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Prelude
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“Evil in the eye of man is not always evil in the eye of The Absent God.”

Stanza 10, Verse 1, Book of Promises



AT THE PINNACLE OF a fortress tower, a spirit clasped her wispy fingers in the taloned hand of the creature who had once been her lover. Her white and gold luminescence shifted into swirls of impressions that formed features once belonging to a living woman...

A woman who’d lost her last fight to the shadow-hungry ruler.

Now remnants of her emotion brushed a myriad of secret caresses over him under the violet storm clouds that churned above. That unleashed tempest cast a lavender tint over the whole of the shadowlands before them: the sand-colored walls circling the stronghold; the jagged fissures that zigzagged over the sweltering desert beyond; and it illuminated, too, his sculpted physique, honed from power and resolve.

His eyes of green flame opened, forsaking his momentary play with her spirit to fix his gaze instead on the scrying puddle on the battlements at his feet.

She had given him this secret window into her city. She had opened it herself when she’d had hands of flesh, magic to weave, and humans she loved inside the walls.

But he had used her. Her body. Her womb. Her magic.

Her blood had empowered him to slip beyond human defenses.

Now he and his shadow-hungry gathered their forces and prepared their schemes; they trained for war while the humans vied for prestige and fought petty squabbles, wasting their lives chasing impossible loves... but the worst sin by far: they sought to destroy the woman who might save them.

The spirit shimmered, anguished for what could not be altered and despairing for what might still come.

Her lover’s breath rasped through his sharp teeth. “You cannot save them, my Zarushko.” He traced a yellow-green fingernail down the outline of her cheek, reminding her how her flesh had once trembled under his, as her spirit did now. “For my people to be safe, yours must die. And when the last of them gasps out his final breath... your sorrow will be exquisite.”

***
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IN THE SEVENTH DEMESNE, behind a locked bedroom door in the theatre dormitories, a man with white eyes fondled a pendant that cradled a special soul.

Not the soul he craved above all – but her daughter’s.

A girl who’d once had a beautiful life.

Over the years, he’d shattered it in bits and pieces, giving it to his son to put back together like a broken toy.

Oh, he’d left her reminders... glimpses... a few peeks of what had been, but it wasn’t enough. He needed more – more misery, more gratification – something terrible enough to equal her mother’s misdeeds.

He’d been so close to getting back everything he’d lost, so close, and the faithless whore had betrayed him, trapping him in this hellish belly of existence for another twenty-five years.

Twenty-five years.

And no one remained to make pay for it but the girl – the girl who refused to fight, refused to break, refused to flee and find the mother who had abandoned her. Instead, she clung stubbornly to shreds of joy in her loveless existence.

He wanted her existence shaken; wanted her beset with torment.

And tonight... tonight a special guest was attending her performance.

One who had his own vengeance to exact.
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Chapter 1
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I WHIRL AND SPIN BETWEEN heartbeat and breath, my pale dress a sliver of incandescence in a dark night.

Loren’s hand on my back is my only contact with the world. The floor of the stage does not exist. The audience does not exist. Only Loren and I exist, sweeping on the wings of the dance in a night holding untold secrets.

My glimmering russet hair flows out behind me, shards of light and glitter sparking from its tips and scattering in our wake like a dozen fading stars. They vanish by the time we sweep back around, replaced by more starry sparkles.

Occasionally a spark drifts out over the audience that does not exist for me.

My feet know nothing but empty air. I hear nothing but Loren’s soft exhalation and the quiet swish of his braid swinging behind him. I feel nothing but his muscles shifting under my fingertips. I see nothing but his perfect face, his smooth and flawless skin, the contours of his countenance chiseled out of an artist’s rendering of perfection.

His perfect mouth does not smile, nor do his gray eyes. Those hold something else. Something I have never been able to define. Something they hold only when he looks at me.

Another dip, and as Loren swings me down, my gaze turns away from him. The night breeze breathes against my cheek, and for an instant my eyes flicker over the crowd and I see Lothram. It’s jarring, looking at him, because as his blond-streaked chestnut hair falls short, ragged, and wild down to his chin in contrast to the other vendors around him, who wear theirs pulled back in long braids. Jarring, too, because of the swirling, mysterious symbol tattooed on his cheek.

He seems so far away, so unreachable as I dance untouched by the outside world, with nothing but Loren and my own breath holding me to this existence. But for an instant...

For an instant, Lothram’s dark eyes meet mine, and for an instant he’s the one holding me.

Then Loren sweeps me up and I look at his gray eyes and perfect features once more. His hands grasp me firmly; the lacy sleeves of his white shirt caress my wrists with every revolution.

Then he slows and I slow with him. My glittering gown rustles like froth around my ankles, delicate and exquisite, a last touch of sensation before the end.

The music fades.

My feet feel the stage once again, hard and unyielding beneath me, like the reality to which I am returning.

We stand side by side, facing the crowd in their silk gowns and knee breeches and vests. The applause pains my ears after the silence of the dance, and I focus on the women’s faces, on the dreaminess the performance was designed to draw out of them.

The men’s expressions don’t interest me, filled as they are with something else, something my beauty is calculated to arouse in them, and I do not want to see it. Nor do I want to see those who have been touched by the elusive, escaped sparks from my hair. Seemingly part of the magic, part of the show, but in reality a secret manipulation of the guild. Those so touched will leave tonight’s performance with thoughts not their own lurking in their minds, with secret venom unfurling the guild’s manipulations within them.

Loren’s fingers are cold and dry in mine, as they almost always are. They tighten slightly, the brush of his fingertips over the back of my hand bittersweet, although I cannot explain why I find it bittersweet, even to myself.

We slip down the stairs on the side of the platform and into the blocky prison – I cannot call it a mere building – behind the outdoor stage. Inside it’s hot and stifling, but still Loren’s hand remains cool.

We walk in silence along the barren corridors with their painted gray walls splashed with yellow by the candlelight’s lukewarm glow. At the door to my room, Loren leans down and kisses me, a silent promise from his perfect lips.

“May I come tonight?” he asks.

“Yes.”

It is the answer I always give, the answer I must give, but I love him for asking anyway. It gives the impression of choice where there is none.

There is never any choice with the guild.

His hand slips out of mine and he walks down the hall, leaving an empty draft where he’s been standing. I watch him for a moment, his tall, slim form, his light brown braid swishing gently back and forth, his long white pants matching my gown, a hint of a shimmer flickering in the dim corridor. Then I touch my hand to the ornate iron door handle and enter my chamber.

It is one strewn with luxury that means nothing to me. An elaborate canopied bed with sheets of fine, rose-colored silk. A vanity with a gilded mirror and combs and baubles for my hair that sparkle like the cut glass they are. Wardrobes carved with flora and fauna.

I close the door and pull off my slippers. My bare feet love the carpet. If they cannot feel air, the velvet touch of threads twined together by Fifth Demesne weavers suffices.

There is a desk in the corner, one with gold filigree and pearl-inlaid images. I sit on the padded stool and my fingertips trace the shiny lacquer covering it, smooth and pretty, as everything I am given. Opening the bottom drawer, I pull out a piece of parchment. I write down my thoughts as I feel them. As they are. As I want to remember them.

I want to remember the wondrous feel of the dance.

I want to remember the venom in the starry sparks that flew from my hair.

I want to remember my collusion in it, in knowing what they are, in performing anyway.

I want to remember that single moment I met Lothram’s eyes.

I want to remember Loren’s question.

I want to be free.

These are my thoughts.

They are mine.

Lysium-in.

Setting down the quill, she smudged the last line. Lysium-in. Meaning ‘Belonging to Lysium’. Then she pressed the thumb smeared with ink onto the parchment next to her name, so she would know they were indeed her thoughts.

Afterward, she read every single word, committing each to memory as she did everything written, because this was her gift and her curse: that she remembered every single thing she read, no matter how horrid, no matter how much she wanted to forget.

The ritual completed, she held the parchment to the candle flame and watched it curl in on itself and burn. Her nostrils flared at the pungent scent of burning paper.

It reminded her of Lothram, of the fire he sold.

The last charred shred of parchment floated to the desk’s surface, and as the scent of burning ebbed, she banished the memory of Lothram.

For a moment, she simply existed, nothing but a girl unwilling to wear the mask she’d been given.

The moment passed, as it always did.

Pulling the records book from its place at the corner of her desk, she began to write in a legible, militant hand so different from the fluid script her thoughts flowed out in.

Morning: delivered the stars to the vendors; researched in the library; read the last of the books. Afternoon: practice with Loren. Evening: performed. Books read and committed to memory: Tonics for the—

The door opened.

Setting down her quill, Lysium rose from the stool and smiled at Loren.

He didn’t smile back; he rarely did. But subdued anticipation flickered in his eyes.

His shirt had been loosened at the neck, exposing the perfect column of his throat, and that slight dishabille made her heart crack a little. He did it for her, because she’d once mentioned that he never had a single thread out of place.

He said nothing as he crossed the room, but still she held her breath, waiting. His slender fingers took hold of her laces, twining within them in gentle seduction until they came undone for him. The gown yielded her up to his touch, its liquid gloss skimming down her limbs and pooling around her bare feet in a sibilant rustle. His hands replaced cloth, roving and avid where fabric had been still and impassive, his soft fondling coaxing his name from her lips in a broken whisper just as soft as his fingertips stroking her breasts.

Her breathing came shorter and his mouth on her neck tasted the quickening of her pulse – kissed it, caressed it, knowing it was for him. His hands on her hips persuaded her backward, her bare feet trailing through lush carpet to the lavish satin bower of her bed. He lowered her upon it, his knee dipping the mattress between her thighs and his gentle fingers parting them, noting the quiver under her flesh and knowing this, too, was for him. Always for him.

Her hands clutched his shoulders, exploring the shifting of the taut, lean muscles in his arms as he lowered himself over her; she inhaled the sweet scent of his freshly bathed skin.

He slid inside her easily, familiar with the body he had taken nearly every night of the past nine years, since the guild had married them when she was seventeen and he eighteen. His silken hand slid over her breasts, familiar, too, with how to touch them. His lips knew how to kiss them. His want knew how to push deep inside her, pulling and molding her body and taking her breath, slipping deeper with each smooth movement. He caught her soft gasps with his lips and let her fingertips trace his sculpted cheekbones. His rhythm coiled slow, relentless tension inside her, drawing the barest of moans from her lips. Her hips writhed closer to him, caught between his silken body sliding inside her and the silken sheets sliding under her and seeking to bring him even deeper. His whole body tensed, listening to her every breath, tracking every minute response of her body to him.

It never reached fulfillment. Loren’s supple lips contorted in mingled pleasure and pain as he succumbed to the shuddering sweetness of ecstasy inside her body – but he closed his eyes as if he could not stand the feel of his own bliss.

As his shudders stilled above her, he lowered himself on top of her gently, hands smoothing over her hair, his lips pressing against hers in a kiss he cut short. For an instant, as he always did, he stretched out alongside her with his head resting on her chest, listening to her heart beat.

Lysium tightened her arm around his neck as if she could physically hold his yearning to her, but he pulled away and slipped off the bed. He gathered his clothes, dressed in silence, and left the room, leaving her unsated and alone.

Rising, she doused the candles and then lay there waiting, pretending to sleep. She had perfected the even breathing, the slight twitching of her eyes under her eyelids, and, as every night, she was awake when the Shadow came.

She called him Shadow because she never saw his face; she only felt his touch on her forehead, felt him sifting through her thoughts. He skipped over the words she’d written and memorized, because those were stored in the part of her mind along with the information she retained from the books she read. She was the guild’s researcher, and not even the Shadow dared touch that part of her mind.

Instead, he took only certain memories of the day and replaced them with others, similar ones but with different thoughts.

Obedient thoughts. Happy ones. Ones that said she was fulfilled. Ones without secrets like starry sparkles drifting over an unsuspecting crowd and carrying poisonous thoughts.

Her true sensations and feelings and thoughts were gone.

But she had the words from the paper. And from those words she recreated every image, every thought, every sensation.

These are my thoughts.

They are mine.

Lysium-in.

***
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EYES OF GREEN FLAME shot open to faintly violet-tinged darkness, their possessor lying on a mattress filled with sand.

The glittering orbs shifted to the right, then to the left, two glowing points of green in the semidarkness telling him what he already knew.

Where are you, my Zarushko?

He sought her with his soul and found her. His unease relaxed, but his beautifully formed gray body tensed and flowed off the bed like liquid power, cutting a smooth swath through the ending night. The purple light of impending dawn drifted through the single window and briefly caressed the back he turned on it. He pushed open the bedchamber door.

He emerged into the green-lit corridor and strode down it, his muscular legs, arms, and torso bare, his only attire a metal groin cover tied with leather strips around his hips.

He pursued the wisp of soul through the fortress, winding his way up the tower, through the trapdoor at its top and out onto the crenellated roof.

The gray-black of fading night yet streaked the roiling storm-clouds above, but the spirit shimmered with her own inner light, both her white luminescence as well as the golden streaks that marked depressions where human features and shadows would be.

She hovered over the scrying puddle, head bent and watching it.

“My Zarushko.”

