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WHEN I open my eyes, I don’t know where I am, only that I’m lying on a bed of velvety moss over a black stone floor as smooth as glass. I don’t know who I am, either. Not even my name. But I can feel power humming under my skin like a wellspring waiting to be tapped. I don’t know how to reach it, but it’s there. It’s a comforting presence when everything else is unfamiliar to me, even my own body.

Rolling onto my side, I gag as my stomach heaves, but nothing comes up. For a moment, I simply lie there and breathe. There are strange coils of rope at my wrists, but at least my limbs aren’t bound. My vision swims and my stomach churns like a stormy sea as I blink to bring the world into sharper focus.

I spot sculptures of threaded white marble emerging gracefully from hedges that form tall green walls with no ceiling but the sky capping them. Even though the statues are inanimate, my eyes flick from one to the next in search of danger. The stone shapes depict humans and gods, as well as animals, strange beasts, and creatures part beast and part human. The soft scent of flowers tickles my nose. Some of the figures stand free from the hedges, vines and leaves draping necks and shoulders and fresh blossoms wreathing heads or horns.

All seem placid, benevolent, as if they were frozen in the midst of a pleasant outdoor gathering. Butterflies drift haphazardly in the air, one alighting on the upraised hand of a nearby statue, a smiling man with a fish’s tail instead of legs. The place looks at once like an old ruin and something uniquely new.

I wince—the hard ground beneath me is biting into my hip. Propping myself up on one elbow in a patch of moss, I take stock of myself, letting my stomach settle. The pale expanse of my thigh is laid bare by a creamy white tunic that splits below the hips for ease of movement. Mysterious coils of thin, fibrous rope that looks spun with gold entwine my arms and slender waist, winding even between my modest breasts, I notice as I look down. I recall a fleeting sensation of lips brushing over them, and it’s as if, for a moment, I’m looking at myself from outside my body.

I’m female, it appears. This realization, like everything, is disorienting. My hand moves to my ribs, and then my buttocks. Yes, I’m solid. I seem to understand the boundaries of my world, just not what it contains.

“Well, well. Look where you are now, you colossal, bloody fool,” says a voice behind me, both hiss and purr, outraged and gleeful.

I look over my shoulder and choke on a shriek.

He stands above me, both man and monster and yet no statue—he’s too menacing and vivid and alive. He’s tall and well-built, sinewy arms revealed by a black tunic cut much like mine, twined in scarlet ropes. His skin is pale but lightly smoked, even blue toned. Strong hands with fine fingers and pointed black nails rest on hips that taper from wide, wiry shoulders in a way that draws my eye downward.

But it’s his furious expression more than his eerie beauty that drags my attention back to his face, his eyes a bright, livid red above sharp cheeks that look chiseled from stone. Even stranger, curving dark horns grow from within the slate-colored waves of hair on his head, a pair of them, like the tines of a wickedly large fork.

“I have you at a disadvantage, it seems,” he says with a white, sharp-toothed grin. “As usual.”

Indeed, I don’t recognize him, but then I don’t even recognize myself. A tail tufted in silky fur the color of his hair lashes behind him. In place of shoes and feet, that same fur coats his ankles and drapes over dark cloven hooves, one of which taps sharply on the ground next to me.

“What are you?” I rasp. Who are you? might have been the more polite question, but it’s hard to focus beyond his horns and hooves.

He gestures as if presenting himself. “A daemon.” When I only blink at him, he adds, “Once a demigod who bound his divine soul. Divine souls are pesky things, so limited by divine rules. I prefer no bindings but my own—and in this case, they’ve freed me. Immortality is much more fun this way, don’t you think? You should know this, but of course you remember nothing, do you?” He doesn’t wait for me to respond. “My memory is mostly intact, because I still remember you—alas—if not exactly how we got here.”

“Where—?” I begin, clearing my throat and sitting up all the way. I have feet, I discover, bound in sturdy sandals with straps twining up my slender calves. Long waves of burnished bronze hair fall in my face. Oddly, I don’t recall having this hair, and yet I remember always liking the shade of it, inhabiting the space between red, dark blond, and light brown. I scrape it out of my way and look up. I’m dizzy, but not too much to better make out the towering green walls and moss-carpeted, glassy black floors all around me.

I’m in a small courtyard, a patch of nondescript pale sky above, too reticent to reveal time or weather, with those living hallways branching off in three different directions, white marble statues scattering the lengths of them. The paths bend too quickly for me to see where they lead. In the center of the courtyard is a huge fountain, its basin dry, patchy with emerald moss and dripping with vines. No water, but despite my dry mouth, I’m not thirsty.

“A maze,” the daemon says, answering my half-asked question. “Not part of the mortal plane, but still a mess of your own making, I must emphasize. You witches are all so overreaching, grasping for what doesn’t belong to you. Grasping at beings you don’t understand.” He waves about. “Fine work, you finally annoyed one of them enough to accept your challenge. If anyone could be so irritating, you could.”

His harsh tone doesn’t fit the scene, it doesn’t fit me, and it’s making my head hurt. I press a few fingers against my temple, as if that will get everything to stop spinning.

“What challenge?” I ask. I don’t feel very challenging or irritating, like this.

He brings a hand to his mouth. “Gods, I love this. You, brought so low. But I can be generous, even if you’ve taken me down with you.” He swallows unmistakably spiteful mirth. “We’re in this maze as a trial. This is your path to victory. Your ruin.”

My surroundings aren’t unlovely, and there’s only these strange, peaceful statues inhabiting the airy green corridors. Nothing prowling that I can see. But the walls feel heavy. Waiting. Alive, beyond being hedges. I wasn’t mistaken to look for danger.

And maybe it’s right in front of me, in the form of this towering, malevolent daemon. He isn’t unlovely, either, but the devastating smile and the pleasingly sculpted musculature that I can trace even under his tunic don’t mask the sharp nails and coiled violence of his motions.

“What sort of victory?” I ask, squinting up at him and trying to moisten my tongue.

The daemon gestures around, waving a pale bluish hand. “Why, if you get out of here alive, solve the puzzle, and defeat the monster at the end, you’ll be granted immense power beyond your wildest imagining. Not beyond my ken, because I’m already powerful.”

“So am I,” I say. It’s the only truth I know. I was more concerned by monster until he cast doubt on my abilities.

He laughs, a sound sharp enough to draw blood. “You’re nothing, next to me.”

That doesn’t seem quite right. “Why should I believe you?”

He’s a daemon, after all. While I don’t fully grasp what that means, he’s painted himself in opposition to his once-divine nature—unbound by rules. Which means he could also be a liar.

Then again, he’s supposedly immortal. That might indeed make me nothing, next to him. And yet, I don’t feel like nothing.

“Questions, questions.” He puts a long-nailed hand to the broad plain of his chest. “But I’m generous, remember? Now I’ll help you even more. I’ll help you get through this. It’s not all altruism on my part. If you don’t get to the end, I don’t. That’s the deal.”

I shake my head. “None of this makes sense. Why can’t I remember anything?”

The daemon shrugs, done with answering, only a delicious satisfaction spreading over his face like cream over a cat’s whiskers. His lashing tail fits the image.

In a flash, like lightning illuminating a dark scene, I remember: me, feeding him a honeyed fig in a room of soft silks and pale marble beneath a foliage-cloaked sky. His tongue, licking the stickiness from my fingers as well as his own lips after he takes the bite in his mouth. His wicked grin. But his red eyes held something beyond hunger. Something more potent, possessive.

I hug my knees to my chest, sandals scuffing over moss. A shudder lurks under my skin, but the coldness I feel isn’t in my flesh; it’s somewhere deep and forgotten inside me. I don’t know much of anything, but I do know that this man, this daemon, does not like me. And I, instinctively, do not like him. So it seems impossible there was ever a time I could have given him a sweet offering and he could have looked at me like that in return.

