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Dedication


My Dear Monsterfuckers





I want to say thank you for picking up my sapphic nonsense and diving into my retail mindchild. Knight&Mage Inc. is the first book I wrote in the King's Fall universe/city and I just can't wait to see what you think! This is for the daughters who feel like they have to handle all the family's problems. To the girlfriends who realize they're keeping a toxic relationship alive where their partner holds the bare minimum over their head. To the women in corporate hellscapes, good luck, gobspeed, YOU GOT THIS! 

And if all else fails…bite 'em ;)

Lizzie










  
  
Content Considerations




While this book is generally rated E for everyone who likes cozy Enemies to Lovers and sapphic smut, there is some content to be considered. 

Content includes: Cheating ex partner, Toxic relationship (not between main FMCs), Emotional Manipulation (not by love interest), Emotional abuse (not by love interest),  Neglectful parents, financial strain (asking for money) from a parent, discussions of child abandonment, death of a parent, self-confidence issues, anxiety. Explicit open door sex, use of sex toys

Shopping list: Enemies to Lovers / Workplace rivals who literally get into a sword fight in the office, Sapphic, Hellhounds are the best puppies, Werewolf rescue farm, Workplace Romance, Fingering, Oral (both receiving), Primal, ‘Let me help break in that new mattress’ trope, Plus size FMC, FMC with anxiety (Odette), Big muscle lady who wields a sword and the short, angry spell caster, Princess as a honorific. 

If you feel this list is missing something, feel free to reach out to me via my discord channel or via email: LSauthor@lizziestrongauthor.com








  
  

Once Upon a Corporate Empire


Odette





“Do both of you understand why I called you down here?” Ash Cartier, soon to be president of Knight&Mage Inc, folded her long fingers over a stack of files. Her desk, a robust oak with gold embellishments, was cleared of all its usual clutter minus a beige box. The typical manilla folder filled type with a printed label on the side that said ‘personnel’. Ash sat behind it like some cartoonish villain, hands folded and barely contained smirk on her black lipstick coated lips. Ash Cartier glanced between the two women sat across from her in the dimly lit vice president’s office. After hours, only stragglers left behind to sweep up and lock the doors at King’s Fall’s biggest retailer of magical goods and adventurers’ equipment, it was apparently the perfect time for a corporate ambush. 

Ash Cartier did that sort of thing…a lot.

“Yes.” Odette Plum, department head of Magical Development, beamed despite how she wrung her hands in her lap. The ruby crystals that dangled from her ears glowed with a dull, enchanted hum as she pulled on her customer service smile. The sorceress knew what awaited her in that office when she accepted the clandestine meeting request in her email that afternoon.

Xena Battlemoar, department head of Knight Development, rolled her amber eyes. “Please, save us the pain and drama and rip the band-aid off.” She cracked her muscular shoulders with a flick of her arms out in front of her. A malicious smirk grew on her lips at the shiver that rolled through Odette’s frame.

Slouching back in her seat and flopping one leg over the other, Xena knocked her heavy combat boots into Odette’s right leg. Odette shoved it with her knuckles, eliciting a snicker from Xena. The former knight for pay, and guild member, made a formattable foe in their battle of employment. But I will emerge successful. Odette could not afford to believe any differently. 

There was simply too much on the line. 

Odette settled further back in her seat, tucking her legs away from her nemesis. Xena pushed closer with a growing smirk on her face. 

Odette drew a spell circle into her palm before slapping it to the intruding boot as subtly as she could. Xena’s leg shot to the right and into the armrest, not so subtly. 

“Ladies, I can tell you’re both eager to take this role, but policy is policy. I am here to let you both know it has been decided, and in the tradition of passing on the torch, you both will receive letters tonight at six. Expect it to be a company-issued hawk. And I will see the victor tomorrow in this office and expect the loser to take it with grace and return to their department in the morning.” 

This is it. This is where all my hard work and dedication has led me! Top of the tower!

Ash tucked her flattened purple hair behind her ear and resituated the collar of her cloak in one smooth motion. The conduit, a plum colored crystal attached to her cloak, illuminated under her chin. Shadows crawled over her face as she was surrounded by a dull, magical hum. Odette’s boss was a sorceress much like herself. A fact she hoped would do her a great service in becoming Ash’s replacement. Promotions create promotions, after all. Ash picked up the box and tapped a rune engraved into the side. It glowed with a soft haze before hovering beside her. She clapped her hands together. “May the best department head win.”

Tonight’s the night.

Ash slipped a single rolled up parchment into the bobbing box. The box—a simple cardboard that held both Odette and Xena’s futures in them—disappeared into the shadows of the building. Where, Odette supposed, it would return to human resources. They would review the decision Ash made, print the paperwork, and schedule the hawks. Not the most efficient way to announce a promotion, but K&M has always been kind of wacky like that. If the company wanted them all to wear purple trousers and clap when they clocked in, then, that was a price Odette was willing to pay. Anything, I will deal with anything, to get this position.

The company, Knight&Mage Incorporated, was a multi-million-gold empire that recently lost its President. A tragedy left Henrich Daughtry comatose, never to rise again. Unfortunately, a man like Henrich, who only cared about the numbers and success, was rescued by no one. As is the life of corporate management, one either is beloved by most or hated by all. And a company like K&M did not leave any seats unfilled for long. Ash immediately took up the mantle of President before the ink dried on Henrich’s medical record. Thus, leaving the position of Vice President vacant and available. A position I am going to take up, starting tomorrow!

Because there is no way in any reality or realm, that Xena Battlemoar is more qualified to be Vice President than me!

Odette locked eyes with Xena as Ash sauntered out of the office. In typical Ash fashion, she went up in a pouf of smoke and vanished. Odette tried not to salivate over all the ways she would decorate the corner office in the morning. The VP suite was made of windows facing out to the vast city of King’s Fall. The metropolis had been built on the ruins of dragon’s fire. Skyscrapers mixed with massive stone towers topped with magic orbs, sprawling markets, mom and pop shops, a beautiful central park, King’s Fall had everything! And the headquarters of Knight&Mage Inc., the first skyscraper to be built in King’s Fall, was still considered the tallest. Simply a way to ensure they could see it all. A watch tower over the city. 

Odette glanced at the windows, eager for the days when she would stand in front of them and watch the sun set. Silly to crave long days, but it’ll be worth it. She couldn’t wait!

Little wisps of magic floated around her as ‘closing time’ settled over the building. The magic that filled K&M was whimsical to say the least. They built the building with thick, castle-style walls, their monument to history. Even gave it a tower! Right in the middle of it! While the base of K&M was a retail store that was shoppable by customer, the skyscraper part of it was a spire that nearly touched the clouds. The further up one went, the less physical security and more magical defense it became. The uppermost floors, where the president’s office sat a floor below the CEO’s, were surrounded by glass and clouds and so much magic it was suffocating at times. 

The vice president’s office, meanwhile, was the perfect mix of physical and magical security. Panes enchanted with reflective magic, interior walls with hand scanners and ID badges, and knights as security to walk the halls. Odette’s department had crafted the enchanted glass. Xena’s department trained the security guards. 