A slight pause, then her wavering, insubstantial hand stretched out for him. Coming up behind her, he slipped his taloned fingers in between the small tips of her soul, fitting in where he belonged and hovering close to what was now bound to him forever. The tiny flames in his pupils flared bright.

He glanced down at what she watched.

That other world, her world, so foreign to this one.

He strained closer to her spirit, his head cocked to the side, charcoal-colored lips pursed in speculation. “You wish to defy me, my Zarushko. This was not the only place you have been this night.”

The spirit shifted, gleaming like the facets of a pearl.

“But you know you can do nothing to save them.” He tasted her anxiety, took it into him, and made it his own. “All you can do is feed me the emotion and fear for which I hunger.”

The truth of his words dipped deep into the well of emotion inside her, drawing up more exquisite feelings, and he shuddered with pleasure as he consumed all he craved.
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Chapter 2
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ESSENCE KITHRAV DREAMED of the past. Of being eight years old again.

Quaking in her half-boots and knee-length blue dress, half terrified and half wilting, she began the interminable trek from the council room door to the nine grown-ups sitting at a long table on the opposite side of the cavernous chamber, all staring at her with varying degrees of not-happy expressions on their faces.

They didn’t want to look at her. No one liked to look at her. She was a beautiful mutant with silky, unnaturally white hair, unnaturally flawless skin, irises of unnatural scarlet, and unnatural knees and feet that pointed inward. A waddling demon, some called her, a creature stuck between terrifying, wondrous, and laughable.

Poor Papa had tried to fix her, summoning doctors to do surgery on her legs and rallying healers to magically rework her bones, but only the echoes of her screams during those surgeries lasted, still resounding in her worst nightmares. And her legs remained crooked.

Her journey across the chamber ended. She stood at the table, directly across from the Seventh Demesne magnate Zeiren with his expressionless mouth and murky-colored eyes.

Standing up and leaning across the table, he gripped her chin with a chalk-dry hand, tilted her head back, and pressed his palm flat on her forehead. Then he intruded on her mind like an uninvited guest with filthy feet, muddying her thoughts with dirty tracks left in his wake. Essence whimpered, silenced by his glare and his swift, “Shh!”

He shuffled through her thoughts as if they were worth nothing. Every now and then he paused to consider something that captured his interest. Once he poked at something and then tried to yank it out. Essence’s magic involuntarily lashed out, making his entire body spasm.

His mouth clamped shut, a hiss rasping out between his gritted teeth. “Stay still!” he snapped, breathing hard.

“You hurt me,” Essence snapped back in her own defense.

Zeiren’s bruising fingers squeezed her jaw, dragging forth a squeak from her. “You hurt yourself when you try to hide things from the testers,” he growled.

“I wasn’t—”

His palm connected with her cheek, the sharp snap ringing in her head, her skin stinging.

“Silence and stillness are all that are required of you. If you cannot comply, it will be forced upon you.”

Essence bit the inside of her lip, tears glimmering in her eyes.

She stood as still as she could through the remaining ordeal. Zeiren plucked at a few more strands inside her, but she latched onto them firmly so he couldn’t try to pull them out. He must not realize how much it pained her when he did that, because he kept doing it – here, there – before moving on.

At long last he released her and she struggled to remain as expressionless as him.

“Scribe!” He snapped his fingers as if he thought the mouse-brown man perched pertly at the end of the table needed waking. “Write: Essence Kithrav, eight years old, daughter of Severin and Hevira Kithrav. Magic: pure. Strain: natural. Scope...” He paused. “Healer and general mage.”

The scrape of the scribe’s quill faltered. The rest of the council shifted in their chairs, low murmurs speeding among them. Essence racked her mind, but couldn’t recall ever having heard of anyone being both healer and general mage before.

“Demesne Ranking: top one percentile. Seventh Demesne ranking: One.”

Essence’s jaw dropped. The council members fell utterly silent.

“Essence Kithrav, you are dismissed.”

She floated from the room, joining her year-mates in the wide corridor, all of them dressed in matching knee-length blue dresses or knee breeches and clustered around Instructor Nillin, who absently fiddled with his long braid and lectured about some banality of their history.

The council room door flew open, spitting out Melynda Avary. Grasping Essence’s hand in her wiry grip, she marched her some distance away, plopped her down in a dusty window alcove, and leaned in so close Essence could see the tiny, fine hairs on the young councilwoman’s creamy cheeks. Her waist-length fall of fine pale hair smelled like candied lemons, but her hawkish nose and her severe mouth were anything but sweet.

“Don’t go flaunting your powers, little Essence, do you hear me?” she reeled out without preamble in a low, urgent voice matched by the urgency in her pale blue eyes. “It will scare them, make them hate you, especially with you looking... as you look. Hide it away and only use it when you need to. Do you understand me?” She glanced over her shoulder without waiting for an answer. “I’m going to show you something. Quickly, give me your hand!”

Too cowed to resist, Essence lifted it. The councilwoman’s fingers clenched over it, her flesh unpleasantly cold and her grip strong – and somehow she pulled Essence inside her, standing Essence on the edge of her mind so she could see the spell the councilwoman was weaving.

Essence traced it, memorized it, followed it to...

“The walls,” Councilwoman Melynda murmured in a voice too low even for the students hovering close by trying to eavesdrop to catch. “That’s how you close the holes in the walls and keep the barriers holding, Essence. You do that every day – and don’t tell anyone about it – and if someone finds out, you don’t let that stop you from doing it. Hold the walls, Essence. Hold them fiercely.” She seemed about to straighten, then changed her mind. “And if you’ve got so much magic to spare, use some to protect your parents from—”

The council room door swung open and one of the other members poked his head out. “Melynda, where are – oh, there you are. Get back in here. Zeiren’s doing the magic assignments for the last-years.”

Melynda waved a hand to acknowledge him but kept her eyes on Essence’s. “You remember what I said.”

Then she was gone, leaving Essence rubbing her wrists and a boy standing at the periphery of her vision.

“So what’s your ranking?”

Sucking in her breath, Essence met Skanden’s pretty blue eyes above the freckles sprinkling his cheeks.

Act normal, she chided herself, even though her disobedient heart bounced around her ribcage like a rabbit. She wanted to impress him so badly, but Councilwoman Melynda’s warning clogged her throat like ash. “I’m not the last one,” she whispered.

Skanden tossed his long sandy-blond braid behind his shoulder and grinned, revealing the adorable gaps between his front teeth and prompting her to smile tentatively back. “You may as well be if you can’t fix yourself. You look like a gangly, ungainly bird with that waddle-walk of yours. You look like this.” He shambled down the corridor, kicking and throwing arms and legs out every which way like a puppet controlled by a drunken puppeteer.

Essence’s smile froze, bolted into place by the arrows of his jibe.

And that’s when she slid off the windowsill and tried to run – and her tangled legs sprawled her flat on the floor like a splattered pastry. Hard flagstones burst against her face, shooting pain up the bridge of her nose into her skull and springing tears to her eyes. Laughter roared behind her. She scrabbled to her feet like a rat and shambled down the blurred gray corridor, ignoring Instructor Nillin’s demands for her to return.

Papa stood watching for her by the iron gate to their property, garbed in ivory knee breeches and a fancy wine-red waistcoat just barely straining across his paunch. No reproach marred his kind face or hazel eyes; only a brave smile waited there for her.

He was a connoisseur of brave smiles, Papa was, bearing the air of a man whom life had dealt many blows and yet still he smiled in the face of them.

She walked straight into his open arms and he picked her up, twisted legs and misery and all. She laid her head on his sturdy shoulder as he clicked the gate shut and crunched across the drive, carrying her into the house and to the library. There he set her down on the divan and shored up his brave mask. “So how are you ranked, Essie?”

Essence picked at a loose thread in the hem of her skirt, her white hair curtaining both sides of her face. “I’m first, Papa.”

Silence.

No. Almost silence, because she heard him swallow.

“But I can’t even brag about it.” She twined the thread around her finger, the material bunching and her finger turning white where the string dug into it. “Councilor Melynda told me to keep my magic hidden.”

Papa sat down beside her, the cushions seeming to huff as he did so and puff up under her. His gentle hand rested on her head. “Melynda worries for you, Essie, because her brother Endon was ranked one of the highest, too, and she thinks someone hurt him because he vanished when he was sixteen. She just wants you to be careful.”

Essence snapped the thread and nodded as sagely as she could with her eight-year-old dignity. “Very well, Papa, I will do so.”

At which he smiled that Papa’s smile that said what a good girl she was, and then he proceeded to regale her with tales of his own day spent using his magic for such important tasks as finding noblewomen’s lost silk knickers that their own maids and butlers could not find and fixing broken vases and other items that human craftsmen had no chance of repairing.

Papa’s face shone with laughter at this, because unmagical humans despised having to hire mages to do anything, seeing as it showed that their human abilities were lacking, and Papa secretly relished every opportunity to rub their noses in it. His excitement caught Essence up, as well, and once she was smiling and his duty as Papa Entertainer had been fulfilled, he departed to do whatever else papas do.

And Essence settled down to the serious business of weaving a protection spell for Mama and Papa as Councilwoman Melynda had suggested she do, then, as an afterthought, she cast it around Melynda, too.

The hind end of the spell was just falling into place when the door swung open and in swept Papa again.

“Essie! Child...”

He bustled toward her seized with barely contained excitement, in his hand a long, thin box half as long as she was tall. “A package came for you from Elixir Devadar, my good friend Yliar Devadar’s son. They live in the Third Demesne, using their magic to help the jewelers, smithies and miners. Come now, here, take the thing!”

He jiggled it at her and she curled her pale fingers around it, her heart pumping faster and her mind trying to digest this reality where someone would bother wasting the time to send her a gift.

Her first gift from a stranger ever.

Her first gift from a boy ever.

Fingers trembling, she set the box on her lap and stared at it, tracing her finger along the brash strokes of the ink spelling out – in audacious and shameless self-assurance – Elixir Devadar.

Papa loomed over her, nearly quivering. He flapped his hands. “Come now, Essie, open it!”

She unwrapped the box with especial care, treasuring every moment spent prying open its secrets. Then she tilted it – and out slid a silver walking cane.

It thumped on the carpet and fell against her knee and the couch, a workman’s masterpiece. Golden stems and green-glazed leaves dotted with glittering rubies wound around the silver-plated length, while a crystal globe over an ebony heart formed the handle. A slip of paper wrapped around its neck, tied there charmingly with a crimson ribbon.

A cane.

Essence’s heart twisted.

Her first gift ever.

A cane for a lame girl.

The beginnings of a glower shadowed her father’s brow, his lips leashing unspoken invectives of his tongue. “What’s the note say?”

As if a mere note could diminish the insult implicit in such a gift.

Nonetheless, untying the ribbon, Essence uncurled the leaf of parchment from the handle and read in the same confident handwriting as on the outer wrapping:

The next time a year-mate laughs at your walk, bash him over the head with this.

A choked laugh escaped her.

Shocked – she had never laughed before in her life – she covered her mouth with her hand. Her eyes flew up to her father. She handed him the note. Her fingers were trembling.

The next time a year-mate laughs at your walk, bash him over the head with this.

Papa scanned the note and his eyes popped wide open, prompting another laugh to bubble up inside Essence and spill out.

Elixir Devadar hadn’t given her a cane.

He’d given her a weapon.

She scrambled to her feet, for the first time in her life forgetting her shortcomings. She swung the cane in a circle, watching the rubies sparkle against silver.

“We have to tell Mama!” she cried.

Then she was running – running, so happy she forgot she should be falling on her face – out of the library and through the corridors, swinging the cane and laughing. Her stomach muscles strained as they never had before. She bounded through the hallways, not stumbling even once. “Mama! Mama!”

Elixir Devadar had opened her eyes to another way to face the world.

And as of that day, she took a new path. A firmer one that she walked with the cane for almost five years... until the day Skanden cornered her in the Institute’s library.

She was standing on her tiptoes on a shaky wooden footstool, reaching for a book on one of the higher shelves. Though she could have used magic to fetch it, she’d taken Councilwoman Melynda’s advice to heart so thoroughly that her peers had taken to calling her the unmagical human sorceress because she nearly rivaled the unmagical humans in her fanaticism to do things without magic.

And so she’d been stretching high and praying the stool wouldn’t dump her low when Skanden’s laughter echoed behind her and a body stuffed itself between her and the bookshelf, wrapping arms around her knees and lifting her off her perch.

Essence stiffened and looked down at Skanden, who let her slide down until he held her just under her rear, her pelvis pushed against his midriff and her feet dangling absurdly between his legs. His long blond braid trailed over his shoulder and his handsome face hovered between a teasing smile and uncertainty as he tilted his head up toward her.

“Why don’t you just use magic to get the book down, silly?”

Pushing futilely against his shoulders, Essence arched herself back in his arms. “Set me down.”

“Maybe I don’t want to.”

Essence angled her eyes toward the other occupants of the library – and found none.

“What are you doing, Skanden? You don’t even like me.”

He grinned up into her face, baring the gap between his front teeth she had once found adorable. “But I do like you, Essence.”

She froze, her ruby-red eyes seeking his sky-blue ones. “You call me waddle-wizard.”

