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A Fantasy Romance Anthology of Standing Up and Pushing Back




Lose yourself in over 800 pages of rebellion, resistance, and unapologetic feminine rage—while fighting book bans and censorship. 

When all is darkest, these heroines refuse to stay silent. From stubborn academics to dissident witches, and from village outcasts to ambitious queens… These romantasy rebels challenge tyranny, defy expectations, and reshape their worlds by fighting for love rather than hate.

This FaRo Society charity anthology features 26 rebellious short stories and novellas from a diverse line-up of authors, including USA Today bestsellers. 100% of the proceeds will be donated to PEN America, a charity advocating against book bans and defending writers around the world.

Romantasy Rebels will be available until February 28th. Every purchase helps us keep books on shelves—so get it now, and make a difference!
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By Lisette Marshall





He wants to kidnap her. She plans to kill him...once they're done kissing. 

A divine accident gave Rapunzel the power to create gemstones. Locked up in a tower for her own protection, she spends her days scaring off money-hungry visitors ... until a particularly arrogant warrior catches her eye in an entirely different way. But will he stop trying to kidnap her long enough to fall in love?
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The tower seemed surprisingly harmless. 

Egill squinted at the building as he made his way over the winding mountain path, confusion dimming the moment’s triumph. More than harmless—hell, it seemed accessible.

No door to be seen, admittedly, as the stories said. But the gaps between the rough blocks of granite were deep enough to accommodate his fingers, the windows large enough for an adult male to climb through. No towering fences, moats, or trenches. Really, after the weeks he’d spent braving the windswept tops of Orin’s mountains, he’d expected the god to have made a better effort to protect his little gem mage.

He reached the foot of the tower without incident, however.

An incredulous laugh escaped him as he glanced up, resting his palm against the cold stone. If he was lucky—and he generally made sure to be lucky—he’d reach his destination within the hour.

And thanks to his magic, the journey home would be much, much easier.

No sense in waiting; the day was young. Limbs buzzing with the prospect of victory, he checked his knives and the buckle on the sheath of his sword, Heartfall. He didn’t expect the little wench to put up much of a fight, but an alf could never be too prepared. Taking off his coat and bag, he scanned the wall for the best handholds. That deep crack above his head looked like an excellent start. Satisfied, he lifted his hand—

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

He snapped up his head. On the second floor, a young human woman leaned out of a window, dark hair bound into a thick braid, round face undeniably amused.

It took Egill a moment to believe what he was seeing.

After weeks of traveling—wrestling through snow, fighting off lions and valley wolves—it would almost be an anti-climax if it were true. But the girl looked human. She resembled the farmers of Lyckfort, where the famed gem mage had been born, with freckles and upturned nose and a deep golden skin.

“Lady Hadewych!” he said, stepping back to look up at her more easily. It took an effort not to laugh. “I’ve come to save you!”

Hadewych blinked, her eyebrows quirking. “I beg your pardon?”

“I’ve come to save you,” Egill repeated slowly. The girl was likely a little simple, he realized, after years in solitary confinement. “I’m Egill of Gjalheim, champion of the Linne tournament, favorite of Raghnar, head of the great house of Svirla. I’ve come to free you from your captors’ claws and—”

Hadewych raised her eyebrows even higher. “Have you, now?”

He suppressed a groan. “It must be hard to believe, but yes—after all these years, your torment is finally …”

“An Alvish warrior? Here to save me?”

“Just so, my lady.” How often would he need to repeat it? “Just give me a moment to enter your prison, and we’ll be—”

“Oh,” Hadewych said, revealing more of her short, curvy body as she leaned out further. “That sounds highly unnecessary to me, Lord Favorite.”

Egill blinked. “My lady?”

“Saving me,” she repeated, tasting the words on her dark red lips. “Makes me wonder what horrific tales of my suffering have spread. What cruelty did you plan to save me from, exactly?”

“It’s commonly known you were stolen from your parents at a young age,” Egill said smoothly. As commonly as the powers that had driven those poor farmers to give up their daughter—Orin’s blessing, the god’s mercy that had saved her life at birth, and inadvertently given her the power to turn matter into gemstones, too. The unfortunate fate of the girl’s aunt Gertrude, turned into pure diamond by an infant lacking control, had been the talk of the day throughout the archipelago. “I would be honored to finally reunite you with your family.”

A lie, of course. As soon as he managed to grab her hand, he'd fade the both of them out of this place and transport them into the grand halls of Raghnar’s house. But Egill doubted the wench would cooperate if she knew. He could afford a little lie to finish this mission—the hand of Raghnar’s daughter and a position as his successor would be enough of a reward.

“It took you fifteen years to cross some mountains?” Hadewych said, pursing her lips. “Some champion you are.”

Orin’s eye, the lass was even less civilized than she looked. It took some self-restraint to soothe his hurt pride and say, “Greater obstacles than mountains lay between you and your family, Lady Hadewych. It’s my pleasure to brave them and bring a little more joy into the world by—”

“Oh, yes, yes,” she said, waving his words away. “Very moving, very heroic, they’ll love that quote in the history books. I must kindly decline, though.”

“You … what?”

“Why would I want to be saved? I’m living a rather pampered life here, under divine protection.” Her smile dazzled like a diamond. “If you want to bring some joy into the world nonetheless, they’re dealing with terrible socio-economic inequality to the south. You could save those poor sods in Morhall instead.”

Egill stared at her.

“Of course,” Hadewych added reassuringly, “I don’t mind having a chat, if you could quit all that obligatory blathering.”

Blathering? He? A powerful lord’s right hand, the finest warrior of his generation?

“Oh, dear,” Hadewych said, snickering. “Did I offend you?”

“You’re a rather opinionated young woman,” Egill managed. “One wonders where you picked up all these ideas.”

“Oh, my companions.” She gestured at the road behind him. “Orin’s priestesses. Very pleasant company. They keep me informed.”

Her smile was a knife stab. I know where you come from, it said. I know the stories they tell about the world behind these mountaintops—the quarreling gods and the wars waging on the Fae Isles. I am perfectly content to stay far from it.

Well. 

So much for the heroic rescuer’s guise he had donned that morning. There was little to rescue if his opponent wasn’t the god that had locked her up, but the razor-tongued wench herself. But if he couldn’t be a liberator—so be it. The kidnapper’s role fit him just as well.

He stepped forward, raising his hands to start climbing. Getting in couldn’t take long, and with no priestess in sight, he doubted she’d scream loud enough to alert her guardians.

“I told you,” Hadewych said, leaning over, “that it would be wiser not to do that.”

He almost scoffed. “I suggest you leave the strategy to me.”

“Oh, I’ll happily watch you blow yourself to pieces,” the girl said brightly, “but Gothel always gets in such a mood when she has to scrape the guts off the stones again. I suggest you spare her the effort.”

That gave him pause.

Gothel. If she was behind this defense—Orin’s most devoted priestess, and a fine godsworn mage herself—perhaps he should re-evaluate the tower’s harmless look. 

Always, Hadewych said.

He raked a hand through his long blond hair, recalculating. “I’m not your first visitor here?”

“I’m a pretty woman with a talent for turning things into gems, Lord Favorite,” she said, as if he was the idiot here. “And men are all the same.”

She wasn’t going to lump him in with every provincial sod to find his way into this valley, was she? Yanking back his hand, Egill glared up at her and snapped, “Don’t underestimate me.”

She chuckled.

For fuck’s sake. He glared at those nondescript stones and added, “Gothel needs to reach you with food and water. Does she risk blowing herself to pieces every time?”

“Oh, don’t worry about Gothel. She has her own ways to get in.”

Ways this little hellion knew, judging by the smugness on her blushing face. Egill forced his frustration down. No sense in antagonizing her, if she held the key to her own freedom—the freedom she wasn’t willing to take.

“And what magic do those ways require?”

“You’re a funny man, Lord Favorite,” Hadewych said dryly. “It’s a shame Lord Raghnar didn’t make you his jester.”

For the bloody gods’ sakes. Egill suppressed the urge to tear her from that window with a dagger to the face and willed his voice into its politest territories. “You misunderstand me, Lady Hadewych. It isn’t my intention to free you by force.” Like hell it was. “But you must have wishes your tower does not provide for, and if I can be of service in fulfilling those …”

“So helpful.” But for the first time he detected something other than dry mockery in her tone—a hint of doubt, of some forbidden desire worming into her heart. “I hardly know why I would trust you with any of those wishes, though.”

So they existed. Egill suppressed a grin as he folded his hands below his back in the most subservient posture he was capable of. “Why don’t you first tell me what you’re thinking of, and we’ll discuss the details later?”

She cocked her head, causing that chestnut-colored braid to slide along her shoulder. A lot of hair, he vaguely registered. It had to reach to her waist, at least. As she put her elbows on the windowsill and rested her chin in her hands, her doe-like eyes took a highly un-doe-like expression sliding over him—like a shrewd housewife examining a large pumpkin at the market.

“You see, Lord Favorite,” she said, sounding thoughtful through the cheerfulness, “this tower doesn’t provide me with men.”
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It was quite a delight to see the prick’s eyes widen abruptly. An unexpected bonus, Rapunzel thought as she admired the results of her work; shocking him hadn’t even been her primary reason for uttering those words. 

Dangerous words, of course. Forbidden words. But the alf warrior below her window was right: Orin’s tower did not provide her with everything, and the one thing it lacked in particular … an answer to the questions itching on her skin at night. Nothing she needed, but from the hints in her books and her guardian’s blushes, she suspected it was certainly something she wanted.

So she smiled and waited until the alf finally uttered a laugh just not convincingly indifferent. “Men.”

“Yes,” Rapunzel said pleasantly, ignoring the nervous flutters in her stomach. “A category to which you belong. Which suggests you might fill a vacancy.” She giggled. “Don’t take that too literally.”

He was certainly taking it literally. His bewildered eyes flashed over her body, leaving an odd but pleasant tingling behind, and back to her face.

“Lady Hadewych …” he started, a pair of very fine shoulders tensing below his blue linen shirt.

“And stop the ‘Lady Hadewych,’” Rapunzel interrupted. “Call me Rapunzel, like any sensible person. I might even start believing you’re one of them.”

“Rapunzel?” He scoffed. “They’re calling you a little turnip?”

“Better than a pain in the ass, which is what I’d call you.”

A sneer threatened to curl his upper lip; she nearly laughed. “And yet you’d show me the secrets of this tower?”

“Not just of the tower,” Rapunzel said and smiled her naughtiest smile. She didn’t have a lot of practice with those, but judging by the way his sharp jaw clenched, she wasn’t doing too poorly.

“Why?” It was nearly a snap.

“Your pretty face, Lord Favorite.” She twirled a loose strand of hair around her fingers, one of the short plucks at her temple that wouldn’t grow long with the rest of her braid. “It’s utterly irresistible.”

Such an easy lie, because it was barely a lie at all. He was damned handsome, even beneath that haughty arrogance. A skin like ivory, tousled blond locks. Muscles as deadly as the sword on his back and lake-blue eyes, a bright summer’s day come to life … She wasn’t quite sure what she’d find if she were to strip those tight trousers off him, but she dared to trust it wouldn’t disappoint.

Not a lie, indeed. But not the full truth either.

Other handsome men had stood in his spot, some even eager to fill that same vacancy. None of them had been here with violent intentions, though. They’d stood below her window and begged, pleaded, for just the smallest gemstone, anything to help their families survive the winter … Breaking Gothel’s rules and subjecting them to the fury of Orin’s most fearsome priestess—her curiosity wasn’t worth that risk.

This alf warrior, though …

An arrogant bastard and a liar, too. He deserved whatever Gothel came up with.

So she reveled in her near-truth as she smiled another enticing smile at him. A wise man would pay no heed to her flattery. But for all his arrogance and battle-prowess, Egill was certainly not a wise man, and she could see the temptation take shape in his mind.

All part of the game, of course. Alves could travel to the other side of the world in the blink of an eye; he’d try to drag her out as soon as he came within reach. But Orin’s magic didn’t allow fading within the walls of the tower, and if she could distract him for long enough …

She’d have her answers and be rid of him. Not a bad prospect.

“Well,” he said. His smile was close to a smirk. “If that’s the situation, let us combine the pleasant and the useful. Please show me the entrance, Lady Ha … Rapunzel.”

“You wouldn’t mind taking off your weapons, would you?” she said sweetly.

Obviously, he minded. His hesitation told her he’d indeed planned to drag her out as soon as she let him. And yet … Those two heartbeats were all he needed to take the knives from his boots and belt and leave them with his bag and coat. 

Only his sword took him longer—an alf’s worst nightmare, Gothel said, to be separated from his blade. He had to be very determined to kidnap her to go through with this.

Rapunzel almost chuckled. But she didn’t allow her naïve smile to waver as she curled her hands around her braid and let it down over the windowsill.

And down.

And down.

And down.

Egill’s eyes widened as the full length of her braid appeared, sinking to the foot of the tower. “What in hell …”

“There’s the first secret for you,” Rapunzel said brightly, gripping the windowsill. “Just climb up. It’s strong enough—we treat it with hazelnut oil every fortnight.”

He didn’t seem particularly interested in the details of her hair routine. Tapping against her braid, he said sharply, “Isn’t that … uncomfortable?”

Not nearly as uncomfortable as being abducted, Rapunzel almost reminded him. “Not if you’re a decent climber, Lord Favorite.”

A last moment he hesitated. Then, with a brusque motion, he grabbed a handful of braid and wrapped it around his wrist. She barely felt his first tug, his movements infinitely more graceful, more alluring, than those of inexperienced priestesses.

Pleasant and useful, indeed.

He climbed with catlike ease, muscles straining temptingly. She’d have liked to believe it was nervousness that sent her heart thumping so eagerly in her chest, but there was little sense in lying to herself; that eminently male body was responsible for at least half the palpitations.

He clasped the windowsill as it came within reach and hauled himself inside with a last display of bulging biceps and thighs. Rapunzel reflexively jolted away as he settled his feet on her floor and stood straight, every muscular inch of him suddenly very, very close. Orin help her. He hadn't seemed this tall from above. And not this … tantalizing either.

She swallowed, her dangling braid forgotten, as he rolled his shoulders and blinked at the crystalline walls of her living room. He smelled masculine, too. The first whiff of him—sweet and citrusy and oddly golden—made her mouth water in most disconcerting ways, calling up images of sparkling water and sunrises and …

“So it’s true?” Egill said.

His hoarse voice shook her from her heated thoughts. His eyes had narrowed at the rough quartz covering the walls, the crystal of the table surface, the geodes serving as candleholders.

Right. Handsome or not, he was still the same greedy bastard.

“My powers? Of course it’s true.” Rapunzel sent him a sweet viper smile as she reeled in her hair. “That god abducting me mostly protected me from dastardly opportunists using me for their own benefit, you see.”

The alf didn’t wince as he met her gaze, one eyebrow raised. “Dastardly, indeed.”

“Oh, yes,” she said, smiling even more sweetly, pulling the last feet of her braid back inside and dropping it to the spotless floor. “Thankfully, you’d never do such a thing, would you? You’re here for very noble purposes only, yes?”

His eyes seemed even bluer as he studied her face. He still couldn’t make sense of her, could he? Still couldn’t acknowledge that perhaps he wasn't the most brilliant mind in the room?

With an abrupt motion, he stepped closer and wrapped both hands around her upper arms—large, calloused hands, but there was a softness to their touch, his hold just a little more gentle than she’d expected. In any other place, he’d have been able to transport them both to wherever he wanted now. In Orin’s tower, however …

Nothing moved.

She saw the realization rise in his eyes. Held his gaze and saw him recalculate his steps all over again. He’d climbed up here with the intention of betraying her and magicking her away, and if that wasn’t possible …

“Of course,” he said, his voice smooth and confident. “Exclusively noble intentions.”

Excellent.

At least he’d go to his grave pleasantly.

She wondered what he’d been planning. Abduct her for his own greedy reasons—but what would he have bought with the diamonds she could make him? Land? Power? Women? The hands trailing down her arms with breathtaking gentleness didn’t suggest he needed gold to bring anyone into his bed …

Did it matter?

In a surge of courage, she took half a step closer, drawing his intoxicating scent into her lungs. His previous intentions were of no concern. He was here, driving away the loneliness. If she wanted to make the most of this chance, she shouldn’t be wasting a minute.

“So?” she managed.

There were probably more sensual things experienced women might say, but judging by the flicker in his summer-sky eyes, this did the job. The expression quirking around his lips was an invitation as much as a smile.

“Impatient, my little mage?”

His voice had lowered to a purr. Oh, he might have intended to abduct her before they got to this point, but he didn’t mind the change of plans at all. Rapunzel swallowed, knees wobbling in what might be nervousness as much as that far more dangerous, far more confusing hunger trailing through her lower belly. 

“Not your mage,” she muttered defiantly, even though his hands on her arms were making alarming attempts to lay claim to every inch of skin they passed.

He chuckled. “Allow me to change your mind about that.”

Such an arrogant bastard, but then again … Rapunzel closed her eyes, feeling nothing but those feathery fingertips over her bare arms. At least if he was trying to change her mind, he’d make an effort. And perhaps, just perhaps, some of that arrogance was justified.

One hour.

No time to lose.

She breathed, “Do your best.”

“Are you sure?” He laid one hand beneath her chin, a strong finger tipping her head up. Lazy, confident amusement—but there was a hint of restraint in his eyes. “If you’d prefer to exchange pleasantries and have a cup of tea first, I …”

“Didn’t I mention you’re a very boring conversation partner?” She gave a small scoff. “I don’t care for pleasantries. Play my game or leave.”

He smiled.

And kissed her.

His mouth swept over hers, smothering the mewl that escaped her, smothering all sensible thought but the awareness of him. Of his supple lips, coaxing and reassuring, working hers in petal-soft brushes. Of his smell, that summery fragrance of sun-streaked grass and sweet fruit. Of his hands, wrapping around her waist with worshipful care. And suddenly he was no longer the bastard who’d planned to abduct her, but rather …

A lover soothing the loneliness?

Rapunzel realized, in that infinitesimal moment before she lost control, that she had not the faintest idea what she’d just started.

Then her knees gave in.

Egill growled, not releasing her from their kiss as she stumbled against the solid wall of his body. The sound flushed through her like fire—good gods, the sound! She hadn’t known a mere voice could melt her insides to mush, and yet that rough edge to his moan … It slid straight into the core of her, warm and slippery and hungry.

He nibbled on her bottom lip. She gasped. Again he chuckled, and it was a different chuckle now—a declaration of war.

Oh, gods.

This was a terrible idea.

This was a glorious idea.

She molded her hands to his torso, mirroring his hold on her waist, and felt his next groan rumble through him. When he finally broke their kiss, he was as breathless as she was.

“Oh,” she gasped.

His smirk broadened into a sinful grin.

“Oh.” Her mind spun, leaving her lost for words. “You … oh.”

“You flatter me, little treasure.” A challenge in his eyes. “Surely that’s not your intention?”

“Not at all,” Rapunzel managed. Oh, damn that confidence in his eyes. Damn the fire burning on her lips, below her skin, every place where he’d touched her. At least he would no longer be laughing in an hour … but even that barely seemed a consolation. “If anything, I’m a little disappointed.”

His only reply was another self-satisfied chuckle.

She should kick him. Should knee him in the balls, or bite his tongue, or … anything. But pressed against him, warmth pooling in more and more disconcerting places …

She kissed him again.

In response, Egill scooped her into his arms.

He was halfway to her couch before she realized what was happening. His hold was gentle and inescapable; he held her as if she was the answer to his every problem, his little treasure indeed, and for a moment she allowed herself to believe the lie. To imagine it was her he wanted and not those gems twinkling at them from all sides.

The couch pillows had never felt so soft below her back before. His body was so very solid in comparison, all taut muscle under her fingertips as she clawed at his arms.

“Patience,” he murmured, kneeling beside her. “Let me show you.”

How could she not give in to that command in his voice? She slumped into the cushions, the armrest holding up her head, and watched him brush her dress up her thighs with slow, reverent care. Skin she’d touched before—awkward attempts to understand—and yet under his capable fingers nothing felt the same. Every caress, every gossamer touch, trailed through her in stings of sharp-edged arousal, mingling with the nervousness into a light-headed feeling that made her quiver like a twig in the wind.

One hour.

And these first two minutes already had her on the brink of fainting. 

When he finally trailed a finger over her underwear, following the lines of her lips below, there was no holding back her cry. Egill looked up, eyes shining. But below the arrogant satisfaction, there was a flicker of … gentleness?

“Yes?” he said softly.

She gasped. “Yes.”

He stripped off her underlinen, ran his fingers up her legs, kissed the inside of her thigh. She yelped. He laughed, his warm breath unbearable against her skin, and nuzzled his way up, up, up … until his kisses reached that most sensitive of places and she thought she’d die, the pleasure unfolding through every fiber of her with heart-pounding, toe-curling intensity.

He flicked his tongue over the same spot, and Rapunzel lost all awareness of time and space and common sense. One hour. She could revel in this forever, bliss trembling through her at every skillful stroke of his tongue, until the feeling grew so large she felt it pressing below her skin, closer and closer to bursting …

What would happen if she burst?

She didn’t know. She didn’t care. He licked her once again and she gave into it, barreling into a sensation that was night and day and life and death and glory. His hands on her hips held her, and that was all she felt as her mind surrendered—those gentle, calloused hands, carrying her safely through the frenzy of her release.

His voice called her back to the world of the living. Speaking her name, the sound of it another caress on her heart.

There was a wonder in his gaze when she opened her eyes and found him looking at her, a light that hadn’t been there before.

One hour.

No, no. Don’t think about that now.

She scrambled upright against the fluffy velvet of the couch, shaking limbs barely able to carry her weight. A smile spread over his lips.

“That almost sounded like a compliment, my lovely gem.”

“I …” Rapunzel breathed, “I didn’t know …”

His amusement wavered. “No one told you?”

Told her what she’d missed. What this tower had deprived her of. To protect her, yes, against men like him … and yet in an hour he’d be gone forever, and she’d spend her life between these crystal walls, hoping for willing company to appear, with only her guardians’ visits to break up the hours of silence.

She should not think about that.

“What else,” she whispered, “didn’t they tell me?”

His eyes gleamed. “Do you want to know?”

“Yes.” Who cared if her eagerness fueled his arrogance? One hour. Less than that, by now. “Everything—all of it.”

He pulled her upright, kissed her forehead, and chuckled when she squeaked again. “Then go ahead.”

Ahead. She swallowed her nervousness and lifted her hands to the buttons at his collar – unsure if this was what he’d meant, but he didn’t object. So she loosened them with trembling fingers and peeled off the linen, revealing …

Revealing maleness.

Her body, the only body she knew, was round and curvy and dipped wherever she pressed her fingertips. In comparison, the alf’s torso was hard as the gems she created, endless ridges of muscle and smooth, taut skin—a physique like a weapon.

Too late did she realize her mouth had sagged open. His chuckle told her he certainly noticed.

“Want to continue?”

So she undid his belt, holding her breath, then stripped off his trousers. The length that emerged from the leather and linen …

Oh, Orin help her.

Or, on reflection … let Orin stay far away today.

Rapunzel let out a breathless laugh. She’d known there would be something, the books were clear enough on that part—but this rock-hard sculpture jutting forward at the junction of his thighs, smooth skin and bulging veins and a softly glistening tip, was about three times what she’d expected.

Four, perhaps.

“That … that’s beautiful,” she managed, running a cautious fingertip over the rim. His flesh quivered under her touch. She did it again, running a circle around the slit at his tip, and he sucked in a sharp breath.

If only she had more time! She could play with him for hours, exploring every inch of this strange male body, finding every spot that made him hiss and curse and squirm—but their hour would be over soon, and she wanted to know—needed to know.

“What else?” she muttered.

He settled himself on the couch and pulled her into his lap so that her plump thighs straddled his muscular ones. His flesh stood up between her legs, aimed at her like a threat.

And yet she wasn’t scared of him. She was barely even nervous.

“Do you know how this works?” he said, and she realized there would be no mockery if the answer was negative.

“Your … your …”

He smiled. “Cock.”

“Your cock,” she whispered, and blushed, “fits inside me.”

“Yes.” He gently nudged her down, one hand on her hips, one holding that glorious part of him up. “Go slowly. I only want you to feel pleasure.”

Because anything but pleasure would hurt his pride—but Rapunzel no longer cared about arrogance. His straining tip pushed against her as she lowered herself over him, her entrance still slick from his kisses, and her body burned and yearned as she waited a single last heartbeat.

“Slowly,” he repeated softly.

She took him in. Slowly.

Pressure—wondrous, delicious pressure—filled her as he slid into her, a sensation so powerful it bordered on pain. And yet it was the opposite of pain, that thrill of fullness, of completeness, that irresistible friction of their bodies fusing together. She gripped his muscular shoulders and sank down and down, until he was inside her entirely and she might burst with contentment at just the presence of him.

His smile had tightened, his jaw clenched. But his eyes were bright and patient as she met his gaze and found him studying her from up close.

“It’s a delight,” he murmured, “to watch you feel, my treasure.”

She breathed a laugh. “I want to feel more.”

“Then do it again.”

Again. She came up on her knees so all but his tip slid out of her, then down again, faster this time. Egill’s eyes turned glazed, and she laughed and did it again, every feeling searing through her all the more intense, knowing he felt the same. He grabbed her hips, fingers digging into her soft flesh. The next time she moved down, he thrust up, and a flurry of red-hot sparks burst through her.

“More.” It was barely a moan.

He lifted her, laying her into the pillows in one easy motion, then lowered himself between her thighs and plunged back into her.

All else vanished. She buried her fingers into his hair and arched off the couch as he took her, his strokes tight with need and restraint. Sounds—dazed moans of freedom—fell over her lips. He growled her name, slipping his fingers between their bodies, back to that gloriously sensitive place he’d kissed before.

It was too much.

She gave in once again, clenching around him as that divine feeling flooded her and took her senses with it. Only vaguely did she feel him pull out of her, hear his breathless curse, or feel the splat of sticky fluid on her breasts and belly as he surrendered with her.

She was empty—utterly and deliciously empty.

“Oh, gods.” His voice was laced with laughter, and there was no contempt in it. “Let me clean you up, little gem.”

“Wait,” she whispered, dazed and lightheaded. “Wait—let me …”

He sat sprawling in the cushions when she looked up, an expression on his face that fit him so poorly she had trouble naming it—admiration. His seed pooled on her belly, a quiet, forbidden witness of all she’d just felt.

One hour.

She dipped her fingers into it and called up her powers. Fluid turned solid under her touch, drops became sparkles; in the blink of an eye, only the purest, clearest diamonds were left on her body.

Egill cursed.

And on a whim, she muttered, “Do you want them?”

“Me?” He blinked, blue eyes suddenly … frantically regretful? “Good gods, no! No, those are yours. If you want to remember …”

One hour—oh, gods, she had been a fool. A cruel, delusional fool. What had she thought – that she’d be able to send him to the grave with dry eyes after all the secrets he’d revealed in these loaded, tender moments?