“Should we have dinner, then?” Xena raised her right brow in challenge as she thrust herself out of the chair. Towering over Odette, Xena commanded respect throughout the building. Xena stood at six feet tall without her boots. Long, blonde hair that was braided with poisoned spikes, a habit she picked up working out in the Badlands, fell like silk down her back. Not that she deserves luscious hair when she doesn’t take care of it. Or her nails! Xena was a Goliath, her steel-colored skin contrasted against the sharp obsidian lines of her tattoos. Broad shoulders, strong nose, and burning amber eyes, she walked with the confidence of a woman who knew no one could beat her in a fist fight. No one had ever gone into a brawl with Xena and won. Built like a god, and she knew it, always flexing off her shoulders and biceps when she could in ill-fitted button-downs. 

“Why would you ask me to dinner?” Ridiculous. Odette snorted loudly as she bound to her feet. Preposterous. Her heels clicked against the wood flooring. Us? At dinner together? Please. Odette stood at five foot five with the assistance of her perpetually well-maintained heels. She enchanted everything she owned to stay perfect and pressed, no matter the circumstances. Her nails were all designed with runes for quick casting. Round face and button nose, wide hips, she dressed up in skirts and stockings. She often left her wavy red hair down, pinned back with pearls or other magic crystals. Odette never flinched when Xena lunged or even gave her the notion she was scared. Because Odette may have been dainty in aesthetics, but everyone knew she was the headmaster for the Warlock Academy of Deathcraft’s daughter. 

And Xena’s not the only one who has never lost a fight.

“So that we’ll be together when we find out who got the position?” Xena crossed her arms under her chest. Her black button-down tightened around her shoulders and biceps, as usual. Xena leaned forward as a flex. 

Odette’s baby blues glanced up at her face with disdain. “If we’re in the same room and you find out you lost, you’ll throw a hissy fit. One of which I do not intend to witness.” Odette pivoted on her heels, stalking away from the empty desk. 

“So, when I win, you’ll graciously accept defeat?” Xena sneered. 

“I’m always graceful.” Odette stopped in the doorway, tossing her hair over her shoulder. “But you can’t honestly think you got the position, do you?”

“My team always makes quotas, and I’ve been recommended just like you. But the difference is I have the guts to run this company.” Xena sat on the edge of the desk, her pointer finger stabbing into the oak. “Admit it, short stop, I’m just more impressive.”

“You’re more something. Impressive, though? How about pig-headed? Stubborn? Clearly a security risk? This company needs a logical, reasonable leader.Why don’t you admit that you’re just a big gym sock who wears too much eyeliner?” Odette twisted in the doorway to lean on the frame. “Don’t dent my desk with your impressive physique.” 

“It is impressive! Thank you for noticing!” Xena bellowed after Odette with a cackle. 

“I was being sarcastic!” Odette’s voice bounced off the walls. She listened to the heavy clomp-clomp-clomp of Xena’s boots as the other department head left the office. Unfortunately for her, Odette already hit the door close button and watched with wicked glee as Xena realized juuuust a second too late. 

Have fun catching the next one.

Odette made sure to send the elevator all the way to the basement floor before she got out at the foyer. And tomorrow, when I ride this up to my floor, I’ll watch you slump back to your old office. 








  
  

Chapter One:


Xena





“Let me get this straight: you’re going to get a message at six if you got the position or not?” Minx Mumford sneered as he wiped down the top of his bar. The puffball of orange fluff was her best friend. Kattos were cat folk, two legs, two arms, feline features, tails, and Minx was a cream and tangerine cloud with pointy ears and massive paws. Those paws have saved my neck more times than I can count. Minx joined the same guild she did, both two young adults, trying to make money in the world. And they were good at it too, but they’d hung up their swords and retired to King’s Fall. Minx opened his own pub while Xena took a position at Knight&Mage.

A position I should start thinking about filling. She glanced around the bustling pub. Most of Xena’s best hires she found wandering into the bar late at night. People believed that a knight should be raised from childhood, spend years in school. They were wrong. Xena knew any person who lived a life they had to fight for was a better base for a fighter than anything else. She could teach someone to throw a punch and to swing a sword. She couldn’t teach resilience. The hard-to-kill ones were the kind of people she found in the booths at Mumford’s. Drinking frosty beer, already marred by black eyes and crooked noses, eager to fight again, those made her best knight’s.

And as the former department head, fingers crossed and knock on wood, she’d need to find a good one to replace her. Not a lot of great specimen in tonight. She sighed to herself as she returned her attention to Minx. He raised a beer bottle to her.

“Yeah, so I’m sorry in advance if a hawk comes screaming in here. Company birds are a bit dramatic, if I’m being honest.” Xena clinked her beer bottle against the one Minx held up. Then he had to dance out of the way of his other brothers who shoved past him with drinks. 

The eldest Mumford shouted at them, slapping them with the dish rag. His brothers snickered as they dodged his attack. When all of them were wrestling, it was hard to tell all the orange feline’s apart. Except Minx was distinguishable by his perpetually grumpy face and long, pointy ears…oh, and the little bit of a beer gut. The retired sword slinger hid it well behind a large apron and thick leather belt full of tools. 

“Can I eat it?” Minx teased. 

Xena glared at him sharply. He received a smack across the tops of his ears for his comment. 

Minx cackled as he avoided a second smack of Xena’s hands. “Joking, I’m kidding. Mostly. Anyway, why couldn’t they just tell you in the office?”

“It’s tradition. You see, they can’t go out and say it, but the tradition of fighting for the position is literal. They narrow it down to two candidates, they send out the letters at the same time. And if the loser thinks they can, sometimes they go out and actually fight for the position. K&M is kinda old school but won’t outright say it like that. That’s why it’s so cryptic and ominous.” Xena shrugged as she threw back the rest of her beer. The empty beer clinked against the counter a half second before Minx swiped it and replaced it with a full, frosty one. Hot wings were dropped in from the magic, floating kitchen over their heads. Her wings were in a bright yellow basket with parchment paper and plenty of sauce. Just the way I like ‘em, drenched!

Minx took one wing as payment as Xena tied a napkin around her neck in order to dig in. 

“Is that why you’re so jazzed about tonight? You think you and Odette are going to fight?” Minx licked his chops slowly to collect every drop of sauce. 

“Hell yeah, I do! I can’t wait. I want to beat that smug smirk off her face and toss her around. Like the good old days, no more office politics and petty pranks. Just fist to cheek, bigger bad ass wins!” Xena slammed her fist down onto the countertop. Every glass atop the bar rattled, but most of the patrons didn’t even flinch. They all continued their conversations and drinks without so much as looking at Xena.

The bar was packed, and yet Xena had no problem sitting at the bar and taking up Minx’s time. Best friend privileges, but also said brothers. Minx ran a tight ship. The kitchen worked like clockwork and the drinks flowed one right after the other because Minx kept his staff much like he had their party. Ages ago, he was the defacto leader. Back when they used to eat dinner over campfires and fought evil king’s and swung swords for gold coins, Minx naturally kept the four of them from stabbing each other.

“Why haven’t you fought her already? You fight everyone,” Minx snorted, taking up his beer and twirling it. Okay, maybe he encouraged a little stabbing between party members. After a few swirls, he chugged it. Once empty, he lobbed the bottle over his head into the recycling bin behind the bar. 

A small bell above their heads chimed. Glitter wafted in the air as a purple-winged fae employee dropped from the rafters. They fluttered to the chalkboard above the bar and drew another tally mark under Minx’s name. All three of the kattos brothers—as well as the one human man, Fred—who worked at the bar were in an unending competition. It didn’t matter what, but they were always competing for something. It seemed this week it was aiming. 