He shrugged. “When everyone else is around. I have to pretend I don’t like you. They’d oust me if I didn’t.”

She dropped to the ground suddenly, her feet thudding on one of the many ornamental carpets scattered about the room. Skanden shifted closer, his hand smoothing down her hair and his eyes following the stroke of his fingers. “It’s like silk.”

Essence stepped back, her gaze scanning the wall for where she’d propped her cane. Following her eyes, Skanden laughed. “I’ll give it back when I know you’ll not use it on me again.”

“Give it back now and there’s a chance I won’t.”

Skanden smirked. “First quench my curiosity.”

“What curiosity?”

Taking her hands, he tugged her closer. Essence mustered a spell to thrust him back if he attempted any violence on her person – or even if he insulted her. Maybe a small spark of fire...

“I want to know what it feels like.”

Her focus wavered. She shook her head. “What?”

“Kissing you.”

Essence goggled.

His eyes settled on her lips. Releasing one of her hands, he cupped her chin. “Just a quick one,” he whispered. “Just to see what it’s like.”

Essence wrenched away, leaving him stumbling into the empty space she’d abandoned, his lips pursed.

“You’re jesting.” Her hip hit the corner of a table and she skirted around it backward.

“I’m serious as magic.” Skanden followed her, his blue eyes still focused on her mouth.

“Then you’re out of your mind. How can you want to even touch me? I mean, look at me!” she babbled. “I’m a waddle-wizard. Want me to show you my legs? Here, I’ll show you them so you won’t forget how much of a twisted mutant I am!” Before he could stop her as his outstretched hand seemed to imply he wanted to, she hefted up her skirts. “See how twisted they are? Or have you forgotten?”

Unwillingly, his gaze drifted downward and he stared at them. A perplexed frown crinkled the skin between his eyebrows. “What are you talking about, Essence? They don’t look crooked at all. In fact, they’re quite pretty.”

“What?” Hiking her skirts higher, Essence looked down at her legs herself. What the...?

Her legs looked almost straight. Only angled slightly inward at the knee. They didn’t look any different from usual, and yet – and yet... When was the last time she had really looked at them? She’d grown so accustomed to ignoring them.

“Maybe you outgrew it.” Skanden took a tentative step forward.

Essence couldn’t tear her eyes away. Her legs looked almost normal. Her legs looked almost normal!

When had this happened? And how? Had she really outgrown it?

No. No. The operations Papa had tried hadn’t worked. There was no way nature could have fixed what magic could not. Conversely, there was no way magic couldn’t have fixed what nature could. Most magic was just nature forcibly sped up a little, naught more. So if nature could have done this, then magic should have fixed it long ago. Whatever had fixed her legs was... unnatural.

She had to ask Papa what was going on. Backing away, she hardly looked at Skanden when she mumbled, “I have to go.”

“Wait! Essence! Your cane! And your book.”

Essence halted and pivoted, only half unaware of what was going on.

Hopping up onto the footstool, Skanden plucked down the book she’d wanted. Then he dropped back to the floor, kicked back the edge of the carpet, and pulled her cane out from under it. He approached her with the cane in one hand and the book in the other.

Essence unconsciously accepted the book, but instead of handing her the cane, Skanden wrapped his free arm around her waist and dragged her close, planting a kiss firmly on her lips, a warm pressure of mouth on mouth there and then withdrawn. He let go grinning and pushed his braid back over his shoulder. “I knew I’d be your first. It won’t be our last, either.” He started to spin away but then whipped back. “Oh, here.”

Essence took the proffered cane and watched him leave, feeling cheated and sullied and guilty, as if he’d stolen her innocence with his kiss and she’d done something wrong and dirty by being caught off guard and not stopping it. She reached up to wipe the feeling off her lips and realized she was holding the cane. The silver still gleamed as it had that first day.

Seeking refuge in the memory as an escape from Skanden’s stolen kiss, she thought of how she’d fairly glided above the ground that day. Since then, she hadn’t fallen flat on her face even once.

She froze.

Since then...

Jerking into motion, she fled the library and raced through the dim gray corridors of the Institute and out into the garish sunshine of mid afternoon. The glaring light exposed every stain and grease spot on the flagstones, turning buildings and people dingy and dusty. She hurtled through the teeming streets, dismissing the shouts of disgruntled passersby.

Since then...

Since the day she’d gotten the cane.

She didn’t stop running until she collapsed panting in the shade of an oak tree in her family’s garden, ignoring the roots digging into her bottom.

Calmly – as calmly as could be expected, her breathing gradually slowing, she studied the cane.

She drew her fingers along it, admiring the crimson gems and the green gold and the silver base. Running her fingertips over the raised leaves, she recalled the first moment she’d slipped the ribbon off Elixir’s note, and how, a month later, with a great deal of relish, she had penned him a gleefully detailed letter about the myriad ways his gift – his weapon – had come in handy against those who had abused her. By then, a mere brandish had sufficed to disperse her tormentors like a smelly bout of flatulence.

She hadn’t expected Elixir to reply, but he had, and again he’d made her laugh. She’d lost no time in responding, and he hadn’t either, and suddenly she was addicted. Elixir’s letters were the one thing she looked forward to more than anything else. They made her laugh out loud and squeal with delight. Every time she got one, her parents would listen at her bedroom door just so they could hear her rare bouts of laughter. She’d caught them once when she’d rushed out to read them one particularly funny passage and she’d rammed into them huddled by her door, eavesdropping.

Even though she’d never met Elixir Devadar, she felt more at ease telling him her secrets than anyone else in the world. Their correspondence had solidified their friendship, and Essence didn’t see that anything in the world could ever shake it.

But now...

Now, she had a conundrum.

Heart beating erratically, she closed her eyes, curled her fists around the cane, and sought the source of magic within it – if there was any to speak of. It would have to be something subtle, something hidden, something... unexpected, for Papa said Yliar called his son a mediocre enchanter at best.

Essence’s heart nearly stopped. She’d found it.

Nervous, she played around with it, testing it, plucking at it and watching it swirl and reform. The magic spoke of subtlety and maturity, something a nine-year-old boy shouldn’t have had the power to manage; especially not one of mediocre talent.

And yet somehow he had. How had she and her father missed it all these years?

But that, too, she knew. It was hidden under an illusory spell. Without her picking it apart now, it would have held for a lifetime. Remained hidden for a lifetime.

A lifetime.

She stared at the cane, trying to absorb the implications of that.

So this was what Elixir had done. He had healed her.

But how had he managed it? How had his spell worked when no others had?

Maybe... Maybe the spell’s subtlety had enabled it to succeed. Papa and the other enchanters had used force, trying to heal her instantly, cracking her bones in the process and breaking more than they were healing. Elixir’s spell worked with delicacy and patience, like a gradual drip cure. One healing drop at a time, just a tiny bend in the right direction, and the next time she held the cane, another; the next time, another; all so gradually no one realized it was happening at all. Not even her, and she was the one the magic was working on. She of all people should have sensed it.

She shook herself out of rumination. She had to tell Papa. There was no way a nine-year-old wizard of mediocre talent had managed this level of maturity, complexity and effectiveness. Someone somewhere had made a mistake; Yliar had misjudged his son’s capabilities. And if Elixir harbored as much power as the cane’s spell led Essence to believe he did, then he needed to be trained here.

And yet, and yet... What if Yliar did know what Elixir was capable of and hid it intentionally? What if he didn’t want his son being trained in the Seventh Demesne?

And so she did not speak to Papa, but wrote to Elixir and confronted him with her discovery, telling him everything... even the incident about Skanden stealing a kiss, although that part she then crossed out. Then, realizing Elixir would find a way to read it even crossed out, she magicked the words away, lifting the ink from the parchment.

It was the first time she’d ever kept something from him, but the kissing incident made her feel filthy and she didn’t see why he would care anyway.

But care he did. He wanted to know what she’d magicked out.

And only after she told him would he explain the cane.

Essence accused him of stalling, which he was and they both knew it, but she caved and duly described the scene with Skanden.

At which Elixir responded that he could send something to keep Skanden from kissing her ever again. Though there was no overt threat to his words, something about that particular passage and his detestation of Skanden seeping from every curl of every letter made her shiver, as if he’d penned the innocuous words in ink made of secret venom.

But then he explained the cane, and the uncomfortable bit about Skanden was forgotten.

He wrote that his form of magic was ‘unnatural’ magic that could work contrary to nature, which was why his magic achieved something natural magic never could have.

‘I took the chance to heal you knowing that you might discover it,’ he wrote, ‘and now that you have, will you renounce me? Reject my unnatural magic and our friendship?’

Horrified, she had scribbled back that she would never renounce him and how could he think such a thing and that no magic, natural or unnatural, powerful or weak, was going to come between her and her friendship with him.

Only after she sent it did she wonder if he hadn’t manipulated her with that little bit about rejecting their friendship. It had taken her from accusing to reassuring, from worried about his magic to worried about his feelings, from delving into a mystery to insisting it didn’t matter because it would change nothing between them.

And yet, she did go to the library and read up on unnatural magic, discovering that its spells would start disintegrating the instant they were cast, because nature itself would start working immediately to undo what went against the natural order of things.

Which meant she could test Elixir’s assertion.

If she stopped using the cane, her legs should revert to their previous twisted form.

If she was brave enough to try it.

Essence woke bundled in warm sheets, her cheeks kissed by dawn’s soft chill and its pallid grayness shading everything in her room in an indiscriminate pall.

It was thirteen years today since Elixir had sent her the cane.

Nine years since she had set it aside.

She was twenty-one years old.

And still she had no more answers now than then.

***
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THE MUFFLED SCUFF OF a boot whispered through the clinging mist.

Shifting her fingers at her side, Melynda sent a tendril of magic drifting upward and outward, its vague glow lost in the thick whorls of fog eddying around her.

Her stalkers trod lightly, the impenetrable white veil cloaking the streets hiding them, as well, but Melynda’s waning magic sensed them and pinpointed them for her – to the left, in an alleyway, slinking out from behind some battered crates.

Her pace stepped up, boots padding quietly over the cobblestones. The mages had been testing her boundaries every morning for the past two weeks, tracking her no matter how she changed which path she took to the Institute, gauging whether they were strong enough to attack. Somehow they knew. Knew that at this time of day, her powers dwindled down to almost nothing – for no reason she could see.

And no matter how she clutched her magic close, or how much she tried to gather, it faltered, faded, sifted away, crumbling into nonexistence. Nothing she had tried revived it, until the weakness unaccountably passed and her power surged back full force.

Given a choice, she wouldn’t step foot out of the house until the weakness passed, but as a member of the council of wizards, she was expected there. And no matter how much she hated him and secretly defied him, one did not simply tell the magnate that the entire business of the Council must wait until she felt it safe to walk the streets... nor did one so blatantly admit one’s weakness to an enemy.

Supposedly Devon had an assassin accompanying her in secret as a hidden protector, but no matter how powerfully magicked the weapons a guild assassin wielded, she still couldn’t believe one would be a match for a mage.

Entering a residential area, she glanced around at the waking houses, only vague mammoths set back from the street and reduced to dim gray silhouettes by the fog.

Back far enough not to be damaged in any ensuing fight.

Back far enough not to help her if she needed it.

And back far enough not to help them if they needed it.

Pass quickly, she begged the weakness.

Come back soon, she bade her magic.

She dredged up as much as she could, hoping it would be enough to keep the hunters at bay, but it wrapped around her like a threadbare blanket, filled with holes and tears baring too much of her.

But she had to survive.

She was one of the last ones not enslaved; one of the last whose magic the magnate didn’t control.

And – her hands drifted over her protruding belly – pregnant.

Another scuff came from in front of her.

For an instant her footsteps faltered. The last thing she wanted was an innocent caught up in this.

A young woman emerged from the mist, skirt swishing softly around her ankles, dark braid swinging with her stride, her eyes strangely taut and wary and her smile nervous.

Illusion.

Melynda spun around. The blast hit her from the side and sliced through her defenses. It stripped away her protection and seared over her face, concentrated, powerful, harvested from the power of many.

Jolted and shocked, she staggered back and gasped for breath. She reached... reached for her tattered magic.

Hands seized her from behind, tangled in her long pale hair, yanked her scalp. Her body hovered weightless, skirts fluttering gently against her ankles. The street smacked into her back, her heels, her skull. The foggy world above reeled and spun. Rough fingers stretched her out over achy, cold cobblestones. A clammy palm reeking of rotten fish and stale beer slammed down hard over her nose, blocking breath and scream, suffocating.

Her hands flew to her belly, splaying her fingers and fading vestiges of magic over her hip. The baby.

A dagger plunged between her fingers into the folds of her skin, grazing her knuckles and kissing her rib bones. There it hit her fury and survival and magic – and went no farther. Her bleeding, defiant fingers clenched the blade. Its steel edge grated against her knuckle bones and severed her tendons. Blood made the metal slippery. The man embedded the knife deeper. Her diminishing magic pushed harder in a mindless bid to shove it back. Her muted scream vibrated against the man’s fish-coated palm.

The blade trembled on the cusp of piercing her lung.

Another figure loomed above, an axe blade and his features only vague silhouettes as he poised it above her, ready to bring it down.

