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      At a certain point nothing could surprise her, Xandra reflected, looking down the length of the sword and into the man’s eyes. The blade was only an inch from her nose, giving her an excellent view of the folded steel, along with the faint runes etched into its surface, while thin white energy billowed around the sword. Exardian runesmiths had made the blade, she decided after a moment. That was one of the better styles she’d seen over the years, though it wouldn’t do its wielder much good here.

      The man holding the sword stood out like a sore thumb in the cramped confines of Xandra’s room, just like his sword did. He was almost six feet tall with a few tufts of black hair poking out from under his helmet, and his eyes were dark, almost matching his close-trimmed beard, though his face betrayed his anxiety. His helmet was of fine manufacture, though someone had blackened it with soot or the like, and he wore a broad, dark cloak over gleaming armor that shone almost like a mirror, composed of a breastplate, greaves, vambraces, and chain. His companions weren’t as obviously intruders as he was, but they didn’t fit in either.

      The young man next to her bed had copper-colored hair and eyes, along with pupils that looked draconic to her, and he was rather slim. He wore a dark-colored traveler’s outfit that almost matched the clothing of the better-dressed slaves, which gave him the best chance of passing as a slave of the three. The wand he was pointing at Xandra and his tension made Xandra want to sigh, but she resisted the urge. His attitude ruined any chance of fitting in.

      Resting on Xandra’s bed was a young woman whose blonde hair had been braided and wrapped around her head, and a staff was resting against the wall next to her while she regarded Xandra nervously with blue eyes. Her cloak was dark, but she was wearing a dress that was blue with white trim, something that would stand out starkly in the hallways of the palace. Xandra couldn’t make out what the holy symbol hanging from her neck was, with the cloak hiding it, and she didn’t want to know.

      Between the three of them, Xandra was quite certain they weren’t escaped prisoners, and if it hadn’t been for the sword being so close, she would have pinched the bridge of her nose. Her orders rattled through her head, but there were just enough conflicting ones about this sort of situation that Xandra could choose what to do. Just lovely. Choices never ended well for her, these days.

      The man with the sword quickly threatened, “If you make a sound, I’ll—”

      “Stab me through the nose? That’s unlikely to do much good, as close as you are. Beheading me would be far more effective. However, my collar would make that difficult,” Xandra said, reaching up to tap the collar wrapped around her throat, one which made it so she couldn’t turn her head more than an inch or so. “However, even if you succeeded in killing me, all it would do is let my Mistress know that I was killed, and she’d be enraged enough to hunt you down. Then your chances of succeeding at whatever scheme you have in mind would vanish utterly.”

      “What?” the man asked, blinking owlishly at her, obviously taken aback by her lack of fear, and Xandra sighed, then calmly swatted his sword to the side, grimacing as it burnt her hand slightly. She didn’t like most holy weapons.

      “If you’re going to kill me, get it over with. If you’re not, get out of my room. I only get three hours to sleep a night as it is, and you’re taking precious time,” Xandra said, ignoring how he quickly recovered, drawing back his sword as if to strike before pausing as she spoke further. “If you’re after the vault, take a left on leaving, go right, left, and left again, then you’ll see the guards. You can’t miss it. If you’re after the king and want to commit suicide, go left, right, straight, straight, and left. If you’re here to rescue someone, go right, right, straight, right, downstairs, then past the portcullis to the prison. And if you’re just trying to escape, the fastest way to the portal is right, straight, left, right, and straight the rest of the way. Now, off my bed, priestess. I’m going to need it momentarily.”

      As she spoke, Xandra hung her necklace on a peg, the ancient metal tarnished and barely silver anymore, while the pendant was almost unrecognizable. Then she reached for the buttons on her gown, not caring that they were still in the room.

      “Why are you—” the young man began, flushing slightly, but she interrupted again.

      “I said you’re wasting the precious time I get to rest,” Xandra said waspishly, glowering at him. “Kill me or go away. You’re probably going to die or be captured anyway, and I won’t have to tell my Mistress you’re here until my morning report in seven hours.”

      “Err…” The young woman hesitated, looking at the others, who looked flummoxed. To Xandra’s intense annoyance, they didn’t move for a few seconds, then the priestess slowly stood and nodded to her nervously while speaking. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me. I just want you out of my way,” Xandra said, waving them toward the door. “The traps, locks, and guards are your problem to deal with. I want to sleep.”

      “R-right. Let’s go,” the knight said, flushing as Xandra dropped her dress to the ground, averting his gaze as he hastily opened the door.

      The three quickly left, to Xandra’s relief. Removing her clothing worked with some intruders, usually the more self-righteous ones, but others took it as an invitation, which was never pleasant. Well, rarely. She leaned over to pick up the dress and put it away while the girl closed the door, and as she did, Xandra heard them speaking.

      “Do you think we can trust her directions?” the young man asked, not quite softly enough for her avoid hearing.

      “No idea, but we don’t have anything better to work off of. Lady Alexis—” the knight began, only for his words to be cut off by the door closing, and Xandra let out a sigh of relief. Now she could focus on sleeping.

      She removed everything but the collar, then slipped into her nightgown before plopping into the bed. The scent of the intruders added an odd ambiance to the bed, making it harder for her to sleep, but Xandra tried to force herself to ignore that. Unfortunately, the thought of the intruders was prompting a niggling thought in the back of her head, as if she was forgetting something. It wouldn’t leave her alone, and a minute later it finally surfaced, causing her eyes to open.

      “Mistress was going to be interrogating an Alexis tonight,” Xandra murmured, then groaned as she realized the full consequences of that. “Oh, she’s going to be so angry in the morning… and they’ll be lucky if they aren’t killed outright. Wait, that would be lucky, wouldn’t it?”

      The thought of her Mistress’s rage didn’t cause that much distress, not with how jaded to her punishments as Xandra had become, but she preferred to avoid them. The bigger problem was that when she reported about the intruders, it was likely going to lead to more orders, which would make her life even harder. Eventually, Xandra sighed and pulled the pillow over her head.

      “Nothing to be done for it. Sleep while you can, Xandra,” she muttered to herself, closing her eyes as she tried to get to sleep.

      She was just beginning to drift off when it happened, though. All of the orders that controlled her behavior were coursing through her mind like they always did, including the one limiting how much she could rest… and then they ended. Suddenly, without any warning, and she snapped fully awake at the sudden emptiness in her head. Disbelief and shock rippled through Xandra, immediately followed by a much stronger emotion.