There’s obviously much more to our story. But I need to start at the beginning.

“What’s my name?” I whisper.

Grudging emotion flickers over his sharp, cold features. Reluctant pity, perhaps. I probably do look pathetic, in my huddle on the ground.

“Sadaré,” he says.

I repeat it, without recognition. “And yours?”

“Daesra.”

I don’t repeat his name, to avoid summoning him closer—in vain, because when I try to stand on ground that glints like the night sky where the moss doesn’t cloud it with blooming green, my legs wobble. That unwilling feeling ripples across Daesra’s face again, and he reaches out to steady me.

How I already hate that expression after only seeing it twice. I recoil from him.

He sneers, gripping my elbow with alarming pressure before tossing it away in disgust and nearly toppling me. “I don’t know why I bother helping you at all. Right, because if I don’t, I’ll be stuck here with you. At least you can die.”

I barely manage to regain my balance. His size and strength certainly seem to emphasize my own frailty, though I still feel powerful—perhaps undeservedly. I look around again at the looming hedges standing over twice as tall as me, the branching hallways filled with faces and limbs—the three paths forward. But before I can approach those—or the monster at the end—I have more foundational matters to attend to. “What am I?”

I suppose I can turn such an unkind question on myself.

Daesra raises a dark eyebrow, but surprisingly he doesn’t sneer again. “Like I said, you’re a witch. Otherwise known as a leech,” he adds.

“A woman,” I say, only half question, ignoring that last bit.

“I believe so, but looks can be deceiving, and that’s all so changeable, anyway.”

“I’m mortal?”

“As they come.”

“But you’re not,” I say. “You’re a daemon.”

“Brilliant, you noted the horns and tail,” he says, even though he was the one who told me as much. “And already you’re understanding our relative significance. Or, rather, your lack thereof.”

I ignore that, too, as I force more confidence into my voice than I feel. “So I’m here to solve a puzzle for gain. For more power. Immortality, perhaps, if I’m contesting a higher being. You’re obligated to aid me, at least insofar as you must to get yourself out of here, since you’re not doing it out of the kindness of your heart. I don’t remember anything because that’s part of the challenge, and you don’t intend to help jog my memory. Does that about cover it?”

Daesra bows his head, and the curves of his dark horns glint. Aside from the rings segmenting the length of them in ridges, they look as smooth as the dark stone surrounding me. My fingers twitch, and, for a moment, I wonder what it would feel like to reach out and touch them, but then he raises his eyes to mine and once again I can’t imagine a world in which I could ever bridge that gap between us. I suppress a shiver and fist my hand.

“Did I somehow force you to help me?” I guess. “Is that why you hate me so?”

“My dear Sadaré,” he says with a calm, languid smile. “I have far, far more reason than that to hate you.” He shrugs, moving on from such a statement as casually as shucking a garment.

I feel as unsteady as if the earth had quaked.

“But no,” he adds, “I’m helping you because I actually owe you.”

“What did I do? Never mind.” I can already tell by the look on the daemon’s face that he’s not going to answer, and I don’t want to give him the satisfaction of denying me.

I’m starting to realize I might hate him with as little cause as he hates me.

I turn away from him to approach one of the statues, my legs feeling as fresh as a foal’s, unused but gaining strength. The sculpture of a heroic-looking warrior with a shield and sword displays the bare musculature of his chest and much more besides, as he’s wearing a belt and nothing else. A fine piece of work all around, I must say. The pale marble is almost translucent in certain… protuberances. The artist—otherworldly or not—paid attention to detail.

“What is this?” I reach up to touch the statue’s cheek where I can almost see the peppered shadow of stubble, but I stop short when a strange look twitches across Daesra’s face, there and then gone. At least I didn’t grab for the lower half.

“Part of the maze” is all he says.

“Jealous where I bestow my affections?” I don’t know why I ask, other than to goad him. I know he despises me; he’s said as much. I would breathe the words back in if I could, especially at the fury that flares in his red eyes, unmistakable.

“Jealous,” he says, his voice perfectly flat. “Of you.” A statement, not a question.

My heart kicks into a gallop in my chest, my body sensing danger while my mind is still catching up.

Before I can flinch, Daesra seizes my wrist in a crushing grip, black nails digging into my skin. “You would do well to want my affections,” he hisses, “as limited as my regard for you is.”

I cry out in pain and try to pull away, but he twists me closer, dipping his clever lips to my ear. Again, I remember his tongue licking that lush bow of his mouth, but this time he bares sharp canines. The discordance of the overlapping images dizzies me until what he says next brings reality into a clear, sharp focus. Or maybe that’s his nails stabbing my wrist.

“When you’re scratching blindly at the bottom of this particular well with bloody fingernails and no hope of escape and no one who cares for you,” he whispers, almost seductively, in my ear, “just remember that I am the only one who can get you out. And if you press me, I won’t hesitate to leave you to die, even if it means my own end.”

Fear jags through me. If I’m powerful, his strength is overwhelming, his broad frame bending me over, his fingers burning into me like an iron from the fire, his spoken threat hot on my cheek. I can smell his scent so near—a clean, earthy musk, something between man and beast that might otherwise make me lean into his neck to breathe deeper.

But suddenly I can smell woodsmoke, even though I hadn’t before, and autumn leaves, even though the hedges around me are green and the air is warm enough. My breath heaves in my chest, and panic trills in my veins, climbing inside until I can almost taste it. And then, I can taste it—dirt inexplicably in my mouth, blood on my tongue. The pressure of being held to the ground, helpless, despite the fact that my feet are still planted on marble.

It’s less a flash of memory and more a deeply buried bruise reawakened by Daesra’s hand, an old, forgotten wound underlying my instinctual understanding that power can be taken. And that if I’m not powerful, then I’m vulnerable.

Something must have happened to me. I can’t remember, but my body hasn’t forgotten.

Did he do that to me?

Instead of shrinking, I want to seize that force pressing into me, both past and present, and push back. Leaning into the daemon’s grip, I dig his nails in deeper, ignoring his narrowing gaze, until I feel something other than fear. Pain, yes, but it lends me clarity, and now it comes at my beckoning. And lurking beneath it, humming under my skin, I feel it.

A warm glow of potential in my flesh, however it might manifest on the outside. Power. I just don’t know how to access it. It’s confined inside me as tightly as Daesra is holding my wrist.

I’ve already tried to pull free from him and failed, so I swallow my fear and bide my time in silence until he loosens his grasp. He eventually does, when he sees the stubborn set to my jaw—but not before his strong, nimble fingers pick out one of my own and tie something quickly around the base of it, complete with a tiny bow.

Daesra withdraws, and I see a thin scarlet thread stretched between us, with a matching knot around his finger.

“What—?” is all I have time to say before he gathers up the minimal slack in the thread and yanks. The knot tightens around my finger in a searing line, cutting into my skin. I hunch over it, gasping, not wanting to jerk away in case he pulls too hard. Briefly, I wonder if that’s his intention—to take my finger off. But the pain subsides almost as quickly as it started.

I stare at my finger in shock through watery eyes. There’s only a thin red band there now, like a scar. Or a ring.

“What, no appreciation for my gift?” Daesra asks innocently.

I glare up at him with furious heat. I want to unleash the potential inside me and tear him limb from limb, but before I can try, he waggles his own finger with its purplish-red, ringlike scar, his smile playful. “It hurt me, too. Don’t whine.”

I haven’t said much of anything, as far as I know, never mind something that could be construed as whining. “What did you do?”

“Just a string around your finger,” he says, “for remembrance.”