“I know! And it’s been driving me up. A. Wall! Little Miss Perfect Bubble and Magic just waltzes around the office like she knows best. Just because she has magic doesn’t mean I can’t beat her at everything. We’ve been at each other’s throat since we both got department head at the same time, and this will be the first time I’m able to pop that ego of hers.” Xena dried her face with the napkin and stuffed it into the basket with the leftover bones. The basket began to float over her head and toward the sinks in the back. Xena watched it for a moment with disdain. 

“Is it because you’re rivals, or is it because she’s got magic and you don’t?” Minx prodded her with the tip of his dull nail. 

Xena snapped her attention back to Minx. “Please, I eat mages for breakfast. Knight, mage, doesn’t matter. I win. I always win.” 

“Then why are you worried?” Minx grinned from ear to ear. 

“I’m not worried. Pfft. You're worried.” Xena snatched up her new beer and took a long swig. If she were being honest, she was a little worried.

If Odette took up the position, she would never hear the end of it. She might actually lose her job when she threw herself across the table to throttle her new boss. She could never, and she meant never, work for Odette. Little Miss Perfect Deathcraft, or whatever she was called. Xena didn’t have a cushy desk job like Odette. Knight development was about physical prowess, about knowing strategy and cunning. 

Minx pulled out glasses to mix different orders that flew in on levitating papers. “So then let me ask this: if you’re going to win, do you think she’ll come after you?” 

“Of course; she can’t let me win!” Xena’s eyes fell to her wristwatch. Time bore down on her, and her lungs tightened. The tiny, metallic hand flipped to six. Her alarm went off. Stomach in excited knots, she announced, “Here we go.”

And as if summoned by mere thought, a hawk the size of a hunting dog flew through the open bar doors. It screamed into the air, nearly bulldozing half the bar patrons. Everyone in the bar went quiet as a large scroll of parchment flopped into Xena’s awaiting hands. 

She vibrated with excitement, furiously opening it without waiting for the fowl to leave. The hawk perched on the bar and stole mouthfuls of the peanuts lingering in bowls nearby. Xena unfurled the scroll before her with a wide grin.

Minx swatted away the bird. “Well?”

Finally. Xena exhaled with relief. Finally, they see my potential. They know that I want, but better yet, they understand I’ll do whatever it takes for this! 

Xena grinned from steely ear to steely ear. “You better batten down the hatches, Minx. ‘Cause I got the job!” 

The bar erupted in applause. The hawk soared away, frightened by the raucous sound. Xena showed all of the now attentive bar patrons the part where the parchment in her hands said accepted in large letters. Minx poured out shots for the bar.   It’s gonna be a good fucking night.








  
  

Chapter Two:


Odette





“Slow down, Odette, you’re telling me that they didn’t just promote you there in the meeting?” Clara whined from the kitchen counter. 

Odette’s fiancé dangled her legs over the side and kicked them into the air. Unlike Odette’s perfectly pressed office-worthy clothes, Clara wore nothing but jean shorts and a low-cut silk top. She kept her pixie cut decorated with floral clips and tiny jewels, matching the large rock on her finger. Clara fiddled with that engagement ring as she watched while Odette worked over the stove. 

Odette stirred the pot as the toast baked within the oven. “No, it’s tradition. Like I was saying before your mother called, they’re hoping it will lead to a public fight they can claim and have as publicity, so we need to eat early for when Xena shows up to fight me.” Odette pivoted to pull the plates from the cupboard and motioned for Clara to get down. 

“Why did you even pick that call up?” Clara muttered to herself, flopping into her seat and kicking her feet up onto the table. Not helping, as usual. But Odette was too excited to care. Dinner was nearly done and she’d out done herself. While she didn’t imagine herself a chef, she knew her way around a kitchen. And I’ve got a mean crème brûlée when the occasion presents itself.

“Your mother is soon to be my mother-in-law. Being cordial is kind of expected.” Odette greeted the blast of warm air to her face with a smile. Butter and garlic filled her nostrils. Odette stuffed her hands into oven mitts.

“But not really, she’s just trying to get you to talk about me—behind my back—like she always does,” Clara scowled. Her pretty, pouty lips were extra pushed out like it might sway her intended away from her current objective. It used to, once upon a time. Odette used to drop everything to come scoop Clara up in her hands and kiss her silly. Those honeymoon feelings wore off quick.

Odette stooped down to pull the tray of bread out of the oven. “She only asks about you because you won’t call her back or pick up.” 

Clara’s mother had been a sore subject between the two for years. Odette didn’t think it was her place to comment on if the woman was or wasn’t a manipulative narcissist like Clara claimed she was. But Odette stopped ignoring the calls some time ago and it annoyed her fiancé endlessly.

“Yeah, whatever. So, Xena? And this fight? You won’t just give it to her even if she’s willing to fight you for it?” Clara never even wanted to contemplate her mother’s presence unless it led to her getting something out of it. Obviously, she wouldn’t get anything out of her mother asking about their weekend plans. I’m starting to see where Clara gets the exaggerated pout habit from.

Odette placed the steaming bread on the tabletop and pushed Clara’s feet off in the same movement. As Odette carved the bread, Clara snatched up a piece. Odette offered her a napkin, but Clara picked at the inside of the bread, leaving the crust on her plate. It infuriated Odette to no end to see all of the perfectly good bread wasted. While she was growing up, at the Academy, food could sometimes be scarce when funds were low. She never lost that little voice at the back of her head that shrieked like a banshee when Clara threw away a perfectly good loaf of bread just because it was down to the ends. 

It hadn’t escaped her notice that Clara was doing everything she knew would usually get a rise out of Odette. Odette just didn’t care. Not tonight. Not when the hawk would arrive at any minute and Xena would likely arrive shortly thereafter. So her intended could throw all the hissy fits she wanted because she didn’t get her way, it changed nothing. When Odette came home, Clara wanted to go out to dinner. Stood right in front of Odette, threw her arms around her shoulders, and did that ‘pretty-pretty please’ eyelash flutter she knew Odette was weak for…then that cutesy porcelain doll façade cracked when Odette put her foot down. 

A fae affliction, I fear. Most fae folks were shorter with cute features. Clara always looked like a doll, with her trendy make-up and chic hair. Odette did her best to contradict the default adorableness. It helped that she didn’t inherit her mother’s wings. Those would have been a massive curse! Big and pink and glittery!

“No, because I’ve wanted this job for two years. And I won’t give it to some brute just because she swings a big sword.” Rushing back to the kitchen, Odette pulled the pan off the stove.  She returned to the table, scooping out dinner for both of them. 

Clara picked around the vegetables as Odette put all the pans away. Then she sat down, only to watch her fiancé finish picking what she wanted to eat and get up. Clara put her plate down for Rufus, Odette’s hellhound. She didn’t even wait for the pasta to cool down before walking to the couch. Okay, sure, he’s a hellhound, but he’s just a baby!

Odette sighed to herself as she took up a piece of bread. The hellhound, closer to the size of a bear than a dog—Odette always described him as a massive German Shepherd whose hair was on fire—licked the plate clean before picking it up in his mouth like a frisbee. She spared him a pet down his flaming back as he trotted himself into the kitchen and spat the plate into the sink. He shook out his fiery fur, scratched behind his ear that caused a small spark to fly off his head, then returned to her side where he licked his paws clean of the sauce.