      “Oh, fuck,” Xandra muttered, despair washing over her. “They’d better have a good escape route, or we’re all dead.”
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      Getting ready took almost no time at all, with the experience Xandra had gained over the years. She couldn’t keep her Mistress waiting without risking a great deal of pain, and looking like she’d been rushed would also lead to punishments, so she’d learned to get ready in minutes at most. Even so, she kept expecting the alarm to be raised at any moment. The intruders must have been stealthier than she’d expected, and His Majesty must be occupied. When she thought about it, he probably assumed one of his other lieutenants had finally lost patience and strangled her Mistress. It wouldn’t be that surprising.

      “Messenger bag. After last time, no one will touch me while I have it,” Xandra murmured, grabbing the bag in question and flipping it open. The black leather was beautiful, and emblazoned with her Mistress’s red sigil. She shoved the handful of things she cared about into the bag, mostly her enchanted combs and a couple of outfits, then she was ready. She slipped the bag’s strap across her body, which positioned it so the sigil was pointing forward.

      Xandra strode out of the room with a purpose, habitually using the sort of stride she used when she had a place to be and no time for any distractions. It was true today as well, even if it was for an entirely different reason than normal. Only confidence, and the messenger bag, would keep anyone from getting in her way. Or so Xandra hoped.

      Almost instantly she realized the wisdom of her decision, as she turned the first corner on her way to the prison and saw Egrizen, a foul-tempered, cruel demon with a mouth almost as wide as her torso. He was ambling along and grinned at the sight of her, then froze as he saw the bag, harrumphing.

      “On an errand for your mistress at this time, slave?” he asked, his voice grating. “I don’t think she’d mind if you lost an arm, do you? I could use a snack.”

      “Only if you don’t mind what she’d do to you, Milord,” Xandra said, not even pausing as she continued to approach. “I’d doubtless lose consciousness from blood loss, and it might stain the package. I believe she’s occupied with a captive at the moment, so she’d be very annoyed.”

      The demon didn’t visibly flinch. No demon was foolish enough to show fear in that way, but his smile did fade as he grumbled. “Fine. You should come find me when your task is done, then.”

      “As you say, Milord,” Xandra agreed politely, continuing down the hall at the same pace. She was mostly thankful that she wouldn’t be held to the promise this time.

      Weariness tickled at the back of her mind, but through long practice Xandra kept it at bay. She could sleep when she was out of here or dead, and the only question was which would be her fate. She’d far rather be out of here for good, and that meant help was required. She couldn’t get through the portal alone. As she took the stairs down, a wide staircase with steps she could use alongside the massive ones that many demons required, she glanced at the skull and blood motif that adorned the walls and smiled mirthlessly. Death wouldn’t be release, anyway. Not here, and especially not for her.

      Moments later she came into sight of the gates into the prison, and her eyebrows rose slightly on seeing the guards still in place. That was a surprise, and meant that the intruders had been even more subtle than she’d…

      “No, no… of course. Not a bad illusion,” Xandra murmured, her eyebrows rising as she noticed the wisps of mana swirling around the two hulking demons.

      They were almost perfectly shaped, and just about anyone else would’ve thought they were real as one snarled at her. Xandra ignored its challenge, walking straight through the illusion and pushing open the small door set into the gates, unsurprised that it wasn’t locked or even latched. It opened into the prison, and Xandra looked around the familiar walls, listening closely. The smell of blood tinged the air, and when she looked down, she saw a broad trail of blood leading to one of the nearby cells. That explained what had happened to the guards, at least.

      Xandra also didn’t hear anything but the usual faint whimpers from a few of the cells, which was either good or bad. She hoped that the intruders hadn’t escaped already, as that would make her day much worse.

      Instead, she headed toward the torture chamber attached to her Mistress’s chambers. If her Mistress had been planning to torment a captive the intruders were after, it would’ve happened there, and to her knowledge there’d only been a single mortal in captivity that morning.

      As she drew closer, Xandra frowned on seeing the door to the torture chamber. The door had been bodily kicked open, of all things, and there were scorch marks around its base. That wasn’t a good sign, nor was the lack of noise from the room. Still, she’d come too far to stop now.

      She pushed the door open and stopped suddenly, glancing around the room just once before she sighed and raised her gaze to the ceiling. “Well, fuck. Why did I dare hope they were competent?”

      The scene in front of Xandra couldn’t be much worse. Of course, if her Mistress were alive, that would be worse, but as it was, she was on the verge of despair.

      Nearest her, and most vivid of the intruders, was the young priestess who’d been resting on Xandra’s bed earlier. The priestess had been turned to stone, one hand raised as if she’d been casting a spell, and her staff planted on the ground beside her. Obviously, whatever she’d been casting hadn’t done her much good.

      A few feet past her was the young, copper-haired mage. He had a look of shock on his face as he stared upward with glassy eyes, while his hands were clutching at the fist-sized hole that’d been punched clean through his chest. It looked like Xandra’s Mistress had removed his heart and spine with a single attack, which struck her as overkill. On the other hand, the demoness always had tended to overreact when upset.

      Then there was the knight and her Mistress, a sight which prompted another sigh from Xandra. Her Mistress had been a beautiful succubus, with pale skin and raven hair, but her head was currently barely attached to her shoulders, a look of rage still on her face, while her wings functioned as a limp shroud over her naked form. That explained a lot to Xandra, as her Mistress’s magical items would have made her almost invulnerable to attackers. Those items were neatly stacked on a side table, along with pure white clothing that stood out like a beacon in the dark room.

      The knight was only a couple of steps past her Mistress, and was lying on the ground, blood pooling around him as one hand stretched toward the woman hanging in the middle of the room.

      The woman was a half-elf, with slightly pointed ears, and she was naked save for the chains holding her, as well as the gag. She was attractive enough, Xandra supposed, with black hair and vivid blue eyes. Her body was covered in intricate black spellwork, explaining much of what her Mistress had been occupied with for the day, and the chains held her in a position that showed exactly why her Mistress had been naked. The woman’s eyes were filled with desperation as she looked at Xandra, making soft noises, but the gag in her mouth kept her from saying anything… a gag which had a large, mostly empty vial screwed into the woman’s mouth. That likely hadn’t been pleasant.

