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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      This was not how she’d wanted her return home to go.
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      For the second time in less than an hour, Xandra was being threatened, and she couldn’t help a sigh of annoyance this time.

      “At least this time the threat is earnest, rather than a sword held right in front of my nose,” Xandra said, looking at Alora steadily. “If you’re going to do it, go right ahead. It isn’t like I expected us to get out.”

      “What? No excuses, no arguments?” Alora demanded, her eyes narrowing as her grip on the sword tightened. “That isn’t what I’m used to from your kind.”

      That was another matter, as the woman sparked a tiny amount of anger that wasn’t directed at an individual for the first time in a few years. The ignorant new acquisitions of her Mistress were always arrogant, believing they knew far more than they did… and that was aggravating.

      “My kind? You think you know who I am? What I’ve been through?” Xandra asked, tilting her head as she looked at Alora with a sneer. “Just because you were trapped in a small room for a year, tortured, and forced to bear a demonic child? Please. You’re barely less ignorant than they are.”

      A jerk of Xandra’s head indicated the knight and his companions, prompting them to flinch back slightly. That was laughable to Xandra, since with her arms disabled she was almost completely helpless.

      “Please, we barely got out of there. Is this really—” Jasmine began, clutching her cloak closer around her shoulders. It was a little chilly, Xandra agreed, but she’d been stuck in oppressive heat for so long she wasn’t sure if that was just her mind playing tricks on her or not. Unfortunately for Jasmine, Alora interrupted.

      “I’m not going to relax until I’m certain we aren’t going to be bitten by a venomous snake,” Alora spat angrily, her eyes narrowing. “How dare you call me ignorant? What could you have possibly gone through that was worse than that?”

      Xandra began to laugh, softly at first, then steadily louder, a hint of madness leaking into her voice, as the laughter grew strong enough that it shook her arms, which caused still more pain. She didn’t stop, though, not for several seconds, and she could see Alora’s confidence waver as tears prickled at Xandra’s eyes.

      “What could possibly be worse? You poor, innocent thing… why, the start of it was when they used a spell to keep me conscious, alive, and fully aware when they ripped my chest open and removed my heart,” Xandra replied sweetly, grinning broadly as she took a step toward the woman. “I remember that much almost perfectly… it hurt too much to forget. Then they replaced it with a demon’s heart, one known for their battle-madness and regenerative properties. To their disappointment, all I got was the regeneration at a far weaker level. I learned that when His Majesty cut me in two out of frustration. I almost died, but not quite.

      “Then there was the time that my Mistress was upset, so she ensured that my torso was essentially fireproof, with a magical bottle of air screwed into a gag to ensure I could breathe, and shoved me out into a lake of lava as a way to blow off steam. Can you just imagine your limbs searing away, all while constantly regenerating over and over again?” Xandra asked, her next step causing Alora to involuntarily take a step back. “As for children, well, there are egg-laying demons whose young—”

      “Stop! P-please… just stop!” the knight interrupted at last, looking quite ill as he suddenly moved between Alora and Xandra. Alora stopped, as did Xandra. She did make the mistake of trying to move her right arm, which was quite unpleasant, but Xandra kept the pain from showing on her face as she looked back at him.

      “If she wants to stop trying to pretend that she has the slightest inkling of what I’ve been through, I’m fine with it. You can all kill me, or you can leave me alone. The choice is yours,” Xandra said, her voice cold, though her emotions were still raging. “It’s a poor way to repay me, but I wouldn’t be surprised. Not much can surprise me anymore.”

      “No.” Jasmine’s voice was soft but clear, drawing the gazes of everyone to her. Xandra’s eyebrows rose as she saw the barest hint of a spine from the woman at last, as she straightened and continued, actually sounding somewhat commanding as she spoke. “We will not murder someone who rescued us, not out of hand. By the same token, we can’t risk allowing someone who might perpetrate great evil to roam free either. Xandra, I do appreciate what you’ve done, but are you willing to accept that?”

      Xandra snorted, shaking her head and looking up again. The sight almost set her head to spinning, after as long as it’d been since she’d seen such an open sky. When she spoke, she forced her voice to be indifferent rather than as caustic as she wanted to make it.

      “Do as you like. My primary goal was to get out of there. Beyond that… I do not know. I haven’t made plans in so long that I can hardly imagine what I might want to do,” Xandra said, then looked down at last as she added, “Aside from trying to pry my soul out of the grasp of His Majesty. I doubt I’ll manage that, however.”

      “Couldn’t you just… do good deeds?” the young priestess asked, but frowned as Xandra snorted, shaking her head.

      “Ah, the innocence of youth. If I were damned by my deeds, certainly. Not when I’m damned by a contract which is held in the deepest vaults of the place we just escaped from,” Xandra replied, grinning as the young woman blanched. “No, I suspect it’s there for good. I’m simply fortunate that my servitude wasn’t as carefully worded.”

      “…Fine, but I’m going to watch her. I don’t trust the hellbound-bitch,” Alora said at last, scowling at Xandra as she sheathed her sword and stepped away.

      “Do as you like,” Xandra said, looking around again. “However, I note a distinct lack of civilization around us. Or at least what I seem to recall civilization looking like.”

      “As do I,” the knight admitted, looking around. “I might be able to gather my bearings during the day, but I’m not sure where we are. Reading the stars doesn’t tell me where to go under these circumstances.”

      “I’m sure that we aren’t right next door to anywhere important,” the mage interjected, glancing downward as he added, “No ley lines in easy reach, either, so… somewhere north of the city.”

      “Which means we need to make camp until morning,” Jasmine said, grimacing as she admitted, “I want to bathe, but we need to let the specialists see the spells that were drawn on me. I’ll live, I suppose.”

      “You will. Mistress wouldn’t have wanted to kill one of her toys. I have no idea who you are, but doubtless you were an important prize, to be brought to her while still alive,” Xandra replied idly. “I’d tell you what the spells were for, but I’m afraid I don’t know. She was wary of me figuring out too much about demonic spellwork, and ordered me not to learn anything about them.”

      “Damn. There goes that idea,” the mage said, looking disappointed.

      “Agreed. Unfortunate… but still, I should heal you,” Jasmine said, looking at Xandra and frowning. “That can’t feel good, even if you can heal.”

      “No, but as I said, I’ve been through worse,” Xandra said, shrugging. She did regret doing so, almost as soon as she did it.

      The knight nodded, glancing at the mage as he said, “In that case, we’ll set up camp while you take care of that. This is as good a spot as any, and we anticipated the possibility of arriving in a place like this. We don’t have enough tents for everyone, since we weren’t anticipating rescuing anyone but you, milady, but we can make do.”

      “I don’t need a tent,” Xandra said, watching Jasmine as the woman warily approached. “I’ll sleep on a cloak or something. I’m used to getting sleep wherever I can, when I’m allowed to.”

      Jasmine nodded, stepping up next to Xandra as she hesitated, then spoke softly. “Thank you.”

      Xandra simply snorted in reply, but stood there as the woman began healing her.

      Her bones moving back into place wasn’t a pleasant sensation, nor was the slight burning sensation of the holy magic touching her, but it was better than leaving them to heal naturally.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later Xandra snapped awake, her eyes opening, and she blinked, wondering what had happened to wake her up. The remnants of the fire were mere coals, but she was able to see well enough. The young mage, who she’d learned was named Adrian, was on watch, while no one else appeared to be awake.

      Sitting up, Xandra rubbed her eyes, then asked, “How long has it been?”

      The mage jumped, spinning to face her, then relaxed slightly.

      “Wha—oh, it’s you! Gods, don’t surprise me like that!” Adrian said, almost breathless as he looked around. “A few hours. Why? It isn’t time to change watches, and you’re not on the schedule, anyway.”

      “I woke up. And based on what you said… ah, of course. A few centuries of habit are hard to break,” Xandra said, letting out a sigh as she shook her head. “No matter, I suppose. I can do something else.”

      “If you say so,” Adrian said, looking at her skeptically, then he turned back to his watch. It rather amused Xandra, since she knew he found her attractive. It was obvious, just as it was obvious that she scared him.

      The camp, such as it was, was nicer than Xandra had expected. The tents were large ones, almost the sort that she’d expect an army would use, and someone could stand up inside them. The other women were in one, while the men were sharing the other. She was simply using a cloak for a bedroll, which she suspected was worse than what even Alora got, but she wasn’t going to get upset. Things being unfair was the nature of the world.

      Instead, she decided to sort through the things she’d looted from her Mistress’s chambers. She’d grabbed the most valuable items first, but that didn’t mean she’d had time to examine them all as closely as she’d like.

      Xandra adjusted her position so she was settled on the cloak better while crossing her legs, then pulled out the black silk bag and opened it. Her acquisitions were inside, and she reached in, feeling around for the first item she’d need. Soon enough she found the pouch that her Mistress had always used for valuable magical components and pulled it out. Xandra suspected that most of the people around her would panic if they knew what species the black leather was from. Xandra simply didn’t care anymore. Second was what looked like a nutcracker to Xandra, though it was nicer, and the handle was shaped to look like a lounging demoness.

      Then she pulled out the gemstones, grimacing as she did so. They were… numerous. Emeralds, rubies, diamonds, sapphires, topazes, opals… they were all large and flawless. They also were far less innocuous than anyone else might think, so Xandra sorted them out by gem type, looking at them closely. Nothing was externally different about them, so she sighed softly and murmured the words of a spell, flicking her finger through the air in the gestures she needed. At least these spells she was practiced with, and wasn’t likely to hurt herself by miscasting them.

      As the spell was invoked, the world seemed to shift, as if a faint blue shimmer had been laid across her sight. With her new vision, both the tents and multiple items that Adrian was wearing began to glow, from his earrings to his belt and wands to his boots and shirt. That didn’t surprise her in the slightest, since enchanted items were common to people of his skill. Instead she lowered her gaze to the gems, and when she did, she couldn’t help a wince, as three quarters of them were glowing softly. It wasn’t a bright glow, indicating they held enchantments that most people would miss entirely.

      “She did have quite the collection,” Xandra murmured, and sighed, removing the gems that weren’t glowing first. There were twenty of them, and she gently slipped them into the bag again, since she didn’t want to accidentally break them. Instead, she took the nutcracker and the first emerald, set it in place, and clamped down hard.

      Crack.

      The sound wasn’t loud, but Adrian jumped again, spinning as he demanded, “What are you…”

      His voice trailed off as a translucent white light oozed out of the gem, swirling upward a few feet, then toward Xandra. Xandra grimaced and swatted it to the side.

      “None of that. The ley line is that way,” Xandra said tartly, glowering at the light, which began to slowly move off in the direction she’d batted it, fading from sight as it did.

      “What’s that?” Jasmine’s voice came from behind Xandra, somewhat surprising her.

      “I thought you were sleeping,” Xandra said, opening the pouch and placing the cracked gemstone inside. She grabbed the next gem, examining it before setting it in place. It really was a shame to do this, with how valuable the gems were, but there were some things she couldn’t abide.

      “I tried. I kept having nightmares, then I heard you were awake,” Jasmine said, glancing at the gems as she approached slowly. “What are you doing?”

      “Freeing souls,” Xandra said simply, clamping down again to crack the diamond. It didn’t crack quite as easily, but all she needed was a minor fracture. “Mistress kept a variety of souls as a collection, and… shoo, follow the other one! She kept souls in gemstones.”

      She waved the second soul off, scowling at it in annoyance. Souls could be incredibly clingy, as long as you weren’t actively injuring them. The last thing she wanted was for them to latch onto her.

      Adrian and Jasmine both flinched, looking at the pile of gems with mingled fear and horror. Jasmine licked her lips as Xandra put away the diamond and picked up another. “That many of them? What… what did she do with them?”

      “And did you hit an innocent soul?” Adrian demanded, staring at her with horrified fascination.

      “They aren’t innocent. According to Mistress, innocent souls, like that of an infant, are flavorless and so malleable as to be useless,” Xandra said, cracking the next gem without pause. She was starting to get the hang of how much pressure it took, and she batted the soul away before it could more than half-lunge toward her. “She would partially drain them, since succubi soul-drain people, then she’d use the soul in the process of creating a new demon. A weakened soul allowed her to enslave the resulting demon, and to shape the body and personality more easily.”

      Glancing at their faces, and their even more horrified expressions, Xandra sighed, and added wearily, “She didn’t do that often. Most of the time she liked keeping them on the shelves to admire and gloat about the souls she’d acquired. The other succubi were jealous, which was why she also got some gems that didn’t have souls to make her collection appear even larger. She’d have filled them eventually.”

      “I… could have ended up in one of those,” Jasmine said, her face pale with dread.

      “No, you wouldn’t have. I never saw a single person who ended up in the gems. Those were all on warfronts, or… ah, this was an angel,” Xandra noted, seeing a much brighter soul come out of the ruby she’d cracked. “That’s unusual. Usually their bodies are their souls.”

      They all watched the soul float off after the others, and for a minute the campsite was quiet, save for Xandra breaking one gem after another.

      “Who were you?” Jasmine asked at last, sounding surprisingly curious. “You don’t sound like you regret what you’ve done.”

      “Of course I regret it. I was a foolish, arrogant, power-hungry idiot. If I could go back and change what I did, I’d do so in a heartbeat. However, that will never happen,” Xandra said, this time without heat, and she sighed, pausing in breaking the gems to study her hands, then shrugged. “Once, I was a finely honed blade, ready to cut any that offended me. Not anymore. Now, I’m… worn down. Honed for so long that I’m brittle, barely useful for anything at all, just as they intended. If Mistress hadn’t died, I would be going about my daily routine, just like always. Cleaning her room after she bedded you, most likely, then washing you and making sure you were ready for her to come back to. I wouldn’t even think to disobey, because I’d been taught better. Did I take the chance to escape? Yes, of course. Because staying would result in agony far, far worse than what could happen here.

      “As for who I was… does it matter? I barely remember that arrogant girl,” Xandra said, laughing softly, thinking about the fragments that she could remember of her past. “I remember bits and pieces, certainly. I’m sure you could put together the pieces of who I was, given time. I don’t even know how long it’s been for certain, though. The only thing left to me is my name, and what bits of magic I wasn’t forbidden to practice. I’ll have to relearn the rest.”

      They didn’t reply, but Xandra didn’t push them. Instead she continued what she had been doing, cracking open the gems one after another. Most were normal souls, though a handful more were those of angels or similarly powerful beings. She wasn’t certain what the one that crackled like it was made of flames was, though obviously it was fire aligned in some way. Probably a fire elemental of some type, when she thought about it. At least it didn’t try to wrap itself around her, instead moving with alacrity toward the ley line.

      “What do you plan to do?” Adrian finally asked, then cleared his throat. “I mean, assuming we don’t have to imprison you or something.”

      “That is an excellent question. Practice my magic, to try to get it to the point where I can use it without wrecking my body. Sell some of the gems, particularly these cracked ones, and remove the mark of my Mistress that was tattooed on my stomach… maybe figure out where I used to live and visit it, assuming anything is left,” Xandra said, tapping her upper lip as she considered, then shrugged. “Probably buy a house and study different topics. Maybe architecture or something sufficiently mundane, assuming it can hold my interest. I have no idea how I’ll react to free time… probably poorly.”

      “Why do you say that?” Jasmine asked quietly, adjusting her cloak as she looked at the coals.

      “When you’ve worked for over twenty hours a day for centuries, and the only ‘time off’ you’ve had is when you’re suffering torment beyond anything you can imagine, you learn to try to keep from drawing attention and just do your job,” Xandra replied bluntly. “Not doing anything is likely to be difficult. I have no idea how long it will take me just to learn to sleep more than a few hours a night. Why do you ask, anyway?”

      “I’m trying to figure you out. You claim to be little more than a servant, and that you try to avoid notice, but at the same time you’re…” Jasmine paused, pursing her lips, then sighed and shrugged. “You’re arrogant. The first thought that went through my head when you entered the dungeon was that you looked even more regal and arrogant than the demoness who was tormenting me. I thought you might be there to finish Adrian, Naomi, and Vanreth off.”

      Xandra paused, turning her torso so she could look at the woman more directly, a bit incredulous about what she’d said. She searched for any sign of falsehood, and didn’t see anything that made her think that Jasmine was lying. That made her incredulity grow even stronger, though.

      “Truly. That… is surprising. Perhaps I grew to reflect Mistress. Or perhaps I was never able to humble myself as much as I should have… That could be why she didn’t kill me long ago,” Xandra said, turning back to the gems, a little annoyed with herself. “If you’re correct, it would also explain why so many demons took pleasure in humiliating me. That is… an annoying revelation.”

      Adrian just stared at her, his mouth slightly agape, and Xandra let out the faintest of sighs, since the way he was staring indicated that Jasmine was right. That really irritated her.

      “Hm. I guess that’s possible. I just… didn’t think you wouldn’t realize,” Jasmine said, tapping a finger on her upper arm, considering Xandra for several seconds before she asked, “So, did you look like that originally? With how I was changed, and from what it sounds like, Alora was…”

      “Of course. I know my skin wasn’t quite this color, and my hair certainly didn’t have a purple hue to it. I’m fairly sure that my figure was a little different, but I can’t be absolutely certain. My memory is muddled. On the other hand, Mistress did prefer more… ample figures, so she changed people to fit her preferences,” Xandra said, now smiling again, a bit morbidly. “That said, I think I’ve answered enough questions. What about you? Obviously you’re going to try to get her changes undone, but what are you going to do? Who are you, anyway? I’m certain you follow a deity of light, but I don’t know much more than that.”

      Adrian choked slightly, looking at Xandra incredulously, while Jasmine simply smiled in amusement, shaking her head as she paused, then spoke quietly. “I’m Jasmine Alexis, holy maiden of the Phoenix Queen.”

      That prompted Xandra to pause and look at Jasmine again, her eyebrows rising slightly as she considered her. Eventually she murmured, “Holy maiden of the Phoenix Queen? No wonder Mistress wanted to claim you for herself. That would make you incredibly valuable to demons. She might have been planning to auction you off.”

      Jasmine winced, shrugging as she spoke, her tone almost artificially even. “You very well may be right. Not something I want to think about, if I’m being honest. I suspect I’m going to be cloistered in the temple for a few months while they undo whatever she did to me, then a while longer while they make certain I’m safe. Then they’ll start sending me out for purifications and the like again.”

      “Doesn’t sound like it would be pleasant to me,” Xandra said, picking up the last gemstone and examining the emerald for a few seconds, before she set it in place and cracked it. Another soul slipped out of the gem and she nodded, swatting it off toward the ley line. “There, done. One collection of souls freed.”

      “You can’t be that bad, if you’d free them,” Adrian said, looking at Xandra curiously. “I mean, who would know if you hadn’t? I doubt anyone would have realized what they were until far too late.”

      Jasmine nodded, smiling slightly as she murmured, “Agreed, though I don’t think that what I do is that boring.”

      Xandra snorted softly, and let out a sigh as she held up the nutcracker and brandished it at the two, her eyes narrowed. “The two of you are far too trusting and forgiving. Just because I freed the souls means nothing. A demon would do it in a heartbeat if it thought that would allow it to claim a greater prize in the future. Some terrible people have lines they won’t cross as well. The last thing you need is to let your guard down because I did one thing you liked.”

      “Not just one thing. If you hadn’t helped, we’d never have gotten out of there,” Jasmine said, and grimaced as she added, “I might not have been able to save both Adrian and Naomi, either. I don’t know if they had enough mana potions for that.”

      “Which I still haven’t thanked you for, Milady. That was an unpleasant experience,” Adrian said, nodding to Jasmine, who just smiled and waved it off.

      Xandra rolled her eyes and murmured, “Shouldn’t you be keeping watch? I don’t think that watching us counts.”

      That caused a blush to creep up the mage’s cheeks, and he quickly turned back to the forest around them, prompting a soft laugh from Jasmine.

      “There likely isn’t anything in the forest that would threaten us, you know. Most of this region is relatively safe,” Jasmine said, looking at Xandra in amusement. The elf shrugged in response.

      “Likely isn’t something that you should count on. I’d suggest you try to sleep again, holy maiden. Anticipate the worst, and you’ll never be disappointed,” Xandra replied, sweeping the last fragments of gems into the pouch, then putting it away.

      “Perhaps you’re right. However, I’d rather live with hope for the best, rather than being gloomy. Rest well, if you do,” Jasmine said, climbing to her feet laboriously, then went back to her tent.

      Xandra watched her go, and listened to the alien sounds of the forest around her for a minute. The birds and animals were so strange, after as long as she’d been in the palace. No animals dared make sound there, if they lived at all, which made it even harder for her to adapt. After a minute she shook her head and turned her gaze back to the bag. There were plenty of things for her to sort through, and she didn’t know how all of them worked. That meant she needed to separate them into things which she dared touch and those that needed to be handled carefully.

      “Fools,” Xandra murmured, pulling out the wands and lining them up on the cloak as she examined them.

      She might not have been allowed to learn demonic magic, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t recognize which wands her Mistress had used to produce specific effects. Knowledge was power, and she didn’t want to be powerless. Never again.
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      Jasmine let out a sigh of relief as they crested the ridge and could see Lothdar ahead of them. Her legs were aching, and she was afraid that blisters might be forming on her feet, but they were home at last. She could heal herself, but that would be rather embarrassing to do in front of everyone else, so she intended to wait until they were in private.

      In Jasmine’s opinion, Lothdar was a beautiful city. The walls weren’t very attractive, as they were made of gray stone, but they formed a little less than three quarters of a circle, linking several islets in the bay to form a sea wall, while the other end terminated around the base of the hill which the city fortress was built atop. The fortress was somewhat sprawling, with multiple towers defending it, but most important was its aerie where the dragon knights patrolled from, overlooking the harbor where white-sailed ships moved in and out of the sea gate, and atop which was a brightly shining lighthouse.

      The city itself was largely stone, as few people wanted the buildings to catch fire if a mana storm struck, but some areas were poor enough that wooden roofs were occasionally visible. Most of the buildings were attractive, with tile or slate roofs that were dull red or brown, and the walls were largely gray, where they weren’t covered in climbing vines or moss. At the center of the city was the temple, a sight which drew Jasmine’s eye every time she came into sight of it.

      The temple was large, befitting one of the largest temples to the Phoenix Queen on the continent, and its architect had taken pains to gather stone from across the region to make it truly unique. The building was constructed of red, orange, and yellow stone, each carefully placed to make the temple look like it was formed of flames, and beside the sprawling complex of dozens of buildings were two wing-shaped towers that flanked the central spire, reminiscent of a phoenix with its head and wings upraised.

      “Hm. I don’t believe that I remember a temple like that existing when I was last in the mortal plane. Though it’s possible that I’m on an entirely different continent… or somewhere even more exotic,” Xandra said while examining the city skeptically.

      Xandra was a good part of the reason why Jasmine hadn’t dared complain on the trip, if she were being honest. It had become quickly apparent that while the elf wasn’t a stranger to long days or lots of work, hiking was new to her. It’d taken the better part of two days to reach Lothdar, and Vanreth had flatly refused to rest in one of the towns along the way, since as far as he knew they still hadn’t determined which of the residents might have betrayed Jasmine the first time. Xandra had quickly begun to limp, but the woman hadn’t voiced a single word of complaint, no matter how long they’d forced her to keep going. She was still caustic when she thought someone was being foolish, but since they’d left the lower planes even that had grown less common.

      “The temple was built over the course of ten years, approximately fifty years ago,” Naomi said, sounding like she was quoting a textbook, though the young woman gave a nervous smile. “Which is to say, if you were down there for as long as you said, it was built afterward.”

      “Good to know,” Xandra said, rolling her shoulders. “I presume that we’ll be there today, then?”

      “That’s right,” Vanreth confirmed, glancing at Alora. “Are you planning to come to the temple with us?”

      “Yes, at least for the moment. I need to figure out where we are, and find a way to get home,” Alora said, and Jasmine could see the woman was still keeping a wary eye on Xandra. That was… frustrating, in her opinion, but unfortunately understandable. If she’d been captive for longer, Jasmine might not have been willing to trust anyone who’d lived among the demons either.

      “Well, with any luck we’ll be able to reverse some of the changes that were made to you as well,” Jasmine said, and glanced at Xandra once as Vanreth started down the road toward Lothdar. “Still, I’m looking forward to having a proper bed… and the chance to bathe, for that matter.”

      For the first time since she’d met Xandra, the woman didn’t have a scathing response. Instead, the elf just sniffed as she followed them.

      Jasmine really hoped that the high priest wouldn’t overreact.
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        * * *

      

      “Jasmine, you’re… goddess, what did they do to you?” Quentin asked, his eyes filled with shock and worry.

      It was hours later, and late enough that Jasmine couldn’t see any sign of the sun still in the sky. They’d reached the city gates quickly, and Vanreth had arranged an escort to the temple in only a minute, as well as for a few people to keep an eye on Xandra, who’d ended up being left in one of the outbuildings of the temple. Jasmine had no idea what had ended up happening to the elf, but her own experience had been tiring.

      She’d been examined by several of the church’s curse-breakers, who’d taken illusionary recordings of all the spells that had been drawn across her body before allowing her to bathe and clean up at last. That had taken a while, after which she’d gotten a hearty meal, and finally she’d been brought to meet Quentin. She was tired, but felt closer to normal than she had in four days. Four days that felt like they’d been an eternity, with how her body ached to be touched.

      “That’s the question, isn’t it, Your Excellency? I don’t have a clue, aside from the obvious… and I heard my bones pop, so I think there are less obvious changes as well,” Jasmine replied, glancing down at her bust. “I suspect the curse-breakers are going to have their work cut out for them this time. I’m just glad the demoness was stopped before she could go further.”

      “Indeed. However, given what you’re saying… do you know who she was?” Quentin asked, gesturing her over to a chair. “The demoness, I mean.”

      The chair was large, with over-stuffed leather cushions and a table in front of it, opposite another chair that was similarly comfortable, with both of them resting on a single large rug. The rest of the room was elaborately furnished as well, with several tapestries dedicated to their goddess on the walls, depicting everything from angels fighting demons to the immaterial appearance of the Phoenix Queen herself, while gold and silver artifacts dotted shelves and tables in the corners. Jasmine was just relieved that Quentin wasn’t trying to interview her from behind his large, imposing desk. That would have made her far more nervous.

      “No. I know that I was taken to the Domain of Ashen Hopes, since we were told that it was the palace of the Flayer of Souls,” Jasmine said, deliberately shying away from naming the demon lord personally. Names had power, and she didn’t need more of his attention when she wasn’t sure what had been done to her. Settling into the chair, Jasmine suppressed a gasp at how cool the leather felt against her inflamed skin. “Beyond that… I never heard any names while I was there.”

      “Unsurprising, I suppose,” Quentin said, grimacing as he shook his head and settled back himself. “I’d offer tea, but I know you just ate. As for the demoness… she was Morselle the Everdark. I doubt that she was left dead, no matter how much we may wish she was, but you’re fortunate to have escaped her clutches.”

      Jasmine flinched, her stomach churning so abruptly that she almost regretted having eaten. She’d heard of Morselle, as the demoness was spoken of with trepidation in many texts. Morselle was said to have turned a great many clergy, paladins, and even angels into horrific mockeries of themselves, so the idea that she’d been in her hands… A shudder ran through Jasmine, one that was accompanied by feelings she firmly denied. Even if Morselle wasn’t as powerful as many famous demons, she was a terrifying foe, and Jasmine could hardly believe that the church had sent Adrian, Naomi, and Vanreth to face her. Like Xandra had said, that was essentially suicide.

      “I… didn’t know that. If she’d said who she was, I might have despaired immediately,” Jasmine said unsteadily, and she forced her hands to relax as she felt her nails dig into the armrests. “Why did you send Vanreth and the others after me? The chances of them succeeding were poor at best. I’d think that you wouldn’t have risked them, under those circumstances. Not that I’m ungrateful! I just…”

      “Calmly, dear. As much as it pains me to admit it, we simply didn’t know where you’d been taken. If we had, we likely would have had to wait to gather a more powerful group, and then it would have been too late,” Quentin said, shaking his head sorrowfully. “As it is, I regret how much danger I put them in. You were warded so heavily that we couldn’t identify where you were, we could only open a portal to the plane you were on and hope they could find you. From what they said, they almost failed.”

      “That’s right. She almost killed Vanreth outright, Adrian was dead, and Naomi was petrified. If it hadn’t been for Xandra, that would have been how it ended,” Jasmine said, shivering. “I would have been another of her… her toys.”

      “Ah, Xandra. Now that was a surprise, if ever there was one. I thought she was little more than history,” Quentin said, and the look on his face startled Jasmine. She wasn’t sure if it was fear, anger, worry, or even all three.

      “You know who she is? She didn’t remember, and while I thought her name was familiar, I couldn’t place it,” Jasmine asked, sitting up straight.

      “Didn’t remember? I doubt that,” Quentin said, laughing shortly as he shook his head. “No, maybe she’s telling the truth… but I doubt it. I know you’ve heard of her, though. The Reaper of Four Armies. I identified her by the description of the fire she threw at the demon.”

      Jasmine’s thoughts came to a sudden halt, feeling like she’d run into a wall or something similarly solid. She remembered the lessons about Xandra the Reaper, even if part of her was boggled by the possibility that they could be the same person. It wasn’t like the history books had been detailed, and the lessons about Xandra had been rather short. However, the chilling records of how the elven sorceress had claimed a mountain valley with rare adamantine deposits and killed four armies sent to reclaim the territory had made an impression. Then the sorceress had vanished, and the two nations who’d claimed the territory, and lost four armies to her, had fought a bloody war before finding that all the adamantine was gone, leaving Xandra a reviled figure in both of their history books. The problem was that it had been nearly eleven hundred years earlier, which was part of why Jasmine had a hard time believing it was the Xandra she knew.

      “Xandra? But… but I don’t even remember what she was supposed to look like! That was…” Jasmine began, then paused, waving her hands futilely, then gave up, throwing them up in the air as she protested, “I know you’re certain, Your Excellency, but she’s been helpful!”

      “Yes, but it was in her own self-interest to do so. And with how much you were changed in less than a day, a millennium is plenty of time for Xandra’s appearance to change completely,” Quentin said, shrugging uncomfortably. “Though I’ll admit that it’s also possible so much time in Morselle’s hands changed her. We’re going to have to watch her closely, though. She was a remarkable sorceress, and I have no idea how we would fare against her. Our records aren’t that detailed.”

      “If you say so, Your Excellency. You’d know better than I do,” Jasmine conceded, her mind practically rebelling at the idea… but then she thought about how Xandra had crushed the large demon with a single spell, and she was forced to admit that Quentin might have a point. “What about Alora? I’ve never seen someone quite like her before.”

      “You wouldn’t have. She’s from one of the tribes of southern Algaria, among groups that have been at war with different demon summoners for centuries, if not longer. They’re mostly from the inland regions, and rarely leave,” Quentin said, his expression turning faintly wistful as he poured a cup of water for himself. “They’re said to have some method of making their champions immune to the vast majority of demonic magics that corrupt the mind or body. I do wish that we could learn to do so, but they guard their arts jealously. I’ve already promised her to help undo as much of the damage to her body as we’re able, while seeking out a trustworthy captain that’s headed in her homeland’s direction. I doubt that will take more than a few weeks.”

      Jasmine nodded, relaxing at the explanation, as it also explained to her why Alora had distrusted Xandra so much. Considering that, Jasmine smiled slightly. “That’s good to know… especially that she can go home. And it tells me why she disliked Xandra so much. If they’ve been in conflict with demon summoners, of course she’d dislike her. I’m mostly surprised she speaks our language.”

      Quentin chuckled and nodded. “Yes, well, she is one of their champions. I believe they also are in charge of dealings with those from outside their region, so she learned to speak to foreigners. Useful, in this instance.”

      “Agreed,” Jasmine said, pausing for several seconds, weariness and worry washing over her as she asked, “I assume that, since you haven’t mentioned my guards or attendants, that none of them…?”

      “Sir Brall managed to get to a traveler who brought us word, but he died not long after. The rest… a quarter of them were taken captive, but were killed in blood rites before we could reach the cultists. I’m sorry,” Quentin said sadly, his smile fading. Jasmine closed her eyes, thinking about the men and women regretfully, tears prickling at the corners of her eyes. She didn’t try to stop them from escaping, and they slowly began to spill down her cheeks. Jasmine hadn’t known any of the attendants for long, nor the guards, but even so, she hated that she’d been the reason they had died.

      “I got them killed,” Jasmine said softly, shaking her head.

      “Don’t give me that,” Quentin said, his voice sharp enough to force her eyes open, revealing that he was glaring at her. “You had the misfortune of being the cultists’ target, yes, but there’s nothing you could have done to stop what happened. We haven’t had an attack on a holy maiden in decades, and there was no sign that it was coming this time, either. If I’d had so much as a clue, I’d have sent someone like Vanreth with you, but I didn’t. You didn’t get them killed, the cultists did.”

      Jasmine paused, then cracked a slight smile as she bowed her head to him. “If you say so, Your Excellency. I just feel like I’m responsible.”

      “On that, I can’t blame you. I just want you to try to tell yourself what the truth is. You aren’t responsible, and that’s the end of it,” Quentin said firmly.

      “As you wish,” Jasmine said, nodding slowly. “Either way… what now? I assume I’m going to be stuck in the temple for a while.”

      “The temple or the city, certainly. The curse-breakers need time to work, and we need to make sure we’ve hunted down all the cultists. The other holy maidens can deal with most of the blessings, and we’ve improved their security, so they should be safe. Your main task is going to be to rest and recover. Once you’re back to normal, or at least mostly normal, we’ll see what to do with you,” Quentin said, shrugging. “If anything, I might suggest practicing a few more defensive spells. I suspect you got overwhelmed before you had a chance to cast anything.”

      Jasmine winced and nodded reluctantly as she spoke. “You aren’t wrong about that.”

