures so skilled in control of the mind? I would much prefer they had someone between them and any threat, to buy them time to cast their deadly spells while the potential enchanter was distracted.

I wanted it badly enough to dare an exercise of my will against Varius himself, who could not see my threads wrapping gently about his skull from behind as I hummed softly to myself. At length I leaned in and murmured,

“They say the Infernari will invade soon, Milord.”

“Nonsense…”

“The Infernari will invade soon. You have learned it from a political acquaintance, and when you hear it in town, you will not be surprised.”

“Nothing surprises me,” he murmured smugly.

“Just so, Milord. You should see that you and the children are protected in moments of potential distraction.”

“I should hire bodyguards,” he said vaguely.

“What a splendid idea, and so very clever, darling,” I cooed in his ear. I felt a kind of excitement that I had never felt from all Varius’ cruel and indifferent intentions. I wanted to do more with him, to play with him as he had with me, but I was not so lost to sense that I would endanger my plans. I didn’t plan for him to forget this conversation entirely. Personal gratification would have to wait.

I sat cross-legged on my bedroom rug that night with a renewed sense of optimism and purpose. Ghaz was late. She had not come the day after the birth, or the day after that. I had supposed she was resting. But that night I felt the tug that was the Goblin demanding to access my powers to transport herself, and I gave what was asked. She swirled out of the air before me with the baby sling around her shoulder and a leather satchel over the other one.

“I got it,” she said. “I know it’s been longer than I said, but it wasn’t easy, and there’s been… Well, there’s a problem.”

“What is it?” I asked. She came to squat in front of me, bringing us just about to eye level. From inside the sling there was a tiny cooing noise.

“My husbands don’t want to keep the Malkin,” she said. “Said it’s not natural. You still willing to take him, now he’s weaned?”

“Yes, I’ll take him,” I said. “He’ll be well cared for here, I promise. We have people of every shape and size at Fellthorn.” I held out my hands, and she shrugged out of the sling and carefully handed it over; it was too small to fit me, but it could still wrap the tiny bundle inside. Little Malkin waved his pudgy fists. I held out my pinky finger as I held him in the crook of my arm. He grabbed onto it, gurgling.

“What does he need?” I asked. “How do I feed him?”

“You’re a Human. You feed him by keeping him around,” Ghaz said.

“Will this hurt?” I asked.

“No, you’ll just get a little younger, maybe. You get old again easily. You probably won’t even notice,” Ghaz said. “You’ve spent some time. He’ll just need a little to get bigger.”

I looked at her and then at the baby with deep interest. None of my books said what nourished the Gholovi species. There was rampant speculation. I might be the first one ever to know the truth.

“He feeds on time?” I asked.


“Time that’s been spent,” Ghaz said. “Don’t just dump him with a bunch of other little ones, or he won’t grow. And for the love of gods, don’t tell nobody I told you. I’d be flayed to pieces. I wouldn’t tell you now, either, if it wasn’t important to keeping the kid alive.”


“I understand,” I said. “I don’t generally discuss my methods with anyone, so that won’t be a change. Speaking of changing - ?”

“He’s off liquids now,” Ghaz said. “Nothing in, nothing out. Just time.”

“The world’s easiest baby,” I said, amused. He tried to put my finger in his mouth. I withheld it, laughing quietly. “Oh, no, you don’t.” I wiggled it in his grip, and he gurgled again. His eyes were huge and yellow, the pupils big. “His nurses will be mortal, never fear. I expect he’ll be very popular. Look how adorable he is.”

“It’s good for kids to be passed around,” Ghaz said. “Then they learn to know lots of different kinds of people. Oh, here. Don’t open it facing the baby.” She offered the satchel. I reluctantly detached my finger from little Malkin, making a silly face at him to distract him. He laughed as I took the bag, laying it against my knee to open it onehanded. With the flap up, it faced away from him, even had his sling not shielded his face.

Inside was a book. The letters on the cover were in Deep Hadic. I could read and speak that tongue with some fluency now, without pain, but even to see the written characters or hear the words spoken could be deadly dangerous to an infant. The title, translated loosely into Landfaller, was:

Methods of Planar Construction

By Erdekh Elkhi and Dhirgi

My heart leaped into my throat. I flipped a few pages quickly, skimming, but from what I could tell it was real. “Yes,” I breathed. “At last.”

“Worth what you done for me?” Ghaz asked.

“It certainly is,” I said, closing the flap. It was cheap at that price.