“Why not?” Clara whined, snatching up Odette’s attention again. Clara picked at her jeans while she tried to find a channel to watch on their television. She glanced up from her jeans to ensure Odette was staring at her. 

Rufus clambered up into Clara’s empty chair. Odette spared her hellhound a motherly look of disdain. He hung his head but stared up at her with puppy eyes, so she grabbed his actual frisbee off a side table and set it in front of him. After another look, Odette passed him a piece of her meat. 

Rufus licked Clara’s crumb-covered spot on top of eating the scraps he was given. 

“Whoa, what do you mean, why not?” Odette wheeled to stare at Clara. 

“Well, since you’ve become a department head, you haven’t had time at home.” Clara flopped onto the side of the couch. “So, if you get VP, then you’ll never have time for me.”

“Excuse me, but I’m here plenty.” Odette rose from her seat. “It’s not my fault that you’re always out with friends or partying.” 

Clara glared at the ceiling. “You said you wouldn’t resent me for that.” 

“I don’t! But you can’t be mad at me for not spending time with you when you’re out with friends or out drinking.” Odette tossed her hands out to her side in exasperation. 

Clara flipped up onto her feet. “I invite you to go! All! The! Time!” 

“I work all day. The last thing I want to do when I get home is go out to a club or go out shopping or whatever your friends do. I don’t mind if you do, because that makes you happy, and it makes me happy for you to be happy. But don’t be rude to me just because we’re not the same. You knew that when you asked me out and when I asked you to marry me. We’ve been over this a thousand times, Clara. I’m not an outgoing person. I’m a homebody, and my body likes to be home.” 

Odette ran her hands through her hair. Closing her eyes, she tried to count to ten in her head. How many times had they had this argument? She was not likely to change...ever. Odette ruffled out the tendrils of her hair with her fingers. When she opened her eyes, Clara was staring at her with an unreadable expression. 

“What?” She sighed, giving in. Like I always do. Like I always will.

“Sorry for not having a big, important job like you,” Clara sneered. Pinching her heart-shaped face up with disgust, Clara brushed her baby hairs out from in front of her face. Odette’s stomach lurched, guilt filling her like cement.

“That is not at all what I was saying.” Odette pinched the bridge of her nose. Fury warmed her bones as she tried to control herself. It had been a long day, and she didn’t want to pick a fight. The ominous brawl with Xena loomed over her head. She would need all her magic and energy, as Xena had never been known for going down. When Xena showed up, it would be all out war 

“It is! Because you work at this big company while I’m just some department store wench.” Clara tossed the remote for the television across the room. Rufus leapt out of his seat to catch it. His flaming tail wagging, he trotted up to Clara’s side with the tiny plastic device between his teeth. Clara scoffed as she snatched it out of his mouth. “Oh wow, just make me look stupid, Rufus! Real mature!”

“One, watch it, he’s a dog, he does dog things. He knows how to catch.” Odette smacked the remote out of Clara’s hand onto the couch. “And two, you’re not going to mix my words up. I don’t care where you work. I told you when I signed the lease that you could work whatever you wanted, even if it didn’t make a lot, because I knew you were trying. How did this become me being the villain here?” 

“So, you DO think I’m the villain?” Clara’s eyes teared up immediately.

“No! I don’t! What are we arguing over? I’m so confused,” Odette whimpered, her hands clenched together at her waist. When did this be about villains? When did you stop listening to what I had to say?...Did you ever?

“You’re so fucking dense! Of course, you’re confused because you don’t love me, clearly, and you are so self-obsessed that you can’t see you’re the problem. Even when I’m waving it in your face, you can’t get over yourself long enough to see that you’re the problem. You’re always trying to manipulate me and tell me what to do, how to be, who to talk with, forcing me to be nice to my abusive mother. How fucking stupid can you be? But I’m done taking your bullshit. If that job is so important to you, why don’t you marry it? At least it cares what you think.” Clara shoved Odette by the shoulders. 

When did you start thinking of me…as stupid?

Odette fell silent as Clara stormed around her and Rufus, slamming the bedroom door behind her. Their apartment only had one bedroom, but it had a wide and spacious communal space for relaxing. Odette filled it with everything comfy she could find. The couch was squishy and like sitting on a cloud, the dining room chairs were cushioned and designed for back support. The single bedroom wasn’t lacking space, either, and even the queen-size bed was an oasis, a fluffy mattress she couldn’t sleep without. The apartment was always filled with light from the large, glass balcony doors and massive moon window. 

Yet as Odette sank onto the arm of the couch, she felt so uncomfortable. Her soul floated away from her, as if her body were stone and she were a ghost. Weightless and woozy, she stared down at Rufus. The words that had flown out of Clara’s mouth repeated at maximum volume in her ears. 

So dense. So self-obssessed. So stupid. 

Was I trying to manipulate her? Was I trying to change her? Was I not listening? 

Rufus panted as he gazed up with big red eyes, glowing with the flames behind them. His tongue let off steam as his attention drifted toward the back of the apartment. Odette glanced over her shoulder. “I don’t know, buddy. I don’t know what happened.” 

The chime for her watch rang from her wrist but she didn’t even glance at it. Her attention was on the bedroom door. As if summoned by the bell, a company-issued hawk burst through the balcony doors; Odette hadn’t locked up yet, anticipating this. The hawk dropped a scroll into her hands and she froze. No, not now. This is not the time! She refused to look. For a moment, she wondered if she even wanted it now. Her chest weighed heavier with every passing breath. She and Clara had fought before, but nothing like what unraveled moments ago. As if Clara was a can of oil, waiting to be lit by a match, she exploded so rapidly. 

Odette numbly unfurled the parchment before her, hands working of their own accord. Her gaze finally caved and dropped to the company letterhead. All the words swirled around her and mocked her. 

The bedroom opened with a slow creak. 

Odette studied paper helplessly, illuminated by Rufus’ fire. Soft footsteps followed the hollow sound of wind blowing in through the balcony doors. She peered up with teary eyes as Clara glared down at her. 

Clara’s face pinched in rage. Have I been hurting you? Have I been the problem? Have I missed the signs? Clara snarled, “What does it say?” 

Odette exhaled shakily, placing the paper down onto the living room table. “Clara, please. I didn’t mean whatever I did. I’m sorry.” 

“You got it, didn’t you? Because you always get what you want.” Clara wrenched her poorly packed bag behind her. It clacked against the floor as she stormed toward the front door.

“Clara, please,” Odette cried, stumbling after her.

Clara stopped at the door, yanking it open. “I cheated on you, too. But you were too stupid to notice. Too busy at your big, important job to see how lonely I was here, by myself.” Clara ripped the ring off her finger and tossed it toward the window. 

Cheated on me? What? No! Odette sputtered, stumbling forward. Why did I not notice? Why did I not see? Why was I so caught off guard. Her stomach curled inwardly and she felt like every piece of dinner sloshed around inside her. 

Rufus leaped into the air and caught the ring. Odette chased Clara out into the hall beyond her apartment, stopping at the stairs only when she realized Clara wouldn’t stop. So dense. She wasn’t coming back. So fucking stupid. They had fought before, but she’d always kept the ring on her finger. So manipulative. Odette’s fingers twisted her own ring in a circle. I’m a monster.