      Surprisingly, his laughter improved Jasmine’s mood quite a bit.
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      Xandra was tense, as she always was when her life was in the hands of someone else. The drop of sweat that hit the collar didn’t help her nerves, either, but she kept her mouth shut and didn’t move. She even kept her breathing slow and easy to keep movement to a minimum, since she’d really rather not die.

      Master Kelton was the most skilled artificer in Lothdar, which was why Xandra had agreed to his rather ridiculous fee, but now she wondered if perhaps she should have gone to find an artificer with more practice, as nervous as the man was. He’d assured her that he could remove the collar without killing her, and while his mastery of mana wasn’t quite as refined as Xandra would have liked, she’d believed him. Now, though…

      It was water under the bridge at this point. If she interrupted, he’d probably kill her by accident, so it was far too late for second thoughts. At least she’d ensured that he wouldn’t get paid if he got her killed… that would give her some satisfaction in death.

      Xandra’s thoughts drifted to her experiences over the past week in Lothdar in an effort to distract herself from the leather cushion her face was pressed into, as well as the heat from the braziers lighting the room. She shouldn’t have trusted anyone who didn’t light their building with glow crystals. They were easy to build, and didn’t risk setting things on fire… hells, even Xandra could fumble her way through making a glow crystal, though she’d waste a lot of materials in the process, and she was barely trained in artificing, from what little she could remember.

      In any case, Vanreth had ensured that everyone was in the temple, and had directed a group of acolytes to make Xandra comfortable before vanishing to give his report. Xandra might not be used to mortals, but she could tell that the acolytes and other guards had been given orders to keep an eye on her, which had made the situation still more unpleasant. She’d taken a certain amount of pleasure in discomforting the acolyte who’d shown her into the bath by disrobing in front of the woman, while making certain that the human had seen as much as possible. She’d since learned that the faith generally required acolytes and those of higher station to take vows of chastity, which explained the colors the woman’s face had turned. Eventually, Vanreth had returned and offered her lodging on the temple grounds. He hadn’t looked pleased when she declined, but neither had he objected.

      The man, who she’d since learned was a paladin of the Phoenix Queen, had arranged for a room at a rather nice inn instead, and they’d even paid for a few days lodging for her. Xandra appreciated that, even if the guards they’d left to keep an eye on her were so clumsy about remaining hidden that it was difficult to resist the urge to lecture them. Better to know where they were than to have them replaced by people who were competent. Less subtle had been how Adrian and Naomi had come to visit her each day. Adrian had the good grace to at least pretend he was there to see how she was doing. He seemed to like her, even, which Xandra found slightly endearing, in an incredibly foolish sort of way. Anyone who liked her had to have something wrong with them, and she wasn’t going to give him a chance. Naomi was mostly foolish, but Xandra had endeavored to rein in the sharp side of her tongue. It was quite difficult.

      Even so, the first few days hadn’t been easy for Xandra. No less than four jewelers had thought they could cheat her, and she wasn’t sure if they’d thought she was gullible, a deep-pocketed noble, or ignorant. She didn’t much care which, as they’d tried to buy the broken gems and the handful of whole ones she’d produced for a fraction of what they were worth. Xandra had not been amused. Eventually she’d found a jeweler who was more honest than his peers, and had commissioned several pieces of jewelry from him as an additional insult to the others.

      Once she was settled, and with enough gold to last several years at a minimum, Xandra had started searching for the other things she required. Finding a mage that could remove the tattoo had been simple, as there were several magi who could do so in the city. Far more difficult was her collar, though, as the first artificer Xandra had approached had taken one look at it before apologizing and rushing her out. Xandra appreciated that the woman was at least honest. A couple of outfits that suited her were also being made, but Xandra’s main concern was the collar. It was also why she might have rushed things faster than she should have. It wasn’t like Xandra was certain that she’d be allowed to leave Lothdar. Besides, she’d barely started relearning her magic, and she didn’t trust herself with anything beyond the most basic of combat spells.

      The delay as Master Kelton worked, mumbling spells under his breath, was agony. He was obviously pushing his skill to his limits, and she briefly wondered if her regeneration would reattach her head if her neck was severed. No, she was rather certain it wouldn’t, Xandra quickly decided. She’d die before that happened, and—

      Click.

      The sound was almost deafening, and Xandra couldn’t help a twitch of her eyes, especially as Master Kelton stopped breathing. Then she relaxed as for the first time in longer than she could remember, a cool breeze drifted across the back of her neck.

      “See, got it! Nothing to it, just like I promised,” Master Kelton said in his gruff voice, though she could hear the way his voice was trembling.

      “You would be more convincing if your voice weren’t shaking,” Xandra replied, shifting so she could sit up slowly, and her head almost fell forward without the support of the collar. It was strange, how much it felt like her head should wobble, and keeping it straight took effort. In front of her, the collar lay on the leather chair, cracked open like it was ready to swallow her whole. Xandra eyed it unhappily, then reached down and snapped it shut.

      “That’s quite rude of you,” Master Kelton huffed. “I’m the one who succeeded, and was it necessary to do that? It took some effort to open, and—”

      “It is going to be taken and destroyed,” Xandra said, her tone flat as her gaze rose to meet the man’s. “Our bargain was for you to be paid in gold, not for the collar to be left with you. Such items are unnecessary in a realm such as this.”

      The mage was normal enough for a resident of Lothdar, though he took pains to set himself apart. His primary effort involved his beard, which had two stripes of white that were obviously artificial running downward from his chin, and his brown hair was slicked back. He had bright blue eyes, a purple vest, and black pants, along with a great deal of gold jewelry. She thought he might sink from the weight of it if thrown in the ocean.

      “Yes, but studying it could make it easier to remove such devices in the future!” Master Kelton protested. That was a point, Xandra internally admitted, but she didn’t trust the man with the collar. Those with power were the most easily tempted, according to her Mistress. Except for zealots, which gave her another option, since he did have a point.

      “Perhaps so. Which is why I believe that I will give it to the temple. I’ll let them know what my opinion is, but they will ensure it doesn’t go missing, if they choose to study it,” Xandra said, and she saw the flicker of anger in the man’s gaze before he suppressed it. That satisfied her, since it indicated that her wariness wasn’t entirely misplaced.

      “Very well. Still, I carried out my part of the bargain, so I expect to be paid,” Master Kelton said, extending a hand, and Xandra smiled coldly at him.

      “Of course. Naomi is waiting, and I left the payment with her,” Xandra said, not letting her derision touch her voice, at least not this time. As his face darkened, she added, “The payment was to be given on the successful removal of the collar. If you failed, I wasn’t going to allow you to take it off my corpse.”

      Master Kelton sputtered, then growled indignantly, “I’m not a grave robber! The payment had best be with the girl!”

      That prompted a laugh from Xandra, and she gently picked up the collar, the movement created a faint, alien breeze across her neck. That was strange indeed, but she didn’t mind as she spoke. “It is. I chose her for a reason.”

      He huffed and stormed toward the door, obviously upset, but Xandra didn’t bother trying to placate him. She doubted she’d need his services again any time soon, and she’d rather find someone else anyway. Instead she followed him as he moved toward the waiting room.

      Unlike the enchanting chamber, which was wisely bare of anything expensive or hard to replace, the rest of Master Kelton’s home was furnished with expensive paintings, rugs, wall hangings, sculptures, and more. It was too ostentatious for Xandra’s tastes, but it wasn’t her home or business. However, there was a waiting room with several chairs, which Xandra suspected was likely for the staff of the nobility and merchants he normally entertained.

      She stepped into the warm room, more braziers providing light that was reflected by mirrors to fill the room, and Xandra saw Naomi stand up, worry on her face until she caught sight of Xandra. Then the young human’s face shone with relief, and she spoke up.

      “Ah, you’re done! I was getting worried, with how long it was taking,” Naomi said, adjusting her robes nervously. Her holy symbol that depicted a phoenix was on display today, unlike when they’d first encountered one another, and the young woman looked a touch less martial than she had before, as she wasn’t carrying her staff.

      “It was delicate work, so it took longer than I hoped,” Master Kelton said, sounding far more polite now that he was speaking to Naomi. Xandra gave him a sidelong glance, but kept her sarcasm to herself. It was rather difficult.

      “Yes, it did. Thank you for waiting, Naomi. If you would give the man his payment?” Xandra asked, looking at the young woman as she smiled. “I would like to ensure the bargain is carried out to the letter.”

      “Oh, of course, of course,” Naomi said, her cheeks coloring as she opened her belt pouch, revealing a couple of sacks that Xandra recognized. She pulled them out, leaving the pouch all but empty, and offered them to Master Kelton. “Here you are! Five hundred crowns, blessed by the church!”

      “The temple supplied these?” Master Kelton asked, looking a little taken aback.

      “Well, Xandra did ask me to be the arbitrator between her and you for this, so… yes? We took the payment and processed it according to city ordinances, so that you could be sure you were getting what you agreed to!” Naomi replied, smiling brightly at Master Kelton. “I thought it was an excellent idea!”

      Master Kelton looked at Xandra, and she smiled back at him, growing still more satisfied, since he didn’t have a leg to stand on if he tried to claim she’d cheated him. She wasn’t certain that he would, but if he had planned to, she took pleasure in ruining his plan. Laws could easily be turned to one’s benefit if someone was careful. She’d learned that from her contract.

      “Yes, I agree. Please convey my thanks to the temple,” Master Kelton said, giving a half-bow to Naomi. “Also, please let your superiors know that I would be quite interested in finding a way to remove devices such as the collar if they decide that it needs to be studied.”

      “Hm? What? I’ll certainly convey your thanks, but… what do you mean about the collar?” Naomi asked, looking at Master Kelton, then at Xandra. She looked rather confused, which was a common state for her, as far as Xandra was concerned.

      “I intended to destroy the collar, but our host disagreed with that. As I do not trust anyone to not misplace or misuse items such as this, I decided to donate it to the temple. I strongly recommend it be destroyed outright, but should the temple decide it would be useful to learn how to remove them safely, it is their choice. And their responsibility, should they foolishly allow someone to steal it, or worse, allow someone to replicate the enchantments,” Xandra said, a slightly scathing edge to her voice that caused Master Kelton’s smile to grow more brittle. Naomi’s cheeks flushed, but she nodded.

      “That would explain it! I… well, you will forgive me if I do not care to touch the accursed thing, but I believe that the Head Inquisitor will be happy to take it off your hands,” Naomi said, looking at the collar with distaste and a hint of fear. “I’m sure that he’ll make an appropriate decision regarding it.”

      “Good,” Xandra said, and turned to look at Master Kelton. It took her a moment to realize that she’d turned her entire body, rather than just her head, but she shook off her internal chastisement so she could speak. “Thank you for your assistance, Master Kelton. I will take my leave.”

      With that she turned toward the door and walked away quickly. Xandra was amused that he didn’t reply, at least not verbally, but she heard Naomi quickly follow her.

      Xandra stepped out onto the city streets and glanced upward once, and immediately regretted it. With the collar on, she hadn’t been able to look straight up, and today the air was exceptionally clear, with most of the clouds toward the horizon. That meant she could see up into the endless sky, and coupled with how her head felt like it might roll off her shoulders at the slightest breeze, it caused a surprising amount of vertigo. She fixed her gaze back on the ground, pausing until she had stabilized again, then started down the street.

      “Why are you so rude? He helped you, didn’t he?” Naomi asked, quickly catching up to Xandra.

      “I don’t trust him. He seemed far too eager to get his hands on the collar,” Xandra replied, continuing down the street at a steady pace. She didn’t know the city well, yet, but at least she knew the way to the temple. She found it ironic that the city was ruled by the temple, though there were noble families as well. She didn’t quite understand how that worked, but wasn’t willing to bother trying to research it.

      “You don’t trust anyone, it seems like! If you weren’t so mean, maybe we wouldn’t be watching you all the time,” Naomi protested. “Besides, why would he want it, anyway? What could he do with it?”

      “I trust no one, not even myself. I made some exceptionally stupid decisions when I was younger, and look where I ended up. If I’d trusted all of you to get out without my help, you’d also have been stuck,” Xandra replied flatly, ignoring the look of a shock on the face of a passerby at her tone. She supposed that most locals didn’t dare talk to the clergy of the Phoenix Queen like that, but she wasn’t going to mince words because of their delicate sensibilities. “As for what he could do with it? He could make less obvious copies that nobles could use on indentured servants. Loan sharks could put them around the hand of a debtor and if the person didn’t pay… oops, there goes a hand. Even if it didn’t happen here, it could easily happen elsewhere. Not to mention the nations that own slaves. Wouldn’t they adore a device that would take off the head of a high-value slave if they tried to escape?”

      Naomi fell silent, and when Xandra experimentally looked to the side, and nearly tripped in the process, the priestess had gone pale. It made her smile slightly, as she turned her attention back to the road.

      “I… suppose that would be bad, yes. I don’t think Master Kelton would do that, but if he did… that would be terrible,” Naomi said at last, revulsion in her voice. “I’ll… I’ll talk to the Head Inquisitor about it.”

      “Good,” Xandra said, continuing toward the temple at a brisk pace. She wanted to get the collar into the hands of those too weak-willed to use it, then go back to her inn room.

      They were almost halfway there before Naomi ventured, “What are you going to do now? That’s everything that you had planned, isn’t it?”

      Xandra almost laughed. Oh, how innocent the priestess was… and how clumsy her inquiries. Still, she didn’t care enough to avoid replying, so she explained, “I have a few vague memories of the time before I was enslaved, so I think I’ll go investigate them. I believe I’ve found where I lived, as it’s a familiar location on a map, so that’s where I plan to travel to. With any luck I won’t die, and it’s only a few weeks away at most. Days if I use teleportation platforms, but part of me would like to see the landscape along the way. I will have to decide which, assuming your church allows me to leave the city.”

      “You are dangerous. I saw what you did to those demons,” Naomi said, swallowing audibly. “I don’t think anyone in the church could have done that. You’re really powerful.”

      “I was powerful,” Xandra corrected. “The spells I used were fourth and sixth circle, if memory serves me, and casting them crippled me. It would have taken days for the damage to heal, and without my ability to regenerate, I’d likely have lost my arms permanently. Right now I’m barely able to cast first circle combat spells without causing damage to myself.”

      “Maybe so,” Naomi said, a little breathless now. “Where… are you going?”

      “A valley in the Eldwall Mountains, on the border of the Republic of Jirr and the Stone Expanse,” Xandra said, frowning slightly as she thought about them. “I seem to recall there being two kingdoms there at one point, but as I said, my memory is hazy.”

      “I’ll let them know, and they’ll get back to you,” Naomi said, her breathing coming even harder now, after a few seconds the human asked, “Do you have to walk so fast?”

      “Exercise is good for you. If you can’t run for long periods of time without magic, one day it might get you killed,” Xandra retorted, and the young woman let out a soft whimper.

      Xandra didn’t slow down, but at least Naomi stopped complaining.
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      Jasmine sat on the balcony and sipped her tea, feeling better than she had in several days. That wasn’t hard, since the past few days had each been filled with the curse-breakers undoing aspects of what had been done to her. Mostly the mental changes, including a slight submissive impulse she hadn’t even known had been planted.

      She still felt hot a lot of the time, like she needed to be touched, but the impulse was incredibly muted compared to when she’d first reached the temple, and the curse-breakers were planning to continue adjusting it until she was comfortable. Most of the changes had occurred over the course of about a day, which meant they’d been solidly in place by the time she’d reached the temple. Based on some of the things that the curse-breakers had said, Jasmine was incredibly glad that she’d been rescued when she had. She didn’t want to be addicted to a demon.

      Even so, some of the things they were doing weren’t as precise as anyone would like, since they only had portraits that showed her face, not the rest of her body. They were primarily waiting for Jasmine to decide what to do about the physical changes, since they would likely hurt quite a bit to undo, and she wasn’t sure if it was worth going through that.

      Still, Jasmine found herself restless, as she wasn’t allowed out into the city, and she couldn’t do much. She’d seen everyone but Xandra over the course of the week, and Alora was looking much better than she had, especially after being given a new sword as thanks for her assistance. Adrian, Naomi, Vanreth… all of them seemed to be happier. Jasmine just wondered why she wasn’t happy. That was part of the reason she was on the balcony, looking at the gardens. The bright colors helped her mood, as did watching the gardeners doing their jobs.

      The knock at the door startled her, but she turned her head toward the sound, considering for a moment before she spoke. “Yes?”

      “It’s me, Lady Alexis!” Naomi called out brightly, her voice muffled by the door.

      “Come in, then,” Jasmine said, smiling at the sound of the younger priestess’s voice. Naomi was a little young to be a full priestess, but she was remarkably powerful for her age. It was part of the reason Jasmine liked her so much, as she was also one of the more enthusiastic, friendly priestesses. Besides, if she remembered correctly, today Xandra had been going in to have the collar removed, with Naomi’s company.

      The door opened, allowing Naomi in, and Jasmine smiled, gesturing to the seat across from her, noting that the priestess was carrying a small sack. She spoke warmly, looking at the sack curiously. “Take a seat if you’d like. Would you care for some tea?”

      “Yes, thank you! I stopped and got some sugar cookies to share, since I remember you like them,” Naomi replied happily, quickly approaching, and her explanation brought a smile to Jasmine’s face.

      “That’s quite thoughtful of you! You really didn’t have to, you know,” Jasmine said, feeling much happier as she turned to pour another cup of tea. Fortunately, the acolyte who’d come by earlier had left three spare settings, so she didn’t have to find another.

      “No, but I wanted to!” Naomi said, setting the bag on the table and pulling out a package of carefully wrapped white fabric. She unfolded it to reveal a dozen large, dark cookies, their tops speckled with brown sugar crystals. The sight of them made Jasmine’s craving for them still stronger, and she barely avoided overfilling the teacup in her distraction.

      “Those look lovely. I haven’t had one in… a few months, I think. They’re a rare treat, so thank you very much,” Jasmine said, setting down the teapot and sliding the saucer toward Naomi.

      The younger woman took the tea with a smile, immediately picking it up to take a sip, and her smile grew still wider as she let out a happy sigh, nodding in appreciation.

      “You always get the best tea! But you’re welcome! I saw the shop, and remembered how you stopped by there every few months, so… since I had a few coins from Xandra, I thought I’d get you something,” Naomi said, settling back in her chair.

      Jasmine laughed, nodding in appreciation as she took a cookie. They required molasses, which wasn’t made near Lothdar, so she couldn’t indulge in them nearly as often as she’d like. She took a bite and closed her eyes, savoring the flavor for several seconds. Like always, they were perfectly cooked and oh so flavorful. Eventually Jasmine swallowed and opened her eyes, pausing to clear her throat.

      “So, you mentioned Xandra gave you some money? I take it she got the collar off?” Jasmine asked. The question caused some of the happiness on Naomi’s face to fade, to Jasmine’s dismay… which she covered by taking another bite of the cookie.

      “She did,” Naomi confirmed with a nod and a sigh. “Then she insulted Master Kelton and brought the collar to the Inquisition to be studied or destroyed. She didn’t trust Master Kelton not to misuse it.”

      “Really?” Jasmine said, her eyebrows rising slightly, then she shook her head. “Well, I suppose that after that long in the hands of demons, anyone would stop trusting others.”

      “Maybe. I just wish she’d stop being so mean and rude,” Naomi muttered, obviously sulking. “I don’t know why I’m one of the people who has to keep an eye on her!”

      “Because you know her, as much as is possible,” Jasmine said placidly, trying to soothe Naomi’s nerves. “If I could do it myself, I would.”

      “I don’t know why you would. She’s just…” Naomi began, waving in the direction of the city, then let out frustrated growl as she couldn’t come up with words. “You and Adrian both!”

      “Adrian is fascinated by her magic, and possibly with her personally. He’s always had an interest in powerful women, particularly those who are overbearing. Remember Astrea?” Jasmine said, quirking a brow at Naomi. “He was pining after her for months, and she treated him even worse than Xandra does. He seems to think that maybe he can smooth their rough edges or something.”

      “Ast… oh, goddess,” Naomi whimpered, flinching as she protested. “I’d almost blocked out memories of her! I’ve never met such an… a… such an insane cleric!”

      “Yes, well, gods attract all types, even those we don’t care for,” Jasmine said, trying to suppress her smile. She didn’t succeed, but she tried. After a moment she continued, “As for me… I don’t think she’s as bad as you might think.”

      Naomi blinked, opening her mouth, then closed it and deliberately took a large sip of tea. Jasmine laughed, and took another bite of the cookie, taking the time to savor it. Naomi managed to remain quiet for almost a minute before she lost patience.

      “How is she not that bad? She’s mean!” Naomi demanded, setting her cup down quickly enough that the tea sloshed around, almost spilling.

      “Is she?” Jasmine asked, raising an eyebrow at Naomi, who inhaled, then growled as Jasmine raised a finger and continued. “That was rhetorical, Naomi. Here’s the thing… despite how she may talk, I don’t think she hates people as much as you may think. The only people I’ve heard of her attacking were the demons when we were escaping, and that was entirely understandable. Furthermore, there’s also the matter of what she did with all the gems that had souls trapped in them. There was no need for her to free them, even if the thought of not freeing them wouldn’t occur to any of us.”

      “Well… maybe,” Naomi admitted unhappily, pausing and running a finger around the rim of her teacup.

      Jasmine shrugged, considering before she continued, trying to verbalize what she’d been thinking about for a few days. “I think she’s just… worn out. Like she mentioned to Adrian and I, she was worn down by her time in the Domain of Ashen Hopes. She doesn’t give false flattery or go out of her way to be polite most of the time. Yet even if she was evil, I think that her time there has changed her mind about many things. She strikes me as someone who doesn’t suffer fools, and who tries to distance herself from others to avoid being hurt.”

      Naomi frowned still more, her finger stopping where it was as she thought, chewing on her lower lip. Eventually she sighed and shrugged. “I don’t know. I just… I don’t like her.”

      “You don’t have to like her,” Jasmine replied gently, smiling at the younger priestess. “Just try to keep an open mind, hm?”

      “I will. Thank you, Lady Alexis,” Naomi said, picking up her cup again as she sighed. “Who knows… maybe I won’t have to deal with her for much longer, anyway.”

      “Oh?” Jasmine asked, her gaze drawn to the side as a dove flew across the gardens. At the same time, she grew a little more pensive.

      “Xandra was saying she wanted to go visit a valley up on the edge the Stone Expanse, near the Jirr Republic,” Naomi explained. “She said that she vaguely remembered living in the area, so she wanted to see it.”

      That made Jasmine’s stomach clench, and she swallowed. If she remembered right, and she’d checked the history books over the last few days, that was the spot where Xandra had fought the four armies that were part of her legend. It was the last place where Xandra had been unequivocally evil, in Jasmine’s opinion, as there’d been no survivors after any of the battles.

      “I… see. Did you let His Holiness know?” Jasmine asked, wondering what Xandra was thinking. Even if it had been hundreds of years, the slightest rumor of who she was would likely end in a mob trying to kill the elven woman. With her current power, she doubted Xandra would survive that.

      “Yes. He considered, then mentioned that he likely wouldn’t stop her,” Naomi said, taking another sip of tea. “I just hope she decides to wander off somewhere else. It would make me a lot happier.”

      “Mm… we’ll see,” Jasmine said, though she had her doubts.

      Specifically, she sincerely doubted that Quentin would let Xandra leave the city on her own, not with who she was. No, someone would be going along with Xandra one way or another. The only question was whether that would be good for Xandra or bad.

      Jasmine suspected it wouldn’t be bad, but there was no way to know for certain. As it was, she couldn’t interfere.

      So she took another bite of the cookie, and wondered why she found Xandra so fascinating.
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      “So you’re the one keeping an eye on me, this time? Was Naomi too scared? I’m surprised that Adrian didn’t volunteer,” Xandra said, examining Vanreth distrustfully. He was wearing the same armor as before, without the soot darkening his helmet, but this time he had such a bright red cloak that it almost hurt her eyes to look at, along with a pack that looked enchanted to her. He also didn’t look terribly happy, which she thought was only fair. She didn’t like him either.

      “Adrian and Naomi are both too busy, so I got stuck with you, to my disappointment,” Vanreth replied gruffly. “If I had any choice, you wouldn’t be making this trip. I don’t trust you.”

      “The feeling is entirely mutual. As for Adrian, since he didn’t comment about being busy, that means that your superiors didn’t trust him to do whatever they wanted done,” Xandra said, mentally analyzing the possibilities and quickly settling on the most likely one.

      Naomi she just discarded as too weak for them to use, if they decided to kill her… No, Vanreth was the most likely person who could legitimately come with her without making it obvious how much they distrusted her. Adrian had a crush on her, which baffled Xandra to no end. She was not nice to him, which made his attraction even more confusing… unless he had certain tendencies that she didn’t care to think about. Despite what Naomi might think, Xandra wasn’t a sadist.

      “I’d rather we got moving. The sooner we’re gone, the sooner I can be rid of you,” Vanreth told her, his scowl growing still deeper, and Xandra rolled her eyes.

      “As you like,” she replied, turning to head toward the city’s teleportation plaza. He followed, much as she’d expected him to.

      Like many cities she remembered, Lothdar had taken measures to protect itself from those who might teleport in with hostile intent. Unlike some, the teleportation plaza was inside a separate wall attached to the city’s primary wall, which had been heavily reinforced and multiple guard towers, both mundane and magical, surrounded the plaza. She did smirk at the towers that were little more than enormous pedestals with a statue of a phoenix atop them, as she wondered if the locals knew what the plural of phoenix was. She suspected that would be rather insulting… which was why she was saving the comment for a special occasion. It might very well cause multiple priests to die of heart failure. Phoenices just rhymed so well with certain other parts of the male body.

      At least the guards were expecting her, and the mage at the gate scowled as he saw her. The blond-haired, blue-eyed human had tried to woo Xandra when she’d first come to ask about the plaza, and he hadn’t taken her rejection well. She had been blunt, but what of it? She knew she was developing a reputation by this point, and people should know better than to annoy her.

      “You again. What do you want?” the man demanded, and the female guard standing next to him hid a smile behind a raised hand.

      “Transport to Lothserr, for myself and the oaf I’ve been saddled with,” Xandra said, jerking her head toward Vanreth. “I will be supplying the mana for the teleportation.”

      “You? How are you going to—” the man began, but his mouth snapped shut as he looked past her, and he paled. “Sir Vanreth!”

      “You might want to work on your professionalism, Edwin,” Vanreth said, his voice a bit dark. “Whether you like her or not, she’s following the rules.”

      “Yes, sir,” Edwin said, and the plump man looked at Xandra in annoyance for a moment before speaking, this time more respectfully. “Five marks each.”

      “Of course. And I’m not paying for him. If the temple is going to have someone follow me everywhere, they can pay for the privilege,” Xandra said, pulling out the silver coins and handing them to the mage.

      “I don’t have to pay while on official business,” Vanreth shot back, and Xandra glanced at him, raising an eyebrow.

      “Oh? Even when you’re no longer inside the borders of your little theocracy?” Xandra asked skeptically. “If so, I may as well not supply your mana and save it for myself.”

      Vanreth scowled at her, and when he spoke, his voice was grudging. “No, not beyond the borders. Your contribution is appreciated, however.”

      “Good. Then we’d best go,” Xandra replied, turning back to the gate, which the female guard had opened while they were talking.

      The gate opened to the plaza, allowing her to see the guard towers more clearly, as well as the teleportation plaza itself. There were several magi present, along with twenty or so other people who looked like they were rather wealthy. On the ground in the center of the plaza was a large, elaborate mosaic that was thirty feet across, and Xandra’s gaze flicked over it, noticing how some of the runes were shimmering. Evidently they were expecting someone to teleport in at any moment.

      She was halfway to the mosaic when the circle flashed and there was a ripple of soft cracks as nine people abruptly appeared on top of the mosaic. One of the magi on the edge of the circle spoke immediately, her voice carrying clearly through the plaza. “Alright, everyone off the platform! We’ve got outbound guests. If you’re using the platform to reach another destination, meet with the gentleman on my left! If you’re visiting Lothdar, head for the gate!”

      The people began moving, and as they did so, a male mage approached Xandra, looking slightly flustered. The brown-haired man took a breath, then nodded to her while he held a crystal orb that was about two inches across. “You were to provide mana for two passengers, I believe.”

      “That is correct. How much mana do you require, and where?” Xandra asked, looking back at the mage calmly.

      He offered the orb and spoke, sounding faintly relieved. “In here, if you’re able to transfer it. We can also take drops of mana directly, if that’s how you were going to pay. As for how much, it will take ten drops for each of you.”

      “Ah, that’s all? Excellent,” Xandra replied, smiling as she reached out to touch the orb.

      Sensing the channels into the orb, which was a high-capacity storage device, she focused as she drew on her mana core. In truth it was harder to only put the required drops of mana into the orb than to transfer them to begin with, and they flashed out of her effortlessly. In an instant it was done, and she pulled away.

      “There, done. Twenty drops are in your orb,” Xandra told him, satisfied. On the other hand, the mage did a double take, looking at her, then at the orb.

      “That quickly? Let me check… oh! My apologies, I’ve never seen anyone transfer mana without some type of manifestation!” the mage said, a look of amazement on his face as he examined the orb. “That was incredible!”

      “I’m highly skilled in the sphere of energy,” Xandra said, inclining her head slightly, appreciating the man’s acknowledgement. “Alas, I cannot teleport myself, or I wouldn’t be here.”

      “Ah, of course. Well, where were you going?” the mage said, straightening a bit. The mosaic had been cleared already, and she could see a mage moving forward with a similar orb to the one he was carrying, likely to recharge the circle.

      “Lothserr,” Xandra said, watching the man work, and winced as she noticed some of the mana bleed off during the transfer. It wasn’t much, but it was just enough to slightly wear on the enchantments on both the orb and the teleportation platform, which… irritated her.

      “Ah, in that case you’re going to have to wait for the group after this one. Lothserr is the second group we’re sending out, after Codex Island,” the man said, and gestured toward the waiting group. “If you’ll wait with them? We’ll call when it’s your turn.”

      “Thank you,” Xandra told him, inclining her head slightly, then walked toward the crowd at a sedate pace. She didn’t want to talk to anyone sooner than she had to.

      “Why were you polite to him? You’ve been rude to everyone else I’ve seen so far,” Vanreth asked from behind her, a hint of suspicion in his voice.

      “That mage was doing his job, and wasn’t trying to waste my time, seduce me, or cheat me. As such, he got a modicum of respect. He also wasn’t a complete fool,” Xandra replied, letting Vanreth draw whatever implications he wanted from her words. “I do not care for fools, in case it isn’t abundantly clear.”

      The man didn’t reply for a couple of seconds, and when he did, his voice was quiet, but not quite quiet enough for her to avoid hearing him. “Takes one to know one.”

      “I did say that I was a young idiot, yes?” Xandra replied, glancing over her shoulder just in time to catch sight of his face flushing in embarrassment. “If you hadn’t caused such a disaster in your rescue attempt, I wouldn’t have been nearly as scathing. However, you idiots deserved every bit of it.”

      This time Vanreth didn’t say anything, which Xandra thought was a wise decision. He shouldn’t attempt to participate in a battle of words when he was obviously unarmed.

      Stopping a few paces away from the other passengers, Xandra resisted the urge to sigh as a couple of them looked toward her curiously. Obviously, her hope that they’d take the distance to mean that she should be left alone was about to be dashed.

      Hopefully the teleportation would come quickly, and they could be on their way. From what she’d been able to tell, it should be two teleportations to the city closest to her destination. Hopefully they would get there before midday, but she had little faith in that.

      People were always dashing her hopes.
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      Never in his life had Vanreth spoken so many prayers to grant him patience in a row, not even in the privacy of his own mind. On the other hand, never before had he encountered someone as infuriating as Xandra was, and he glared at her back, frustrated that he was with her at all.

      The woman was beautiful, he had to admit that as she stood with her back as straight as an arrow. Xandra’s arrogance seemed to be etched bone deep, as she seemed to look down on everyone, and then she would occasionally surprise him by being polite to a random passerby, which confused and infuriated him further.

      Xandra hadn’t changed much from when she was in the Domain of Ashen Hopes. She’d removed her collar and the tattoo on her stomach, but she’d otherwise only changed her clothing. Now she wore close-fitting black leather pants and boots, and today’s halter top was a deep purple. She also wore a good deal of jewelry, including a navel piercing, many of them set with glowing amethysts. For weapons she had a dagger and wand in sheaths on her left hip, and a satchel slung across her body. She drew the eye without even intending to, which was another reason he disliked her so much. She was dangerous.

      High Priest Quentin had assigned Vanreth to accompany Xandra personally, after which he’d explained exactly who the woman was. At that point Vanreth had asked why they didn’t execute Xandra for her known crimes, and the priest’s response had been humbling. Vanreth hated to think about it, but he mentally replayed the statement to remind himself of why he was doing this.

      “Sir Vanreth, that question doesn’t become you. Her past was terrible, yes… but all we have to go off of are ancient records which do not have enough detail. It is possible, however unlikely, that Xandra’s actions were justified. History is written by the victors, after all,” Quentin had chided gently, resting a hand on one of the history books. “Beyond that, she was in the Domain of Ashen Hopes for more than a millennium. If that is not punishment enough for most sins, I don’t know what is, and everyone deserves a chance to mend their ways, assuming they aren’t actively hostile. I want you to follow her to ensure that she doesn’t turn evil on viewing her past, or on leaving the city. You may strike her down if she does, but otherwise let her do as she wills. Judging the hearts of the living is for the gods, not us.”

      Vanreth wasn’t certain he agreed with that, but he also wasn’t going to disobey the High Priest under the circumstances. Besides, he gave decent odds that she would turn evil, with how she acted most of the time, and he would take satisfaction in putting her down if that happened. Assuming he didn’t find out via her testing one of her more powerful spells on him, at least.