She gasped for breath and fading hope, but inhaled only horror and rot and death from her captor’s palm.

Take my magic, Melynda, crooned a silky voice in her mind. And I will save you.

No, no, she couldn’t.

But her son! The unborn son cradled in her womb.

What kind of life would living enslaved be for him?

Go to the blue hell, she snarled.

The axe swung down.
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Chapter 3
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THE CHAIR WAS DISINTEGRATING before her very eyes.

It shimmered in the sunlight pouring through the library window and turned partly transparent, the sunbeams sifting through the wood and transforming it into a mere spirit-wisp of furniture. There and yet not there.

Essence felt every individual particle she pulled apart with her magic; touched every one with her consciousness, her scarlet-colored eyes watching the object destruct.

The chair vanished completely.

And yet it wasn’t gone, not really. Only separated into billions of unseen little bits and hovering mid-air, hidden in the spaces invisible to the naked eye.

Essence’s magic felt them, every single one. She could bring them back if she wanted, or she could leave them there, hovering for all eternity, denied ever existing again in the layer of reality visible to the human eye.

It terrified her, this talent, because she sensed those tiny bits of particles in people, too. And every now and then, curiosity tiptoed out of the dark corners of her subconscious and whispered, what if she could take people apart as she could objects, and put them back together again – in different ways...

Fix them. Change them. Mutate them.

No. This was not a power meant for human hands. And definitely not hers, although why she could sense the tiny dots making up the basis of matter when no other mage seemed to be able to remained a mystery – a terrifying mystery, but one she used daily.

She had to use it. That was how she hid the magic she used to protect her mother, her father, Melynda and any magic they spun: by slipping it into what she called the ‘beyond’, those seemingly empty spaces that others didn’t see between the tiny particles making up the matter of everything. Those spaces didn’t seem to belong to this reality. Those, Essence used to hide her magic from Magnate Zeiren.

Pebbles rained against the window. She started, her elbow slamming against the edge of the desk and making her eyes water.

Swiftly, she pulled the particles close again and fitted them back together as they should be, reattaching them and watching the chair materialize from nowhere. Then she raced to the window, flung it open, and leaned out into the moist, hazy morning air over the front garden.

A hand caught the back of her head and dragged her halfway out the window, warm lips fitting over hers.

***
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MELYNDA’S BLOODY HANDS swept upward – in vain. The blade in her ribs plunged—

A black figure rammed into her attackers, knocking the axe-wielder into the knifer. All three thudded to the ground, grunting, scuffling. The axe spun wide and hit stone, its ear-splitting cacophony clattering into the subdued morning silence.

The blood. She had to... stop the bleeding.

Melynda rolled over onto her side, her extremities shocked both numb and cold and her magic surging up to keep her conscious despite the blood pooling in her lungs. Gripping the knife, she ripped it from her side and wedged softly glowing magic into the wounds to staunch the flow and keep the liquid from drowning her completely. Then her fists moved to the axe wound in her chest, pain lancing through her. Blood saturated her gown, soaked against her fingers as she flattened her palms against it. Breathing hard, she pushed lost blood back into her veins and formed a glimmering shield to keep more blood from pumping out. Unable to do more, not being a healer and therefore unable to renew human flesh, she dropped her head back.

In the wake of ebbing panic, pain claimed her, constricting her chest and stinging the skin above her ribs.

She coughed, spitting blood, and cried, her bloody hands resting on her stomach. Perspiration dotted her forehead; her entire body trembled. But the baby was alright.

For now.

Anxiety prompted her to lift her head and her frantic eyes sought out the fighters. The scuffs and grunts had gone quiet.

Her savior’s mist-enshrouded figure crouched over one of the attackers, his knife swooping down over the man’s face in a blur of movement. A break in the mist bared his features, smooth-shaven but twisted with hate. A jagged scar cut his face in half, stretching from one ear down through both top and bottom lips and ending under the chin on the other side of his face.

Devon.

He stood up, his movements jerky, irate, and a flimsy flap of skin in his hands. He loomed over the assailant.

The man screamed and sat up, hands flying to a face no longer there, only a mess of muscle and—

Melynda rolled away, gagging. He’d peeled the man’s face completely off.

The other assailant lay groaning on the side she’d turned to, curled up on the ground as she was and nursing a bloody torso. Devon stalked over to him and kicked the downed man onto his back, then hunkered down beside him. Again, his knife moved impossibly fast and then...

Melynda pressed her bloody knuckles into her teeth, unable to look away, the tangy taste of blood acrid on her tongue.

He pressed the face of the first man over the bloody muscle of the second. A wet sucking sound squelched into the dawn and the face seemed to meld itself to the man as if it belonged to him. The man writhed and moaned, his hands rising to his face, clawing at it.

Rising, Devon trotted back to the first assailant. Though she didn’t turn, Melynda could hear Devon slapping the second man’s stolen face over the first one’s pain-contorted features. Another wet, sucking sound, a piercing scream, and then a hoarse cry. “What have you done?”

Devon’s contempt gave them only silence.

He squatted down beside her, his jagged scar stark white and his dark eyes roving over her face. He hauled her half into his lap, his bloody hands caressing her cheek.

“Mel.”

For a moment she let him hold her, rocking her in his brawny arms, his thighs beneath her sturdy and solid. For a moment she could pretend she hadn’t really seen what she knew she had.

The men staggered to their feet. Against her will, she looked up at them from where her head was tucked underneath Devon’s chin.

They were looking at one another and touching their faces in horror, two men with dark braids of indeterminate color and brown pants and belted ivory tunics. Minor mages, she guessed, probably with supplementary skills in killing and lent the power harvested from others so they could attack her.

“Geren?”

“It’s me.” The other tottered a little.

The man stared at his comrade, dazed. “Geren, you have my face.”

“Dren...” A hand reached out as if to touch the other, drawing back at the last instant as if to touch it would make it real. “You have mine.”

Comprehension drained them even farther and the men turned their bleary, horrified gazes at her and Devon. One took a step toward them. “You can’t – what did you do to us?”

Gathering Melynda into his arms, Devon stood up.

“Who are you?” The man’s voice broke.

Devon started walking away.

“Who are you?” the man cried behind him. “What are you?”

Footsteps thudded softly behind them.

Devon swung around, his lips thinned and his scar screaming in bone white. “You’ll not come any closer if you want to live.”

Stunned silence preceded stifled despair. Devon waited, huge and silent, the bloody dagger still clenched in the hand supporting Melynda’s back.

Two anguished faces entreated him.

Devon turned his back on them, cradling Melynda closer to the heat of his chest and hoarding her from the mist that coveted every bit of bare skin it could find.

The footfalls at his back reluctantly retreated, fading into the mist along with their despair. “Geren, what are we...” The voice crumpled.

Trembling, Melynda rested her head on Devon’s shoulder, her punctured lung and the gash on her chest burning and aching with every soft jounce. The magic she spun to keep her blood from drowning her or bleeding her to death cast both her and Devon in a warm yellow nimbus, but still she shivered.

“Dev... What did you do back there?”

“I didn’t do anything you need to know about, Mel.”

“That was magic, Dev.”

His scarred mouth thinned. “You know better than others that I’m not any mage.”

Shadows of buildings rose on either side of them, distracting her for a moment. “You’re taking me home?”

“You’re not goin’ to the institute bleeding to death. I’m takin’ you home where the healer can fix you.”

Melynda fell silent, thinking of the blood held at bay at the edge of her lungs. Quietly, she said, “Tell me how long you’ve known how to steal faces, Devon.”

He hesitated. “I think... Ever since the day I woke on the street with no memory of how I got there or who I was.”

“The day the Guildmaster saved you?” Her eyes followed the line of the scar splitting his jaw in half. “The day someone nearly cleaved your head in two?”

“That’s the one.”

“What have you... been using this dubious talent of yours for?”

He shifted uneasily, tilting her in his arms and peering into the mist as if he’d rather face more physical foes than her questions. “Mel...”

“Dev.”

He huffed a breath out in frustration. “Every now and then I cut off faces for the Guildmaster for extra pay – only off corpses, Mel. He collects them.”

“For what?” Melynda stared at Devon, her lover of twenty years and the father of all her hidden children. He’d been stealing people’s faces for years?

“You think the Guildmaster tells me what he wants dead people’s faces for, Mel? Look, we’re almost at your door, so unless you’re wantin’ others to overhear...”

Melynda clamped her jaw shut. Devon stepped through the open gates of her manor, his boots crunching up the pebbled drive.

“And don’t expect an apology,” he growled suddenly in her ear. “They tried to kill you, Mel. I wanted to skin off a lot more than just their faces.”

Melynda said nothing, wondering uneasily for the first time in over a decade who or what he’d been before he’d lost his memory. What kind of person had he been that he’d learned how to shear off entire faces?

***
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LOREN WAKES ME IN THE pre-dawn haze of gray spilling into the room. His body is a lovely familiarity that mine welcomes even half asleep. It is a beautiful wakening, his velvet skin under my fingers, his gray eyes looking at me with that strange yearning that breaks my heart even as it pierces me with pleasure, wakening my response even more. I give myself up to it. Our bodies shift and blend in a dance of desire until his perfect face contorts with that bittersweet mixture of pleasure and pain.

He drops a kiss to my lips, clinging for just a moment, then he departs to face his own duties of the day, leaving me naked and trapped inside my half-aroused, unsatisfied body.

Sliding from the satin sheets still warm from his skin, I stand before the vanity and study the curves and dips of my figure with its auburn tresses that fall past my waist. Loren calls me beautiful, and it arouses him when he touches me, so why does it pain him when my body brings him the ultimate pleasure? What torment haunts his ecstasy?

My body shows no evidence that I’ve borne him at least four children. How many did I birth in the three years before I began the ritual of writing down and memorizing my thoughts? The healer’s magic has left no scars or trace of childbirth, and the Shadow has left no memory for my mind to follow.

I should not know of this, should not think of it, but I cannot stop myself. Unshed tears blur my frozen figure in the mirror. I want to see my children – all of them. To know whether I have sons or daughters. I want to know how they look, and how they laugh, and how they cry.

I want to ask about them... every day, and yet the blazing grief that singes my heart must remain unspoken, for to speak of it is to betray that I know of the children’s existence, that I know the guild is replacing my memories. And then – and then they will take even these written words. Somehow, they will make me forget. Even if to do so, they must erase all the books I have committed to memory the past decade.

Already they have taken so much. I will never know how much of what I recall before I was twenty is a lie.

I hate their theft of my life, hate it with the intensity of a thousand freezing hells, and sometimes I even think I hate Lothram for the words he casually threw out that day while we were strolling in the park, the words that incited my written rebellion.

‘You don’t remember, Lys?’ he asked. ‘I did this trick for you yesterday.’

Those words still haunt me today as much as the first day I heard them. How many yesterdays have I forgotten? How many moments of pure joy have been replaced by false happiness?

Yet thinking like this will drive me mad.

And I have a day I must face, let it bring what it may.

These are my thoughts.

They are mine.

Lys-in.

She reread the text while dawn exiled the last remnants of darkness, her lips moving in silence with every word, caressing each like a silent prayer.

“Lys-in. Belonging to Lys,” she whispered at the end, watching the parchment writhe and blacken.

For a moment she sat in silence. In truth, she didn’t have an unhappy life. For a pretty orphan, she’d ended up better off than some of her counterparts. She’d been trained to dance with Loren, her beauty a match to his, and she had food and shelter and – in a way, security.

The guild minimized the secrets she knew, which meant while she knew of the stars used to send out thought manipulations, she didn’t know precisely what intent they held.

Most of the time she believed they were working toward the ultimate good, for the guild’s machinations meant the poorer people in the Seventh Demesne fared well. Even the guilds in the First succeeded to some extent, somehow keeping the poor fed in secret and enabling them to pay the extortionate taxes the First Demesne magnate levied on them.

‘Overt powers always need to be checked by covert ones,’ read guild motto, and in these troubled times, that held even more truth.

Rousing herself from fruitless rumination, Lysium dressed.

Forsaking the shimmering, luminescent gown of the previous night, she donned a simple blue-gray one that laced up the front with purple laces and fell to her ankles. The sleeves ended just below the elbows, splitting into colorful ribbons that tickled her arms whenever she moved. Another multitude of them dangled in vivid shades of rose, blue, and yellow from an embroidered belt wrapped around her hips. Instead of the satin slippers that whispered soundlessly over the stage, she pulled on sturdy gray boots.

Thus armored for the day, she set out for the morning Confirmation.

The sterility of the corridors she traversed exacerbated the chilliness of her skin, enticing her thoughts to wander despondent paths. Is this how I feel to Loren? No warmth? No sign of any emotion outside the tiny flickers in my eyes? Is that how all guild orphans grow up, chilly and without affection, hiding every sliver of it because it can be used against us?

Halting before a door that resembled every other in the endless maze of barren corridors, she summoned her courage and rapped on the wood.

“Enter!”

A shudder wormed its way through her. She didn’t need years of memorized thoughts to know that any word from this man always made her shudder.

Suppressing it, she swept into the office with its short-furred rugs of red and brown rectangular designs and its dark furniture and filled bookcases. Shutting the door behind her and standing before it, she waited.