Odette lumbered back into the apartment, hollowed out. She was just like the bread, Clara scraped out the insides and left nothing but the crust. Her gaze stopped on the ring as it dripped with hellhound saliva onto the parchment. It seemed to amplify the words.

You’ve been accepted. Congratulations!

They laughed at her in a sinister way. As she sank into her couch, her hellhound collapsed at her feet. She was hunched over her lap with the parchment in one hand, the engagement ring in the other. 

Odette fell apart. 

For a long time, she hoped Xena would come for her…because at least then she would feel anything other than hollow.








  
  

Chapter Three:


Xena





The morning came fast and without a brawl. It even came with fresh coffee in the management break room. Which was a huge deal, as no one ever wanted to brew the coffee. 

Xena swaggered into the break room on the trail of a heavenly cup of coffee. Abort mission! She came to an abrupt halt. Odette stood across from the pot, leaning on the only table in the room. At first, Xena’s instinct was to saunter further inside and boast that she got the job. Then, she recognized a foreign expression etched on Odette’s face. Red-eyed, lacking mascara or even a sliver of her daily maintenance, the mage was deflated. A limp, sorry excuse for a balloon. She nursed a mug of coffee, her forefinger rubbing against her ring finger. 

A ring finger that was naked. Oof. 

Xena deflated. Her heart sank. What a bitch. Odette doesn’t get the job, so her fiancé left her? That’s fucking killer. Xena scowled, shuffling around the doorframe. There was a sliver of her that wanted to not care. She wanted coffee, especially fresh coffee! But then she saw Odette’s ring finger again and it made her seethe up again. Who does that? Kick a woman when she’s down? It just wasn’t right! Sure, Xena liked the idea of kicking Odette’s teeth in…but that was a simple hatred. 

It took a certain level of cruelty to break off an engagement over a lost promotion. Xena didn’t think Odette deserved that! 

Xena poked her hands into her pockets and stepped awkwardly toward the pot. “Morning…nemesis.” 

“Morning,” Odette exhaled, eyes distant. She raised the cup to her lips and drank slowly. 

Xena plucked down her usual mug, a cat with thick sunglasses on, from the rack and filled it. “Never pegged you for a coffee person. Doesn’t have enough lizard tongue or newt toes.” She poured in sugar, her back to Odette. If she wanted to get a crack in, that was the time. Technically, neither of them was on the clock…If Odette needed to get out the hurt, Xena could let her have that. Xena was merciless on the battlefield, but she wasn’t heartless. Tensed up at the shoulders, she prepared for a spell to smack her in the back. As the seconds ticked by, Xena melted and twisted back around. “Nothing? Really?”

“What? Sorry.” Odette blinked her way back to life. Her eyes landed on Xena, but they didn’t change from the distant, emotionless stare. 

Xena flinched inwardly as she hid behind her coffee cup. Sipping loudly, Xena analyzed the mage’s features. Usually, Odette filled out her blouses and skirts like a born professional. Today, she seemed to drown in her own skin as much as in her stiff clothing. No charms or enchantments, or even fairy dust around her. Odette seemed smaller today. 

Xena sighed as she lowered her mug. “I won’t add insult to injury.” 

“Good, that’s beneath someone of your station and way beneath someone of mine.” Odette glared. Finally, life returned to those pearlescent blue eyes of hers. Now we’re talking. 

Xena set her cup down, reinvigorated. “Oh? You think you’re still above me?” 

“Well, I am your boss now.” Odette shrugged, sipping her coffee softly. Then she grimaced and set it down. “No, you’re right, the coffee is gross, but I needed something to jumpstart me.”

She scoffed, words on her tongue. I am your boss now. Xena froze. Wait just one second.  Xena blinked rapidly before she stepped forward, putting a finger in Odette’s face.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa, hold up. I think your girl hit you on the head on her way out, because I’m the one who got the job.” Xena poked Odette firmly on the nose and shoved her into the table. 

Odette sputtered as she swatted Xena’s hand out of her face. “Real mature, and you’re about to take a sensitivity training for that comment too, you barbarian.” Odette poked her forefinger into the center of Xena’s collarbone. 

“I need sensitivity training? Me? You just called me a barbarian!” Xena shoved Odette back. Her heart raced, blood pumping her veins full of excitement and adrenaline. Finally, a fight! Xena wished she still had access to her weapon, but her broadsword sat cold in her work locker. Odette wasn’t equipped with anything either. A good old hand-to-hand fight then? Xena smirked. “You really want to duke it out?”

“Why on earth would I duke it out with you. I got the job!” Odette lifted the parchment off the table. 

Xena’s blood ran cold. She stared at an exact replica of the parchment that she received last night.

“Real cute, cut the charms. That’s a fake. Because I have the real one!” Xena pulled out the parchment from her back pocket and shoved it in Odette’s face. 

Both blinked widely as they examined the other’s acceptance letter. Their eyes met sharply for a moment and stayed glued to each other. The other’s letter gripped tightly in their hands. Then Odette broke into a run across the breakroom. 

Xena scoffed, “Oh, real mature!” and barreled after her, running across the main production floor of Knight&Mage Inc. Where they put everything together for the retail store. While their work consisted of twenty floors, she hardly spent time outside of the development lab floor. Until now.  Odette danced around sleepy coworkers and loitering objects that floated everywhere. Xena bluntly shoved everything out of her way, much like a bull in a porcelain shop. 

Both women hit the elevator at the same time, wildly slapping for the president’s floor. The doors to the elevator hissed shut and jutted upward, knocking them into each other. Xena knocked Odette's hands out of the way. Odette shoved her back. Elbow to elbow, shoulder to shoulder, they pushed back and forth till something over their heads dinged. Odette squeezed out first, only a step ahead of Xena. She bounced out of the retired knight’s grip as Xena lunged for her multiple times. They both came to a sputtering stop in front of Ash’s new chambers.

Ooooh! She’s got it coming now!

Ash stood in the middle of a small crowd of shareholders, the CEO, and other board members. It was a minor sea of faces she never cared to memorize before, but suddenly realized were incredibly important. All of them stared at the two panting women in the wide-open glass doorway. The assistant, Grecia Monroe, a water nymph, who looked on the brink of tears, burst across the room toward them. Grecia shut the glass doors behind her as everyone blatantly gaped at Xena and Odette in shock and awe. Xena glared at Grecia as they were cut off from talking to Ash. Who would obviously clarify that I am the Vice President and Odette is a fraud! 

Grecia had all her hair pulled up into a slick ponytail. Her face and clothing dripped as her pointed ears flapped in the air beside them. Gills opening along her throat, Grecia gasped for air. Finally, she started a hushed tirade. “How dare both of you come barging in here! How do you think this looks to the shareholders? This is such a—”

“Grecia, shut up before you dry up.” Xena snatched the files out of Grecia’s hands. 

“Xena, sensitivity training. Today!” Odette ordered, elbowing the taller woman sharply.

“You’re not my boss!” Xena returned the snap.

“Yes, I am.” Odette stole the files from Xena and shoved them back into the assistant’s hands. “Grecia, please, set her straight.”

“Ha! No one has ever been able to make me straight,” Xena snorted with a wide smirk. Odette smacked her bicep with all her strength. “Ow! Worker’s comp.”