      Eventually their turn to teleport out of Lothdar came, and they appeared in Lothserr unerringly, though the teleportation did leave Vanreth’s stomach churning mildly. If Xandra felt it, she didn’t show any sign of it on her face, instead immediately approaching the mage in charge of scheduling to let him know they were going to Simmar, in the Republic of Jirr. She paid for herself, then charged the mana stone and stepped aside. Again the mage holding the stone had to double-check that she’d actually charged it, as no one saw a thing when she did so. Not even Vanreth, who was looking for side effects and saw nothing. That worried him, as it indicated that at least in that sphere she was more skilled than he’d thought she was.

      Occupying himself with talking to a couple of the guards helped Vanreth relax somewhat, but a few minutes later it was time for them to go, and the teleportation left the mountainous city of Lothserr behind them.

      Simmar was very different than the previous two cities, though. Rather than appearing in an open plaza, they appeared indoors, inside a guarded chamber with multiple arrow slits in the walls, which made Vanreth grimace unhappily. He understood the defensive precaution, but he’d never really like arriving indoors, as the echo of their arrival was rather loud. A man in a bright yellow tunic and with blue trousers was waiting for them, his mustache waxed and with a monocle over one eye. Behind him were six guards, which was far more than they should need for the room, and ten people waiting to use the teleportation platform.

      “Entry fee of one mark each, please,” the man barked, which didn’t sound like a request at all, and Vanreth’s eyebrows rose.

      “Since when did the republic charge for people arriving via a teleportation?” Vanreth asked, scowling slightly.

      “We don’t. You are, however, arriving within Simmar’s city limits, and thus the entry fee for the city applies. As you are obviously used to luxuries, you are charged the tax for those carrying luxury goods,” the man said, looking quite satisfied with the explanation.

      “We aren’t entering Simmar! We’re going to—” Vanreth began, only for Xandra to interrupt.

      “Don’t bother, Vanreth. This is obviously a recent change, and I doubt they’ll be able to sustain the practice for long,” Xandra said coldly, looking down at the floor, and a hint of derision flickered across her face. “Just like their teleportation circle won’t last much longer. We will have to take a different route back to Lothdar.”

      “What?” Vanreth asked, taken aback by her statement, and he saw the confusion on the official’s face. A curious murmur ran through the people waiting as well.

      “It’s obvious. These incompetents haven’t had an artificer maintain the platform in at least fifty years, based on the wear I’m seeing,” Xandra said, looking down and clicking her tongue as she reached into her belt pouch and pulled out a pair of silver coins. “It’s going to fail within a dozen uses, and I doubt even a master artificer is going to be able to save it. I’m certainly not willing to use it, not when I doubt I’d arrive in one piece. We’ll find another way back, and you can tell the high priest about their new tax. I’m certain he’ll be ecstatic to hear about it… as well as their incompetence. Here are your coins.”

      The official’s face paled as Xandra spoke, taking the coins numbly. Vanreth was still trying to figure out what Xandra had done when a couple of the people waiting turned to the exit, and were quickly followed by more of the people. By the time he realized what had happened, all ten were heading out of the room.

      “Ah… who are you?” the monocled man asked, looking at her, then Vanreth. Xandra ignored him, instead heading for the door.

      “Sir Vanreth Bladebound, paladin of the Phoenix Queen, and Knight of Loth,” Vanreth replied shortly, quickly following Xandra.

      “But…” the man began, but he stopped as Vanreth and Xandra didn’t slow down.

      They quickly emerged onto a muddy street, one which was technically inside the city, Vanreth supposed, despite not being inside the city walls. Near the entrance were the people who’d just walked out, and as he passed he could hear them yelling at a mage.

      “…not going through that deathtrap! What are you doing with our money, if you’re not maintaining it properly!” a man roared angrily, gesturing at the building, which was squat and heavily reinforced. “I want a refund, now!”

      “Now, calm down! The platform has been operating just fine for decades, and will for—” the mage replied, looking a little panicked, but he was cut off.

      “Don’t give me that! I’m not going through the portal until we get an independent mage to examine it, and…” a woman said, but they quickly moved away far enough that Vanreth couldn’t quite make out their words anymore.

      “Was any of that true? If not, you’ve caused quite a bit of chaos out of—” Vanreth began suspiciously.

      “Every word I spoke was true,” Xandra interrupted, her tone precise, and with a hint of pleasure in it. “Arguing with them would have been fruitless, so I didn’t bother. Instead, I chose to use the truth to make them regret ever taking my coin. If they like my money so much, they can choke on it. I dislike how your magi charge the platforms, as it slowly damages the enchantments, but at least your magi properly maintain them, which makes them safe. This one was a death trap, and had the one in Lothdar been in similar condition, I would have chosen to walk instead. It’s safer.”

      “Goddess,” Vanreth murmured, paling slightly as he thought about the consequences, and he winced. “Those were all wealthy people who walked out. By tomorrow word will be all over the city… Are you certain that it can’t be repaired?”

      “The flow of mana was completely compromised, several key runes were on the verge of rupturing, and the core of the mana reservoir is about to discharge entirely. Perhaps a grandmaster artificer could repair it, but anyone else will just destroy it instead,” Xandra replied, her tone almost bored. “They are going to have to rebuild the platform from nothing, and replace the entire underlying foundation. I suspect they are going to lose thousands of times what they charged me, assuming that the high priest doesn’t curtail trade in recompense. I suspect the current authorities of the country are going to be upset.”

      For several seconds Vanreth thought about the explanation, cringing internally as he did so. The web of teleportation platforms across the continent was extensive, yet incredibly delicate as well, as all it took was one tyrant or mob deciding to destroy one to isolate sections from one another. Most of the network had several routes between locations, including Loth’s, but losing a link was painful for everyone… and neighbors tended to look at anyone who let theirs break skeptically at best. It wouldn’t be good, and Vanreth… wasn’t happy. He had family in the republic.

      “I don’t envy the prime minister,” Vanreth said, shaking his head unhappily. “He’s a good man, and likely doesn’t even know what’s going on here. For the most part Jirr is a good country to live in.”

      “Then he should keep an eye on his reports more closely,” Xandra said bluntly, her tone withering. “The primary issue with having good men or women in charge of a country is that they tend to trust people to do their jobs properly. That is supremely foolish, as all it takes is one power-hungry idiot to ruin a country.”

      “How would you know that? You were trapped in a tiny palace for what, a millennium?” Vanreth retorted, his anger flaring again.

      Xandra stopped so suddenly that he almost ran into her. As she turned to face him, he gripped the hilt of his sword, wondering if this was the moment he had been expecting. Instead, she had a look of derision on her face.

      “Tiny? Perhaps you need to expand your vision a touch, paladin,” Xandra said quietly, her disdain palpable. “Tell me, what in all the hells do you think demons make pacts for? They find people with ambitions greater than what they can achieve on their own and grant them the power to carry those ambitions out… or to at least cause as much destruction as possible before descending to their damnation. The resulting chaos is even more likely to prompt people to call on them for aid, and thus the cycle perpetuates itself. Perhaps you should use your mind from time to time, rather than letting your sword do the thinking for you.”

      Vanreth gawked at her, not quite believing what she’d just said. Xandra sniffed, turning away again as she started moving again, speaking as she walked. “I have learned that people like you help create the problems that you think you’re solving. Foolish arrogance is a bane to anyone, whether they claim to serve the light or darkness. Those with great power, those with nothing… both are equally likely to reach out to the darkness for the power they desire. Some are simply easier to spot before it happens.”

      “I…” Vanreth began, but stopped, confusion rushing through him. He’d been certain that Xandra was about to attack him, and then she’d… not. And what she’d said, that was disturbing. Not that he should listen to her, he reminded himself. She wasn’t trustworthy.

      “Enough. I have a long trip ahead of me, and no more time to waste teaching you lessons you should have learned years ago. I’m not being paid so much as a copper by your church, so such is wasting my time,” Xandra said, picking up her pace. “If you’re coming, you’d best keep up. I’m not waiting for you.”

      That caused Vanreth to growl and retort angrily, “If anyone’s going to be left behind, it’s you! I remember how quickly you ran out of energy during the hike.”

      “I didn’t run out of energy. I got blisters. Which is why I bought boots enchanted to avoid that, plus a ring of amplified endurance,” Xandra said, glancing over her shoulder as she smirked. “Good luck.”

      Vanreth paled, and suddenly wished that he hadn’t said anything. Every time he tried to get in the last word with Xandra, he somehow made things worse.
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      Some of the landscape along her route looked faintly familiar to Xandra as she passed it. Nothing important, of course, and none of it was enough to make her stop and contemplate her past. It was just… familiar. Though that could simply be because she’d seen trees and buildings like the ones along the road before.

      The worst part about the journey was her tag-along, as far as Xandra was concerned. Vanreth dogged her steps ceaselessly, even when he looked like he was about to collapse from exhaustion. It was pushing her own limits to exhaust him, that much she had to admit, and she wasn’t the one in full armor. Still, it kept him from harassing her with pointless questions, so she kept pushing for as long as she could each day before setting up camp. It also meant that she was making better time than she’d anticipated.

      It was about halfway through the second day that Xandra spotted the bandits. She almost missed them, with how distracted she was by the strange appearance of a large tree she thought she remembered, but the bandits were bad enough at hiding that she spotted them. Xandra did hesitate at the sight of them, then she paused, staring directly at their hiding place as she cast a spell.

      The blast of purple flame torched a branch hanging over the road into cinders, dropping ashes onto the road, and she announced loudly, “If you attack me, that’s what’s going to happen to each of you. Is the miniscule chance of your victory worth your lives?”

      Without pausing any further she continued forward, flicking a finger as she did so. Behind her, Vanreth swore, and she could hear him draw his sword an inch before returning it to the sheath, likely making sure it would be easy to draw.

      There was a hurried discussion from behind the bushes, but Xandra wasn’t surprised when they didn’t attack. Once again, she was reminded of how useful confidence could be. The spell she’d cast was just about the most potent attack spell she could safely use right now, so she would have a more difficult time in combat, but she doubted she’d lose. Not with all the defensive items she’d taken from her Mistress.

      Later that night, Vanreth was cooking his dinner, a small amount of beans and some salted pork, when he asked, “Why did you let the bandits live?”

      “Why didn’t you kill them?” Xandra countered, barely even paying attention as she nibbled on the hard biscuits she’d purchased for the trip. Hardtack didn’t taste good, but it worked well enough, and tasted better than most of what she’d eaten for countless years.

      “I was trying to keep up with you, and you weren’t slowing down,” Vanreth said, scowling at her. “Besides, they didn’t actually attack.”

      “Precisely. They were a tiny group of bandits who weren’t anywhere near a town, and on a route that leads to an area that, as best as I can tell, was abandoned over a century ago. They weren’t worth the time, weren’t a threat, and were little more than a delay. I don’t see why I should bother with them,” Xandra told him, rolling her eyes as she asked, “What, did you think I’d kill them just because they dared confront me?”

      Vanreth’s silence was answer enough, and Xandra paused, staring at him as he stirred his beans. Her exasperation grew practically to a peak at that, and her eyes narrowed.

      “So that’s how it is,” Xandra said, her voice cold as the depths of a glacier. “I should have known.”

      “What?” Vanreth asked, his gaze jerking up to meet hers, and he froze, then she saw his free hand drift toward his sword. That told her quite enough, and anger grew within her.

      “You are looking for an excuse to kill me. A reason that you can be justified in killing me. How very noble,” Xandra said sarcastically, tossing her hardtack into the fire as she stood. The impact raised a cloud of sparks, and he recoiled, scrambling to his feet as she spoke. “I think that I have humored your church for long enough.”

      “What do you think you’re doing, then?” Vanreth demanded, poised to draw his sword, and Xandra sneered at him, flicking her finger again as she surged a thread of mana into her ring.

      “What am I doing? I’m leaving. And you cannot stop me,” Xandra told him, her voice still icy, and her hand slipped into her bag, reaching for the item that she knew was readily available. The bracelet was cold to her touch, but she didn’t mind as she pulled out the diamond-inset jewelry.

      “We’ll see about that!” Vanreth snarled, drawing his sword and striking in a single motion. The blow was studied and fast, obviously practiced hundreds of times, if not even more. It was also useless.

      The glowing sword bounced off an invisible barrier with a chiming sound, and Xandra saw the man grimace as the vibration reached his hand, quickly gripping his sword in both hands to avoid dropping it. While he recovered, she slipped the bracelet on, laughing disdainfully at him.

      “I told you that if you’d encountered my Mistress when she wasn’t naked you’d have died. Goodbye, paladin. May you get everything that you deserve,” Xandra sneered, and as she finished she channeled mana into the bracelet, fixing her mind on a destination.

      “Oh no you don’t, you damned—” Vanreth began, but she never heard him finish, not as she vanished in a clap of thunder.

      Xandra was mostly happy she hadn’t bothered to set up her tent yet. That would have made her life more difficult. Instead she appeared in the forest a half-mile south of the camp, and looked around at the pine trees surrounding her before letting out a soft sigh, murmuring, “Well, at least I purchased the endurance ring.”
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      Traveling without Vanreth was far more pleasant, Xandra found. Not having the faint itching sensation of him watching her was good… but at the same time, she suspected that he hadn’t given up. Not when he knew exactly where she was going… which was why she used the bracelet ruthlessly, teleporting several times when she could see a decent distance ahead of her in order to widen the gap, as well as traveling as long as she could each day. It was painful, as even she wasn’t used to working for quite that long each day, but she did what she had to.

      It was shortly after dawn on the fourth day that Xandra reached the top of the ridge to the valley she thought she remembered. She glanced over her shoulder, scanning the countryside carefully for Vanreth, but she didn’t see any sign of him. That didn’t mean he wasn’t there, but she’d rather check, just to be safe. The chances of him managing to hurt her were miniscule, but it wasn’t impossible.

      With her due diligence done, Xandra turned back to the valley, examining it curiously as her memories stirred a little more.

      For the most part the valley was unremarkable. The moldering ruins of a town were near the base of two peaks that formed the rear of the valley, and she could see what looked like an ancient, rickety mine entrance there as well. Most of the town had long-since collapsed or burnt down, leaving stone walls containing little more than rubble or ash. A stream ran through the valley, and Xandra saw four ancient monuments that had been raised here and there. The part that interested her most was the tower atop a ridge near the town, though.

      To be more accurate, it was the ruins of a tower. She knew it had been taller once, how tall was a good question, but at present it only jutted a little over a single floor above the ridge, and its walls were still gray and seemingly unmarred by the passage of time. With a single murmured spell, Xandra was able to see the mana pulsing in those walls, maintaining their integrity even now as it drew on the ley line beneath the tower.

      “Someone must have deliberately destroyed the rest. And since I don’t see stone around it… they likely used it to build part of the town,” Xandra said, then shrugged and started picking her way down the hillside. Even now it would take her a couple of hours to get there, and she didn’t want to break an ankle along the way. That would make avoiding Vanreth quite difficult.

      As she walked, flashes of memories flickered through Xandra’s mind, so faint they almost felt like they belonged to another person. She remembered dwarves carefully building the foundation of the tower, and her arguments with the head runemaster. No mine was present in that memory, but the memory was also imprecise enough she wasn’t sure she’d have remembered it. She’d been too frustrated with the dwarf trying to ignore her plans.

      The next memory was of an arrogant woman in the tower’s foyer, and the shock on her face when Xandra’s spell had reduced her to ashes. Xandra had felt nothing but satisfaction at her death, and it made her wonder who the woman had been. She’d been finely dressed… but Xandra didn’t remember much more than that. It was slightly frustrating, but she didn’t let it affect her. Instead, she continued to walk as more memories came to the fore.

      She remembered an army arriving in the valley entrance, and the moment when she’d brought a cliffside down on them, and destroyed the remaining soldiers with purple lightning. Then another army had arrived, this time avoiding places where she could use the terrain against them, and she’d fought a bloody battle where she’d nearly died. The blood of over a thousand people had stained the earth, and she’d laughed. Oh, how she’d laughed in the moment of her victory, exhilaration overcoming the fear which she’d felt during the battle itself. The third battle… she only remembered flashes of it, as two separate armies had merged into one to face her. How she’d killed them… that she didn’t know.

      “Huh.” Xandra paused, blinking as she realized that while reminiscing, she’d managed to climb all the way up to the tower door… or what was left of it. There were a couple of rusted hinges hanging in the doorway, but little else. She considered, then stepped inside… and immediately wished she hadn’t.

      Instead of the fragments she remembered of a plush, carefully furnished room with a beautiful tile mosaic across the floor, the building was in ruins. Debris littered the floor, which had been torn apart by what looked like pickaxes. Any shelving which had once existed was gone, and holes had been punched through the roof.

      Looking around, a sense of loss rippled through Xandra, and she leaned against the doorframe, murmuring, “Looters. Of course there were looters… it’s been over a millennium. I should have known. Was there anything else? Any other…”

      Xandra’s voice trailed off, as another memory teased at the back of her mind. It wasn’t a strong one… but she remembered a pair of dwarves swearing an oath to never share knowledge of what they’d worked on, an oath enforced via magic. What had they been swearing about, though?

      It took several minutes, but eventually her memory began to grudgingly give up a few secrets, since apparently this memory had been important. It whispered of a door at the base of the ridge, one where she’d hidden… something.

      “Well, either it’s gone, or it isn’t. It can’t be much worse than this,” Xandra said, letting out a sigh and pulling out a different item, this one a wand. She remembered it, from when her Mistress had enjoyed tormenting her. Xandra stepped out of the tower ruins, walked over to the edge of the ridge, and studied the hundred-foot descent. Then she jumped.

      The wind whistled as Xandra fell, and she half-closed her eyes, wondering if this was how she should let things end, if end they did. The rocks would likely do her in… but she didn’t want to die. Not with the torment that lay ahead of her. Instead she channeled a thread of mana into the wand and flicked it, murmuring its activation word.

      An invisible force wrapped around her, slowing her fall to a fraction of its former velocity, and she opened her eyes fully, watching the ground come, then flipped her legs, twisting in place until she was positioned for a proper landing. She landed like a feather, barely feeling the impact as the spell came to an end, and Xandra smiled. She did love being able to use magic that wasn’t purely for housekeeping or giving demons the mana they needed for yet another round of torture.

      Xandra turned, looking at the cliff face for anything that looked familiar. She was irritated by how much it’d worn away over the years… then she stopped, and laughed, shaking her head. “Oh my… the looters must not have been here recently. That is a touch obvious.”

      The doorway was incredibly obvious now, with how weather had worn away at the cliff over the passing centuries. The magic that reinforced the stone kept it from wearing away, so there was a broad arch of perfectly intact stone, something Xandra hadn’t expected. It did make what she was doing easier, though.

      She approached it, running her fingers over the stone arch, which was filled with stone. It felt warm to her touch, but nothing more, which annoyed her. She didn’t remember anything more, and if she couldn’t open it, that would be more frustrating than anything else. She pushed gently, but sighed as it did nothing.

      “How to open you, I…” Xandra began, and stopped as at the third word, there was a soft cracking sound, then the stone split in two, slowly creaking backward. Xandra considered for a moment, then snorted, shaking her head as she grew amused at herself. “Apparently I wasn’t very creative. ‘Open’ indeed… I hope it at least required me to touch it.”

      Pushing the doors open, which were both a bit stiff after all the years, Xandra was confronted by a red glow from down a hallway that was at least thirty feet long, with numerous steps going still deeper underground. The floor was covered in a thick layer of dust, which told Xandra that no one had found this, at least. When Xandra paused to think she realized it was directly below the tower, and thus the ley line. She shrugged and continued down the passage, taking the stairs downward, and toward the red glow. She also hoped that she hadn’t set any traps, as she’d likely trigger anything she’d left.

      A minute later Xandra reached another arching doorway, and when she did, Xandra paused, looking around in curiosity, followed by concern… then shock.

      The walls of the dome-shaped room, which was over twenty paces across, were covered in intricately carved magical diagrams that were filled with a deep red light, as was the floor itself. Around the edges of the room were dozens of alcoves which had similar diagrams, along with crystals that glistened purple. That she recognized, and it shocked her to see so much adamantine in one place. There had to be hundreds of pounds of it, and that was enough to drive some kingdoms to war. In the center of the room was a pedestal, on which she could see a gemstone, one that was perfectly clear, almost like it was made of glass. However, the runes around the pedestal made Xandra wary.

      “What was I doing here?” Xandra asked herself, stepping to the left so she could approach the nearest alcove with adamantine in it. She reached in to take a crystal… and the moment she touched it, the crystal collapsed into dust, causing her to stare in surprise. “What in all the hells?”

      Adamantine was one of the hardest metals in the world, created by iron transmuting after centuries in an earth node. While it was brittle until smelted into an alloy, it wasn’t so weak as to collapse into dust at the touch of her finger.

      Xandra paused, then murmured her spell to allow her to see magic again, and when she did she flinched. The walls were almost blinding, and she cringed, but in particular she noticed that the adamantine was completely inert. Then, almost afraid to look, she turned slowly, watching from the corner of her eye… and was nearly blinded as she caught a glimpse of the gem in the middle of the room. Before it could sear her eyes for more than an instant Xandra released the spell and blinked rapidly, rubbing her eyes as tears prompted by pain trickled down her cheeks. It took a minute to recover, but when she did, Xandra looked at the crystal in the center of the room, complex feelings welling up inside her.

      “Oh, Xandra… what were you thinking? What were you doing?” Xandra asked her younger self. Worse, she thought about the arrogance of who she’d once been, and she almost grew afraid. Not afraid enough to leave the gem, though.

      She approached one step at a time, then reached out and picked up the gem. It was tiny, barely a half-inch across, and it felt almost weightless in her hand. It looked nothing like something that had so much magic in it that it’d almost blinded someone like her. She looked at it, then shrugged, slipping it into her belt pouch.

      “I’ll have to study it later. For now… it’s time for me to leave,” Xandra whispered, looking around and shrugging. “It appears there’s nothing for me here. Or anywhere else, for that matter.”

      So she turned to leave. It wouldn’t do to have Vanreth find her.
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      “…no sign of her in the ruins of the town, though I saw some tracks that matched her boots there and in the ruins of her tower. I don’t know what was done to the adamantine, but with how the door was left open, I suspect she didn’t care if anyone found what was left behind,” Vanreth said, and hesitated before admitting, “I’m afraid of what she might have planned for whatever it is she found, Your Excellency.”

      High Priest Quentin was looking out the window over Lothdar, his back to Vanreth as he stood there with his hands folded behind him. That concerned Vanreth, as it meant he couldn’t tell what his superior was thinking, and Quentin rarely kept his opinions to himself through an entire report. That reaction was a good part of why Vanreth hadn’t kept part of his final conversation with Xandra to himself, as he didn’t want to upset Quentin by making him think Vanreth was lying.

      The trek to the valley had been punishing, more because of all the signs of Xandra’s passage that Vanreth had seen than anything else. The woman hadn’t even tried to hide her trail, though the times that she’d teleported had made things frustrating. Only when she’d left the valley had Vanreth finally given up the chase and admitted that he wasn’t going to be able to hunt her down. That was galling, and he wished that they’d confiscated every piece of equipment the demon-bound sorceress had brought out of the Domain of Ashen Hopes.

      “I’m disappointed in you, Vanreth,” Quentin said, sounding weary, and panic rushed through the paladin.

      “I’m sorry, Your Excellency,” Vanreth said, falling to a knee on the carpets as he saluted. “Give the word and I’ll set out to find her at—”

      “No,” Quentin interrupted, his head shaking slightly. Vanreth froze, waiting for the high priest to elaborate, but he didn’t. Eventually Vanreth couldn’t handle the silence, though.

      “Your Excellency? What do you mean?” Vanreth ventured, swallowing nervously as he remained on a knee.

      Quentin turned, and when he did, Vanreth inwardly recoiled at the anger he saw in the man’s eyes. He’d rarely seen anger on Quentin’s face, and never as stark as this time. It reminded Vanreth that Quentin had participated in the wars that had secured the Phoenix Queen’s reign over the cities and lands surrounding Lothdar, where once they’d been ruled by demonic cults.

      “I told you to accompany her, and keep an eye on her. I told you to only strike her down if she turned evil. I didn’t tell you to alienate her,” Quentin said harshly, looking down at Vanreth in a way that made him feel like he was only a few inches tall. “I shouldn’t have had to tell you not to. You’re a paladin of our goddess! You’re supposed to represent Her in all things! And yet you did, and I will not allow you to make this still worse.”

      “Y-your Excellency? What do you mean?” Vanreth asked, worry coursing through him even more strongly than ever before. Possibly even more than when he’d been dying in front of Lady Alexis.

      “When I learned who Xandra was, I was troubled, much as you were. However, I prayed to Our Lady. I asked Her for guidance,” Quentin said, reaching up to rub his eyes. “She answered my prayers. Not in words, of course… just feelings. She could have become an ally, Vanreth. She could have stood with us against a great darkness that is coming. She and Jasmine are connected by the fickle finger of fate, and even now, she may help us in our darkest hour. However, that is only if we do not anger her further.”

      Every word sounded in Vanreth’s ears like a hammer, driving humiliation and fear into him, deep and hard. He’d been a follower of the Phoenix Queen for most of his life, and having her respond to prayers… something as clear as what Quentin described was incredibly rare. For her to give a message like that was a warning sign that they couldn’t afford to ignore… and it meant that what Vanreth had done could put all of Loth in danger. Even if they didn’t know what this darkness was yet.

      “I… I’m sorry, Your Excellency. I didn’t realize, and… what would you have me do?” Vanreth asked, flushing guiltily as he looked at the ground.

      “There’s nothing you can do. As that is the case, I wish for you to spend some time in reflection, while strengthening your skills for the future,” Quentin said, his voice turning a bit wearier. “We very well may have need of your sword soon. See that it does not dull with disuse. Ah, and do not tell Jasmine about Our Lady’s revelation. It will unduly worry her.”

      “As you command, Your Excellency,” Vanreth acknowledged, saluting, then rose and turned to leave the room. He carefully didn’t meet the high priest’s gaze, not with his shame rippling through him.

      Perhaps he hadn’t known what Quentin did about Xandra, but… the high priest’s admonishment had struck home. Vanreth had a great deal of reflection to do.

      He simply had to wonder what sort of connection Xandra and Lady Alexis could possibly have.
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      “What happened?” Jasmine demanded, shock rippling through her.

      “Vanreth alienated Xandra, so she decided to leave, and he attacked her. He failed to injure her, and she disappeared,” Quentin said tiredly, shaking his head slowly. “That was not how I hoped for her expedition to go. With everything that she’d lost, I was hoping she’d make her new home here in Lothdar.”

      “I…” Jasmine paused, completely at loss for words, and surprised at the disappointment she felt at Xandra’s departure. She frowned for a few seconds, but pushed the feelings to the back of her mind as she focused on the high priest’s more surprising admission. “Why would you want her to live in Lothdar? I thought that a lot of the priesthood didn’t like or trust her.”

      “They didn’t, and still don’t. However, just because they don’t like her doesn’t mean that she couldn’t be an incredibly valuable resource,” Quentin said, giving a slightly lopsided smile as he looked at Jasmine affectionately. “Can you think of a single person, aside from the Karakar, who is likely to be more knowledgeable about the nature of demons than she is? If only for that alone, I believe that she would have been a wonderful woman to consult, and that doesn’t even consider her skill with manipulating mana. It’s so rare to see those who can reach beyond the fifth circle of a sphere, let alone in a sphere like energy. Besides, if she could be redeemed…”

      The man paused and let out a sigh, shaking his head slowly. He looked quite regretful, which Jasmine understood, thinking about what he’d said.

      They were in the temple gardens, listening to the birds and drinking tea together while the gardeners worked, trimming hedges and bushes as necessary. The city was so peaceful, in Jasmine’s opinion, and it helped calm the ripples of worry that occasionally washed through her. Sometimes she wondered how much of her worries were things that had been done to her, and how much was just her fears welling up again.

      That didn’t matter where their conversation was concerned, though. Jasmine thought about it, then shook her head.

      “Adrian is going to be so disappointed,” she murmured, smiling slightly. “He likes her more than I think he’s willing to admit.”

      “Did he? Well, that is a shame,” Quentin said, smiling wryly. “He’ll eventually get over it. He always does.”

      “Indeed. I just… I wonder if we’ll ever see Xandra again?” Jasmine said, deliberately ignoring how much she hoped that she would.

      “If fate wills it, I’m certain that we will,” Quentin said, and smiled at her as he added, “In the meantime, you focus on getting better, hm? That and properly studying the Phoenix Queen’s Canon. I don’t want you getting captured again.”

      “As you say, Your Excellency,” Jasmine replied, and smiled more widely again, basking in the sea breeze.

      The city was so peaceful, and she loved it here.
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      Three Years Later

      Jasmine quickly formed the hand-seals she needed, her fingers shaking as she did so. Pouring the mana into the spell was difficult under the circumstances, but every moment that passed was almost too long.

      In front of her the last of her guards were fighting desperately against the plant-like monstrosities that were attacking them. Thorns sprayed through the air at them, and a man to her left fell as he failed to raise his shield in time, a cluster of thorns penetrating in one side of his neck and out the other. Jasmine desperately wanted to help him, but she left it to Naomi instead, hoping that the younger priestess could save him.

      Fire was raging inside her, and Jasmine focused on the mantras she’d learned over the last few years, drawing it out as quickly as she dared. If she made a mistake… Jasmine refused to think about that, and instead focused on the battlefield.

      Hundreds of the creatures were swarming toward them, and Jasmine knew that she didn’t have good odds of getting them all. They were each close to seven feet tall, covered in thorns and with at least a dozen limbs, capable of tunneling if they were allowed enough time, and they could throw thorns over a dozen feet. Worse, the horrible things wouldn’t stop moving if you didn’t destroy their cores, which were buried deep in the mass of vines. Destroying them without magic was difficult, and they tended to come in swarms.

      “Phoenix flames, obey my call!” Jasmine exclaimed at last, spreading her arms wide as mana flooded out of her, and the fire within burst out of her in a flood.

      Blue fire rose around her like the very image of a phoenix, its heat scorching enemies and comforting her allies. As Naomi knelt over the fallen guard, the thorns in his throat burnt to nothing, while the plants recoiled as they began to smoke. Jasmine didn’t give them time to flee, as she pointed her arms at the ravine ahead of her.

      The fire surged forward like an unstoppable torrent, accompanied by the screech of some immense bird. The flames washed over Jasmine’s allies without harming them, but where it struck the plant-monsters, the creatures caught fire, most of their bodies incinerated on impact, and the surviving tendrils continued to writhe until the flames reached their cores. The rest of the landscape was scorched as well, but Jasmine couldn’t worry about that, not as she watched the wave of fire weakening the farther it went.

      The last handful of plants caught fire just as the wave petered out, prompting Jasmine to sigh in relief as they flailed, rushing toward her and the others. She felt almost empty, which didn’t surprise her. This was at least the fourth time she’d used the Phoenix Queen’s Canon since leaving Lothden, and she was essentially out of mana, save for her last remaining mana potion.

      “How is he?” Jasmine asked Naomi, wiping her forehead as her anxiety spiked. The creatures had a vicious poison in all of their attacks, which had to be neutralized before healing their victims. Somehow it fed on healing spells, which made healing someone without removing it almost invariably lethal.

      “I got to him in time, if only just,” Naomi said, wiping sweat from her forehead as she cast another spell, closing the wound in the man’s throat in a couple of seconds. “I’m really low on mana, though.”

      “Yes, well, hopefully as we approach Evren things will get easier. And with them off…” Jasmine began, only to have her voice trail off as she looked back toward the ravine again and blood drained from her face.

      The ravine was clear save for a handful of the plant monstrosities, but cresting the ridge were more of them. Not one or two, but dozens more came into sight with every passing moment, and Jasmine felt despair ripple through her. They were exhausted, and she’d thought that they had drawn in all of the creatures in the area to get rid of them in one attack. Unfortunately, she’d been wrong.

      “Bradley, you’d better get up,” Jasmine said, looking at the man whose eyes were fluttering open now. He looked at her in confusion, but she just gestured at the ravine as she added, “We have to run again, and I don’t think we’re in any shape to carry you.”

      “Got that right. Lady of Embers preserve us… how many of those things are there?” Charles demanded, and Jasmine glanced at the current leader of her guards with a tight smile. She didn’t appreciate the oath, but she understood the sentiment.

      “More than we thought, apparently. Let’s see if we can’t lose them, please?” Jasmine asked, turning to leave as quickly as she could, while Bradley climbed to his feet slowly.

      They were a motley lot, Jasmine reflected, and inwardly she wished they had Adrian with them. The mage was rather skilled with fire magic, and his help would be wonderful. Unfortunately, she and Naomi were the only casters left, and the four guards she had left were armed with swords, rather than the axes that would’ve been more useful.

      The others followed her as she rushed down the switchbacks that led toward Evren. The town was at least fifteen miles away, according to the last mile-marker, which meant that their chances of making it there before being overrun were minimal. Oh, how Jasmine wished the plants would get tired.

      No one had the breath to talk, not anymore, so they just continued to move as fast as they could. She thought they were about halfway down the hill when there was an odd sound, then Emily shouted, “Milady!”

      Jasmine barely had a second to look before the guard slammed into her, sending her sprawling into the dirt… and there was a dull thud behind her, accompanied by a squelching sound. She glanced back, and her eyes widened in horror as she breathed, “No…”

      A battered, damaged plant creature had landed directly on the spot where Jasmine had been a few moments before… and directly on top of Emily’s body. Perhaps Jasmine could have saved her if she’d had mana for a revival, but she didn’t, and the creature was unfurling its limbs. Not fast enough as Charles and the others cut into it, destroying its core before the monster could move much.