Goat-fucker, I think. The mark must signify more than that, since I still remember next to nothing. But for the life of me, I can’t imagine what it is. And I know he won’t tell me.

I’ll find out, sooner or later. Probably whether I like it or not.

“Well, then,” the daemon says, clapping his hands and making me jump, as if this were a normal day—as if I knew what a normal day was. “Anything else before we venture forth?”

“What is the source of my power?” I ask, glancing once again at my finger, and then to his, where that scarlet thread no longer connects us, but something else might.

“Ah, so you remember at least a little of how your witchery works.” He nods at the thicker flaxen ropes twining my chest. “It’s through sacrifice. Pain. You’re particularly fond of bindings and sharp, pointy things. In this case, you don’t have some poor creature to bind and suffer on your behalf as fuel for your fire. You’ll have to work with what you’ve got. Namely, yourself. Use your own pain.”

Now that he mentions it, my bindings are uncomfortably tight, making my lungs strain and my ribs ache. Just as when I leaned into his grip, I draw a deep breath against the ropes. There’s the same answering spark of warmth inside me underneath the discomfort, like the heat of fire, almost at my fingertips. I just need to reach for it.

And yet… to not suffer myself should be preferable. But it wasn’t the pain of Daesra’s nails that scared me. If I know that I’m powerful, I also know that I wasn’t, once. Even if I can’t remember what forced me to the ground, the fear still echoes through my body like a scream. I’ll do anything to avoid finding myself in that position again. The thought of pain is even thrilling, if it opens the way to something greater. Something to burn others before they can hurt me—even if I have to hurt myself first.

Maybe there’s something to Daesra’s desire to have no bindings but his own. My eyes wander over him once more, lingering on his wide, dark hooves and viciously curved horns. Those aren’t exactly bonds, but they’re markers of the one entrapping his soul as surely as the ropes around my chest. Markers of power.

And yet, being a daemon is probably wretched.

“There’s you,” I say, my fingers worrying the knotted end of the rope gauntlet around my forearm.

The daemon’s red eyes burn with more rage than I could possibly understand. “If you try to bind me, I will tear you apart piece by piece, devour your shriveled heart raw, and piss on your remains.”

I unconsciously take a step back. He only too recently demonstrated he could probably manage all of that and more.

“Didn’t you just bind me?” I demand, unable to contain my indignance beneath my fear. I feel shriveled was a bit much.

“Sadaré, Sadaré,” he says, his tone suddenly light, the expression on his face flipping like a coin. “That was a tickle in comparison to what I can do. To what we both can do, much as I hate to credit you for anything.” He spreads his wiry arms, muscles and tendons standing out—which I now eye warily instead of appreciatively—to encompass the statues, the high hedges, and the three branching pathways. “Shall we get on with it? We’ve got a maze to solve and a monster to slay. Or else we’re stuck here until you die.”

If I don’t kill you first, I think.

He grins at me as if he knows exactly what I’m thinking—and is thinking much the same thing. And then he turns on a cloven hoof as elegantly as a dancer, tail swishing the air behind him, and shows me his broad back.

Instead of going at him with my bare hands, I grit my teeth—and seat myself on the edge of the fountain, folding my arms.

“I don’t trust you,” I say when he stops and turns on me with a questioning brow.

“And I will never trust you,” he says with a low growl. “But you’re a bigger fool than even I expected if you think waiting here without me is a fine idea.”

I shrug around me at the statues. “You’re the worst thing I’ve seen so far.”

His red eyes narrow and he starts to hiss something through his teeth when we both hear a different, louder hissing. His gaze shifts over my shoulder, bright alarm flashing within it.

I spin to find pale mist oozing out of the hole in the fountain’s center. As with the rest of what I’ve seen so far, it doesn’t look so frightening, more peaceful in its slow drift—until it reaches a patch of moss and the green tufts instantly wither and brown, curling in on themselves in unmistakable death.

I leap up from the fountain’s edge just as the mist laps at where my buttocks had been. It pools in the basin, ready to spill over the lip. I stumble away, my feet eager to run, especially when the misty tendrils unfurl and reach for us like the tentacles of a living creature.

“Now would you like to go?” Daesra asks sardonically, as the mist eats along the vines dangling from the fountain, chasing the green vibrancy as if drinking it.

“Let’s,” I gasp, and when he turns his back on me this time, I hurry after him into the maze.
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DAESRA STRIDES into the middle of the three passages without hesitation, and I follow without argument. I don’t wait to see what destruction the mist wreaks on the rest of the greenery in the courtyard. I certainly don’t wish to see what it would do to my bare skin.

Even though my legs carry me forward with all haste, keeping the sharp pace that the daemon’s hooves tap out on the marble between patches of moss, the two of us don’t make it far before the necessity of choice stops us—another three-way fork in the form of an intersection. I keep looking over my shoulder for the mist, but it doesn’t seem to be following us, or at least it’s unable to move quickly. The three hallways splitting before us appear more or less identical, framed by green hedges, mirror-black floors, and a silvery sky. White marble statues are scattered along their lengths.

Daesra stops to scrutinize our options, pursing his lips and shooting me a sideways glance as a few butterflies flap about us. Based on the slight curve at the corner of his mouth, I have the distinct hunch he knows which way to go, and he’s simply not telling me—keeping me in the dark on purpose. Forcing me to turn to him, especially with the slow pressure of death at our backs.

I resist looking over my shoulder once more, calming my breath. I can’t willingly grant him control of the situation out of panic. He’s already tried to take it; I still have his nail indentations in my wrist to show for it.

The mist just proved what I already suspected before Daesra’s insistence: This is a matter of life and death. To survive, I need my power—not him.

And yet, I’m happy to take inspiration from him. As I pretend to consider our options alongside the daemon, I subtly dig my own nails into my arm. Pain stabs through me, and that warm feeling of potential pools like blood around my fingertips, even though I haven’t broken the skin. I try to seize the warmth, unintentionally squeezing my arm harder, but it recedes as soon as I try to grasp at it.

When the daemon turns to me fully, I drop my hand.

“Which way?” I ask grudgingly, nodding at the three passageways. Perhaps by humoring him I can keep him occupied with the maze, while I experiment with my own internal puzzle.

He tosses me an indolent shoulder. “Which way do you think? I chose the first time.”

“I thought you were my helper.”

“As your highly reluctant ally, I would suggest you pick now and we see what happens, since you don’t trust me.”

He’s not going to let me sink into the background so easily, and I rise to meet his challenge more readily than might be wise. Without waiting for him, I stride toward the left. My left is my dominant hand—a disposition reputed to bring ill luck, which I always found foolish, not that I can remember the precise circumstances under which I did. That’s the only justification I have for my choice, which is so feeble it doesn’t bear repeating to the daemon.

And yet, if he’s testing me, I don’t want to shrink from it. At least my pride is far less shy than my power.

I hear Daesra’s smirk as he follows me. “Taking the lead, are we?”

I speak without turning, approaching a bend in the path warily. And yet our only company remains the statues. “You didn’t seem to want to.”

“Oh, I always do,” he says in a low, slow way that once again reminds me of a stretching cat. A predator at his leisure. I begin to wonder if it’s worth maintaining my pride to have him at my back, ready to pounce. “It’s only a question of whether or not you’ll follow me. You can be rather thick-skulled, if you must know.”

“I mustn’t know.” I clench my jaw as I make my way around the corner. “Seeing as you haven’t given me any reason to trust you, I’ll follow my judgment for the moment.”

I draw up short, and Daesra crows, “And what fine judgment you have!”

The passage halts in a dead end—another hedge wall, with the statue of a lone satyr girl looking somewhat lost with her bundle of grapes.

Fitting.