“Shut. Up. Both of you!” Grecia smacked them both with separate files. “What are you both yammering on about? This is a very important meeting.”

“This.” Odette shoved Xena’s parchment into Grecia’s hands. Xena did the same with Odette’s papers. Grecia looked over both, murmuring to herself as she read. Her face, already a seafoam green, paled to a white foam as her eyes darted from paper to paper. Her mouth hung open. To Xena’s dismay, the three in the hall came to the same conclusion. Both were approved by personnel. Both were signed by Ash. Both were Vice President. 

Technically. 

“See.” Xena tapped her right foot against the floor with impatience. No, this can’t be right. One has to be a ruse! 

“This is impossible. The system only sends out the acceptance letter to whoever Ash approved for the job. It’s automatic. Unless…” Grecia pivoted to stare into the office full of people behind her. All of them talking over champagne. They had lost interest in the two women at the door and had instead turned to Ash and the CEO. Grecia sighed loudly. Pivoting back to Xena and Odette, she growled, “Look, it doesn’t matter. Congrats, you both got the job. If the system sent you both acceptance letters, then you’re both in the system as vice presidents. Just figure it out yourselves.”

Just. Figure. It. Out? That couldn’t be the company’s stance. Xena’s mouth flapped open rapidly. Just figure it out? There was no way this was a simple clerical error. The system was in place for a reason!

“What?” Xena and Odette chimed in unison. 

“You’re both vice presidents now.” Grecia ground her teeth as she slapped the acceptance letters into both their hands. Just figure it out. Xena swallowed over her tongue.

Odette staggered forward. “Let us just talk to Ash; this must have been a mistake.” 

“You cannot, Ash is going on her worldwide tour with the CEO to see the other buildings and contracts. She’s leaving momentarily. So, it’s actually going to work out better that there’s two of you. Just divide the work evenly and don’t kill each other, unless you want to—actually, that will make my work easier. Doesn’t matter either way. When Ash gets back, we can see if she wants to demote one of you. Text me if you have any questions about the job, but do not text any stupid questions, got it?”

No! I don’t got it!

Odette and Xena stood dumbfounded as Grecia handed them each a moist business card. Then, with a slap of her damp hair, she wheeled around on her heels and marched back inside. The glass doors clicked shut with the telltale sign of magic sealing them out. Wait, what tour? When did that get decided. Purple hazy runes covered the glass so even the sound died as well. Xena turned to stare at Odette, who only stared back in horror. 

They were going to work together? They had to work together! 

When she imagined the day after her acceptance letter, she thought Ash would walk her through the building. They would shake hands with people, someone would hand over keys to the office, and then…well…there’d be fanfare. She didn’t expect her first day to be an actual shit show. Xena worked so hard to prove she was right for the job, she never considered what the job actually entailed. 

It’s just like being a department head but for all the departments. It can’t be that hard if Ash is just frolicking off on some corporate tour immediately after handing us the keys…right? 

“One of us is going to die or quit,” Xena blurted out in one breath. 

Odette set her face in stone, clenching her fists around the papers. “It’s not going to be me.” 

“It’s not going to be me.” Xena crossed her arms.

Just figure it out? Sure! She could do that! She did that when she got promoted from lesser management to department head. Xena was flawless under pressure. They gave her a task. It was time she completed it! Simple as that.

“We’ll see.” Odette stormed off toward the elevators. Xena smirked. Finally, Odette seemed to fill out her clothes and grow an inch as her heels clicked angrily away. It was only a fair battle if both chose to fight.








  
  

Chapter Four:


Odette





Just figure it out? You have GOT to be kidding! 

Odette rubbed her brow as she paced in front of her desk. This is a prank, it must be. The office was a mess, and she loathed messy offices. Someone is going to jump out and scream ‘got cha’ soon. She stopped suddenly and scowled at the windows she stared at just last night. The office was messy and she had to share it with Xena. As if it wasn’t bad enough that she had to share the job without a chance to fight it, now she had to share an office. Apparently, the rest of the company was going on as if her whole world wasn’t falling apart. Maintenance came in, dumped all their stuff within the room, and called it a day! 

So dense…Odette shook her head sharply, throwing Clara’s angry hiss from her head. She had far more time sensitive things to worry about than her trampled heart. So fucking stupid…Odette went back to rubbing her forehead, headache already biting into the muscles.

Focus! Focus on the problem at hand! Xena and her mess.

At least the pair agreed on one thing: neither of them was going to agree on anything. They wouldn’t let the other have the office alone. It was the vice president’s office, so naturally, they both wanted it. Odette had claimed the desk that was already in it, mostly a childish tantrum by sitting on it and refusing to move. She’d even put a magnet charm on her body so Xena couldn’t lift her up. Naturally, Xena had moved the desk with her on it to one side of the office and said she’d get her own desk, which arrived soon after as a stack of boxes. I can’t believe she just commandeered a desk from the backroom! 

Somehow, they split the office dead even, even down to who had which glass panes. 

Odette set up her side of the office and scheduled a moment to sit down with Personnel. Xena, however, sat on the floor, building her desk as loudly as she could. She’s doing this to punish me!

“Honestly, couldn’t you have just brought up your old desk?” Odette moved her massaging fingers from her forehead to the bridge of her nose. The tension was growing worse.

“Didn’t have one.” Xena continued to hammer pieces of wood together. Dragons above, save me now. Grinning from ear to ear, she flipped over the part she had finished and began to work on the next. 

“You’re joking. You didn’t have a desk? You’re a department head!” Odette stomped her foot as she rounded the corner of her own desk. She couldn’t even start phone calls or set up interviews to replace her old position until someone stopped making so much racket. Her brain rattled around in her skull with every thud of Xena’s ancient hammer. 

“Yeah, a department that doesn’t sit around all day and play with dead things.” Xena put her hands behind her for a moment to crack every bone she possibly could. 

Odette shivered with every subtle crack. Her skin crawled. Xena snickered to herself before going back to working on her desk. Odette clenched the edge of her desk tightly, right eye twitching. She inhaled steadily through her nose. In, one, two, three, out, two, three—just breathe, she can’t possibly hammer the desk ALL day. Can she? 

“I don’t play with dead things. Sometimes body parts are needed for a ritual or spell.” 

Odette pulled out her crystal pad. At the very least, she could send emails and answer messages while she waited for the wild boar to stop covering the floor in wood dust. But when she pulled up her email, she found it flooded. Her eyes rolled at the sixty emails. Typical. Everyone needed something.  She started at the top, and her stomach dropped. The company insurance department had reached out, asking for the date that they needed to change Clara in the system to a wife dependent. Something Odette had planned months prior…back when her fiancé had begged to get off her parents' insurance. Just another burden. Odette had absorbed it for Clara so she could be free from her parents. Once upon a time, she would have readily agreed to anything Clara asked.

So self-absorbed.

Odette prodded at the crystal’s edge. Her rune-covered nails scratched at the metallic edges. It was the size of a book but the weight of a feather, framed in a golden metal with soft velvet backing. Odette opened the email but immediately closed it. Her forefinger hovered over it. She couldn’t answer it, not yet. 

Xena flopped onto her back with a loud thud as she assembled the desk over her. “Sounds like playing to me.”