      “H-help…” The faint words startled Xandra, and she looked at the knight, blinking once incredulously.

      “Alive? I’m surprised, with that much blood lost. Still… ah, the paving stones make it shallower than it looks. Unfortunately for all of us, I’m no healer. Unless Lady… Alexis, is it? Unless she can heal you,” Xandra said, taking several quick steps forward, and she glanced up at the half-elf as she spoke the last question. The man groaned, barely shifting in place, but the woman nodded rapidly, hope in her eyes, and Xandra smiled. “Excellent. In which case I’ll help you, if you promise to take me with you in your escape attempt. I’d rather not be stuck here any longer at this point.”

      The woman nodded even more fervently, to Xandra’s satisfaction. The keys were on the table, and Xandra picked them up, glancing at them before determining which key was set to which shackle. Using the wrong key would cause the shackles to sever the limb they were restraining, which was a hazard many would-be rescuers had learned to their dismay. Unlike them, she knew what the markings meant.

      Xandra stepped over the knight, annoyed that his outstretched hand was in just the wrong spot, and crouched down to unlock each of the half-elf’s legs. That allowed her to stand, which the woman did unsteadily, and Xandra stood, reaching up to unlock the others. The woman swayed and almost fell, even as her hands scrabbled at the back of her head, trying to undo the gag. Xandra sighed, tossing the keys aside as she spoke crossly.

      “Stop fumbling about and let me take care of it. You’re my only chance of getting out of here,” Xandra said bluntly. It only took her a second before she unhooked the latch and released the gag, pulling it out of the woman’s mouth. It looked like the gag had been in place for a day or two, Xandra noticed, and grimaced. She knew how unpleasant that was. “There.”

      “Thank you! They have to have a mana potion, then I can heal—” the woman began, her rather pleasant voice a touch raw, but Xandra let out another sigh as aggravation rushed through her.

      “Really? Are you all this incompetent?” Xandra demanded. “If I hadn’t come along… never mind that. Here, take what you need and heal him!”

      Xandra murmured the words to a spell as she extended her right hand, one of the few spells she’d been allowed to practice consistently, and mana surged through her body into the hand, which began to glow a bright blue. The half-elf hesitated for just an instant, looking at her hand, then took it… and mana surged into her like a flood. It only lasted for a moment before it cut off, but the woman gasped, staggering slightly despite the fact she’d taken barely any of Xandra’s mana.

      “H-how much mana do you have?” the woman demanded, and Xandra rolled her eyes, turning back to the table.

      “Heal your rescuer. I’m going to take what valuables I can while you’re occupied. If I escape, I’d rather not be a beggar,” Xandra replied, her voice practically dripping sarcasm.

      The woman didn’t reply, to Xandra’s satisfaction, instead speaking the words of a spell. Xandra swept most of the items on the table into her bag, leaving the ones that obviously didn’t belong to her Mistress. That done, she strode toward her Mistress’s quarters.

      She knew that her Mistress had a bag that could hold more than it’s appearance would suggest, and she suspected she could gather the most valuable items she owned in no more than two minutes. She’d had to clean them often enough, after all.
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      Jasmine Alexis tried to ignore how it felt like her internal organs were twisting, along with the occasional, audible pops from her bones. The pain was surprisingly mild compared to earlier, even if it felt like her body was on fire, from how heat suffused her.

      She also resisted the urge to try to break the spell that the demoness had cast on her. Jasmine didn’t know what it did, but the woman hadn’t been trying to kill her, so it could wait. One of the things that had been drilled into her early on was that stopping spells that altered the body mid-way was incredibly risky. It could cause heart failure or permanent problems, so unless you knew a spell was going to be lethal, it was safer to let the spell run its course and have an expert reverse it afterward. It didn’t mean she liked letting it work, though.

      At least the demoness was dead, which made Jasmine a little happier… though the cost had horrified her. For several minutes she’d thought that her rescuers were all going to die in front of her eyes, and for nothing. Then the other woman had arrived, and everything had changed.

      Before Jasmine’s eyes the hole in Adrian’s chest closed, and she let out a breath of relief, asking, “Any sign of my holy symbol, Van?”

      “Nope. Or at least, if any of this was your holy symbol, I don’t think you want to touch it,” Vanreth said, shaking his head as he looked over the table. The paladin didn’t look like he was quite recovered from the blood he’d lost. “You’re sure the caustic b—I mean, the caustic elf didn’t take it?”

      “Yes, I’m sure. She only took the items which the demoness was wearing, and she wasn’t wearing my holy symbol, that’s for sure,” Jasmine said, grimacing. “I’ll just have to use more mana, I suppose. Queen of the Sky, please grant thy succor to this child of the heavens, and grant them life once more.”

      As she spoke, mana surged out of Jasmine in a torrent, surrounding her hands in a white glow that radiated through Adrian’s body. A moment later his back arched, and the man sputtered, spitting flecks of blood as his copper eyes frantically refocused. It took him a moment before he focused on her, and an instant later he flushed and looked away.

      “W-what happened?” Adrian asked, the mage sounding slightly strained. Jasmine pulled away, relieved that he was alive, but also trying to ignore her own nakedness. She’d put on clothing after Naomi wasn’t petrified… though that would take the last of the mana she’d just regained, even if she took it slow. Adrian sat up and worked his throat before spitting more blood onto the floor, looking slightly ill.

      Vanreth looked over, shaking his head as he spoke unhappily. “You had a hole the size of my fist through your chest, Naomi got petrified, and I was on my last legs when I killed the demon. That crazy… woman from earlier showed up, and let Lady Alexis go. Said something about leaving, which seems weird after earlier.”

      “I said that my Mistress only allowed me three hours of sleep a night. Then you killed her, and I am no longer forced to follow her orders,” the woman interjected in a somewhat caustic tone, descending the stairs rapidly and coming into sight once more. “That being the case, I wish to leave before I suffer the consequences of her demise.”

      The woman who stepped into the room was different than almost anyone Jasmine had met before, and there was something oddly mesmerizing about her. She was an elf, both tall and slim like most elves, but it was something else that unsettled Jasmine. The woman had tanned skin that almost looked like it had tiny, glittering flecks of gold embedded in it, particularly on her cheeks, and her eyes were a vivid, glowing violet that stood out in the dimly lit room like beacons. Her hair almost reached her buttocks and was pulled back in a hair tie, while being a purple so dark it was almost black, and she had a surprisingly full figure for an elf. One that would have matched Jasmine’s figure, before the demoness had changed her.