“To the right, then,” I declare, marching back the way I came.

“Why not the center path?” the daemon asks. It’s what he chose the first time. When I glance over my shoulder at him, he’s still following—and still smirking. “Seems more balanced.”

“And it’s the obvious, easy choice.”

“Of course, you would overlook what’s obvious.”

I ignore him, taking the right turn after I make my way back to the intersection. Shortly—even shorter than before—we arrive at another dead end where there’s a statue of a boy clutching an unlit candle and looking over his shoulder in surprise. If this was a test, I’ve apparently failed.

“Fine,” I say, folding my arms and glaring at the hedge wall. “You pick.”

The daemon’s red eyes widen in faux gratitude. “Offering me the lead when there’s only one choice left, the one I suggested and you ignored—how generous you are.”

I spin on him, dropping my arms. “I asked your opinion before!”

“Ah, but you didn’t ask politely enough.”

I shake my head. “I knew it. You know the way, or at least how to spot it, but you don’t want to tell me. Or you want something in return, such as my groveling.” I shove by him to retrace my steps once more. “But I never asked for your help”—at least I don’t think I did—“so I’m not going to beg for it now.”

“Pity,” he says behind me. “It would get you farther.”

“Because you fancy me at your mercy?” I ask without turning. Ignoring the prickles his unseen presence leaves against my neck.

“Because you are at my mercy,” his low voice hums. “And the sooner you realize it and bow to my superior strength and knowledge, the better.”

His words only reinforce my resolve: The sooner I learn to tap my power, the better. And now, I know a third thing, after the fact that I possess such power and that I once didn’t: I can’t trust him, no matter how much knowledge he might possess. Not when he would so readily render me powerless.

Or worse, have me voluntarily surrender my strength to him.

“Bow to you, you mean?” I snarl, marching faster, as if I can leave him behind. But his long legs keep stride with me over the slick stone, hooves tapping, until we regain the intersection. “For some sick game of yours? As if the maze isn’t enough.”

The only indication he’s heard me is his slight smile, which I catch as he draws up alongside me. I pause as something else draws my attention—a whispering rattle of leaves as if there was a breeze, except none stirs around us.

I turn to find tendrils of mist creeping along the passage that first brought us here, flowing inexorably along the ground and spreading death in its wake. The hedges are withering to either side, dropping a rain of brown leaves in a morbid shower.

I gasp in horror, but Daesra merely steps around me. As tall and broad as he is, he’s light on his feet—hooves—and yet his shoulder brushes mine as he passes, and his tail stingingly whips my thigh.

“Shall we?” he says, as if we’re out for a casual stroll.

I don’t protest as he takes the lead; I only run to catch up when he takes the center passage opposite the mist, my heart thundering.

This time, we find no dead end or loop. I might wish we had just to spite him, save for the mist trailing us. At least we outpace it quickly. I still can’t help checking over my shoulder every few paces, too nervous to make conversation.

Instead, I take the opportunity to dig at my arm again with more desperation than before, lagging behind intentionally so the daemon can’t see what I’m doing. I feel my power rising with the pain, and rather than clutch at it with invisible hands as much as I’m gouging into my skin, I simply welcome the sensation. Relax into the piercing warmth. My eyes flutter closed with the release of it.

It’s like opening a doorway. My eyes fly open as the heat under my skin becomes actual fire in my palm, just as I suspected it might. I raise it before me, marveling as the cool blue flames dance across my fingertips without burning me… and then my attention focuses on Daesra.

Specifically, his tail, curving sinuously out from the folds of his black tunic.

I extend my arm, channeling my power outward—and the fire launches from my hand. And yet, it sputters in the air, flickering and weakening in an arc, and only fizzes against the tuft of his tail. At least it singes a bit of fur.

The daemon spins on me, lashing his tail to douse the sparks, anger lighting his red eyes. “Playing games, are we?”

“No more than you,” I snap back.

As if reminding me of my mortality, Daesra snaps a finger, and blue flames flare around his hand in response, crackling as brightly as a torch and sending me leaping back.

“If you play against me, Sadaré,” he says, his eyes glowing purple in the firelight, “you’re going to lose. I didn’t even need new pain to do that. Only the binding on my soul. Do you want to see what I can do with a fresh wound?”

Drawing my gaze with his own to his hand, he pierces the pad of his thumb with one of his long black nails. Hardly a wound. And yet, a column of white fire as thick as his arm bursts above his fingertips, shooting into the sky. It doesn’t last long, but certainly long enough to make his point. The bright shadow of it remains scorched into my vision as I blink in shock.

After the searing flame dies, he holds out his hand, palm up. There’s no more wound on his thumb, only a smear of dark blood—a red so deep it’s almost black. Daemonic.

So he can use his pain, too, but to much greater effect. And his immortality heals him in an instant. He has a limitless wellspring of pain from which to draw. As limitless as his life.

While I’ve cracked the puzzle of accessing my power, I haven’t discovered anything remotely like what he has. I can’t endure endless pain. I need to work with what I have—my limitations. Beyond welcoming pain, I need to house it, somehow, in my flesh. Store it within me rather than open a fresh wound. I need my own well, not merely a bucket, scooping at it as it passes.

I still can’t help eyeing his hand hungrily. He’s secure in his strength—forever. If immortality is my prize, it’s everything.

He must see the longing in my expression, because he whips his hand away as if taking a toy from a naughty child. My teeth clench.

“I suggest we work together,” he says. “Although if you prefer not to, I might very well enjoy myself.”

The threat is obvious. Of course he would enjoy hurting me. He doesn’t seem any different from a man, in that way. Perhaps he’s worse, as a daemon, with potentially more depraved proclivities.

I glare at him, taking him in from the segmented curve of his horns to the long whip of his tufted tail, down to the sharp cleft of his hooves—stifling the wonder at what it would be like to run my fingertips over them—and finally hold his bloodred eyes.

“Have you hurt me? In the past?” I ask.

He smiles. “Only when you deserved it.” My eyes widen, but before I can step back, he adds, “And yet you never feared me, even when you should have. The source of your fear… that wasn’t me.” He sounds like he’s only grudgingly giving me this information.

I want to ask him what happened to me on that autumn day of woodsmoke and moldering leaves and dirt, but I don’t trust him with so vulnerable a feeling. “And now? Should I fear you?”

He stares at me seriously. “Absolutely.”

I do my best to keep my shiver under my skin.

“And I thought the monster would be the worst part,” I say, making my voice nonchalant.

He only turns on a hoof and carries on, leaving me to follow. The labyrinth remains free of any monster, save the daemon in front of me. Instead, there are ever more butterflies, floating before us as if to demonstrate how open and peaceful the way forward is. Oddly, the statues are no longer frozen in laughter or leisure. Most of their poses make them appear to be walking along with us, their faces set in more serious lines. They tickle a sense of unease within me—an urgency to get wherever it is we’re going, as if the mist slowly chasing us isn’t incentive enough.

When we reach another intersection and Daesra pauses, I don’t simply go forward like we did last time, as I imagine he might suggest. I don’t go left or right, either. Instead, I approach a marble pillar in the center of the cross, an idea forming.

“Why not go up?” I say. “Get a view?”

“Because there is no path up,” Daesra says, as if speaking to a simpleton.

I toss my head at the pillar. “There’s this.” I smile before he can try to inform me that I can’t climb it. “And there’s you.”

He kicks up a hoof and sets it down with a clack. “I’m made less for climbing sheer marble than you are.”

“But you are tall. Help me up.” After he just told me to fear him, the thought of forcing him to help me is pettily satisfying. And it does serve a purpose.

He frowns down at me. “I don’t think you’ll like what you’ll see.”

“I won’t know until I look, will I?” I say sweetly. “You suggested we should work together, anyway.”