“You should leave,” she heard herself blurt out.

He stiffened in the cushions. “What? What did I—”

“You don’t have much time.” Her lips moved faster than her thoughts—no rational thought could stop that sudden surge of alarm. “My guardians will be here soon. If Gothel finds you with me—”

His eyes widened. “Gothel?”

“I thought I could trap you.” She could have trapped him. “I thought I—oh, just leave, will you? I don’t want to …”

“Kill me?” he finished, jumping from the couch without taking his gaze from her. “You tried to kill me?”

“Well,” Rapunzel whispered, feeling suddenly naked as she scrambled back in the pillows and sent her diamonds scattering, “you tried to kidnap me.”

Egill stared at her.

Then cursed.

In the blink of an eye, he had dressed. Before she could offer him her hair, he dashed down the stairs to the first floor; she was at her own window just in time to see him jump those last eight feet down and snatch his belongings from the grass.

Before she could stop herself, she called his name.

But he didn’t falter; without looking back, he vanished into nothingness, leaving only her sparkling diamonds behind.
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She could have killed him. 

The little vixen could have killed him.

Egill collapsed onto his bed in the house of Svirla—an unnecessary luxury, an unnecessary distance to fade, and yet his body had pulled him here by instinct. His mind was tearing and cracking. The damn wench—small and mortal and human, and yet nothing but her mercy had saved him from a painful death at Gothel’s hands.

So much for the champion of Linne.

So much for his cleverness.

He stared at the ceiling with unseeing eyes. Orin help him, she’d been entirely too delightful. She’d been fire in his arms and honey-sweet nectar on his tongue, and he still heard that hoarse voice echoing more …

He wanted more, too.

A curse fell from his lips.

This was nonsensical. He didn’t need fire or delight. What he needed was fame and fortune, like any honorable alf. What he needed was the hand of Raghnar’s daughter, a meek and well-raised girl who’d make for a suitable bonded mate, who’d never call him a jester and a boring prick and an obligatory waffler.

Who’d never shatter under his tongue with such unbridled passion, either.

He let out a groan. Fuck that. He didn’t need passion. Passion would fade, and a house of his own would last him a lifetime.

So he had to change his strategy and get the little wench out of that tower. Force wouldn’t do. He’d have to be cleverer than she was, and that might prove a challenge. But she’d saved him on this occasion, changed her mind about him at least a little. Who knew if, in the end, she might trust him?

He pushed away a sting of discomfort. Yes. That sounded good. That sounded sensible. Now he only had to figure out how to appease her again, how to avoid those cursed priestesses, and he’d get exactly what he wanted. Raghnar would just have to wait a little longer for his diamond.

It took him a few minutes too long, though, to get up and face the world again. 




      [image: ]He left at sunrise, fading back to the tower. Now that he’d been to the place, he could return whenever he wanted—which made the prospect of a long persuasion campaign significantly less daunting. 

He didn’t dare to fade into the tower itself, though. If he couldn’t leave the place, he wasn’t eager to find out what would happen if he traveled in the other direction.

Gothel and her colleagues were nowhere to be seen. He approached cautiously, just in case Rapunzel—no, Hadewych—had told them about his visit … but all was quiet as he held still at the foot of the tower.

“Rapunzel?”

The world remained silent.

“Rapunzel, are you there?” Ridiculous question. Where else would she be? “I … I’ve come back.” Not the most brilliant announcement either—she’d probably deduced that from the dulcet tones of his voice. “I’ve brought you something.”

For a minute at least, nothing moved.

Then, faintly from behind the window, she grumbled, “Your head on a silver plate?”

Egill choked on his own tongue. “I thought you’d stopped trying to kill me.”

“Perhaps I changed my mind?” She peeked over the windowsill, eyes narrowed in the most adorable and most frightening glare he’d ever seen. “You could have said goodbye, you prick.”

“I …” Yes. He could have—he should have. “You … Well, you’d just informed me my life was in danger. I was a little—”

She scoffed. “Frightened?”

“No, of course not, but—”

“Of course not, great champion!” She leaned further over the windowsill, pulling a few feet of braid along. “Humiliated, then? Even worse! Can’t look a woman in the eyes if she just outsmarted you, can you?”

He’d have liked so much to disagree with her, but somehow, he couldn’t find the lie in her words.

She snorted when he remained silent. “Your humble face is better than I expected, admittedly.”

Until today Egill hadn’t been aware he had a humble face. He cleared his throat and managed to say, “That’s why I brought you a gift. To … apologize.”

“Liar,” she said, but she did let down her hair.

Good gods. He’d be happy when all of this was over. Really damn relieved. An alf could only stand it for so long, being mocked and humiliated, leaving his sword behind and playing the idiot in some secluded girl’s tower. That eagerness he felt as he climbed up, careful to avoid sudden motions … clearly it was simply eagerness to have his mission behind him.

“So,” Rapunzel grumbled as he pulled himself inside. She hauled in her hair with snappish yanks—he shouldn’t be wondering what it would feel like unbraided, how it would be to lay wrapped in those chestnut locks … “Do you want tea, too?”

I’d prefer you, he almost said, and swallowed that nonsensical sentiment. “Thank you, yes.”

She stalked to the other side of her living room, braid dragging after her. How easy would it be to pull her closer and closer until she had no choice but to melt into his arms again?

Ridiculous thought. He did no such thing. This was a game of slow persuasion, after all, of trust, and none of that included running after her like a horny brute. So he waited at her table until she finally slammed a cup of tea before him and grumbled, “Well?”

Egill reached for his belt and pulled out the invaluable dagger he’d acquired from Ingved, the master-smith of Svirla—smooth alf steel blade, wolf head pommel. “I was hoping you’d accept this as a sign of my genuine regret.”

She was ominously silent for three long heartbeats. “A dagger?”

“Yes?”

Rapunzel cocked her head, corners of her lips twitching. “What should I do with a dagger, Lord Favorite? Fight my walls?”

“What?” He blinked. “No, no. It’s an Alvish tradition.” Fuck. Perhaps he shouldn’t have assumed she knew. “It’s … it’s supposed to be an honor, receiving a weapon.”

“Is it?” Her eyes suddenly twinkled again. “As with your swords?”

“Yes,” Egill said quickly. “Exactly. That sword is important to me—to all of us. Frankly, I’d rather lose my arm than my blade. It’s a sign of …”

“Honor.”

She still sounded far too amused. He swallowed and said, “Yes.”

“What an odd notion of honor,” she said brightly. “What point does it make—that you could kill people?”

“You shouldn’t say anything about killing people,” Egill said before he could help himself, lowering the dagger into his lap. “You tried to—”

“Not to make me feel better about myself! You were just being an ass.” She huffed, falling down into a chair beside him. “Like Aunt Gertrude.”

“Aunt … Wasn’t that an accident?”

“Of course not,” she said, scowling at him. “She was beating her dog, so I figured she could use a lesson. Sent my parents into a panic, though.”

Egill stared at her. She blew the steam off her tea, then beamed back at him and added, “I didn’t frighten you, did I?”

“Of course you didn’t.” She absolutely did. Had he known how ruthless this little ball of freckles and hair and sensual ecstasy was, he might never have entered her tower. “Look, it’s not about making me feel better about myself. Just, that sword, those weapons … they create a certain sense of power.”

“I already have power!” She rolled her eyes. “I can talk arrogant bastards into kissing me. Why would I need daggers to tell the world how wonderful I am if I already know?”

“You—”

“Don’t deny I’m delightful.” She glared at him. “You came back. Considering how much you love your own company, that must mean something.”

He hadn’t particularly enjoyed his own company last night. He didn’t think he’d ever enjoyed his company as much as … as …

“I didn’t mind about yesterday at all,” he heard himself say.

What was he doing? That wasn’t the plan. The plan was winning her trust, flattering her until she allowed him to take her outside, and then fade her into Raghnar’s greedy hands. But her eyes lit up with such vivid excitement, such warmth, that he didn’t have the heart to take it back.

It hadn’t been a lie anyway.

“We could … repeat it?” she suggested, her berry-red lips twitching into a mischievous smile so alarmingly alluring that he forgot to breathe. “That would be a better present than that dagger of yours.”

Egill glanced down. Now that he looked at the dagger again, he wasn’t sure why he had thought it worth a handful of gold.

“Clearly,” he said, shoving it aside, “it would be dangerous to refuse you anything, my little treasure.”

“Very dangerous.” She bit her lip—another gesture that really had no right looking so damn attractive. “You’d better promise to bring me something better tomorrow and make up for it now.”

He promised, in long and flowery sentences, until she swatted the tip of her braid at him to shut him up. Then he fucked her over the table until they were both breathless and bone-tired and the tea had gone cold in their cups.




      [image: ]He thought a little longer the next day and brought her a painting. 

It was just a quick sketch of the Elderburg market square, barely worth a single silver coin. But Rapunzel danced around the room with it for minutes and then asked two dozen questions about the tea shops and the cobblestone streets and the stands where they sold the world’s tiniest pancakes, until at last Egill couldn’t help himself in the face of so much elated joy and kissed her.

One thing led to another. He was missing several pieces of clothing when he returned home that afternoon.

At dinner he told Raghnar about his valiant efforts to lure the little diamond out, the riches he’d seen, the wars she could win them … but the next day he brought her jars of scented honey from the phoenix markets on Phurys, and licking the fragrant sweetness from her fingers was entirely too enjoyable to bring up the topic of leaving.

He gave her another painting the next day and made sweet love to her as she mused on ocean landscapes. He brought her flower crowns from the nymph isles and found her in nothing but a flower crown the next morning. He showed her blood amulets from the vampires on Rhudak and ended up being chased around the tower, trying not to trip over her braid or choke on his laughter as she threatened to bite him, too.

She did, in the end, and he didn’t mind much.

And with every day that passed, going home seemed a little less relevant. With every night that passed, the stories he spun Raghnar tasted closer to lies.




      [image: ]After a month and a day, he felt it for the first time. A little tug at his chest when he climbed out, like his heart skipping a beat in the wrong direction—the sensation small enough for him to tell himself he’d never felt it at all. 

It didn’t return the next day, and he congratulated himself on having imagined it. But two days later it was back, a scratch on his heart when he left for another evening of lies and betrayal, and blaming his own imagination became significantly harder.

He still managed to ignore the matter for an entire week. He made sure to be lucky, after all, and this … this would be some terrible luck.

But eight days after that first disconcerting flutter—after a most enjoyable morning spent tying Rapunzel’s hands to a bedpost with strands of her own hair—the yank on his heart was so violent that he winced in the windowsill and nearly dropped eight feet into the grass.

“Egill!” The concern in her voice was worth another sting of pain. “Are you hurt?”

Oh, fuck.

“Nothing worrisome,” he managed. “I think I strained a few muscles on the stairs yesterday.”

She giggled, blushing rosily at the memory. “I’ll take good care of you tomorrow, then.”

Tomorrow.

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

He faded while he grabbed his sword from the grass and stumbled straight into a bedroom wall at home. That gnawing at his heart. A feeling he’d never felt before, that he didn’t recognize … but it was described in such painstaking detail in every alf ballad ever composed that he didn’t need anyone’s confirmation to know what was happening.

He was bonding.

To her.

Which would have happened sooner or later, of course, if he’d continued these tower visits—it was the nature of alves to end up irreversibly linked to any partner coming close enough. But in a month? Bonding took years. Decades, sometimes. Hell, Raghnar’s bloody daughter inspired such an utter lack of interest in him that it might have taken centuries and several heirs. For this to happen so soon …

Orin help him. She had to be perfect.

She was perfect. He rested his forehead against the wall and drew in the scent of pine and resin—the bloody gods knew she was not so much delightful but rather delight itself, his precious little nemesis, his most beloved downfall. But if he bonded to her, if he allowed himself to follow that insistent tug that would always lead towards her …

There would be no way back.

He’d be a lost male without her—that, too, was the nature of alves. He wouldn’t be able to stand Raghnar using her for his selfish ends, wouldn’t survive it, perhaps; wouldn’t look at the bride he’d been promised ever again. Which would make him a dishonorable bastard at best and an oathbreaker at worst.

The gods-damned opposite of what he had set out to be. Of what he’d given his heart and honor to become: head of his own house, commander to his own warriors.

Why would I need daggers to tell the world how wonderful I am?

He reached over his shoulder without thinking, settling his fingers around Heartfall’s familiar hilt, the leather shaped by his fingers over the years. Naming that sword, still young and reckless, he hadn’t assumed it was his heart that would be falling.

But all wasn’t lost yet. 

He repeated that to himself, gripping his blade like the last log of driftwood between him and drowning—there was a way out of this mess. If he put a stop to it now, if he simply ceased visiting that bloody tower and told Raghnar that Gothel had been too cunning … well, he’d still not have his bride and his house, but at least he wouldn’t be the laughingstock for generations to come. He’d find another way. He’d find his luck again.

If he went back to Rapunzel’s tower, on the other hand …

He was in too deep. He could feel it in his bones, that truth he’d tried to deny—so, so close to falling and never getting up again. A single day more might be too much. 

Hell. He had to think. Had to make some hard and clear decisions and make them fast, because if he continued like this … the decisions would soon make themselves.
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The horizon was empty. 

Rapunzel sat in the windowsill and stared out over the plain, the lake, the mountain ridges—at the world she now knew to lie beyond, in smells and tastes and colors. The gems in her hands crackled as she thoughtlessly changed their shapes and textures.

He should have been here by now.

He should have been here an hour ago.

Had something gone wrong? Had he been hurt? Nonsense, she tried to tell herself, he was the champion of Linne and Raghnar of Svirla’s favorite—but if nothing had happened to him, she had to draw other unpleasant conclusions. 

If he could have been here, she had no choice but to assume he didn’t want to be.

That odd wince yesterday … Had she said anything wrong? Called him an idiot once too often? But that didn’t make sense. He liked it when she called him an idiot, didn’t he?

Didn’t he?

She turned away, flung her gems aside, and hurried up the stairs to her bedroom wardrobe. Egill’s many gifts lay hidden behind piles of dresses and socks and coats. They felt reassuring in her hands, the dried flowers and the food and the many paintings and drawings—no, he would come back. Of course he would. No one would make all this effort for nothing, would they?

But the plain remained empty.

The hours crawled by like years; she moved from window to wardrobe and back again, running every gift through her hands, arranging them in her blankets as if they would magically pull him back to her. Gods, why was she sitting here stuck in this stupid tower, unable to find out whether he was even dead or alive? Perhaps he’d been called away for other missions … but what would be so urgent he couldn’t fade by to let her know he'd be back tomorrow?

“Rapunzel?”

She dropped her painting as her heart slammed into her throat.

And then—one heart-wrenching moment too late—she realized it hadn’t been Egill’s voice.

Gothel. Had so much time gone by already? She rushed to the window to find that unmistakable head of black curls at the foot of her tower. Oh, Orin help her. No time to shove the pile of gifts back into the closet—not without raising suspicion.

“Coming!” she got out, her voice too shrill, and raced down to the living room. She’d have to be clever, she resolved as she flung her hair down. How hard could it be to keep Gothel from her bedroom?

She was still blinking the bitter tears away when Gothel clambered over the windowsill with catlike grace, the knives at her belt shining in the sunlight. One look at her, and Orin’s priestess sharply said, “What’s the matter?”

“Nothing!” Rapunzel blurted out. Everything. Reeling in her hair, glad for the excuse to look away, she sheepishly added, “I just … accidentally looked into the sun.”

Gothel raised a slender eyebrow as she shook the usual bag of food from her shoulders. “The sun’s on the other side of the tower, Rapunzel. What is it?”

“A … a headache?” Gods be damned, she was bad at this. She’d never needed to lie to her guardians before. “I’ve slept poorly, perhaps. I’ll feel better tomorrow.”

“I told you so many times you shouldn’t sleep with the windows closed,” Gothel said with an exasperated sigh. “Let me make sure you get some fresh air in …”

“No!” Rapunzel lunged forward, then realized dragging the other woman away from the stairs wouldn’t be any less suspicious. “I mean … there’s no need for that, Gothel. I’ve been airing the room all day!”

Gothel stared at her. “Rapunzel. What are you hiding?”

“Hiding?” She swallowed. “What would I be hiding?”

“That’s exactly what I’m wondering,” Gothel said. Before Rapunzel could stop her, her guardian was climbing the steps two at a time, far too fast to stop her—

“What is this?”

Oh, no.

“Good gods, Rapunzel.” Was that anger or bewilderment? “Where did you get all these things? It’s—Orin help us, is this Phurys honey? That stuff costs a fortune these days!”

Rapunzel stood paralyzed at the foot of the stairs, shivering, squeezing her eyes shut. The tower was still standing, and yet it felt as if the walls were crumbling down around her, taking life as she’d known it with them.

“Who’s been bringing you this?” Gothel jumped down in a single supple motion, Egill’s wolf dagger in her hand. “This is an alf weapon, little turnip. And not a cheap one, either—whoever gave you this, what did they want?”

“Nothing!” Well, except her gems—but he no longer cared about those, did he? “Really, Gothel, it was just a present from—from a friend—he’s been visiting me—to chat—”

“Who, Rapunzel?”

She swallowed again, her throat all thorns and thistles.

“Rapunzel.” She knew that tone. “I will find out, girl, and if you don’t tell me yourself, I’ll assume the worst about this friend of yours. So who was it?”

The worst.

Rapunzel glanced at those knives—bearing the magic of Orin himself, magic against which even the champion of Linne wouldn’t stand a chance—and breathed, “Egill.”

Gothel stiffened.

“But he’s been very friendly!” She looked up, words spilling over her lips. “Honestly, Gothel, there’s no need to hurt him—he’s been giving me presents and telling me about the world and—”

“Oh, Rapunzel.” Gothel let out an exasperated laugh as she flung the alf dagger into the couch and sank down at the table. “Oh, you poor, silly little turnip—Egill of Gjalheim, you say? Arrogant alf bastard?”

“You … you’ve heard of him?”

“Of course I’ve heard of him,” Gothel said sharply. “According to our informants, he’s been promising you to bloody Raghnar of Svirla in return for the bastard’s daughter’s hand.”

Rapunzel gaped at her.

“I didn’t think to warn you about it,” Gothel added, rubbing her fingers over her temple. “There are ten different idiots scheming to abduct you at any given time, you’d never have a calm day—and I assumed you’d warn me if any sweet-talking alf warriors showed up.”

Sweet-talking. The … the hand of Raghnar’s daughter? Rapunzel felt her own voice crack as she whispered, “But what if he changed his mind about it?”

Gothel scoffed. “Since the day before yesterday?”

“Since … what?”

“That’s when he was last telling Raghnar about his plans to lure you from this tower. I had no idea he was already … did he get in, Rapunzel?”

She no longer knew what to answer.

She no longer knew how to speak.

He got in, yes. He got far further than that. He’d made her think … hell, that he loved her? All those gifts … Had he just been preparing for some backhanded proposal to show her the beauty of the world outside?

So he could go marry some other damn girl?

“Oh, Rapunzel,” Gothel said again, the disappointment in her voice so thick Rapunzel felt like withering on the spot. “I thought you’d be wiser than that.”

“But … he …” The floor swayed. “But …”

“I’ll talk about this with Orin. Until then …” Gothel got up. Rapunzel, gaze fixed on the table, couldn’t bring herself to look at her. “Until then, I shouldn’t leave the key to this tower in your hands.”

“The … what?”

Metal shrieked behind her.

A knife? Rapunzel tried to whirl around and found she couldn’t. Gothel’s hand had locked around her braid, and before she could process what was happening, there was a tug at her hair …

And lightness.

Rapunzel stumbled forward, the familiar weight at the base of her skull suddenly gone. Her hair. Her hair was gone.

“Gothel!” What was happening? What had she done? She staggered around, voice cracking, “Gothel, what are you—”

“I’m taking matters into my own hands,” Gothel interrupted, tying a ribbon around the ragged end of those feet and feet of hair—her hair. Tears sprung in Rapunzel’s eyes as she felt the back of her head and found only frayed plucks where her braid had been.

“How—how could you …”

“How could you allow some alf into this home without telling me?” Gothel said sharply. “We wouldn’t have been in this mess if you had been sensible, girl. Now go upstairs and let me deal with that liar, will you?”

That liar. Egill. “But … but …”

“It wasn't a suggestion, Hadewych.”

Rapunzel stared at her guardian, her sight suddenly misty. But he should have been here already. But something is wrong—so very wrong. She didn’t dare to speak the words anymore. All she wanted was to crawl beneath her bed and wait for everything to be over—Gothel’s wrath and her hair and Egill’s betrayal.

Lure you from this tower.

A sob escaped her lips. She turned without another word, fled upstairs, and huddled below her blankets like when she was six years old and plagued by nightmares.

In return for the bastard’s daughter’s hand.

How could he? How could he! And yet, even sobbing into the darkness, she found herself wishing he wouldn’t come back at all. At least then she could tell herself he’d changed his mind. At least then he wouldn’t have to face Gothel’s magic.

Hours went by as she lay curled up in the darkness, wishing she would just stop existing.

Then …

“Rapunzel?”

Oh, no. Oh no, oh no, oh no.

Dusk had fallen when she peeked out below her blankets. She wanted to reply, wanted to tell him she hated him, wanted to warn him to flee … but Gothel would be furious.

Orin might be furious.

She clenched her fingers into her blankets and bit her tongue.

“Rapunzel?” He sounded exhausted. “Rapunzel, let down your hair. Please. I have to tell you something.”

Her hair. She let out another sob. She’d never let down her hair again. She’d …

“Oh, thank you,” Egill said hoarsely outside, “thank you, thank you,” and only then did she realize what must have happened.

Gothel had let down her hair.

Her hair.

She shot straight up in bed, breath shallow, fury and fear mingling to a sickening whirlwind in her chest. Why must Gothel be the one to deal with the bastard’s betrayal, damn it? Why couldn’t she tell him he was a monster and a sorry excuse for a champion? And why did he have to … to …

To get hurt?

Why did she still want him?

Rapunzel closed her eyes. He deserved it, she told herself. He’d lied to her. He’d used her as a means to an end, toyed with her while he wanted some bloody alf girl instead, and …

A cry sounded downstairs. Alarm and shock and pain.

And she was running.

She hurtled down the stairs without thinking, stumbling and staggering without the familiar weight of her hair. No. No. Her living room emerged in flickering candlelight, the flames reflecting a thousand times in the crystals covering the walls, illuminating …

Blood.

So much blood.

And Egill’s body on the floor, his sword nowhere to be seen, his shirt torn to shreds by Gothel’s knives, his torso more wound than skin.

“Rapunzel!” Gothel’s voice came out like the lash of a whip. “I told you to stay—”

“No,” she cried, staggering forward. No, her thoughts echoed. There was blood in his hair, too—those silken locks she’d played with so many times. “No, you can’t—”

“Rapunzel, step aside.”

She didn’t step aside.

The acid in her guardian’s voice … it was nothing to her.

She fell to her knees beside him, blood soaking her dress. His gaze was glazed, but it was aimed at her without doubt, a faint light in his summer-sky eyes.

“Rapunzel?” It was barely a breath.

“No,” she sobbed, hands clutching his torn shirt, looking for something to stop the bleeding—but there was so little shirt, and so much blood, and even her gems were so very useless. “No—you idiot—why did you …”

“Look at me,” he whispered, voice frail like cobwebs. “Please, just … look … at …”

Because he loved her.

All she saw when she met those bright blue eyes, even through the mist of her tears—that desperate devotion in his gaze even as he lay dying, even as she’d betrayed him too.

“Gothel.” She didn’t take her eyes from his. “Gothel, please.”

“Don’t be a child,” her guardian snapped. “And for the very last time, before I make you step aside …”

Rapunzel did the last thing she could think of.

She pressed her palms against the floor and sent her magic into the tower with all her strength. Into the earth. Into the wide and unknown world beyond. Looking, begging for the source who’d once granted her those powers, who must be able to save him.

Daylight, the purest and brightest of it, exploded through the room.

And Orin’s deep, familiar voice rumbled, “What in hell is going on here, Gothel?”

“Save him!” Rapunzel blurted out before Gothel could speak, her voice soaring into a child-like plea. “Please, Lord Orin, it’s all been a—a misunderstanding! Please … I …”

I love him. But the god had already turned towards her from where he’d appeared in her living room, towering high over her, his silvery hair tousled, his good eye narrowed. Sunlight radiated off him in thick, swirling flickers of power, shrouding his tall figure in an otherworldly light. 

As he flicked his hand at Egill, his moonstone eye flashed with lightning, and at once the blood was gone.

The wounds were gone.

And Egill rasped in a shaking breath and stared at the god with bewildered eyes, understanding dawning only slowly.

“This is the Gjalheim mongrel scheming to abduct her,” Gothel snapped, flinging her bloodied knife onto the floor. “He weaseled his way in, and poor Rapunzel fell for his lies. There’s no way we can leave him alone with her ever again.”

“Please,” Egill ground out. He’d gone ashen. “Please, I changed my mind about—”

Gothel scoffed. “That’s what I would say.”

“Please.” He scrambled up a fraction, his gaze shooting from Gothel’s black-and-crimson form to Rapunzel and lingering there. “I changed my mind the first day I was here. I was just a coward. I didn’t dare tell Raghnar. So I lied to him—told him I needed more time—but I never … I never truly wanted…”

Lied to him. Rapunzel’s heart clung to those words with desperate fierceness—to him. Not to her. So did that mean …

“Ah, Raghnar,” Orin said, and his chuckle sounded like earth and sky and all the riches in the world. “I need to do something about that one, it appears. Thought he might kill himself soon enough if I ignored the problem, but I’ll be magnanimous and make an effort for him.” He cocked his head at Rapunzel. “And it appears hiding you at the end of the world wasn’t quite enough yet to protect you. I’ll have to find another solution—perhaps we should simply convince them all you’re merely a myth. An annoying chore, but that’s what I get for being so careless with my magic, isn’t it?”

Rapunzel stared at him, blinking. He nodded at Egill and sighed.

“You don’t seem desperate to get rid of this fellow, though.”

“No,” she said breathlessly, grabbing Egill’s hand. His fingers were too cold, but he squeezed back with familiar firmness. “Please, Lord Orin.”

Orin scratched his short beard, sending Egill a sharp-edged glare. “He does seem a bit of an idiot, though?”

“Well,” Rapunzel said quickly, “I’m clever enough for the both of us, aren’t I?”

Gothel scoffed, but Orin chuckled and added, “And I’m not much inclined to trust him. I’m not going through the pain of changing a few thousand memories about you only for him to spread the word of that entire diamond mine you just created outside next week.”

“I don’t care about any diamonds,” Egill said hoarsely. “Please, I’ll swear whatever oaths you need, I’ll—”

“Oaths.” Orin seemed amused. “Like the one to Raghnar you’re currently breaking?”