      That figure was shrouded by an attractive black dress that showed off a great deal of cleavage and the woman’s stomach, including a black sigil around the elf’s navel that looked familiar. That symbol also adorned the black messenger bag the woman was wearing in front of her, though now she was also carrying a black silk bag. Around her neck, reaching from the base of her skull down to her collar bone, was a rigid black collar, one which Jasmine had to assume almost immobilized the woman’s head, and while she wore a tarnished pendant, it almost seemed to lend her an even more imperious air than the attitude of the demoness.

      “Why would you be concerned about—” Vanreth began, only for the woman to cut him off.

      “We do not have time for this. Why is the priestess still petrified? I assume that if you can bring him back from the dead, you can fix that,” the elf said, gesturing at Adrian sharply as she walked across the room. Her tone sparked a hint of anger in Jasmine, though she held it back. The woman was helping them, even if she was rude.

      “I don’t have the mana to do it quickly,” Jasmine said, trying to be as blunt as the woman was. “It took most of my mana to bring Adrian back.”

      “For the love of—then say something!” the woman snapped, and she cast a spell so quickly Jasmine barely caught the gestures, and her hand began glowing bright blue again. “As I said, take what you need. We have to go.”

      “What’s the rush?” Adrian asked, but Jasmine didn’t hesitate, though she gritted her teeth before taking the woman’s hand.

      Jasmine had only encountered four or five magi who’d focused on the sphere of energy before. While the manipulation of mana was considered a useful sphere, it was generally considered a supplementary one at best, as it didn’t have many direct applications in itself. It was also the only sphere she knew of that allowed a mage to gift their mana to another mage, or to allow someone without the sphere to give them mana. This woman, whoever she was, put those that she’d met to shame.

      An ocean of mana surged into her, rippling and pure as flawless glass. It wasn’t accepting the mana that was the problem. It was keeping that ocean from flooding her mana core and destroying it entirely. This time Jasmine knew what she was getting into, though, and she quickly cut the flow off before it could begin hurting. She shuddered, feeling like all her senses were alive with latent energy. The woman simply frowned at her in response.

      “The instant that my Mistress died, everyone bound by her knew it. I doubt that any of them are going to be in a hurry to talk to the demons, but she was bound to His Majesty, the great Flayer of Souls,” the elf said, her tone flat as she folded her arms. “He’ll have noticed that she died, and as the alarm hasn’t been raised, he’s occupied. The moment he isn’t, he’s going to figure out what happened, and when that happens, we’ll all suffer. Those of you who just got here will likely die relatively quickly, but as I indirectly led to her death, I will suffer for an eternity. I would rather not be here to experience how he got his title.”

      Jasmine flinched at the explanation, moving over to Naomi as her blood practically curdled in her veins. While she’d known she’d been caught in a trap, she hadn’t realized which cult had captured her until now. Suddenly, escaping seemed even more urgent than it had before, and she murmured, “Queen of the Skies, please grant thy servant thy power, and return this child her mortal form.”

      “How do you know that?” Vanreth demanded. “You’re just a servant, aren’t you?”

      “I was a slave. I’ve survived here for longer than any other slave, long enough that I know exactly how long the average captive takes to break,” the elf said frostily, as the statue’s stony texture faded, slowly taking a living form again. “You have no idea what you walked into. If my Mistress hadn’t been naked, you’d have all died or been captured, and for nothing.”

      “W-what?” Naomi asked, looking around in confusion. “I was just…”

      “You got petrified, and we need to get moving,” Adrian said, glancing at Jasmine and flushing again. “Apparently, killing the demon is going to cause the alarm to be raised soon.”

      “I need clothing first,” Jasmine said, smiling nervously at Naomi, then rushed over to the table, where Vanreth had already held up her robes. Jasmine quickly pulled them over her head, and gasped when they caught briefly on her chest. The enlargement of her breasts was not something her robes had been designed for, and the robes didn’t hang comfortably even when she got them on properly. They probably wouldn’t fit at all if they hadn’t been loose to begin with. Putting on her sandals took another few moments, and she didn’t bother with the rest, simply shoving the jewelry and everything but her staff into her knapsack.

      “Done? Good. Now we have to go. I assume you came through the portal?” the elf asked, one foot tapping impatiently. Then she paused, reaching into the silk bag and pulling out a black cloak.

      “Yes, we did,” Vanreth said, looking at the woman cautiously. “Is that bad?”

      “No, not unless you did something else stupid. We shall see. I wanted to choose the best route. The stealthiest route that will get us there quickly. There’s no point in going down the main halls and raising the alarm for a handful of seconds,” the elf said, tossing the cloak to Jasmine with a sniff as she turned for the door. “Besides, there’s someone I need to rescue on the way. Most of the people who are here deserve to be here, but there are exceptions. Also, put on the cloak. White is a color that no one here wears.”

      “Who even are you?” Naomi demanded at last, as Jasmine hurried to follow the elf, fumbling with the cloak to get it settled over her shoulders. It was a question that had run through Jasmine’s head a time or three as well.

      “My name is Xandra. Beyond that, I don’t remember much… it’s been long enough that the details are hazy,” the elf replied, not even pausing in her steps. “Now keep up, I’m not slowing down unless we run into someone I have to kill. Hopefully not, I haven’t been allowed to practice combat spells in a very long time.”

      At least that explained why the woman had so much mana, Jasmine thought. Something about the woman’s name sounded faintly familiar as well, but she didn’t have time to dwell on the subject, not with how quickly the woman was moving.
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      Pressing the correct part of the wall, Xandra didn’t even blink as a section of stonework recessed and slid to the side, revealing a well-lit passage behind it. Behind her the intruders gasped, which she found rather foolish, considering everything else they had to have seen here so far. Unless they’d been blind, she supposed, which was possible. Few people were as capable of self-delusion as worshippers of gods of light. She stepped into the passage without pausing, their footsteps echoing behind her.

      “What are these doing here?” the knight demanded, though at least he kept his voice down.

      “For the slaves, of course. Many demons have the urge to hurt slaves on seeing them, so these were built to keep us out of sight when doing drudge work. It shouldn’t be a surprise they don’t go into truly important parts of the palace, though,” Xandra said, continuing down the hall at a brisk pace, her eyes flicking back and forth. She heard the entrance slide shut, which was good. She wasn’t going to look back to see if they were following, not that she could with the collar on. She’d have to find a skilled artificer to remove it after they escaped.