Odette jumped in her skin. The sound of Xena’s obnoxiousness returned to her ears. Reality sank into her skin. Focus. Work the problem in front of you. Do not obsess! Odette swatted at the air flippantly.  “What? Oh, will you stop it? You wouldn’t know the first thing about magic anyway. All you do is bully your initiates and swing your sword around all day.” 

She swiped through a few other emails. One was a welcome letter from Personnel about her new role, further cementing her thoughts that Xena was a mistake. Until she came across the one from the parking garage saying they would add another vice president spot for them. Then she opened the email about training. It wasn’t the typical computer based learning, though she did have a few of those download into the training portal. Starting Monday it was less ‘here is a thirty minute video on how to submit monthly budgets’ and more ‘meet with this department head for this reason’. Sure would be nice if a previous Vice President was there to explain how that worked. Odette tried not to spiral. 

Monday. Make it to Monday. Plenty of time to get Xena to quit. Odette peered up from her crystal to see Xena holding up the desk with one hand while the other struggled to screw in something. Xena poked her tongue out the side of her mouth. Odette swallowed the laughter of seeing her struggle. 

“You know, you could ask for help.” Odette put her chin in her hands. “Wouldn’t even break a sweat doing it either.”

“Not with that condescending smile on your lips.” Xena barely glanced at Odette before she returned to using her feet to hold up the desk. Both hands worked on the screws. “Besides, it’s a good workout.”

“You gym rats are all the same. We have a maintenance department, you should have just put in a request.” Odette sat back in the plush leather chair. Her side of the office had Ash’s desk, her chair, a plant, two filing cabinets, and a tall bookshelf ready for her to fill. Xena had her half-made desk and boxes. Lots of boxes, all labeled ‘stuff’. Odette chuckled to herself as she opened the next email.

Xena sat up. “Hey, gym rat or not, at least I don’t offer bitchy help.” 

“It wasn’t bitchy.” That one stung. Her voice came out a little more pitched than she intended. Odette frowned hard, catching Xena’s eyes. “I was merely implying that you would use less energy building one of many surfaces by asking for help. Doesn’t have to be from me. Like I said, we do have a department just for installing company issued furniture.”

“See! And that’s why you’re a mage. Because you can’t handle anything on your own.” Xena pointed a finger at Odette.

“Ah, yes, back to the whole ‘I use magic, therefore I must be weak and docile’ mentality. Remind me again, was it a single father who raised you? Very macho, probably had a goatee?” Odette stared down at her crystal. The time stared back at her. It was already late in the morning, and she had accomplished nothing. She hated wasting time, especially bickering with Xena. “As much as I enjoy our talks, I have work to do. While you play around with your desk and boxes labeled stuff, I’m going to go check in with the department heads.” 

“It was just a mustache, thank you!” Xena bellowed. 

Odette stood with her crystal pad and walked around her desk. For a moment, she thought of staying. Then she pointed a finger at the desk and, with a wicked grin, said, “Assemble, please.”

Magic tossed Xena out from under the desk as all the pieces flew together in the blink of an eye. Screwing themselves into place, the drawers sliding in, the whole desk came together in less than three seconds. Xena stared at it, then at Odette in shock. Odette sauntered out of their shared office. 

She could have made the whole desk fall apart. Watching every piece fly across the room, leaving Xena back at square one would have been priceless. However, Xena likely would take it out on her furniture. It was better to see the rage-filled but impressed expression painted on Xena’s face. Odette chuckled to herself as she walked to the elevator. She used her badge to unlock the silver doors and rode down in blissful silence. Her crystal lit up with a new email. 


From: Xena Battlemoar 
To: Odette Plum  

Very funny. But one of the drawers is upside down.

Odette smirked as she replied immediately. 


From: Odette Plum  
To: Xena Battlemoar
  
No it’s not.  
-Odette Plum  
Vice President 
Knight&Mage Inc.


Odette stepped off at the tenth floor. Knight&Mage Inc. was 22 floors including the basement. It went basement storage, boiler room, main retail floor, corporate foyer, then several floors for research and development. The levels progressively became less open laboratory and more cubicle/offices the further one went up. The tenth floor, the one she was most familiar with, was for the department heads. She found all of them, and she meant every single one of her previous coworkers, loitering around her previous office. The Department Head for Magical Development was the first office on the floor, across from the meeting rooms. 

“I see sixteen highly paid managers loitering in the halls and a dozen employees on the floor unsupervised.” Odette put one hand on her hip and tapped her shoes impatiently. 

Sixteen full-grown adults whirled around like children caught with their hands in a cookie jar. K&M employed a wide variety of folks, ranging from magically inclined to muscular brained to ‘I’m only good at pressing buttons’. Shape and size, color and creed, didn’t matter, because K&M prided itself on being as diverse as the city around them. As if the dragon from mythos that burned the woods to the ground, the king and all his men with it, left seeds from every realm possible in the ash. And those seeds grew into a metropolis known for being an adventurers refuge. Her staff reflected all walks of life but with one commonality: every manager in this building was nosy. Not a single one of them have their nostrils attached to their face the way they’re up in everyone elses business! The gaggle of people sheepishly shuffled out of her old doorway and meandered toward their respective offices. 

Odette spared a glance into her former, corporate prison cell and found it empty. All her files sent to internal review, ensuring no one could break regulation. They worked fast. Really fast. It was almost concerning how swift the change of power happened. Like someone planned this all along. She turned on the lights and found it spotless, as well. Not even an imprint on the floor where she’d spent hours pacing. Odette returned her attention out to the hall of gossip-hungry managers. “Before you all go.” 

They bound back toward her gleefully, all smiling faces and raised brows. Half of them pulled out notepads to write on. Odette peeked at her crystal, but no new emails had arrived. Closing the velvet lid onto it, she snapped her fingers. The rune on her thumb lit up, and the device disappeared. With a pop, it entered her personal pocket dimension, where she kept her keys, wallet, and a few spare pieces of gum. Because once they know you have some, everyone wants some. 

“As you’ve likely already heard, both Xena and I have been named vice president.” She folded her hands in front of her stomach and searched the crowd of eager faces. “Which means there are two open positions, here at department head level and another for the vice president’s assistant, as Grecia has followed Ash into her new position as president of the company. I would like to announce these open positions where the job will likely be posted by sundown today if they are not already. It seems Personnel and Asset Protection are already on the ball today, so expect them to be thorough about this transition. If you are or might be interested in these positions, please apply immediately, the seats won’t stay open very long. What questions do you have about the open jobs?” 

Odette felt like herself again as her previous coworkers mulled over the news. A few scribbled some things down but kept to themselves, while others whispered amongst themselves. 

Odette waited for them collectively to settle before she continued. This, leading a room and a team? This, she was born to do. Her father often said she ought to have been a professor at his school. She could have, with her magical knowledge and prowess. Being honest? Teaching wasn’t rewarding in the way she wanted it to be. Plus, it involved dealing with snot-nosed children, and Odette barely survived school without breaking classmates’ noses; she couldn’t imagine teaching their crotch goblins now. No, this is much better. 

She inhaled slowly before exhaling with a smile. “Onto other news, I suspect you are all wondering how reviews will go this year.”

Because that’s a huge part of this job, and certainly one I am uniquely qualified to handle…unlike some bone-headed, gym rat who only cares about making her friends look good. It would have helped if Ash detailed how she usually did them. But Odette worked in retail for over seven years. She knew the drill, and even did them as a Department Head for her department. Now, it’s just for my peers whom now report to me directly. No pressure.