He grunts in neither agreement nor disagreement, but laces his hands together to make a stirrup of sorts, bending for me. I try not to imagine I’m climbing upon a horse as I settle my foot in his wide grip, because then I might laugh.

Instead, a startled cry escapes me as he boosts me with easy strength, shooting me up into the air and forcing me to clutch at the side of the pillar to steady myself. It’s indeed too wide and slippery for me to scramble up. Knees bending, I wobble precariously on my perch, and my hand shoots out against my will to seize one of the daemon’s horns for balance.

We both freeze, save for my fingers where they can’t help flexing over the hard surface. The horn is cool to the touch and as smooth as stone, except where the ridges actually provide a fine grip. I picture holding both tines in my hands, directing his head wherever I will—my arms like a bridle as I angle his face, perhaps downward, between my thighs…

I blink frantically, trying to cast the vivid image aside, to find him glaring up at me though the strands of his hair.

“Do you want me to drop you?” he growls.

“No,” I gasp. “Don’t.”

“Then let go.”

I do so with all haste and barely have time to reach for the top of the pillar before he lifts me ever higher, well over his head, giving me an extra shove that’s nearly a toss. I sling my arms over the squared edge, getting a grip on the other side, and then my leg, clambering up with effort. I gather my knees beneath me on the narrow platform as soon as I can and try not to look down, taking a moment to catch my breath and regain my balance—but I’m less unsteady from the height and more from where my mind had wandered.

It hadn’t been a memory—had it? No, we couldn’t have done anything like that. He hates me, and I hate him.

I shake myself internally, while I rise carefully to standing.

And I look out at the maze.

Corridors of hedges stretch and twist in every direction, as far as the eye can see, until the many paths flatten into a solid green band on the horizon under a hazy gray sky. Statues vanish immediately around bends, swallowed. From this vantage, I can no more follow the direction we should take than a tangled pile of yarn on the floor—a pile with no end. The maze is impossibly big. Dizzying. At least I don’t catch sight of any mist drifting among the pathways, or even dead greenery, though it’s barely any comfort.

When a butterfly alights on my shoulder, I turn from the view of the maze to it with something like relief. It’s small, recognizable, and its slow-flapping wings are lovely in their iridescence. But as I parse the myriad beautiful colors gleaming in them, I spot what else is there.

A face. In the thorax. I’m not imagining it, and it isn’t a trick of a pattern; it’s right there, as clear as any one of the sculpture’s faces, composed of tiny ridges. It is unmoving, eyes squeezed shut, mouth open in a silent, unending scream.

I scream, flailing and batting at it—and I lose my balance. The pillar slides out from under my feet me as I topple sideways, the sky and hedges blurring in an arc across my vision.

Strong arms arrest my fall instead of letting me hit the ground with bone-breaking force. Panting wildly, I look up at Daesra. His body is firm against me, though I can feel the thumping beat of his heart and rapid rise and fall of his own breath within his powerful chest. His eyes are wide—worried, almost. But then he blinks, and the expression is gone. He as good as hurls me to my feet, sending me stumbling away from him to fetch up against the pillar.

“What’s the matter with you?” he hisses. “Do you intend to kill yourself before the maze can?”

I toss my hair out of my face. “No, I—I got distracted.”

“By what? The futility of your quest?”

There was the impossible size of the maze, but that’s not what had made me fall. It had been the horrible, screaming face hidden in something seemingly so beautiful. I can only hope the maze isn’t similar, with so much more to hide.

I open my mouth to describe the butterfly—and then I close it. I would sound foolish, letting something so small unsettle me enough to lose my balance. Never mind that the hair rises on my arms at the mere recollection.

“I can’t tell which way to go. The maze stretches to the horizon,” I say, as calmly as possible, smoothing my tunic if not my dignity back into place. “It’s flat without any distinguishing features.”

Daesra shakes his head as if he already expected that. “I don’t think gaining ground is the answer. I think the way we need to go, other than forward, is down.”

I scoff. “Forward and down. Sounds too simple. Besides, I didn’t see any way down. Other than my fall from the pillar.” And then I glance at him, unable to keep my eyes from snagging on his horn where my hand had been. “You caught me. Thank you.”

“Don’t expect it. I may well decide not to next time.”

I start to make a retort when another butterfly flickers in front of my face and almost lands on my lips, making me startle back and spit. I see more where it came from, gathering in a loose cloud around us—perhaps starting to swarm.

Without hesitation, I dash through them, waving my arms wildly, barely keeping the presence of mind to go straight like we should have in the first place. It’s only when I’m clear of the shining wings of the swarm, tucked between the less-threatening, ever-present hedge walls, that I let myself pause. I ignore the amused look on Daesra’s face as he catches up, occupying myself by vigorously scrubbing my sweaty palms along the coils of rope on my arms as if I could cleanse myself from the sight of that twisted thorax.

The tines of the daemon’s horns tip as he regards me with a lifted brow. “Something wrong with the butterflies?”

Meeting his red eyes, I inexplicably feel a rush of relief. Never mind that he might also be hiding something horrible behind his beauty. I dislike him, and he’s frightening, but he’s… familiar? Is he familiar? I don’t entirely know. The butterfly had seemed so, too, at first glance, and he’s not much more comprehensible than the screaming face on its back, with his hooves and horns and tail and deep hatred of me. But, at the very least, he’s reassuring in his consistency.

And he did catch me when I fell.

“They’re… strange” is as much as I can manage, this time. I only somewhat successfully suppress a shudder.

There’s that look on the daemon’s face again: pity.

“But you’re stranger,” I half lie. “If supposedly useful.”

I’ll see how useful he truly is.

It’s his turn to scoff as he starts forward again. Perhaps it’s that hideousness within what at first glance appeared peaceful and lovely that reminds me, but after maneuvering for a brief time around statues cluttering the passage, I ask, “What about this monster that’s supposedly at the center of the maze?”

Daesra strolls slightly ahead of me, tucking his hands behind his back, the shape of his arms standing out more than I care for as muscle glides under his smoky skin. The clack of his hooves is loud among our still, silent companions. I’m grateful when the stray butterfly shies away from him, and so me.

“It’s why this place was built,” he says. “To hold this creature, because whoever trapped it couldn’t—maybe didn’t want to—kill it.”

“Whyever not?”

“Is it so inconceivable that maybe someone, somewhere, at some time, loved this monster?” He shoots me an ironic glance. “Why, Sadaré, even the parents of daemons love their spawn.”

Maybe Daesra’s words are a key as to who he is and, by extension, who I am. I eye him sideways, taking in his fine, sharp jaw and arrow-straight nose, noticing the odd frown on a sculpture’s face as I pass it. They continue to look like they’re moving deeper into the maze along with us, even as they’re frozen.

“If daemons were once demigods,” I say, “that means one of their parents is still a god.” When he doesn’t respond, I add, hoping to at least uncover a hint of his parentage, “And parents love their children, at times to a fault.”

I can’t remember any gods, so I don’t entirely know if they would feel the same as a mortal parent. It’s not as if I recall having any of the latter, either.

Is there a god out there who still loves you? I feel an odd twinge at the thought—pity for the daemon, who made an unspeakable trade to become such, binding his divine soul. I find the feeling almost as disagreeable as when he shows it for me. If there is such a misguided god, which? I wonder.

Soon, we reach another intersection in the hedges. It’s a six-way cross this time, the passages branching like a star around us, but Daesra doesn’t hesitate before going straight, only giving me an arch look to ensure I’m following him.

Arrogant bastard.

“There’s another possibility,” Daesra says, continuing on. “That love has nothing to do with the monster in this place.”

“Never mind that you suggested it,” I mutter at his back.