      When, not if. If was a terrible word, and one Xandra refused to even consider.

      “Damn. These would have made getting around the palace much easier,” the mage said, prompting Xandra to roll her eyes.

      “Yes, which was why I didn’t tell you about them. I was under orders not to tell intruders about them, or show them the passages,” Xandra replied. “This is a different situation, and some demons still use them on occasion. If we encounter any, we’ll be forced to fight.”

      “What do you mean by under orders, anyway?” the woman they’d come to rescue asked at last, her voice wary. “It seems odd. As does how helpful you’re being.”

      That prompted a laugh from Xandra, though she kept it short as she turned a corner, not slowing down even slightly. She felt wound like a spring, like any moment the alarm was going to begin howling. She replied, even if the question was stupid.

      “You may recall my comment about most slaves deserving to be here. I’m no exception to that statement, as in fact I quite deserve what happened. I made a bargain with my Mistress… and eliminating the habit of calling her that is going to take some effort. In any case, I made a bargain and was overconfident. I didn’t check the contract nearly as carefully as I should have,” Xandra said scathingly. That memory was crystal clear. Her Mistress had taken delight in reminding her regularly. “Instead, I ended up here, magically enslaved to follow her every order. Those orders ended with her death, allowing me the first real degree of freedom I’ve had in a very long time. What I’m doing is trying to escape more agony. If I thought it would be safer or faster, I’d have killed myself instead, but my soul is damned to this place. I’d rather try to find a way to undo that mistake.”

      “…You sound like you weren’t very nice,” the young priestess said, her voice a little cowed. It also prompted a snort from Xandra.

      “I don’t remember,” Xandra said, smirking at the hall ahead of her as they kept moving.

      “Huh. What about this person you want to save? Is she the same as you?” the knight asked suspiciously.

      That was almost enough to make Xandra stop in the hallway. She managed to choke down her laughter, shaking her head the tiny distance she could, incredulous amusement rushing through her.

      “Alora? Like me? Oh, if you get captured, tell the demons that. They might laugh hard enough to give you a chance to escape,” Xandra said, grinning broadly. “No, she cut her way through a few of their cults, then through a dozen or so demons before they managed to take her down. She is immune to magical domination, so they’ve been trying to break her. They haven’t succeeded yet, despite having had her for over a year. If we want to escape, we’ll likely need help, and she’s ideal for that. As long as they haven’t crippled her yet.”

      “Holy crap. We had enough trouble dealing with a few of them at once…” the mage muttered, to Xandra’s amusement. It improved her opinion of him, as at least he was willing to admit he had his limits. Many people couldn’t do that.

      “Where is she?” the knight asked at last. “This doesn’t seem like it’s that fast, compared to the other route.”

      “Shush. She’ll have a guard or two,” Xandra said, turning the corner, and she saw a slave carrying a laundry basket ahead of them. The man’s eyes widened as he saw the others, and he darted through a side door almost as quickly as he’d appeared.

      They fell silent, and a couple of turns later, Xandra turned a corner to see the door where Alora was imprisoned, with a demon next to it. A demon which she recognized.

      The demon was tall and handsome by demonic standards. He had blood-red skin, bulging muscles, and black horns almost as long as his forearms. He was wearing black armor and had a sword at his side. His name was Elgraxx, and after how many times he’d abused her, Xandra had a bit of a grudge where he was concerned. In fact, she was almost happy to see him for once.

      He looked up and smiled broadly. “Ah, Xandy! Just the slave to make a boring shift better! Get over here and lean over like the sow you are!”

      “No,” Xandra replied bluntly, a heady rush of ecstasy rushing through her as she said a word she hadn’t been able to say to him in countless years. His eyes widened with confusion, especially as he saw people behind her, and she came to an abrupt decision, raising her left hand as she delved into the depths of her memory angrily. This would hurt.

      “How can you—” he began, a hand reaching for his sword, but it was too late for that.

      Mana surged out of Xandra in a torrent as she spoke the words of a spell, flicking her fingers through the gestures… and she knew the instant she made a mistake, because that was when the pain began. It was like holding her hand above a river of magma, as her skin sizzled and agony ripped through her, but the spell still went off… at least after a fashion.

      A bolt of purple fire lanced out from her hand like a meteor, slamming into Elgraxx’s chest before he could begin to dodge. He let out a momentary scream, but it ended almost as abruptly as it began. The demon fell to the ground with his chest almost entirely missing.

      Xandra hissed in pain, looking down at her hand, and wincing. She couldn’t feel much from it, which was good, since the fingers were now smoking and charred, looking more skeletal than anything else.

      “What… what sort of spell was that?” the mage behind her asked, sounding both impressed and horrified. “I thought demons are immune to fire!”

      “They’re resistant to fire, with a few notable exceptions. And that was a miscast spell, as it happens,” Xandra said, breathing slowly as she continued forward, compartmentalizing the pain. “I am very out of practice. Though it was worth it.”

      “Oh, goddess… what happened to your hand?” the young priestess gasped, stepping forward. “Here, let me—”

      “Don’t bother. You might need your mana, and I’ll heal. Eventually,” Xandra interrupted. She’d been doing a lot of that, she’d noticed. “One of the experiments they performed on me. Now to find out how Alora is doing.”

      She pulled the keys off Elgraxx’s belt, happy that her spell hadn’t damaged them. Or the sword, for that matter, but she quickly went through the keys, deciphering the markings easily. It only took a few seconds to find the one to the iron door, which she inserted and turned. It didn’t turn easily, and why quickly became obvious, as multiple locking mechanisms from all four sides of the door clicked open one after another. Then Xandra pushed the door open, and she heard choking sounds from the others.

      Alora had seen better days, Xandra knew, as she’d been there for a few of her Mistress’s sessions with the woman. Alora had been branded a couple of times, and multiple scars marred her skin as well. The woman had skin a little darker than Xandra’s own, and her hair had been chopped short during her captivity, instead of its former long, dark length that Xandra had admired when she’d been brought in. Rather than the athletic, muscular figure she’d sported when she’d gotten here, the woman had a voluptuous figure, but at least Xandra could still see muscle beneath the curves. She doubted that Alora was as strong as she’d originally been, but that was to be expected. Most important were her eyes, though, which were a bright hazel that glittered with defiance and confusion.