Egill paled, looking less like that arrogant champion than ever before. “I broke my oaths only for her. I’d do anything for her. If I need to beg you …”

“Oh, begging is easy,” Orin said absently, the gems on his rings scattering the candlelight as he waved that offer away. “Don’t you have anything better?”

For a moment, all was silent.

Then Egill whispered, “Take Heartfall. Take my sword.”

Rapunzel froze. So did Gothel. But Orin only cocked his head, his moonstone eye glittering. “Your sword?”

“I …” Egill let out a mirthless laugh. “Well, I don’t need weapons to tell myself how wonderful I am as long as Rapunzel wants me here, do I?”

Orin didn’t answer.

But he smiled.

And before Gothel could even scoff, both of them were gone, leaving behind nothing but a faint rumble of magic and a single bloody knife on the floor.




      [image: ]The sword Egill had left outside was gone, they found as they made their way to the window in dazed silence. So was Rapunzel’s braid. But when they ran down the stairs to see what else had changed, they found a new staircase to the ground floor and a low doorway leading outside. 

For the first time in fifteen years, Rapunzel felt grass under her feet.

For the first time in fifteen years, she looked up at the stars right above her, the constellations so new and so familiar at once.

They curled up in the grass together, Egill’s arms warm against the chill of the night, both of them quiet until he said, “I came back to tell you everything.”

“In that case,” Rapunzel said, resting her head against his shoulder, “you may be a little less of an idiot than I thought.”

He chuckled. “Only a little less.”

“Of course,” she said dreamily. “You’ll always be my arrogant fool, Lord Not-So-Favorite. Some things just shouldn’t change.”

“Such as my love for you?” he muttered into her hair. “Or my resolve to stay with you for the rest of our years? Or my plans make you come a dozen times in my arms tonight?”

“Hmm.” She curled tighter against his chest. “You suddenly sound unexpectedly wise. I’m not opposed to this new development.”

He laughed and kissed her. Then made slow love to her under the starry mountain sky.

And some things never changed.




      [image: ]Looking for more morally grey men and angry women bowling them over? Check out the completed Fae Isles quartet, starting with Court of Blood and Bindings. 
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By Casey Blair





"I had nowhere else to go." 

When her most deadly former enemy shows up on her doorstep with nowhere else to go, the only sorceress who's ever escaped the war between their people knows her past has caught up with her. Now with both their peoples actively hunting them, the two most dangerous fighters in a never-ending war join forces to do the impossible: end it once and for all, on their terms. 

And if they can dare to dream boldly enough, maybe find happiness for themselves, too.
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He had not come all this way to collapse without even knocking on her door. 

Varius, very recently Legatus of the Aurelian Empire—so recently he was still bleeding from his sudden departure—reminded himself of that firmly, as breathing grew increasingly difficult, as blood pooled in his armor and dripped down his limbs, as he stumbled through the dark, ominous forest. 

He had to believe he'd make it. He had no other choice now, his chances of surviving this reunion—if you could call it that when they'd never been on the same side of the war—merely astronomically bad instead of the definitively catastrophic future promised if he'd remained in the empire. 

But he was as sure as he could be this was the direction he'd find her. When she'd first gone rogue, Varius had sifted through the rumors, and given how versed he'd become in searching for signs of her traps he'd sent soldiers to verify—

He sucked in a sharp breath, almost whited out from the pain, physical and emotional. 

Don't think about your soldiers, Varius. 

They are not yours anymore. 

With effort, he put one foot in front of the other, disassociating himself from the pain of his body, his thoughts, trying to navigate the spindly branches that scratched him without losing his direction. 

Almost there. Just a little longer.  

He'd been telling himself that for miles now. 

In truth, he'd been telling himself that for years. 

Just one more battle, and maybe the war would finally be over. 

Just one more death, one more tragedy as a family lost a son, as the sorceresses they fought wrought destruction matched only by what the empire could do with their sheer number of bodies, as the treacherous Aurelian patricians sent him into one more unwinnable situation. Just one more, and maybe he could grieve, or rest, or die. 

But now it was just one more thicket to stumble through, and one way or another, he'd reach his destination. 

It had better be soon. He knew how many wounds he was bleeding from. He hadn't made it across the border into Korossia uncontested, and he'd fought through his own people, surviving as he always did, even when everyone else died. 

That had been hours ago. 

The longer he went, the more it felt like the forest itself was trying to stop him. It wasn't—a sorceress had used that tactic on him years ago, so he knew what that felt like—but Varius caught himself tripping over branches and slipping on leaves more frequently. The daylight had faded, the spindly branches crowded out the moonlight, and he was tiring. 

And then abruptly his path brightened. He looked up—he'd been watching the ground to stay on his feet—to find he'd emerged from the forest all at once, like it had been sheared off. 

Whatever he'd been expecting from a renegade sorceress' lair, it wasn't this. 

This wasn’t a castle with intimidating spires, nor a hidden hovel tucked away in a corner. 

Across the clearing was a house, with wild vines crawling up the sides. It looked like wood from the outside, and why not? No one was going to be able to burn down a sorceress' abode. 

But Varius' eyes were drawn to the warm glow inside. Light, and the implication of heat—the thought pulled him forward, and he very deliberately pushed aside the thought that it looked like a home. 

Only now that he was so close did his mind allow him to consider more than "just a little longer" and how badly this could go. 

He was rapidly approaching the door of the one they now called the Sorceress Transcendent. The only sorceress who'd ever escaped from under the thumb of Korossia's impossibly powerful dictator, beating the Sorcerer Ascendant at his own game. 

She'd done it with careful planning, and let's not forget mind-blowing destructive power. Which was what had made her, before she got herself out of the war, his most dangerous enemy. 

He'd faced off against her countless times over the years, and whatever relationship he imagined they had—trading sallies and pointed, almost mischievous attacks across a battlefield, avoiding dealing death blows at each other when deniability was possible—it was imagined. Even if he thought they had both just tried to get their jobs done without killing the other, but also without veering into questions of treason while they went all-out against anyone else, they had still always been on opposite sides of the war. 

The last time he'd seen her on the battlefield, she'd given him a cryptic warning that he'd apparently interpreted correctly to keep him and his legion clear of the vast destruction she'd wrought in order to go rogue. 

But she'd also poisoned him first. 

Not fatally, obviously, which was how she'd managed it; Varius knew her tells well enough to escape anything truly life-threatening, but it had still taken him a critical few days to recover any semblance of function. 

He thought the poisoning had been an effort to protect him, to make sure the patricians couldn't order him into the field she'd been poised to raze. 

But it also could have been to make absolutely sure he, the one Aurelian legatus who'd ever been able to keep up with her, couldn't interfere with her plan, and she'd taken him off the board the only way she'd been able to; the only way he'd let her. 

Was it all a long con, which she had proved she was absolutely capable of, or did they really have a bizarre, twisted friendship? 

If Varius was wrong, he'd die today. 

And now he was going to, what, just knock on her door? Give her a chance to kill him when he couldn't put up even a token resistance, in case that had really been her goal all along? 

And if it wasn't, he was going to show up already injured with nothing to offer her but problems she'd managed the impossible to leave behind? Hello, it's your favorite old enemy, let's have some tea and catch up before I bleed out on your floor? 

This was a mistake. 

Varius somehow slowed even further. Maybe all the branches he'd caught on in the forest had been his subconscious trying to convince him to make better choices. Only now, out of the forest with no obstacles before him, did it feel like he was walking into a trap. Those vines up ahead could choke him, he was sure. And probably would.

But he was on a path, of all things, beautiful flat stones leading him on a lightly winding route through—gardens. Carefully cultivated, not a clearing after all. No wonder the trees had stopped so abruptly. 

Even in the dark he could see the gardens were flourishing, which meant the sorceress who lived here had plenty of materials at hand to feed her spells and brandish them against him. 

Not that she'd need to, in his current condition. 

Varius reached the door. 

It was huge, looming before him like it belonged to a castle instead of a cottage, with an ornate metal knocker. An appropriate hint of grandeur for any who dared approach a sorceress adept of the first tier. 

There was also a mat at his feet, and in the light from the window it looked like it was woven with a floral design, more vines, and very clearly thorns, just like the ones framing the door. 

The vines were probably poisonous, too, something she cultivated in her front yard. That would be just like her, to greet any visitors to her home with a cozy threat. 

The thought obscurely centered him. This was probably a mistake, but under the circumstances he didn't have better options. 

So Varius did what he always did. He steeled himself, and braced for impact. 

Which is to say, he finally picked up the godscursed knocker, winced at his abused ribs, and knocked. 

One breathless moment, where he suddenly realized she could simply not open the door to him—

And then she did. 

The monstrous door opened partway, and there Theira stood, bathed in light. 

Her black, wavy hair cascaded luxuriantly untamed around her, a dark contrast to her pale face. She wore a simple dress with a utility belt, a cozy mauve rather than the showy amethyst he associated with her on the battlefield, and for the first time he saw her without the bold makeup she favored. 

Maybe she didn't bother because, for once, she didn't look tired. 

Had he ever been this physically close to her? Varius couldn't recall. It seemed impossible, that he—they—could just be here. So close, one more step, and he could touch her, and not just in his dreams. He ached with the effort not to reach out, struck silent by the strange intimacy of the moment, her lips without paint, her beauty as wild as ever without adornment. 

The vines around the door twisted, thorns pointing toward him in clear, unstated warning, but he barely noticed, so arrested by the sight of her and the sudden reality that she was really here, and he was here, that somehow they had both made it to this place together. 

Surrounded as ever by barbs. 

Into that silence, the Sorceress Transcendent spoke first. 

"I was beginning to wonder," Theira said, cool amusement in her voice, "if you thought that this time for sure you would be able to simply stare me into submission." 

It was the sound of her voice after all this time more than even the vision of her alive and well and free and gorgeous that almost undid him. His knees tried to buckle, and Varius caught himself. 

Theira tracked the movement, and the thorny vines withdrew abruptly. She never missed anything, even if she didn't speak. How long had he stood at the door like a dumbass? 

And now she also knew he was at her mercy, that he had no hidden strategy she needed to counter, that she could kill him at any time without worry. A first, for them. Varius might have been ashamed if he hadn't suspected she was nonplussed. 

He stared at this sorceress, his once-best enemy, who waited with endless patience for him to get to the godscursed point. He sucked in a breath to greet her politely and make his case, to explain and formally request her forbearance, but what made it out was: 

"I had nowhere else to go." 

The words dropped into the night like a stone in a pool. 

Theira's deeply expressive eyes flickered, knowing. 

Unimaginable, that his life had somehow come to this. 

But the empire he had given his life and body and soul to had betrayed him—betrayed them all. No one there could protect him or anyone else any longer. 

Varius had spent almost his whole life at war, and now it was only an enemy he could turn to. 

Theira held his gaze for a long moment and then said, "You'd better come in." 

He didn't register what she'd said until the door swung further open, letting out not just the light and warmth from inside, but revealing a clean entryway lined with life—overgrown potted plants, a rack for coats, a pair of gardening boots nestled in their own tray. A place where everything in her life fit, even if, like her own personality, it was always spilling out the seams. 

He didn't fit. There wouldn't be a neat place for him where he wouldn't intrude on everything else. 

This was her home. She'd gotten away, and now he was going to drag her back down with him. 

Not that she had to let him. 

When he didn't move, Theira finally asked, "Is there a problem?" 

Varius was too tired, and possibly in shock, and couldn't put words together. Finally he blurted, "I'm bleeding." 

"I see that," Theira said dryly, "and I also see no reason to patch you up out in the cold when I have a perfectly good house with all my materials inside." 

She wanted to patch him up? 

And did she sound defensive, or was he imagining it? 

She continued, "Are you really going to show up at my doorstep and expect me to make myself uncomfortable for you?" 

"No!" His denial was immediate, emphatic. Varius shook his head, and his gaze caught on the warm entryway behind her. "I just..." 

The longing in his look, visibly overwhelmed, must have, embarrassingly, communicated itself without further words, because Theira just said, softly, "Oh." And then, dry once again: "After all these years, I promise I can clean up blood, Varius. There won't be any sign of stains." 

The stains of his presence, of the war itself. 

She understood. Of course she did. Her life had been as bloody as his, after all. 

Still—"I'll clean it," he swore impulsively, his voice rough. 

Her eyebrows lifted. "Well get in here then, and close the door behind you." 

Varius took a deep breath, winced again at his fucking ribs and then himself because Theira's eyebrows abruptly drew down as she noticed. 

He crossed the threshold. 

And turned to lift his arm to close the door as she'd directed when it slammed shut behind him with worrying speed and force. 

He was closed in her lair now. 

His heart thumped. 

Varius turned back to regard her cautiously. 

Theira had already turned away and wasn't waiting on him. 

"Don't puncture a lung on my account," she said coolly, "especially when I've already said I'd patch you up. I'm confident you don't need to add more injuries to my workload. This way." 

As if in a dream, Varius followed her. The house was clean—somehow he'd always imagined she would be messy—and the walls were bare. But when they got to the kitchen, Varius stopped suddenly enough to make himself wince as he took it all in. 

Plants bloomed on shelves around the room, and others crowded among all manner of bottles and jars. This space, too, was clean, but overflowing. This was a place where she spent time, let herself flow into the space around her. 

And Varius was totally unprepared for how relieved he was to see it. The signs of life, of flourishing, and of her, in this cozy, overflowing kitchen. 

"Varius." He shivered at the sound of his name in her rich voice and looked up; Theira pointed at a chair. "Sit down before you fall down." 

The chair looked so soft and plush he was worried he wouldn't get out of it once he got in. Not what he would have expected in an Aurelian kitchen, but after all she'd been through, maybe she'd decided she deserved comfort wherever she could find it. Varius certainly wasn't going to gainsay that. 

He wanted to protest he'd stain it with blood, but she wouldn't think well of him wasting her time with the same argument twice. She was a sorceress adept of the first tier; her cushions wouldn't stay blood-soaked unless she wanted them to. 

He grunted as he settled himself carefully down, his breath hissing out when his armor settled on him. He almost sprang back up, but then Theira was there, kneeling before him. 

His heart thumped again. 

She frowned at his armor, then looked up at him through her lashes full of teasing challenge. 

Varius could feel his blood pounding in his veins as, with a smirk, Theira raised one finger, holding his gaze, then drew it down in a careful line against his chest. 

How he wished he could feel that finger. 

His armor crumbled off him like she'd sliced through it at the nonexistent seams. 

Varius knew his eyes would be darkening. It was probably for the best he was so exhausted she wouldn't be able to see visible evidence of his lust surging in response to her. 

Still, he held himself unmoving, waiting for her. Not just because he'd put himself in her copious power out of desperation, but because he couldn't imagine what he could offer her, now or ever. 

No, that wasn't true. He knew cursed well there was nothing. 

But they'd been watching each other, teasing, challenging, for years across battlefields, and he'd never been sure if he was the only one who felt, who dreamed, of more. 

Theira was probably just playing with him, and that was fair, all things considered. 

But she had opened the door. 




      [image: ]Varius looked like a ghost of himself. 

Theira had always found him beautiful, like he'd emerged from the earth itself. Skin bronzed from the sun, deep brown hair, sturdy as a rock and just as unmovable. When you faced him across the battlefield, you knew he'd dig in and dig deep and it would require heroic force to move him. 

Something had moved him today. 

Varius had been looking more and more tired as the years went by. At some point she'd realized he was her reflection, and if she was going to save herself, it would have to be soon. 

He'd apparently missed his cut-off date—or maybe that was why he was here. 

Here, in her house. 

He'd come to her, put himself where she could reach him, touch him, and he'd done it on purpose. 

Theira had lived for years under the terrible scrutiny of the most powerful sorcerer in the world, so she didn't fidget as she made him a cup of tea and tried not to worry about what he thought of her house.  

He was silent, which was probably because he was on his last legs and not because he was judging her. For escaping, or for managing to and living in a place that looked like this. What did she know of normal houses, growing up in the vicious training halls in the bowels under Castle Korossia? 

Varius probably had a warm, earthy kitchen back at his hometown, not overflowing with sorcerous experiments, and with people who were soft and gentle and knew how to comfort and relax rather than command him into a chair and strip him. 

Then again. He was here. If he had that kitchen to go to in the Aurelian Empire, it wasn't one with a sorceress who could protect herself—and him. 

And he probably didn't have it, or he wouldn't have looked so godscursed tired all the time. 

Grabbing a stack of towels, Theira crossed back to the table and set the mug down. 

"Let's see what we've got," she said briskly to disguise how her thoughts clamored that she was finally, after so many imaginings, going to touch his body with her own two hands—the man was bleeding, for Gaia's sake. 

She brought a towel to the first clear source of blood on his arm. 

Varius' frankly unreasonable abs flexed as he braced against the touch on his open wound. 

She glared at him until he blinked in apparent confusion as she wiped him off. 

"Of course it won't hurt for me to clean off the blood," Theira said impatiently. "I'm a sorceress." 

Though she could make it hurt if she wanted to, and maybe that was what really bothered her—that he might assume pain was all he could expect from her. 

Varius' eyes were dark as he focused on her with thrilling intensity and he said gruffly, "I know." 

She had enough control not to shiver. 

Of all people, he knew. 

And he was here, letting her use sorcery on him without comment, let alone protest, which spoke to either a deep level of trust in someone who'd nearly killed him more than once, or profound desperation. 

Theira needed to know which. 

For now, she hmmmed and turned back to her task of cleaning him enough to take stock of his wounds, and maybe also his muscles for future daydreaming. 

Varius directed her to the root of his injuries more than once, and she kept her expression professional. She'd offered to patch him up and he was taking her at her word, and maybe that shouldn't mean so much, but it did. 

No one ever took someone like her at face value. 

She'd worked hard for that, in fact, and now she reaped what she'd sown. 

Through it all, after that initial instinctual tightening, Varius held himself impossibly still. The armor had protected his vital organs, but he definitely had some broken ribs from whatever he'd faced to get all the way here—and he'd come on foot, which meant he'd been running for hours like this. 

Even without her movements adding to his pain, this had to be excruciating, but he was always so controlled. 

Then again, maybe he was just repulsed by her and keeping it to himself until she'd fixed him. 

Or maybe it was something else. 

Theira stepped back. "Start drinking the tea. I'll get some salves." 

She was already across the room before Varius asked, "What's in it?" 

She almost sagged in relief. Thank Gaia, something other than blind obedience. He wasn't dead yet. 

Just broken. 

Without missing a beat, Theira answered, "Mind control potion." 

A faint huff. She glanced back over her shoulder as Varius met her gaze and deliberately took a sip. 

"Always such a liar," he murmured. Fondly—or was that her imagination? It wasn't as though Theira had any experience relating to another person honestly. She'd have to decide—later. 

Theira sniffed, turning back to her shelves so she didn't have to care what her face did as she enjoyed the spark she always felt playing with him. "I could brew a mind control potion if I wanted." 

"Far be it from me to question your skill." 

No, he knew that all too well. 

Abruptly she said, "It's for rejuvenation, with a little added for pain management. It'll help you heal faster to get back in the game." 

Varius didn't answer. 

When she looked back, he didn't look encouraged—his whole body sagged. 

Her heart clenched. He might have been her enemy once, but that was not a good sign. 

Looking forward to sparring with him had once been the only light that kept her going. If he didn't want to fight, was there anything left between them? Since her escape she had thoroughly demonstrated she didn't know how to be a light for anyone else. 

But he was here under her grace and knew it, so maybe she could try the direct approach and just ask what in Gaia's name he needed from her. How novel. 

Potion bottles in hand, Theira returned to his side, set them down, and looked him hard in the eye. "Are you going to tell me what happened?" 

"They'll follow me," Varius whispered. "I shouldn't have brought you into this." 

Oh for Gaia's sake, what a fucking martyr. "I promise I was perfectly capable of not opening my door." 

Varius suddenly smiled faintly, and it was like the whole room grew warmer. Oof. 

"Were you capable of not opening the door?" he asked her. Teased her. "Not knowing what I was here for?" 

Ha. He had her there. 

In a way, he knew her better than anyone. That was dangerous. 

But part of the whole point of leaving was that she didn't have to care about that anymore. At least, not the way she had. 

"You're on my turf," Theira reminded him. "I can maneuver you into a truth spell any time I want. Tell me." 

The light faded from his gaze, and she ached with regret at the loss. 

Finally, eyes closed as if he couldn't bear to look at his words, Varius ground out, "Sobanus ordered me to march on the city." 

It took Theira a moment to realize he didn't mean Korossia; he meant one of the Aurelian Empire's own cities. 

Well, that certainly explained what had gotten Varius moving. He not only would never have done it, he wouldn't have stood for it. His loyalty was to his people, not their aristocratic oligarchs, and anyone on either side of the border knew it. 

"There's been more unrest," Varius said. "The empire calls more and more people, younger every year, to fight in a war with no end in sight. There are fewer to work the fields, to make the boots and arrows. We salvage them from the dead. I did what I could to protect rebels who protested, getting them out of jail, paying fines so some could stay home. Sending kids to fight is bad enough. The patricians expect me to murder them? I can't. I won't." 

Theira squeezed more of one salve onto her hands and worked it into the monstrous muscle of his arm. "Caius Sobanus is a known asshole. Do you think he really expected you to?" 

Varius was silent a moment. "I don't know. It was obviously a loyalty test, but I've never disobeyed direct orders like that before. If he wanted me out of his way, he could have just fired me for not managing to win their war yet." He sighed. "But Sobanus is an asshole, and he wouldn't miss a chance to stick a knife in my ribs first." 

"It may be more than that," Theira commented. "Sobanus isn't stupid. Firing the most successful legatus? People would have never stood for it, and if he thinks the rebels might see you as a figurehead, the only way to get rid of you is to kill you—and to get your own soldiers to do it so you're not martyred. He'll have told them something different about why you left." 

Varius grunted. "Yeah. That much was clear." 

Sorceresses worked alone. She'd never been responsible for soldiers, but she knew how seriously he took his responsibility to defend them, and having to kill them in order to escape would have cracked something in him. No wonder the fight had gone out of him. "I'm sorry you had to face them like that." 

At this point Theira had finished usefully working a potion into Varius’ ribcage and was just massaging the area, feeling the play of his ridiculous muscles under her hands. 

"Me too," Varius said softly. "But it's better than it could have been. Sobanus knew I'd avoid the barracks, but expected me to go to ground in the city. He didn't think I had anywhere to go." 

It took Theira a moment to realize he'd looked down and was now just watching her touch him. His feet were firmly planted on the floor, and she was kneeling between his legs. 

His eyes as he watched her were dark, glittering. 

She grinned up at him, as if it were not embarrassing to be caught distracted by the realness of him, here, when he'd just been forced to flee for his life. 

"You're half naked in my kitchen and I can finally satisfy my curiosity," Theira said with a shrug. 

Varius looked faintly stunned. 

Oh no. Had she misread after all? She didn't have anything like his charm and ease with people. 

Maybe that was too personal. She didn't want to destroy the surreal truce they had going, so she tried one more time to make it into more of a joke. 

"Any wounds that would justify taking your pants off?" 

Silence. 

On further reflection, if her goal was to set him at ease, that may not have been the joke to do it. 

Theira shriveled internally as she forced herself to sit back to keep him from being uncomfortable here in a place he came to only because he had no other options—more uncomfortable—because she wasn't sure she could bear it if someone finally came to her for help and then she was the reason they fled. 

She was just about to get to her feet when Varius said, his voice dry and very, very rough, "Unless you have a rejuvenation potion with a little more kick, I don't think you'll be impressed with anything in my pants tonight." 

Theira kept her expression one of mild amusement but thought he could probably see the brightness in her eyes. Unreasonable, for her heart to soar like this, from so little—but he was playing, despite the devastation made of his life in the last day, and with her, when he knew better than anyone what she could do. 

She hadn't misread him, or made him uncomfortable. At least, not so much that he was going to flee from her. 

Then again, given what it had taken to get him to move, he would withstand a lot of discomfort if he thought he had to. 

Maybe she didn't deserve to have nice things after all she'd done, but that wasn't how she wanted him. 

Theira smiled, so he wouldn't think she was fleeing, and withdrew back to the kitchen. "After this healing, you're going to sleep like a rock anyway." 

"Not magical sleep?" Varius asked. "You know they'll come for me, I don't want you—"

"Varius. Why did you come here?" 

A beat. 

Theira crossed back to him and leaned down, her eyes right in front of his. 

And then with heat in his voice, Varius said, "Because if anyone can get the better of them, it's you." 

Theira's smile was slow and feral. 

It was so nice to be appreciated without the cowering. 

She purred, "And it will be my pleasure." 

The fire in him faded, and his shoulders slumped. "But what can be done? They won't give up. This war will go on forever." 

She eyed him critically. A little hopelessness after the day he'd had was entirely justified, but that wasn't how she wanted him, either. 

And she didn't think it was what he wanted. 

So the Sorceress Transcendent just said, "Sleep. We'll talk about it tomorrow." 








  
  

Chapter 2
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Varius woke slowly. It had been so long since he'd woken naturally that he panicked slightly thinking he'd been drugged, shoving upwards in bed. But that bit of adrenaline was enough to clear his head, and he felt—fine, actually. 

Given the shape he'd been in, that was practically a miracle. He felt a stab of envy for the power of sorcerous healing. 

Then his mind flashed back to Theira's hands on him as part of that healing, and his stomach muscles tightened involuntarily. 

That had really happened. Varius felt the blood rushing down to his groin at the mere memory. 

So, that was working again, too. He wasn't sure if he should be grateful for that, given how much she'd be able to see. 

Varius had been dreaming of her for years, and the little taste he'd had only fired his imagination more. 

He needed to be careful, because as the whole empire knew, he was not a man who gave himself by halves. She might only have a use for his body. 

Then again, maybe that was all he could hope for, now. 

Irritated with his own internal whining, Varius shook his head and scooted to the edge of the bed, looking around for the first time. 

Theira had been right—once she'd stopped working on him, she'd barely had time to explain that the potions she'd applied pulled from his own energy to speed his healing before he'd nearly dropped asleep in the chair. She'd led him to this room, and he'd fallen face first onto the bed and been out in seconds. 

He was a poor guest. He'd fix that today. 

In the light of day, he took in the room. All the furniture here—bed, desk and chair, shelves—was wood, too, which had to be on purpose—he'd heard Castle Korossia was all gray rock. This room had splashes of color—a green blanket, a blue rug. The shelves were full of books on various crafts—woodworking, pottery—and some small plants. 

It made a solid effort at coziness, with all the items a guest might need, but nothing that felt like it carried a sense of Theira's self. Even the plants were too well contained for her. It all gave Varius the impression that she didn't actually know what a feeling of "home" meant.

And why should she? Potential sorceresses were taken from their families as children and brought to the castle to fight for their lives, pitted against each other, and only the most ruthless made it to adulthood. 