“Maybe someone is using this creature, harnessing its power,” he says, ignoring me, and raises his arms to the hedges surrounding us both. “This maze is like an endless tangle of rope tying down the beast within—a binding, trapping it.”

I’d already had a thought like that, so it’s not too strange to consider. “And we have to untangle it.”

He gives a nod as if to the obvious.

Arrogant as he might be, he’s unfortunately proving himself right in some respects. Once again, the way forward takes us deeper into the maze, no dead ends in sight.

“But if this is like unraveling the knots of a binding, as you claim,” I say, gesturing at the dark stone path, “then don’t we risk freeing it?”

“That’s why we have to kill it as well.”

My mind spins, grasping for threads as if to tie myself down. “So there’s someone out there who wanted this creature trapped because they were unable to kill it for love or lack of strength, or because they’re harnessing its power, and now we’re meant to defy this someone’s wishes.” I wait for only a few taps of the daemon’s hooves, both of us weaving between statues. I’m managing walking and talking and surreptitious scrutiny with far less grace than he is. “And who is setting us against them? Whose task are we completing? For if it’s not that of”—I glance around—“the apparently divine maker of this maze, then it’s someone else. Someone who is using me to kill what someone of great power could or would not. Someone whom I pushed or irritated enough, as you say, to give me this task. A task with great risk and great reward.”

Daesra shrugs. “Maybe they’re dirtying your hands when they would keep their own clean. Which also means the maze-maker and the taskmaster could be the same. Who can say?”

You can, I snarl silently. Or at least I think he can, but he doesn’t give me any information until he wants me to have it. Which might be never.

“In any case, you would do well to beware this place’s maker,” he adds, stopping at a frame of pale stone in the hedge.

It’s not part of an emerging sculpture, I realize, when I turn to face it fully, but a window. I see what could be another dozen like it, spaced evenly in the living wall and stretching ahead of us between clambering statues now frozen in more agitated poses.

Beyond the window frame is nothing… if nothing were an ocean. Devouring nothingness. I’m looking out at a strip of beach that gives way to endless turbulent gray water under a starless sky, the crashing waves utterly relentless, annihilating, seeming to suck at the hopeless sand they beat against. I see the vague skeletons of ships poking up in the distant depths, ruins of a lost civilization. The scene steals my breath and the vitality from me at the same time, it is so striking and dead.

I’ve just seen the maze from above. There was no ocean, only passages stretching and twisting to the horizon. That view was already impossible, but this is even more so, and far beyond unsettling. It’s like a window to an entirely different world, except one I can reach through and touch.

A horribly dead world.

I blink, coming back to myself when I feel a hand on my shoulder. Daesra’s. Slow and firm, he draws me away from the window. I feel his warmth like a hearth fire against a bitter night. For a moment, I want to lean back into him, tuck myself into his chest, wrap myself in him like a blanket. Or armor.

But that would be absurd, never mind dangerous. Because he’s dangerous—I need to remember that, no matter how comforting he might appear alongside this.

“I would advise you not to dwell on the view,” he says. Only in the hidden shadows of his voice can I hear his own disquiet.

But something in me can’t help it, like a child staring at a desiccated carcass in the woods, the bones whispering a story only the wind can hear. Daesra follows, hooves clicking behind me on the smooth stone, as I hurry on to the next window. The next sea.

It is different. And the same. The view and light are from another angle, the rubble of ancient castles in the waves instead of ships, but the death is constant. I know the other windows will show the like. Other views, other oceans, but all with the same intention.

To devour. And I realize the ocean might not be the only hungry, dead thing out there. Huge shapes move within it, their backs barely breaching the surface. I should be relieved at the possible sign of life, but they seem as starved and monstrous as the rest of it.

I realize the sculptures’ poses are all more frantic. Almost as if they’re running away, deeper into the maze, consternation in their nervous glances and frowning lips.

“Can you imagine if those waters get in here?” The daemon’s words are less a comfort now. “Maybe the mist is but a mere taste. If we fail in the maze and we’re left swimming in that, drowning for eternity?” Daesra points out the window. “Well, eternity for me. Death might be a mercy then.”

This is even worse than the screaming face on the back of a butterfly. I feel like screaming.

“We’re in a maze surrounded by death,” I murmur, wishing I could sound less terrified.

“Like I said, beware the maker,” Daesra says, only smooth arrogance now. “Oh, look, that’s not even the worst of it!”

I move to the last window and realize it’s not a window at all, but a mirror, its silvery surface flaking. A crack runs right down the center, first cutting me in half, and then separating me from Daesra when he steps farther into the frame and I shift to keep distance between us. It’s something to distract me from my bone-deep dread of the oceans, at least. I glare at him, noticing my eyes are a vibrant green. The exact opposite of his red. Flowing white tunic to his crisp black folds. My hair like fire, his like smoke.

Seeing my own face is like looking at someone else. I don’t recognize it—I look young, perhaps barely out of my second decade. By now Daesra is more familiar to me.

“Is this supposed to frighten us as well?” I ask, trying to make my words light, but they come out threadbare. “As if what is inside us could be worse than those other views?”

Daesra’s eyes don’t leave mine. “You don’t know what’s inside you.”

“I’m not afraid of myself,” I say, willing it to be true. “This place, however…”

“You might take some solace in the fact that we’re in here and not out there. See the statues?” He nods at them. “They seem to be running for safety. Maybe that’s an indication that we have some means of protection in this maze from what’s outside.”

“While I appreciate your attempt to make them out as anything but disturbing, it strains credulity. Leastwise because we’re headed for a monster.” I shudder at a sudden thought, turning away from the mirror quicker than I did from the oceans. “Maybe these waves are driving us toward it.”

First the mist, then the butterflies, now this. And we’ve barely begun. My knees feel weak and my breath is shallow, as if that terrible tide is already lapping at my body, leaving only chill and salted earth in its wake.

“And you, unlike lifeless chunks of stone, are supposedly capable of handling it. Or so you led someone to believe.”

“But I don’t remember any of that!” I burst, spinning back to him, panic rising in my voice against my will. Any grip I have on my composure is slipping, and I don’t know what will happen if I lose it. “I don’t even know who I am! I don’t know how to properly hold my power, and I—”

“The Sadaré I knew was more capable than I could have wished,” Daesra hisses, leaning toward me. After my view of those dead oceans—and maybe even of the unfamiliarity of my reflection—I appreciate his heat, his life force, his strange consistency, if that’s what I’m calling it, and so for a moment I forget to lean away. “While I’m reluctant to give you any advantage you could try to use against me, deceitful creature that you are, it’s a mark against me as your guide to leave you in such a pathetic state.” His face is very close to mine now, his voice low. “Do you want me to teach you how to gather your strength? Only beware that I have a firm hand in my direction.”

His words are a caress against my cheek, and I hear the seductive beckoning more than the warning.

“Yes?” I say, with more doubt than certainty, but that’s enough for him.

He twists my arm behind my back, cranking my torso away from him, before I can blink. I cry out in incoherent rage and claw at him with my free hand.

“You think that’s enough to stop me?” he asks, unmoved. Meanwhile, his seeking fingers find the cuff around my right forearm, untying the rope. I try to spin away from him, but he turns with me in a perverse dance.

“Why are you doing this?” I shriek, scrabbling ineffectively at his grip, his face.

He only leans back with his long reach. “Because you need to be strong if you’re going to make it to the end. I can make it, but I unfortunately require your presence. So you will learn what I have to teach.”