“Well, seeing as they are supposed to be in three weeks and our yearly bonus is tied to them, yes,” Gilga, the department head over sales, piped up. She was a blunt person, always had been. An earth elemental with flowers and vines for hair in a pair of slacks, Gilga ran the storefront part of the building.

“Do not worry, as they will still go on without delay. You should find the evaluation invites in your email after Internal turns over what documentation Ash had for them. Plus, the interviews will be unbiased.” Odette gave her best reassuring smile. It was the only thing she still had control over while the world spun wildly out of control. She could keep this one thing from crashing and burning. Even 

“But it’s you and Xena doing them, right?” Marc chimed in from the right corner. Like Xena, Marc was a goliath. Six foot three, built like a brick wall, chiseled in every way, with his onyx hair braided down his back. He wore a three-piece suit and round spectacles, which he now pushed further up his nose. He was the department head of Knight Placement. Xena’s previous department trained, suited, and evaluated the knights, it was Marc’s department that placed them in jobs or contracted them out to jobs. To say Odette had spoken more than three words to Marc would be generous. 

“Yes.” Odette straightened her spine. 

A huge divide often fell on the departments, depending on who sat in the Office of Vice President. Ash promoted out of the magical department. Therefore, her bias leaned toward the magical team. Odette never had an issue getting vacation or project budgets approved, but she knew other departments felt estranged from upper-level management. Odette promised herself she would be better. She was better! Which meant realizing and undoing her own biases. Starting now. 

“I know that many of the knight or knight adjacent departments felt undervalued and underappreciated under Ash’s reign as vice president, but things are going to be different. I will not be basing our evaluations on what Ash or even my own personal feelings are. These will be based on metrics and facts. So, bring the numbers. I want you to answer one simple question with facts and numbers: Did your department succeed under your influence? Yes or no and why. Your bonus will be based on the answer.” 

The crowd broke into soft murmurs as they turned inwardly to discuss her words. That’s much better. Odette relaxed her shoulders as the department heads nodded solemnly to themselves. Minor win. At least this I didn’t ruin. I can be a dumpster fire with my heart broken…but at least this, I can still be good at. Odette cleared her throat, “Furthermore, I will be stopping in to see each of your departments in the upcoming week. Keep an eye out because it will be random and it will be at any time. Until then, if you have a burning question that cannot wait, feel free to email me. Thank you, you are dismissed.” 

Evelyn fluttered her tiny wings to poke herself up above the crowd. “And what about Xena? Will she be walking these inspections?” 

Evelyn was a pixie, pink flesh with rosy hair, pearlescent wings, and only four feet tall. She was the department head of Magical Research and Discovery. She and Odette often worked side by side. Everything her team unearthed, discovered, or experimented on came into Odette’s office or department floor at some time. Evelyn’s round face pinched in worry as she flittered toward the front of the group. 

“Evelyn, careful of flight over others’ heads.” Odette pointed at Evelyn’s feet. They skittered over Jonas, the centaur in charge of accounting, nearly smacking his head. 

“Yes. Right.” Evelyn flew down, giggling nervously.

Odette peered up to the floors above, where Xena was likely having a fist fight with an office chair. No, Xena won’t, because she won’t find value in them. That’s what she wanted to say to Evelyn’s question. Yet, she knew better. Xena would find out and butt her way into the walks. As much as Odette wanted her to quit, the team couldn’t know. She had to show a united front, at least to the department heads and below. They deserved a well-working machine, even if Odette fought her co-vice president out in secret. Until Xena quits under the pressure, of course!

“To answer your question, I expect she will be present for the ones she values the most.” Odette snapped her fingers, her thumb illuminating again. Her crystal reappeared in her hand. She opened the cover and found her email bombarded again. “Excuse me, I have so many emails.”

“I imagine.” Evelyn floated up to eye level with Odette. “Do you still want to have lunch today, like we always do?”

“I would love to, Evelyn, but I will have to take a rain check on that. I have a feeling I’ll be working through lunch.” Odette grimaced as she pulled open the email from Asset Protection. The subject, in all bold, ‘security threat- immediate discussion’. Well, that can’t be good. The idea that something was immediately wrong, filled her with dread. All of this has just been one disaster after another. Odette hugged the crystal to her chest as if to shield Evelyn from the racing organ as it tried to escape her.  She peered up at Evelyn, hiding the panic behind a pleasant smile. “But definitely by the end of the week. I want to be able to catch lunch with as many of you as I can. I am still accessible.”

“But you’re not Odette anymore.” Evelyn shrugged, pouting slightly.

Odette’s face fell. “Whoa, hold on. I am still me.” 

Evelyn’s voice dropped to a soft hush. “The old Odette would have texted me that she broke up with her abusive ex.” 

“What?” The word flew out of her like Evelyn kicked her diaphragm. Broke up. Right. We were dumped. Left behind. Abandonded. Odette’s stomach dropped fully into her heels. So dense. Her mouth ran dry as she clutched her crystal harder. So stupid! So Self-absorbed! You couldn’t even tell a single other person because you don’t have any friends. Putting a hand to Evelyn’s, she led the pair into her old office. Raw, frenzied panic surged through her veins.  “Where did you hear that?”

“She posted it all over social media. Made a big show of it, too, on Crystalgram. I wouldn’t look at your socials for a week. They’re bad.” Evelyn poked her hands into her pink slacks with a pitying look pointed at Odette. Of course she did. Odette was surprised there wasn’t a mob full of pitch forks and torches awaiting outside the building for her. The hushed, hollow sound of her office swallowing up Evelyn’s words left a filmy feeling on Odette’s skin.

Odette shrank another inch inward as she stared at Evelyn. It was one thing for Clara to scream and throw a fit to her face, to storm out and leave her ring. It was something different for her to socially proclaim it. This means it’s over. It means she’s gone. Clara didn’t post anything unless she wanted her followers to spread the news. Odette’s right hand moved over her left, covering the empty space where the ring sat just yesterday. Her finger felt foreign to her as she tenderly prodded it. So self-absorbed, didn’t realize the flashing neon light sign over your head.

“I suspect her hundreds of fans are swarming my page to send me death threats, huh?” Odette swallowed the lump in her throat. Doesn’t matter. No matter the way she wanted to pull her bottom lip over her head and swallow, she needed one thing that didn’t explode. If it was her shattered remains of her heart, her trampled pride, or her work ethic? She chose work. I have to choose work, or else none of this was worth it. “No matter. I’m too busy to even notice.”

“You can text me. I’ll let you go, but, Odette, we’re friends, you know that, right?” Evelyn grimaced, patting Odette’s shoulder. The pixie floated away on a trail of pastel pink dust that coated the hardwood flooring. Odette brushed away some of the glitter at her shoes. 

“But I can’t now, can I?” Odette murmured to herself as she slunk back against the wall. You’re all alone. Just. Like. You. Like. It. She had done so well not crying up until that moment. Odette was a caged animal, staring out through the open doorway, wanting nothing more to beg Evelyn to come back.  “I’m your boss now.” 

All alone. Top of the mountain. Heavy is the head that wears the crown. If she couldn’t be romantically happy or emotionally well, she could at least be professional.