      The reason the others were horrified was obvious, though. Alora had a painful-looking gag in place that held her mouth wide open, her arms were manacled painfully behind her back, and her legs were in stocks that held them wide. Chains hooked to the wall to immobilize her further, three to a collar around her neck alone, and the entire room stank of sex. Alora was clean, but Xandra knew that was only because they had someone come clean her daily, to ensure that disease didn’t take the woman before the demons were done with her.

      “Hello, Alora. These people are making an escape attempt, and I’m going with them. Care to help?” Xandra asked, gesturing toward the intruders behind her.

      Alora looked at her for a moment, then nodded, though it looked faintly grudging to Xandra. It was good enough, though.

      “Good,” Xandra said, stepping forward and switching keys. She had to force herself not to use her left hand, as that would be a mistake.

      The gag was the first thing Xandra removed, and Alora snapped her mouth shut, working it for a few seconds, then spat before speaking, her voice raspy. “You’re the stuck-up bitch of a slave who belonged to the slavemaster. What’re you doing here? Another trick?”

      “As you say, I was her slave. They killed her, and I’m able to rebel now. I trust your skill more than theirs, and you’re the only person in this place I think deserves rescue,” Xandra said, pausing as she considered, then shrugged, unlocking the collar before moving on. Without her hand, she couldn’t really open it. “Including me, not including dozens of others over the years. You’re the only one unbroken and alive.”

      “Lucky me,” Alora said, looking past Xandra as her eyes narrowed. “What’re you doing here?”

      “We came to rescue Lady Alexis,” the knight said, nodding to the woman in the black cloak.

      “Huh. Fair enough. And you trust her?” Alora demanded, inclining her head toward Xandra, who laughed.

      “Good question. I wouldn’t,” she murmured, prompting them to look at her. It was the lady who spoke, though.

      “As I was still restrained and they were all incapacitated or dead when she arrived and helped… yes, under the circumstances I trust her,” the woman said quietly. “If nothing else, I trust that she truly wants to escape.”

      “Right. Well, since I don’t want to breed more of their monsters, I’m going to help. Better to die fighting than to live like this.” Alora growled as Xandra unlocked one of her wrists, and swiped at the keys. “Give me those! You’re slow!”

      Xandra barely managed to get them out of her reach in time, glowering as she spoke. “Not unless you want to lose limbs!”

      “What?” Alora demanded, and the others stopped muttering to one another, suddenly deathly still.

      “If the wrong key is used, the restraint severs the limb it’s around,” Xandra said, staring at the woman pointedly. “Can you tell which key goes to which lock?”

      Alora ground her teeth, then shook her head, a hint of fear in her eyes. “No. Are you serious?”

      “Perfectly. Almost every collar and manacle in the palace works the same way. Something of a trap for people trying to rescue others or escape,” Xandra said, going back to unlocking the woman again, now that she was sure that Alora wasn’t going to interfere. “You’re lucky I can read the keys.”

      The others had gone silent, and after a few seconds the half-elf asked softly, sounding incredibly nervous, “Were my restraints the same?”

      “Yes,” Xandra said bluntly, unlocking a fourth band. The demons really hadn’t left anything to chance where Alora was concerned, which amused her. What was she going to do from inside an iron-reinforced room?

      “Gods. That… that could have been bad,” the knight muttered.

      “I said you were incompetent. It’s not my fault that you were ignorant as well,” Xandra said flatly, and unlocked the last of the restraints. “There, done. There’s a sword on Elgraxx’s belt that you can grab.”

      Alora stood, rubbing her wrists as she grinned. “Oh, that bastard is outside? I don’t suppose I can get a little revenge?”

      “He’s already dead,” Xandra said, glancing at her charred hand as she admitted, “I probably should have let them kill him, but… some scores should be settled personally.”

      “Drat. Well, at least someone got him,” Alora said, looking surprisingly disappointed. “Let’s get going.”

      Xandra was amused that at least Alora had her priorities in order. Clothing was far less important than weapons and escape.
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      Alora was impressive, Jasmine decided, flinching as the woman cut clean through a demon before the insectoid creature could more than open its mouth, spraying green ichor across the floor. The woman was likely Algarian, based on her appearance, from one of the jungle tribes that Jasmine had heard of. If she was an example of them, Jasmine hoped she never upset one of the tribes.

      The woman was now wearing a makeshift loincloth and breast straps, but had refused anything more, with the explanation she didn’t want something that would slow her down, not as weak as she was. If this was her when she was weak, what she was like normally boggled Jasmine’s mind.

      What she’d said about Xandra troubled Jasmine, though. The woman wasn’t polite, and was rather scathing, but she hadn’t seemed like that bad of a person to Jasmine. Yet Alora didn’t let Xandra out of her sight, and certainly didn’t allow Xandra to touch her, not that the elf was trying.

      “Good,” Xandra said, stepping over the body of the demon without hesitation and reaching up to take a key ring from the wall. “These will get us out the doors and to the portal. Assuming there isn’t a small army of guards between here and there, we should make it.”

      “What are the chances of an army being in the way?” Vanreth asked, less suspicion in his voice than there had been before. The speed with which they’d moved surprised Jasmine, and the three who’d came to rescue her were visibly more relaxed, since apparently they’d seen this room before.

      “Not high, but possible. If a full invasion was planned, His Majesty would be overseeing it, but there’s always the possibility of someone going out or returning from patrol. I don’t believe any are scheduled, but I lose track of things like that,” Xandra said, paused, then grimaced as she added, “Beyond one day to the next, I have a fuzzy sense of time at best. At a certain point everything blurs together.”

      “I believe that. How long have you been here?” Alora asked, opening the door a crack so she could peer outside. “You were here when I got here.”

      “At least seven human lifetimes,” Xandra replied, turning to face the door, almost folding her hands in front of her before stopping. That was likely because of the mangled wreckage of her hand, Jasmine thought, wincing at the sight of the elf’s charred hand. Still, it looked slightly different…but the explanation distracted her and made Jasmine pale, especially as Xandra continued. “Bargaining for eternal youth was not my wisest decision. My Mistress took pains to keep me alive, so I would regard it as a curse instead. She mostly succeeded.”