A sharp tug, and the rope comes loose, granting me momentary relief. His motions are sure, quick, as he loops it back around my elbow in a new configuration, pinching my arm up behind my back in a sling. It doesn’t hurt much, but it’s certainly not comfortable, and I’m frightfully vulnerable. A few more passes of his hands while he pins me in place, and I get another flash of memory, less visual and more like the remembrance of my body from before, except this time it isn’t a horrible memory. Quite the opposite. Breath hot on my neck, teeth nipping my throat, fingers caressing my skin even as rope bites down, holding me down and yet setting my mind blissfully adrift at the same time—and then Daesra cinches his knot tight, dragging me back from past sensation into the clarity of the present, and I gasp in fury.

My arm is tied like a bird’s wing against my back, trapped by a strange shoulder harness that could only be designed for discomfort—and as a painful predicament. While the rope itself doesn’t hurt much, straining for the knot is agony.

Now Daesra allows me to face him, one-armed. I’m practically spitting, sputtering, no words forthcoming.

His words are, as he regards me with something close to satisfaction. “If I cause you pain without your express wish—if anyone other than you does—you can’t use it to conjure anything unless you somehow find a way to embrace the pain. You’re only fighting me now, despite your professed desire for my instruction. So I’ve merely led you like a stubborn donkey to water with such a bridle.” He gestures at my binding. “Fancy a drink yet?”

With another cry, I writhe for the rope with my other hand, wrenching my shoulder as I do. I jerk part of the knot free, but my arm is still caught. After the initial burst of agony, my flesh and bones settle into a low, humming burn of pain, helpless against the binding. And yet I’m not helpless. My immobilized limb is just another sacrifice. Another form of surrender.

That’s when I feel it—far more than I had when gouging my arm with my nails.

Warmth blossoms. While one hand is bound, a ball of flame the size of a skull appears in my other, flaring blue and hotter than a forge. And it doesn’t fade, not with the pain and sacrifice still wrapped up in the binding. I raise it, preparing to throw it through the daemon’s chest.

He takes a step to the side, nimble on his hooves. A smile lifts the corner of his mouth. “Look at you. You’re ready to burn—with a little nudge in the right direction.”

There’s pride in the daemon’s tone, but it’s thick with condescension. I hate him more than I thought possible in so little time. Which means our story is about as deep, dark, and unfathomable as this maze.

“My strength is not to your credit,” I spit, “and I’m not some fawning novice to train!” Never mind a stubborn donkey, which I won’t even dignify by mentioning.

“Aren’t you?” he asks lightly, and then shakes his head. “No. But it’s rather because I don’t think you’re worthy, not the other way around.”

I feel the stinging slap of the words and curse myself for a fool. His regard is meaningless to me, and I have no desire to be beholden to him. But he did show me something. I’d been figuring it out on my own, but this is a leap in the right direction. Understanding of how to harness my pain—literally—and store it, begins to dawn on me.

“Trust me, the level of regard is mutual. Now untie me,” I grate, keeping my fire raised to punctuate the demand.

“You don’t want to keep that strength tapped?”

“I’ll tap it myself, under my own control. With my own intention.” I know the pain becomes much more powerful that way, even if I did grant him permission, however uncertainly, to show me how to use it. Besides, I’m still vulnerable like this if I suddenly need mobility instead of firepower, and he knows it.

Daesra smirks at me a moment longer than necessary—another moment for my hatred to deepen—and then he slides around me, keeping my summoned flame in careful view. My instinct is to pivot with him, to never show my back to him again. But I have to let him untie me.

I’m still tempted to burn him. Singeing the tip of his tail wasn’t nearly enough, especially now that I have more fire to work with. I want to turn him to ash.

But I resist even looking over my shoulder as the daemon steps fully behind me—unnecessarily close—with a scuff of hooves over stone. His broad frame looms out of the corner of my eye, his body heat palpable, his breath at my ear. I get the sense that he’s deliberately trying to cow me with his presence. But I don’t let myself fear him. I barely acknowledge him. I won’t give him the satisfaction.

He’s a distraction I can’t afford, besides. I need to focus on the maze. It’s something much bigger than me. Much bigger than him.

My arm comes free, bringing a wash of warm relief, then stinging needles as my blood returns. I show the daemon my side. A statement of indifference but not vulnerability or overconfidence. I resist rubbing my wrist and meet his eyes unflinchingly.

“Tell me how this is possible. Please,” I add, after an intentional delay. “This power I use through pain.”

“Since you said please,” the daemon says sardonically.

He brushes by me as he starts forward again, nudging me harder than he had the last time, taking the lead and continuing down the passageway. I have the urge to trip him, but the thought of his hoof potentially crushing my toes stops me. Instead I follow him, swallowing a snarl, wondering if he’ll even answer me. I hate that I have to ask him, but he’s my only source of knowledge for the time being. Besides, I wouldn’t mind hearing someone’s voice in this strange place, even if it’s his.

He surprises me by speaking a moment later, just long enough to leave me waiting—an intentional delay in payment for my own, most likely. “Aether is the power you are using. Well”—he waves his hand at me as I hurry to catch up to him—“that you’re transmuting into more comprehensible elements like fire and air, because it doesn’t belong to this realm. It’s the fifth element. The first element, actually, but humans are so full of hubris, counting ‘their’ elements first.” He nods when he sees me glance at my palm in surprise, where I’d summoned fire. “Yes, lowly mortal, it’s not only power granted by the gods, but also their very breath that you’re using so readily. You remember the old saying, ‘I gasp with effort and gain a breath from Heaven in return.’ No?”

I glare at him, careful to dodge a running statue as I do. “You know I can’t remember.”

“This is like talking to a child,” he murmurs. “Fortunately, I’m brimming with patience.” He doesn’t need to look where he’s going to avoid the statues, casually picking at his long black nails as he walks. “Aether isn’t really conceivable in the mortal realm. It’s neither hot nor cold, wet nor dry, hard nor soft. In the realm of the gods, it’s their air, what they live and breathe. In the mortal realm, it most easily transmutes to fire. But one can do anything with it, if they know how. It’s pure potential. Meanwhile, the gods themselves are limited in how they can use it, defined by their indelible boundaries.”

“Boundaries?” I ask, flexing my sore arm.

“Strange to think of them as confined, yes, like you in your pathetic flesh?” As he passes a nearby statue, frozen in motion, he flicks its shoulder with a surprisingly loud clink.

His nails must be strong—a thought that makes me shiver as I imagine them pressing into skin. My skin aches in anticipation where he gripped me before—not out of fear, but from something more eager. I shake myself in disgust. It’s one thing to be intrigued by pain, quite another by him.

“But what makes the gods so pure traps them,” he continues, “their immutable natures. The god of rivers, or of the seasons, or of the harvest—rather specific, no, with distinct boundaries? There are ways for them to try to circumvent their limitations, of course, but they by and large have to play by certain rules that we don’t. Within the realm of their abilities, they have strength beyond a mortal’s wildest dreams. And yet in the mortal realm, we’re freer to use aether however we want—provided the appropriate offering is made.”

“If aether doesn’t exist here, how can we use it at all?” I frown, knowing I should know this, frustrated that I don’t. “Why is pain the doorway?”

“That’s a long story involving the gods, and I hate talking about them. I’ll stick with my next-to-least favorite topic—witches.” He grins down at me, once again too close, his clean, musky scent washing over me. I flush as I realize my body is tipping toward him, and I pull myself away. I want to lean into his warmth, even his strength—but only so I can imagine it as my own, I tell myself firmly. “Simply consider pain an offering for which you are granted aether in return. Some of you even enjoy the self-affliction—those who don’t bind others to suffer on your behalf.” He waves down at me. “And so here you are, drawing on the breath of the gods by offering up your blood. Hence, leeches.”

“I gathered where you were going with that,” I snap. It’s still odd—and even unnerving—to associate pain with power, but so be it. No wonder some of us start to enjoy the feeling. I gesture back at him. “And where do you come in, daemon?”