      Above them, Jasmine saw the plant creatures ignoring the switchbacks and rolling down the hillside, ignoring all the damage that they took in the process. It was terrible, and her eyes began to burn.

      “Emily! Milady, what do we—” Naomi began, only to have Charles interrupt.

      “Go!” the man spat, spinning and unlimbering his shield. “We’ll hold them off for as long as we can!”

      “But, I can drink the mana potion and—” Jasmine began, only to see the man shake his head.

      “No, you won’t be able to get them all!” Charles said, slamming his sword into his shield to draw the creatures’ attention. “Get moving! Maybe you can lose them if it’s only the two of you, or maybe they’ll bypass us. Tell His Excellency we did our best.”

      Jasmine’s throat tightened, and she couldn’t force herself to speak. What they were about to do almost made her heart break. Instead, Naomi was the one to speak.

      “May our goddess grant you strength. Thank you,” Naomi said, whispering the words of a spell that caused each of their blades to burn with an inner fire.

      Then Naomi grabbed Jasmine’s arm and began to rush down the mountainside once more. Jasmine ran alongside Naomi, desperately hoping that the guards would make it out alive.

      When the sound of combat began to ring out, though… that was when she started crying.
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      Charles and the other two guards succeeded in slowing the attackers down. Jasmine didn’t know anything more than that, but they managed to make it to the bottom of the mountain without any more of the plants almost landing on them. When she’d looked up the hillside, though… that had made Jasmine shudder, as she’d seen hundreds of the horrible monsters making their way downward.

      Then they’d fled still further, using their staves to support themselves, even as their legs were beginning to give out. They’d been running for too long, and Jasmine wasn’t sure how much longer she could keep going. Finally, as they were reaching the edge of an overgrown field and what appeared to be an abandoned house, Naomi stopped, panting as she leaned over, gulping down air.

      “Naomi?” Jasmine gasped, turning back to the other woman, and she cringed as Naomi shook her head.

      “Can’t… keep going. I’m sorry,” Naomi managed, her face beet-red as she forced herself to keep breathing.

      Behind Naomi, Jasmine could see the lurking figures of the plants coming still closer, and despair took her at last. She wasn’t going to get away, she realized, her lips pressing together tightly despite her own gasps. Quentin hadn’t been wrong to tell her to flee, but… he obviously hadn’t accounted for how far the things had spread in such a short time.

      “Well. I suppose we’ll have to make a last stand of our own,” Jasmine said. Naomi inhaled sharply, but Jasmine shook her head. “My legs feel like they’re made of jelly, Naomi. I’m not getting much farther than this, either. If we’re going to die, I’d rather go out on our own terms.”

      Naomi just stared at Jasmine for a few moments, still breathing hard, then nodded, straightening slowly as she murmured, “You… aren’t wrong there. Goddess grant us strength… I don’t have much mana left, milady.”

      “Neither do I,” Jasmine said, taking a deep breath as she pulled out the remaining mana potion she had, and nodded toward the abandoned house. “Let’s put something solid to our backs?”

      Naomi nodded, moving toward the house as quickly as she could. Which wasn’t very fast… but Jasmine wasn’t doing much better. She thumbed the lid off the vial and downed its contents as quickly as she could, trying to avoid the bitter taste that always accompanied the potions. With the bitterness came a far more relieving sensation, that of mana flooding into her mana core like a warm wave of water. It was pleasant, even if the situation wasn’t.

      In short order they reached the farmhouse, and as Jasmine looked it over, she winced. The interior was a burnt-out husk, even if the slate roof was mostly intact, and the walls were cobblestone. It wasn’t the worst ruin she’d seen, but she’d rather a house she could fortify. Or a fortress, for that matter.

      “At least no one else is going to get hurt,” Naomi said, turning to face the incoming plants, and she swallowed hard. “Lady Alexis? It’s been an honor to serve you. Though I wish that I could’ve done so for a much longer period.”

      “Thank you, Naomi. I appreciate that… and call me Jasmine. Especially if, by some miracle, we survive this,” Jasmine said, appreciation rushing through her as she smiled at Naomi. “Believe me, I wish that I had more time with you as well. For now… let’s see how many of these monsters we can take with us, shall we?”

      Naomi nodded, turning to face the plants while Jasmine waited, gauging just how fast they were coming compared to how long it’d take her to cast. She wanted to make sure they got as many as possible, if she was going to die. As they approached, Jasmine flinched on seeing a cluster of nearly fifty of the monsters coming toward them. One had a fragment of a sword sticking out of it, and Jasmine dearly hoped it didn’t belong to one of her guards. Still, they were approaching, and she looked back and forth at the creatures, grimacing as she took a deep breath.

      “Here we go,” Jasmine murmured, and she drew deeply on her mana, raising her hands to form the sigils she needed while casting.

      With every moment she took, the creatures stepped closer, and she gauged the distance, hoping that they wouldn’t be able to throw thorns before she could finish the spell. It was going to be a near thing, and—

      Jasmine was halfway done when she heard someone sigh heavily to her right, then a commanding female voice chanted a spell in a fraction of the time hers would take and with a snap of a pair of fingers, a wall of purple fire erupted to life around the plant monsters that were approaching, a vast, circular wall of blazing heat that incinerated the nearest ones in an instant. Jasmine froze in the midst of casting, as the voice and the fires felt incredibly familiar.

      “There’s so much mana bleeding off that spell that I practically didn’t have to touch my own mana reserves. Have you never heard the term finesse?” a woman said in a withering tone, and Jasmine turned to face the speaker numbly.

      Xandra stood only a dozen paces away in the shadows of a tree, her face half-shrouded by a black cloak, and then glanced at Jasmine with a sardonic look, her eyes glowing like brilliant amethysts within her hood. Jasmine just stared for a moment more, then asked, “Xandra? Is… is that really you?”

      “Mm, I take it back. You must have amnesia as well. Why else would I have to save you twice?” Xandra demanded in exasperation, glowering at Jasmine and Naomi. “For that matter, where are your guards this time? I thought they were going to be guarding you more heavily.”

      Despite the woman’s tone, her voice sent relief rushing through Jasmine, and for the first time in the last several days she dared hope… which was why it was almost like a set of floodgates opened, as grief ripped through her.

      Tears began to stream down Jasmine’s face as she lunged forward to embrace Xandra, catching just a glimpse of the surprise on Xandra’s face before the elf caught her and Jasmine buried her face in Xandra’s shoulder, sobbing.

      “How do I get myself into situations like this, anyway?” Xandra asked, looking upward… but at the same time, the elven sorceress patted Jasmine on the back comfortingly, and added, “Get it over with, please. I think I need an explanation. And… Naomi, was it? Please don’t do the same thing. One of you is quite enough.”

      That, Jasmine reflected, was so Xandra. Which only made her cry harder, as the crackling flames consumed the plant-like monsters.
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      “It figures that I’d run into you. Of all the possible people, it had to be me,” Xandra said, settling back after securing the pot over the fire. It was a simple soup of vegetables and dried meat, and she thought that it’d settle the two priestesses down with as exhausted as they looked.

      “What were you even doing out here?” Naomi asked, clutching the mug of wine that Xandra had poured for her so hard that Xandra wondered if she might break it. Not that she could, as physically weak as the priestess seemed. “When you vanished, I thought you’d left the region for good.”

      “Vanished? Vanreth was looking for an excuse to kill me, so I left. I wasn’t hiding, so if you’d been looking, you could have found me easily,” Xandra replied, sniffing derisively as she picked up the wine jug and filled her own mug. “I spent a few months finding a good place to practice my magic and study. After the local idiot of a baroness decided she wanted a pet mage, or at least my gold, I burnt down her keep and moved on. I’m halfway decent with magic again, and am keeping myself busy. Then the council of Evren noticed that the teleportation circle linked to Lothden wasn’t working, and one of their magi was competent enough to realize something was disrupting the ley line. The council hired me to investigate, and here we are. It appears I have terrible luck.”

      “You were the one who burnt down Baroness Carda’s keep?” Jasmine asked, her eyes going huge. “Why would you do that?”

      “Let me see… First, she tried to hire me via a very rude emissary. I said no. She tried to purchase my spell library off me, via the same emissary. I said no again, and resisted the urge to light his mustache on fire. That was a struggle,” Xandra said, mentally ticking off points and her eyes narrowing at the memories. “She had someone else invite me to dinner, and I accepted, hoping she’d take my answers seriously in person. First she tried to hire me, then seduce me, and when that failed, she tried to poison me. I failed to succumb, so she ordered a servant to steal my bag, which is trapped. I’m sure he’s gotten used to being one-armed by this point. The magical attempt to enslave me failed, so I decided that I’d had quite enough, and lit the rafters on fire before using an item to teleport out. She deserved it.”

      Jasmine’s mouth was hanging open, and Naomi’s eyes were wide. The younger priestess was the one who spoke first, her voice quiet. “That isn’t anything like what we heard.”

      “Of course it wasn’t. You expected her to admit that she tried to strong-arm a traveling nobody of a mage into serving her, and got her keep burnt down for her troubles?” Xandra sneered, shaking her head. “Fortunately, I met a few magi who’ve proven actually sensible, wonder of wonders. They’ve spread enough news that I haven’t had to deal with more than one or two bandit attacks of late.”

      Naomi nodded, her eyes still wide, and Xandra rolled her eyes, wondering how the young woman was still so naïve. Of course, she was human, so Xandra supposed she shouldn’t be surprised. Mostly, she wondered how long it would take the two to tell her what was going on. With the way Jasmine had been crying, obviously something had gone terribly awry, and Xandra hadn’t interfered. She was no good at comforting others, so she didn’t even try.

      “Xandra? Can you help us?” Jasmine asked at last, looking into her mug intensely, like there was something fascinating inside it.

      “I already incinerated close to a hundred animated, bloodthirsty bushes that were going to murder you. What else do you need help with? If you need a nanny, I’m going to have to refuse,” Xandra replied promptly, taking a sip of her wine, then did a double-take and almost cursed. She’d opened one of the good jugs, damn it all.

      Jasmine laughed helplessly, shaking her head. “No, we don’t need a nanny. I… Goddess, this is terrible. It’s only been three days, and everything is falling apart.”

      Xandra’s patience, never in ample supply, ran out, and she decided it was time to get answers.

      “Jasmine, look at me,” Xandra commanded, and when the half-elf’s gaze jerked up to meet hers, she spoke flatly, without any gentleness to her voice. “You should know better than to hesitate where I’m concerned. If you want help, you’d damned well better explain the situation simply and directly. If you can’t do that, then shut up, drink my wine, eat the soup when it’s done, and sleep. Tomorrow we’ll go our separate ways, and that will be the end of it. Don’t waste my time or my extremely limited patience.”

      The half-elf recoiled slightly, and Naomi’s eyes widened enormously, then her cheeks flushed. The young priestess began speaking hotly. “How dare you take—”

      “I’ve been through worse things than you can imagine, Naomi. I do not coddle, and I will not be led around like one of those ridiculous tiny dogs on a leash that some nobles own,” Xandra interrupted. “If you wish for help, you need to tell me what happened, and tell me what you need. That is all.”

      Naomi almost looked like she’d been slapped, but she fell silent, gulping down some of the wine quickly. A damned waste, if you asked Xandra, but it was too late for regrets now. The jug was open, so now it needed to be used. For a few moments the two priestesses were silent, which suited Xandra just fine.

      “Three days ago, something happened. We don’t know what, but it was almost like the sky darkened. From horizon to horizon, everything looked like it was cast in shadows,” Jasmine explained softly. “Teleportation didn’t work, and there was confusion. I was in Lothden, having performed a blessing ceremony for the children who’d been born in the last month. We were concerned, but then word came about attacks. From somewhere toward the center of the country, strange, bloodthirsty plants were marching outward. They were killing every man, woman and child in their way, but leaving the animals alive. Briefly we considered trying to cut our way to Lothdar, but then the high priest sent us a message via magic.”

      Jasmine fell silent for a moment, inhaling slowly, then she continued. “Lothdar was under siege by the plants. Their defenses were holding, but there were too many of them to break through. Worse, he could sense something coming. Dark magic of some form was building, and he didn’t know what. He ordered me to leave, to try to find out what was happening and seek out a solution. We immediately left, but… it was too late. The plants had somehow already reached the border, and were trying to prevent anyone from fleeing. We were under attack practically the entire time after leaving Lothden. Most of my guards died just breaking through their blockade, and they pursued even across the border. The last of my guards died holding them back… if they hadn’t, we’d never have reached you. The monsters are suicidal.”

      “Not suicidal. Mindless, perhaps, but not suicidal,” Xandra said, her thoughts moving quickly as she considered what she’d been told. Unfortunately, demons rarely used plants for soldiers, so she knew relatively little about any possibilities where they were concerned. The handful of demons of corrupted vegetation didn’t use anything quite like what she’d seen, though… the plants had ignited far too easily for that. No, she needed more information, Xandra decided, reaching forward to stir the soup.

      “I don’t have enough information to be able to help you. The darkness shrouding the country is ominous, of that I have no doubt, but it tells me little save that the effect is geographically contained. With the plants coming from a location near the center of the country, there is either an unknown, underground faction that has decided to invade the surface, or this is an invasion from another plane of existence,” Xandra said, her voice as brisk as her stirring, and she tapped the spoon on the edge of the pot. “I suspect the latter, but it likely isn’t a demonic invasion. Unfortunate, as all we would need to do to end a demonic invasion is kill the summoner. They’re convenient in that way.

      “The obvious answer is to visit someone who can give us the information we require. As we don’t know nearly enough about the opposition, the solution is to visit either a mage who can contact Lothdar, or a diviner who can scry on the countryside and find where this invasion force is coming from,” Xandra told Jasmine, looking up at her pointedly. “Fortunately for you, I know magi capable of both. Depending on what we learn, I may or may not know of acquaintances who can tell us more.”

      “You… you’re going to help us, then?” Jasmine asked, hope blooming on her face, making the half-elf look dozens of times better than she had a few moments before.

      “I said that if you wanted help, you needed to tell me what happened. You aren’t in need of a nanny, so I’m helping,” Xandra replied, frowning at the pot. It was taking longer to get to the temperature she wanted than she’d like. Jasmine opened her mouth to speak, then closed it, a smile on her face instead.

      “Why?” Naomi’s question broke the silence a few seconds later as she looked at Xandra, looking even more confused than she had before. “I mean… we didn’t offer you anything for this, and if what you said about Vanreth is true…”

      That prompted Xandra to pause, considering the young woman for a moment, then she pointed the spoon at her.

      “That is an excellent question, Naomi, and I think the first good one I’ve heard you ask,” Xandra replied, smirking as the young woman colored with anger. “As to the answer, I don’t know. I should have demanded something to begin with, but I never considered not helping. A touch idiotic of me.”

      “Are you going to… to change your mind?” Jasmine asked, her smile fading as she looked at Xandra in concern.

      “Did I say that?” Xandra asked in annoyance, letting out another sigh of frustration. “Don’t try to read too much into what I say, Jasmine. I say what I mean, no more and no less. I don’t know why I decided to help you, but I’m going to. Now, drink your wine, calm down, and stop irritating me, if you please. I have quite enough aggravation in everyday life without you adding to it.”

      “Very well,” Jasmine replied, relaxing visibly as she took a sip from her mug, then smiled as she added, “Thank you. The wine is very good.”

      “I know,” Xandra replied, her regret easing slightly.

      She had to wonder, though… what had come over her?
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      While Xandra was decisive, knowledgeable, confident, and an incredible sorceress, the one thing so far that Jasmine had determined that she wasn’t was a good cook. Xandra’s food wasn’t the worst food Jasmine had eaten in her life, but it was barely passable. That was the reason she’d practically stolen the spoon when Xandra had been about to burn the porridge that morning. She’d almost burnt porridge, which flabbergasted the priestess.

      Morning had come startlingly early for Jasmine, and she’d woken to the sound of Xandra taking down her tent. It confused Jasmine that Xandra had two tents, but the woman had packed her own quite efficiently, which indicated to Jasmine that she was used to traveling. After that she’d woken Naomi and gotten them moving, all before the sun was fully above the horizon.

      Breakfast had been salvaged, barely, but eventually they’d left the campsite. And, after a fair amount of thought, Jasmine finally asked why Xandra was such a poor cook.

      “I wasn’t allowed into the kitchen except to pick up meals for my Mistress or those she directed me to take food to. I was expressly forbidden from eating anything I wasn’t given permission to by her, and was only allowed to eat my own food. You thought the food last night was bad? It was wonderful compared to my usual meals,” Xandra explained, smiling morbidly. “I know I’m a terrible cook. A few centuries of not being allowed to cook can do that to you. Worse is when you’re told to stand there silently while someone else eats a wonderful meal… or being given just a taste of something lovely to make you miss the flavors all the more.”

      “Oh,” Jasmine said, wincing and regretting her question. She chewed her lip, then decided to change the subject and asked, “Is your acquaintance in Evren?”

      “He is. I think that scrying is the best solution in this particular situation. If your high priest knew more, he likely would have contacted you, or a neighboring nation,” Xandra said, looking around the forest and frowning, waving them to a stop. She whipped a finger through the air, conjuring a spark of fire that she pointed toward a tree branch. As the spark flew at the branch, there was a scramble of movement, then a large, spotted feline fled into the forest. Xandra flicked her finger, causing the spark to vanish, and continued forward, speaking once more. “The problem is that I have no idea what your problem is. A crazed alchemist? A transmutation node gone foul? A section of the Thorned Wood deciding to spread? An invasion from a previously unknown plane of plant-life? I simply don’t know, and can’t tell you. What I can tell you is that they aren’t demonic in origin. Any demon worth their salt would have made their plants fire resistant.”

      Jasmine nodded, following Xandra around a rock as she thought, trying to figure out what she wanted to say, if anything. She didn’t want to wear herself out talking, but she also didn’t like walking in silence, especially when Xandra had been gone for three years.

      “Why do you still call the demon what you do? Your ‘Mistress’,” Naomi asked, sounding rather troubled. “It seems… odd. I know you said it would be a hard habit to break, but it’s been quite a while.”

      “I haven’t really tried,” Xandra replied absently. “Besides, she keeps contacting me. That makes it a good deal harder, and I’m trying to be polite.”

      “What?” Jasmine asked, the blood draining from her face as terror abruptly reared its ugly head. “But… Morselle was killed!”

      “And His Majesty restored her to life. She was too good at her job to leave dead, even if this led to some punishments. Not that she was willing to admit that to me,” Xandra replied, smirking. “If she weren’t in a poor position, she wouldn’t be wasting her time contacting me.”

      “I… what does she want from you? You to come back? Or… she’s not going to come after you, is she? Or me?” Jasmine asked, her fear growing with every passing moment. Even if Quentin had mentioned that Morselle would likely be resurrected, she’d hoped otherwise. Xandra’s laughter caused her to flush, though.

      “Oh no… none of those. She probably would hold a severe grudge if I’d been foolish enough to despoil or disrespect her body, but I didn’t. As for you… there are rules, and we did our best to escape, little more. No, her primary focus is on getting back her dress and other enchanted gear, and she keeps trying to bargain with me,” Xandra said, now grinning broadly. “I, on the other hand, am holding out for her releasing my soul from our previous agreement. She hasn’t agreed yet, but I still hold out hope that she’ll give in eventually. The items I took are not easy to craft. It gives me the one advantage in negotiations I have, and I’m using it for all it’s worth.”

      Jasmine couldn’t even speak for a moment, utterly speechless that Xandra would even consider bargaining with a demon after what she’d been through. Xandra seemed to realize that, as the elf glanced back at Jasmine and spoke dryly.

      “If you’re thinking I’m being an idiot, you may be right. I’m trying not to be, but not having my soul destined to go into her hands when I eventually die would be nice. I’m also not going to sign any contract. If she wants her things back, I’ll have her release my soul, have a diviner make certain that it is freed, then dump her gear in a spot where she can have her cultists pick it up. I’m not giving her the chance to grab me, that’s for certain,” the elf said, continuing down the path at a slightly more sedate pace. “I’m certain that I could completely screw myself over in the process, but I’m going to do my best to avoid it. Besides, she knows enough about me that she could harass me with mental messages until the end of time and I wouldn’t be able to do anything about it. That would be a miserable experience.”

      “I… don’t understand you,” Jasmine said, feeling a little helpless. “You were imprisoned in the Domain of Ashen Hopes for over a millennium, yet you… I’d think that you’d hate them.”

      “I hate some individuals, but…” Xandra began, only to have her voice trail off, and she fell silent for a minute, then two. Jasmine was beginning to wonder if she was even going to continue when the elf spoke again at last.

      “I hope that your memory isn’t so worthless as to have forgotten my conversation with you and Adrian. It’s useful information, and I loathe having to repeat myself. However, as Naomi was snoring at the time, I suppose I’ll have to repeat some of it,” Xandra said, prompting the younger woman to gasp. Naomi quieted when Jasmine shot her a stern look, fortunately. The younger priestess’s cheeks were red with outrage, but Xandra continued as if she hadn’t noticed. “Yes, I hate some demons. Those who personally slighted me, I hold grudges against, but those who were particularly powerful… no. You mentioned my Mistress, and I’ll admit that most people would hate her. I do not, because what she did wasn’t her fault. It was mine.”

      “How do you figure that?” Jasmine asked, growing even more confused, and Xandra glanced over her shoulder at Jasmine, grinning.

      “You weren’t at fault for what she was going to do to you. You may have been incompetent, getting captured like you were, but you didn’t know what you were walking into. I was an arrogant, incompetent sorceress who should have known better. Everything she did to me was my own fault, no matter how much I may have hated the experience,” Xandra replied, making a dismissive gesture. “However, that is water under the bridge. I was speaking of why I don’t hate. It’s because it isn’t worth the energy that hate and outrage take. By the same token, I have no patience for fools, so I will not spend the effort on those unworthy of the effort. I’ve been worn down over centuries, until all that’s left is bare metal. Regard me how you wish, I don’t give a damn what anyone else thinks.”

      Jasmine was speechless at that, mixed feelings swirling through her. She really didn’t understand why she found Xandra so fascinating… yet the woman was mesmerizing.

      “You’re crazy,” Naomi muttered.

      “Quite probably. Now, if you don’t have something intelligent to say, I suggest you shut up and walk. The two of you should’ve invested in endurance charms, from the way you’re puffing,” Xandra said bluntly, and picked up the pace as Jasmine felt her cheeks flush.

      She couldn’t argue, though. Not since Xandra barely seemed to be breathing hard, while they were having to put in a fair amount of effort. At least it meant they’d reach Evren sooner, though.
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      When they reached Evren two hours later, Jasmine’s legs and sides were burning, she felt like her lungs couldn’t suck in enough air to keep going, and she was almost on the verge of falling over.

      Evren wasn’t a huge city by any means, but it was the nearest one past the border, which Jasmine appreciated even more once she reached it. The city was on the coast, but its bay wasn’t quite as sheltered as that of Lothdar, which was why it tended not to get as much trade. Jasmine supposed that was why it’d been a haven for pirates on and off over the years. Why, it barely even had a wall, and Jasmine suspected that she could climb it if she’d wanted to, it was that poorly maintained.

      The gate guards seemed to be familiar with Xandra, as they’d taken one look at her and hastily gotten out of her way, shooting nervous looks at her, as well as curious ones at Jasmine and Naomi. They didn’t try to stop them, though, which startled Jasmine. If she remembered right, Evren had a toll to enter the city, so them not even trying to collect from Xandra was unusual.

      Inside the gates, Jasmine was reminded of why she didn’t like visiting some of the neighboring nations… though she didn’t have much experience with them. Loth might not be imaginatively named, nor were its cities, but at least their cities had proper cobblestone roads, not a dirt road with distinct ruts carved into it, and the occasional paving stones scattered in haphazard patches that she suspected did more harm than good, from how the ruts went around those sections where they could. And the smell… goddess above, she could do without any city that lacked a sewer system.

      The buildings were a mixture of finely built stone and ramshackle wooden structures that Jasmine suspected would vanish in the next mana storm. She never understood why people wouldn’t choose roofs that would last, especially when mana storms came through every decade or two.

      Xandra didn’t even pause, though, striding down the sorry excuse for a street at a quick pace, while several people spotted her and hastily got out of her way. Jasmine suspected that she’d developed a reputation, if that was how people reacted to the beautiful elf’s presence.

      “Cain is busy at this hour, and as I don’t want to have to murder one of his excessively admiring and drunk friends, I think that it’s time to get lunch. Something better than I can cook, which isn’t saying much,” Xandra said after a minute, slowing her pace slightly, but only slightly. “Unless you have good reason to go elsewhere, I intend to visit the Grounded Galleon.”

      “Why… there…?” Naomi huffed, her cheeks burning as she tried to breathe. Jasmine was just glad that the younger woman had spoken for her, since it gave her the chance to catch her breath.

      “The owner appreciates my skill and knows better than to water down the ale. He also owes me a rather large sum for work I did, and is grateful that I’m allowing him to pay it off via food and drink. The better the food he serves me, the faster his debt will disappear,” Xandra replied, glancing over her shoulder and smirking. “I don’t think it’s enough to make me trust him, but at least it gives him impetus to make me happy.”

      “Are you… ever happy?” Naomi asked skeptically. Xandra seemed to ponder the question for a few seconds.

      “Occasionally. Usually for fleeting moments before someone opens their mouth,” the elf said at last. “That, or when I’m in a library with no one else around. Or in a quiet, comfortable bed… mostly when I’m alone and it’s quiet. People can be such idiots.”

      That prompted a wince from Jasmine. She hesitated, but eventually decided it was worth speaking. “That sounds pretty lonely to me.”

      “It is,” Xandra agreed, turning a corner and passing through the edge of a market square. The booths were jammed together rather tightly, but there were a lot of people perusing them, along with some that made Jasmine check on her coin purse. She’d heard thieves were more common in Evren.

      Jasmine frowned as she saw where Xandra was going. The port seemed to be a bit closer than she liked, with how close a ship’s masts were. There was something odd about them, though, and she couldn’t quite place what it—

      As they stepped far enough forward that a church was out of the way, Jasmine stopped, blinking in bewilderment at the building beyond the church. There, with a couple of buildings around it, was a galleon. A full-sized ship, sitting on supports to keep it upright, and with a doorway cut into the side with a staircase leading up to it. She knew her mouth was hanging open, but she couldn’t help it, not with the completely ridiculous sight before her. Naomi seemed shocked as well, since she’d stopped beside Jasmine.

      “W-what?” Jasmine gasped, looking at the ship, which prompted Xandra to stop and look back at them, raising an eyebrow.

      “Ah, you don’t know about it. I should have guessed as much. It’s the Grounded Galleon, a ship which washed ashore during the tidal wave a few years ago,” Xandra said, smiling briefly. “Now, get off your asses and move. I want a proper meal.”

      “Oh, um, r-right…” Jasmine said, quickly starting to move again, Naomi just behind her.

      Jasmine remembered the tidal wave in question. One of the volcanos in the Sea of Mists had erupted, and the accompanying earthquake had sent tidal waves crashing into most of the shorelines, though fortunately Lothdar’s harbor had been sheltered from the worst of it. They’d only taken a few weeks to repair the damage, but she’d heard that some coastal villages had been destroyed completely, while several cities had only recently finished rebuilding. She supposed that a ship could have been washed ashore, though the idea of turning it into a tavern was just… strange to her.

      Seemingly unaware of her thoughts, Xandra made her way up the short staircase and opened the door. From inside came a wave of laughter, along with jaunty music like she often heard dockside in Lothdar. Jasmine followed Xandra inside… and immediately relaxed slightly.

      The Grounded Galleon was more spacious than she’d expected, likely because the interior had been opened up to give more room, plus there were numerous lanterns that shed warm light throughout the room. There weren’t any actual fires that Jasmine could see, but there was a large crystal that was vaguely shaped like a fire in the middle of the room which she could feel producing heat. Opposite their entrance was a door that led to a tower on the other side of the hull, and given that it was behind the bar, Jasmine suspected that it led to the kitchen and wine cellar. The tables around the room were worn but relatively high-quality, and Jasmine’s eyebrows rose as she took in the décor, which was composed of outfits and weapons that made her think of pirates.

      None of the people inside quite made her think the same, though. Some of them had the darker complexions of Algarian natives, or those who simply spent a lot of time at sea, but they didn’t quite fit the usual stereotypes for pirates, which relieved her. There were what looked like townsfolk mingling with sailors, but all of them looked a bit wealthier to her eyes. That likely explained why everything was still nice, at least, as well as the presence of a bard in the corner, playing a fiddle while dancing.

      Behind the bar was a kitsune man, his hair black, a coloration which extended to his foxlike ears and tail, and his eyebrows rose as he looked at Xandra and Jasmine, blinking a couple of times. He had a single gold earring hanging from his left fox ear, and he wore a vest that showed off a chiseled figure. He looked more like a pirate than anyone in the room to Jasmine, which made her wonder… at least until he spoke.

      “Xandra, you’re back! I thought you said that you’d be gone for a while!” the kitsune said, grinning broadly as he looked at the elf, spreading his arms, a mug and washcloth still occupying his hands. “Did you miss my tender embrace that much?”

      “Hm. Your brains have obviously been fermenting if you think that,” Xandra said sharply, sending a wave of laughter through the room as she turned and headed toward a staircase in the corner leading upward. “I’m taking my usual spot. These two are with me, and if you harass me again, I’ll light your tail on fire.”

      Jasmine flinched at the threat, but the kitsune took it in stride, raising his gaze to the ceiling as he proclaimed in exaggerated sorrow, “Ah, my heart is wounded! Why is it that the loveliest flowers all have thorns? However… your wish is my command, Lady Xandra. I shall assuage my sorrow with a cup later.”

      That prompted still more laughter, and as Xandra started up the circular staircase, Jasmine blinked in surprise, as she caught just a glimpse of a smile on the elf’s face. Then Xandra’s head turned again as she continued climbing the stairs, hiding her smile, and Jasmine followed.

      They emerged onto the main deck of the ship, which was just as clean as the lower deck, except that there were more tables. Xandra headed for the foredeck, and Jasmine followed her, pausing as she saw that the bow had a clear view of the ocean, then pulled out a chair, setting down her pack as Xandra took a seat.

      “Here we are,” Xandra said, settling back in her chair and pulling the hood of her cloak back again. “Fortunately, most people know better than to bother me, so I shouldn’t have to hurt anyone.”

      “If you dislike the barkeep enough to threaten him, why were you smiling when climbing the stairs?” Jasmine asked, sitting down, and she almost groaned in relief, startled by how good it felt to be sitting in a proper chair at last.

      “I didn’t say I disliked Keith. He deliberately plays the lovestruck admirer, but he isn’t interested in me, as everyone in the city knows. He has a husband that he’s quite devoted to and isn’t interested in women at all. He simply enjoys teasing me,” Xandra replied, picking up her satchel and opening the flap to look inside. Jasmine didn’t think the satchel was the one she’d had when she escaped the Domain of Ashen Hopes, but she couldn’t be certain. “I hate it when people are fools or bother me unnecessarily. Keith is annoying, but manages to be charming enough I don’t feel like strangling him.”

      “You’re so rude,” Naomi muttered, prompting Xandra to look up at her and arch an eyebrow.

      “If you dislike me that much, the bow is right there. Take a flying leap off the ship, be my guest,” Xandra said, gesturing toward the guardrail. “I don’t have to put up with you. I’ve chosen to indulge you so far because I somewhat like Jasmine, to my surprise. You are simply annoying baggage.”

      Naomi recoiled as if she’d just been slapped. That didn’t surprise Jasmine, and she sighed, reaching up to rub her forehead as she thought… then finally requested softly, “Naomi, please try to refrain from comment? Xandra isn’t going to change her ways just because you don’t like how she acts. If anything, you’re inviting her to retaliate when you bring it up.”

      Xandra smiled at that, finally pulling out a black wooden wand carved to have a spiral shape, with a white moonstone set into its base. The elf examined it once, then nodded and gave the wand a flick. In response, a bubble of nearly-transparent white light flickered around the entire table as well as them, then faded. Xandra put the wand away, looking satisfied with herself.

      Naomi’s face was flushed, and the younger woman’s jaw worked a few times, then she lowered her head, focusing on the table instead. Jasmine wasn’t surprised, and she resisted the urge to sigh. The main problem with Loth was that far too many of the clergy were used to everyone being excessively respectful, and they grew used to that. It made it more difficult when dealing with outsiders.

      “There. No one will be able to eavesdrop. Read lips, certainly, but that’s a bit more difficult,” Xandra said, setting her satchel down. “However, I do find it amusing that you seem to understand my attitude better than anyone else in your church, Jasmine. I wonder why?”

      “Don’t ask me. You were the reason that we survived to escape at all, which I deeply appreciate, and…” Jasmine paused, studying Xandra for a few seconds, then shrugged in embarrassment, finishing, “I don’t know, beyond that. I just like you, even if how you talk occasionally makes me uncomfortable.”

      Xandra laughed, her gaze drifting to the stairwell, then back to Naomi and Jasmine. The elf seemed to be thinking for a few moments, then she spoke again. “Well, if you have questions, I will do my best to answer them. I’ll even try to keep my opinion to myself, though I doubt I’ll succeed.”

      “Who are we meeting?” Jasmine asked quickly. “You said that you knew a diviner, but I’ve heard those are rare.”

      “They are. Cain the Medium is considered an incompetent by many people, due to all the parties he throws for nobility, as well as how much he kisses their posteriors, but he’s actually a quite skilled diviner. He flatters them because they pay him enough to give him a good lifestyle,” Xandra replied, her tone almost clinically precise. “He has the nobles over for luncheon every day, which I do my best to avoid. Some of them have proven to be imbeciles of the highest order. I’d compare them to insects, but that’s going too far. At least the insects have an excuse.”