      “That… sounds really unpleasant,” Naomi murmured, meeting Jasmine’s gaze in obvious horror.

      “Mother always said to be careful what you wish for. You should’ve thought about it first,” Alora said, nodding. “It’s clear, so let’s go. I want to get out of this hellscape.”

      “Good,” Xandra said, heading for the door at a brisk pace, and stepping out into the enormous hallway. Jasmine flinched as she looked up and saw that the hall was lit by flaming cages hanging from the ceiling, each of which had charred skeletons in them. It was enough to make her nauseous.

      The rest of the hallway wasn’t much better, and Jasmine did her best to ignore the horrific mosaics that covered the walls, instead focusing on the front doors, which were daunting in their own right. Much like the door which had trapped Alora, these were made of iron, but that was where the similarity ended. The doors, which she honestly should think of as gates, were forty feet tall and just as wide, with a huge bar locking them. She had no idea why someone would make the gates so enormous, or how a simple key was supposed to get them through them. At least, not until Xandra marched up to a section on the right side and pushed a key into a keyhole that Jasmine would have missed entirely.

      With a turn of the key, a section of the massive door shimmered and transformed into a pair of much smaller doors that were only slightly oversized compared to the ones Jasmine was used to. Xandra paused, her hand on the doors, then asked, “Is everyone ready? There’s almost certain to be someone in our way, so once we go out there we aren’t going to be able to prepare.”

      For a moment Jasmine was confused about why the woman didn’t look at them, but an instant later she flushed in embarrassment. Of course Xandra didn’t look at them, not when it would require turning around entirely. Instead she hesitated, then softly cast a spell. “My Lady in the heavens, please grace us with your blessing, that we may be able to conquer evil.”

      Light shimmered around her, then spilled outward in a wave that gently enveloped all the others in the area, wrapping them in a faint aura of light, and Jasmine let out a soft sigh… then stiffened as she heard Xandra hiss, looking over quickly. The woman didn’t make any other sound, and her posture hadn’t changed, which confused Jasmine… until she realized that the light wasn’t surrounding Xandra.

      “If you’re quite done?” Xandra asked waspishly.

      “Um, yes?” Jasmine said, glancing at the others in concern. They mostly looked confused, though she heard Alora laugh quietly. Vanreth’s sword was out, and Adrian had his wand in his hand. Alora hadn’t ever sheathed her sword, so she was obviously ready to go.

      “Good,” Xandra said, and pushed the doors open, revealing just where they really were to Jasmine.

      The first thing she noticed was the sky. It was almost oppressive, filled with roiling clouds of gray and black smoke, interspersed by waves of fire that rippled and seethed like living things. It provided illumination, but nowhere near as much as Jasmine would have preferred, and her gaze lowered as Alora and Vanreth charged through the doors.

      Below the sky was a huge courtyard, one that ended in a sheer cliff about a half-mile away, and she could see what looked like an immense canyon that looked like it’d been cut by a titanic blade beyond it, with the other side barely visible, while nothing but darkness filled its depths. In the courtyard were four demons, three of them variations on the one which Xandra had killed earlier, but one of them was quite different, prompting Jasmine to blanch. It was twenty feet tall, with two immense arms, and multiple, writhing… things protruding from its back, like millipedes with horrific maws. It also was tusked, and turned toward them with a snarl, prompting her to pale. Behind them was a stone arch even bigger than the gates they’d passed through, its entire length carved with runes.

      “Fuck.” Xandra’s voice was quiet but distinct as she stopped, allowing Adrian and Naomi to pass her.

      Jasmine quickly followed, glancing behind her to make sure no one had appeared behind them. Adrian unleashed a wave of icy shards from the ground beneath the demons, while Naomi cast a spell that surrounded Vanreth and Alora with glowing shields. She was just in time, as they engaged the smaller demons in close combat, and unfortunately, this time they hadn’t taken the demons completely unawares, which meant they didn’t manage to kill any of them instantly. Alora did manage to mangle one of their arms, though.

      “What?” Jasmine asked, glancing at Xandra, who was staring at the big demon.

      “I—” Xandra began, but at that moment the huge beast raised its head and opened its mouth.

      The howl that emerged from its throat was so loud it almost knocked Jasmine from her feet, rattling her teeth in her skull painfully. She staggered, barely able to think, then the sound came to an end. When she looked up, a pair of the centipede things had lashed out at Alora and Vanreth, knocking them backward and shattering the shields that’d surrounded them, causing Jasmine to pale, her ears still ringing.

      “That,” Xandra said, taking a deep breath and glancing at her right hand as she grimaced. “Hopefully this works. And doesn’t kill me. If it doesn’t, I’d ask that you don’t abandon me.”

      Jasmine looked at the elf, a little confused. She had a few attack spells of her own, so they should be able to deal with the demons with a little time, so she wasn’t sure what Xandra meant… until the bells began ringing throughout the palace, and she understood why the demon had howled.

      Xandra raised her hand, drawing her fingers across her face, and as she did so, Jasmine heard the woman speaking words softly and carefully. She could see magic beginning to form around her fingers. More importantly, Jasmine could feel the magic taking form, which indicated a powerful spell. A very powerful spell.

      The battle was progressing, but Jasmine flinched as a bolt of acid shot out from Adrian at the big demon, only to splash off it uselessly. A blast of light from Naomi at least scorched the creature, but the priestess barely avoided being backhanded by one of its huge claws. Jasmine snapped out the words of a spell as she saw Vanreth stagger back, bleeding, but he and Alora had killed one of the lesser demons in the process. Her spell flashed out into him, healing his wounds… and then Xandra’s voice rose, her hand extending at the same time.

      Jasmine didn’t recognize the spell, and unlike her prayers to her goddess, Xandra wasn’t using simple words. Instead, she was reaching out toward the immense demon as if to grab it, and Jasmine saw a few trickles of blood seeping out from the elf’s fingernails as she did so… and Xandra smiled grimly as she clenched her hand.

      Vivid blue magic ripped out of the elf’s hand, flashing across the courtyard like lightning, and wrapped around the immense demon. It dragged the horrid growths in close, pressing them against the demon as it struggled violently, and its head rose, looking toward Jasmine and Xandra, and began to speak in a horrific voice. “Xandr—”

      The magic crushed the demon like a person could crush an over-ripe tomato, and Jasmine flinched, her stomach churning at the sight, then recoiled as a sharp series of pops echoed next to her.