He bent over a sheet of paper, his gray hair pulled back in a long rope of braid that disappeared behind the desk.

The Guildmaster. If he had a name, no one knew it, although he must have had one once. Lysium didn’t even know how old he was; couldn’t even guess, as his angular features and flawless skin afforded him a peculiar agelessness.

“Lysium. You did not complete the records entry last night.”

Her every muscle rippled in undefined fear. It was his eyes, she thought as they looked up at her, milky and colorless, no irises, no pupils. With such eyes, one would think he couldn’t see, but he saw better than anyone.

She bowed her head, letting her loose hair fall about her face because she knew it soothed him to see both her russet hair and her submission. “Loren interrupted my writing. I turned my attention to him.”

The flicker of his eyelids made her flinch.

“Next time, you’ll make him wait until you’ve fully discharged your duties. Your duty is to the theatre first and to your husband second. Do you understand?”

“I do.”

He tilted his head, his white eyes crinkled thoughtfully, as if musing on the price the guild could exact if she loved Loren and the toll she would be willing to pay. Lysium stood up straighter, wishing the rigidity of her posture could erase his strangely avid disapproval of her indulgence to her husband.

All would be well. It had to be. She didn’t love Loren, she told herself, and he didn’t love her. If he did, there would be only pleasure in his lovemaking, not the pain infusing his features at the end. And he would stay in her arms during the night, not just for the few unguarded seconds after the culmination of his passion.

The Guildmaster continued to watch her, making her wish she could read his thoughts. He didn’t have the time to dawdle it away staring at a guild dancer, and yet from past written memories she knew he did so often, as if something about her in particular lured him to sacrifice long, precious moments to examine her closely.

Finally, he patted a small white box on the edge of his desk. “Here are the persuasions to deliver today. Come get them.”

Her back abandoned the security of the door, exposing her to the vulnerability of open air, and she crossed the red and brown carpet. Aware of his milky eyes following her, she kept her head bowed, her hair grazing her arms along with the ribbons from her sleeves. She loved the feel of the silken strands, and of the ribbons, and their little burst of festivity. She curled her fingers around the box to pick it up.

“Lysium.” His hand descended over hers, ensnaring it between the paper box and his chalky palm, a tiny entrapment worsened by the way his finger stroked over her knuckles in a horrifying gesture of affection. His skin was too hot. Too damp.

She stopped breathing. No one wanted to be noticed by the Guildmaster in this way. Those he noticed... vanished.

The Guildmaster squeezed her fingers, and Lysium stared at the perfect half moons of his cuticles. “Lysium. We may have to divorce you and Loren if you keep putting him first.”

Lips parting, her heart a hardened ball of dread, she tried to hide from the milky eyes that saw too far inside her, too far, all the way to the depths of how intensely she cared.

This is the beginning of terror, she thought. The way the threats begin. Tiny at first, then gradually bigger and harder, until you sacrifice what you had not believed yourself capable of.

“The theatre will come before Loren,” her trembling mouth said, hoping it was enough to save her.

***
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ESSENCE SHOVED SKANDEN away, her lips feeling taken and soiled again, as they always did when he stole kisses from her.

He stumbled back from the window, crashing through the bushes and laughing, his freckles, mischievous eyes, and the thin gaps between his evenly-spaced teeth all making him seem boyish.

Fighting his way free of the clinging foliage, he brushed stray leaves off his beige tunic and raised his eyebrows at her. “Are you almost ready, Ess? Come on, I’ll walk you to the Institute.”

“You shouldn’t,” she hedged, “not today.” He shouldn’t any day, but every day he appeared at her door, and every day she was weak, and every day she let him steal his morning kiss and walk her to the Institute.

She just... couldn’t say no. She wanted so badly for someone to be her friend, and if a few stolen kisses was the only price she paid for being able to walk by his side and remain unmolested for the duration of it, then it was worth it.

But this morning, things were changing.

Her fingers scraped across the windowsill. “Your betrothed is arriving today, Skan. Jolina from the Second Demesne.”

His blue eyes darkened at her words. “Ess, you know I don’t want her.”

“You haven’t even met her.”

“Essence!” Papa’s voice.

Essence jerked her head back inside and toward the library door, her white hair spilling over her shoulder. She whirled back to Skanden and started closing the window. “Go!” she hissed.

He jabbed a thumb back over his shoulder. “I’ll be waiting for you by the gate.”

Nodding distractedly, she shut and latched the library window and pattered across the carpet.

The door opened before she reached it.

“Essence!” Her father hurried across the library, resplendent in scarlet knee breeches and matching black waistcoat for today’s ceremony welcoming visiting mages from the Second Demesne, come to study in the Seventh Demesne for their last year.

His face glowed with pride and he bore aloft a thin package as if it were his battle standard. “Daughter! Another package from your favorite friend.”

“From Elixir?” Essence’s heart somersaulted inside her, snatching her breath and taking it for a spinning, whirling, exhilarating dance. A smile blossomed throughout her entire soul.

No matter how murky their letters had become to wade through, she craved any word from him as if it were the tincture of life itself.

Taking the package, she tore it open with magic rather than bothering with rummaging about for scissors. Shreds of wrapping paper fluttered to the floor.

Her long, white fingers slowed as they opened an elegant black box covered with velvet. Her heart hammered in her ribcage. Don’t do this, Elixir, I beg you.

She flipped the lid up and it fell back, revealing a matching silver choker necklace and bracelet, both in an ornate pattern and encrusted with rubies.

Her father went as still as she. “That’s a courting gift, Essence.”

“Yes.” Her ears burned at his disapproving tone. “But notice that it’s not from me, Father.” Elixir, why are you doing this?

Even though she knew why. He wanted to force her to acknowledge the emotions that he’d recklessly allowed her to see between the lines of his letters the past few years.

“You must have encouraged him.”

“Quite the opposite.” Essence stared transfixed at the rubies that matched her scarlet eyes perfectly. Too perfectly. “I’ve described myself to him in the most candid, repellent terms, but he merely laughs and chastises me, claiming he’s not the dunce I believe him to be.” Tearing her eyes away from the rubies, she forced out a shrug. “If he fancies himself in love with a mutant, I don’t see how I can dissuade him from it.”

Her father’s hands twitched a little at his side, as if he wanted to wring someone’s neck. Essence hoped it was Elixir’s and not hers.

His gaze drifted down to the rubies and his brow crinkled. “Such an unusual...” Taking the box from her nerveless fingers, he hesitated, then held it up next to her face.

She knew what he saw. Rubies with dark red hearts that brightened to vivid scarlet red at their outer edges... just like her eyes.

Avoiding his gaze, she slipped the box from his grip and let her white hair fall around her face.

“How do you feel about him?” he asked at last.

How did she feel about him?

She wanted to share every feeling and every thought and every second of every day with him. She wanted to listen to him speak of his every feeling and every thought every second of every day. Her soul soared at the mere mention of his name. He danced her through her dreams, sweeping her under a starlit sky while glimmers of magic sparked all around them.

She trembled in those dreams, because even that insubstantial version of Elixir felt more real to her than anything else her in life. When his arm wrapped around her waist and pulled her close, his red hair gleaming and his beautiful mouth smiling and whispering his love into her ear, she felt more alive than she had in any waking moment she’d ever lived.

And yet... He wasn’t what he seemed.

She knew he wasn’t, because her legs had never gone back to being crooked, even nine years after she’d set aside the enchanted cane he’d sent her that had healed her. Her legs should have gone back to being as twisted as they’d been before.

Should have. Only they hadn’t.

Which meant Elixir had lied.

Which meant he had a secret.

Which meant, which meant...

Essence hardly knew what it meant. Only that something wasn’t right with his magic, and she couldn’t bring herself to speak of it to anyone. Her mother wouldn’t be of any help, being only a mediocre sorceress at best, and her father...

...cleared his throat.

Essence released the breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. None of her rampant thoughts mattered anyway, because... “If he fancies himself in love, he’ll come here, and once he sees me, then he’ll fall out of this infatuation he’s in. Then he’ll apologize, and we’ll agree to be friends, and he’ll go back to the Third Demesne and I’ll go on with my life.”

Her father looked dubious but didn’t argue. He nodded toward the letter tucked under the choker. “You going to open that?”

Essence hesitated. After Elixir’s extravagant gift, she wasn’t keen on her father hovering so close to the words accompanying the rubies.

But that would only deepen his suspicion that she kept secrets.

Taking a deep breath, she unfolded the parchment and scanned the bold, audacious scrawl that was so eminently Elixir.

‘My sweet Essence,...’

She winced as if her father’s eyes could see right through the back of the letter.

‘Today is the thirteenth anniversary of our correspondence, and I’ve planned a surprise for you. I’m...’

The letter drifted from her fingertips. For several instants, her entire body ceased to function, her breath, her heart, her thoughts stilling inside her. Excitement, dread, disbelief, a whole meshed plethora of emotions vied for dominance.

“Essence!” Her father touched her icy hand. “Child, what is it?”

Bending down, Essence picked up the letter and the scrap of wrapping paper that had the address on it. Her fingers shook as she stared at the black lines scribbled on the brown paper, trying to make sense of them. She couldn’t believe it, and yet there it stood. Letting the wrapping paper float again to the floor, she returned her attention to the letter.

“The welcome event today, Father, for the visiting mages from the Second Demesne... Elixir’s going to be there.” She met her father’s eyes. “He’s here. In the Seventh Demesne.”
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Chapter 4
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THE GUILDMASTER’S MOUTH curved in a false but appeased smile. “Lysium. You’re a good girl.” His hand withdrew, and with it, the suffocation invading her lungs dispersed.

She grasped the white box to her abdomen, head bowed. “I endeavor to be good.”

“I know, Lysium, I do know.” The intimacy of his tone insinuated that he knew even more than she wanted him to, and she stifled a shiver. He tapped a finger on the desk. “Now. We’ve established your next task with regard to research. What do you know of Essence Kithrav?”

She’s the white-haired, scarlet-eyed sorceress whose magic protects Melynda, who weaves all the guild’s magic, and only because of Essence Kithrav’s protection of the sorceress has the guild escaped discovery.

But they’d never told her such a thing; she’d pieced it together from bits of correspondence glimpsed and memorized, from overheard conversations, and from a dozen tiny interactions and clues she’d caught over the years.

And so she recited what she should know. “Essence Kithrav is ranked the first sorceress of the Seventh Demesne, possessing both external and internal magic, making her both general mage and healer.”

“Precisely. And I want you to find out how it’s possible that the magics combine in her.” He paused, eyeing her askance. “Unless you already know something.”

Lysium bowed her head, staring at the softly curling tips of her auburn hair. “I’ve never read of such before, Guildmaster. None of the mage histories mention a combination of the magics being possible, even after intermarriages of mages and healers. But...” She toyed absently with the ribbons dangling around her hips. “I’ll need more resources. I’ve already been through all the books in both the guild library and the public collections.”

The Guildmaster’s fog-white gaze shifted to her nervous fingers strangling the ribbons, and she stilled them. “You’ll have your access to another library, Lysium. The Seventh Demesne magnate attended your performance last night, and he received a persuasion. I think he found your performance...particularly alluring. I expect a certain invitation from him quite soon.”

Numbness spread up from fingertips to her spine.

I am Loren’s. You gave me to Loren. The protest she could not voice perished quietly in her mind. He could give her to anyone he pleased. Especially now that she’d been so stupid last night as to put Loren before her guild duty.

Her tongue went dry, sticking to the bumpy roof of her mouth. If you must give me to someone else, then give me to anyone but...

The text describing the magnate’s vicious, bloody purge of the assassins’ guild rose vividly in her mind.

“The Seventh Demesne magnate, Guildmaster?” She choked on the words.

“Yes.”

His tone should have deterred her, but the words tumbled out anyway, compelled by an alarm of something greater than milky pupils. “But he—”

“Lysium.” His eyelids flickered impatiently. “Do you truly believe your fear will sway me? You have been assigned your new task. You have been given the spells. Now go. Finish your records entry, deliver the persuasions, and return to my antechamber for the midday meal.”

That last command locked her even deeper in fear. But she dipped her head in acquiescence, wrenched her feet under control and departed, closing the door on indistinct horror and white eyes. She ambled down the barren halls, hearing voices and muffled activity from behind closed doors and watching candles that never guttered. Obediently, she returned to her sumptuous chamber and finished the records entry, completed the list of books she’d read the previous morning, then took up the white box and departed the theatre dormitories.

At the threshold to the outside world, she paused and carefully stripped off the fear that accompanied the Guildmaster’s orders and tucked it away in a silent trunk, along with the soul-devastating image of the magnate claiming what was Loren’s. Those had no place in the outside world.

Not in Lothram’s world.

Then she stepped outside and daylight bathed her in a warm, drizzled shower of paradise. Even through the rancid stench from the rain-wet gutters and the squalor that squatted a few streets away, this spoke of freedom. Here, people did as they chose.

Little boys in long braids skipped by wearing pale blue knee breeches and vests and waving streamers. Bevies of girls in matching pale blue, knee-length dresses and long, loose tresses hunched together and giggled, eyes sliding here and there, amused with the world at large. They all looked the same in their uniforms, but in that sameness, freedom prospered.