      Jasmine’s eyebrows rose at that, and she opened her mouth, then shut it again. She wasn’t sure what to say in response, as she’d had some rough encounters with nobility before. Some of them were offended by the idea of Loth being a theocracy, while others simply couldn’t imagine someone not being attracted to them, or thinking they were better than most people. Most of the nobles hadn’t been that bad, but enough had that she couldn’t say that Xandra’s opinion was completely wrong.

      “When will we go there, then?” Naomi asked, her tone far more civil this time.

      “About two hours after noon should do it,” Xandra said, glancing upward as she considered, then added, “So… an hour and a half from now, give or take a little. It gives us plenty of time to enjoy Keith’s food, which should arrive any time now.”

      Laughing softly, Jasmine settled back in her chair, murmuring, “That’s a change. I thought you weren’t the kind to sit around and relax at all.”

      “There’s a difference between relaxing and wasting time,” Xandra corrected, looking at Jasmine calmly. “Wasting time when in a dangerous situation? Idiotic, and I won’t be party to it. Relaxing in a reasonably safe location, when there isn’t some specific task to be done? Especially when the next step needs to be delayed? Then it’s a reasonable choice. Though truthfully, I’d rather read a book in my apartment.”

      Naomi shook her head, while Jasmine couldn’t help a smile. She thought it was an odd attitude to have, but she wasn’t going to object. Then she saw Xandra’s gaze flicker to something behind her, and she looked herself, her eyebrows rising in surprise.

      A pair of servers were coming their direction, with trays piled high with food. First were bowls of salad, then a whole roast chicken, what looked like a plate of roasted potatoes, two loaves of fresh bread, and several mugs alongside a bottle of wine. It was a lot of food, far more than the three of them likely could eat.

      “Um, do you usually get that much for yourself?” Jasmine asked, her eyes wide as the man and woman approached.

      “Of course not. I usually get a quarter-chicken and half a loaf of bread. What’s left over is given to Keith’s dogs,” Xandra replied with a sniff. “Honestly, you think I’ve remained thin while over-eating? Eat what you like, and the remainder will be dealt with.”

      “If you say so,” Jasmine said, watching as the chicken was placed on the table. Despite everything, she felt her mouth begin to water.

      The food looked absolutely heavenly after the last few days, and it was all she could do to keep from tearing into it. However, that would be discourteous, so she refrained.

      Some days Jasmine wished she was brave enough to be as straightforward as Xandra.
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      Trianna examined the tree closely, tapping her upper lip as she thought, then chose which of the buds to snip. The tree shuddered as she did so, its mana veins realigning ever so slightly, changing to be perfectly in line with what she wanted. It made her smile, and she nodded, tossing the bud into the compost pile without even looking.

      “What is it?” Trianna asked calmly, not even looking at the man behind her. She didn’t need to look to sense him, not with the scent of fear that he was exuding. Ignos had noticed him coming over an hour before and told her, but she hadn’t thought much of it. Fear could come from many things, and she wasn’t going to bother guessing why he was afraid this time.

      “One of the holy maidens escaped, Milady,” the fair folk said, his voice gruff, likely due to his canine features. “We learned too late to stop her.”

      “Ah, the best laid plans…” Trianna murmured to herself, sighing as she turned her attention to the next tree in her garden, her gaze critical as she studied its leaves, each of which glimmered like a star. “How did that happen?”

      “She acted quickly, leaving the mortal city within a day of our descent. Our soldiers winnowed the numbers of her company, but she has mastered some of her lady’s accursed fire,” the man said, a faint whine to his voice at the last. He paused for a few seconds, then continued, “They were almost depleted when they went over the border. Some of the soldiers pursued, eliminating all of her guards. The last we heard from them, they were preparing to eliminate her since she was so far away… but a different flame appeared. One which scorched far more deeply. Their overseer barely escaped with her life, and she was injured by the flames even when concealed within the soldiers.”

      That prompted Trianna to pause, glancing toward the man speculatively, her eyebrows rising involuntarily. “Truly? How unusual. Most fire cannot do that. No normal flame, at least. One would have to… ah, of course. One who has tapped primal flame. I wonder how the girl managed to find someone who could use that? No, I’m not asking you.”

      The man looked visibly relieved at her lack of anger, Trianna noted in amusement. He really should know better. All her rage was focused on a single man, not on her subordinates, no matter how incompetent they might be. Instead, she examined the next tree critically, then nodded, patting its trunk approvingly, prompting it to shudder in relief. It hadn’t grown wrong, unlike so many of its fellow trees, which made her happy. Perhaps it would even be a success, unlike some of the others. The fair folk waited silently while she worked, and she let the night breeze relax her for a time, not rushing. Rushing led to mistakes, and she didn’t want to make mistakes.

      “What about the others? The cities?” Trianna asked at last, running a hand up a branch, using her magic to straighten the branch and heal some of the damage within it. At least this one wasn’t the tree’s fault, a gust of wind had struck at the worst possible angle and damaged it.

      “The cities have all been surrounded and their fields choked out. As you ordered, many mortals were allowed to flee into the cities, and the remainder were captured or killed. The other four holy maidens have been captured, and are being brought here,” the fair folk said quickly. “They believe they are holding off our assault through their skill of arms, but we have not thrown the bulk of our forces at them. We are ready to attack whenever you give the command, Milady. Only the capital has any way of getting supplies, and only by sea.”

      “Good. Then let them suffer. Cease the assaults on the cities, simply form an impassible barrier around them. The harvest can wait,” Trianna said, shaking her head gently. “No, your priorities are twofold. First, to plant the Trees of Transference in the designated places. Second, to hunt down the holy maiden. Bring her to me if you can, kill her if you cannot. If necessary, you may even employ mortals to do so.”

      “As you command, Milady,” the fair folk acknowledged.

      “Good. Now go. I have gardening to do,” Trianna said, gesturing to shoo the man away. He quickly rose to his feet and left, his relief shown by the spring to his step, and she chuckled softly, then murmured, “Ah, paranoia. Well, he’ll learn. Or he’ll die. Either way, it’ll solve his paranoia.”

      She paused at the sight of the next tree, looking at two of its branches that were tangled together, then looked at its trunk and put a hand on her hip as she asked, “How did you manage that?”

      The tree rustled its leaves in embarrassment, and Trianna sighed, then got to work.
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      Hearing laughter from the house ahead of her, Xandra slowed, frowning unhappily as she listened more closely.

      The neighborhood was far nicer than most of those in Evren, with properly paved roads, brick and mortar buildings, and more luxuries available. The roads were also patrolled by guards in the colors of the noble district’s private guard, funded by the nobles and merchants that lived there, and even with those guards, each of the compounds she could see had tall fences, many of them topped with sharp wrought iron spikes. Not that it would stop a determined thief, Xandra knew. It merely stopped casual intrusions.

      In this case, the laughter was coming from Cain’s backyard, and Xandra’s frown eased as she recognized a woman’s voice. She couldn’t make out the words, not with the enchantments that carefully made words unrecognizable, but Mora didn’t like Cain’s parties any more than Xandra did. If she was there, the party must already be over. Since that was the case, Xandra reached into her belt pouch to retrieve her access token.

      The token wasn’t much to look at, as far as most people were concerned. It was an orb of amber glass with copper wrapped around half of it in a swirling pattern. While not valueless, it didn’t look like anything expensive either, which was the entire point. Xandra channeled a tiny amount of her mana into the token, and in response she saw a similar glass bead light up at the top of the elaborate wrought iron gate blocking the way to Cain’s pale brick home. The gate slowly swung open at her approach, and she smiled, knowing that most people would think that all they needed to get in was to use the token. They’d be wrong, as the token let the house identify the mage asking for admittance.

      “Hm? Xandra?” Cain asked loudly, and she heard a chair scrape behind the house. “I thought you left town on a job!”

      The house gardens weren’t enormous, but they were exquisitely manicured, with plants growing in boxes that obscured most lines of sight on path meandered through them, making the gardens look much larger than they were. Xandra particularly appreciated the care that had gone into making it look nice.

      “I did,” Xandra replied, pitching her voice so it’d carry. She did glance behind her, just to make certain the two priestesses made it through the gate before it closed. They did, so she gave Jasmine a slight nod, and turned her attention back to the path in front of her, circling the house. “I also was forced to rescue a pair of pitiful priestesses from a host of angry plants, and they told me enough to turn back. I need your help.”

      There was a thud, cursing, and the sound of a mug bouncing off paving stones. Then Xandra turned the corner in time to see Cain clutching a knee as he swore, while a mug rolled on the ground by his feet, liquid staining the paving stones.

      Cain was a modestly handsome human, with lightly tanned skin, sandy blonde hair, brown eyes, and a ready smile that made most people feel he was trustworthy, as well as making him look a little more handsome than he was. The problem was that he tended to use the smile with everyone, which had led to him breaking up with three girlfriends in the short time that Xandra had known him. He was currently wearing sandals, a pair of well-tailored leather trousers with gold embroidery, and a similar shirt that was bright blue, as well as several ornate rings and bracelets that glittered with magic. Most of his guests didn’t know that the jewelry was almost all useless.

      “What did you do to yourself?” Xandra asked, raising an eyebrow skeptically.

      “I was so distracted by hearing something I’d swear was impossible, that I kicked a flower box,” Cain replied, glancing up at her in consternation. “I could’ve sworn I heard you say you needed my help.”

      “You heard me correctly,” Xandra replied, half turning as she gestured at Jasmine and Naomi, speaking slightly more formally. “These two are my guests in your home, Cain. They are Jasmine and Naomi, both native to Loth. Your skill with divination magic is needed.”

      Cain straightened, his eyebrows rising as he took in the sight of the two women, pursing his lips for a moment, then smiled broadly. “Jasmine? Naomi? If I recall correctly, those are the names of two of the people who escaped the lower planes with you. Does that mean that this is Holy Maiden Jasmine Alexis?”

      Irritation welled up within Xandra, and she narrowed her eyes, her voice turning sharp as she crossed her arms in front of her. “Have you finally let your mind be replaced by the wine you’re so fond of? I formally introduced them as my guests, you imbecile.”

      Naomi gasped, and Cain blinked, then flushed as he stood up even straighter. At least he was used to Xandra, as it meant he actually paid attention to what she’d said.

      “My apologies, Xandra, you’re right,” Cain said, inclining his head slightly as he turned to Jasmine and Naomi again. “I acknowledge the guest-right of both of you. You will come to no harm in my home, so long as you do no harm.”

      “Thank you, Master Cain. We accept your offer of guest-right, and will do nothing to break it,” Jasmine replied, looking a tiny bit startled as she glanced at Xandra curiously, then asked, “It is Master, yes? Xandra didn’t mention what rank of mage you are.”

      “That’s right. I’m on the verge of reaching the sixth circle of divination, or at least I think I am,” Cain replied, giving a wry smile as he reached down to scoop up his mug. “Now, why don’t we go introduce you to Mora and sit down before Xandra rips my head off? She has a tendency to get annoyed when I ‘waste time’ on pleasantries.”

      “Because much of the time you are wasting time. At least you’re beginning to learn better,” Xandra said, striding past him and around the corner to enter the rear garden. “Hello, Mora.”

      Cain sighed audibly behind Xandra, while Mora smiled a little. The human had a pretty face and short, curly brown hair, and wore an elaborate dress with patterns on it that were pretty, seemingly magical, and also utterly useless. The brown-eyed woman was one of the better alchemists in Evren, and as such had to keep up appearances for the local nobility.

      “You could learn to be more polite, you know. It isn’t all meaningless,” Mora said gently, shaking her head. “I don’t know how we even became friends, some days.”

      “She got rid of the bandits who were trying to extort you, and didn’t even ask you to give her half of what they’d taken,” Cain said, his tone amused. “That was enough for you to give her the benefit of the doubt. Then she dealt with the trolls moving into the forest, which caught all of our attention.”

      Jasmine’s eyebrows visibly rose as she paused, looking at Xandra, then asked, “You did all of that, Xandra?”

      “It isn’t what you’re thinking. The bandits had a bounty on their heads, and they’d attacked me the day before. As for the trolls, a young man was begging anyone in sight to rescue his fiancé,” Xandra replied, rolling her eyes as Jasmine began to smile, and she pulled out one of the chairs to sit down. “He was being honest, and I wanted to practice my spells anyway, so I went. Unfortunately, I didn’t make it in time. She was long dead by the time I got there.”

      “Oh. That’s unfortunate,” Jasmine replied, her smile fading as she asked, “Was she able to be resurrected?”

      Cain snorted, shaking his head. Naomi looked at him sharply. The young woman opened her mouth to speak as she flushed, but shut her mouth instead, looking disgruntled. Which was just as well, in Xandra’s opinion. It was Mora who replied instead, which was good. Mora had more patience than Xandra did.

      “I’m afraid that if he couldn’t afford a group of mercenaries to deal with the trolls, he certainly couldn’t have afforded to have her resurrected,” the alchemist said politely, gesturing to the chairs with a sad smile. “Even then, I’m afraid that she was in no state for resurrection, from what Xandra said. These trolls preyed on humans, and liked to fill their larder with them. Most easy resurrection spells require a relatively intact body.”

      “Oh. Oh. My… my apologies, I didn’t entirely understand,” Jasmine said, her eyes wide, while Naomi’s face turned a little green. The two looked at each other, then carefully took seats around the table as well. Naomi was sitting next to Cain, while Jasmine was between her and Xandra. That was enough idle conversation anyway, at least if you asked Xandra.

      “No, you didn’t. However, we’re here for an entirely different purpose,” Xandra said, leaning forward and resting her elbows on the table while looking at Cain. “I know that your home is warded against eavesdropping, so I won’t mince words. Loth has been invaded by some type of plant monsters, and a shadow shrouds it from horizon to horizon. Jasmine barely made it out, and lost all of her guards in the process save for Naomi. We need to find out what the source of the monsters is, whether it’s something underground or from another plane of existence.”

      Mora paled slightly, while Cain just looked at Xandra for a few seconds, then closed his eyes, sitting back in his chair as he sighed. He didn’t say anything for a moment, then murmured, “Well, that explains why so many omens have been strange. I was starting to wonder why a lot of divinations for merchants were recommending they invest in shipping across the Sea of Mists.”

      Xandra smiled thinly, sitting back in her chair again as she looked at him pointedly, raising an eyebrow. He had the good grace to nod at her. “Of course, wasting time. So, you’re not doing this for the council, correct? In that case, my usual rates will apply.”

      “I expected as much,” Xandra said, inclining her head slightly. “Fortunately for me, you currently owe me no less than fifty crowns for my assistance with Sir Ricter’s problem.”

      Mora’s eyebrows rose a little, and the woman asked, “Sir Ricter? What happened there?”

      “Nothing of note,” Cain said, giving Xandra a sharp look. “The problem was to be dealt with quietly, as it was a very sensitive issue.”

      “Nothing in my contract said anything of the sort,” Xandra replied calmly. “I helped, and I haven’t commented about it because there hasn’t been a need to. The main concern here is that we need you to investigate what’s happened.”

      “Fine, fine! I just need something to go off of that’s more than just plant monsters. There are tons of those across the world, and my magic has to focus on something. The more specific you are, the better my spells work,” Cain said, raising his hands as he conceded the point. “Can you tell me anything more?”

      Xandra turned to Jasmine, raising an eyebrow.

      Jasmine nodded, taking a deep breath before she spoke. “We aren’t certain of much, save that the monsters first appeared three days ago, no, four days now, when a strange darkness covered the country from horizon to horizon. I’ve heard that they spread from Meladon Forest, which is near the center of Loth. With as long as it took for word to reach us, I’m not certain of much more than that, and I suspect the first people to notice the invasion must have died, since Lothdar was under a full-scale siege last I heard. I wish that I could tell you more, but that’s all I know.”

      “Hm, Meladon Forest? That gives me a lot more to work off of. Give me a minute,” Cain said, heaving himself out of his chair. He moved at a brisk pace toward the back door of his home, while Jasmine and Naomi settled down again.

      “Are the two of you alright? If you barely escaped Loth after that, you must have been moving quickly,” Mora said, her tone compassionate, and she waved at the tea set. “I could find something more than tea for you if you’d like?”

      “No, Xandra took us to the Grounded Galleon for lunch before this,” Jasmine quickly assured her. “And we’re both priestesses, so we dealt with the lingering injuries this morning.”

      “Though I am tired,” Naomi confessed, quite deliberately not looking in Xandra’s direction, the elf thought. “We got a full night of rest, but I didn’t sleep well, and after two days of running, I think it’ll be a while before I’m recovered.”

      “I warned you that not being able to run for long periods could get you killed,” Xandra told her, keeping her tone even. “Endurance is vital if you want to survive.”

      “We’ve been trying to work on that together. There’s only so much we can do when we have duties to attend to, though,” Jasmine said, lowering her gaze to the table. “I’ve been learning to defend myself, too. I just wish that it was enough.”

      Xandra opened her mouth, but Mora spoke first.

      “I know what Xandra’s about to say, but ignore her,” Mora said bluntly, glaring at Xandra. “She would say you needed to practice more, and make certain you can deal with whatever comes. I say that’s hogwash. Do what you can, and don’t beat yourself up over failures.”

      “That is not what I was going to say, so don’t try to speak for me,” Xandra replied flatly, a flicker of anger welling up inside her, which she firmly suppressed. “It just makes you sound like an idiot. Was Jasmine woefully unprepared for what she ran into? Of course. She has neither the skill nor the temperament for large-scale battle, her spells are so poorly cast that she wastes three times the mana she needs to… and despite that, it wouldn’t have made a difference if she had the skill. While I may think that most people are incompetent idiots, I’m not a complete fool either. Who would have expected an invasion that engulfed an entire country in a matter of days, and which cut off teleportation? That’s more than I would have expected, that’s for certain. So how am I supposed to criticize them for failing to stop it?”

      Mora stared at Xandra, her eyes wide, while Naomi and Jasmine watched as well. The shock in their eyes irritated her, and she sniffed, shaking her head.

      “Just because I don’t suffer fools gladly doesn’t mean I can’t tell when people didn’t have a chance. All the training in the world won’t do you a damned bit of good if you get knifed in the back. You may as well put a mountaineer in charge of a ship just before they get hit by a hurricane. Or maybe throw your average farmer at a dragon,” Xandra said irritably.

      “I still think it’s the biggest concession I’ve heard you make,” Mora said, a smile flickering across her lips. “Do I need to throw a celebration?”

      “Obviously you haven’t asked the right questions. I know that I have my limits. I simply work to make sure that when I run into a problem, I have things set up so that my skills can get me through them,” Xandra snapped. “And if you throw a celebration, it’ll just tell me which building to set on fire so I can reduce the number of idiots in the world.”

      “As if you’d actually do that,” Mora replied in amusement. “I know you better than that.”

      Xandra growled under her breath, her irritation growing stronger, but she couldn’t argue. While she didn’t like Mora pretending to be so shocked, the woman was the most tolerant of Xandra among her acquaintances. Aside from Dominick, anyway. The blunt battle-mage was the type of person she could respect, and after she’d thrown him through a wall he’d begun respecting her in turn. Not that he hadn’t nearly killed her first.

      “How long have you known one another?” Jasmine asked, looking between them curiously. “It can’t have been more than three years… that’s how long ago Xandra escaped the lower planes with us, after all.”

      “That’s a good question,” Mora said, leaning forward and idly tracing the edge of her teacup, creating a quiet resonance as she looked at Xandra, her gaze thoughtful. “I think about… two years at this point? Everyone was startled when you drove the wagon full of stolen goods into town and demanded that someone help you find the rightful owners.”

      Xandra shrugged, looking upward as she murmured, “That’s likely correct. While my sense of time is still skewed, the winters have rather starkly reminded me that I didn’t have to deal with cold weather for over a millennium. I don’t enjoy those months, even with the sea making them less extreme.”

      Naomi gave Xandra a sharp look, opening her mouth, but visibly bit back whatever she’d been about to say.

      “Has she done much good out here, then? We hadn’t realized she was so close to Loth still,” Naomi asked instead, looking at Xandra warily. That was just as well, in Xandra’s opinion. Naomi not trusting Xandra was just common sense, considering where they’d met, and how they’d interacted before this.

      “That depends how you look at things. It isn’t like Evren is a beacon of law and civility,” Mora replied, a note of amusement in her voice as she looked at Xandra. “That said, I do think that a few of the more… malevolent groups have decided to seek greener pastures after she arrived. While Xandra doesn’t actively seek them out, they’ve learned that she doesn’t hold back when she sees them trying to throw their weight around.”

      “What do you mean by that?” Jasmine asked, her eyebrows furrowing slightly.

      “She set a ship on fire when she learned they were carrying slaves,” Mora said dryly, causing Jasmine to inhale sharply, and Xandra scowled, interrupting.

      “After making certain the slaves weren’t aboard. Then I shoved it out into the bay, so it could burn without risking the entire docks. I’m not a complete idiot,” Xandra said, and sniffed. “At that point, they made the mistake of attacking me directly. I defended myself.”

      “Wait, and you’re still allowed in the city? The guards didn’t do anything?” Naomi asked, her eyes huge.

      “Of course not. She destroyed an entire slaver crew on her own. No one paid the dockside guards enough to mess with her,” Mora said in amusement. “I think that a few of the people they associated with sent some assassins after her.”

      “Ones who weren’t fireproof,” Xandra added pleasantly, and grinned as Naomi blanched, while Jasmine’s cheeks colored. Behind Xandra the door opened, and the elf tensed slightly, then relaxed again as Cain spoke.

      “What’s this about being fireproof?” the man asked, a hint of concern in his voice. “I do hope you aren’t planning to set anything on fire in my garden.”

      “No, we were just discussing the attempts on Xandra’s life after the slaver incident,” Mora explained, grinning at the man. “Don’t worry, unless they decide to attack again at this point, your garden is perfectly safe.”

      “Good, as I host far too many guests here to risk it,” Cain said firmly while he approached. He was holding a large object in both hands, one covered by a red velvet cloth, and he set it down on the table, which shifted slightly under its weight, then the man removed the cloth with a flourish. It revealed a gleaming crystal ball resting on a stand.

      Xandra resisted the urge to smile, as she knew that Cain couldn’t help his flamboyance. It was something he did all the time, so it was practically an ingrained part of his nature at this point. Of course, then he ruined it by talking.

      “Within my crystal ball are visions of the past and future, of things incalculable distances away and those next door. Whatever it shows is always true, so watch carefully lest—” Cain began speaking solemnly, at which point Xandra interrupted.

      “Keep acting, and I’ll melt it,” Xandra said bluntly. “We’re not the impressionable nobles and merchants that you normally deal with. Jasmine is the holy maiden of the Phoenix Queen, while Naomi was a priestess the last I heard. We’re neither ignorant nor so wealthy our brains are dribbling out our ears.”

      Cain’s mouth snapped shut as he gave her a betrayed look, prompting a snort of amusement from Mora.

      “I thought you were already wealthy,” the alchemist teased, and Xandra rolled her eyes as Jasmine giggled softly.

      “Wealthy, yes. Mostly because I don’t waste my money on frivolous things. However, I’m not so wealthy that I’m willing to waste money,” Xandra told her, sitting back in her chair. “We don’t need a performance, we need information.”

      “How rude. I’ll have you know that the performance helps me focus on what I’m doing,” Cain replied, sniffing as he settled into his chair. “However, since you insist, I’ll set it aside. One minute, I’m going to search for a planar breach first. If that doesn’t work, we can look for a passage into the underworld, but that’s far more likely to give false results.”

      “I thought you said that it was all true!” Naomi protested, and Cain smiled at her reassuringly.

      “That’s because it is true. The problem is that there could be dozens of ways into the depths of the earth, but there’s no telling if my spell will fasten on the right one. There’s far lower odds of there being multiple passages to other planes of existence in that area,” the diviner explained, then his smile faded as he continued, “That isn’t to say there won’t be, though. This is why I wanted as much information as possible first. It makes it easier to remove the incorrect results before they even show up.”

      “Not to mention all of the other variables that go into such spells. Wrapping your mind around divination magic is… difficult. There’s a reason there are so few spellcasters who advance in that sphere, despite it being excellent for making a living,” Xandra said, inclining her head toward Cain as she added grudgingly, “While I may not enjoy his accompanying performance, Cain is the best diviner I can remember meeting. I admire his ability to make sense of how the magic works.”

      “Why thank you. I think that’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me,” Cain said, his eyebrows rising as he exchanged looks with Mora.

      “Don’t get used to it. If I praise you too much, you’ll likely turn into a gibbering imbecile like Danford,” Xandra replied, her tone scathing, and both of them laughed.

      “We’ll keep that in mind,” Mora murmured, and Cain nodded.

      “In any case, the main thing about divination is that anything in the past or present is comparatively easy to discern. You give the magic enough details to work off of, and it can find anything as long as it isn’t being concealed by another effect,” Cain explained to Naomi patiently. “The future, though… that’s a lot harder. You aren’t going off of things that already exist, you’re going off of what might happen. How likely is it that a storm will wreck the shipping in the Sea of Mists, or that it might ruin crops across the countryside? How likely is there to be a war where a merchant is trading? It’s all based on probability, and most people have a shaky grasp of that. For me, it’s easy. Not so for other people.”

      “Ah. I think I get the idea. Like… like how the spring rains usually come by the beginning of Springmist, but sometimes they come earlier or later than that,” Naomi ventured, nodding slowly, and Cain grinned.

      “Exactly! If you keep track of when it happens in an area, you can see trends, and calculate when the rain will come more accurately. And with divination magic, if you have a grasp of how to do that, it can also calculate all of the things you can’t see to give you a very accurate idea of what will come,” Cain said, and nodded at the orb. “That’s what I do, really. I figure out where things are, were, or where they might end up. Now, I’d best get to work before Xandra rips my head off.”

      “I wouldn’t rip it off. That would be far too messy,” Xandra replied mildly, a smile tugging at the edges of her lips, though she resisted the urge to laugh. She was mostly amused that he’d given the explanation to Naomi.

      He gave her a sour look, but after another moment Cain focused on his crystal ball and began to chant. The spell was quick and elegant, even if it had a few tiny elements of illusions woven into it, which surrounded the orb with a thin mist. Xandra would have been more annoyed if the spell wasn’t so perfectly polished that there weren’t more than a few threads of stray mana filtering out from it. One of the things she’d noticed was that priests and priestesses tended to be a lot sloppier with their spells than other types of magi, which led them to waste more mana. Cain didn’t do that, which Xandra appreciated.

      Jasmine sat forward in her chair, her gaze fixed on the orb, while the others watched curiously as well. Xandra wasn’t an exception, though she was more relaxed than the others were. If a disaster was about to strike Loth, that was simply how things went. She wasn’t going to get upset about it, since it wasn’t her home and she’d seen similar things far too many times over the years. Perhaps seen was the wrong term, she corrected herself a moment later, but she’d certainly heard about them from her Mistress, as well as seen some of the results.

      An image slowly took shape in the orb, one that wasn’t as clear as Xandra had expected. She saw a forest shrouded in darkness, with an open glade at its center. The glade had two trees in it, their branches arching upward to meet one another, and between them was a shimmering green light. From the light emerged thorned plants like those she’d destroyed the previous day, marching in rows, while a male figure with dark fur and glittering amber eyes watched them. Xandra’s eyebrows rose at that, slightly surprised to see one of the fair folk, but at the same time she wasn’t that surprised. She’d been afraid of an extraplanar invasion, and the fair folk… well, if one offended them, sometimes their response was completely out of proportion to the insult given. There were also a few flickering figures near the edge of the orb, and Xandra was certain she’d seen something moving. Something she recognized.

      Then the fair folk’s gaze snapped upward, revealing a feline face, and it snarled something before the image in the orb suddenly winked out.

      For a moment the garden was quiet, then Mora spoke softly. “Well, that’s not good.”
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      Jasmine felt her stomach knotting as she thought about what she’d just seen. The sight of so many creatures coming through what was obviously a portal was horrifying, but she wasn’t sure what to make of the feline humanoid. She thought it was one of the fair folk, but they varied in shape enough that she couldn’t be certain. She asked softly, “Is it normal for the vision to end like that?”

      “No,” Cain said shortly, sitting back with a hint of resignation on his face. “He must have noticed the scrying and countered the spell. That happens sometimes, but not often. It doesn’t look like Loth is in good shape, and I don’t think that we learned much. My apologies for that.”

      “Didn’t learn much? You need a new pair of eyes, apparently,” Xandra interjected sharply, her lips forming a frown as she looked at the crystal ball, continuing relentlessly as Cain’s cheeks reddened, “The portal was green and trees formed its confines, while a fair folk was keeping watch over it all, which almost certainly means that the other side is linked to one of the fey realms. We know that a twilight encompassed Loth when the invasion began, which indicates they might be from one of the dark realms. We can’t be certain which one, obviously, but there are other clues as well. Did none of you see the dryads moving the trees around the edges of the clearing?”

      The garden was silent for a moment, and Jasmine felt her cheeks heat as she shook her head. “No, I’m afraid not. I was watching the plants coming out of the portal, and… well, I didn’t. I’m sorry.”

      “Do the dryads matter? I didn’t see them, and dryads have never been that big of a threat that I’ve heard of,” Naomi said, frowning a little, which prompted a snort from Xandra. Naomi flushed angrily, but visibly bit back her response

      “Anyone can be dangerous if they put their mind to it. Just because dryads aren’t known for their strength in battle like minotaurs doesn’t mean that they’re as useless as Vanreth. More to the point, if they’re moving trees, that indicates they’re up to something,” Xandra said, tapping the table slowly. “Depending on the tree, their roots can go deep, or they can shatter stone, given time. Perhaps they might be targeting the walls…? No, that seems unlikely. The trees would be in danger. Some dryads can effectively teleport between trees, so that’s another avenue of attack. The problem is that we don’t know enough.”

      “Well, if you don’t know enough about a group of fey, you know who you can talk to,” Mora said, smiling ever so slightly, though she still looked concerned. That caused Jasmine to perk up slightly, hope blooming once more.

      “Oh?” Jasmine asked, looking at Xandra, then paused, surprised by the slight grimace on the elf’s face.

      “I do,” Xandra agreed reluctantly, a hint of unhappiness in her voice. “I just don’t like visiting Nef. She makes me uncomfortable.”

      “Why? She’s a perfectly nice lady!” Cain protested, causing Jasmine’s eyebrows to rise, her confusion growing stronger.

      “That’s exactly the problem. With everything that she knows and has experienced, her attitude is completely unnatural,” Xandra said flatly, shaking her head. “Nef unnerves me. I don’t like visiting her.”

      “Yet every time I talk to her, she asks me when you’re going to visit again,” Mora said, picking up the teapot to refill her cup. “She likes you.”

      “I know,” Xandra said, looking particularly unhappy. “That’s an enormous part of the problem. I’m just glad she doesn’t live in the city, or I’d have to leave.”

      “Who are you speaking about?” Jasmine asked quietly, looking between the three curiously, though she was also rather confused. “I’m guessing this Nef is a planar specialist?”

      Xandra just sat back unhappily, and Jasmine caught the slight smile on Naomi’s face, as well as the larger smiles Cain and Mora gave her.

      “You might say that. Nef, or Kel’Nef if you’re using her full name, is an odd woman. That much I’ll freely grant, but she is one of the Karakar, so that’s to be expected. She’s not much of a mage by the standards of most people, being more skilled in ritual magic, and unable to use most spells in a short time frame, but she’s enthusiastic and very knowledgeable,” Cain explained warmly. “She’s fascinated by other planes, yes, but particularly by their cultures, which is a subject that’s rather less documented, according to her. She lives in a cottage about… what, a day and a half north of here?”

      “About that,” Mora agreed. “She built it in a location that was rather… unstable, planarly speaking, and stabilized it so she could examine the other planes in more depth without being in danger. It significantly reduced the number of strange creatures that randomly popped up in the region, so a lot of people in the area like her. It helps that she’s one of the sweetest, nicest people you’ll ever meet.”

      “Unless you attack her. She doesn’t live on her own without being able to defend herself,” Xandra added, which prompted Cain and Mora to stare at her.

      “You attacked her?” Cain demanded, sounding a little outraged.

      “Do I look like a complete imbecile? Of course not! I may not enjoy her company, but I’m not stupid. No Karakar leaves one of their cities at her rank without either a bodyguard or extensive training in defending themselves. She’s no journeyman, so of course she can defend herself from bandits or even things that are much, much worse than that,” Xandra retorted, scowling at him. “You’re all insane if you think nice means she’s helpless.”

      “Um, Karakar are the lorekeeper elves, right? The ones a ways north-west of Loth?” Naomi asked softly, her voice almost a whisper.

      “That’s right,” Jasmine replied, nodding slightly. “They aren’t usually aligned with any country, as they are almost always searching for specific types of knowledge. About six years ago, one of them came through to update their records on the Phoenix Queen in Loth, and said that another would likely come through in a decade to study Loth’s culture.”

      Naomi nodded, while Xandra just gave Jasmine a sidelong look, her own smile thin. The elf seemed to debate for a moment, then shrugged, speaking calmly. “Karakar are a little more complex than that, or at least were when I was young, but you have the essentials. I’m told that they started as the royal archivists of the original rulers of the elves, and set off on their own when the royal family vanished. I’m not sure how true that is, but they take their pursuit of knowledge seriously.”

      “Ah, I didn’t know that,” Jasmine said, straightening a little. “It does explain a little. I’ve heard they all have red hair, is that true.”

      “Not all, though the majority do. Apparently it’s something of a dominant trait, and most people who marry into the Karakar have children with red hair. There are always some who don’t match the mold, though,” Xandra said, then paused, her gaze growing slightly distant as she tilted her head, considering for several seconds. Then she murmured, “Odd. I know rather more about them than I thought. I know I visited their Great Library once… perhaps I learned more while I was there?”

      “I certainly wouldn’t know,” Cain said dryly. “I tried scrying your past once, and it didn’t go well. There were a lot of wards over you while you were enslaved, and I couldn’t get past them.”