      When she looked, Jasmine’s eyes went wide, for Xandra’s spell hadn’t been without cost. Her arm twisted unnaturally as the elf grunted, new bends now present in the middle of her upper and lower arm. More blood was dripping from her now-limp hand, and Jasmine gasped.

      “What happened? What did you do to yourself?” Jasmine demanded, stepping closer to the elf and flinching. She spared a glance at the battlefield, but the sight of the demon’s destruction had distracted the other two defenders, allowing her allies to take the upper hand. That reassured her enough to focus on Xandra.

      “Broke… every bone in my arm,” Xandra said, her breathing heavy, but her words were surprisingly clear, considering the pain Jasmine could see on her face, and how pale she was. “Thought it might rip it off entirely, with the mistakes I made. No, broke them all in at least two places. It’s… unpleasant.”

      “Here, let me—” Jasmine began, but the elf growled at her.

      “Do not waste a single drop of mana on me until we’re out of here,” Xandra said flatly, starting to move forward slowly. “I do not know how your rescuers plan to activate the portal, but they might need it. I’ll live… and I’ve been through worse.”

      Jasmine opened her mouth to ask what could be worse than breaking every bone in her arm in multiple places at once, as well as having half-incinerated a hand earlier, then shut her mouth, as she decided she really didn’t want to know. Instead she followed, as Vanreth turned back toward her, and Adrian fumbled out something as he rushed toward the portal.

      “Milady, we need to… Heaven’s tears!” the paladin swore, recoiling from the sight of Xandra, and Alora snorted softly, shaking her head.

      “We need to go, I know. How are they going to open the portal?” Jasmine asked, nodding toward Adrian and Naomi, who were both huddled over something. She felt useless, but without her holy symbol, the spells she could cast were limited, and less powerful than normal.

      “They… they have a portal stone that the priesthood prepared. It has all the mana needed to get us back home… or at least into the right region. They said that it could be off by a few dozen miles,” Vanreth said, swallowing as he sheathed his sword. “Should I help her to the portal?”

      “Don’t touch me,” Xandra snapped. “If I’m going to leave, I’m going to walk out on my own feet. Those work just fine.”

      “As does that venomous tongue, I see,” Vanreth replied, his eyes narrowing. “I don’t see why we should put up with you.”

      “Sir Vanreth, be polite. She just dealt with an opponent that was going to cost us too much time,” Jasmine said, a little surprised by the strength of her reaction. He had the good grace to flush, and Alora laughed, nodding.

      “As much as I hate to admit it, she’s right. That big one would’ve been tough to fight, and I can hear the wings of more demons,” Alora said, looking back toward the building as her eyes narrowed. “We’d better go, now.”

      “I believe that’s what I’ve been saying all along,” Xandra interjected, and Jasmine rolled her eyes, quickly walking toward Adrian and Naomi. They were both holding the stone now, and she could see a glow beginning to suffuse it.

      An instant later, the entire portal flashed with similar light, lighting up the courtyard with brilliant white light that hurt Jasmine’s eyes. If that hadn’t drawn attention, she didn’t know what would… and on the other side of the stone was a glowing white circle of magic, one which obviously led elsewhere.

      “Are you sure you can make it?” Jasmine asked, glancing over at Xandra again, and was surprised to see the woman was walking normally, despite her hands occasionally twitching, and blood dripping on the ground beside her.

      “I said I’ve been through worse,” Xandra replied. “I’m far more concerned about anything following us.”

      In front of them, there was a brief discussion, then Alora jumped through the portal, followed by Naomi. Adrian was waiting with an anxious look on his face, and there was the faintest tremble from the ground beneath Jasmine’s feet. She didn’t look down, though, not with all the remains that had been scattered across the courtyard.

      “Won’t happen. Once through, we can destroy the portal with a word. Looks like we’ll need to quickly,” Vanreth said, just behind Jasmine now. She looked over her shoulder, and almost instantly regretted doing so.

      The darkness over the palace wasn’t just from smoke, now, and the palace itself was horrifying as well. Shimmering, spectral remains of hollowed out souls were struggling to flee, but they were hooked on ghostly chains that were attached to the palace. It was a structure that looked like the vast skull of some pre-historic beast, with tusks rising into the sky so high that their upper sections were shrouded by smoke. And from the eyeholes of the skull were pouring hundreds, thousands of demons, their wings darkening the sky.

      Turning again, Jasmine rushed forward quickly, almost slipping in her haste, and she had to slow as she slid a little.

      “Careful, Milady!” Adrian said, offering her a hand, and Jasmine flashed him a smile as she took it, steadying herself.

      “Sorry, let my haste overcome good sense. Let’s get out of here, shall we? Sir Vanreth, are you coming through last?” Jasmine asked.

      “Yes, Milady,” Vanreth said, drawing his sword again. “Please, make it quick. I’d rather survive.”

      Without another word, Adrian stepped through the portal, still holding Jasmine’s hand, and she quickly followed him. Stepping through the portal was like being bathed in liquid light that warmed her as it permeated her entire body, easing some of the discomfort from the transformation that was still ongoing. An instant later she stepped out of the portal into a brightly lit clearing under a mostly cloudless night sky, and she paused, swaying as she took a deep breath, almost shocked by the absence of sulfur in the air. Naomi and Alora were a few steps away, looking around, and the tip of Naomi’s staff was glowing with a soft white light.

      Then Jasmine yelped as she was bumped into from behind, staggering her slightly. She heard a hiss, followed by Xandra’s voice. “Did you have to stop just after going through? Of course you did.”

      The elf took a step to the side, and looked upward as Jasmine took another step, taking her hand from Adrian’s as she blushed. She opened her mouth, intending to apologize, but at that moment Vanreth jumped through the portal, almost running into Jasmine, and snapped, “Adrian!”

      A single word from the mage caused the portal to flare, then it vanished, plunging the clearing into near-darkness in an instant. Jasmine let out a breath, utter relief rushing through her.

      “That could have gone worse,” Xandra said, and when Jasmine looked at her, the elf was still looking at the night sky.

      The next instant, Alora was next to Xandra, and demanded, her sword raised and ready to strike, “Yes, but now that we’re free, why shouldn’t I cut you down here and now?”

      Jasmine’s happiness almost vanished, as she saw all the others tense.

      This was not how she’d wanted her return home to go.
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