Even if Theira knew what a house was supposed to look like, she couldn't know what it felt like—and she wouldn't expose herself to someone who was a stranger in her life. And it was all impersonal, clearly intended for a guest. 

Which made him wonder: What kind of guests did she receive here? 

Varius shook his head at the bolt of jealousy the thought caused. Whoever her friends were, he wasn't going to convince Theira he should count among the number of people she could trust by lying in bed all day. 

He didn't deserve to, anyway. He was the one who had brought the war back to her door. 

Varius found a neat pile of clothes that turned out to fit him perfectly. He probably shouldn't be surprised, given how close a look she'd gotten yesterday. 

Definitely the most enjoyable tailoring session he could recall. 

He appreciated the thought, even as taking off his clothes to change shocked emotion into him. Like he was shucking off the last of the empire's hold on him. 

Choosing a sorceress. 

Starting fresh. 

Which reminded him that despite his promise yesterday he hadn't cleaned the floor for her. 

Selfishly, he hoped she'd left it, so he could make good on that today. 

Once he was as clean and ready as he was getting, he took a breath and opened the door. 

Time to start doing something besides dragging Theira down with him. 

Varius followed the sound of jars opening and a sizzling pan back to the kitchen. 

The walls on his way were all bare, too. 

Only the kitchen was different. Like Theira couldn't help overflowing into any space she spent time in. 

Or maybe she'd painstakingly drawn herself out of the shell she'd had to build for herself in Korossia. 

"Take a seat," Theira said without turning to look at him. "Breakfast is almost ready." 

In a kind of daze yet again, Varius brought himself to the same chair he'd occupied yesterday. No blood anywhere. 

And the Sorceress Transcendent was cooking for him. 

"Can I help?" Varius asked. 

Theira froze. 

Briefly, only a second before she got a hold of herself, but it was enough to make him feel like an asshole for not offering sooner. 

And to make him angry that apparently a person offering to help her was so godscursed rare the very idea shocked her into a visible reaction. 

Whoever her guests were, they didn't deserve any more of her than that room gave. 

"Thank you, but I'm just about finished," Theira said. 

Varius looked around. Sure enough, there was no trace he'd come through here yesterday. "You cleaned up after me." 

"I did promise you I could handle a few stains." 

So she had. 

"Did you expect me to just leave dirt on my floor?" she asked, carrying a plate of food and a steaming mug to the table. 

Varius stared at her, heart thumping in familiar excitement at the sight of her like the sorceress he remembered, bright red lips and dark eyeshadow and highlighted cheeks, the magical purple dress and elegant, deadly belt. 

She was dressed to kill. 

She set the food and tea in front of him like a godscursed restaurant server and turned to leave. 

Varius surged to his feet without even looking at the food. "Where can I find us flatware?" 

Theira blinked. Blinked twice. 

"That drawer." She pointed. "Napkins in that one." 

Varius nodded like he'd been given marching orders and snapped to it. Theira watched him for a moment before returning to her station and dishing her own food. 

Varius picked the first napkins and flatware out of the drawers, both swirled with vines, and carried them back and distributed them as Theira sat down with her own food. 

"Thank you," she said, like she wasn't sure what to make of this. 

"Thank you," Varius said, sitting down again, feeling both slightly better for having done something but also like anger was an itch under his skin. He'd done nothing. "The food looks wonderful." 

And it did. His plate was piled high with an omelet full of vegetables, sausage, fruit, toast. 

"I was hardly going to let you starve after inviting you in." 

Varius took a sip of tea first before saying, "And what an easy way to dose me with a potion, too." 

Theira smiled. "Too easy, no challenge. It's not as if I want you to decide you need to forage for yourself in my garden." 

Varius snorted. "I'd probably kill myself trying." 

"It's not all poisonous," she said primly. 

He grinned. "In the interest of inspiring you to greater challenge, I admit I probably couldn't tell." 

She rolled her eyes. "Soldiers. If you can't stab with it, it's not worth learning about." 

He wasn't a soldier anymore. But rather than dwell on that he said, "You're not going to sit there and tell me you can't grow a perfectly normal looking plant that would actually kill me." 

Theira smiled like a blow to his chest. "No, I'm not." 

Varius felt unreasonably pleased with himself for getting that smile out of her. 

She should smile that wickedly all the time, and maybe that was one thing he could do for her. 

"I didn't get a good look last night, but it looks like your gardens are expansive and flourishing," Varius said. "Do you grow your own food, along with everything else?" 

"Mostly." 

"Is that so you'll always know what's poisonous?" 

Theira rolled her eyes again, but, he thought, fondly. "As if I couldn't tell if someone else tried to poison me? Please. No, it's mostly convenience." 

"Ah. You are pretty far from anything out here." Sausage would keep, but she must use sorcery for the eggs. Had she broken out a few from a precious stash so he could eat something familiar? 

Then again, for all he knew he was eating eggs of something other than a chicken that she kept in her basement. 

Another thought struck him. "Has the Sorcerer Ascendant pressured people to not sell you food?" 

Theira shook her head. "No need. I'm not going to put people in any more danger to help me. The people who built my house are protected, but if I started doing that commonly Tychon would make a point of... challenging that protection." 

And the Sorcerer Ascendant was the one person alive who could definitely break it. 

Varius frowned, wondering anew about that guest room. But he said, "You said 'mostly'. What else is it?" 

Theira considered him for a moment, then shrugged as if it didn't matter. "I like growing things." 

The simple statement hit him like a punch in the gut. 

Gods. He knew how much she reveled in sorcerous destruction, and he'd be lying if he said he himself didn't take satisfaction in knowing he'd hit an opponent just right to take them out. 

But there was another side of her, too, that she was trying to give space to in this house. 

She liked growing things. 

If he didn't have to kill for the empire, what would he do? 

He'd barely considered the question before; it was an impossibility. 

Theira had a garden, though, and it was flourishing. 

But her house was empty. 

"All those craft books in the guest room," Varius said slowly. "Are they for you?" 

"Yes, all the guest rooms have books like that. I've hardly read them all, but I thought it was better to have them ready in case the need arises." 

"Wait. How many guest rooms do you have? Do you have that many guests out here?" 

For all his wondering about her other guests, it was only in this moment that Varius realized he might not be the only one in the house with her. 

But Theira's careful expression cut that line of thought off as she said quietly, "You're my first." 

Oh. Oh.

His heart ached for her as he realized all at once. "You thought, after you escaped, that others might come to you." 

Theira sighed, pushing the food around on her plate. Varius made a point of taking a big bite, not letting her effort for him go unappreciated or to waste. 

"Silly, in retrospect," she said. "Tychon's probably made it even harder for anyone to take actions without his oversight, given what I managed. And none of them has any reason to believe they might trust me—all they know is that I'm powerful, clever, and don't want to live under the Sorcerer Ascendant. But that describes almost all of them. But if someone did think to try..." 

That's why she had guest rooms. Spare clothes, even. 

But the only one who'd thought to come to her was her enemy. 

Had she been as desperate to open the door to someone, anyone, as he'd been to have a door open to him? 

Varius didn't want her to think of him as just another supplicant. 

"How did you manage to get away?" he asked. "I knew not to believe the official story, but what actually happened was never totally clear." 

Theira smiled a little. "After that first battle—"

Her smile died abruptly, because while it hadn't been her first battle by any stretch, she didn't need to specify which one she meant. Even among sorceresses, Theira was known for her epic destructive capabilities, but at that one she'd taken it to another level. 

Varius had been fighting another sorcerer at the time and was called over to support—he was the only general who reliably survived Theira. He didn't know what traps his jackass colleague had missed and whether he might have caught them, but by the time he'd been within miles of the site, it had already been over. His people had just seen the explosions in the sky. 

He'd known some of the kids who'd died that day, and he was sad for them. But Theira had been as trapped in the war as they were, and compared to some of her brethren, at least her sorcerous attacks weren't cruel. She didn't torture those kids; they just died. She didn't spread destruction indiscriminately or horrifically; she just killed. Precisely, terrifyingly. And if those kids hadn't died that day under the orders of that particular jackass, it still would have come at someone else's hands. 

They were all of them trapped. 

So after an awkward pause where Theira seemed to be debating what to say after that, Varius just nodded. 

Apparently deciding he didn't need her to say any more about it, she continued, "That was the first decisive victory on either side in years. The Sorcerer Ascendant awarded me one of the largest jewels in Korossia's collection, only a step down from the Crown Jewel itself." 

An impressive statement. While sorceresses could store and draw power from all manner of jewels—from all natural resources, though gemstones were special—Korossia's Crown Jewel was unique. It held incomparable power and could only be accessed by the person who bound themself to it—and it could also only bind to the one who killed the prior bearer. 

That was the true source of a Sorcerer Ascendant's power: access to the largest pool of magic available that no one else could use. It's what made them nearly impossible to kill, even for a sorceress of Theira's experience. Not to mention the fact that the Ascendant would have managed the same feat meant they were invariably both shrewd and powerful. 

Theira continued, "I thanked Tychon graciously, turned around, and broke it into a thousand tiny jewels I could actually convert into capital." 

Varius barked a laugh despite himself. Of course she had. 

But that had been years earlier. "You were building this all that time?" 

"I was having it built," Theira corrected. "What does a sorceress know about building?" 

What indeed. 

"I hired experts and paid for materials, I made it worth their while, and I hid the whole thing from under Tychon's nose. You may have noticed after that battle—"

"Your tactics turned to precision. Effective, but not dramatic. I'd wondered where your power was really going, but I thought we'd found out." 

When, a year later, she'd managed a second dramatic victory. 

Varius hadn't been at that one either. He'd always been hesitant to seriously consider that his absence from both was on purpose as wishful thinking and arrogance. 

But he was wondering again now. 

"Everyone knows I'm a long-term planner," Theira said, "so after my first decisive victory wasn't immediately followed by a second, I bought myself time at court because everyone who believed it was possible for me to replicate that success also believed I needed time to work toward a bigger one." 

"Your long-term planning becomes part of the long-term plan," Varius remarked dryly. 

Theira flashed him a grin. "Indeed. It took as long as it did because I had to keep them from finding out what I was actually doing. But when I managed it, Tychon was in a difficult position. He'd already rewarded me with the biggest jewel he could part with, and since I'd delivered both a second victory, and a bigger one, he had to top the previous reward. So he offered me a boon. And I took it." 

It took Varius a second. "You just resigned? At court, to his face?" 

Theira's grin grew wicked. "Indeed," she said again, this time in a lower voice that did things to his now-responsive loins. "And since the Sorcerer Ascendant knew I wouldn't dare if I didn't believe, in that moment, that I could back it up, he let me go, fully intending to make me pay later once he'd worked out what I'd planned." 

"And did he?" 

"No. I didn't have anything there." 

Varius stared, and then started laughing helplessly. "You beautiful liar. You spent years on a reputation to make him believe it long enough for you to get somewhere you did have spells ready." 

An insane risk. 

More insane than running away to the door of your lifelong enemy. 

She'd planned her gamble, and her escape, and made it. 

Theira's eyes were bright over her mug of tea. "And now here I am." 

And then the light in her eyes faded. 

Here she was, in an empty house. Full of books about crafts just in case she ever needed to learn something, because she couldn't count on anyone helping her. Varius could come to her, but where could she go? 

To him. 

The thought surged through him with the force of an avalanche. 

She'd worked, and she'd tried, and somehow she'd still found herself in a situation where she'd escaped but was still trapped. Where no one took care of her, and she didn't even expect it. 

He wanted her to believe that she should expect it. 

And that from him, she could. 

"Here you are," Varius echoed, and drained his tea without breaking eye contact. 

Let her see that he wasn't afraid of who she was, and that he'd take her as she was. 

"Let me clean up," he told her. 

Theira waved him off. "Not necessary. I can—" 

"I know you can," Varius practically growled. 

She blinked at him, apparently nonplussed. 

And then her head whipped around. 

To the door. 

Theira stood slowly, rising to her full height, and Varius watched her bearing transform her from a woman eating breakfast to a goddess ready for battle. 

Gods curse it. He'd known they'd come, but here in Theira's kitchen he'd allowed himself to begin to hope they'd have more time. 

She hadn't, he realized now. 

That's why she was dressed for war. 

"Well, well," the Sorceress Transcendent purred. "We have company." 
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Her cutthroat upbringing had duly impressed upon her how image created a perception of power, and she used every advantage she had. 

"Wait." Varius followed her. "They're here for me." 

"Of course they are." Theira raised her eyebrows. "Are you in any condition to fight off a sorcerous task force alone?" 

She didn't want him to focus on what he couldn't do now that he'd gone rogue, but they didn't have time for a long discussion here. 

He stilled. "Sorcerous? Not Aurelian?" 

Theira shrugged. "You're a popular man." 

The legions he'd led had done more damage to Korossia and killed more sorceresses than any single other person in the empire. Caius Sobanus couldn't possibly want him deader than Korossia did. 

Varius cast her a look that was part amusement, part annoyance. "I suppose it's easier for sorceresses to get here than for an Aurelian Empire cohort to cross the border unmolested." 

"Indeed. And Varius." His gaze focused on hers as she held his stare. "You are my guest here. Allow me to resolve this small matter for you." 

Something passed through his gaze, and she hoped it wasn't pity. Theira wanted to seem less desperate than she'd sounded over breakfast, not more. 

She was retired, not broken. She could be all of herself now. 

She hoped. 

Then Varius smiled, and her whole body zinged with awareness. 

"Well, far be it from me to keep you back from some light exercise," he murmured. "Yell if I can help you dig some graves once you're finished." 

Theira relaxed. 

He still had faith in her. 

She smirked at him before turning to the door. 

She didn't have long to wait until a woman called, "Former First-Tier Adept Theira! You are harboring a fugitive guilty of the highest crimes against Korossia. I am here to remove this burden from you. You may turn him over at once." 

Not even a knock. Her own former enemy had been more polite. 

And if that was how Korossia was beginning this encounter, there was only one way for it to go. 

"See?" Theira glanced over her shoulder. "The highest crimes. So famous." 

Varius rolled his eyes. "You know what they say, murder is a fast way to make friends." She held in a laugh. "Would you like me visible in the background for this?" 

Theira's chest eased further. As confident as she was, this challenge was the first big step for both of them in what came next, and she wasn't sure where Varius stood. She didn't think he knew where he stood, because he hadn't begun to consider what could be possible. 

He wasn't with her. Not yet. 

But he wasn't working against her anymore. He was on her side. And that mattered more than she wanted to admit. 

So she would take this step for both of them, and give him some reason to hope. 

Her heart pounded in anticipation. She'd recognized the voice leading the task force, too, and it simplified things. Kryseia had no interest in being saved. 

"Out of sight," Theira said, "but feel free to watch the show. Toss me that mug?" 

Varius sketched a bow with good humor and retreated. An empty mug sailed her way, and she caught it with magic. 

Then Theira threw open the door, slamming it against her house with a bang, and advanced onto her doorstep. 

One first-tier adept, with a passel of lower-tier sorcerers. The most skilled sorceresses worked alone, but they would know it would take more than one to take her down on her own turf if it came to that. 

And oh, it would come to that. 

"Hello, Kryseia," Theira addressed the sorceress in charge of this expedition, pretending to take a sip of tea. "Lovely weather in my garden today, don't you think?" 

Kryseia's ice blue eyes flickered at the reminder that she stood on Theira's prepared ground. 

Or maybe it was at her disrespect. 

Kryseia tossed her elaborately and immaculately styled platinum hair, such a contrast to Theira's wild dark locks streaming around her. "My title is First-Tier Adept Kryseia." 

"Likewise mine," Theira said idly. "Unless you mean to suggest that having more time to myself has worsened my skill?" 

Kryseia glared, but none of the others even exchanged glances; they had chosen to obey Kryseia without question, which meant there was nothing Theira could do for them. Kryseia had long since attached her star to orbiting the Sorcerer Ascendant Tychon', had probably volunteered for this mission to recover her dignity after Theira had shown her up on the battlefield not once, but twice. 

"I'm not here to exchange pleasantries with you, the so-called Sorceress Transcendent, who abandoned her duty," Kryseia declared. "We know you're holding the former legatus Varius Aurelian. Bring him out, and we'll be on our way out of your life once more." 

That title. It probably didn't bode well for Theira, if even the Sorcerer Ascendant's top lackeys were using it. Kryseia's bitterness was a bigger surprise but easily accounted for by the fact that Theira had any title that she didn't. 

Theira waited for Kryseia to finish. 

Then she calmly took another mock-sip of tea, drawing it out. 

Two of the lower-tier sorcerers broke their stare without moving, gazes flicking around for activity. 

Wise. Much too late, but admirable instincts. 

Kryseia ground her teeth. 

"You don't call, you don't write, and you show up at my doorstep making demands," Theira said. "I'm retired, Kryseia. And even if I weren't, I don't take orders from you." 

That undeniable refusal was the signal Kryseia's team was evidently waiting for. They began to fan out, their spells activating. 

Theira had to give Kryseia credit though; for all her personal dislike, she had to know how this could go, and she gave it one last shot. 

No doubt on the chance it might distract her, because Kryseia, too, would have learned to use every possible advantage. 

"You don't want to do this, Theira," Kryseia said, her voice all false sympathy, with no effort to disguise her condescension. "You know as well as anyone what Varius has done to Korossia. We can take him off your hands, and you can keep your little retirement and never have to fight again. This doesn't have to be your problem." 

Theira smiled. 

And without moving slammed the door shut behind her. 

"I believe there has been a misunderstanding, Kryseia," Theira said gently. "You seem to be under the impression that I have lost my taste for battle." 

Vines erupted out of the ground, grabbing a portion of Kryseia's party who'd begun casting at her house and snapping their necks in an instant. 

She grinned widely at Kryseia. 

"I assure you," Theira purred, her blood singing, "this is not the case." 

Kryseia's eyes went wide, but she didn't miss a beat, yelling orders and snapping a hand out in the same moment to fire a blast of sheer power at Theira. Her own power, even, no doubt to buy time to finish getting other spells into place. 

Had Theira been unprepared, this would have been very impressive. But no first-tier adept, and Theira least of all, was ever that unprepared. 

Not to mention they were on Theira's ground. 

Kryseia's blast bounced off her. 

Theira strolled forward, her advance activating enchantments with each step, her hair rising to crackle around her, electrified by her power. 

Strangled screams echoed in the background as the protections she'd placed on her house reacted violently to their not-quite-subtle-enough intrusions, as beautiful flowers' poisonous gas choked off the strike team's air, as the roots under her garden dragged them beneath to feed on. 

She paid them no mind. Her garden needed no further guidance from her for sorcerers of their caliber. They weren't even a distraction from the real battle before her. 

Theira reached for the power of her garden, and threw it against Kryseia's next assault. 

Their eyes met, and Theira knew this was what Kryseia had wanted. 

Her, too. 

She was glad to no longer be part of the endless, stupid, horrible war. 

She did sometimes miss the freedom of wreaking rampant destruction. 

Kryseia flung spell after spell at her, and Theira deflected every sally without apparent effort, driving Kryseia back step by step. 

She'd missed this, too. The matching of power and wits against someone who could stand against her. 

But Kryseia, for all her sorcery, was no Varius. 

Kryseia could use the life force of the garden, too, but not as efficiently. Theira knew every plant, its location and potential. 

She knew every spell she'd woven into the ground. 

Kryseia's breath came increasingly fast as she struggled under Theira's assault. Her rhythm didn't break, but Theira could see her casting around for inspiration, for power, for something that could turn the tide. 

Theira almost didn't recognize the feint for what it was, until the mug she still carried shattered in her hand. 

Kryseia grinned triumphantly. 

A piece of her new home, new life, broken in an instant act of malice. A challenge, that Theira could not, in fact, protect herself or anyone else. 

Kryseia's power closed around her. She'd attempted to break Theira's flow, and she'd succeeded. 

But Theira reached for the wild flame of her own power and exploded it outward. 

"Congratulations," she told the sorceress who'd jumped clear but now watched her warily; Theira was known for not committing her own power. "You have my full attention." 

And then Theira stopped playing. 

Kryseia cast furiously, but it was no use against Theira actually tapping into her own power along with the garden. 

It was a matter of moments before she'd shepherded Kryseia just where she wanted her: a spell laid in advance. Once she stepped into the circle, poisonous vines snaked around her ankles and thorns bit through her spells and skin, immobilizing her. 

In moments she'd be unable to move at all—not a muscle, certainly. But not her lungs, either, or her heart. 

She could have still cast, except Theira also pressed her own shroud of power around Kyrseia like a smothering pillow. 

It was done, without so much as an explosion to mark her passing, and from Kryseia's furious gaze, she knew it. She would fade quietly out of this world with nothing to show for it. But first—

"You would do all this," she hissed, "for a man? An Aurelian worm who's killed scores of us?" 

Which part of Varius offended her most? It didn't matter. 

"This is my house," Theira said gently. "This is my ground. Here you are supplicant, not master. I will do what I wish, and you cannot force me." 

"So if I'd said 'pretty please will you do this favor to all your sisters', you'd have said yes?" Kryseia sneered. 

The expression faltered as she lost control of her facial muscles. 

Theira smiled. "Of course not." 

And then she stabbed Kryseia through the heart with a shard of the broken mug. 

No need to draw it out when the fun was done. Now all that was left was clean-up. 

Kryseia's wide eyes met hers, and Theira saw mania there. "He'll come for you," she gasped. "You'll have no peace now." 

So that was what Kryseia was doing here. She must have lost too much influence at court after Theira's success in spite of the Sorcerer Ascendant. She could reclaim her status only by beating her. 

And failing that, at least she'd ensured Theira's downfall. 

Theira could have let Kryseia die believing she could rest easy, that even if it had gone like this, she'd won. 

Instead she leaned forward and whispered in Kryseia's ear, "I'm counting on it." 








  
  

Chapter 3
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Varius met Theira at the door with a grin. "It's more fun on the other side of that. You've been waiting a long time to test those defenses, haven't you? Impressive work as always. I see you've developed a thing for vines." 

She hadn't quite realized she'd worried about his reaction, but there was no judgment, just appreciation for her skill. What a novel experience. 

Theira's lips quirked. "Thank you. I did experiment with some new vine spells, and it's always nice to see them in action. Would you set these on the table please? I'll figure out what to do with them later." 

She opened her hands to reveal the broken shards of the mug. 

His grin fell, and his gaze pierced her. "Of course," he said as he opened his hands to her, voice gruff in a way that made her chest tighten. 

It was pottery, for Gaia's sake. 

Varius accepted the shards, and her hands brushed his. No reason for that slight touch to send a zing of awareness through her. 

She glanced up at him again, finding his gaze intent. 

"Are you not finished outside?" he rumbled. 

Theira sighed, stepping back and removing her cloak. "No. I doubt anyone will be back soon, but I'll need to ready the ground in case. Remove the bodies, make sure I'm not poisoning anything I don't mean to, reinvigorate the exhausted spells. You know." 

"Ah." Varius opened his mouth to say something then thought better of it, considering her. "I'll stay out of your way then." 

The best she could hope for. It wasn't as though he could assist, even if he wanted to, which he would know. Theira inclined her head in thanks and headed back out to the garden. 

This was a different kind of work. Letting loose was fun, but adjusting spells required a distinct mindset. Taking stock of power levels, pruning as needed, clearing the ground. Careful attention to detail and precise applications of sorcery—satisfying but grueling. 

It was also more exhausting to expend power this way without the rush of battle, if familiar deep in her bones. She supplemented the spells with her power, draining it little by little. 

Theira had other, untouched spells inside the house if either her garden's exhaustion or hers became an issue, but she didn't think Varius had any nefarious intentions toward her—not that he was incapable of deception, but he was, at his heart, an honest man. If he were planning to attack her, she'd know. She wouldn't lower her defenses for anything less—possibly anyone else. 

The fact that a man of his character didn't believe she was worth killing after everything she'd done might have been humbling, if she were the type for humility. Instead she was... not quite hopeful. Touched, perhaps. 

Even with her immediate ministrations, the garden wouldn't recover all at once. She didn't carry enough power for that within her, and she'd avoid draining her jewel reserves unless they did in fact receive more visitors sooner than she expected. 

But she did as much as she could to speed the recovery and then looked up at the sun. Bursts of sorcery could be very impressive, but this kind of long, painstaking work was what separated the flashy from the survivors under Castle Korossia. The aftermath of the minutes-long battle had taken her hours, and only now that she was done did she allow herself to notice how tired she was. 

Theira sighed as she stretched, and then began to trudge back toward the house. She should have waited a little longer to notice that, until she'd had time to eat something. Maybe she was out of practice after all, but not so much that she couldn't grit her teeth and muster enough energy to cook. She'd feel worse if she collapsed without food. Potions could help in an emergency, but this wasn't one. 

She might yet have an actual emergency, after all. 

Theira restrained a groan at the effort to haul open her impressive but heavy door, kicking her boots off in the empty entryway. No Varius to greet her this time, and she was annoyed at the prick of disappointment she felt. 

What did she expect, he would stand in the entryway and wait for her like a dog? That having welcomed her home after a battle once, he'd be there for her every time? Just because he was rock-solid didn't mean she should depend on him. 

Theira scowled at herself as she made her way to the kitchen, trying to summon anger rather than obscure disappointment. She wouldn't be sad about her life—impossibly free, despite every odd!—if she could stop hoping for unreasonable things. 

And then she saw Varius standing in her kitchen. 

"Oh good, you're back." He turned and smiled at her. 

Theira's heart stopped. 

The most dangerous general she'd ever faced was standing in her kitchen, stirring a pot, wearing an apron. Her apron. 

It was absolutely unfair for him to look so sexy wearing an apron. 

She knew it was the incongruity. She did. It still took an effort of will to summon her jaw back up from the floor 

"I hope you don't mind, I let myself into your pantry," Varius said casually, turning back away from her like there was nothing remotely remarkable about this situation. Was this how he'd felt when she made him tea? "It looked like everything was organized to avoid poisoning by accident, but you may want to make sure. I'm not experiencing any numbness or trouble breathing though." 

He would know the signs of her usual efforts in that direction, Theira thought with surreal detachment. 

As he carried out a tray with a bowl of hot soup and half a loaf of bread. 

"You must be starving after all that," Varius said. "Sit down and eat. I'll join you in a minute." 

Theira stared at him. 

He stared back. 

Then he smiled, joy spilling into his eyes, and as her heart jolted back to life Varius set the tray on the table, returned behind her, and took her by the shoulders. 

She snapped to attention. 

He gently pushed her into a chair. 

Theira technically could melt into the floor, and she gave the notion some serious consideration. 

But then she'd only have to face him later with more embarrassment and less food. 

"No accidental poison?" Varius prompted. 

Theira checked, shook her head. 

He let out a breath. "Good. Some welcome home that would be, if I spent all morning wasting your defenses on inedible soup. I'll be right back." 

He vanished back to the kitchen, and Theira shoved a bite of soup in her mouth in hopes it would prevent her from turning to stare at him. 