He smirks. “Maybe I’ll tell you if you ask more nicely.”

But I already know the answer. Or at least I’ve guessed it, based on what little he’s given me. “Daemons are demigods gone astray—rather, outside of their divine natures. Demigods only have powers granted to them by their divine parentage, some aspect of that god’s. Which make daemons something like witches, then—we both possess the ability to reach for aether in our own way.”

Daesra shrugs, though I can sense his irritation in the stiff line of his shoulder—only more proof that he doesn’t like me having any information that he didn’t give me. “Daemons are far superior to witches.”

“You still use bindings and pain, like we do, to surpass your limitations. And yet you call us leeches, when you possess far more capacity to draw blood than we do, with your immortality.”

Endless capacity, I think. Endless pain. The thought might be repellent to some.

To me, it’s intoxicating.

He pauses to allow me to squeeze through a tight space between two statues—we’re amidst a group of them struggling against each other in their more frenzied flight down the long passageway. His seeming gallantry only heightens my wariness. I refuse to show him fear, but I’m also not foolish enough to show him my back any longer than necessary. I wait for him to catch up before we both continue down the corridor together, the daemon shifting slightly ahead. He obviously enjoys leading as much as he does doling out bits of information for me to follow like breadcrumbs. To always maneuver for the upper hand.

He gives me a sly, knowing smile as he resumes his explanation. “A demigod might be able to manipulate water, for example, or make flowers bloom, deflect swords, or possess strength five times a normal human’s, but nothing else. They’re forced to obey someone else’s nature.” He gestures at the indifferent sky above. “But thanks to the taint of humanity, demigods have a choice, unlike their divine parent, to reach beyond. To bind that godly part of themselves to unleash their full potential, like a witch would bind their flesh or that of another human in exchange for aether. But, as I said, superior.”

This time, when Daesra flicks a statue, it bursts into rubble.

I leap away involuntarily, but he merely keeps walking. I wonder at how fine the chunks of stone are, how much power that little demonstration would have required, and then I follow the daemon ever more warily. Grudging admiration seeps up from somewhere deep inside me. I wish I could bury it, even if it’s only for his strength, not for him.

“You mean corrupting your nature,” I say. “At least witches haven’t bound their souls to become such.”

“And you’re so much better?” He scoffs, his tail lashing once behind him. “If I’ve corrupted my nature, you’re still corrupting aether along with me. I would say we’re the same, except I’m stronger. Being weaker isn’t a virtue.”

It’s my turn to shrug. “As I see it, I’m just using the tools given to me as a mortal. You’re using your already unfair advantage to imitate us and gain excess power that you don’t even need.”

His red eyes narrow down at me. “Back when I was still afflicted by the limitations of divinity, I had my own challenges to face.”

I sneer. “Only with some godlike ability to help you, yes? Which?”

He clicks his tongue. “I’m not telling that story again. I won’t repeat myself so soon.”

“But when did you—?” I falter.

“Ah, you’ve forgotten our past conversations? Not my constraint to overcome.”

My sudden anger burns as hot as my flame did. “Do you find the constraints you’ve set upon your own soul bearable, daemon?” I’d much rather deride his dark bargain than be jealous. I wait for my words to register; the only indication is a shadowing of his eyes. I smile. “It must be agonizing, such a binding on your deepest self. Tell me, how does it feel?”

“Pain is power.” He smiles back at me coldly. “And I love how you presume to judge me, without even knowing who you are or what you’ve done.”

I refuse to take the bait, so he can’t refuse to answer my questions. The explanation of how aether functions must not have offered me any advantage at this point, which is why he gave it so freely. Not simply because I asked nicely—begged, more like.

“Let’s carry on, shall we?” I suggest, moving around him, showing him my back more confidently than before, if only because it will irk him. I rebind my arm as I navigate through the statuary and increasingly leafy hedges. I lace my limb to the front, this time, in a much more natural sling, but still too tight for comfort. I understand how now, and my hand moves with quick precision and forgotten practice. My other bindings are still tight enough to fuel my fire, but immobility is even better. More of an offering, more aether in return.

I walk swiftly, half hoping to stay ahead of the daemon, but he matches my pace without difficulty. For a while, we walk in silence, only the clack of his hooves echoing on stone. My free arm swings; the other tingles and aches dully.

I have to pause and blink when the way forward changes almost before my eyes, strange angles materializing between the hedges as we get closer. The path splits not side to side, but up and down. Two sets of black stone stairs bend in opposite directions, leading out of sight within walls of greenery.

I don’t need Daesra to tell me which way to go. The words come to me unbidden.

“Forward and always down,” I murmur.

We already learned the forward part, but he was right—I can feel the pull downward as if in my bones.

“But not the only key,” he says, apparently needing to sound more knowledgeable than me at all times. “That may work when there’s a middle path like before, or a downward path like now, but what happens when we’re presented with only two choices, such as left or right? Or what if the only way down is a deadly drop?”

A less comfortable thought nags at me. “Why down?” How is perhaps the better question. This place is already impossible, and I’m only scratching at the surface.

He nods down the stairs. “All of this, I believe, is built layers upon layers over something deep and dark. The only true way forward is down.”

“Ah, like that well you threatened to abandon me in with broken fingernails?” I say it casually; I don’t want him to know how much his little speech frightened me. How much it reminded me what it feels like to be helpless.

He faces me, his expression bright. “The very same! You learn quickly—when you listen.”

I grit my teeth and don’t answer him, instead starting down the steps. When they level off into a new passageway, the only indication that we’ve descended is that the hedge walls stretch taller. When I look back, trying to see where the other set of stairs rose, there’s no sign of it, only that grayish sky above. My stomach lurches queasily as my eyes try to make sense of the shift in reality. Can the maze change behind us—or even before us, based on the choices we make?

The hedges are not only taller as we move forward, but more overgrown, overtaking many of the sculptures, whose poses are more disturbed—running, stumbling, grimacing over their shoulders as they flee, even the animals. Sometimes, the maze’s stone occupants are only evidenced by a pale hand or face or pair of horns emerging from the greenery. Our steps become more muffled as the black stone beneath our feet becomes blanketed with moss.

“Is it just me,” I say when I can’t help it any longer, “or are the walls starting to look a bit smothering?”

“Personally, I wish certain other presences were less smothering,” Daesra says, “but now that you mention it, they do look hungry.”

Especially where the greenery is literally swallowing the statuary. While the vines and flowers wreathed necks and heads before, now they’re strangling, suffocating. Mouths open in silent panic, eyes rolling back in their sockets.

That’s when I hear the cry. It’s plaintive and pitiful—an animal noise, but one so desperate it plucks a string I didn’t know threaded through me. My head jerks toward it like a puppet’s. The sound seems to have come from up ahead—a hidden turn in the hedge that I can see only when I’m looking directly at it. It’s less a fork and more an offshoot. Not forward.

And yet something in me shifts, something forgotten and deep, stretching and yawning, awakening fully, and then my feet are moving in the direction of the sound.

“That’s probably a trap,” Daesra says. “Never mind the wrong way.” And then I hear his muttered “Fool” behind me when I don’t stop.

He doesn’t follow this time, when I turn the corner.

“If you don’t die,” he calls, “I’ll be waiting for you up ahead.”

The words make me pause for a moment. His willingness to help me only extends so far, of course. Perhaps it’s unwise to go off without him. And yet his intentions, never mind the quality of his help when he deigns to give it, are entirely dubious anyway. I have no reason to trust him. Maybe I should be relieved to get free of him.

When I hear the desperate cry again, there’s no hesitation within me. I run toward the source of it—and away from Daesra.
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