      “That’s just as well. You don’t want to see what happened to me,” Xandra retorted, her tone turning slightly caustic as she added, “Not to mention it’s incredibly rude to intrude that way.”

      “Hey, it wasn’t my idea! A client wanted to know more about you!” Cain said hastily, raising his hands. “It’s just as well, anyway! We saw enough that he decided that trying to seduce you was a poor idea.”

      Jasmine’s eyebrows rose, then she winced as she saw anger flicker across Xandra’s face for just a moment, then the elf’s expression cleared, and she nodded.

      “Good. That said, if we’re to visit Nef, we need to get Jasmine and Naomi some better boots and other items. I also believe that they need a few potions,” Xandra said, glancing at Mora. “You wouldn’t happen to have a few healing and mana potions in stock, would you?”

      “Ah, that I can help with,” Mora said, levering herself out of her chair as she grinned broadly, revealing that she was a little shorter than Jasmine had thought. “I always keep a good stock of each on-hand, because you never know when a privateer is going to show up and want a couple-dozen vials of each.”

      “That’s good, as I went through all of my mana potions as we ran. And my guards…” Jasmine began, only to have it feel like her throat swelled shut, and she blinked several times as heat welled up in her eyes. She reached up to brush away the tears as they formed, and when she spoke again, her voice was husky. “I gave them my healing potions, so I’m completely out. I think Naomi is, too.”

      “I am,” Naomi agreed, her smile fading quickly. “Yesterday wasn’t a good day.”

      Mora’s smile had grown strained, and she looked at Jasmine and Naomi in concern. Cain looked uncomfortable as well, but it was Xandra who spoke, her voice mostly neutral.

      “It could be worse. You lived,” Xandra told them. “That means that it can always get better. If you die, that’s generally it.”

      “Xandra, is it really that important to get moving so quickly?” Mora asked, glancing at Jasmine again. “If they’ve been through so much, shouldn’t they be given a chance to rest and recover?”

      “Time waits for no one. The entirety of Loth is under siege by unknown attackers, and we saw more of them coming through the portal not even ten minutes ago,” Xandra retorted scathingly, waving at the crystal ball. “Delaying could give them every chance to succeed in their aims. I don’t coddle others, not when delaying is likely to make the situation far worse.”

      Jasmine cringed as Mora straightened, afraid of the argument that appeared to be brewing. She considered trying to calm the two down, but then she didn’t have to.

      “Perhaps not, but you have that contract with the city council,” Cain interjected calmly. “You need to give them a report, and that will likely take a little time. For all I know, they may have adjourned for the day, at which point you may have to wait until the morrow. Additionally, Springville is along your path. If you stop a little early, that means that you could visit the hot springs there, and I’ve always heard it does wonders for soothing the mind and body.”

      “You have a point,” Xandra conceded after a moment of thought, though her voice was a bit grudging. “I may not necessarily like it, but I shouldn’t ignore the council. And stopping at the hot springs would be a… negligible delay, if we left at the appropriate time the next day. I will consider the idea.”

      “Assuming we want to go there,” Jasmine said, glancing at Naomi curiously. She wasn’t surprised by the younger priestess’s intrigued expression, since she somewhat liked the idea of hot springs herself. There weren’t any suitable for bathing inside Loth’s borders, so she’d never had an opportunity to visit one. “In the meantime, perhaps we should go?”

      “Yes, we should. Why don’t the two of you go with Mora, and see if you can find the potions you need. We’ll find boots and other items later. In the meantime, I should go see the council, and let them know what I’ve learned. At least then they won’t be able to claim I ignored their request,” Xandra said, nodding decisively.

      “That sounds like an excellent idea,” Mora said, smiling warmly at Jasmine and Naomi as she asked, “Would you ladies like to come with me? I’m certain I can find appropriate items for you.”

      “After you,” Jasmine said with a polite smile, and followed Mora as she left Cain’s garden. The man waved at them, speaking cheerfully.

      “Have a good time, and I hope you can come by sometime when you aren’t in danger!” Cain said. At least it didn’t really ruin Jasmine’s mood.

      After all, she’d had low-level anxiety nagging at her for days now.
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      “For some reason I was expecting something different than this,” Jasmine said, looking around the front of Mora’s shop in surprise.

      The shop had several windows letting light in, but all of them were narrow and barred, while the door looked like it could repel most soldiers. Despite being heavily reinforced, the door swung open easily on its hinges. It must have had a very skilled craftsman, to move so smoothly. The interior wasn’t filled with crowded shelves of glass vials like she expected, though. Instead, the foyer was mostly bare, with a few shelves on either side of the room holding soap, dyes, shoe polish, and other relatively mundane items. Behind a counter in the back was a young man, one who had a wry smile on his face as he watched them. His hair looked a lot like Mora’s, which made Jasmine wonder if they were related.

      “Oh? What did you expect?” Mora asked, pausing halfway to the counter to look over her shoulder.

      “I don’t know, more bottles and vials, I suppose? I don’t think I’ve ever visited an alchemist’s store, though. Most of my potions were supplied by the church,” Jasmine said, looking over at Naomi as she asked, “What about you?”

      “I’ve been to a few alchemists, but most of them didn’t have a storefront. They made their potions to order, but I grew up in a smaller town,” Naomi said, looking a little embarrassed.

      “Mm, I suppose that makes sense. However, you need to keep in mind that most potions are rather small. That means they’re quite easy to pocket when someone is distracting Mark,” Mora said, nodding to him, at which the young man flushed. “That’s why I keep everything truly valuable locked up in the back. If someone needs something, they can ask for it.”

      “It isn’t like anyone has tried distracting me, ever since the thief got himself knocked out in the back,” the young man said, shifting uncomfortably. “How was I supposed to know they were trying to steal from us?”

      Jasmine couldn’t help a slight smile, and Mora let out a sigh as she rolled her eyes.

      “As you can see, Mark is a tiny bit too optimistic and trusting for his own good. Evren isn’t the best locale for that, but he’s my son, so I put up with it,” Mora said, grinning as she added, “And Mark, if someone that pretty is trying to get your attention as obviously as she was, there’s always a catch. Look for it, because it could be a dagger. Or an aphrodisiac she took, but I doubt you’re going to get that lucky.”

      “I know that now, but you didn’t warn me last time,” Mark said unhappily, though his eyes brightened as he looked at Jasmine and Naomi. “Who’re they?”

      “This is Jasmine, Holy Maiden of the Phoenix Queen, and… I believe you were a priestess, Naomi? I’m sorry if I misremembered, but things have been a touch chaotic,” Mora said, an apologetic note to her voice.

      “That’s right, and I don’t blame you. Lady Alexis is more important than me, anyway,” Naomi said, her cheeks coloring slightly.

      “Don’t say that. Higher ranking, perhaps, but not more important,” Jasmine scolded, shaking her head. “I don’t like it when people say things like that. Everyone is important.”

      Naomi looked like she was about to protest, but bit back her words just before she spoke, a mulish look on her face.

      “I’m not going to interfere with that conversation,” Mora said, sounding faintly amused. “In any case, I have a budget for your potions from Xandra, so I think that I can be rather generous under the circumstances.”

      “What? I have funds of my own, there’s no need to—” Jasmine began, only to be cut off by Mora raising a finger while giving her a firm look. At the same time, Jasmine saw a look of both fear and adoration cross Mark’s face at Xandra’s name.

      “Xandra told me exactly how much she was willing to spend before she left, and I’m sure you know how she is at this point,” Mora said calmly. “She made a decision, and expects the funds to be put to use. Doubtlessly she’ll expect me to use as much as possible, even if she’d prefer me to keep to a more efficient budget. If she were concerned about the funds, she’d have refused to let you come here without her, so… no. Use what she’s offering, because she’s far wealthier than you might think.”

      “How so?” Naomi asked, frowning. “I mean, she had a bunch of gems and other things she took when we escaped the lower planes, but I didn’t think they were worth that much. Besides, from what she said she only has an apartment in the city. That doesn’t seem like the sort of lodgings for someone who’s wealthy.”

      “That’s… a good question,” Jasmine murmured, frowning as she thought. “I mean, we haven’t heard of her, and I think we’d know if she killed Old Fangmaw or something.”

      Mora laughed, and Mark cracked a smile as well. The two looked at each other, and Mark shrugged.

      “Don’t ask me, Mom. You told me to leave her alone, since she has a temper,” the young man said, shifting from one foot to the other. “I just know that she’s always busy.”

      “That’s right,” Mora agreed, leaning against the counter for a moment as she thought, then shrugged. “That’s really the entire reason, if you must know. Xandra is always taking new jobs, and for the most part she’s very frugal with her money. When you take the sort of payments she gets, and combine it with how little she tends to spend, it adds up quickly. Beyond that, she has absolutely enormous mana reserves, and an awe-inspiring control of them. Some of the local captains hire her to charge their windstones even when they dislike her because she can do it so quickly and without damaging the items, while when enchanters have rush jobs, they know they can get mana from her. I’ve never met anyone with such a mastery of energy magic.”

      “Ah. That does explain it,” Jasmine said, her curiosity easing. She smiled in amusement, thinking back to her rescue, a hint of mixed fondness and regret welling up inside her. “As for the mana, that I can attest to myself. I still remember how she told me to take the mana I needed, and my mana core nearly burst from how much I took. I didn’t expect it, and her mana is just so… so pure.”

      “Mm, that it is,” Mora said, looking at Jasmine curiously for a second, then cracked a smile. “Either way, what sort of items do you need? I don’t just have healing and mana potions, I also have most of the items you can get at a good apothecary, as well as some explosive flasks and the like. I’m a sixth-circle alchemist, so I have a broad variety of items.”

      “Well, we’re both capable of healing, so I think the main priority will be mana potions, along with some potions to wash away fatigue. We were chased relentlessly, so those would be particularly useful,” Jasmine said, pushing the distractions aside as she moved forward, glancing at the shelves while she thought. “Beyond that… I’m not sure. Naomi?”

      “I don’t think I’d be much good with the flasks, and smoke bombs probably wouldn’t help against the plant-monsters we ran into,” Naomi replied slowly, frowning as she thought, then shook her head. “I don’t know.”

      “How about an elixir which increases your speed and reaction time?” Mora suggested, smiling a little wider. “It only lasts a quarter-hour, but sometimes you need to be able to move a bit faster.”

      “Hm, that does sound like a good idea,” Jasmine agreed, then frowned. “Just how much money did Xandra budget for us, anyway?”

      The broad grin on Mora’s face was telling, and Jasmine blinked, then resisted the urge to laugh. She really didn’t understand the elf at all, but she wasn’t a bad person, no matter how much people seemed to think she was.
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      “I refuse,” Xandra said bluntly, irritation rushing through her. “And if you keep trying to force me to stay here, I’m going to burn the building down.”

      Councilwoman Lekis’s mouth snapped shut, and her eyes narrowed as the woman glared at Xandra frostily. Xandra ignored the glare, since she knew that the merchant was far too much of a coward to push the issue. The incident with the assassins had made all of Evren’s major powers take note, and she’d noticed how the different district guards had stopped challenging her for the most part. It gave her a certain grim satisfaction.

      “You didn’t even get confirmation of what had happened!” Councilman Chandler protested, the large man looking near panicked. “You’re going off of the word of others! Is this how you carry out tasks you’re hired for?”

      “I’m going off the word of one of the holy maidens of the Phoenix Queen, one whom I know is legitimate,” Xandra replied, her eyes narrowing as she crossed her arms in front of her, mentally imagining how she could break the man down into tallow for his candles. Then she thought better of it, as the mental image was quite revolting. “As for being hired, you never paid me a copper up front. If you’d paid me anything, I might be more concerned, but you haven’t. I found out what was going on, told you, and now I’m going to assist someone else who has requested my services. She’s at least a half-wit, and a good deal more pleasant company as well.”

      That shut them all up for a few moments, and Xandra saw several faces color or pale, and in one case both. Only one of the members of the council didn’t. Head Councilwoman Seafoam pinched the bridge of her nose, the dark-skinned human obviously irritated. The woman was the head of Evren’s merchant guild, and tended to have a good head on her shoulders. Though when Xandra compared her to even half of the city’s upper class, that wasn’t difficult. The others got over their outrage relatively quickly, and angry murmurs began to grow once more from the half of the council that Xandra didn’t like.

      “If you would stop your bickering, please?” Seafoam asked at last, glancing around the room in annoyance. “We already knew that something magical had disabled the teleportation link into Loth, the only question was what had happened. While what Xandra has told us is extremely unusual, it isn’t outside the realm of possibility, and if she’s correct, then she brought us the information we asked for. I move that we send scouts to the Old Ash farmstead to examine the remains of these plant creatures and to confirm her story. We can release the payment once we have confirmation.”

      “That seems reasonable,” Councilwoman Lekis said, giving Xandra a glare. “I still believe she should wait in the city for that confirmation.”

      “As I said, keep pushing and I’ll burn the building down,” Xandra said, raising a hand and willing power into it, causing her hand to glow. “Shall I demonstrate my sincerity?”

      “There’s no need for that,” Seafoam said quickly, giving Lekis a harsh look. “Assuming your report is accurate, and I have little doubt that it is, how do you wish to receive your payment? If you are going to be absent, it does cause some difficulties.”

      “Deliver it to the alchemist Mora. I have no doubts she’ll ensure that the payment is taken care of,” Xandra told her, allowing the mana to flow back into her mana core. She hadn’t wasted so much as a drop, to her private satisfaction.

      “Very well, we’ll do so,” Seafoam said, worry in her eyes, which Xandra approved of.

      Any invasion that could paralyze a nation as large as Loth practically overnight would be able to overrun Evren without trouble. The city simply didn’t have the walls or defenses that larger, better-organized cities possessed. On the other hand, the lack of organization was one of the things that had drawn Xandra to the city to begin with. She didn’t like being chained down by too many obligations.

      “In that case, I’ll take my leave so you can discuss what you want to do,” Xandra said, turning to leave without waiting for a nod of approval. If they were going to delay on paying her, they weren’t worth even a modicum of respect.

      “Arrogant bitch,” someone whispered behind her, just loud enough that Xandra caught it, though she doubted the woman who’d spoken realized that. She also wasn’t sure which of the councilors had said it, but Xandra didn’t let it get to her. Especially when someone else hissed at the woman angrily.

      Instead she stepped out of the council chamber, closed the door behind her and gave a nod to their secretary, an efficient woman named Teresa. The woman was one of the few people working for the council that Xandra truly respected, and she spoke to the woman politely.

      “I believe they will be arguing for some time. Good luck with your work,” Xandra told Teresa, and the brunette smiled back at her.

      “It certainly sounded like you gave them a fair amount to disagree on,” Teresa said, shrugging as she continued, “Still, it isn’t anything out of the ordinary for me. They argue a lot. Have a good day, Xandra!”

      “I’ll try,” Xandra replied, nodding again as she pushed the front doors open and stepped outside, taking a breath of fresh air. It wasn’t great, since several horses had made their contributions to the street recently, but it was better than the stuffy air inside.

      Glancing upward, Xandra quickly looked down again. She liked being able to see the sky, but after centuries either indoors or under a sky filled with smoke that created an unnaturally lower ‘ceiling’, she just wasn’t comfortable looking upward for long. It made her dizzy.

      “Hey, Miss Xandra! Care to come try a meat pie? We just got in some fresh mutton this morning!” a young man called out hopefully, distracting Xandra from her thoughts, and she looked at the sandy-haired boy. He’d lost one of his front teeth, she noted in surprise, and she’d have sworn he’d grown a few inches since the last time she’d seen him. Humans could be so disconcerting sometimes… but then again, she also hadn’t been around children much for the better part of a millennium.

      “Why not?” Xandra said, shrugging as she approached him, reaching into her belt pouch. “How much are they?”

      “Five copper each!” the young man said, beaming as he gestured into the shop, where Xandra could see a tray of small meat pies on a pan, their tops steaming gently. Each was almost big enough to be a meal on its own, and she considered, then nodded.

      “I’ll take three, in that case,” Xandra told him, pulling out a few coins and a small enchanted sack. “If you’d wrap them in this, I’d appreciate it.”

      “Of course, Miss Xandra!” he said, quickly taking the coins and sack, then raced into the shop, exclaiming, “Three pies, Ma!”

      Xandra couldn’t help a bit of a smile, but quickly suppressed it once she noticed other people in the area. She couldn’t have them thinking she’d gone soft or they might do something stupid.

      Inside the shop she saw the boy helping his mother pack the food into the sack, taking care to wrap it so it wouldn’t leave too many crumbs, to Xandra’s approval. The sack was designed to preserve food, as she often brought pre-made food with her, considering what a poor cook she was. At the same time, she wondered if Jasmine and Naomi would like the food. Naomi may not have been one of Xandra’s favorite people, but she didn’t hate the young priestess. That would require too much effort.

      More to the point, she was somewhat dreading the trip to visit Nef, even if it was necessary, and the sight through the scrying spell was concerning. She doubted that Evren was in immediate danger, though. Only a handful of the creatures had come over the border, and the persistent dusk Jasmine had described indicated that the invasion was likely intended to be localized. Perhaps direct sunlight was harmful to the plants, but Xandra wasn’t certain. She’d never seen anything quite like the plant-creatures before, and she was entirely willing to admit when she was out of her depth.

      “Here you are, Miss Xandra!” the boy said, interrupting her musing again, and Xandra nodded, taking the sack as she replied gravely.

      “Thank you. I will attempt to enjoy them,” Xandra said, slipping the sack into her bag. She was so happy that she’d taken the bag, as the amount it could hold without increasing in weight was immense.

      “You’re welcome!” the boy said cheerfully, waving at her. Sometimes Xandra wondered if she should try to learn the names of people like him, but every time she thought better of it. They’d just die or be used against her. She preferred it when she didn’t have those attachments. Learning the names of people she didn’t care about was so much less bothersome.

      “Speaking of which… I wonder where Jasmine and Naomi are at this point?” Xandra murmured to herself, considering the angle of the sun and how long she’d been inside. It wouldn’t make much sense for them to still be at Mora’s shop, but she didn’t know where else they would go. So after a few seconds she sighed to herself and headed toward the shop. Hopefully Mora hadn’t had too much of an open mouth.

      It was relatively peaceful moving through the city, at least it was for Xandra. She saw a single brawl in the streets, and she thought she heard something unpleasant going on in a back alley, but no one got in her way. Instead she focused on moving down the street, trying to figure out why she was helping Jasmine as she moved.

      There really wasn’t any benefit to her doing it, and if anything it seemed likely to get Xandra embroiled in something far more dangerous than she’d encountered since escaping the Domain of Ashen Hopes. It wasn’t a desire for excitement, that much she knew. If she wanted excitement, she could simply travel north to one of the regions where there was more conflict, like the Riven Kingdoms. Xandra was sure she could carve out her own domain there if she really wanted to, though she didn’t feel it’d be worth it. No, that wasn’t why she was helping.

      “I don’t know,” Xandra said quietly, shaking her head as irritation rushed through her. “I should know, but I don’t. Damn it.”

      She was approaching Mora’s shop, though, so Xandra forced herself to focus on the here and now, not things that were ephemeral and unknowable. She dealt with what she had, after all. Doing anything else would be an exercise in frustration.

      Stepping up to the door, Xandra glanced at Mora’s sign, a slightly worn board that had the images of a vial of liquid and a mortar and pestle, noting that she’d likely be having it painted again soon. That seemed to be a yearly thing, Xandra had noticed, which struck her as a little odd. She knew that Mora could make paints that would last longer, yet every year she used the same paints that would begin to fade and flake in less than a year. Xandra couldn’t help wondering why.

      A bell tinkled as the door opened, and behind the counter Mark stood up straighter, his voice cheerful as he began speaking. “Welcome to Mora’s—oh, Miss Xandra, it’s you! Can I get you anything?”

      The young man’s eyes were glimmering with both lust and fear, emotions that Xandra was all too familiar with. She really wasn’t surprised at either emotion, though the boy really shouldn’t be infatuated with her. She’d have to treat him appropriately to scare him off if he ever tried to act on it, she decided. In the meantime, she glanced around the room, noting it was unoccupied except for Mark.

      “I’m looking for Mora and my guests. I don’t know if you met Jasmine and Naomi,” Xandra said shortly, tapping her left foot impatiently. “Do you know where they are?”

      “Oh, yes! They left about, um, a quarter-hour ago? Mom said she was going to take them to the Black Goat to get settled in for the night,” Mark said enthusiastically, and Xandra resisted the urge to sigh as her hopes to leave that evening vanished. They could’ve made it almost a quarter of the way to Nef’s cottage, but it seemed that wasn’t going to happen.

      The door opened and a couple of human women stepped inside, then stopped, stiffening slightly as they saw Xandra. She glanced back at the blonde and brunette idly, both of whom had the mannerisms of townsfolk, without the darker skin tone of those who spent lots of time outdoors. That idly amused her, as did the worry on their faces when they saw her. Still, she didn’t want to cost Mora business, so she nodded to Mark.

      “Thank you. I will go find them,” Xandra told Mark, giving him a polite nod, then turned to leave. There was a notable sigh of relief from the brunette, and the other hissed something at her, causing the brunette to blush.

      She ignored them, instead going outside again and considering, then shrugged, turning to head toward the Black Goat. While it wasn’t necessarily the best inn in Evren, it was better than many of the other options, which explained why Mora had chosen it. Obviously Mora liked the priestesses, since she was taking the time to settle them in. That or Mora was fishing for information while an alchemy batch simmered. Now that Xandra thought about it, that made far more sense than the other option.

      It took a little while to reach the Black Goat, since it was a few blocks from Mora’s shop. Xandra came around the corner just in time to see a man get thrown bodily out of the Black Goat, and Xandra’s eyebrows rose as the tall, mostly-bald human bouncer let out a blistering stream of curses, including a few she hadn’t heard before. She filed them away as he finished. “So if yer going to try to give attention where it isn’t welcome, ya’d damn well better settle your tab first, ya lazy excuse for a mule! Come back when yer sober and have the coin to settle yer bill!”

      “I got all the coin I need! It’s in my room, you heavy-handed brute!” the man in the dirt retorted, dragging himself to his feet, though he staggered a little even then. “Lemme back in!”

      “Not until yer sober, so git,” the bouncer said, crossing his arms in front of his barrel-like chest, his eyes narrowing slightly. For a moment Xandra thought the other man, a human with dark hair and shadows under his eyes, was going to attack. Fortunately for him, he thought better of it, and began to slink off.

      “Hello, Ethan. That was an impressive burst of profanity. I’m going to have to use it one of these times,” Xandra told him, a hint of a smile tugging at the edges of her lips.

      “Oh, uh, Xandra, it’s you,” Ethan said, the burly man suddenly turning awkward, and he reached up to rub his head. “Really, it isn’t the sort of language a lady should use.”

      “I’m not a lady,” Xandra pointed out, climbing the steps to the door at a measured pace, amused as he looked even more awkward. Possibly a little desperate as well.

      “Well, no, but… but ya’ve already got a sharp enough tongue. The missus would take a strip off my hide if ya start using my language!” Ethan said, a hint of desperation in his voice, and that caused Xandra to laugh, something which drew the attention of everyone in the area.

      “Perhaps you should have thought of that before using it. I’m certainly going to remember it,” Xandra replied, smiling broadly at Ethan as she stepped around him. “In the meantime, I was told that Mora brought my most recent employer here, so I need to find her.”

      “Fortunately, you won’t have to look far.” Mora’s voice came from just inside the inn door, and Xandra stepped through, then paused, raising an eyebrow as she looked around.

      A half dozen people were scattered around the inn’s front room, plus Jasmine, Mora, and Naomi, and Xandra had essentially all of their attention. Some of them were staring at Xandra because of her appearance, she knew, and she tugged her hood a bit farther forward just to be safe. Not that it would make much difference in the end, but it made her a little happier. On the other hand, Mora looked a little surprised, while both Jasmine and Naomi were staring at Xandra like she’d grown another head.

      “What?” Xandra asked, her amusement from Ethan’s commentary turning into slight annoyance.

      “You can laugh,” Naomi stated, sounding stunned. “I’ve only seen you smile a couple of times, and usually it’s more like a sneer.”

      “Of course I can laugh and smile. Anyone can, the only thing that it requires is for someone to want to,” Xandra said, her smile fading as she looked back at Naomi. “My question for you is this. What reason did I have to laugh or smile while in Lothdar? The church was spying on me, the man who took off the collar nearly failed, and Vanreth was looking for an excuse to kill me. That doesn’t seem like a situation that would make anyone happy in my opinion.”

      “Oh, um…” Naomi said, her voice trailing off as she hesitated, obviously torn on what to say. Fortunately for her, Jasmine took the chance to interject, while Mora looked at her oddly, then gestured Xandra to the side so they weren’t blocking the door.

      “Was it truly that bad? You didn’t seem especially pleased on escaping the lower planes, either,” Jasmine asked, frowning a little. “Though… I suppose having someone threaten to kill you immediately afterward would put a damper on things.”

      “That’s precisely what I was going to point out,” Xandra said dryly. “I don’t blame Alora, not after what she’d been through, but it certainly wasn’t pleasant. In fact, I’d say that the only two who were pleasant to me were you and Adrian. Naomi seemed reasonable at first, then she seemed to decide that I was irredeemable. That’s partly my fault, but I refuse to feign politeness.”

      “Which isn’t to say she can’t be respectful. I’ve even seen it before!” Mora said, her voice teasing, and she grinned unrepentantly as Xandra glared at her.

      “Really?” Jasmine asked, her eyebrows rising a little as she looked at Xandra, appearing a bit bemused. “Who could’ve brought that on?”

      “I respect those who deserve it. People who’ve mastered their craft, and who I believe are striving to be the best that they can be,” Xandra told the half-elf, bracing herself, as she knew that Mora would elaborate more than she’d prefer.

      “Xandra met the apprentice of the Lady of Storms when she came into port for resupply,” Mora explained. “After some discussion, she was even invited to go visit her. When Xandra came back, she was subdued and didn’t lash out for a couple of days.”

      Jasmine’s eyebrows rose even more, shock on her face, but Xandra muttered a moment later, wistful resentment in her voice as she thought back, “Then Cain reminded me that people were idiots, by and large. Wanting me to come to a party as his ‘girlfriend’ to impress a bunch of idiotic nobles indeed.”

      “Wait, wait… you met the Lady of Storms?” Naomi interrupted incredulously, her eyes wide. “I thought she was practically a myth!”

      “I did,” Xandra said, resisting the urge to smile back at the young priestess, as for once her comments didn’t strike Xandra as stupid. “She’s older than I am, you know, and she was a legend even then. I’m not surprised a lot of people don’t really think she exists, and her apprentice… a work of art, if you ask me. I’ve never met anyone who made me feel as small and clumsy as she did, and she wasn’t even trying.”

      “What do you mean by ‘a work of art’?” Jasmine asked, frowning slightly. “I know about the Lady of Storms, after all. If she were more active, I think she’d be even more famous than the Heartreaver, Lord Elthan, or any of the other modern heroes… but I don’t know a lot about her. Just that she’s an ancient sorceress who took part in many battles, and she appears to be immortal.”

      “Oh, she’s certainly that,” Xandra said, laughing softly again as she smiled. “Far more immortal than me, for that matter. I’m not sure she can be killed, from what she said. In any case, she’s reached the rank of Archmage in multiple spheres, and… well, let’s just say that her apprentice wasn’t born of anyone’s body. I believe that the Lady of Storms created her from magic. I can’t come up with any other reasonable explanation for the perfect web of mana veins she possesses… though I suppose that it’s possible she remade the mana veins from nothing for the girl. That would probably be more difficult than creating her entirely. I didn’t dare ask, I’m afraid.”

      “Oh. That’s…” Jasmine said, looking at Xandra in shock, while Naomi’s mouth simply hung open, obviously stunned. Eventually, Jasmine spoke again, her voice a bit more hopeful. “I don’t suppose there’s any way we could get her help, is there? I—”

      “No,” Xandra said flatly, much of her amusement vanishing instantly as she straightened. “And I will not risk her goodwill by so much as asking her.”

      The others fell silent at that, and Mora’s eyes went wide before asking, her voice almost a whisper, “You can contact her?”

      “Yes. And I will leave it at that,” Xandra told her, shaking her head firmly. But on seeing the confused look on Jasmine’s face, she sighed in annoyance and continued, “Oh, of course you won’t leave it alone. She won’t deal with your problem for a simple reason: she doesn’t want others to rely on her.”

      “What do you mean?” Naomi asked after a moment, her voice hushed.

      Xandra considered the young priestess for a moment, tapping her leg impatiently with a finger as she tried to figure out how to explain her thoughts. She should’ve cut Mora off before she’d mentioned the Lady of Storms, Xandra decided, then sighed.

      “What happens when a country runs into a threat that isn’t easy to deal with? One that their army might not be able to handle, assuming they have an army?” Xandra asked, looking at Jasmine.

      “Well… from everything I’ve heard, they either hire adventurers, or send any of their more powerful heroes to deal with the problem,” Jasmine replied, frowning slightly at this point.

      “And if they aren’t sure whether they can handle it?” Xandra asked, growing slightly annoyed as a human woman started moving in their direction. She raised a hand after an instant’s consideration, conjuring a ball of fire as she warned, “Keep coming closer and I’ll set your hair on fire.”

      “I wouldn’t test her, lass. Xandra doesn’t make idle threats very often,” Ethan chimed in, prompting a few dark chuckles around the room. The pretty merchant glanced around, then let out a huff of annoyance before turning away.

      “Well, fine,” the woman said, and Xandra resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Some people weren’t worth her time.

      After the room settled down, Jasmine cleared her throat and shrugged. “Well, considering the situation… most likely they’d do what we are, and go looking for help outside their borders.”

      “Precisely. And the moment you heard about the Lady of Storms, you wanted to ask her for help, without even knowing the full extent of the threat you’re facing,” Xandra said pointedly, frowning at her. “She got tired of everyone coming to her, especially since she’s immortal. Her point of view is that unless it is a threat that the rest of the world can’t deal with, she’s staying out of it and letting new heroes develop.”

      “Oh,” Jasmine said, looking a little troubled, then nodded reluctantly. “I suppose I’ll just have to live with that. I wish she’d help, though.”

      Xandra didn’t respond, instead rolling her eyes, then turned to Mora. “Thank you for helping them, Mora. As it happens, in their usual idiocy the council decided to delay paying me until they were sure what I told them was true. It makes me wonder why they bothered hiring me to begin with. That being the case, I told them to give you my payment once they’re done. At least I know that you won’t spend it, unlike Cain.”

      “He is a diviner. He knows better than to spend money that belongs to you,” Mora said, a slight smile on her face. “In any case, it wasn’t an imposition. I liked talking to Jasmine and Naomi, as they had some interesting stories to tell about you.”

      “I’m certain they told you entirely too much,” Xandra said irritably, glancing at the two priestesses. “Regardless, thank you.”

      “Have a good night, and good luck to all of you!” Mora said warmly, looking at Xandra briefly as she added, “You’ll need it, if you’re going to be hanging around with Xandra.”

      “Thank you,” Jasmine said, her cheeks coloring slightly, but Naomi waved as Mora made her way out. Xandra waited for her to go, then clapped her hands, causing both of them to jump.

      “Well! Since we aren’t going to be leaving this afternoon, as you’ve obviously acquired lodging, we’d best make some use of the time. Shopping for items to make sure the two of you can keep up seems like the obvious solution,” Xandra said, eying the two speculatively.

      In all honesty, the looks of worry on their faces were somewhat satisfying.
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      “I don’t understand Xandra at all.”

      Naomi’s comment was soft, but not unexpected, with how pensive she’d been all evening. Jasmine looked up from adjusting the laces of her nightgown, resisting the urge to smile, as she didn’t want to make Naomi think that she was making light of her concerns. It wouldn’t be right after what they’d been through together.

      “Why do you say that?” Jasmine asked after a few seconds, straightening again.

      The room they were sharing was relatively small despite having two beds. It wasn’t as nice as what Jasmine was used to, though she’d certainly slept in worse than the lumpy beds. Far worse.

      Naomi hesitated, pausing in the middle of folding her clothing, then audibly sighed as she shrugged, looking at Jasmine helplessly.

      “I don’t…” Naomi began, then paused, obviously struggling to find words, then leaned onto the bed as she complained, “I just wish she’d be consistent! For a while I thought she was just crotchety, mean, and willing to do horrible things, since she says such mean things all the time. I mean, she threatened to set that lady’s hair on fire!”

      “Yes, she did. She also didn’t go through with it, since the woman left her alone,” Jasmine acknowledged, crossing her arms as she waited for Naomi to get to the point. She had a good idea of what was going through Naomi’s head, but she didn’t want to project her own opinions on someone else.

      “I know that, but it was rude and mean,” Naomi said, raising her head to look at Jasmine. “It would make it so easy to hate her if she was always like that. But… but then we found out about other things. The slavers, for instance, and how she didn’t take all of the things from the bandits for herself either. Or how she’s done several things for others without any real payment at all. It doesn’t make sense.”

      Jasmine nodded, pursing her lips as she thought. She couldn’t blame Naomi for her impressions, if she was being honest. For herself, she found Xandra’s attitude oddly refreshing in a lot of ways. Most people were overly polite, danced around the point, and were reluctant to tell her the truth. Xandra… well, Xandra had no compunctions about telling her off if she felt like it. It might be rude, but sometimes it was what she needed to hear.

      “I don’t know why she acts the way she does. I have my guesses, but I don’t know,” Jasmine said at last, adjusting the laces once more, then settled onto her bed gently. “I think that she’s… complex, in that she rather dislikes most people, yet at the same time she doesn’t want anyone to be in the position she was in. Beyond that, with what she does… perhaps it’s her way of making amends for what put her in the Domain of Ashen Hopes to begin with. All that said, I think she’s a good person.”