It didn't. 

Varius was cleaning up after himself, and she tracked him as he crossed to the entryway with a towel and one of her cleaning potions. How had he identified it? Had he tested every likely bottle until he found one that suited his need? 

Goddess, probably. He was smart and thorough, and after surviving years of her tricks he knew her better than anyone. 

Theira heard two soft thumps from the entryway, and belatedly she realized what he was doing. 

Moving her muddy boots to the tray. Cleaning up after her. 

Not letting the war follow her back into her home. 

Theira wrenched her focus back to the table, fighting inexplicable tears. 

Varius hadn't met her at the door a second time, but only because he'd been making her lunch. He could make her lunch, and she could eat it without fear. He knew her well enough to know what she'd need, even when she hadn't asked for it. And she'd thought he'd decided he couldn't help her? She should have known him better than that. 

She'd missed the welcome, but the feeling of finding him working in her kitchen on her behalf—she didn't have words for this. 

Varius set his tray down across from her. "Can I make you some tea?" 

"No, thank you. I'll get some myself in a bit." 

Varius narrowed his eyes, and Theira absurdly found herself flushing. The response had been reflexive, but it also would be more expedient for her to brew something herself than to try to explain to him how to make it properly. 

She was suddenly getting the sense that he wouldn't accept that answer for long. 

If he were here for a long time, anyway. 

"The soup is perfect," she said instead, softer than she'd intended. "Thank you." 

"You are welcome," Varius rumbled. 

Theira suppressed a shiver. At his voice, and at the suspicion that he meant that literally. 

She was welcome. With him. What was she supposed to do with that? 

Her eyes snagged on his tray, and her breath caught. 

Varius had reassembled the shattered mug—mostly. 

He followed her gaze. "I thought I'd take stock of what we could do with this. It's missing a big piece, though." 

We. 

She was a First-Tier Adept Sorceress, the only one alive who'd eluded the best efforts of both Korossia and the Aurelian Empire, she was the Sorceress bloody Transcendent, and she would not cry. 

"It's embedded in Kryseia's heart," Theira explained. 

"Ah." He nodded, like this was a normal thing to say to someone, and she supposed for them it was. "Well, normal glue probably wouldn't have worked anyway. We'll have to figure out something else. Do you have sorcerous glue?" 

"I could make some." Not something she'd ever considered. 

Something new, she could use her skill for. Not instead of, but in addition to destruction. 

A project she didn't have to do alone. 

"There was a pottery book in my room. I'll take a look at that later, unless you have another idea?" 

Beyond words, Theira mutely shook her head. 

Varius nodded, like they'd decided on a plan of action. Theira's head spun, but it was possible that was just due to dehydration so she ate some more soup in case that would help. 

"So," he said, and Theira breathed a sigh of relief—he was ready to talk business, a thing she knew how to do. 

But he heard her exhale and paused, trying to work out what it meant. 

Varius apparently, thankfully, decided not to press, though, because he continued, "What problems will this cause for you? Tychon didn't interfere when you left before, even if he didn't like it, but now that you've stood against him I can't see him letting that go." 

Theira nodded, ripping off a chunk of bread to dip in the soup. "He won't. But he's also not so arrogant that he'll come after me here, where I've had years to control the ground. Certainly not now that I've proved I'm ready." 

"Don't take this the wrong way," Varius said, "but is he not powerful enough to take you on head-to-head, even here? I thought that was the whole reason no one rebelled against him." 

"Oh, he is," Theira said without offense. "The Sorcerer Ascendant can draw on enough power to defeat anyone in a head-to-head battle. He just wouldn't come through unscathed, and I could drain him enough that another sorceress would finish the job. Which I would, and they would, and he knows that. That's why you never see him on the battlefield." 

"Ah. I'd always thought it was an aversion to doing his own work when he could force it on others and cull his competition." 

"It's that as well, of course. But Korossia needs ever more resources to support the level of sorcery and luxury those at the top have become accustomed to—that is, ostensibly, the whole reason Korossia is in this war. But if there are fewer high-tier sorcerers to sustain, more of those resources go to Tychon." 

"Making him more powerful with every year that passes without lifting a finger. Elegant." 

"Quite." 

Varius grunted, leaning back in his seat and ripping off a piece of bread for himself. He might be fully dressed today, but even the man's forearms were unreasonable, their strength so visibly evident even at rest, unlike her own. "Not so different from the empire, really, although there are a few more hands at the head to split the rewards. They can't justify the taxes that keep them in luxury without war, and a holy war against evil sorcery unites all the disparate nations so they don't rebel against the wealthy few." 

"A tale as old as time." 

He sighed. "It's no wonder neither side will end this disaster. The ones with all the power are too invested to stop without taking a hit themselves, which they'll never do." 

Varius frowned down at the remains of his soup—how had he eaten that so fast? Soldier habits, she supposed—which Theira took heart from. He was brooding on the problem now, and that was a big step up from only yesterday, even if she wasn't sure what had changed for him besides some rest. 

Then he said, "So if you ever leave your territory here, Tychon will send sorceresses to hunt you." 

Ah. Not brooding, planning. Ever the strategist. 

"Yes. But I'm in no rush to go anywhere." 

She'd traveled plenty during the war. Seen sights, burned them. Theira was happy to stay in this place she'd carved for herself. 

Now, anyway. Later—

"I don't like you being trapped here, though," Varius said. He ripped his bread precisely, a fraction of the force she knew he could exert. 

It thrilled her, his control. 

And made her want to break it. 

Perhaps later, once she had enough energy to do something about an unleashed Varius, though she was feeling more energized every minute in his presence. Their banter across battlefields—as she surprised him with a new kind of sorcerous trap and got to deliver a prepared quip that had him rolling his eyes in amusement even as he struggled to free all his soldiers, or he surprised her by neatly avoiding it and teasing her mercilessly for underestimating him as she was forced to rapidly improvise new defenses—had always been something she unreasonably looked forward to; she might have expected what he would do to her in closer quarters. 

"There's no way for sorcerers to surround me," she assured him. 

"I meant you should be free to go where you choose." Before Theira had to think of a response to that breathtaking statement, from a former enemy of all people, he continued, "If Caius Sobanus and his ilk were really clever they'd have reached out to you about joining forces once you'd gotten away to end this. But there's too much bigotry in the empire for them to have even considered it." 

"Be fair, I have also killed quite a lot of your people," Theira said, amused, but then let her smile fall to meet his gaze seriously. "And I don't want the Aurelian Empire to win the war, either. I want both of them to stop their aggression. The nightmare needs to end for everyone." 

An impossibly bold idea. People on both sides had been executed for suggesting less. 

Varius just raised his eyebrows. "Do you really think that's possible?" 

He couldn't even imagine it. 

But he was asking. Theira returned, "Do you believe your people deserve to rest?" 

"Yes," Varius said without hesitation. "And so do you." 

She had her freedom. But as his steady gaze held hers, Theira realized that for Varius, it wasn't enough. He wanted more—for her. 

Her chest tightened again as she leaned forward across the table. "Then so do you." 

Varius made a face. "You know, I felt that coming and still walked into it." 

Theira laughed, easing back in her seat and popping another soup-soaked piece of bread into her mouth. A bit of soup leaked out, and as she grabbed a cloth to wipe it she noticed Varius tracking her lips. 

An excellent sign, if she did say so herself. 

So Theira pressed a little. "If you can't imagine freedom for yourself, how can you expect anyone else to hope enough for themselves to do anything about it?" 

He studied her. "How did you do it? How did you even imagine you could leave?" 

Theira thought. "I suppose I didn't, at first. But I started making plans in case. To give me something else to think about besides the war. To see if I could get away with it. And little by little I'd invested enough resources and time in my little side project that I started to believe in it in truth. So when the time came and I knew I had to get out or die in this war, it—it was still a shift. But not an earth-shattering one all at once. Your path will necessarily be different." 

"Because I didn't try." 

"Because I had time to adjust, and you didn't." 

Varius shook his head. "Even after you left, I didn't quite believe it. And then I thought, of course Theira would be the one person able to find a way to escape this nightmare, and that still wasn't enough of a kick in the pants to get me thinking." 

"Now that I don't believe," Theira said firmly. "You thought about it. You just didn't see a way out that wouldn't abandon or hurt your people." 

Varius pursed his lips but didn't debate the point. 

Theira huffed. So honest, even when he didn't like the answers. That was one of the things that had always made him difficult—he saw too much. 

And he proved it as he said, "Whereas you didn't have anyone who depended on your presence, but you hoped they might depend on your absence. What were you going to do, if a house's worth of sorceresses followed you?" 

"The table extends to seat more. I have extra chairs." 

It slipped out. It wasn't what she'd have said if she'd taken a second to think about it, and she knew that wasn't what he was asking, not really. 

But maybe it was, because Varius said softly, "The whole house is like that, isn't it? Ready and adaptable in case anyone else ever dared believe. And you don't just have the craft books because you needed to be able to be self-sufficient." 

He did always see too much. 

Theira looked around her house that still felt, despite her best efforts, like it was missing something. 

And maybe that something was people. 

"I wanted them to be able to find something else they could do purely for the joy of it, if they wanted. That's not a part of our upbringing, sorceresses." Oh, that would sound pathetic to him, wouldn't it? She flashed him a grin in a pitiful attempt to cover. "If you want to take up pottery, I'm prepared to make that happen." 

"And you?" Varius asked, gaze inexorable, refusing to be distracted. "Did you try something?" 

Theira hesitated. Would he laugh? Of course he wouldn't laugh. Unless maybe she laughed, and they could laugh about it together? She wasn't sure what response she even wanted, so she evaded. "I tried a few things." 

"What did you settle on?" 

Inexorable. He wouldn't believe she'd just given up the effort. Theira shrugged self-consciously and decided to just come out with it. "Painting. I can be as messy as I want and still make something, even if it isn't beautiful. My standards are low." 

"No, they aren't," Varius said with a thread of amusement, "but it's not something it matters to be good at. Just that you have the freedom to do." 

Yes. That was it exactly. 

She tried to make a joke of it. "Some of us need to practice being imperfect." 

He snorted. "You refused to continue with something you were naturally better at, didn't you?" 

Well. Maybe. 

Theira glanced down at her tray for a distraction, but she'd tragically finished all the food already. Curses. 

Then he asked, "Will you show me?" 

Theira froze. Her eyes darted up to his. 

Varius' gaze was steady. "Your art. The house. All of it." 

Did she want that? Yes and no. 

She wanted to show someone, and him in particular, so desperately she was terrified to. 

And that, ultimately, was what decided her. 

Not that she could trust him, though she thought she could. But the Sorceress Transcendent didn't cower for anyone, and certainly not herself. 

Varius knew what she would answer. He stood and held out a hand. 

Not because she needed it. But because he could offer. 

She clasped onto him, and let him help her to her feet. 
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He wanted her to feel free, and even though she'd escaped physically, she clearly didn't. The past hadn't followed her here, but for Theira, that was a problem. She'd never rest easy until she had resolution, too. 

Varius couldn't help with that, though in a way, perhaps his arrival was a kind of boon in that regard—she'd have to deal with it now. Whether there was a way to move on, he didn't know. 

But he could look with unfeigned interest as Theira showed him the space she'd made for herself, and ask intelligent questions, and let her experience, for the first time, finally, what it might be like to share her home with another person. 

His chest ached at the thought. Unconscionable, that she'd never had this before. Poignant, that he was her first. 

And that was a thought to rein in, because interested she might be but accepting of his possessive urges was something beyond. 

Theira had grown more relaxed as they proceeded through the house—the many guest rooms, a sitting room with haphazard books and a view of her garden, a peek into a precisely ordered laboratory that apparently had better protections against sorcerous surprises than the kitchen—but there was one room she hesitated at. 

"You don't have to show me your bedroom," Varius said. 

Theira shook her head, which didn't surprise him—that would probably be the door at the end of the hall. "It's not that." 

Then she opened it, and here was where he felt her presence like the kitchen. 

Which was to say, it was a disaster. 

Color everywhere in various textures, made with different tools and mixes, sheets discarded, mounted across walls, fabrics in baskets, a shelf of pottery. 

Varius smiled. "Your art room. I love it." 

Theira looked at him and seemed to decide he was serious. She shrugged. "It's a bit of a mess." 

"I'm shocked." 

"What's that supposed to mean?" 

Varius lifted his chin in the direction of most of the canvases. "You decided on painting in a freeform style, didn't you? Your sorcery is always so precise—so that would be a departure. Something new." 

Theira's lips curved. "I should have asked you to recommend me an artform. My sorcerous skills still come in handy for the composition of the paints." 

He shook his head. "Better to explore. May I look?" 

She gestured forward without a word, and he carefully stepped inside. 

"You won't track paint outside the room," she told him. 

Varius grinned. "You think of everything, my transcendence." 

Theira snorted but relaxed a little further. He looked more closely at the paintings he could see, smiling—all bold colors, wild and raw. Some were clearly experiments with textures or techniques, but others—

Varius' breath caught as he gazed at one, the warm, bright, expansive blend of colors. "This is the hill above the Tridentis. Before the battle. You were there?" 

"How in Gaia's name can you tell that?" 

"The cast of light between the sky and the river at dawn—I recognize that reflection. You've evoked it beautifully here." 

Theira was studying him like a puzzle. "You can really tell that just by looking at my mishmash of paint." 

"Your art," Varius said gently. "I know you, Theira. And I am used to looking for you in chaos." 

A quick grin. "And finding me." 

His chest warmed. "Just in time for whatever you've made this time. I am surprised you've seen the hill from that direction." 

Theira rocked her head noncommittally. "I've laid a lot of spells over the years." 

Evasive—what did she have to hide from him now? Or maybe she just wanted him to figure it—her—out. 

He would. 

He always did. 

And it hadn't been for purely practical reasons for a long time. 

"Is there room in here for a second person?" Varius asked. 

"You want to try painting?" 

Next to her fearless expression? No. And he didn't want that to become a competition between them. 

"Maybe something else," he mused. "It's been a long time since I've had the chance to build something rather than break it. Do you have any clay in your garden?" He thought he knew which book could teach him how to fix her broken mug. 

Theira was studying him again—he had the impression that she was sizing him up, but for what? 

Varius shook his head. "That was presumptuous, wasn't it? I probably won't have time—"

"You will," Theira interrupted firmly. "You will have time. And I have all kinds of materials you can play with on the lower level. Let's see what we can find that looks interesting to you." 

Varius looked up. "There's an underground?" 

Theira smiled. "I'm a sorceress, Varius. Of course there's a hidden level underground." 
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He mentally calculated as they descended. Given how far they were going, she had a fucking hippodrome buried under the hill. 

"Did you want to make sure Tychon couldn't come at you from belowground?" he asked her. 

"That's one reason," Theira agreed. "But it's also heavily spelled. Really heavily spelled. Sometimes you want to try something especially destructive and don't want to destroy the garden, you know?" 

Varius snorted. "I do know," he agreed dryly. 

Gods, the times he would have given for an empty field for military exercises. 

They reached the bottom at last. Theira opened a door, snapped her fingers, and light flooded the space. 

It was the size of an arena. 

Theira immediately started walking one way, but Varius had frozen at what was on the other side. 

He suddenly struggled to breathe. 

"Theira," he croaked. 

"Yes?" 

Varius took a deep breath, unable to tear his eyes away. "What am I looking at?" 

"Hmm? Oh, that," she said offhandedly. 

"'Oh, that'?" he echoed incredulously. "What bullshit. You brought me down to notice this, didn't you? The hell am I looking at?" 

Theira's wild hair swirled around her as she slowly stepped back toward him, gauging his response. 

"I did wonder what you'd make of it." She finally looked away from him and toward the object of their discussion. "What do you think it is?" 

"It looks," Varius said, his voice tight, "like an army." 

And not just any army. 

In the cavernous space under her home, Theira was storing what looked like hundreds of giant figures made of stone—no, clay. 

Varius laughed roughly. Did she have clay in her garden. She'd built a godscursed army out of it. 

They were human-like—upright, two legs and arms, a head—but proportioned differently. The head was more like a dome, the limbs enormous. If they could move, a swing from one of those fists would crush a man. It would crush a dozen men. 

And there were hundreds. 

"They're called golems," Theira said. "I started building them after I moved here, in anticipation." 

Of the war coming to her door. 

She'd left the war behind, but she'd never believed she was free of it. 

She played in her kitchen and made art and built space for refugees and also an entire inanimate army. 

"So they do move?" Varius asked. 

"Oh yes. Here, I'll show you." Theira narrowed her eyes and waved a hand. 

Two glowing red dots appeared in the 'head' of one of the golems. 

Then another. 

Varius glanced at Theira, her brow furrowed in concentration, then back at the golems in awe. 

The two golems took a huge step together in tandem. Then another, and another. 

Varius imagined a hundred of these coming at him on a battlefield, visions of death and destruction flashing through his mind. 

One of the golems raised an arm as if to swing, and Varius held his breath. 

Then all of a sudden their eyes winked out and they went still. 

Theira puffed out a breath and muttered something he didn't catch but was probably profane. 

"And that's the problem," she grumbled. "They're immune to practically any degree of sorcery, and I can animate them all at the same time. I have a... well, to simplify, a sorcerous array that links them all together and allows me to activate them with barely any of my own power. 

"But I can't control them separately. I can march them all in a line, and they can all swing at the same time, but making them do two different tasks? Well, I can usually manage two, though I stopped practicing. But three? A dozen? No." She puffed out another breath. "It's frustrating. It was such a good idea." 

"It's an incredible idea," Varius told her. His mind spun. 

This was why she needed a house away from Tychon's watch. It was all for this. 

Theira sighed. "But with that limitation, their usage in a real engagement is too limited. If they marched on a town, I wouldn't be able to keep them from walking through houses, because I couldn't change their directions. If they faced different kinds of attacks?" She shook her head. "I've resorted to using them as test dummies. Though as a person who's actually led an army and routinely had to counter all manner of unexpected circumstances, I admit I hoped you might be able to come up with a more useful idea for them. I've been loath to abandon the concept entirely, but—" 

"I have so many ideas," Varius interrupted. "The first is: this array. Is there a way I can try controlling them?" 

Theira blinked. Cocked her head. "Hmm. Yes, I think so. Why?" 

"Your strength is in advance planning," Varius told her. "My job is to keep track of a thousand things at once while they're changing and adapt." 

Theira's eyes lit. "What an interesting point. Come this way." 

She strode quickly into the sea of golems, and Varius followed the sorceress deeper in, wondering what he was getting into and excited about it. 

He really hadn't been a proper Aurelian soldier. 

Theira stopped at one golem that had a step stool next to it and gestured him up. "This golem's head opens. You can control it from inside. I'd thought it might be advantageous to be armored, though I couldn't stand it. There's an... I don't know how to explain it. Drop yourself in, have a look around. I'll get you set up from outside." 

Varius had been the top enemy of sorceresses for years. He didn't understand this magic, and it would be impossibly easy for her to have set something up where he stepped into her spell and she controlled his body. 

The fact that Theira had distractedly scurried away without even waiting to see what he would do was the best reassurance on offer. 

But really—Varius wasn't any better than her. He'd joked she wouldn't have been able to resist opening her door to him, and he was absolutely going to get in her clay death puppet. 

He jumped into the golem. 

"Pull the top closed!" Theira called. 

Sealing him inside her sorcerous death puppet? 

Varius sighed and gripped the lever above his head. 

If she didn't take this as a show of trust from him, he wasn't sure what would do it. 

As soon as the head shut, it was like windows had opened all around him. 

Varius reached forward through the vision and touched solid clay. But he could see all the golems surrounding him as if there were no barrier. 

"Can you hear me?" Theira's voice abruptly appeared as if next to his ear. 

What the fuck? "Yes." 

"Fantastic. I'm going to connect you to just this golem first, so you can try moving it. Ready?" 

How in all the gods' names could he possibly be ready for this madness? 

Varius grinned. "Yes." 

He had no idea what Theira did—sorcery—but all at once he felt a kind of disassociation with his body. There were no words to describe it—he could hardly think in words, like he'd descended all at once into a strange drug haze—but he could feel the golem in his mind. 

And he could move it. 

Varius didn't take a step with his body. He took a step with his brain. 

And then another. 

"Perfect! Ready for another?" 

He'd never heard her sound so excited. It took Varius a second to find his speech again. "Yes." 

There was no possible other answer. Not now. 

Theira added another golem, and another, and Varius adjusted. 

He tried different movements, testing their range of motion, their speed, their strength. A controlled punch was difficult because they didn't coil or spring well, but a swing of the arm would be deadly. He felt resistance when he hit another golem as strong as the first, but no reverberating pain. And after a quick adjustment from Theira, the cursed things could jump—Varius could level a house in one move like that, smashing through the roof. 

Once he had the hang of controlling them separately, he told Theira, "Give me all of them." 

A beat. "Are you sure?" 

Was she hesitating, now that she'd granted him access to this terrifying power? No, she could disconnect him at any time—this was worry for him. "I need to know what I'm working with." 

She took him at his word. "One full golem army, here you go." 

And then it was like Varius' brain exploded. 

He didn't know what his real eyes were seeing. He could see at the same time everything the golems could see—all of them at once. And he was aware, suddenly, of all the different bodies around him, like they were extensions of himself. 

What would it be like, to command an army like this? 

Could his mind truly handle this? 

Varius took a breath. 

With the whole golem army, he took one single step. 

Boom. The sound resounded through the underground. 

Then another. 

His head felt like it was splitting from the pressure. Just one more step. 

Just one more. 

Just one more—

Varius' eyes snapped wide. 

"Varius?" Theira's voice, almost distant. "Are you still with me?" 

In answer, Varius took another step. 

Then a separate golem took a step at a different time. 

And another. 

Slowly, breathing deeply, Varius moved hundreds of monstrous clay warriors with his mind as if running an army maneuver, like the most precise of his soldiers in tandem. 

Inexorably, they surrounded where Theira stood tall in the center of the arena, her hair floating wildly around her. He arrayed the solid clay forms he controlled around her. 

And then every golem but his bent down on one knee, while Varius' extended a hand. 

"I'm with you," he said. "Let's see what we can do together." 

Theira's expression turned fierce and exultant, and as sweat streamed off him, Varius felt it too. 

All at once, they had a chance. 

Together. 








  
  

Chapter 4
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Days passed, and they practiced. 

Or perhaps more accurately, they played. 

Theira stood in the back of her underground, watching as Varius' golem army tore through the shield-wall of opponents she'd animated for him. Her side didn't do anything but stand and punch on repeat, a pattern she could activate and then leave off controlling. 

They were a delaying tactic for the real setup. 

As one of his golems breached the line, it set off one of her spells, which detonated, sending a spray of rock and dirt into the air. 

The sorcery-resistant golem was unaffected, but Varius' vision wasn't. 

He'd learned to arrange formations around one golem—not the one he was inside—to give himself a point of focus, a way to help him filter and process the information. And now, when that golem ran into difficulty, he rapidly chose a golem in another position and switched. 

They could only practice for so long before he was too mentally exhausted to continue, but it took longer every day, and they were able to get more and more sessions in. 

Theira, frankly, was still astonished not even just that Varius could control all the golems, but at his level of sophistication. 

One of his golems hurled one of hers across the room—which required Varius to manipulate clay arms and use them in a way unlike a human's—at the same moment another kicked debris out of the way and yet another advanced. 

He didn't make each of them do complex motions simultaneously, but instead batched them, with either multiple teams of golems collectively doing the same maneuver or different sections of his army executing particular tasks. 

And while Varius exulted in personally controlling an invincible army that would do whatever he wanted exactly to his own limits and he never had to worry about their injuries or death, Theira got to play. 

No risk of hurting Varius, let alone the golems or her house. 

So she unleashed explosions to blot Varius' vision, or triggered illusions to turn the hall black as night, or launched bombs that filled the room with acidic haze. 

She caught golems in traps of vines or her new sticky glue, while others arrested mid-step to change direction. 

She drowned one in a pool of hot clay only to realize she'd melted the golem, so that wasn't one to repeat except for extraordinary circumstances. 

They had always been each other's best match. 

Sometimes Theira won, or Varius tired before they could finish. Some days his sorcery-invincible golems plowed through all her improvisations, or her newest experiments failed spectacularly. 

But no matter the outcome, every time ended with Theira's blood singing. 

She thought Varius loved it too, but though she'd catch heat in his gaze and he'd flirt, he hadn't made a move toward anything more. 

Now that he'd finally seen a way to end the war, she guessed he was imagining the life he could go back to in the Aurelian Empire. Varius was an all-or-nothing sort, so she should be glad he cared enough not to start something he didn't intend to finish. 

So Theira would be his friend, and his accomplice, and if together they could end a war and then perhaps meet occasionally for dinner, she could live with that. It wasn't what she wanted, but it was more than she'd had before, and she would survive. 

But her heart still raced when Varius climbed golems on top of golems, balancing them to make a tower to reach the sorcerous construct she'd been using to spray sticky goo all over the field as well as covering their 'eyes', and pulled it from the air. 

Theira was already launching her next attack and had to quickly deactivate it when Varius popped open his golem's top and lifted himself out. 

Shirtless, as he always practiced, and she could not decide whether he was taunting her on purpose. 

"That's it for me right now," he said. 

Shorter than she'd expected, but he'd tried several new things; that probably wore on him. She couldn't be too disappointed when she was having more fun now than she'd had... perhaps ever. 

"Your control of their movements is even better than yesterday," Theira said as he landed and walked toward her. "I'm amazed you can direct them all to make minute adjustments while the rest of your army still accomplishes multiple tasks." 

"It's the balance that's the tricky part," Varius agreed. "The golems aren't all the same shape on the outside, which I don't really feel through my awareness. I have to adapt." 

Hmm. Maybe she could use that next time. 

Varius grinned at her. "Yes, make me practice. I don't want you to get too bored with all the same things. I'm amazed how quickly you can come up with new ideas." 

"I've always had plenty of ideas," Theira said. "Testing was the limiting factor." 

He laughed, running a hand through his curls. "Well, I'm glad to assist you with some real-time feedback." 

It was useful. Theira judged her success rate by how quickly Varius could counter her, and in what way. If he relied on invincibility, she had a winner. If a spell worked on him once, another general would struggle with it. If he countered immediately, it wasn't worth investing time into, even if it was only because he knew her well. 

If she went back to war, it would only be once. 

"I want to show you something," Varius said. 

Theira raised her eyebrows and gestured for him to hop back in the golem. 

"Upstairs," he amended. Even more curious. "Let's get something to eat." 

He kept doing that. Knocking on the door to her lab and bringing her water when she'd been focused on her experiments for too long. Cleaning up dishes after she cooked. Asking her if he could wash her blankets while he was doing his. 

Every time, it startled her, and made her feel... soft, perhaps. She shouldn't get used to it. He'd make some Aurelian woman a fantastic husband, and she tried not to resent that but didn't succeed. 