Freedom from being noticed.

Freedom from being targeted.

And now she joined them.

Her gray boots traipsed over the grime-spattered cobblestones ranging alongside the theatre’s outer wall, every step separating her more from her fear and bringing her closer to joy. Gated manor houses sprawled on the opposite side of the street like wine-bloated merchants ready to raise their glasses in a merry toast. Men and women paraded in front of them, their mundane, earth-toned attire lacking the myriad ribbons fluttering from hers and making her feel like a butterfly flitting among moths, vibrancy streaming from her.

She reveled in the indulgence, pleasure unfurling within her that the theatre permitted her the flamboyant gowns bright with bold, vivid dyes she preferred.

Rounding the corner, she hit the market stretching along the outer stone wall of the theatre house, a boisterous array of wooden stands, colorfully striped tarps, and alcoves forming little shops nestled against the walls. Her heartbeat hitched up a notch. So close now.

The scent of fresh-baked bread wafted from the first stall, and Lysium slowed, her mouth watering. Jedda wore her usual white apron and yellow dress reminiscent of sunshine, and was puffing out her cheeks, haggling with a customer over the price of two family-sized loaves.

Smothering a smile as the baker vocally bargained up her profit, Lysium perused the woven baskets that flaunted cakes, cream puffs, macaroons, and rolls. As always, her eyes slid past them to her favorite, butter-bread twists with ham and melted cheese.

Three left.

With a final harrumph the customer departed, braid swinging and his two huge loaves tucked under his arms. Two eighth-sheklars clinked into Jedda’s money tin, then she cocked her head at Lysium, eyes twinkling. “What’ll it be today, Lysi? I’ve some old crusts and stale rolls I’ve saved especially for you.”

Lysium twinkled her eyes in return and offered up a swift, cheeky smile. “Taunter. One of each of my favorites, if you please.”

“Lysi, Lysi.” The blond head shook. “Only one?”

Lysium bit her upward-curving lip, her eyes slinking impishly to the side. “We-ell...”

Laughing, Jedda plucked out two ham-and-cheese twists and two chocolate butter-buns, wrapped them in paper, and handed them to the girl. As she did, Lysium slipped not sheklars into the baker’s flour-dusted palm, but three sparkling yellow stars with the names of the intended recipients in swirling black text on them.

Tucking them away in her apron pocket, Jedda nodded and tallied up Lysium’s breakfast on the theatre’s running tab. Then she winked. “Tell Lothram to send me more of that butternut fire wine, will you? Woman’s got to have her small comforts.”

Lysium snickered, waved, and set off down the line of stalls. With every step that took her closer to that last one, her senses heightened, soaking up an array of mingled smells: smelting iron, the greasy but savory aroma of grilled sausages, the honeyed scent of the beeswax seller...

She stopped at the smithy’s next, delivering him five black stars that shimmered with a strangely dark light. Smiling at the gruff thanks he muttered behind his bushy beard and the grime coating his sooty face, she moved onward, one more stand closer to the last one.

Getting closer.

Unwrapping the ham-and-cheese twists, she bit into the buttery, flaky outside to the melted cheese and salty ham inside and munched while dispensing the persuasions.

The butter-buns tasted even better, their chocolate morsels rupturing in small, sweet bursts on her tongue.

But not even they could surpass the anticipation building as she passed each succeeding vendor – the toymaker, the butcher, the tailor, the tanner – and her supply of spells diminished.

Nearly there, nearly there, her soul sang.

And then only orange persuasions remained. For the fire-seller and fermenter.

For Lothram.

Her feet wanted to run. Excitement thrummed through her body.

Holding her breath, she took that final step into the moments in which she truly lived.

***
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WITH HIS USUAL BLITHE disregard for titillating servants’ gossip, Devon locked Melynda’s bedroom door once the healer left. He crossed the ivory and lilac designs on the carpet, grinning like a fiend. “Now there’s no escaping my wicked will.”

“Devon...”

“Don’t refuse me, Mel.” Climbing on the bed next to her, he placed a callused finger over her lips to silence her.

She stilled and watched him, her lips parting as he traced them in a small precursor to the seduction his eyes promised. He nuzzled her cheek. “You know your servants’ll never actually suspect us of anything, much less believe we’re involved in a torrid, twenty year affair. You’re a sorceress, and so far as they know, I’m a non-magical human.”

So far as they they know, Melynda thought to herself, and so far as she had known, as well, but today had shown her he wasn’t quite as non-magical as she’d thought him. Not entirely. He had some sort of magic inside him, although not any kind anyone would willingly lay claim to. Even Devon had known to hide it from her until he could no longer.

And whatever this hidden power was might explain why Melynda had never lost her magic when they became lovers.

Unaware of her thoughts, her lover with his mysterious, forgotten past shifted closer and trailed his stocky hand over the rising slope of her belly. “Gads, how I wish we could raise at least this one together.”

Catching his fingers, Melynda brought them to her lips. He smelled faintly of metal and sweat, smudges of dirt smeared over his blunt fingertips. Smiling gently, she plucked at the graying blond hair draped over his shoulders in a long braid, wispy curls escaping at every juncture. “Perhaps this one we will raise together, Dev. If we finally free...”

The scar that slashed vertically across his thin lips distorted with his grimace, a grim reminder of the day he’d opened his eyes to find his face near split in two, blood saturating his clothes, six dead men around him, and the Guildmaster’s milky-eyed visage above him, asking who he was. “If. Always if, Mel. Always some condition. I’m thinkin’ I deserve a ‘Yes, Dev, whatever you want, Dev, whenever you want, however you want’, and a sweet, luscious smile.” A grin slipped into his voice. “After all, you singled me out and seduced me just to get you with child, and you’ve been usin’ me for my seed ever since, makin’ me your mating stud for nigh on twenty years now. I’m thinkin’ it’s time you marry me and make an honest man of me.”

“Nothing could make an honest man of you, you scalawag.”

“Vixen.” His laughter rumbled through him, trailing down to tiny vibrations in the fingers he framed her face with. “Only usin’ me for my manly physique. Good thing I didn’t just become your whore, but made you let me court you like a decent woman before givin’ you my precious body. Did my job well now, didn’t I? Now you’re in love and stuck with me and I get all the good stuff in between. Like your heart and your smile and your laughter.”

“You mean my temper tantrums and insults and tears.”

The scar stretched again. “Those, too.”

“Those, mostly.”

“And that’s a price I’d pay a thousand times over for the good stuff. So will you promise me, Mel? Promise you’ll be my wife once all this is over with?”

“If it’s over soon.” She kissed his fingers again, then sighed and dropped her head back on the pillow, scrutinizing the floral designs etched in the plaster ceiling. “Fates! How I wish we hadn’t had to imprison the other—”

“It had to be done, Mel.”

“One of them saw me.” Such a beautiful girl, Melynda recalled, golden blond hair in long loose curls, alabaster skin, large dark blue eyes.

Eyes filled with fear and impotent fury.

Melynda stirred restlessly. “I can’t get her face out of my mind. She fought and I...”

“Shh, Mel.” Smoothing over her hair, Devon planted a kiss on her temple. “You’ll set them free in a few days. You couldn’t let them go into this situation unprepared as they were.”

“Do you think Jolina’s any more prepared than they were?” Her voice cracked. She had promised herself not to say the name out loud.

“Shh, Mel. Shh.” He pressed the pads of his fingers to her mouth. “Don’t say anymore. She’ll be fine.”

A stifled sob escaped her and his big hand slid around to the back of her head, pulling her into an embrace. She buried her face in his neck, inhaling the musk that was his alone, but he dug his fingers in her ash blond hair and tugged her head back. His lips trailed over her face, whispering little comforts and little sensualities. His hands shed the cloth barrier shielding her from his desire. Then his hands and his lips worked together and dispersed her thoughts in shattering sensation, making her forget for a few blissful moments just what today’s welcome ceremony meant.

***
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THESE ARE THE MEMORIES they will take, and so these are the memories I write down. The ones that tell me of the freedom Lothram gifts me with, even for the meager space of a few stolen moments outside my beautiful cage.

How can I ever describe that first moment I see him? Where Loren’s face is flawless, beautiful, perfect – matchless and lovely to look upon, Lothram’s is alive and vivid and always shifting from one expression to the next. It is life defined in the glimmer of dark eyes, the sinuous, mobile twist of laughing lips, the crinkle of a nose, the suggestive lift of an eyebrow. No emotion ever sits still on Lothram’s face, but they cavort across it, impish and entertaining to behold.

His stall is the last one, with the sign ‘Fire-seller and fermenter’ hanging from the mauve and gold striped tarp sheltering the stall and its wares. Vibrant shades of fire flicker inside the glass globes he’s trapped them in, alongside the gleaming liquid of his fire wine in fat-bottomed, thin-necked bottles, and the smoldering red-orange of fire weapons.

As usual, mostly women surround his stand: giggling noblewomen in silks with their hair twisted into crowns atop their heads, intrigued sorceresses in plainer dress with their hair hanging either free or in braids down their backs, raggedy street urchins with grimy faces and matted plaits, and older street women with wide grins and rotty teeth.

Pausing a short distance away, I edge between the candle-maker and soap-seller’s stalls to be out of the flow of buyers. Scented candles and soaps immerse me in their varied aromas – cinnamon, apples, vanilla, mint, and others just as pleasurable.

Beyond Lothram’s stall extends another row of walled manor houses, and in front of the stall, to my left, stretches the square with its burbling fountain. On windy days like today, the breeze christens my cheeks with the fountain’s misting spray.

Lothram stands behind his displayed fire-wares, his slender hands moving and spinning green, gold, and red fire into different designs in the air: a cat, a monster, a skipping child that hops from one delighted head in his audience to another. The flames curling from his hands illuminate the symbol tattooed on his cheek and bring out glints in his uneven hair, a deep shade of chestnut streaked with blond. It still jars me to see those short strands swinging against his cheek when almost all the other men in the Seventh Demesne wear long braids.

His attire, too, defies tradition. Long leather pants hang on his narrow hips, crisscrossed with glittering, metal-studded belts that have no practical purpose I can see, although they suit him, imbuing him with a certain undeniable flair. They shift on his hips as he bends back slightly and twists his wrists in the air, molding and trailing fire as if the flames are streamers rather than crackling, scorching strings of heat. Perspiration dampens the loosened collar of his white shirt and a few tendrils of hair cling to his neck and temples. He’s grinning, revealing two rows of nearly perfect teeth. The top ones are slightly crowded and a few just barely overlap, unlike Loren’s perfect ones.

Winking, he tosses out a remark to his admirers. They react with an array of shy smiles and broad grins.

For one who’s cut his hair and thus practically declared himself an outcast whom no respectable girl should want to marry, he’s certainly popular with the ladies.

Not wanting to interrupt, I squeeze out of my aromatic niche, stroll past the cluster of women, and amble toward the fountain, basking in the moist kisses that straying droplets dip upon my cheeks. The sun sparkles in pinprick twinkles on the fine misting spray, like a million tiny, suspended diamonds.

The patter of footsteps has me turning, the ribbons at my sleeves and hips flaring out. Lothram leaps into my line of vision and lands beside me, thumbs hooked under the waistline of his leather pants, a bottle of glimmering red fire-wine tucked under his arm, and the studs on his belts gleaming as he rocks back on his heels.

“Heartless Lys.” He nudges me with his shoulder. “Going off without even a hello.”

His voice and the joy inherent in it cascade over me like sunshine and falling leaves, irresistibly tugging a smile from my lips. “Not at all.” I nod at the crowd of disgruntled devotees he’s left unwillingly dispersing. “Just practicing my wicked spell to lure hard workers away from their daily toil.”

He flattens a palm over his heart. “For you, I flee willingly from such captors as daily toil and,” he makes a comical face and shudders dramatically, “customers.”

I stifle a grin.

“Here.” Plucking the bottle from under his arm, he starts working out the cork. “I’ve your favorite today, cinnamon and apple fire.” He pauses mid-twist. “When do you have to go back?”

“We-ell...I’ve finished all the books in the library.”

He lowers the bottle, leaving it corked, and I watch the realization trail joy across his features until he’s grinning from ear to ear. “You’ve the rest of the morning! The park it is, then.”

He grabs my arm just above the fluttering ribbons and then he’s happily hauling me alongside him while I happily let myself be hauled farther into his world of freedom.

That world is more beautiful today than I can remember it being ever before. A pleasant zephyr swirls through the marketplace, spinning the whimsical, color-drenched inventions hanging in the toymaker’s stall and setting the wind-chimes to chiming. The faint scents of roasted chicken and funnel cakes drift over us. Laughing children and smiling adults bask in the exceptionally lovely weather.

Lothram and I veer down a pristine side street where stately manors half hide behind stone walls and the cobblestones have been polished smooth from centuries of pedestrians. Without the chattering babble of human voices to drown them out, birds chirp overhead in tree branches overhanging the manor walls, an occasional disturbance of leaves heralding an avian’s exodus into the world. Lothram kicks at loose pebbles, sending them skipping over the cobblestones in a tinkling melody.