      “A good person? She did end up down there, I’ll remind you,” Naomi said, looking at Jasmine incredulously.

      “Yes, and so did I,” Jasmine replied gently, smiling at her friend. “Certainly, I didn’t end up down there as a result of my own actions, but I was there. And besides, if she weren’t a good person, why did she bother saving us last night? Why would she insist on spending her own coin on us, when we haven’t done much of anything for her?”

      Naomi didn’t reply to that, and Jasmine shrugged, then stood again. She’d made her point, though she wondered why Xandra had helped as well. Why, even Xandra had said it was a good question.

      For now, she needed to sleep.
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      Her room was almost silent, and Xandra enjoyed the soft rasp of paper as she turned the page of the book, reading absently. The warm light of her glow-crystals was comforting and clear, far better than any lantern or torch, and it made her apartment… pleasant. As did the enchantments which blocked out virtually all sound from outside. This was a place of peace and quiet, where Xandra could hide from the world. That was important, now more than ever.

      “I’m being an idiot. The best idea would be to send them to Nef, pack my things, and move somewhere safer,” Xandra murmured to herself, glancing up from her book and around the room.

      She’d taken pains to make her apartment a proper refuge for herself, and she doubted even the building owner knew what it was like inside anymore. The floorboards gleamed like they’d been freshly waxed, though they were mostly covered in several thick carpets save for near the unused fireplace, and she’d made certain that the boards wouldn’t creak when she walked around. Unlike many other people, she didn’t bother with tapestries on the walls, since her spells kept the room at a comfortable temperature regardless of the time of year, so instead the walls were mostly covered by the bookcases she’d had made. Each was filled with large tomes, some of which she’d penned herself, while others were ones she’d purchased over the last couple of years. She sat in a comfortable stuffed chair, the only chair in the room as Xandra didn’t receive visitors here. No one else was allowed in her apartment.

      The sitting room was small and cozy, much like the other three rooms of the apartment. There was a bathing room, bedroom, and a kitchen, but that was it. Each of the four rooms were barely more than the size of her bedroom in the lower planes, but that was what Xandra had wanted. It was supposed to help her forget her troubles… yet she couldn’t quite focus on her book.

      Xandra sighed, reaching up to pull off the spectacles she was wearing, and as she did the words on the page changed back to barely comprehensible gibberish. She was learning Corvallian script bit by bit, but for now she had to rely on the enchanted spectacles for translations, which annoyed her slightly.

      “Ah, of course. I’ve become complacent… and I don’t want to leave. I’m such a fool,” Xandra murmured, glancing at the book again before closing it with a sigh. “Well, nothing to be done for it. I’ll just have to deal with the problem.”

      She stood and put the book on the sphere of evocation back in its place. Then she spoke a word which quenched the lights throughout the room and headed for her bedroom. If she was going to be gone for a while, at least she could enjoy her bed properly. Finding a mage who could create a proper mattress had taken far too long, if you asked her.

      Xandra simply ignored how Jasmine’s expression of despairing determination from the night before had stuck in her mind, as well as the sheer relief on her face when she’d seen Xandra. There was no reason for her to care about the half-elf, after all.
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      “The job’s a simple one. The man wants the half-elf alive, but we’ll get half the amount if we kill her. The other two he doesn’t care about, so we can kill or sell ‘em if we want,” Orsah said, her voice slightly raspy. That was a relic of her encounter with jungle fever years before, and while she was sure she could get it healed if she wanted to, she rather liked how it scared people when she was threatening them. Scaring them was better than having them make light of her threats, and if they needed someone to charm a target, there was always Alice.

      “How much does it pay?” Keg asked, rubbing his chin slowly. He was short and built like a keg, thus his nickname. Orsah wasn’t sure what his original name was, for that matter, but from the way he snapped at people when they asked, she suspected it was far worse than his current one. He also was what passed for their quartermaster, so he always asked about pay before making a decision on whether to support a job or not.

      Instead of answering directly, Orsah pulled out a pouch and upended it on the table. Pleasant clinking echoed through the cave as gleaming golden disks bounced off one another, one of them rolling halfway to the edge before Alice snatched it, picking up the coin with wide eyes. The coins were from a variety of mints and kingdoms, but they were all about the same size, as well as solid, pristine gold.

      “This… there have to be two hundred coins here,” Keg said, a note of shock in his voice as he looked up at Orsah and demanded, “They paid you nearly two hundred crowns up front?”

      “He did, on the condition that we try to carry out our part. He claimed that he was paying several groups for the job, and whoever brought the half-elf to him would be given ten times this if she was alive. He also said that he’d know if we didn’t try,” Orsah said, her satisfaction fading slightly at the thought. “I’m not sure how, but I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s a spell on the coins or something.”

      Jonathan immediately cast a spell as Alice hastily dropped the coin, his fingers drawing thin streamers of blue magic in the air, then the mage focused on the coins for a few seconds. It took nearly half a minute, then he nodded.

      “There’s definitely a spell on them. I’m not sure exactly what it is, but I think it just makes them easier to track via magic,” Jonathan explained, flicking a few sandy strands of hair out of his face. “I don’t think I can remove the spell, since that isn’t what I’m good at. I honestly don’t think they were trying to hide the spell, since whoever cast it is better than I am.”

      “Hm. That’s good to know. The question is, do you think he’s going to betray us after doing the job?” Keg asked, looking at Orsah in concern. “I mean, if they can track us down, it’d be easy for them to do that.”

      Orsah instantly shook her head, resisting the urge to snort at the thought, since it was quite silly in her opinion. Not that she blamed Keg for the concern, but he hadn’t met the potential employer.

      “Believe me, he doesn’t care. When I asked why he was willing to spend so much on one person, he just looked at me and said that he doesn’t care about the money. Worse, I think he meant it,” Orsah explained. “Beyond that, he didn’t seem to care about the other two at all. I think that we’re beneath his notice in most ways, so he couldn’t be bothered to spend the effort on betrayal. Besides, he’s fair folk, and you know how they are about bargains.”

      “Oh. You could’ve just said that he was fair folk, and that would’ve satisfied me,” Keg said, looking somewhat put out. “Anyway, it seems like a fair enough bargain to me. If Loth is in as much trouble as you’ve said, going after one of their holy maidens shouldn’t be too bad. Besides, if we catch her that’s what, two hundred crowns each? With that we could ship out to someplace a little nicer where they’ll never find us and still live well for a couple of years.”

      “Or start a mercenary company or such,” Alice said, the brunette’s eyes bright as she smiled, looking at the coins greedily. “Hells, I’m not opposed to even failing to find the lady, as long as we earn this. This is as much as our last seven jobs combined!”

      “Agreed,” Jonathan said, nodding firmly. “We’ve done worse things for less, after all. We’ll just have to be careful, I’ve heard that the holy maidens are all relatively powerful casters.”

      “A point we’ll have to keep in mind. Since we all agreed, though, first we have to find her,” Orsah said, standing up straight as she glanced at Keg. “Take care of the coins, would you? In any case, our employer said that last they’d seen her, the holy maiden was heading toward Evren. Realistically, there are four routes she could take out of there. She could take a ship, at which point we can’t do anything, she could go north around or through the Stone Expanse, she could make her way toward Devaran, or she could head east along the coast toward the empire proper. What do you think?”

      “The ship or going east are the most obvious routes, depending on what her goal is. Rantoran may be on the verge of collapse, but if anyone could get Loth reinforcements relatively quickly, it’s them. They still have an impressive navy, after all,” Jonathan said, frowning unhappily as Keg collected the coins. “Devaran is occupied with Palto, last I heard, so they wouldn’t be able to help much. Though their patron deities are rather close friends of the Phoenix Queen, if I remember right.”

      “North is the least likely. She’d have to thread the edge of the Stone Expanse and the Thorned Wood. It isn’t as easy to cross as the section near the coast,” Keg added, frowning. “I don’t know why she’d go that way, either.”

      “She is a half-elf, and I’ve heard there are a few elven communities up that way,” Alice countered. “If she’s trying to hide, that might be a good place to go, especially if she’s being hunted.”

      “True. Well, how about this. Why don’t you go into Evren to gather information, Alice? I doubt that a holy maiden is going to be able to avoid attention, so you should be able to figure out where she’s going,” Orsah said after a moment of thought. “Since the northern route is closest, the rest of us can move to it and watch for them while you’re doing that.”

      Keg nodded in approval, and Alice gave a broad grin. “Now you’re talking! I don’t suppose I could get my share in advance?”

      “You’re supposed to be gathering information, not shopping,” Jonathan interjected quickly, his voice desert dry.

      “Besides which, we haven’t earned the money yet,” Keg added with a frown. “We don’t know what the fair folk will consider to be trying to carry out our part. I’d rather wait to split anything until we’re sure we’ve earned the money.”

      “But what if I need to buy someone a drink or something?” Alice protested, though she didn’t seem that surprised. “Gathering information quickly usually requires some encouragement.”

      Orsah nodded in agreement, even if she thought Alice was being slightly overdramatic. Looking at Keg, she asked, “What do you think? Can we spare a couple of silver for that?”

      “You know we can. I scrimp and save so that when we need it, we have some funds available,” the man grumbled, and pulled out another pouch, carefully extracting a pair of worn silver coins. He slid them over to Alice as he growled, “Keep track of what you spend them on, though. I want an accounting, and any personal purchases will come out of your share, you hear?”

      “Loud and clear,” Alice replied, picking up the coins with a grin. “Where should I meet you once I’ve got the info?”

      Orsah paused, thinking about the question for a few seconds, then shrugged, looking at Jonathan as she asked, “What do you think? The ridge just past Oak Ford?”

      “Seems like a good spot if we’re going to ambush a mage,” he agreed, nodding slowly. “Plenty of cover to hide our presence, and just enough ambient magic to make it harder for them to detect us.”

      Alice nodded, standing up fully as she stretched.

      “I’ll get going, then! I don’t know when they’re going to leave, so the sooner I get moving, the sooner I can catch up with you,” Alice said, glancing toward the sun that was making its way over the horizon, a few rays of light managing to reach them in their cave. “If I’m quick, I can make it well before noon!”

      “Good, we’ll get moving, too. With any luck, we’ll be the ones to catch the holy maiden,” Orsah said, grinning broadly as she considered what she’d do with her share of the money.

      Two hundred crowns could buy a lot.
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      “Are the pair of you related to snails? I can’t imagine any other reason for it taking an hour past sunrise to get out the door,” Xandra snapped, her foot tapping impatiently on the floorboards, and Jasmine winced as the elf continued in a withering tone, “I thought your faith revered the sun, not that you made certain it was well on its way past the horizon before dragging yourselves out of bed.”

      Naomi opened her mouth to retort, but Jasmine quickly interjected, afraid that she was about to make things worse.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize you were waiting,” Jasmine said, flushing slightly as she explained. “I usually have my morning prayers just after dawn, and they’re rather… involved. It’s part of my morning ritual, at least when I’m in a city.”

      “Then it would have been good to inform me of this,” Xandra replied waspishly, her eyes narrowing a little more. “As it is, now we’re going to be arriving in Springville a good hour or more after when I anticipated. I do not like being late.”

      “Didn’t you say that it wasn’t that long of a day to Springville?” Naomi asked, crossing her arms as she glared back at Xandra in a way that just made Jasmine even more frustrated. “What does it matter that we’re going to be leaving later than expected?”

      “Oh, only the small aspect that we’re now going to be pushing farther into the heat of the day,” Xandra retorted. “Given your level of fitness, by the time we get there you’re going to be on the verge of melting, and it isn’t even the height of summer yet! Gods know what you’d do if you were put into a proper march during the summer. Regardless, now that you have dragged yourselves out of your rooms, it’s time to get moving. Come along. Or don’t, if you don’t want my help.”

      Jasmine’s mouth snapped shut as she was about to reply, and she flushed, glancing at Naomi before she asked, “Could we at least stop long enough to get breakfast?”

      “There are food stalls on the way to the north gate. You can eat as we walk,” Xandra replied over her shoulder, not slowing down as she exited the inn.

      Hesitating just an instant, Jasmine paused to speak to the innkeeper, a man who looked somewhat amused.

      “Thank you for the rooms, it was quite pleasant to stay here. I’m afraid I have to go, though,” Jasmine said apologetically.

      “It’s perfectly fine. I’ve seen enough of Xandra to know there isn’t any reasoning with her when she’s like that, so you’d best go,” he replied, chuckling as he added, “She stayed here for a month before finding an apartment, you know. I’m glad she found someplace else to stay, after that. Now go!”

      Jasmine smiled in relief, then rushed out the door after Xandra, Naomi right behind her. It didn’t take much effort to spot Xandra, as even with the cloak the elf cut a striking figure in the crowds. No one else exuded the sheer confidence that Xandra did with her posture and stride, which allowed Jasmine to start catching up, if somewhat more slowly than she anticipated.

      “Does she have to be so rude about things?” Naomi demanded. “I mean, I know what you said last night, but still!”

      “She has a point, though. We didn’t tell her anything, and kept her waiting for who knows how long,” Jasmine said, her cheeks coloring a little as she considered that. “I should’ve realized she wanted to leave first thing in the morning. She’d indicated as much last night, after all.”

      “Maybe so, but still…” Naomi began. Her voice trailed off as Xandra stopped abruptly, turning to face them as she pointed at a stall off to the side.

      “I’d recommend something from Gregor. He makes what amounts to an omelet inside a pastry crust, which makes it easy to eat on the move, and it’s light enough to not make you puke after an hour of walking,” Xandra said shortly, pausing before she added, “They also taste fairly good, assuming you like mild peppers, onion, and eggs.”

      “That… that does sound good,” Jasmine replied, blinking in surprise, then glanced at Naomi. “What do you think?”

      “Sure,” Naomi agreed after a moment of hesitation.

      Jasmine approached the stall, and inside she saw how the large, bearded man was deftly making what looked like omelets, which he rolled up inside a thin pastry dough, then dipped the entire thing into a cauldron of bubbling oil. When done they were like fried burritos, if you asked her, and Jasmine debated before ordering one each for herself and Naomi. They were large enough that she was fairly sure that would be enough food, though it was always possible she would be wrong. They had some dried food for on the road, though.

      Within a minute they were on the way, their food wrapped in handkerchiefs to keep from burning their hands, and Jasmine bit into hers dubiously, only to be surprised by the burst of flavors, as well as the bits of ham and cheese that were in it. It was rather good.

      “Thank you for the recommendation,” Jasmine finally said when they were almost to the northern gate. “This is quite good.”

      “I think so, but I’m a terrible judge of food quality. You’ve had my cooking, after all,” Xandra replied simply, seeming to have calmed down by that point.

      Naomi giggled, and Jasmine couldn’t help a smile of her own as she nodded.

      “Yes, we have. And if it’s all the same to me, I’d prefer to never experience it again,” Jasmine told Xandra firmly.

      Xandra glanced back at Jasmine, and the priestess thought she saw the hint of a smile on the elf’s lips, before she replied, her tone ambivalent, “Yes, I thought you might feel that way. Now, less talking and more walking, hm? We’ve a long way to go.”

      Jasmine nodded and got back to eating as she followed Xandra outside of the city walls. She might miss being safe in Loth, yet… yet there was something oddly freeing about the situation. Jasmine just wished that the circumstances that brought her here weren’t so terrible.
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      “Oh, the holy maiden? Yeah, I saw her. I’m not surprised you heard about her, with the number of people who’ve seen her around town. That’s one really nice looking priestess. I wouldn’t mind going to her to confess my sins, if you know what I mean,” Devak said, a leer on the man’s face, and Alice resisted the urge to shudder. His shop was seedy enough as it was, and she tried to ignore the mold-spotted shelves around her, as well as the items she was sure were stolen. Why, some of them her group had even sold to him.

      She’d never liked Devak much, but the man was the best person in Evren at picking up rumors and information, so she put up with him. It was strange, he wasn’t honestly that bad looking, it was his personality that ruined the dark-haired man for her. And everyone else, from what Alice had heard. Even some of the brothels had begun declining his business, which was startling, considering how low some of their standards were.

      “Really? She’s that good-looking?” Alice said, having to deliberately inject skepticism into her voice. “I’ve heard that looks aren’t everything when it comes to priestesses. Some of them are old crones.”

      “Not this one! She’s a half-elf, with all the ageless beauty that implies, yet has the figure of a human. A really, really busty human. If she was working at Madam Poffin’s, she’d be charging gold every night,” Devak said, though his leer turned to a scowl at the mention of the most exclusive brothel in the city. He shook it off after a moment, continuing, “Long black hair, beautiful… the other priestess wasn’t bad looking either, but not nearly as nice as her. If it weren’t for the company she kept, I’d betcha that one of the gangs would’ve tried to swipe her, since she didn’t have any guards.”

      “Company?” Alice asked, blinking a couple of times. If he was right about how pretty the priestess was, she didn’t disagree, but based on what Orsah had said, there were only three women in their group. Unless the holy maiden had picked up a pile of mercenaries in town, she didn’t see what would dissuade the local thugs from trying to take the holy maiden themselves.

      “What, you didn’t hear about that?” Devak asked, looking honestly shocked as he took a swig from the flask she’d brought him.

      “Hear about what? I got into town an hour ago!” Alice protested, scowling at Devak as her annoyance grew stronger. “I came to ask you because you’re the one who usually knows these things.”

      “Well, you’re right about that. I’m startled that you heard about the holy maiden, but not her company. I wonder… ah, of course! Your group was planning to nab her yourselves!” Devak said, snapping his fingers as he grinned broadly for an instant, then added, “Give it up, Alice. It’s not worth what’ll happen to you.”

      “What are you talking about?” Alice said, ignoring his guess. Denying it would just confirm his suspicions, and she wasn’t about to give him that satisfaction. Unfortunately, his next comment destroyed every bit of composure she had left.

      “She’s with Xandra. That scary bitch of an elf is escorting her around, and none of the gangs are about to try crossing her again,” Devak replied, sounding all too satisfied as he watched the blood drain from Alice’s face. “They left via the north gate this morning, and good riddance, if you ask me. I’d tell your friends to back off if they don’t want to be reduced to cinders.”

      “X-Xandra? And they headed north?” Alice asked, her voice trembling, feeling like she’d been hit over the head with a hammer, she was so dazed.

      Xandra had become a symbol of terror for the bandits and gangs around Evren, and all of them had taken to avoiding her whenever they knew she was in the area. The woman didn’t yield to threats, and trying to extort anyone in front of her was a quick way to an early grave, assuming anything was left to be buried. It wasn’t as though the elf sought them out, but Xandra was impossible to deal with. Alice had heard of a handful of gangs discussing trying to band together to kill the sorceress, but the discussions had died once Xandra had eliminated a host of assassins that the slavers had sent after her.

      “That’s right,” Devak confirmed, watching her closely. Then he chuckled softly, shaking his head. “They’re up that way, huh? Well, you’d better hope that they recognize X before they attack. Otherwise, you’ll be gathering ashes for a memorial.”

      Alice’s shock turned to anger almost instantly, and her temper snapped as she slapped down a silver on the counter between them.

      “Shut the hell up, Devak. You’re an ass,” Alice spat at him, then turned and left, not quite running.

      As she reached the exit, she was followed by Devak’s laughter, and she could only hope that the others would recognize Xandra in time. If they didn’t… well, it didn’t bear thinking about. So as she moved, she began mouthing a prayer to the gods.
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      The forest was growing quieter as they walked, which caused Xandra’s deep-seated paranoia to rear its head. It had taken her time to fully adapt to a world which had numerous small animals and birdsong, but she’d managed it in the end, and it gave far better clues as to impending ambushes as well. Unfortunately, it didn’t seem like Jasmine or Naomi had noticed a thing. It just figured they’d be ignorant of impending danger, and it also explained to Xandra why Jasmine had been captured previously.

      “I thought this would be darker, maybe a little more dismal. The trees here are so big, and sunlight gets through their branches more easily than I thought it would,” Naomi was saying, craning her neck to look upward. “I’d always heard that forests nearer the Thorned Wood were scarier than other areas.”

      “True, though I haven’t had enough experience with them to be sure. I’ve rarely been out of Loth, and never in this direction,” Jasmine said, walking along the road calmly, the hem of her skirt still a little wet from crossing the ford. “There was some discussion of me going to negotiate with the republic in the fall, but after the last few days, I doubt that will happen.”

      Xandra couldn’t resist a snort, and after an instant she decided not to warn her companions of the potential danger, at least not yet. She wasn’t sure what the danger was, after all, and until she had a better idea, there wasn’t much of a point.

      “These woods aren’t as dark because of the occasional forest fires. That clears out the underbrush regularly, and there aren’t many oaks because they don’t deal well with fire,” Xandra told them, shaking her head slightly. “As for the areas near the Thorned Wood, they don’t look any different than most other areas. What makes them dangerous are the creatures that come out of the Thorned Wood, nothing more. Obsidian tigers are my least favorite of the predators to hunt, as they can teleport via shadows. Nearly having a few tons of cat land on you isn’t my idea of a pleasant day. I suspect one would murder the pair of you without getting so much as singed.”

      Jasmine colored slightly, but she didn’t disagree, instead asking, “Wait, you’ve been to the Thorned Wood?”

      “Of course I have,” Xandra replied disdainfully, her gaze flicking back and forth as she searched for the source of the danger. “It’s been three years, and I’ve been hired for everything from destroying an infestation of firevine to clearing the trail along the coast. One imbecile even wanted to hunt a forest drake, and wanted me as an escort. He got himself eaten when he insisted on facing it in single combat, without my assistance. At least he didn’t leave behind any offspring to carry on his idiocy.”

      Naomi paled a little, clearing her throat, then asked, “Are they really that bad? I’ve never seen a drake before.”

      “Not particularly,” Xandra replied absently. “At least, not if you have a modicum of thought in your head, and don’t try to take on a venomous, flying drake that’s in a tree with an axe. They’re about as stupid as he was, which takes some doing, so you can outsmart them relatively easily. I killed the drake, and took his body back to his father. I find it telling that his father didn’t even seem surprised at the result.”

      “That… that’s terrible,” Jasmine said, looking rather horrified. “Why would he let his son go do something like that?”

      Xandra snorted again, this time in amusement. “Why not? If he’s going to get himself killed, best that he do it before having a family and leaving them in mourning. One can cure many things, but sheer idiocy appears to be beyond any cure. Unless you’re willing to alter the minds of others, but that’s going too far for most people.”

      “Of course it is!” Naomi exclaimed, looking at Xandra in horror. “Why would you even consider something like that?”

      Xandra looked at her for a moment, irritation rushing through her, then spoke bluntly. “Because no matter what you may think, it is an option. I saw it done plenty of times in the palace. Besides, what you do with insisting on repentance or other such things is little different, it’s simply less direct.”

      The priestess stopped in place, the clenched hands at her sides betraying her outrage.

      “How… how can you claim that our religion is like that?” Naomi demanded angrily.

      Xandra’s patience was running thin as well, and she was about to reply despite Jasmine stepping between them when she caught a flicker of movement in the trees, and the danger she’d sensed finally made itself known.
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      Orsah smiled slightly as she saw the women coming down the road. She was honestly shocked that they’d managed to choose the right location to ambush the women almost immediately after getting the job, but she wasn’t going to object. Mostly she was glad they hadn’t delayed a full day, or they’d have missed them entirely. That hadn’t happened, to her immense satisfaction.

      The only problem was that Orsah wasn’t in a good position to examine the three. The priestesses were obvious, as not many people she knew wore white robes when they went traipsing through the woods, and the blonde hair of one glittered in the light. The other priestess had dark hair, and based on the description she’d been given, that was their primary target. It was the other woman with them that Orsah didn’t have much information on, and she edged around the tree, checking her blowgun to ensure the dart was in place. They all had drugged darts, which should make capturing the priestess easy, assuming they got at least one into her. Multiple could be dangerous, but Orsah was willing to take the risk.

      Getting a better look at the third woman, Orsah couldn’t help a frown as the group stopped, and it sounded like they were arguing. Where the two priestesses were light, this one was tall and dark, an imposing figure in a dark cloak with the hood up. Other than the fact the woman was slim, she couldn’t tell much, though there was something niggling at the back of her head, trying to place the figure.

      The next instant, just as Orsah saw Keg raise his blowgun to his lips in his hiding place, the woman raised her head and Orsah saw a glimpse of bright purple eyes that were vivid despite the distance, and fear hit her like a hammer as the pieces fell into place. She knew exactly who that was, and it was just an instant too late to call things off.

      As Keg’s cheeks puffed, and the others prepared their own attacks, Orsah yelled in panic, “Retreat!”
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      One moment Jasmine was opening her mouth to interrupt Naomi and Xandra’s brewing argument, and the next second everything changed.

      Xandra snapped out the words of a spell just as a woman in the woods yelled, “Retreat!”

      Jasmine jerked in shock, spinning around just as a whirlwind of purple flame erupted around her, Naomi, and Xandra, hot winds blasting her face for a moment, and she just barely caught sight of something flying into the wall of fire before it turned to ashes. A moment later the whirlwind vanished as quickly as it had erupted, allowing a few scattered branches to fall to the ground from above, their ends smoldering where the fire had cut through them.

      As Jasmine blinked, she heard a sonorous voice in the woods, and she managed to recognize just enough of the spell to react at last, uttering a prayer as mana surged out of her. “Goddess, shield me from harm!”

      A barrier of translucent blue fire erupted around Jasmine just as a series of brilliant bolts of lightning lashed out at her from the forest to her right. The bolts flashed across the intervening space almost instantly, slamming into her shield and exploding in booming crackles of lightning. Her shield held, though Jasmine flinched at the attack.

      “I said retreat, damn it!” the woman spat, her voice somewhat grating, and Xandra glanced at Jasmine, a thin smile on her face.

      “I see that you’ve gotten better at using spells, even if your control is utterly abysmal,” Xandra said tartly, then raised her voice in an icy tone. “If all of you don’t wish to be turned to ash and be responsible for a forest fire, I suggest surrendering. Now.”

      “What… did you know we were going to be attacked?” Naomi demanded, outrage filling her voice.

      “I knew there was something in the area causing the wildlife to be quiet. What the threat was? No, I didn’t know. So I didn’t say anything as the two of you were ignorant enough you’d tip any intelligent foes off. Though it appears that at least someone has enough of a mind to realize they’re in a dangerous position,” Xandra said loudly, her head turning as someone came out of the bushes to the right, a tall, thin man with a scraggly beard. “The question is if I’m going to have to make good on my threat.”

      “Everyone, uh… I think we’d better do what she says,” the woman in the woods said nervously. “Look, Xandra, if I’d known you were here, I would’ve headed the other way as fast as I could. Please don’t kill us?”

      Xandra smiled even more, glancing at Jasmine as she murmured, “Sometimes it’s good to have a reputation for being ruthless. It helps cut the blustering to a minimum.”

      “Apparently so,” Jasmine said, hesitating, then allowed the shield she was using to dissipate, a little embarrassed as she cleared her throat. “And I wish you’d told us something was wrong. I’m not used to watching for danger when I’m traveling. Naomi may be a bit overly strident, but I don’t disagree with the sentiment.”

      The elf snorted, watching the nine people edge out of the forest. A modestly pretty woman in the back tossing a dagger into the dirt nervously, and quickly followed it with several other weapons. The other bandits followed her example moments later. It was a rather motley crew, in Jasmine’s opinion, but they looked a little better groomed and equipped than most of the bands she’d seen put on trial back in Loth. Whether that was just because they weren’t being pulled out of prison or because they were actually better off was an entirely different question.

      “In that case you should work on your observation skills. You may be better with spells, but they won’t help you if you never notice the threat,” Xandra said tartly, her eyes narrowing as she continued. “And I recognize this group now. I don’t remember their names, but that’s because those aren’t important. I thought I’d taught all of you bandits to stay as far away from me as possible. Do I need to leave more examples along the roads?”

      A short man in the front blanched as Xandra glared at him, and he quickly looked over his shoulder at the first woman. “Boss? Help?”

      The woman sighed loudly, raising her hands further as she spoke up, her rough voice revealing she was the one who’d called for a retreat earlier. “Easy, Keg. Like I told you, Xandra, if I’d known you were here, I would’ve up and run the other way! I’m not suicidal, I was just trying to take care of the job we were hired for.”

      “Oh? What job might that be?” Xandra asked, casually stepping forward, which caused all of the bandits to flinch backward. Jasmine couldn’t help marveling at the way Xandra commanded their attention, though she was also concerned at how casual Xandra seemed to be about threatening their lives.

      “We were hired to grab the half-elf. Two thousand crowns if we brought her in alive,” the man named Keg said promptly, and Jasmine reeled backward slightly as Naomi inhaled sharply.

      “What? That’s enough to buy a ship!” Jasmine exclaimed in shock, stunned by the amount.

      “I know,” the man replied glumly. “That’s why we took the job. I never thought she’d be with you. If I had, I wouldn’t have agreed to this.”

      A murmur of agreement rippled through the bandits at that, and Naomi looked over at Jasmine in concern, then at Xandra.

      “That isn’t good, is it? If we’ve got people after us…” the priestess began, then she relaxed as she continued. “No, if they’re not going to attack us again, we’ll be alright.”

      “How ignorant can you be?” Xandra asked sarcastically, rolling her eyes as she circled the thin man with a scraggly beard. “You think that anyone would hire a single group of bandits to capture you? Tell me, how many groups took the job that you know of?”

      “Will you let us live?” the woman who led them asked nervously.

      “If you give me the information I want, yes. Taking you captive is far too much work, and Jasmine would be horrified if I incinerated you,” Xandra said, her voice perfectly even. “Besides, you aren’t worth the mana that would take.”

      “Thank the gods,” a man mumbled, tension visibly leaving his body.

      “In that case… the fair folk said that he’d hired five other groups when he offered me money. He told me there were three women, and had descriptions of the two priestesses,” the leader said quickly, her words coming out in a rush. “I don’t know if he hired anyone after me, but he offered two hundred crowns up front, which we could keep in addition to the reward if we at least tried to capture the holy maiden. That’s all I know.”

      “A fair folk. No surprises there,” Xandra murmured, nodding slightly as she reached up to tap her lips. “What type of fair folk? Oh, I know you won’t know what court he’s from, but you should at least be able to give me a description. If you can’t, you aren’t worth the air you’re breathing.”

      The woman visibly colored at that, straightening as she replied, her voice trembling with a hint of anger. “Of course I can! He looked like a wolf-man, with gray fur all over and amber eyes, standing a little taller than me, with claws on each of his hands. He wore a type of armor that almost looked like wood, but was stitched like hide, and had a big, curved sword on his back that looked like it was made of bone.”

      Xandra nodded slightly, glancing at Jasmine curiously. “That was what I wished to know. Is there anything else, or shall I send this pack of vermin fleeing into the woods?”

      “Um, they aren’t vermin, Xandra,” Jasmine said, frowning at the description.

      “No, you’re right. They’re scavengers, looking for any target weak enough to bring down, and consuming the fallen if they have no other choice,” Xandra said agreeably, causing the bandit leader’s cheeks to turn an even deeper shade of red.

      “Xandra…” Jasmine began, then sighed and shook her head. “No, I don’t have any questions. I don’t know what to ask, you know that much.”

      “Oh, we could ask to see the coins, but given fair folk, they’ve doubtlessly gathered them from all over the world, so that wouldn’t be much use unless you’re a collector. We could take the coins, but that would just make it likely for the fair folk to kill them, and if I’m going to do something like that, I’d rather kill them myself,” Xandra explained, her gaze drifting across the bandits coldly, freezing them in place. “I don’t believe in foisting off hard decisions on other people. That’s cowardice, and I don’t wish to be a coward like so many others are. We could ask about the meeting place, the details of the contract, or so many other things… but in all truth, I don’t think they know enough to be worth the time it’d take to interrogate them. The best use of them is to ensure they let all of the other bandits know that if another group comes after you, I’m going to send them to their afterlife without batting an eyelash. I’m in a particularly tolerant mood at the moment, and next time I may not be as restrained.”

      The elf paused for a moment, considering, then added, “Besides, the weather is nice, and I’d rather not ruin it by setting the forest on fire. That is a somewhat greater part of why I’m being… benevolent.”

      Jasmine winced and looked at Naomi while the bandits shifted in place nervously. Naomi bit her lower lip, then nodded slowly.

      “I think she’s right. If we can get them to stop the other bandits… I mean, if they can stop the other bandits from attacking us, it’ll be worth letting them go,” Naomi said, looking distinctly uncomfortable as she fumbled her sentence initially. “I don’t like the idea of letting bandits go, but I think it’s worth it in this case.”

      “There will always be bandits. I’d rather leave the ones who have a thought between their various heads alive, as they at least aren’t stupid enough to ruin everything in a region,” Xandra said, sniffing slightly. “It’s the greedy bastards that take everything that isn’t nailed down that lead a country into utter destitution and make it a terrible place to live.”

      Jasmine looked at Xandra in confusion, inhaling to object, then paused as she tried to work through what Xandra had said. She thought she understood what Xandra was getting at, but she wasn’t sure she liked it, or even agreed with her. Still, it wasn’t as though she should try to argue right now. Not with a group of bandits standing in front of them.

      “You may be right. I’m going to have to think that over, but you may. For now, let’s let them go. Assuming they aren’t going to attack us again,” Jasmine said, looking at the bandit leader and raising her eyebrows.

      “Hey, I’m not stupid. We couldn’t beat Xandra when we had an ambush, so you think I’m going to try to take her in a straight fight? I’ll send people to let the other bandits know to leave you all alone and stay the hell away from you. If it’s all the same to you, I’d rather never see you again,” the woman replied, glancing away from Xandra nervously. “I should’ve known any job that looked like easy money was likely to be suicidal.”