Theira followed him to the kitchen, but he stopped before they got there. She raised her eyebrows again, and Varius shifted on his feet and took a breath. 

He was nervous? 

He angled toward the wall and Theira followed his gaze, only then noticing what he wanted to show her, so intent she'd been on watching the line of his back. 

Her breath caught. 

Her painting of the sky above the Tridentis was mounted on the wall, and she recognized the wooden frame. Varius had been busy cutting, sanding, carving, and staining bits of wood for days. 

Right in front of her, and she hadn't understood. 

"I loved this painting first." Varius' voice was rough. "It's so full of color and life, and I can practically feel your wonder looking up into the sky. And selfishly, it's a place where our paths didn't quite cross, but were still entwined. My world, with you always moving through it."  

Theira couldn't say anything around the lump in her throat. 

Varius swallowed. "You deserve for your home to be beautiful, Theira. And for it to be your home, your mark should be all the way through it. Even if you think it's messy. I know my frame here isn't perfect either—"

"It is." 

Varius stepped forward and took her unresisting hand. "Exactly. We made this. We made this. It would be beautiful anyway, but it's also beautiful because of that, and every time I see it you remind me to dream bigger. So I put it on the wall, and I hope, in the future, I can keep covering this house with more of us. If you want." 

In the future.

Keep.

Oh, she'd been wrong. He wasn't saving himself at all. 

The general was biding his time until he had the perfect play. 

And he had absolutely been torturing her on purpose. 

Theira's hand tightened on his, and she took a step closer to him too. 

All the way closer, pressing her body flush against his naked, sweaty muscles. 

Turnabout, enemy mine. 

Varius' pupils darkened. 

Theira put her other hand against his chest, feeling his racing heart. And he let her. 

But he also wrapped his other arm around her back, holding her close. Holding her there, with him. 

Theira tilted her head and whispered into his ear as he shuddered, her blood singing for an entirely different reason. "You didn't call a halt because you were tired, did you." 

His thumb stroked hers in small circles and his other hand mimicked it on her back. 

As he stroked down, and down. 

Maybe her blood sang for the same reason. 

"I wanted to be sure," Varius murmured, "I had enough energy for whatever you might have in mind. I'm all warmed up for you." 

Gaia, so was she. 

Varius' voice was a low, delicious rumble as he asked, "Are you hungry, Theira?" 

In answer, Theira snaked the hand on his chest up around his neck and pulled him down for a kiss. 

His lips met hers, then his tongue, the kiss as fierce as she felt and growing ever hotter. 

Theira wrapped her legs around him, and with his ridiculous muscles he supported her effortlessly—and then he turned and pushed her into the wall, right underneath their framed painting. 

Theira grinned against his lips and pushed his face back, just for a moment, so she could watch his reaction. 

As she levitated them both. 

"Ever had magical sex, Varius?" Theira purred. "Because you're about to." 

The unbridled delight in his gaze—for her—was everything. "Only in my dreams," he said. "I'd be happy to show you what I've imagined." 

"Let's see what we can do together," Theira said. 

She teleported them to her bedroom, and let the world vanish for a little while. 




      [image: ]As Varius stirred the paint for a new frame, he watched Theira across the art room. Usually her movements were smooth and deliberate, but here, she played. She flicked the brush, she zig-zagged it quickly. She studied what she'd done and switched to the reverse end of her brush to scrape a line through the paint, just to see what it would do. 

Varius smiled to see it. She could do whatever struck her, and she did, without fear or self-consciousness. Even knowing he was in the same room and could see her. 

She let him see all of her. 

"I can feel you watching me," Theira remarked, but she didn't stop painting. 

The old instincts were still with them. 

"I like watching you," Varius replied just as easily. 

Theira glanced over her shoulder with a smirk. "I know." 

Memories of watching her naked body above him that morning flashed through his mind, and Varius' blood rushed to the predictable area. 

Given the amount of sex they'd been having the last few days, he'd thought his desire might have started to calm by now—he wasn't exactly a young man anymore, though Theira assured him she could produce an effective potion for any situation if needed—but if anything it was increasing. Like regular exposure was teaching his body it could have as much as he could handle. 

And both of them, it turned out, could handle quite a lot. 

In the last few days, they'd shifted into a new pattern. They made love in Theira's room, and Varius stayed there while they slept. A profound level of unspoken trust from both of them. 

And it was also more than that. They trained in the underground twice every day. But they also made art together, and cooked and cleaned in the same room, and now even spent time reading quietly, still together. Like they couldn't quite bear to not be in physical proximity if they didn't have to. 

It was a degree of bone-deep comfort Varius had never experienced with anyone, and he was like a starving man inhaling the bounty before him unable to stop, like he couldn't quite believe he wouldn't be starving again soon. He craved her with every part of him, and he'd experienced enough sorcery to know this wasn't any kind of magic Theira had worked on purpose. When she spent time tending her garden or working in her lab, his whole being ached at the loss. 

But she was here now. 

And he was still hungry. 

Varius set his painting aside and approached Theira slowly, loving that she knew he was coming—he could see the smile curving on her cheek—but didn't tense. Just waited in a spirit of mischief to see what he would do. 

He wrapped his arms around her middle and bent to kiss her ear, her cheek. Down her neck. She tilted her head to give him better access, her pulse accelerating, though she didn't stop painting. 

That was the game then. To see how far he could go before she was irrevocably distracted. 

Varius' own smile stretched as he nipped her lightly, reveling in the catch of her breath. 

Then all at once Theira's head snapped up, and only his battle-honed reaction time saved him from a broken nose. 

Theira was tense now, and not in a fun way. Her head swiveled in the direction of a paint-spattered wall, but her eyes were unfocused. 

She was looking farther than he could see. 

That was the direction of the Aurelian Empire. 

Varius' arms tightened around her. "What is it?" 

"One of my spells in the empire tripped," Theira said tightly. "People are crossing a boundary in large numbers, and it's not the border between our countries—it's away from the border." 

Varius frowned. The Aurelian Empire wouldn't cede that border for anything. 

Then all at once it made sense. 

"Aurelian citizens are fleeing," he said grimly, "from the empire." 

Even his departure hadn't been enough for Sobanus to abandon his plan of slaughtering their own citizens. Or maybe this was part of a ploy to draw him out. 

It would work. 

Theira set down her paintbrush and turned in his arms. 

Varius' stomach dropped. He closed his eyes and bowed his head. This wasn't how he wanted this. 

They'd been preparing to stop a war. Not a specific plan, not yet, but they now unilaterally had enough leverage to make either side shut up and pay attention. 

And if they were going to use that to make a difference, the time was upon them now. 

Theira's gentle hand on his cheek made him look at her, and he gazed directly into the deep, wild pools of her eyes. 

"I wanted more time," Varius whispered. 

To prepare, yes. But he meant with her. 

No amount of preparation would change that they were planning to attempt the impossible. And that meant the chance of failure was high. 

"I know," Theira agreed softly. 

Varius crushed his mouth to hers, and she met him in kind. This kiss was, in its way, as fierce as their first, but this time it was tinged with desperation. Longing, even though she was still right in front of him. 

Love, at least from him. 

And whatever she felt for him, for this, he didn't want to rush, to behave as if they had to say everything that mattered as soon as possible. He wanted them to have all the time in the world to feel whatever they felt, to explore this beautiful, unlikely thing they'd found together. 

When they finally broke for air, Varius lowered his forehead to hers and breathed deeply. "We'll have more," he swore to her. 

This was his favorite smile of hers: a little soft.

And all wicked. 

His heart soared. 

"Good," Theira said. "I do so hate to lay plans that I never get to employ. Let's go stop a war, shall we?" 

Plans for him, or plans for battle? 

Varius resolved they'd both live long enough for him to find out. 

And if it wasn't the former, he'd just have to work a little harder to convince her he was worth keeping around. 

But first, the fastest way to a sorceress' heart was slaughtering the enemies she didn't care to deal with herself. 

"Do you have a plan?" he asked. Teased, almost. 

Theira smiled, one he hadn't seen in a long time. Fierce, yes. But a little wild. 

And maybe a little nervous. 

That was new. 

"Trust me," the Sorceress Transcendent said, "to handle my side." 

Varius' heart lurched. Even now that they were on the same side, she wasn't going to share this with him? Hiding from him still? 

He searched her gaze. And took a breath. 

He did trust her. So if she wasn't telling him everything, there was a reason. 

"Then I'll handle mine," Varius said, and couldn't quite parse the emotion that flickered through her eyes—relief, but something else, too. "Let's go." 
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Theira rode on top of one of the golems as they marched the army to the Aurelian Empire. 

They trod a tunnel through what Theira had come to think of as "her" forest. It would recover, and she would help, but part of her still ached at the sight. 

Another part of her, though, burned. 

Yes, her golem army—their golem army—would leave a mark. 

Let them try to stop her now. 

She was ready. 

She'd been ready. 

All she'd needed was Varius. Now he was with her, mind, body, and spirit. 

And no one would take him from her. 

Unless he himself decided to leave, but that was a different battle. 

Now, they talked strategy for today. 

Theira could animate the golems to march on her own, but Varius was still inside his. That way he was already armored, if they met resistance sooner than anticipated. And, frankly, given the noise a traveling group of giant clay soldiers made, they could hear each other more easily through her sorcerous array. 

She missed the chance to touch him, but they both needed to focus. 

With the vision he could access through the golems, Varius went grimly quiet as they approached the border of the Aurelian Empire. 

The smoke was visible first. The fires, the shouting—closer now. 

But since they were coming from Korossia, even amidst local unrest—perhaps especially amidst it—soldiers were still watching their direction. 

The booming sound of the army's footsteps alerted the soldiers before they were in sight. 

Sentries scurried, scouts ran ahead. Ran back even faster, sending up signal flares in case they didn't make it. 

Show time. 

A legion of Aurelian soldiers formed up on the border to meet them, a shield wall at their front even as smoke billowed behind. 

"Theira," Varius said, "would you mind flying from here?" 

Theira stood up on the golem's shoulder, playing with the light just a touch to make sure the soldiers saw her in her signature amethyst battle garb. 

The Sorceress Transcendent, leading a sorcerous army straight at them. 

The front held steady, because they knew it was their doom otherwise. 

But at the back of the legion, the lines faltered. 

At that, Theira launched into the sky. 

And Varius took over controlling the golems. 

Their gait shifted. 

One step, two, three, and then with great booming crashes, the giants were running at a full sprint toward the Aurelian line. 

When the golems reached the human legion, they blew through the front lines, and the rest collapsed behind in a stampede to get out of the way. 

They had the advantage, but from there Varius' job grew more complicated. The more the soldiers spread, the more tasks he had to manage separately for the golems. 

But mostly, he let them run. 

He'd told her he'd focus on breaking the legion's resistance first, and only now did Theira understand that wasn't going to look like the kind of strategy she was used to from him. Breaking their resistance to the golems wasn't the same as breaking them. 

Theira's role was different. 

She surveyed the ground and chose her spot deliberately, letting her opponents come to her. 

Because as she had expected, taking advantage of the chaos in the Aurelian Empire, a contingent of sorceresses had arrived. 

Ten first-tier adepts. Tychon wasn't leaving this opportunity to chance. 

That was... a more difficult problem than she'd anticipated. Theira over-prepared for every situation, but this would strain even her available resources. 

A woman with brown hair and serious eyes greeted her. "First-Tier Adept Theira." 

"First-Tier Adept Lysithea," Theira greeted her in return. 

Unfortunate. Lysithea had always done the exact amount required of her and no further, its own kind of resistance. Theira respected her immensely, but Lysithea did not play games. 

And she demonstrated it, bluntly stating, "Korossia thanks you for creating this opportunity. We are instructed to claim this ground. It is not our remit to take you in." 

So Tychon was still mad, but he wouldn't let that cause him to miss this chance. And Lysithea would let her escape. That was a shocking endorsement, frankly. 

But it only worked if Theira stood aside and let her own people invade the Aurelian Empire, as they'd been trying to do for decades. 

Theira hadn't done all this just for the Sorcerer Ascendant to have more power. 

"With regret I must decline," Theira said. 

Lysithea's eyes narrowed, no doubt confused that Theira was deliberately refusing this extremely generous chance to escape Tychon's wrath. "It was not a request." 

"And this is not an opportunity," Theira said, flinging a potion from her belt that detonated in the air and spread fire in a rush. Behind a wall of flames she said, "Not for Korossia." 

The sorceresses snapped into action, and so did Theira. 

She'd prefer not to kill Lysithea, as well as several others she'd thought also chafed under Tychon's rule, unlike Kryseia and her team. That made everything more complicated—especially if they noticed. 

Maybe her role was like Varius' after all. 

Fortunately, Theira could very easily make it look as though she was occupied just with trying to keep them from killing her. 

The trick would be to not, in fact, let them exhaust her resources and kill her. 

Varius was busy tearing a path of destruction through his own city. She'd told him she'd handle it, and he'd trusted her without question. 

She couldn't back down now. 

She would hold the line on her own. 

Theira didn't hesitate, and reached for her own power. 




      [image: ]Varius broke the lines of his own soldiers as he marched toward the city. 

In his training with Theira, he hadn't needed to worry about damage. But he wasn't fighting sorcerers now; he was facing his own people. 

Varius was glad he'd put some effort into learning how finely he could control the golems, because today, the challenge would be whether he could be careful enough. 

Whether he could use his prodigious skill at destruction to free them, rather than just lead them into more death. 

He didn't deserve forgiveness, but maybe he could avoid compounding his sins. Maybe he could even, finally, give them something that mattered. 

Varius had won plenty of battles, but he had never been in a position to win a war. 

The lines at the border had shattered, not even a token effort to reform, without the golems doing any more than approaching at speed. Whoever Sobanus had pressed into taking his place was either incompetent or a coward. 

Considering he hadn't seen anyone wearing a legatus' helmet, he was guessing the latter. 

That, or his soldiers had already taken matters into their own hands. 

They'd abandoned all attempt at unified formation, but Varius was pleased to see a significant percentage of soldiers staying nearby, following his path. He kept the golems' pace even, allowing the soldiers to predict his movements and avoid them. 

Varius wasn't here to sacrifice their bodies or trample their spirits. He had to find another way. 

A conundrum, when the tool at his disposal was a giant sorcerous army. 

But the continued presence of his soldiers gave him hope. They might not have wanted to fight the empire's wars, but they did want to protect their people. Some of them were even smart enough to notice that as long as they didn't stand in front of his golems, he ignored them. 

His first step was clearly to circumvent dealing avoidable damage, but that wouldn't fix anything. He had all this power, but all he could do with it was break things. 

Varius wielded tools of destruction, and maybe he couldn't build with them. But he could make space for others to, creating the structures and monuments that mattered in their lives. 

Like Theira had. 

And that meant daring to dream as boldly as she had, too. 

So: since he had no interest in breaking his own people, what could he break? What needed breaking? 

Power. Always, it came down to power. 

And there were several ways he might break the power that mattered. 

Maybe. If his years of service bought him anything, and if he played this just right. 

So Varius cleared the streets of combatants. 

But also of statues of patricians, by the simple expedient of swinging the golems' mighty arms, every crash more satisfying than the last, a rhythm building. 

Advance. 

Destroy. 

Save. 

That stone could be put to better purpose. The patricians didn't deserve veneration or even deference. 

Varius directed the golems around buildings as much as possible, but some of the sturdier ones allowed the golems to pile on top of each other to scale them for better visibility through the smoke. 

One golem he also pushed off a roof to shatter a particularly large effigy of Caius Sobanus. 

Inexorably, the golems dispersed any remaining pockets of soldiers doing Sobanus' bidding and fighting against the citizens they had taken up arms to protect.  

Some soldiers tried launching arrows, to see if they could even faze the golems, to no effect. 

One brave contingent piled on a golem in an attempt to overwhelm it with numbers, which effectively blocked that one's vision but not all of them. Varius used another golem to, as gently as he could with giant clay fists, brush them off. 

Still the soldiers tried to deflect this invasion on their city, launching fire. 

Not stupid, and not giving up. 

Until Varius used a golem to catch the fire and instead of hurling it back at them or just knocking it away into a building, he carefully set it in a fountain full of water, putting the flaming ballistic out safely. 

And then his golem picked up a bucket of water and passed it to another, a line forming toward the center of a fire that only indestructible clay soldiers could get close enough to put out. 

Watching that, finally, seemed to turn the tide. 

Varius marched through the city, and gradually the soldiers followed him, fighting him less and less but keeping a careful eye on his progress. Eventually they formed lines to block certain routes difficult to see through the smoke. Varius recognized belatedly they were places the golems wouldn't fit, or that might be too structurally delicate to support their passage. 

Maybe the soldiers suspected who was controlling the golems, but they didn't know. Did the deniability matter? And if they did know—

Varius couldn't let them down now. Not after how he'd left them, to this. 

And the further Varius went, the less he recognized what the city had become. 

But, of course, he did: the place he'd fought for so long to protect was now itself a battlefield. 

It always had been, he realized. But not like this. Blood and rubble in the streets, screams of anguish rending the smoke-filled air. 

By the time he reached the densest part of the inner-city action, soldiers within the city had broken into desperate segments as citizens hurled boiling pitch at them from behind houses, poured it from roofs. 

Varius' pride in his people swelled. He'd reported on the tactics of sorcerous traps to the patricians, absolutely. But not only to them, and Aurelian citizens wouldn't simply lie down and take whatever Caius Sobanus thought they deserved. 

He got his own golem between a barrage of pitch and soldiers, defending them. Then as the soldiers began to cheer their good fortune, he directed the golems toward them. 

One step. Two. 

The soldiers froze. 

Varius almost did too. 

Then he did what he always did: he steeled himself, and braced for impact. 

And so he popped the top of his golem long enough to yell in an instantly recognizable voice that had carried over countless battlefields, "LEGIONS, DISPERSE!" 

A beat, where he could practically feel their fear and confusion keeping them immobile. 

And then his soldiers—his soldiers—the ones who'd followed him from the border, took matters into their own hands. 

They didn't help their fellows reform a shield wall to deploy against the citizens. 

They ran in and herded their compatriots away. 

Following his orders, even now. 

The only reason Varius didn't cry was his body was too caught up in the sorcery of managing a clay army. 

An elderly woman with long gray hair, soot covering her hands and face, and an absolutely furious expression stepped out from behind a corner. 

"Varius, you had better have a godscursed good explanation for this!" Fabiana hollered at him. 

Ha! He knew it. Exultation filled him, relief fast on its heels. 

They would be okay. With or without him, they would be okay. 

Varius had been practicing with Theira, but it was hard to make a golem's bow ironic. He must have managed well enough, though, because the old woman snorted, scowled, and promptly snagged a passing soldier by the arm. 

"You! Get started gathering the wounded." 

The soldier froze—all of them did—turning as one to the golem Varius' voice had come from. 

No help for it. At least he was wearing his armor this time. 

Varius popped the top again, hauled himself up, and pointed at the soldier in question. "Do whatever the hell she says and thank her for the privilege. You destroyed this city, you will earn back the right to call it yours." 

He cast his legatus stare—the one Theira had so recently mocked him for—around every soldier he could see. 

Until, one after another, they saluted him. 

Not forsaking him. 

Theira wouldn't have done more than raise an eyebrow at him, but that was Theira. 

Varius had too much experience ordering troops to clear his throat in front of them from emotion, but he was losing composure fast. How in the hells had Theira managed to keep it together swindling Tychon to his face not once, but twice? 

He pointed to the old woman. "She has your marching orders now." 

Every soldier turned in unison to her, pounding a fist on their breastplates. Instant willingness to following civilian leadership. 

She just eyed Varius. "And you?" 

"Tell me where to find Caius Sobanus," Varius said, his voice low and dangerous, "and I will end this." 

No one moved. 

Would they truly stand by a patrician of the empire against a sorcerous incursion, even after everything? 

Would they truly and undeniably support him, even after everything? 

"Legatus Varius, sir!" A voice finally yelled. "He is sheltered in the patricians' dome, sir." 

Varius managed not to collapse as it felt like his bones lost all their strength beneath him in sheer relief, but it was a near thing. 

It helped that his heart was pounding in anticipation, though. 

The old woman shrugged. "That's what I would have guessed, too. Not like him to be seen anywhere a bit of dirt might touch him, is it?" 

"Let's see," Varius said, "if I can't fix that." 

He looked at the soldier who'd spoken; saluted. The man was ashen, but at this he glowed. Varius' chest constricted. 

Maybe they didn't know what Varius had done to leave, or maybe they doubted what Caius Sobanus had told them before, or maybe—maybe they didn't blame him, for surviving. Maybe they recognized he'd been as caught as they were. 

It had been too long since the soldiers of the empire could make a choice they felt good about. Varius had changed that, with Theira's help. 

That was the answer to what he could offer them now. 

A chance. 

To make their own choices; to live. 

He could break them all out of this cycle, once and for all, and he would. 

Varius gathered the golems, and the rhythmic boom of their steps was as inexorable as the drum of the legions. 

His soldiers ran ahead of him, removed any resistance. They took care of their own. 

No soldier was loyal to the patricians who sent them to die over the legatus who'd saved their lives time and time again, who'd paid out his own money for their gear, who'd stood by their side to break news to their families. 

Caius Sobanus' real mistake was believing his people were stupid. 

Varius doubted he appreciated that, but soon it wouldn't matter. 

As his golems closed in on the enormous stone dome, two soldiers carried a struggling Sobanus out. 

"The patricians are inside, sir," one of them yelled up to Varius. "And only patricians, sir." 

Well, well. 

A perfect field for military exercises after all. 

And a place where he didn't need to hold back his strength. 

Varius approached in his own golem, reaching out to pluck Sobanus from between them and lifting him. The real trick was not to squeeze him to death. 

With the golem's other hand, he pointed, and the soldiers got the hell out of the way. 

He popped the top of his golem once more. 

"You," Sobanus shrieked, "Traitor to the empire! You've marched against your own people—"

He broke off, choking, as Varius tightened his grip just a little. 

"Only against you, Sobanus, and the ones who keep this war going." 

The patrician said nothing, but his eyes were still furious, uncowed. 

Caius Sobanus spat on the golem. 

This wasn't a man who would learn anything. At least, not anything that mattered. 

Varius felt responsible for his soldiers, and for the civilians in the city, but this? This was freeing. 

"You wanted to know what would happen when you pushed me," Varius told him. "I invite you to watch." 

Without waiting for a response, because nothing Sobanus could say had to matter to him anymore, he sealed himself back inside. 

The golems surrounded the dome completely, like the shield wall of a legion. 

And as one, they moved. 

A boom with one step, as the ground shook. 

A boom with the second, as their hands reached out as one. 

This now, all of them together, was the easiest thing possible for Varius to do. 

He forced sorcerous rock against an imperial hard place, and he pushed. 

And he pushed, and he pushed. 

Until the patricians' sanctuary, the seat of their power where now they cowered, shook. 

In another moment, it began to crumble. 

Varius kept pushing. 

Loud cracks sounded, and inside, they would finally begin to understand what was happening. 

A few men in the robes of patricians ran out screaming only to meet a wall of rock and be crushed underfoot. 

The rest were silent as the stone dome collapsed on top of them. 

Dust and debris from the force of the fall blew outward, blocking Varius' vision, but it too broke against the enormous stone soldiers. 

When he could see again, Caius Sobanus was still held in his fist. 

Varius wasn't sure if he was dazed or dead from the storm of the physical embodiment of his power physically collapsing to dust around him. 

He also didn't care. 

With one move, he smashed what remained of the man who'd sent Varius' own men after him into the rubble at his feet with such force that Sobanus was ignominiously pulverized against the stones. 

No part of him was free from the dirt he scorned now. 

Not a sound mourned his passing. 

Varius took a breath. It was done. 

His part was done. 

A weight on his shoulders lifted, and he scarcely heard the cheers erupting around him. 

He had already turned his sorcerous vision back to the border where he'd left Theira. 

In time to see her take a hit from one of the ten godscursed sorceresses that surrounded her. 

Varius ran. 




      [image: ]Theira was a whirlwind of power, throwing spell after spell, stemming the sorcerous tide of ten adepts at once, who at least even if they were fighting her at the same time weren't coordinating with each other, because sorceresses worked alone. 

As much as Theira had been able to experiment since leaving Castle Korossia, and even more since she had Varius to play with, she had plenty of new tricks these sorceresses had never seen. 

But improvisation was no substitute for advance planning, and she couldn't use much from the ground against them. 

Theira threw a potion from her belt that swirled a poisonous miasma around her—sorceresses at her level dosed themselves against poison, so it wouldn't kill her or them, only slow them down while she figured out something more all-encompassing—

Lysithea's golden arrow speared through the cloud, hitting her in the side. 

Theira gasped, the poison vanishing in an instant, and reflexively she threw bolts of magic like exploding a jar of marbles, forcing the sorceresses to dodge backward and giving her a moment to gather herself back together. 

They'd realize quickly the drops of sorcery were nothing more than a feint to distract them. 

Curse it. She couldn't use the ground, not now, but if she didn't—ten sorceresses were too many, even for her. 

Varius' voice broke her focus. "Wait for me, Theira. I'm coming." 

She had waited for him, and he had come. To her. 

She wouldn't let him down now. 

Theira was about to insist she had everything under control, when the sorceresses facing her stopped. 

Stepped aside. 

And the Sorcerer Ascendant himself walked through the chaos. 

Tychon was power incarnate. Black robes billowed out behind him as he approached, each step reverberating through the earth from the mystical weight of Korossia's all-powerful Crown Jewel set atop a circlet on his head, radiating a malevolent magenta gleam. 

"The Sorceress Transcendent," Tychon mocked her. "So accommodating of you not to run." 

Lysithea's expression tightened. He'd known, as he always knew, what she would offer Theira, and Theira now understood why Lysithea had been shocked she hadn't taken the opportunity. She'd known, and assumed Theira knew, that the Sorcerer Ascendant was out for her blood. He'd only been waiting for a sign that Theira had spent whatever she'd prepared that had any teeth. 

But Theira was done running. 

"On second thought," Theira murmured to Varius, "I'm about to be very busy with one sorcerer in particular." 

"I'm on my way," Varius said, and her heart warmed. The man was willing to put himself in the path of the most powerful sorcerer alive and go toe-to-toe with the best sorceresses Korossia could produce, for her. "Hold on." 

"Oh," Theira said, and, knowing full well Tychon was listening, smiled wickedly, "I'm not waiting any longer." 

And she moved, casting a dozen spells in an instant. 

Tychon always waited for another sorceress to strike first, to demonstrate how little he had to fear from them, and today was no exception. 

Today, that gave her a head-start, keeping him briefly occupied. 

So she finally activated the spells she'd prepared on the ground. 

Not today. There hadn't been time today. 

But Theira had fought this war for a long time, and she'd laid spells everywhere. Places no one, even Varius, expected. 

That was her greatest strength, after all. She prepared. 

And she'd saved it all for just this moment. 