“Even taking a curseling?” she sounded more subdued, eyes lingering on the baby. She didn’t want to give him up. She must have really loved those husbands, I thought. I couldn’t imagine it.

“I’m taking him as a favor to him, not you,” I said, amused. “A child that doesn’t need diapers or feeding is no burden in general, and even less so to a marchioness with a large household. I don’t believe in this curse. What age does he walk and talk?”

“If they’re fed well, they usually start talking around, oh, two-ish of this plane’s years,” Ghaz said. “Walking around three.”

“Convenient,” I said. “You know baby Avics start running the day after they hatch?”


Ghaz stared at me. “Yeah,” she said. “But how do you?”




“My husband is Avic, a magister,” I said. “He has made me bear him eggs.” 

“You wanted this?” Ghaz asked.

“No. But I love them all the same.”

“I’d kill him,” Ghaz said decisively. “A husband didn’t ought to be able to do that to a wife. I’ve seen how big them eggs are.”


“A husband can do as he likes with a wife here,” I said. “But don’t worry, I’ve been planning something very special for him. I just have to make sure my defenses are in place first.” I didn’t realize what kind of smile was on my face until I registered the wary expression with which Ghaz was eyeing me. “Oh, don’t worry, dear Ghaz. Little Malkin will be completely safe, because the Marquess of Fellthorn will never know he exists. There’s room enough in Fellthorn Fortress and its lands to brood an army without his notice, if I wished. In a way, I am brooding an army. Signs point to an Infernari invasion in the next few years, and I will be well-prepared to defend this place when he marches off to war.”


I dandled little Malkin gently, cooing back at him for a second. He yawned, showing tiny sharp teeth. Ghaz watched him, reaching one sharp nail out to gently smooth the sling around him.

“I understand if you’d rather not have your child in a plane that might be invaded, of course,” I said. “But at least one of my children will be here, too. I can keep him safe.” I didn’t offer to hand him back. The weight of him reminded me of when my children were small. They had been tiny at birth, too.

“Still safer with you than me,” Ghaz said quietly. “I don’t trust my mother-in-law not to try and smother him, or her son to stop her. I love my first husband, I do, but he’s got no spine when it comes to his ma.”

I nodded. I had heard more than one parent among my servants remark that if I had not been able to heal their child of the cat’s mouth, or a clubbed foot, they might have been ‘taken by the fairies.’ We all knew that did not mean they had been adopted by Occasics.

“Well, don’t worry,” I said. “You can always find me here, and I’ll take you to visit him. How shall I teach him the ways of his own people?”

“I expect you won’t,” she said. “But he can do worse than be raised like a Human. Maybe summon somebody to teach him Lubig when he’s bigger.” She shook herself a little, lashing her tufted tail, and backed away as she stood up. In another moment, she was gone.

The laboratory was already cleaned and the faucets and drains in working order. Ancient magic whose design I was resolved to learn brought water in and took it away. One could have a hot bath in the sinks there more easily than in my rooms, I was startled to realize, so I had had the servants build a little bathroom into the corner to take advantage of it.

The room was the size of a cathedral, its ceiling vaulted with pebbled glass windows shining false sunlight, so there was plenty of space for partitions. Claire and Colette would no longer have to haul water for me every night, unless Varius should for some reason start checking if they were bringing buckets, an impulse that had not struck him in the 17 planar years of our marriage. Carpenters and smiths and others came and went quietly and by strange routes, making sure there was no chance Varius would see them.

It wasn’t hard to have a little nursery room added there, too. I made it known among the servants that my new adopted child would need a couple of dry nurses. Tutors could wait until he was a little older. I slept in the nursery room on a little wooden bed with him in the meantime. It felt like a forbidden privilege. I had seldom been allowed to sleep in the nursery with my children.

Claire and Colette were a little fussed. I had never admitted them to the knowledge that I was not spending most of my nights in the bed in the chambers Varius had assigned. They would just have to get used to doing my dressing when I came back in the morning. Little Malkin couldn’t stay in my bedroom when there was still any chance my husband might come in.

I had already engaged a second accountant and steward for Fellthorn some years past, a married pair of very serious half-Bombic Elves called Ozsi and Szain. I had been surprised to learn they were apprenticed to two of the regular accountants, because the only half-Bombic of my real acquaintance to that point had been Goribon, Baron K’takh, a tiger-striped gentleman known more for his wrestling prowess than his intelligence.
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