It fascinates me how different he and Loren are, and yet they’re the best of friends. Lothram with his outlandish attire contrasting to Loren’s traditional costume, Lothram’s wild hair to Loren’s long braid. Lothram’s easy swagger to Loren’s dancer’s grace. Lothram’s lean but solid musculature to Loren’s lithe figure. Loren is reticent, tranquil, and constant; Lothram voluble, volatile, and unpredictable. Where Loren is refined elegance, Lothram is leashed intensity.

I can’t help but wonder – again – why Lothram’s not married. Does he even want to wed?

The question sticks in my throat, as it has a thousand times before.

I don’t think I’ll ever speak it.

Just as I’ll never ask him why he cut off his braid and tattooed his face the day after I married Loren.

Because I’m afraid he might answer.

He precedes me through the park’s iron entrance gate into a rare, uninhibited fragment of life. Colorful birds wing their way between leaves entwining in a green weave overhead. Sunlight trickles through the crowns of the trees, dappling our skin with living warmth, and whimsical bits of fluff float down, some catching in Lothram’s wild hair. Courting couples stroll the dirt paths, their clothes reflecting members of all castes and their private laughter mingling with the twitter of the birds.

This is one victory for our guild: that all may access this haven from the crowded city and escape the vile stenches that ooze from its gutters. In the First Demesne, they have banned all but the very wealthy from the city’s parks. There, too, the poor must pay for the use of the streets, and rumors that I hope carry no truth swirl through our demesne that the first magnate will start charging them for the air they breathe, and if they cannot pay, they will be exiled outside the walls with the weirs.

But such thoughts do not belong here. Here with Lothram.

“There’s the lake!” He steps up his pace. “And such perfect wading weather.”

Beyond him, sun glitters off the water’s flat surface and families gather together chattering, their colorful blankets stretched out on the grassy bank and picnic baskets close by in preparation for an all-afternoon outing.

An entire day free to simply fritter away on happiness! I can’t imagine it. The gray, windowless corridors of the life that was chosen for me lurk always in the back of my mind.

Turning round and walking backward facing me, Lothram assumes a superior expression and points at my shoes. “Off with them!” Dumping the fire wine on the grass, he starts untying his boots, tugging them off while hopping about on one foot. I deposit the box of stars beside his fire wine and over his bent figure I watch children running about shrieking laughter and chasing one another.

Barefoot and wiggling his toes in the grass, Lothram catches my eye and grins. “Come on, Lys, get those shoes off or I’ll take them off for you!”

“It’s like that, is it?” My mouth twitches. I can’t stop looking at the children behind him, wanting...

Before I can change my mind, I lift my skirts and swerve away from him. “You have to catch me first!”

I glance over my shoulder, a smile bursting in my soul at his dropped jaw. Shaking himself, he releases a disbelieving laugh and gives chase.

I whip back around, exhilarated, my feet flying so fast I hardly feel the ground. Trees and rhododendrons hurtle by. The wind tosses up my hair and hurls it back. The ground pounds beneath my feet, and breathlessness overtakes me. Every minute sensation brings me to silent rapture. Every step repeats the same truth, that this is how freedom feels. This moment running wild with no one but a laughing friend in pursuit and nothing but greenery spreading before me and nothing but the open sky above.

Lothram grabs me and whirls me around. The world tilts and spins and peals of our mingled laughter stream around me. I grapple for him and we’re spinning and breathless and lurching every which way, drunk on the chase and on life and on this moment. I stumble and drag him down with me laughing on the grass.

He lands on top of me, convulsing with carefree joy, his face over mine, his lips as close as a breath. He meets my eyes.

And everything stops. My breath stops, my heart stops, my thoughts stop.

For a single instant, every detail snaps into sharp clarity, every sound turns pitch-perfect, every aroma memorable. The ribbons fluttering over my forearms, his clothes warm against my skin, his weight between my legs, his ragged breath on my cheek, the intensity of his stare, the—

He moves suddenly, loosing a triumphant shout and pushing himself up. Draping himself across my shins, he catches my boots and unlaces them while I laugh helplessly at his mock berating.

Boots in one hand and my stockings in another, he rises triumphant above me like some conquering hero. “Concede my victory, Lys!”

“I concede you a shoe and stocking thief.” I climb up beside him, shivering at the exquisiteness of grass blades crunching softly beneath my feet.

“Wounded!” His hand flies to his chest and he mock staggers. “Cynical, heartless Lys.”

“Cynical perhaps because I’m shoeless.”

We head back toward the lake through the small forest, debating whether or not someone has in the meantime filched his shoes and fire wine. They’re still there, but under the whispering observation of a cluster of children.

It’s obvious which one of us they find more stare-worthy. Their eyes are pinned on Lothram, at the tattoo on his cheek, at his shorn hair and the way it sticks out every which direction in streaks of brown and blond.

One of them nudges the boy beside him. “It’s him!” he proclaims in a loud whisper. “The fire seller!”

The boy’s huge blue eyes go wide as saucers. “Do us some tricks?”

Lothram grins, rocks back on his bare heels, and crosses his arms. “You have a specific one in mind?”

“Yes, yes!” the saucer-eyed boy shouts. “I want to see fire shooting!”

“Oh, no.” Still smiling, Lothram shakes his head. “I’m thinking the birds might want to live. The greenery, too, come to think of it. And I might not live if I end up burning down the park.”

The boy’s shoulders slump under a crestfallen countenance.

“How about a fire dancer?”

The boy chews his lip, considering. “Is it as good as fire balls?”

“Bigger. Watch.”

Lothram waves his hand and a man-sized figure of fire flares into existence mid-air above his head, arching to the ground in a leaping bound. The group of children releases a collective burst of excitement. The fire person struts around, hand on his hip. Bits of sparks fly off it like tiny fireworks, and its head tosses like a scornful woman’s, making the children laugh. Then it turns to me with a flourish and bows, extending a fiery limb in an invitation to dance.

Heat licks from the tendrils of flame, but I trust Lothram and slide my hand inside it. The skin crackles and pops under mine like tiny but harmless sparks flicking against my palm. The creature’s other fiery hand settles on my waist, igniting more sparks there and making my skin tingle even through my dress. I look into the face of flame. A wondrous array of rainbow-colored flames looks back: sapphire blue fire for eyes, ruby red for the mouth, shades of deeper yellow shaping a nose, and blue for the hair, short and wild like Lothram’s.

The fire figure sweeps into movement and takes me with it, my bare feet brushing across soft, prickly blades of grass, shifting skirts tickling my calves, tiny sparks flaring wherever the fire and I touch, and the kiss of sunbeams on my cheeks...

Something whips across the back of my waist, searing like a knife slash. I stumble forward and jerk my hand away from the fire dancer, pressing my palm against my hip as if I can smother the stinging pain. The children’s faces are upturned and they’re pointing above my head. Lothram, too, looks up, and I follow their gazes.

A strangely elongated creature of green flame hovers there, like a human stretched out to gangly, nightmarish proportions, its orange eyes glowing and a wide orange sneer broadening like an unnaturally stretched mouth. Spreading its arms out as if creating a mantle overhead, it drops.

“Lys!” Lothram slams into me, knocking me to the ground and rolling me under him. Flames sizzle in the air above us. Hauling me up, Lothram drags me into the lake. We slosh through the shallow water and he shoves me under. Water cuts off my cries and fills my mouth and my wrists sink in the silt of the lake bottom. For an instant, all is eerily silent.

I come up sputtering, skirts tangling in my legs. The green creature swoops behind Lothram, slides across the back of his neck and sets his hair aflame. Lothram spins around and swipes his hand over his head to douse it with his magic. The creature dips for another charge and Lothram hurls balls of fire at it. It dodges here and there faster than lightning, orange mouth mimicking mocking laughter. Beyond its shoulders, the fireballs disintegrate. In the background, the children are screaming in delight, thinking this all a game, but as Lothram follows the creature’s airborne path and turns again, his speed hindered by the water, his bloodless face tells me he’s not playing.

The green nightmare skims over the water straight toward us, whorls of steam rising behind the hands it trails across the surface. Fireballs careen past it or burst into nothing against it. Lothram tries to shield me, but the creature knocks him aside. Fingers of fire clutch my arms, burning finger-sized holes in my sleeves and leaving red marks and scorching pain. My arms wrench and I’m dragged from the water straight into the air, Lothram lunging after me.

I hit the ground, air and shock knocked from me. The elongated fire creature crouches over me and transforms, growing eight pairs of legs like a spider caging me inside.
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Chapter 5

[image: ]




I STRUGGLE TO SIT UP, the heat from the green flames scalding my skin, my elbows and their haphazardly scattered ribbons sinking into grass and soil. Water drips from my hair but dries on my cheeks.

Lothram splashes through the lake and back onto the bank, his face a mix of despair and rage.

A shadow falls over my arm through the bars of flame. I twist around to shiny red shoes with silver buckles, white tights encasing slender calves, equally pristine white knee breeches, and a scarlet waistcoat with dandified golden embroidery. Above it smirks the face of a man with dark hair and features that could be Lothram’s in twenty years of hardening and exorcising everything he is. The mouth that could so easily smile or scowl is set in a pompous taunt, and his long-lashed eyes are tight with cruel amusement.

He moves to the side of the spider and nods cordially at Lothram, who freezes, sopping hair plastered to his pale cheeks.

The man fusses with his waistcoat, then smiles. “It’s been a long time, hasn’t it, Lothie, since we played our last fire game? I’ve missed them.”

Lothram’s expression turns furious, eyebrows lowered, eyes narrowed. “I haven’t.”

“That’s because you always lose.” The grin broadens, and the older Lothram studies his fingernails. “As I’ve just exemplified.” He flicks his fingers toward me. “I see now we have stakes to play for.”

“She’s not a trophy.”

“I’ve just made her one.”

Lothram clenches his fists tightly at his side. “You can’t make her anything, Uncle. She’s not yours – or mine, for that matter.”

“Oh? Didn’t look that way to me, with your fire so gently—”

“She’s my best friend’s wife.”

“Ah.” Lothram’s uncle taps his teeth. “So is that why you look at her like she’s a gift you can’t open?”

A tongue of green fire licks across my cheek. A muffled cry escapes me.

Lothram staggers another few steps forward. “Leave us be, Uncle!”

“Such a heartfelt plea. I always liked that about you, Lothie boy, how you let your uncle Xoran rip shreds out of your soul while you agonized over things you couldn’t – still can’t – control. You remind me of how I was, once.”

“Just tell me what you want!” Lothram snarls.

“I want a kiss.” He cocks his head to the side, assuming an innocent expression. “You can do that, can’t you, Lothie? Give your uncle a kiss?”

Lothram hesitates. I want to tell him not to trust the madman who’s imprisoned me in a cage of green flame, but I’m suffocating from the heat of the fire-spider’s green flames and spend all my breath just trying to fill my lungs enough not to faint.

Lothram stalks toward us. Xoran straightens, his expression unreadable, his hands seemingly relaxed by his side but twitching just very slightly, betraying his eagerness. Lothram stops before him, leans in close, and kisses his uncle’s cheek.

Xoran’s hands whip up and grab the back of Lothram’s head, pinning him in place and whispering something in Lothram’s ear.

Lothram breaks away, shoving his uncle back. “No! No, I don’t want that!”

Xoran recovers his balance, brushing unseen lint off his scarlet waistcoat. “Yes, you do. Deep down, you know you do.”

“No, I don’t.” Lothram shakes his head, taking a step back as if to retreat but catching sight of me and stopping. “I don’t want that. I will never want that. I only want you to set her free.”

“Lothie, Lothie.” Xoran sighs, angling a contrite glance at me. “I suppose you’ve paid the price I requested for her freedom, though, so I hereby gift you with it.” He waves his hand and the green spider above me vanishes.

The comparative coolness of the outside air rushes in, caressing my overheated skin. Lothram is at my side the next instant, hands flitting briefly over my cheeks and framing my face, then he wraps an arm around my waist and helps me stand. My legs wobble, holding for a moment and then dumping me to the ground.

Lothram drops with me, kneeling beside me and supporting my back with his arm. By the time we both look up again, his uncle is gone and the children are screaming and clapping and babbling excitedly to one another about the show.

Lothram experimentally pulls his hand away from my waist and I manage to stay standing. “Are you alright, Lys?”

I press my hand against my racing heart. All my senses thrum like a finely tuned lute, each one heightened and humming. Something close to... exhilaration. “I’ll be fine.”

Standing up, Lothram retrieves his fire wine from where it’s toppled on its side in the grass. He uncorks it and takes a deep swig of the amber liquid, closing his eyes and tilting his head back to the sun, his short, damp hair hanging in ragged spikes. Some of the tension melts from his face and rigid shoulders.

His dark eyes open and fall on me. Silently, he offers me the wine.

My fingers curl around the glass neck, its surface cool against my heated skin. The wine itself swirls over my tongue bearing the spicy, tingling taste of cinnamon and apples.

Lothram bends down for his shoes. Straightening with one in each hand, he drags the back of a hand over his forehead. “Gads, Lys, I’m so jagging sorry. When I was a kid, he always loved to torment me, testing me and pushing me. I—”

“You didn’t know he was going to be here. He didn’t hurt me.”