She'd need every jot of that preparation now, her own internal resources depleted as she faced the full power of Korossia's Crown Jewel. 

Theira scarcely noticed Varius arriving with the golems, repelling sorcerous attacks from two sorceresses at once. After all his practice with her, he could handle them. 

The rest of the sorceresses had formed a wide circle around her and Tychon. Witnessing as they battled. 

And oh, how they battled. 

When she finally deployed the first spell she'd prepared, Tychon showed no surprise at her finally showing her hand. 

He just smiled at her, a patronizing, condescending smile like he'd known all along what she had saved for him and had no concerns. 

By Gaia, she'd change that. 

Theira drew thunder and lightning from the earth beneath their feet to throw at him, her wild hair whipping around her, as Tychon batted them aside like flies and sent pure beams of magenta sorcery at her from the Crown Jewel. She raised defenses and he blasted them apart, but she was already in the air above. 

His beams of power followed her, searing the sky, exploding buildings in the distance. Varius would have to use the golems to protect his people from becoming collateral damage, because Theira couldn't spare the attention. 

She activated spell after spell, but nothing fazed Tychon or even blunted his attacks. 

And little by little, Theira edged backwards as she bore up under his assault, her own internal resources already strained. 

Little by little, she was losing. 

The magenta sorcery of the Crown Jewel pierced her amethyst shield faster than she could dodge. Theira fell, already casting another shield even as she whipped a prepared potion off her utility belt to splash over the burn bubbling across her skin, the pain enough to register through her battle focus. 

Now she wasn't a step ahead of him, but one behind. 

The Sorcerer Ascendant gained ground. "You thought you could cheat me," Tychon said. "You thought you could leave. That you could be free." His voice mocked her. "Theira, Theira, Theira. My boldest little bee. You are mine to do with as I please, as you always have been." 

His eyes burned with magenta fire. 

"And today," he purred, "what I please is to crush you." 

Finally, Theira stopped moving back. 

It had to be here. 

Tychon was almost to her—just a little farther—

He stopped his advance, smiling cruelly. 

Theira's heart stopped, all her plans crumbling around her in an instant. Did he know? Of course he knew, Gaia take it, he always knew --

All her preparations, and she'd still failed. She wasn't going to make it after all. 

Theira stood before the man she hated more than anything in the world, unmoving but unwilling to bow even now, as the Sorcerer Ascendant raised his hand for one final blow. 

Then a golem crashed into him from behind. 

Varius pushed Tychon forward that one final, crucial step. 

Exactly where Theira wanted him. 

Because as much as they'd fought together, even without Theira telling him the plan, Varius recognized her luring prey into a trap for what it was and had rendered the final assist. 

Lines of power flared along the earth as the Sorcerer Ascendant stepped into the center of her most powerful spell and activated it. 

Sorcerous vines wrapped around him, holding him in place, even as Tychon's magenta shields flared around him. The golem tried to hit him again and bounced right off, exactly as Theira's attacks had. 

Tychon was furious. "You think you can win if you can just hit me? Go ahead, you fool. Nothing will reach me, and in a moment you'll regret your audacity." 

It was Theira's turn to smile as she stepped closer. "No, I don't think I will." 

Because the vines were already inside his shields, and now they sprouted thorns, piercing Tychon's skin. 

Draining the power right out of him. 

And into her. 

As fast as the Sorcerer Ascendant could spend power, Theira's vines absorbed it, pumping the power straight into her depleted reserves. 

She'd needed the space, after all. 

This spell was the product of years of work and experimentation. Years of careful sneaking to the border to lay her spells in the ground in advance, which no one thought anything of, because it was war, and they knew how she fought. 

They didn't realize she'd truly been fighting her war against Tychon. 

Theira had a version of this spell in half a dozen places, unsure where exactly she would one day face Tychon. But this one, the closest to where she'd decided to make her home, this was the one she'd ultimately poured her power into in the period Varius had noticed her attacks growing more careful. 

She was planning for her big moment to trick Tychon, true. But she'd laid those spells for longer. 

This was what she'd been focusing on. 

Now, she watched as Tychon realized with every moment he was only empowering her more. 

"Kill Theira!" he yelled furiously at the other sorceresses, the ones Varius hadn't taken down, the ones who witnessed. 

The sorceresses didn't move, and Theira's smile widened, a mad baring of teeth. 

Of all people, first-tier adepts could recognize the way the wind blew. 

Tychon snarled and began gathering his power for a single burst of sorcery that would explode off her vines. 

Too late. He was out of practice fighting his own battles, relying on brute force, and it cost him. 

Theira wasn't a sorceress who waited on others to make her move. 

She took. 

Before he could finish, Theira concentrated all the power thrumming through her into one narrow beam. 

With a flick of her wrist, she sliced off the Sorcerer Ascendant's head. 

Tychon's shocked face in the moment before his skull hit the ground was a beautiful sight she would cherish forever. 

His severed head landed with an unremarkable thump. The circlet slipped off as Tychon's body disintegrated into dust. 

Leaving Theira, flush with power, facing Varius in his golem and an army animated by her own sorcery behind him. 

And eight now badly outclassed adept sorceresses around them. 

As one, they sank to one knee and bowed before her. 

The magenta jewel gleamed in the former Sorcerer Ascendant's ashes. Theira could feel it calling to her. 

Hers to command, now. All the power in the world. 

She'd won, and now she could end this war. 

And she would. 




      [image: ]Varius watched Theira consider the jewel before her, holding his breath as he fought to wait, to wait. 

Theira always had a plan. He knew that in his bones, even if even he hadn't fully appreciated how far it had gone. But he'd known, if Theira was ever to be free, that the Sorcerer Ascendant would have to die, and she would have to kill him. 

And he knew what killing the Sorcerer Ascendant meant for her. 

Now she would become the Sorceress Ascendant herself. That was how she ended the war on the Korossian side. 

"Sorceress Transcendent," Lysithea said, watching Theira closely, "will you return with us and take up your rightful place?" 

Theira smiled widely. Delightedly, wickedly, and Varius practically felt his heart breaking. 

Then she said: "No." 

The very earth seemed to arrest in shock. 

Varius didn't quite dare breathe. 

Finally Lysithea echoed, faintly, "No?" 

"Take the Crown Jewel with you if you wish." Theira shrugged, though she was taking clear pleasure in the very obvious shock she'd managed to pull from sorceresses trained in the most dangerous court in the world. "I will not take it up." 

All at once Varius began to laugh, and laugh, and laugh. 

Theira arched her eyebrows wickedly in his direction, and he allowed himself to breathe again, less hysterically. 

Taking pity on the stunned-silent Lysithea, Theira told her, "I have no interest in ruling." 

"But you killed the Sorcerer Ascendant! No one else can bind the jewel—" Lysithea's eyes widened. 

"Exactly," Theira said with satisfaction. "I will not bind myself to the jewel, and if anyone else wants to become the Sorcerer Ascendant, they will first have to go through me. And I am not easy pickings." 

She certainly wasn't. Not before, not with the power thrumming through her now, and not with what everyone finally understood of just how terrifying her skill at planning truly was. 

And she'd held her own against ten first-tier adepts at once without that, only the spells and power she carried on her person. 

One of the sorceresses protested, weakly, "You can't just do that?" 

Theira raised a brow at her. "Oh? Do you intend to try to make me?" Her red lips curved, and she said mildly, "As ever, I am ready." 

The sorceress paled and shook her head rapidly. 

Lysithea asked, "So, what then? We just choose our own Ascendant?" 

"Consider not choosing one," Theira suggested. "You have an opportunity to make a different way than at the whims of one omnipotent person in charge. Try something else." 

"Just like that." 

"Well, if I don't like what you decide on, I'll kill you. I can take up the Crown Jewel any time I want, after all. So put some thought into it." 

For a woman who'd just been casually threatened by the most powerful sorceress alive, Lysithea looked overcome for quite a different reason. 

All the sorceresses exchanged glances. 

Cunning, yes, always. 

But thoughtful. 

And, Varius thought, in some of them, the seed of hopeful. 

Theira was rescuing them after all, by giving them the opportunity to save themselves. 

But then Lysithea said, "What you're suggesting will take work that we won't be able to focus on properly with this threat on our border." 

"Entirely true," Theira agreed easily, and raised her eyebrows at Varius. "So?" 

So? That's what she had to say to him? 

This was ridiculous. Varius popped the top of his golem and heaved himself out, trusting Theira would protect him if it came to that. 

"I don't speak for the Aurelian Empire," Varius said to the sorceresses with a speaking glance at Theira. 

"You are commanding an invincible army and have just deposed the empire's local leadership rather extravagantly," Lysithea pointed out somewhat dryly. "Precisely who else would you suggest I address?" 

Okay, that was fair. Succession in the empire was usually a matter of extremely corrupt election, but military takeovers weren't exactly unheard of. 

But if he was in charge, Varius knew perfectly well how far he'd get if he tried to keep things as a military takeover. 

So he said, "You should talk to Fabiana." 

If Fabi didn't murder him for outing her, anyway. But with his golems' expansive vision he'd seen her clearly taking charge organizing the cleanup, so he was fairly sure her secret had come out with Sobanus' attack on the city even before he'd arrived. 

All the sorceresses, Theira included, stared at Varius with varying degrees of expectation and incredulity. Well, they wouldn't have had any occasion to meet Fabiana—though given how much time Theira had apparently spent on the wrong sides of borders undetected, the gods only knew whom she'd met. 

Varius squinted, then pointed. "Theira, could you invite that woman to join us please?" He'd have to get back in the golem to do it himself. 

The sorceresses stared between them. He could practically feel Lysithea trying to decide what exactly their relationship was, for two former enemies to address each other so casually. 

"Gray hair, sending people scurrying one after another?" Theira clarified. 

"That's the one." 

"A moment." 

Theira had one of the nearby golems lumber over to Fabiana, who squared her shoulders and held her ground while people dashed away. The golem kneeled before her and set an open hand on the broken pavement. 

Fabiana put her hands on her hips and leaned around the golem. Varius waved at her, hoping that would be sufficient endorsement. Even without sorcerous vision he could feel her scowl, but she stepped onto the golem's palm and held on as it ran toward their position. 

"No teleportation?" Varius asked. 

Theira shrugged. "You said 'invite'." 

So he had. 

When the golem set her on the ground, Fabiana took a shaky step off and glared at him, then at Theira. "You used sorcery to cushion your ride over on one of those things, didn't you?" 

That was Fabi all over. Never missing a detail, never afraid to demand answers, and practical to the bone. 

Theira's lips curved. "Absolutely. Shall I craft a spell for your return?" 

Fabiana snorted. "I'll walk, thank you. Why am I here, Varius?" 

"Our Korossian neighbors have some questions about future Aurelian policy as it pertains to this border." 

"Don't we all," Fabiana said. "Seems to me that's a you problem." 

"And if you think I'm going to commit to anything without speaking to the head of the rebellion, you must think I've lost my wits." 

"You have lost your wits, Varius, you came here with a bloody sorceress." 

Her tone was tart, not accusing, so Varius said with some amusement, "Give me some credit, I did remove Sobanus for you." 

"Remove, ha! We'll be scraping bits of him off the stone so we can rebuild." 

Theira murmured, "A beautiful metaphor."  

Fabiana snorted. "Are you asking for my backing, Varius, or my opinion?" 

What was he asking her? 

Varius regarded Fabiana, her brash behavior disguising the bone-deep fear she had to feel standing amidst all these sorceresses without any kind of military training or shield. And yet she hadn't hesitated, and wasn't letting on. She'd be a wonderful leader, given the opportunity. 

Then he looked at Theira, who was watching him expectantly. Theira, who'd opened a new world of possibilities for him, a taste of a different way to live that he wanted so badly he hurt. 

She'd refused to rule her country. She'd passed off that responsibility—mostly. 

Maybe... maybe he could too. 

Maybe not everything and everyone had to be his personal responsibility anymore. He knew they'd all benefit from someone outside the empire's power structure reshaping it. 

Maybe, for once, he could dare to dream a little bigger—for his people, and for himself. 

This, he finally realized, was actually what Theira hadn't wanted to tell him, before. It wasn't that she hadn't trusted him with her plan for Tychon. 

It was that when the moment finally came to decide what kind of power he could wield, she didn't want to influence his choices. Didn't know if he would truly be happy turning his back on it all like she had, and was giving him the space to decide, without the weight of promises or expectations between them. 

Theira was, as ever, doing her best—deniably, while making sure he had everything he needed—not to back him into a corner. 

Varius had promised her he'd handle his side, and that didn't just mean his people. 

It meant choosing for himself, finally, what he wanted. 

Like she had. 

If he wanted a different life, one with her, he had to be the one to step up and claim it. 

"I'm asking," Varius said slowly to Fabi, "if, with the patricians gone, you require immediate military support in order to take power yourself." 

Fabiana frowned, her gaze searching his. "You want to be the power behind the throne? Again?" 

Never. "I want to leave and never come back, Fabi. I'm asking if you need me to stay." 

She raised her eyebrows in surprise, and then her gaze softened. 

But Varius' heart sunk as her expression turned gentle. 

"In a word, yes," Fabiana said. She glanced toward the sorceresses and back. "Our position isn't stable yet. If the empire sends legions from elsewhere, they'll roll over us. We need a champion that can make them back down." 

Varius had bowed his head in resignation, but his mind kept spinning. 

No. He wasn't ready to give up yet. 

It was his turn to reach for a new life if he wanted it. 

Wasn't he supposed to be a strategist? It was past time to apply that to his own life. 

"Perhaps all you need," he said, turning to Theira, "is the threat of a champion." 

Theira raised an eyebrow coolly, waiting. 

She'd waited for him for too damn long. 

"Would you object to leaving the golems here?" Varius asked. "As a deterrent." 

"They won't do any good—or bad—without someone directing them. Only a fool won't put that together." 

"We can make it known that Fabiana has a way to send a message to the house if needed." 

Fabiana sucked in a breath. Lysithea and the other sorceresses held still, too. 

Varius knew what he'd just implied, out loud and for an audience. 

The only reaction he cared about in this moment was Theira's. 

"You're sure?" she asked him softly. 

"As sure as you don't want that jewel," he told her. 

That wasn't all of what she meant, and he knew it, but that was a conversation for another, private, time. 

Fabiana had missed the Crown Jewel part of the conversation, though, and this gave him an excuse to catch her up. 

Theira didn't ask him again, letting the conversation move back to practicalities. She gave Fabiana a jewel that would send a message to the house, and Fabi promised to send updates. More rebels and disaffected soldiers joined them, and Varius tried to both reassure them but remain firm that he was absolutely not staying, no matter how much his now-aimless soldiers would love for him to. Theira engaged in quiet conversations with the sorceresses, too. 

So Varius and Theira stood guard over the course of an afternoon as the sun began to set and Fabiana and Lysithea signed a nonaggression agreement and arranged for future communications. Varius moved the golems into position, forming a barrier around the border city—from Korossia and the rest of the empire alike. 

And then, somehow, it was done. 

The war was done. 

Varius looked at Theira. 

Theira looked at him. 

Sorceresses, rebels, and soldiers all waited on them with bated breath. 

Varius smiled. 

Theira had opened the door for him. 

It was on him to walk through it. 

He held out a hand to her in invitation—then lowered it slowly toward the ground like the golem. 

Theira's lips quirked, and she stepped forward, took his hand, and transported them both away. 

In instant later, they stood in her forest. 

Not the house. 

Theira didn't wait. "I can make that message jewel connect to one that's portable. You don't have to stay at the house, though I'm sure their believing you're with me is an added deterrent." 

He didn't misunderstand. She wasn't sure he'd still want her when they weren't bound together by circumstance and duty. He didn't assume that when she'd opened her door she'd meant it to be forever. 

Varius squeezed her hand, and he also didn't wait. 

No more. He'd already waited a lifetime. 

"I want to stay at the house," Varius said. "I want to stay with you. If you'll have me." 

Theira's eyes flashed with deep emotion, and she didn't answer right away. 

But she stepped closer to him, and cupped his jaw with her free hand. 

Varius pressed a soft kiss into it. 

Theira purred, "And if I won't have you, Varius? What then?" 

"I'll make a fantastic nuisance of myself," Varius teased. "Giving your garden all manner of challenge, which you know I can do even without a golem. Leaving strange objects on your doorstep to tempt you into opening the door—"

Laughing, she kissed him. 

Varius wrapped his arms around her, full of her, and himself, and allowed himself to believe, for the first time, that he could be happy like this forever. They both could. 

That was his new responsibility. 

Walking through the forest was different now, hand-in-hand with the most powerful sorceress alive. Literally brighter, with the lingering daylight and the path the golems had cleared through the trees. Theira was too mentally tired from her battle with Tychon to do much for the forest now, and Varius was too braindead after controlling all the golems to do much more than let her lean on him, which he was happy to do forever. 

But there was a hot cup of tea at the end of the road, and a bed, with the person he loved inside it. 

At the sight of the house, Varius felt like he might burst. From hope, from rightness. From happiness. 

Their house, now. His and Theira's. 

To relieve the pressure in his chest, he asked Theira, "That hill above the Tridentis. How many explosive spells did you set up there, anyway?" 

"So many." 

Varius erupted in laughter, the joy breaking free of the dam. He threw caution to the wind and said, "If you can dig some more clay out of the garden, I think I can fix that mug." 

Theira cast a fond look at him. "Varius. Do you really think I dug all that clay for a golem army out of my garden?" 

"Of course not," he said. "I figured you had to dig out the earth from below your house to put the reinforced level in, and then had an idea you had to try since you had all that dirt handy." 

Theira's crack of laughter was the best music. "I'll make you all the clay you need." She paused and added, "My love." 

Varius whirled to her and had them both on the ground in an instant, laughing and crying as he professed his love over and over and over. 

No more waiting. 

And on second thought, there were structural advantages to a golem-cleared forest, and perhaps—much later—he could persuade Theira to leave some of them: no sticks under their bodies, light to see his lover by, and no worries about breaking anything or activating defensive spells if the Sorceress Transcendent happened to release an uncontrolled burst of sorcery in the throes of passion. 

There would be all the time in the world for that mug in their house later. 

Next time. 

Forever. 




      [image: ]Don't miss the spicy bonus story set a year after the events of The Sorceress Transcendent with Theira and Varius trying their best to take care of each other on the anniversary of their reunion in… ahem, Different Ways, which you can read when you join my newsletter at https://books.bookfunnel.com/caseyblairnewsletterexclusives.

For more rebellious romantasy blending with epic magic and cozy vibes, check out Sage's Sanctuary, a spicy cozy romantasy series with an overpowered mage who just wants ice cream, a dragon shifter, and an isolated mountain cottage with only one bed. 

https://books2read.com/quietlight. 
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By Aria Ashbrook





Before Rose enters the deadly tournament that will change her fate, another trial will test her first.  

Stripped of magic and cast into the slums after Prince Kyor’s lie destroyed her family, she will do anything to protect her sister Kay. When a ruthless underworld queen offers Kay a respectable job in exchange for a single favour, Rose agrees to steal a poisonous plant from the Goddess’s own temple garden. But when the night descends into bloodshed, Rose discovers that even the smallest choice can stain her hands forever. 








  
  

Chapter One
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When you need help – really desperately need help – you’ll go to whatever lengths it takes to find it. And for me, that means going to Rula. 

We thought we’d already hit rock bottom when we moved into the slums, but things got worse when Father died six months ago, and I understood quickly that the only way Kay and I were going to survive was by making friends.

Not the curl-up-together-and-talk-about-men-you-like-as-you-braid-one-another’s-hair kind. Not ones who try to pick you up on a low day or convince you that things aren’t as bad as they seem. 

No, I’m talking about powerful friends. The type of friends who can stop you from coming home to find your place ransacked. The type who can make sure you make it home alive in the first place. The type who will get you a dagger when you need it and, if need be, be the one who stabs it in someone’s back for you, too. 

That’s the type of friend Rula is. Though maybe ‘friend’ is the wrong word.

You can’t be friends with Rula, the same way you can’t make friends with a snake or an unbonded dire wolf; they all have that same unpredictable ruthlessness simmering just beneath the surface. But it’s not like I had a choice. 

For Kay, I’d become best friends with a damned Issen and their forbidden ice magic. Whatever it takes to survive.

As I prepare to leave the house, my pockets are lined with half a dozen vials – tonics I’ve brewed using recipes from my mother’s precious notebook, tonics Rula will sell for the highest price she can. Maybe, if she gets enough, I’ll even get a coin or two. But what I actually get from Rula is something more valuable: protection. For me and, more importantly, for Kay.

‘Don’t go outside until I get back,’ I tell my little sister as I head out through our meagre scrap of a door. ‘I’ll try to pick up some food for us if I can.’

Kay looks longingly after me. ‘Why don’t I come to the market with you?’ she suggests lightly, like she hasn’t asked it every day of late. ‘See if I can get some work? I saw Talia and Ellen the other day. Maybe I could ask them to help me find something.’

‘No,’ I snap the word before softening my tone. ‘No, you don’t need to do that. I can make enough for both of us.’

‘But you’re not, Rose,’ she sighs. ‘You didn’t eat anything last night. I saw. You fed me, but you went to bed hungry. Again.’

Fuck. I’ve been trying to hide from her how tough it’s been these last few months, despite brewing every moment I get with the ingredients I can find, trying to create enough that Rula will give me coin or build up a surplus I can sell, quietly, myself. 

The last thing I need is my sister feeling guilty. None of this is her fault. It’s neither of our faults. We’re here living in squalor, stripped of magic, wealth, and title, all because of one lying piece of shit: the prince. King Korvane’s only heir. Prince Kyor.

He’s the one who lied about what happened the night the queen died, blaming her death on the healer attending her in childbirth: our mother. He’s the reason our magic was ripped from us and that my younger brother’s life was taken as forfeit. A son for a son, the king demanded.

I know the prince lied because I was there. My mother tried everything to help the queen. Tried to use all the healing powers at her disposal to save her. But sometimes even magic isn’t enough.

‘We’re a little short on coin, and I wasn’t hungry anyway,’ I say casually to Kay, patting my coat pocket where the vials rest. ‘I’m taking the tonics to Rula now. We’ll get some money and we’ll be fine.’

‘But for how long, Rose? I’m old enough now to work. I can help.’

I move back into the room and kiss her lightly on the top of her head.

‘You are helping, Kay. Just by being you, you’re helping. You lift my spirits, and you help with the potions. Now, make sure those don’t boil over for me.’ I gesture to the pan that’s bubbling away on the single gas ring. Another tonic that would work a hundred times better if I still had magic. The properties of the plants and herbs mean that it’ll do something though, and for those of us living in the squalid desperation of the slums, where every day is a struggle to survive, anything is better than nothing.

‘You don’t need to ask the girls about work,’ I insist. ‘I’ve told you I’ll find something for you, and I will. Leave it to me.’ I smile reassuringly as I leave, but Kay still looks dubious. 

Rightly so. I’m lying through my teeth. 

If Rula doesn’t come up with some coin today, I’m going to have to think of some alternatives – fast.

Outside, the stench of the slums is muted by the cold and less pungent than it is inside the little ramshackle space we call home. The summer months are the worst for it, when the heat turns every narrow street sour, but warmer weather never lingers long in Wrohelm. We’re lucky if we get a couple of weeks.

It’s a double-edged sword; the reduced stench is a blessing, but the cold crushes your bones and freezes the water solid. And while the homes inside the inner rings of the city are blessed with heating, even some of those in the fifth and sixth rings aren’t so fortunate.

The source of today’s particularly malodorous scent becomes apparent a few feet later, when I pass a carriage filled with kitchen waste. From the aroma emanating from it and the scraps of half-masticated food, bones bitten bare, it probably came all the way from the High Hold. 

A crowd has gathered around it, looking for anything edible. 

There was a time I wouldn’t have believed people would go to such lengths to find something to eat, especially when what’s on offer is half-rotten and putrid already. Now, I’m annoyed I didn’t get here first. Anything decent will be long gone by now, so I’ll have to rely on Rula’s ‘generosity.’

Clutching my threadbare coat close, I elbow my way past the starving crowd. I long for my fur, sold long ago for coin. It was so soft, so warm … and so far back in my memory now that I’m not even sure I can accurately remember what it felt like. 

Stifling a sigh, I keep a hand over the coat’s pocket as the last thing I want is to drop any of the vials. Thankfully, I don’t worry about being pickpocketed the way I frequently was when we first arrived here. We’re under Rula’s protection now, and only a fool would mess with her. 

Speaking of fools… 

As if I have summoned him with my thoughts, Tella pushes off a wall to snag me by my sleeve.

‘Hey there, pretty flower,’ he greets me, and my spine crawls. 

I grit my teeth. 

One of Rula’s enforcers, I should be safe from him, safe due to him. 

But there is nothing safe about Tella. I’ve seen the glint in his eye as he looks at me; worse, I’ve seen it when he looks at Kay.

‘Tella,’ I say stiffly. ‘I’m on my way to Rula.’

‘Are you now?’ he replies carelessly as he reaches out to stroke my unnaturally white-blonde hair. 

It was once a deep brunette, but when the priestess stripped me of my magic, the colour fled from every strand. It was the same for Kay and my parents. Now all and sundry can see and know my shame, just from the shade of hair flowing down my back. Stripped. Outcast. 

Word of others who have suffered the same fate and wear the same shame-coloured shade has reached us in the slums, but I’ve personally yet to see another marked like me. 

‘Hard to believe you were once a lady, isn’t it, Kultavaris?’ Tella’s voice lingers on the vowels of my surname, and he twines dirty fingers around the strands I wish I’d braided this morning. 

My heart hammers as my fists clench at my side, but I keep the fury within.

Behind him, I can see Frell and Jack, which means if I slam my knee into Tella’s groin the way I long to, they’ll be on me in a heartbeat. 

And it’s not like I have a weapon. My strength has faded due to a lack of food and nutrients, and it’s been a long time since I practised fighting. 

I regret it now. Regret not keeping up with the training. 

I can still throw a dagger straight, but I had to sell my last throwing knife six weeks ago, when the hunger got too much. Which means there are only two things I can do: grit my teeth and let Tella keep playing with my hair. 

Better me than Kay.

‘When are you going to let me come calling, Rose?’ he asks with a wink that makes my stomach turn.

‘I’m too busy,’ I say as mildly as I can manage. I wish to hell I hadn’t sold that blade. It’s foolish to have no defence. ‘Rula has me brewing potions every moment of the day.’

His hand trails down from my hair to stroke my neck lightly. ‘You’d better find time, Rose. Or I’ll be making it for you. You and your little sister.’

Bile burns my throat, but somehow I fight against every urge and manage to conjure up a false smile. ‘Soon,’ I tell him. ‘Soon.’

My mind whirs in panic. Tella has officially shifted from annoyance to threat – and specifically a threat to Kay – and that means he has to be eliminated. 

It’s time to begin brewing a potion that doesn’t heal, but harms, in case he does come knocking. 