Lothram says nothing more, instead rooting around for my shoes, dropping down beside me, and setting them next to my hip. He starts picking grass from between his toes and brushing lake silt and dirt off his soles.

The children rush in, crowding around him. “Again, fire man! Again!”

Lothram laughs for their benefit, although the pretense stretches thin. “That’s enough for today.” He concentrates on pulling on a sock, averting his gaze from their crestfallen expressions.

Fortunately, a few of the parents approach, rounding up their wayward offspring and carting them off to the blankets and waiting picnic baskets. Gradually they disperse, either taken away or trudging away while throwing mournful glances back over their shoulders.

Lothram stuffs his feet in his shoes and laces them up. I need to put mine on, too, but the thrill of what just happened pumps a wild, giddy path through my veins. I don’t think I’ve ever felt so alive before, so terrified and on edge and – living. I’d wanted to live, and now everything feels fuller, brighter, lovelier.

In a daze I swipe my fingers across my bare feet, dislodging dirt and grass blades. Even this simple touch feels precious and new and I long to savor it; but nothing can halt the inexorable ascent of the sun, and reluctantly I slip on my socks.

Lothram retrieves the fire wine from its place by my hip and downs another few impatient swallows.

Catching sight of my discarded white box half hidden in the grass, I climb to my feet, pick it up, and dust it off. Lothram is watching me.

I hold the box out to him. “Yours.”

He accepts it and peeps inside, mustering a playful smile. “Hello, little venomous things, nice to see you in there. So you want to come out and manipulate, do you? So much venom, so little time.”

We meander back toward the park entrance, my skirts nearly dry from the heat of the green fire.

“Speaking of poison,” Lothram says, “I’ll be joining the Guildmaster for the midday meal.”

I consider that a moment before admitting, “I’m to join him, as well.”

Lothram’s unease becomes so palpable that it pools at the back of my mouth, bitter and unpalatable. Why would the Guildmaster want us both to dine with him?

“I’ll close up the stand and meet you there, Lys.” He turns to me in the shade of an old oak, takes my hand, and tugs me closer. His head lowers; his dark, intense eyes drop to my lips. My breath hitches and I think—

He turns his head at the last instant and his lips brush across my cheek. It is too short, too little, and too much at once. I part my lips to ask for – what? But by then he’s spinning away, practically running.

Left alone, I neatly fold up my memories and my freedom and tuck them away as I prepare to return to my prison.

These are my thoughts.

They are mine.

Lysium-in.

***
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EVERYTHING AROUND HIM pressed inward, hard and unyielding as if he were flattened against a wall. His face mashed up against something like amber, a golden-yellow, partially see-through – what? Wall, window, prison? Through it he could make out a huge door set ajar – a cabinet door?

No, it was too large for that, for all it was shaped like one.

Whatever held and trapped him swayed, making him dizzy, making him feel suspended over nothing, but he couldn’t extend his hands to steady himself and his legs felt scrunched up and tangled with – his own body? Someone else’s?

“Stop squirming!” a girl’s voice hissed. “You’re kicking me in the chin!”

“Sorry,” Olsen muttered. “But how in the blue hell did my legs get behind my head?”

A belated wave of premonition overcame him. He broke out in a cold sweat. He knew that voice.

No, no, no. It couldn’t be her.

“Easy. That’s how they ended up when they stuck us in this jagging pendant, you weir-ass.”

“What?”

He could almost hear her eyes roll.

“Why did I have to get stuck with him, Absent God, why? Come back, come back and kick him out of my life!”

“What’s going on?”

“What have you been doing this whole time? Sleeping? Really? At a time like this? Ow! Stop moving!” she growled. A slippered foot rammed him in the jaw – on purpose – and a hand...

He squawked.

“Oh, so you do have balls, after all.” The sneer in her voice at least stole away some of his flaming blush. “Too bad you never show them. Good fates, you’re such a puckus.”

Deeming it safer, he took temporary refuge in silence and observation.

Daylight streamed in from the crack in the door, its glow tinted yellow from the wall his face was mashed against. Really mashed up against. No wonder his voice came out mushy like chocolate, with his lips half-flattened and his teeth scraping against the amber. It was as if someone had twisted him and Felevia together, folded them in half and stuffed into a too-small space. Shouldn’t their bones be broken, being as contorted as they were?

He gritted his teeth. “Will you tell me what’s going on, Felevia?” He tried to move his hands, rewarded with a squeal and another vicious pinch of his balls.

“Ow, Fel! Stop with the pinching!”

“Then keep your hands from pawing me!”

Ah, so that’s what those soft mounds that his palm was wedged between were. Served her right for assaulting his very precious parts.

“Where are we?” he asked. “And kindly actually answer me this time instead of insulting me.”

“You’re such a toad tongue. We were attacked by a sorceress when we came into the city and you and I were packed together in a pendant. Why, Absent God, I ask you again, why him? We’re hanging in some white-eyed creeper’s cabinet.”

“What?”

Exasperation radiated outward, infusing her voice, her tone, and the soft warning squeeze of the hand on his groin. “How did I know you were going to say that? You were knocked out. Just like a man, you rendered yourself helplessly unconscious early in the fight. So you didn’t see the sorceress attack or pack us together in pairs into amber pendants.”

“What? Why?”

“Hmm, let me think why. Because we’re so pretty locked in amber, with our faces mashed up against it and our arms and legs twisted like clay. Aargh! Use your brain, puckus-face. Do you think they explained their motivations before stuffing us in here? Hello! Hello! Gads, why isn’t my hand near your forehead so I could thump something that might actually start working – oh, no, you are not getting hard!” Her fingers flicked against his erection. “Stop that!”

“Then stop fiddling with my balls. You’re caressing them like—”

“I’m not caressing anything! Gads, the arrogance. I’m flexing my fingers if you must know. They’re the only thing I can flex.”

“You’re flexing your tongue pretty well, seems like to me.”

A huff of air burst out. “Absent God, come back, please! Take this mage-puck and stuff him up someone else’s drainage hole.”

“Good fates, Felevia! Do you always have to be so mean? No wonder nobody likes you.”

“No one likes me because I don’t like them. Why should I be sweetie huggy kissy when I want people to leave me the hell alone? So, look, puckus, and listen. I’ve been trying some spells, but it’s not enough. We’ll have to work together.”

“Sounds fair. I’ll contribute what I can, but bear in mind that I’m a water element mage—”

“And therefore next to utterly worthless.”

“Do you want my help or not? If so, don’t insult my power. So I can’t work magic as well or focus spells perfectly without water around. Doesn’t mean I’m useless.” Gads, he had an itch just above his ear and no way to scratch it.

“Just give me what you can and I’ll form it,” Felevia said impatiently. “I’ll try to push the amber outward and crack it open.”

“Alright.”

Olsen concentrated, summoning his magic and pushing it out behind him. He sensed her taking it and molding it as if with her physical hands, then something started pushing him back against Felevia, away from the amber. Cool air swept in front of him but the magic was compressing him, his lungs...

He gasped for breath.

Smack! His forehead and nose smashed back against the prison, muffling his groan. He panted, his breath condensing on the amber and simultaneously warming and moistening his cheek.

“The magical barriers are too strong.” Her tone betrayed both weariness and resolve. “But we’ll get out of here. We have to. Before the white-eyed creeper extracts us for his own dastardly purposes.”

***
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EVEN KNOWING SHE WOULD be late, Lysium read every line of her precious time with Lothram. Only then did she consign the parchment and its sweet, exhilarating memories to flame. Only then did she rise and begin the journey through the barren halls to the door that led to the Guildmaster’s private antechamber. It had been left ajar, and she entered without knocking, relieved to find Loren and Lothram already seated at the table, their palms courteously flattened on the tablecloth beside their glittering utensils.

Decorative porcelain dishes covered the white tablecloth and aromas of steaming food wafted to meet her as she crossed the chamber. Beige carpet sank under her boots as if she walked a terrestrial cloud. Ivory divans and pearl-inlaid tables lounged under the vivid tapestries covering the walls and displaying scenes of old plays acted out by men and women of centuries before. Their famed talent resounded in the annals of history, and Lysium could name every single one...although the double purposes they had served as guild servants would remain forever awash in mystery.

One day, she and Loren might be dancing across just such a tapestry, their images vibrant with color while they lay dead in their graves. Perhaps Lothram would be there, too, in the background, the outcast looking in, standing where she craved so to stand: outside it all.

Settling herself beside Loren at the table, she folded her hands in her lap and bowed her head. “Good mid-day, Guildmaster, Loren, Lothram.”

Across from her and beside Lothram, shunning the head of the table because it amused him to nurture the pretense of belonging among them, the Guildmaster flicked his milky eyes over her.

“Good day, Lysium.” His white eyes glanced briefly at Lothram, then at Loren, then slid back to her – and held. “I see Lothram has been playing with fire again.”

Lysium’s hand flew to the cheek where Xoran’s green nightmare had lashed her. The touch seared and she jerked her fingers back. “It was his uncle,” she whispered.

“If you lose your beauty, Lysium, you lose your worth. You do realize this?”

“Yes, Guildmaster.”

“We’ll have to limit your excursions to the park if you let them play with you so roughly.”

Despair blossomed like a rot-blackened thorn within her. Please, no. But the disobedient words stuck in her throat.

“Guildmaster,” Lothram began.

“Anything you speak in her defense will heighten her punishment, Lothram.”

Lothram’s jaw clamped tight.

“You’ll have Ithar heal that tonight, Lysium.”

“Yes, Guildmaster.”

One elegant hand gestured. “Now serve yourself. We shall follow presently.”

Hands trembling, Lysium scooped a few spoonfuls of rice onto her plate, then ladled a fragrant, sauced blend of chicken, carrots, peas, and beans onto the pile of rice. Loren followed suit while she mashed the chicken mixture into the rice. Hot and savory, the fare warmed her inside despite her stomach incessantly tying itself in knots.

The strained look on Lothram’s face betrayed his own tension, rendered unpredictable by the unnatural glint in his eyes put there by overindulgence on fire wine. Loren in contrast appeared as unaffected as the Guildmaster, but then, Loren always looked unaffected. She’d rarely seen him smile – and those mostly only almost smiles: tiny curves at the corners of his lips that she would hold her breath for, waiting to see if it might become a true smile... but it never did.

The mask served him well in the guild, keeping anyone from knowing his thoughts.

Keeping her from knowing them, as well.

The Guildmaster refrained from serving himself, watching them instead. How Loren ate with grace and poise. How Lysium strove to conceal her trembling fingers. How Lothram pushed his food around his plate, not eating, his brow shadowed with the ghost of a scowl. Snatching his nearly empty glass of wine, he drained it and then grabbed the flask with reckless abandon and poured more.

Leaning back in his chair, the Guildmaster steepled his fingers. “We’ve received a missive this morn – from the Seventh Demesne magnate himself.”

Lysium’s fork clattered to her plate. The Guildmaster raised a steel-colored eyebrow.

Loren’s face didn’t even flicker. Lothram sloshed more wine into his glass.

Retrieving her utensil, Lysium dipped it back into the rice, speared a piece of chicken, and forced herself to a semblance of serenity.

The Guildmaster’s milky eyes drifted idly back to Lysium’s bloodless face. “He saw the performance last night and has requested your appearance at his manor tomorrow, my dear. To stay for a night.”

Lothram went rigid, his shoulders pushed back, knuckles white where they curled around the wineglass stem. “You’re not going to let her go, are you?”

The Guildmaster’s cloudy eyes studied Lothram with the smugly satisfied expression of a cat toying with its prey. A languid shoulder lifted. “I don’t see why a theatre should refuse such a simple request from our demesne’s magnate. She’ll be paid, after all.”

A tiny curl of fire slipped from Lothram’s fingers, curbed instantly.

Smirking, the Guildmaster raised his wineglass. “Losing your control, Lothram?”

Lothram flattened his palms on the table. “You want to send Lys into the house of the man who had the entire assassins’ guild slaughtered?”

The Guildmaster clucked his tongue. “Not just Lys, Lothram. But you, as well, and Loren.”

Lothram stilled. “What?”

White eyes crinkled in silent laughter. “Oh, yes, he requested you three in particular.” His gaze shifted between Lysium and Lothram. “I wonder why.”

Lothram looked at Loren. “Loren, don’t let her go. Tell them you won’t go!”

Loren set his fork down, his features and gray eyes as set and still as stone. He wouldn’t look at Lothram, but at the wall behind him where a vivid azure, gold and peach-colored tapestry hung, portraying two lovers embracing in the shadow of a pale tower at dusk.

Adulterers, Lysium knew. The weave portrayed the characters Ivola and Haven, fleeing from her husband who had locked her in a high tower.

Something about the image made her ill, though she didn’t know why.

Ivola’s husband had had every right to keep her locked up, and she had been wrong to long for another.

The Book of Promises was very clear. Marriage was between two partners, between a man and a woman – or a woman and a woman or a man and a man if a mage proved that same-gender attraction was the only natural tendency of both parties entering into the union. The only way a marriage could be broken was if the husband decided to end it. Or, in the case of two married women, if one of the women wanted a child and divorced in order to find a husband. Adulterers were to be shunned by society, ousted by all decent castes.
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