He’s arrogant and careless, so I know he would take a drink from me without thinking twice. And it would be the last thing he does. Because when he’s passed out, I could smother him, choke him, something. His would be the first life I’d ever take. But it would be worth it. Anything for Kay.

‘We’re late,’ Jack grunts, eyes flicking over me with the tiniest hint of compassion. 

He’s one of the few good ones, but I’m careful to keep the gratitude out of my eyes or Tella will take issue with us both.

Tella’s eyes flick to the shadow cast by the monolith stone at the heart of the High Hold. He grimaces, seeing Jack’s right.

‘Until next time, little flower.’ He blows me a kiss and winks yet again as I suppress a shudder. 

Finally alone, I pick up my pace until the black market finally comes into view. The market is not sanctioned by the king, yet I have no doubt a tithe is paid to him, or else his maroon-draped knights and their bonded dire wolves would be here in an instant, ripping us all into bloody shreds. 

It is certainly not compassion that stays the king’s hand, though perhaps it is simply that, as far as he’s concerned, the city of Wrohelm ends at the sixth ring.

Does he consider the people who exist beyond the concentric walls to be as repugnant as the Torailian or the Issen? 

I push my way through the crowds, tuning out the usual curses at King Korvane and the back-and-forth pleas of desperate bartering. 

Our lives here are a refrain of pleas with other Morathkians, and with the Gods and Goddesses, though I have long since ceased wondering if they hear us here. 

They don’t. No one does.

As I squeeze my way past a woman grappling to keep her three children in tow, someone grabs my arm. I swing around, ready to knock the person off, only to be struck with the stench of alcohol, which spills from every pore of the haggard man’s frame. 

Anger surges through me that he is this drunk this early in the day; it reminds me of Father, forever drinking away what little coin we managed to scrape together. Drinking us into desperation and destitution.

‘There will be a Retterheld soon,’ the man slurs. ‘One a century. Etta will take me. Wait and see. I’ll show that fucking Korvane.’ 

He all but falls into me as he stumbles, and I suppress a snort of pure derision. He may be right about a Retterheld coming, but only nobles and knights may enter, and this man is neither of those. Etta’s great gifting is as far from him as a full stomach is for me.

‘Sure,’ I say, patting his shoulder and pushing him gently to sit on a crate where he continues mumbling about the Gods and his impending – albeit delusional – triumph as I make my way to Rula’s stall.

At a glance, the racketeer looks like a motherly matron with her rounded figure and flushed cheeks. 

But her appearance alone should be warning enough. 

Only the unscrupulous are fat here, and with the wealth she has extorted and squirrelled away, she could easily afford a place in the inner rings, but she chooses to remain here, queen of the desperate. 

She would rather be someone here than a no one within the rings.

As I approach, Rula is talking to a young couple standing in front of her stall, which on the surface appears to be selling wooden utensils. But no one goes to Rula for what’s on display. No, it’s what’s hidden under the fabric that matters. That’s where my tonics will go.

I drop into line at the back of the queue, although it only takes a moment before she looks in my direction and catches my eye. She jerks her head, summoning me forward. Unease causes me to falter. She usually makes me wait, keen to indulge in any opportunity to exercise her power.

‘Come back later,’ she says bluntly to the couple.

‘But we—’

‘I said later,’ she repeats. Her words are clipped, and there’s a glint in her eyes that says if they don’t obey, she’ll make sure they’re sorry.

Muttering, the pair slink off, leaving me space to step forward.

‘I’ve got six for today,’ I tell her. ‘And they’re good. Potent stuff. I refined my mother’s recipe a bit to balance out the lack of magic.’

‘Don’t care how it works, as long as it does,’ she grunts.

‘It does,’ I say, pulling them from my pockets. But I don’t pass them to her straightaway. ‘I know you’re selling the vials for more than when we started,’ I say, my throat dry. I force myself to continue. ‘And they’re better now than they were back then.’

She arches an eyebrow. ‘And your point is?’

‘You’re making more money off my tonics now,’ I state simply, ‘so I should be getting more too.’

‘I’m sorry, were you under the impression that the world was fair, kid?’ I bristle at the term. I’m nineteen, not nine. She continues, gesturing between the two of us. ‘That’s not how this works.’ 

‘I know, I know. But you said, when we first arrived, that you would try to find something for Kay. Suitable work.’ 

Despite my best tutelage, Kay’s potion-making is worse than hopeless, and like everyone in this life, her options remain limited.

‘Kay?’ Rula repeats blankly.

‘Acacia. My sister.’

‘Right. She’s pretty. Very pretty.’ Her lips curl, and I know what she’s thinking.

‘Not that,’ I say firmly, refusing to sell my sister to fill my stomach. ‘Look, she’s at the age where she needs to have something to do. And I know you’re the person who can sort something like that. Something suitable for a former lady. You have power, connections.’ 

A little flattery never hurts.

She tries to shrug indifferently, but I see the glimmer of satisfaction in her eyes.

‘How about we keep the price the same, and you charge whatever you like, but you find Kay something to do for work?’

‘And if I don’t?’ she says, eyes calculating.

I shrug casually, even though my heart rate is spiking. ‘I’ve had offers from other people. Other people who can provide …’ I choose my next word carefully. Enough to concern but not anger her, I hope. ‘… protection.’

‘Is that right?’ she says, her jaw clenching. ‘And you’d do that, would you? Work with one of my competitors? After I’ve so graciously taken you under my wing?’

‘No,’ I say honestly. ‘I don’t want to do that. Of course I don’t,’ I tell her. ‘You’ve been good to me. I know that, Rula. I do. But I have to think of Kay. She’s my sister.’

She presses her lips together, and my body tenses. I’m not sure what magic Rula has, but even weak magic is better than the nothing I’ve got. 

As I wait for her to reply, a dark gleam sparks in Rula’s eyes, and I know whatever deal she’s about to suggest is going to sting. A lesson for challenging her, even a little. ‘Okay, Rose, how about a little proposal? I need something. A plant.’

Hope flickers within me. That is my area of expertise, and there was a time I likely could’ve got her anything she wanted or even magically provided it myself. Mother’s orangery back in the High Hold was almost as well-stocked as the Goddess’s Garden. Now I grow what I can, but it’s not easy in these temperatures.

‘What is it you need?’ I ask. ‘And what job will you get for Kay?’

‘I’ve heard of a job in the fifth ring. A nanny. A teacher. Whatever. They want someone who is nicely spoken. Gentle-like. Your Acacia would be perfect for it.’

My body tenses as I wait for the catch, because there will be one.

‘So what’s the plant?’ 

Her lips corkscrew into a smile, and it’s twisted, threatening, and altogether creepy. ‘Well, that’s the fun part.’








  
  

Chapter Two
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I stare dumbly at Rula. ‘Hemlock?’ I repeat aloud. She wants me to steal hemlock? 

Rula nods. ‘Or another poison that works the same. Quick. Untraceable. No chance of recovery. I don’t want a well-meaning healer interceding.’ 

I baulk, shaking my head in disbelief. ‘That’s not the type of plant I just have on hand,’ I reply. Sure, I have plants growing at home that could cause harm – knock someone out or cause tummy aches and fevers – but nothing deadly. ‘Surely you have connections you could trade with?’

Rula sniffs at my remark. ‘Time is of the essence. I’m sure they grow it in the Goddess’s Garden. You’ll just have to take a trip there tonight. Of course, if you’re not the right person for the job …’

She lets the unspoken threat linger. If I’m not the right person for the job, then she’s not going to help Kay. Instead, my sister will be forced to take to the streets, selling her body for coin. 

I’ve been in the Goddess’s Garden before, and I certainly know herbs well. The garden isn’t even that heavily guarded. After all, who would dare steal from the priestesses? 

Apparently me, that’s who. And if it were any other herb, I wouldn’t hesitate. But hemlock? Poison? 

And I don’t need to ask how Rula intends to use it. She’s a nefarious person asking for a nefarious plant. If I give it to her, someone will die.

I swallow. 

But Kay won’t. 

Kay will get a job, an income, a livelihood. Sanity. Would I damn my soul for her? In a heartbeat.

So stealing a couple of herbs from the Goddess’s Garden? I can do that. Of course I can. Even hemlock. 

Still, Rula will only believe in the value of something if it’s hard-won, so I give the protest she’s expecting.

‘I don’t know if I can do that,’ I say to her. ‘Not that quickly. Not without preparation.’ 

‘You can, or Kay doesn’t get that job.’

I continue my protestations. ‘It would mean stealing from Etta, the Goddess of Life.’ 

Rula shrugs. ‘Exactly. She doesn’t need it. Hemlock is a herb for Mortidem.’ She cackles a little, amused by her own joke. 

What Rula doesn’t know is that my mother was raised by one of the priestesses of Etta. Dinah is practically a grandmother to us, and there have been several times since my father died that I don’t think we’d have survived without her perfectly timed visits, which always included a basket of food.

I consider – just for a moment – asking Dinah outright for the plant but immediately dismiss the notion. She’d say no. I know she would.

Dinah would have no part in giving me a poison that kills quickly without a trace. 

‘Who do you want to use it on?’ I ask, because even with Kay at the heart of my thoughts, it matters. It matters who Rula will kill.

‘Some people have wronged me. Badly,’ she says finally. ‘I have enemies. People who think that my falling down would allow them to rise. But the hemlock isn’t for my competitors.’ She offers me a humourless smile that fades almost immediately. ‘There were three girls, not much older than Kay; they lost their lives to this bastard.’ 

‘Which three girls?’ I ask, a churning sense of dread filling me.

‘Three of my best: Stella, Bryony, and Talia.’

A lump fills my throat. Talia. Kay’s only got a handful of friends in the slums, and Talia was one of them. To lose a friend – and to lose them like that – it’ll break her. My resolve steels. The last thing she needs is to find out the grim truth behind Talia’s death. I’ll have to think of something else to tell her.

‘Why not go to the guards?’ I ask, though I know the answer before the words have finished leaving my lips. 

‘He’s a powerful man. The guards will do nothing, and I want him dead,’ she says fiercely, eyes cold as a steel dagger. ‘Dead at my hands.’

She’s right; the guards will do nothing. They give even less of a shit about us than the king does, if that’s possible. The only time they ever seem to remember that the slums exist is when they come out here with some new order or rules we have to follow. 

Or when we try to move our way through to the inner rings. Then they notice us.

Which, I realise, is another issue.

Etta’s temple is in Wrohelm’s third ring, meaning I would have to make my way through three checkpoints. Maybe I could get into the fifth and fourth rings easily enough, but the third … that would require planning. And Rula isn’t giving me any time.

‘Why tonight?’ I ask. ‘I need time to prepare, to plan.’

‘He’s from Galreck, and he travels back tomorrow. It is now or never. And it must not be never, Rose, or I’ll see your sister on her back,’ she threatens, only for her expression to soften, just a little, just around the eyes. ‘My girls did nothing wrong,’ Rula says. ‘He killed them merely because he could. Plucked them from the slums because they were expendable and snuffed them out like they were nothing. Well, they’re not nothing, not to me. They were my girls, and they were under my protection. I failed them, and I’ll see the life leave his eyes for it. Personally.’

Her gaze has drifted away from me, and when it meets mine again, she grimaces. ‘I can’t fight him. He’s too big. And he’s got good magic.’

‘What kind?’ 

‘Fire wielder. Not as good as your fancy folk up in the High Hold, but strong enough to have me burning before I can get a knife into him. But he can never resist a drink. So a drink with a hint of hemlock … well, that would do the trick nicely.’

A murderer. Can I be partly responsible for the death of such a man? If it will save the lives of more innocent girls, then I know my answer. Still, I need the agreement to be ironclad. ‘If I do this – if I get you the hemlock or some other poison – Kay gets the job?’

She nods. ‘It’s as good as done.’

‘Deal,’ I reply, handing her the tonics.

‘I’ll give you double payment for these vials,’ she says. ‘Just so I know we’re good.’ 

So I get the poison for her, more like, but I take the money.

‘Remember, it has to be tonight.’

I nod. It’s not yet mid-morning, and I need to wait for the full cover of darkness, which doesn’t leave much, if any, room for mistakes. 

‘I’ll get it to you before midnight,’ I promise before I walk away, slipping into the crowd, my mind whirring as I weave back through the stalls.

Stealing poison from the priestesses will be a new low, but the rewards will be worth it. A job for Kay. And Rula will no doubt owe me, too, though she didn’t specifically say as much. Still, maybe she’ll owe me just enough to keep Tella off my back?

The extra money from the vials was definitely an unexpected bonus. It’s enough for me to buy some flour and milk, but rather than taking my unexpected spoils home to eat, I first head out beyond the slums.

Outside the ramshackle houses propped at the edge of the sixth ring of Wrohelm are a few sparse groves of spruce trees and, for those brave enough and dumb enough to risk a climb, fresh eggs. 

Disappointment rises as I climb not one but three trees, only to find each nest is already empty. But I’m not willing to give up without a fight, and it’s not like I’ve got anywhere else to be. Not until nightfall anyway.

With my determination steeled, I continue deeper into the grove, and my pulse spikes as I spot another nest. It’s hard to tell from down here, but something makes me think it’s full. Seriously full. My hope reignites, and I once again set the milk and flour down, then start to climb, hauling myself up, scrambling and finding purchase on even the smallest holds.

Climbing sets free a part of my soul that the High Hold didn’t manage to strip, my body inching further and further away from the life to which I am currently tethered, allowing me to lose myself in the view that stretches around me.

I swing upwards, higher and higher. Several of the thinning branches bow, but they don’t break under my meagre weight. An upside to being painfully thin.

Long gone are the days of muscles and strength, and yet as an unfamiliar ache pulls at my cheeks, I realise I’m smiling.

I’ve undoubtedly lost some of my fighting skills, and I’m sure that if I were to spar again, my footwork would be worse than when I was nine years old, but I’m lean and light, and the perfect composition for tasks like this. 

In this, at least, I can excel.

When I pull myself level with the nest, I beam. Not just one egg or two, but a whole cluster. Seven. Seven!

‘Sorry, bird,’ I say as I take them one by one and slip them into the pockets where the vials were resting earlier. Seven eggs. That’s almost the most I’ve ever found in one go. It won’t just be pancakes – it’ll be boiled eggs, too. My stomach roars at the thought of it. Of being full. I wonder, even though I know it is a fantasy, if I could possibly bake a cake.

The last time I had something sweet, Mother was still alive, and we were still living in the fifth ring. We had no magic, but we had each other. 

Well, as much as Father remained after Florian’s death.

In the beginning, Father’s drinking was to blunt the pain, but in the end, he had to drink to survive. He’d checked out of our lives long before his death, and it was hard to now remember the man he was before our ruination. 

Shaking myself back into the moment, I continue back down to the ground and force myself to think of happier things. Of pancakes. I won’t let the past steal today’s wins from me.

With my new haul, I move even more carefully than I did when I had the vials in my pockets. Even a slight jostle could break siskin eggs, so I slow my steps, trying to weave carefully through the press of unwashed bodies.

It almost works.

I’m in the alley that leads home when a small child runs smack into me.

‘Sorry!’ she says, wide-eyed. Simultaneously, I hear the crack in my pocket and feel the sudden dampness that seeps through to my skin.

‘Fuck,’ I mutter to myself, only to see that the child is still there. She is looking up at me, terror on her face, like I’m going to do more than just swear at her.

‘It’s fine,’ I say as I sigh. ‘Don’t worry.’

She flashes me a relieved smile before darting towards the market. My heart sinks, and not just because of the lost eggs, though I don’t want to think of how many she broke. She was so emaciated that it was impossible to say how old the girl was. Maybe six, seven? I bet all she’s ever known is this life. This poverty. This starvation.

Though maybe that’s easier. Easier than knowing there’s a whole different world out there, where people have so much food they don’t even bother finishing what’s on their plates.

‘Guess what?’ I say as I open the piece of metal that’s our door and then slide it back into place once I’m inside.

Kay jumps up from where she’s sitting by the fire. I’ve told her a couple of times that we really shouldn’t waste decent firewood until it’s cold enough that our breath fogs, and I can’t decide whether she keeps forgetting … or just doesn’t care about the risk of inhaling wood smoke all day. But I guess it’s not as bad as dying from the cold.

‘What? Did Rula find me a job?’ she asks, her eyes wide with anticipation.

I open my mouth, momentarily considering whether I should tell her that maybe … maybe there’s a chance she’ll have a job by the end of the week.

But I don’t want to get her hopes up. Hope’s almost as big a killer as cold out here. It rots the mind the way the damp rots the wood of our bed.

‘She’s looking into it,’ I tell her, feeling that’s a good compromise. After all, I’m not going to tell her the whole truth. 

She can’t know about the hemlock. Not ever.

Kay would never be on board with me breaking into the Goddess’s Garden, let alone being complicit in a murder. The less she knows, the better.

‘I got eggs,’ I say triumphantly, reaching into my pocket.

My hand finds the sticky broken shell first and Kay’s face falls in disappointment, though she makes a poor attempt to hide it.

‘Don’t worry, that’s not it,’ I reassure her hastily. ‘I got others. In fact—’ I pull out the first one with a sense of relief. By the third one, she’s grinning, and by the fourth, her hand is covering her mouth in shock.

I reach back into my pocket, ready to retrieve the last two, but feel only one.

‘Everything okay?’ she asks.

I dig deeper. The lining of this coat has so many holes it could easily have fallen through. But there’s nothing. Just the one egg.

‘The little kid,’ I realise. Of course. Running into me wasn’t an accident. And that was why she looked so scared. She thought I’d figured out what she’d done, realised that she’d stolen from me.

A flicker of anger flares to life, only to fade almost instantly. The little girl didn’t steal it for fun. She did it because she was starving. Because she needed to eat. I get that. And it’s not like five eggs isn’t a decent haul anyway.

‘I can do an omelette!’ Kay says, excited. ‘We could use some herbs and spices and maybe even—oh.’ Her face falls a little, and I’d do anything to bring her smile back.

‘What is it?’ I ask.

‘I was just thinking that if we had some flour and some milk, we’d be able to make some pancakes.’ She tries to force a smile.

‘Flour and milk like this, you mean?’ I grin, pulling the bottles out of my coat.

Before I can even register what’s happened, she’s jumped up and wrapped her arms around me so tightly I can barely breathe. 

Pancakes. I can hardly believe this boon we’ve been gifted. I murmur my thanks to the Goddess Etta.

This day is looking up, even if it is going to end with perfidy and poison. 








  
  

Chapter Three


[image: ]




By the time we’re done cooking and eating, we’ve used two of the eggs and all the milk and flour. We probably should have saved some, eked it out to last as long as possible, but I can’t find it in me to regret it. For the first time in ages, my belly is full – painfully so – and from the way Kay is sitting with her hands resting on her stomach, she feels the same. 

‘That was so good,’ she says, a grin spreading across her face. ‘I could eat like that every day.’

Sadness pangs within me. Back in the High Hold, we would have done. We would have eaten like that and more. Meat. Fruit. 

I’m pretty sure the only reason we’re still as healthy as we are is because of the tonic we take. One of my mother’s own creations. One she insisted we take every day. Even when she was sick, she still brewed it, until I took over the role, ensuring Kay and I both took it. 

Thankfully, the ingredients flourish in colder climates and are currently growing well in small pots that litter our floor. 

I’m not sure my version is as potent as the one Mother used to make. I certainly can’t imbue it with magic the way she could back when we lived in the High Hold. 

But it’s not like Kay or I have ever got properly sick. So I guess it works. 

Either way, I keep on making it. One last connection to Mother and all that came before.

I pick up the plates and move over to the basin of ice water, ready to clean them. It’s so cold that even though I broke up the ice that morning, it’s back again. We both go still when there’s a knock on the makeshift door.

‘Expecting someone?’ I ask Kay, anxiety stirring in my gut as I think of Tella’s less than subtle comments earlier.

She shakes her head. ‘I did say I’d go to Evelina’s this afternoon.’

I nod, but we both know our neighbours Corem and Evelina never knock on us. 

My body stiffens. When we first arrived, we suffered countless break-ins.

Some were people seeing what the Queenkiller’s family had that was worth stealing. 

But not all. The person who previously considered this patch of squalor their own had racked up a string of enemies, with debts and broken promises littered all through the slums. People wanted payment, and they didn’t think twice about breaking down our door to try to get it. 

It was after one particularly scary invasion that I went to Rula, cap in hand, to ask for protection. Luckily, Kay had been with Evelina at the time. 

Since we paid for protection, we haven’t had a single issue. 

Cynically, I wonder how many of the people who came banging were Rula’s people in the first place. It was certainly one way to drum up business.

Reaching for the pan I was about to clean, I edge towards the entrance.

‘Who is it?’ I call out. ‘You should know I’m armed.’

‘That sounds like it could be fun,’ a familiar voice calls back.

Relief floods through me as I open the door. 

A gleaming smile grins down at me. ‘You know it’s not great manners to threaten to attack everyone who knocks on your door, Rosey. I could take offence.’

With a shake of my head, I step back and give my closest friend room to enter.

‘Ruben, what are you doing here?’ Normally, when we see each other, it’s under the cover of darkness and far from Kay’s innocent eyes.

‘Just came to offer my neighbourly services.’ His brown eyes twinkle. ‘See if anyone could do with a warming hug?’

There’s a hint of mischief glittering in his expression, but before I can reply, Kay leaps forward.

‘Yes please! I’ve been freezing all day. It’s a miracle my hands haven’t turned blue.’

With a quick smile for me, Ruben turns to Kay and opens his arms.

‘Come on in,’ he says. ‘How toasty do you want me? Comfortably warm or hot enough to feel the sweat on your spine?’

‘Hot!’ Kay answers immediately, but I cut in.

‘Just comfortably warm is fine,’ I tell him firmly. ‘You know how much worse it is if you start sweating,’ I add to Kay. ‘You’ll be shivering the minute he leaves.’

Her lips pout, but she doesn’t object, mainly because she knows I’m right. Instead, she lets Ruben wrap her up in his arms and I watch her colour rise.

While fire wielders are two a penny in the High Hold, the same can’t be said out here in the slums. Anyone with magic strong enough to be of use tends to move into the inner rings, while those with limited powers – or in our case, none at all – seem to end up stuck here.

Ruben’s mother, Noleen, however, is one of the few who can actually make a flame. It’s not massive, more like a match’s light, but it’s handy.

Ruben’s powers don’t produce a flame, but he can heat his body up to well above normal temperature.

I’m pretty sure people would pay a fair price for that, even in some of the inner rings where they have jobs and actual brick walls. But that’s not Ruben’s style. He offers his warmth to others because he wants to help, not to make money.

As I watch my sister’s body relax into Ruben’s large frame, I shift away, only for him to catch my eye.

‘And you, Rosey?’ he asks, and we both know he’s asking about more than a hug.

I bite my lip. Stress is riding me, and thoughts of getting caught in the Goddess’s Garden are buffeted by images of what will happen to Kay if I don’t go. Anxiety is a lead weight in my gut, so maybe a tumble – purely for stress relief purposes – wouldn’t be a bad idea. 

‘If you’ve got time,’ I reply, involuntarily licking my lips. 

He follows the movement of my tongue with avid interest.

‘You know I’ve always got time for you.’ He grins.

A minute later, he and Kay break apart. Her cheeks are flushed with warmth, and she stares at her fingers in pure pleasure as she wiggles them, almost in disbelief.

‘Better?’ Ruben asks.

‘You have no idea.’ Kay lets out a happy hum.

‘Glad to be of service.’

Ruben’s eyes move to mine, but rather than speak, his lips just twitch slightly, and an unexpected nervousness fills me.

‘Actually, before you warm up, Rose, I need to get out of here,’ Kay blurts. ‘I said I’d pop around to see Evelina,’ Kay explains for Ruben’s benefit. ‘She’s not been feeling great. I’m sure it’s nothing, but you know how she likes to chat with me.’

‘How late are you going to be out?’ I ask casually.

She shrugs. ‘I’m not sure. But you could always cook Ruben something. Maybe make an omelette. To thank him for our warm hugs. After all, we have plenty.’

Plenty is a stretch, but I get what she’s saying. It would be wrong to take advantage of his good nature when we’re in a position to give back, as we are today. He never charges for his warmth, but truly he should. 

‘Okay,’ I tell her. ‘Then I guess I’ll see you later.’

Rather than move to the door, she catches my eye.

‘Can you just help me outside for a second, with the door?’ she says. 

‘I can close it from in here,’ I reply, confused.

‘Yes, no … I know …’ She grabs my hand. ‘Can you just come out with me, please, for one second?’

I do as she asks, throwing Ruben a secret look of exasperation as I go.

‘Bye, Rue,’ Kay says, practically dragging me out so forcefully that my feet clatter against the pan. At least I know she’s not as weak as I sometimes worry.

‘What is it?’ I say when we’re outside. ‘Why are you being weird?’

‘He likes you,’ she replies with a doe-eyed sigh. ‘Ruben likes you.’

I offer her the most incredulous look I can. ‘Yes, he does. He’s my friend. Generally speaking, it’s important that you like your friends. If that’s not the case, then you’re probably doing something wrong.’

With a long sigh, she shakes her head. ‘I don’t mean like that. I mean, likes you likes you. As in he could be your boyfriend.’

‘Kay—’

‘No. I know what you’re going to say. That you don’t want anything. That you’re fine on your own. That you have enough to worry about. But he’s sweet, and he’s kind, warm … and he’s sexy.’

She says this last bit like I haven’t noticed, but with his big brown eyes and cute smile, Ruben has a comforting attractiveness about him.

‘Please just think about it.’

I roll my eyes, stifling a grin. ‘Ruben and I are just friends, Kay. That’s it.’

‘But you could be more,’ she presses. ‘You would be such a cute couple. And think … you’d never be cold again.’

‘I can’t date a guy just so I’m not cold.’

‘Of course not. You could date him because he’s sweet, and kind, and funny, and—’

‘Are you going to see Evelina or not?’ I interrupt her. ‘Because if you actually like Ruben, then standing out here, wasting all the magic he just used on you, is hardly a great way of showing it.’

She sniffs slightly, but she knows I’m right. ‘Just think about it?’ 

She has no idea how much I’ve thought about it, and for that, I’m grateful.

‘See you later, Kay.’

As she finally relents and moves down the alley towards Evelina’s, I head back into the house.

‘Everything okay?’ Ruben says, sidling up beside me as I close the door, his warmth already easing the tension in my muscles.

‘All good. Just Kay trying to convince me we’d be good together as a couple.’

He arches an eyebrow. ‘Is that right? And what did you say?’

‘That we’re friends. That we work well as friends. And that’s all we’ll ever be.’

‘Right,’ he says. A fleeting look of disappointment dances across his face before he takes a step closer, a roguish grin lighting up his handsome features instead. ‘Friends who have a lot of fun, right?’

‘Right,’ I reply, a matching smile stretching my mouth an instant before his lips land on mine. 
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