      “Yes, you should have. However, as Jasmine has made her opinion known… go. Take your weapons and get out of my sight,” Xandra said, smiling broadly as she made a shooing gesture with one hand. “Make it fast, we have places to be, and you’ve been a rather unpleasant interruption.”

      “On it!” one man yelped, quickly grabbing a blowgun and short sword off the ground as he rushed into the bushes, while the others followed rapidly.

      Jasmine watched, a bit confused as the nine bandits vanished in less than a minute, fleeing more swiftly than she would have believed possible. Once they were gone, Jasmine looked at Xandra.

      “Were you serious? About mostly not wanting to kill them because it’s a nice day out?” Jasmine asked, concern churning through her.

      “Serious enough,” Xandra said, glancing at Jasmine, a corner of her lips quirking into a smile as she continued. “I don’t like killing people. I don’t enjoy it, but I’ll do it if necessary. But neither do I feel any compunction about killing them if they’ve threatened me. I care far more about the weather and my personal comfort than I do about the lives of people like that. Besides, I’ve found that my attitude scares people enough that I don’t need to kill them. Why ruin a winning strategy?”

      Jasmine opened her mouth, then shut it, not entirely certain what to say.

      “Well then. It’s time to go. We’ve been set behind twice, so we’d best pick up the pace,” Xandra said, setting out at a brisk pace. It was almost as if she’d already forgotten the attempt to kill them.

      It took a little work to catch up with the elf, but Jasmine reflected to herself that it was nice to be with someone who knew what they were doing.
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      Xandra had almost forgotten the slight tension that came from expecting an ambush at any moment. Over the last couple of years she’d slowly relaxed compared to when she was enslaved, so it was a rather unpleasant sensation, and one that gave her an ever-so-slight headache. Still, at least she knew trouble was coming, and had some idea of what its source would be.

      The other two obviously didn’t appreciate that, though, and about the fifth time Naomi had yelped when a bird started slamming a nut against a rock or tree, Xandra had almost lost her patience. She’d been about to snap at the woman when Jasmine had given her an apologetic look and asked Naomi to calm down. That had convinced Xandra to hold her tongue, something that startled her when she thought about it. She normally didn’t hold her tongue just because one acquaintance was sensible.

      That proved a distraction for Xandra to mull over, and aside from one incident where she nearly turned a stray bull into a pile of ashes, the trip to Springville was relatively uneventful. Likely because they’d moved so quickly, Xandra believed, looking toward Springville skeptically.

      The town was a bit different than Evren, with a short stone wall that formed the base for a palisade. As she watched, she could see a group of workers laboriously pulling an older log out of its hole. They had a new log trimmed and ready to replace it. She thought they would be better served by building the rest of the wall of stone, as wood wouldn’t last nearly as long, but she admitted that her preferences might not be reasonable. She didn’t know where the nearest quarry was, and her knowledge of what stone worked for walls was shaky at best. Her attempts to study architecture had had middling results.

      The rest of the town wasn’t much different than most towns in the region, though it was a touch larger than most of them, with about two thousand people, if Xandra had to guess. The roofs were largely clay tile, many of them with layers of dark green moss, particularly on the larger buildings near the hot springs.

      “Hm, that looks like a prosperous town for its size. Where are these hot springs? Are they responsible for the moss?” Jasmine asked almost as if prompted by Xandra’s thoughts, looking at the town curiously.

      “You would have to ask them, but I suspect that they are. The town has more inns than is typical for its size, from what I’ve seen,” Xandra explained, shrugging slightly, then pointed at the far side of the town. “You see the mist over there? That’s steam rising from the springs. I believe there are numerous ponds, each of different temperatures. At least, such is what was explained to me when I visited my first time.”

      “You believe? You haven’t been to them?” Naomi asked, her voice slightly more subdued than it had been earlier. No, not subdued, Xandra corrected internally, seeing how flushed the priestess’s face was. She was exhausted, again.

      “That is correct. While I visited, I have never experienced the springs. I have encountered similar things before, and haven’t been inclined to broil myself. I had quite enough of that when I was a slave, if you must know,” Xandra told her, her eyes narrowing. “Now, shall we continue? You will have plenty of time for decadence and rest once we’re in town. They cater to guests, and I’m sure the two of you will enjoy yourselves. Most people appear to, when they’re here, based on what I saw on my previous visits.”

      Naomi opened her mouth to reply, but at that moment Jasmine gave her a look, silencing the priestess as she stepped closer and whispered something in Naomi’s ear. Xandra wasn’t certain what she said, but Naomi’s cheeks colored, and she looked a little… guilty? Was that the expression? Xandra was somewhat curious what Jasmine had said, but shrugged it off after a moment.

      “I guess we should go, then,” Naomi said, her voice a little more subdued. “I don’t suppose you know where we’ll be staying?”

      “Perhaps,” Xandra said, starting down the path again, examining each of the farmers tending nearby fields skeptically, making certain they weren’t disguised ambushers before her gaze moved to the next ones. “It depends on how much you wish to visit the springs. If you wish to spend a good deal of time in them, there is the Hot Spring Inn, which has the name for obvious reasons. If you want someplace that’s not quite as nice or close to the springs, but less expensive, there’s the Sleeping Unicorn. Last of all is the Copper Mug, which is mostly for those who travel through the town and don’t care about the springs. It isn’t nearly as nice as the other two, based on what I’ve heard. I normally stay at the Copper Mug, but it is up to you.”

      Xandra caught a flicker of movement from Jasmine, who was in the corner of her vision, but she couldn’t quite tell what she was doing, and she wasn’t going to take her attention away from the potential threats in front of her, even if the farmers probably weren’t a threat. The key was to examine them as if they were, which would help keep her from missing someone who was a threat.

      “I think I want to visit the hot springs. Naomi?” Jasmine said slowly, her voice a bit anxious. “Something pleasant after the last few days… well, I think it would be nice.”

      “Well… yes, I want to as well. Even if it makes me feel guilty,” Naomi said, her voice tiny. “Bradley, Charles, Emily, and all the others… they died, and we’re talking about visiting a hot spring. It feels a little… disrespectful.”

      Jasmine didn’t reply, but Xandra heard her footsteps falter, which made Xandra raise her gaze for a moment, counting slowly to ten before she sighed. She wasn’t much good at comforting others, and coddling them was… not her nature. Yet she needed to stop them from feeling bad about themselves, lest they decide to get themselves killed out of some sense of noble guilt.

      “What was their goal?” Xandra asked.

      “What?” Jasmine asked in return, sounding a touch taken aback.

      “What was their goal? I assume that these are the guards who died before you encountered me,” Xandra said, resisting the urge to ask if Vanreth was among them. She certainly wouldn’t be upset if he’d died as well. Perhaps she wouldn’t dance on his grave, but she’d certainly take a bit of satisfaction in his death. Dancing would take too much effort, and she didn’t care that much.

      “They… they are. Were. The goal was to get us out of the country safely, and to try to find help. They told us to go ahead, and that they’d try to slow down the plants,” Jasmine said, her voice a bit husky now, and Xandra nodded slightly.

      “In that case, why feel guilty? Yes, they died. If you wish to grieve for them, such is your decision. However, they succeeded in what they set out to do,” Xandra told her, resisting the urge to click her tongue at them. “You survived because they slowed the plants down. I certainly couldn’t have helped you if you hadn’t made it to that abandoned farm. Furthermore, we’re finding help, just as you asked. What’s wrong with taking the time to make certain you’re ready to face the various tasks ahead of you?”

      Both women were silent for a couple of seconds. Then Jasmine spoke, her voice soft, but with a note of gratitude in it. “True. You have a point, Xandra. Thank you for that.”

      “Why thank me? I’m just pointing out that it’s true. The last thing you need to do is get yourselves so anxious over the deaths of others that you make mistakes and get yourselves killed. How will that help?” Xandra said, and almost immediately regretted it, as that likely wasn’t the right response for people who were already somewhat depressed.

      Naomi giggled, somewhat to Xandra’s surprise, then Jasmine started to laugh as well, which was a bit disconcerting.

      After a few seconds, Xandra glanced back at them, and on visibly seeing their amusement, her eyes narrowed and she demanded, “What’s so entertaining?”

      “It’s just… you, Xandra. I think that your second comment fits you better than the first,” Jasmine said, shaking her head as she spoke. “You’re not very good at comforting people.”

      “Who said I was trying to comfort you? You’re liable to get yourself killed at this rate,” Xandra said, sniffing in irritation as she turned her attention to the road in front of her.

      “Whatever you say,” Naomi murmured, for the first time in a very long time sounding amused, which only increased Xandra’s irritation.

      That being the case, she sped up. Perhaps if the two couldn’t breathe as deeply, they wouldn’t be able to keep laughing.
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        * * *

      

      It took longer than Xandra would have preferred to get to the Hot Spring Inn. It wasn’t that the town was that large, but they did have to pay the minor fee to enter town, then make their way past several carts which mostly blockaded the best path to the inn. Fortunately, bypassing them didn’t take too long, but it still irritated her.

      At least the inn looked about how she remembered it. The building was older but well kept, with some wooden bracing on the outside that she suspected could be easily replaced, considering that most of the building was stone. Narrow windows allowed light into the rooms on the ground and second floor, while the smell of sulfur tinged the air. That part didn’t bring back good memories, but Xandra simply glanced at the sign which depicted ponds with steam rising off them and a crescent moon overhead, then headed inside.

      The interior was nicer than the exterior, with polished wooden floors and walls, though the floor near the front door was dirty, and numerous wall hangings made the room look brighter. Almost immediately to their left was the entrance into a dining room that looked to be just barely getting started for the day, while Xandra could see a hallway leading to numerous rooms just past it. She had to wonder where the stairs leading up were, but she set the thought aside, instead focusing on the woman behind the desk.

      The brunette was short and curvy, one who obviously liked her food, and her hair was rather short as well, having been heavily curled that morning. While she had a bright smile on her face, her eyes betrayed intelligence, and a tiny part of Xandra was put on edge by how the woman’s eyes reminded her of some of the demons she’d met, even though they weren’t quite black, just a very dark brown. It wasn’t a reasonable association, but such things were never reasonable.

      “Are the two of you comfortable rooming together?” Xandra asked the two priestesses, pausing as she realized that she should have asked that earlier.

      “That would be fine,” Jasmine assured her, and Naomi nodded in agreement.

      “Good. In that case, we’re looking for two rooms,” Xandra told the woman behind the desk, just as the woman was opening her mouth. “We’ll only be staying the night, and they would like access to the springs, while I have no interest in such.”

      “Ah, are you certain? All of our rooms come with access to the baths, and I do think it would be a shame for anyone to miss out on the experience,” the woman asked, looking slightly taken aback. “It’s the main reason most people come here, after all! The springs are good for helping the body and mind relax, helping you face a new day with a smile on your face.”

      “That would require me to have a personality which allows me to have a smile on my face,” Xandra replied, her tone about as dry as it could be. “Fortunately, you have two guests who are interested in such, and I suspect they’ll badger me until I agree to try them as well. Regardless, do you have the rooms?”

      Xandra saw Jasmine’s cheeks redden as she spoke, which amused her somewhat. The woman nodded in response to her question, though. “Of course! We charge three marks per night for a room, and another if you wish for clean towels and meals. A room for two costs five instead, so for the three of you it will come to eight marks, or a crown and a mark if you wish for meals and towels.”

      Nodding, Xandra pulled a gold and silver coin out of her pouch without even looking, setting them on the desk gently.

      “I’d like a room in the quietest section of the inn if possible,” Xandra said, at which the woman’s smile faded slightly.

      “Ah, are you certain? That part of the inn isn’t as well kept, and we’ve been looking at doing renovations. It’s also the farthest from the springs,” the woman said, frowning slightly. “The ones closer to the springs are much nicer.”

      “That doesn’t matter to me. I’m quite certain I’ve slept in worse places,” Xandra said, glancing back as she added, “Though I’m certain Jasmine and Naomi would prefer someplace nicer. Don’t worry about keeping our rooms close together, as we all know how I am.”

      Jasmine looked at Naomi for a moment, tilting her head curiously. Naomi seemed to think for a few seconds, then shrugged.

      “Well, sure? I mean, I don’t know how much farther it would really be, but I’d rather not have to walk any more than I have to. We’ve done more walking in the last week than I think I did in the entire previous month,” Naomi said, surreptitiously rubbing her upper thighs, which prompted Xandra to roll her eyes. Gods save her from pampered priestesses.

      “As you like. One moment while I get the keys and find where Anna has gotten off to. She’ll show you to your rooms,” the woman said, taking the coins at last and slipping them into a compartment behind the desk.

      From the sound the coins made, Xandra was sure they fell into a lockbox. The woman then fished out a key and unlocked another drawer, pulling it out to reveal a couple dozen gleaming brass keys, each with a numbered cord looped through them. She pulled out two of the keys, one notably less tarnished than the other, and closed it again, looking around.

      “Anna! We have guests, where are you?” the woman called out. There wasn’t a response for a moment, then there was a thump in the back, followed by the sound of rapid footsteps.

      A moment later a short young woman burst around the corner, her long, dark hair in slight disarray, and a few crumbs around her mouth and on the apron she wore over a dark brown dress. She spoke rapidly. “Ma, I was having my lunch, I told you before I went to eat!”

      The woman sighed, reaching up to brush the crumbs away from the young woman’s mouth as she scolded, “We have guests. You’re supposed to make yourself presentable before coming out.”

      “It isn’t an issue. I know that everyone needs to eat,” Jasmine chimed in, not even trying to hide her smile. “I’m sorry for interrupting your meal, Anna.”

      “If she’ll just show us to our rooms, she can get right back to it,” Xandra added, slightly amused despite herself. She wasn’t enormously amused, but she liked most youths more than adults. They were more honest and less likely to irritate her.

      Anna froze, her eyes going wide as she looked at each of them, then focused on Xandra’s face under the hood before she blurted out, “You’re gorgeous!”

      Xandra resisted the urge to sigh. Less likely to irritate her indeed.

      “I know,” Xandra replied evenly. “Our rooms, please?”

      The girl colored, taking the keys as she spoke breathlessly. “O-of course! Right this way!”

      Xandra followed her, ignoring Naomi’s glare.
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      “You’re giving the money back? Why?” the fair folk asked, a faint growl accompanying his words, and Orsah felt a part of her quail at the sound of it. She was brave enough, but the encounter with Xandra had shaken her, and the sight of the fair folk’s amber eyes, so much like those of a wolf but much more dangerous, made her nervous.

      “We tried to capture the holy maiden, but that was before we knew who accompanied her. If Xandra had been in a more unpleasant mood, she’d have killed all of us,” Orsah replied, swallowing hard as she looked back into the fair folk’s eyes. The dark cave was much deeper than she’d thought it was, and she could smell wolves within. A part of her wondered if this was the only fair folk, or if he had more of his kind with him. Whichever was the case, she didn’t want to find out. “Since we don’t want to commit suicide, we decided that the best idea was to give your money back.”

      For several seconds the fair folk looked at her curiously, then he turned away, both to her relief and confusion. Orsah felt sweat trickling down her neck despite how cool the cave was, but strove to ignore it.

      “Fascinating… you’re more afraid of her than you are of me. I did not expect that,” the fair folk said, slowly prowling over to the wall. “Most of your kind are unnerved by me.”

      “I am. However, Xandra is a wholly different issue. She is… utterly uncaring about us, and she’s shown ample evidence that she’s willing to destroy everyone who gets in her way,” Orsah said, then paled as she quickly added, “Not that you need to do the same! She just frightens all of us.”

      The fair folk began to laugh, a strangely alien sound, and one that sent a shudder through Orsah. He didn’t look at her until his laughter died, and when he did, his teeth were bared in a horrific grin.

      “Ah, mortals. You’re so fearful of death, though I suppose almost every creature is like that. I sometimes wonder why, with how you live such short lives that you’re always racing toward the grave. I could easily show how deadly I am, and make you fear me as much as you fear this Xandra… but it wouldn’t gain that which I desire,” the creature said, his voice deepening slightly. “No, it wouldn’t help at all. You, though… you can help. We know little about this ‘Xandra’ of whom you speak. You know of her, so perhaps we should adjust our agreement.”

      “Adjust… adjust it how?” Orsah asked, swallowing hard.

      “Simple. You tell me what you know about Xandra, and I shall not only allow you to keep the coins I gave you, but you will be released from our previous agreement. You’ll also be allowed to live,” the fair folk said, his smile growing still wider. “A most equitable deal. Don’t you agree?”

      Orsah nodded numbly, not daring to contradict the fair folk.

      “Excellent! Now, let us get started. I want to know everything you can tell me,” the creature said, his fangs gleaming in the dim lighting.
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        * * *

      

      The room hadn’t been as poorly maintained as the innkeeper had made out, which surprised Xandra slightly. It didn’t mean the room was one she’d approve of, but it hadn’t been terrible, and she intended to use a few spells to clean it thoroughly later. In particular, she didn’t trust the bed not to have insect occupants, but she could deal with that readily enough. It was farther from the stairwell and other rooms than expected, and Anna’s cheeks had colored after Xandra had seen a thin layer of dust on the floor in the hallway. Xandra suspected that would be gone by the time she got back to the room.

      After being shown to their rooms they’d gone downstairs for an early dinner, even as other guests began trickling in, obviously coming from farther afield than Xandra and her companions had. The two priestesses were also in a room right at the top of the stairs nearest the entrance to the hot springs, which had pleased Naomi. The meal hadn’t been anything too impressive, though Xandra did wonder what the cook had put in the stew to give it the savory flavor. Not that she’d be able to replicate it either way, and she’d ignored how the priestesses had been drinking quite a bit of wine. Their hangovers were their problems.

      Now, though… Xandra had to admit she’d been wrong about the hot springs, relaxing ever so slightly as heat permeated her body. Her nose had largely grown used to the sulfur, and she’d chosen one of the pools that wasn’t as warm as the others, so it didn’t overwhelm her. At least not instantly, she corrected herself internally, as she was starting to sweat a little more than she’d anticipated. The sound of a soft splash that wasn’t from the miniature waterfall prompted Xandra to open her eyes.

      Each of the ponds in the hot springs were close to the same design, only really differing in how hot they were. Well, the design was only the same in those that the locals used, Xandra corrected again, internally irritated with herself for the mistake. The ‘wild’ ponds were muddy, bubbling pits. The one she was in was a smooth stone basin with a slightly raised channel from the previous pool that dropped steaming water into her pool in a small, steady waterfall, while an exit allowed water to move on to the next pond. A few stone steps led down into the cloudy water, allowing people to enter. For a moment Xandra was afraid it would be one of the other guests, but instead she saw Jasmine making her way into the pond as she set her towel to the side, her skin flushed.

      “Tired of the other pools?” Xandra asked mildly, examining the half-elf idly.

      She thought that Jasmine still bore most of the changes that her Mistress had made a few years before, but that might not be the case. She’d never seen Jasmine naked before she’d been changed, and this was her first good look at the priestess since they’d encountered one another again. It didn’t help that with all the naked people Xandra had seen over the centuries, Jasmine’s body didn’t stand out that much. Not after only a single encounter.

      “I’m a little warm, but I also wanted to come see how you were doing. You didn’t seem like you wanted to bathe that much, so I wasn’t sure if you’d even be here anymore,” Jasmine said, slowly settling into the pool with a happy sigh.

      “I was wrong. This is much better than I expected. I think I’ve experienced hot springs before, but it’s been so long…” Xandra paused, then shook her head, continuing, “I simply have poor associations due to my time in the Domain of Ashen Hopes. My Mistress enjoyed stripping everything pleasant away.”

      Jasmine’s smile faltered at that, pausing as she looked at Xandra. For several seconds neither spoke, the only sound the voices of other people in the distance, as well as the burbling water.

      “I’m amazed you survived it. Truly,” Jasmine said at last, her voice soft. “I was told who she was, you know. As soon as I heard that she was Morselle… if I’d known when I was in her hands, I’d have despaired immediately. You must have been incredibly strong.”

      “Strong? Me? Oh, Jasmine…” Xandra couldn’t help her laughter, shaking her head as it came bubbling out.

      “What? You survived, didn’t you?” Jasmine asked, not sounding upset, just curious as she watched Xandra with shining eyes.

      “I survived because that was what she wished for. Alora was strong, as long as she held out, but even she wouldn’t have lasted long if demons weren’t immortal. They prefer to draw out the despair of mortals as long as possible, and like to take their time,” Xandra corrected, looking Jasmine in the eyes. “If my Mistress had tried, truly tried… a week. That’s the amount of time I believe I could have held on to my sanity or my own will. Perhaps not even that long, but she wanted to draw out my torment. To chip away at each of my values, until I had nothing left but my pride. I don’t know why she left me with even that, after more than a millennium. I may appear to be strong to you, but I…”

      Xandra cut herself off at that, shaking her head again. There was no need to speak such things aloud. She knew her place in the world, even if she was doing everything she could to never be weak again. The thought of meeting her Mistress in person again sent a shudder down Xandra’s spine, as she knew how that would end.

      Jasmine didn’t reply, instead studying Xandra, a curious look on her face as she opened her mouth, then shut it again. After a minute Xandra asked, “So, did you choose to keep some of the changes that were made to you?”

      “Um, well, the problem is that while we had a portrait of me, it isn’t like the painting showed much below the neck, and my robes are rather… concealing,” Jasmine said, embarrassment filling her voice as she looked away. “The curse-breakers dealt with the nastier side effects as best they could, and got rid of every mental change they could find, but they told me changing my body back would hurt as much as it did when she changed me. So… I kept almost all of it, since I’d rather not go through that again.”

      “Mm, makes sense. I did wonder, and my memory… well, we’ve had this discussion. It isn’t perfect,” Xandra replied, nodding slightly, satisfied that she hadn’t been completely off-base. She tried to remember when her body had been altered, but the only experience she could truly remember was when her heart had been replaced, which had been an… unpleasant experience indeed. After a moment more of thought, Xandra decided not to dwell on that, as it caused a twinge of pain from her ribs even now. “Either way, you appear to have recovered well enough. You need to work on your control of magic, but that seems to be a common failing of priests and priestesses.”

      “Thank you,” Jasmine replied, her cheeks coloring a little more as she shifted in the water, hesitating a little before she asked, “Um, what do you mean, about priests and priestesses?”

      Xandra looked at her for a few seconds, then sighed, raising a hand and idly channeling mana into it, coalescing the energy into a gleaming, rainbow-hued drop of liquid mana that swirled in the air above her hand.

      “The better your control of magic, the more you can do with a given amount of mana. This is important because there’s only so much you can do to expand your mana core. Even if you’re one of the fortunate ones who are born with an innate mana core, the amount of mana you possess is limited. Mine is much larger because of my age and my skill with the sphere of energy,” Xandra explained, flicking the drop back and forth in the air effortlessly, then focused on Jasmine. “The problem with most of the priesthoods I’ve seen is that your deity makes up for your lack of knowledge and control. Rather than knowing everything personally, you rely on divine inspiration to control your magic. This is useful in that it allows you to wield magic beyond your personal abilities, but it has its weaknesses. The gap between you and the power you wield creates cracks through which mana seeps, and you have to pour still more mana into the spell to have the same effect. Worse, divine inspiration only goes so far, and few priests I’ve seen learn enough to reach the sixth circle of a sphere. That is the price of relying on another for your magic.”

      Jasmine opened her mouth, then shut it, sitting back as she thought. As she did so, Xandra absorbed the drop of mana again, pleased with how little energy she wasted in doing so. Her skill with mana was one of the few things she could truly be proud of. The Lady of Storms had remarked on it as well.

      “That’s why you say I’m sloppy. Because mana is leaking out of my spells,” Jasmine said at last, her tone musing.

      “Yes. It’s foolish, and I feel the need to call you out on it,” Xandra agreed, smirking slightly. “If it makes you uncomfortable… oh well. I am not going to ignore foolishness.”

      “I wouldn’t expect you to. I’m just wondering, does that mean that the blessing of my goddess hurts my ability to cast spells?” Jasmine asked, looking at her hands uncomfortably, then cupped some water to splash her face. Xandra couldn’t help laughing, though, amusement rushing through her.

      “Hurts? Oh, of course not! If the majority of imbecilic priests and priestesses out there took the time to learn magic properly, they’d be even more powerful than other magi in the spheres associated with their deity,” Xandra said, shaking her head as she grinned. “Your goddess empowers certain types of spells, allowing you to reach beyond your personal limits, yes, but if you were skilled, she’d make your spells even more powerful than an equally skilled mage could manage. It’s truly as simple as that.”

      “Oh,” Jasmine said, her eyes widening slightly as she looked at Xandra, a mixture of emotions running across her face. After a few seconds she asked, much more softly, “Why are you so nice to me?”

      Xandra’s eyebrows rose, and she looked at Jasmine while surprise rippled through her, then asked skeptically, “Nice? Have you somehow missed the parts where I’ve insulted you and your skills?”

      “Not without reason, and you’ve generally been kinder to me than to other people. Not to mention how you’ve paid for all of this, offered help, and everything else without a single offer of payment,” Jasmine said, pausing as she tilted her head. “I’m trying to understand it. May I kiss you?”

      Xandra’s thoughts came to an abrupt halt at the last sentence, tangling up the depreciating sentence she’d been composing, and she almost spluttered. Fortunately, a millennium in the clutches of a demon stood her in good stead, so instead she focused on Jasmine, noting the slight lack of focus in her eyes, as well as a flush that might not be entirely from the springs. It surprised her a little, considering how eloquent the half-elf had been so far.

      “You are drunk,” Xandra replied primly, straightening slightly, and Jasmine hesitated.

      “That… seems possible,” Jasmine agreed after a moment. “I don’t recall exactly how many glasses of wine I had. But you’re still beautiful, and I’m wondering what your lips feel like.”

      Xandra sighed and shook her head, keeping a firm grip on her emotions as she spoke. “I don’t believe you’re thinking correctly, either. Might I remind you that you’re a holy maiden? Somehow I doubt things like this are considered proper.”

      “Wrong!” Jasmine said, grinning broadly. “Maiden, yes, but there are… um, loopholes. We can’t be with men or marry, but that’s as far as it goes. There are five of us, and the other four… well, they’re a pair of couples, and rarely go anywhere alone.”

      Xandra slowly raised her gaze to look at the sky, the dappled light of the setting sun shining through the branches above her, and she resisted the urge to sigh. She wasn’t honestly sure what she felt, and couldn’t help it as she hesitated for a few more moments.

      “So, may I kiss you?” Jasmine interrupted.

      “No,” Xandra replied bluntly, her gaze jerking down to meet Jasmine’s, and she scowled at the priestess. “I’m not sure what I think, and I’m not going to let a drunk priestess push me into anything. If you really want to discuss this, do it when you’re sober. I think I’m done bathing, for that matter.”

      “Wait, I didn’t mean to chase you out of the baths!” Jasmine said in a rush, quickly leaning forward, but Xandra sighed, standing up and letting the water sluice off her.

      “You’re not chasing me. I’m warm enough, and would rather get more rest than slowly broil myself,” Xandra retorted calmly, making her way over to the steps and climbing out of the pool carefully. While the steps weren’t too slick even underwater, she could hurt herself if she wasn’t careful.

      “I… well, if you want to. I just like your company,” Jasmine said, a plaintive note in her voice that would’ve made Xandra roll her eyes if she were doing anything but climbing out of the pond.

      Xandra toweled off efficiently, then slipped into her sheer nightgown, ignoring Jasmine’s gaze. She had practice with that, fortunately. However, she was just starting to step away from the spring when Naomi came around a bush separating them from the next pool, swaying and with her cheeks a very bright red.

      “There you are!” Naomi said, her voice as unsteady as her walk, raising a finger to point at Xandra. “I have… have something to say to you!”

      Sighing, Xandra turned to face Naomi, raising an eyebrow.

      “And what might that be?” Xandra asked with exaggerated patience.

      “Just because you’re… you’re gorgeous is no reason to be so mean,” Naomi said firmly, taking an unsteady step closer. “If you w-were nicer, I’d be happier liking you.”

      Xandra stared at the younger priestess in disbelief, but before she could respond, Naomi teetered, then toppled, falling face-first toward the paving stones. Xandra barely managed to catch the young woman in time, staring at her, then looked at Jasmine in frustration.

      “What is wrong with your church? Are all of your priestesses so sexually frustrated that it comes out the moment you get drunk?” Xandra demanded incredulously.

      “I, um…” Jasmine sputtered, her cheeks reddening, but she didn’t seem to be able to reply.

      “’m not frustrated,” Naomi muttered, and Xandra rolled her eyes.

      “Oh, shut up. I’ll listen when you’re able to stand on your own. I think you’ve had quite enough wine and time in the springs,” Xandra told the young priestess tartly, and turned to leave, bodily picking up Naomi in the process. She was heavier than she looked, but Xandra noticed that Naomi wasn’t exactly protesting.

      Xandra also resisted the urge to toss Naomi in the spring, no matter how tempting it was, all while trying to suppress the memories trying to force their way out of the box she’d put them in. She didn’t want to relive those memories.
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      Jasmine could barely manage a normal conversation the next morning, and looking at Xandra was difficult for her, as every time she did her cheeks began to burn. She could hardly believe that she’d been so forthright with Xandra the previous night, which made it difficult to talk. At least she wasn’t as mortified as Naomi was, and neither of them had gotten as much sleep as they should have. Which was entirely their fault, if she was being honest.

      Naomi’s eyes were somewhat bloodshot, and she’d barely spoken a handful of words the entire morning, aside from groaning about her hangover. She’d given Jasmine a single, ashamed look before hiding until it was time to leave.

      On the other hand, Xandra hadn’t changed in the slightest. She’d waspishly insisted on the two of them getting ready to leave before dawn, eaten her breakfast efficiently, then led the way out of Springville practically as the sun crested the horizon. Beyond that, she hadn’t spoken to them at all, leading the way through the forest as it began giving way to a hillier region. Jasmine had to wonder how Xandra could keep her hood up most of the time, though, as it had to be hot wearing it like that.

      “Would you say something?” Naomi demanded at last, startling Jasmine. There was a note of anguish in the younger priestess’s voice which Jasmine recognized.

      “About what? The road is so clear that I’d give good odds a blind man could follow it, and the two of you have a pair of working eyes apiece last I checked,” Xandra replied indifferently, stepping around a muddy depression as she added, “Though the road is rather poorly maintained. Unsurprising, with how little there is of interest in this direction, and most commoners aren’t complete imbeciles.”

      “It’s… it’s not about that!” Naomi replied, her cheeks coloring as she looked at Jasmine pleadingly. “I’m talking about last night. You’re acting like it never happened!”

      “Last night? Ah, yes… the night when a pair of drunk priestesses decided to confess their feelings to me. I always wonder why getting drunk seems to give fools courage which they wouldn’t possess normally,” Xandra mused, her voice as calm as if she were commenting on the weather, which caused Jasmine’s cheeks to heat again as the elf reached up to tap her lips. “As I told Jasmine last night, if you wanted to discuss it, speak to me when you aren’t drunk. Though I must admit that you puking on my nightgown made a rather poor impression, Naomi. I’m rather fond of that gown, and didn’t wish to launder it before bed.”

      “I… I couldn’t help it! Wait, a pair of priestesses?” Naomi asked, her pace slowing as she blinked, looking at Jasmine in bewilderment. When Jasmine gave her a nervous, helpless smile, Naomi’s eyes went huge. “B-but…”

      “I think that ignoring the precise events of last night would be in the best interests of both of us, Naomi,” Jasmine interjected gently, though it took a great deal of work to keep her voice calm. Her cheeks were certainly burning, but she was trying to keep it to no more than that, which was helped by Xandra not looking at them. “I don’t believe that I realized the exact nature of my fascination with Xandra until last night, though being rescued by her twice certainly helped. I’m not sure what the full extent of my feelings are, however.”

      “Ah, the first shred of common sense I’ve heard from you,” Xandra replied dryly. “I must say, if you’re thinking to fall in love, you’d best give up. That’s a terrible idea. No, let me correct myself. It’s such an astoundingly horrible, hairbrained, idiotic idea that you should check with another priest to see whether someone cast an insanity spell on you, if you think you’re in love with me.”

      That took Jasmine slightly aback, and she looked at Naomi in confusion. The other priestess hesitated, then opened her mouthto speak.

      “Why is it a bad idea?” Naomi asked dubiously. “Not that I’m sure I was in my right mind last night. It isn’t that you’re not pretty, it’s just… I’m not Adrian, damn it!”

      Xandra stopped suddenly, and Jasmine stopped, reaching out to take Naomi’s arm. If she was being honest, Jasmine wasn’t entirely comfortable with the idea of Naomi being attracted to Xandra… but she wasn’t sure why that was. Maybe it was jealousy, but it also might just be that she knew that Xandra was… volatile.

      “The two of you know little about me,” Xandra said at last, and started moving again without another word.

      “Not as little as you might think. You’re the Reaper of Four Armies,” Jasmine said, quickly moving forward. When she did, she heard a rustle in the underbrush a few feet to her left as something small and gray bolted.

      “And?” Xandra asked, a note of impatience in her voice. “In those records, what did they say? Aside from the obvious, how I killed several thousand people who tried to conquer the valley I’d claimed for myself? What did they tell you about who I was?”

      “Um, well, they said—” Jasmine began, only to be interrupted.

      “It was called a rhetorical question, Jasmine,” Xandra said coldly. “I’ve looked up the records myself, you know. The only reason I know Nef is because I wanted to learn about myself. If anyone could tell me much about my history, it’s the Karakar, for their records are extensive beyond imagination. And you know what the answer was? Nothing but dry, impersonal facts. I am believed to have been born in the month of Winterheart, in the Year of Purple Rains, in the nation then known as Irith, which no longer exists. There is no information on who I first apprenticed with, not until I came to the gates of the Great Library as an ambitious young woman of about seventy years. I spent ten years there as an energy mage earning coin, then traveled to the Monastery of the Dowager, in the Elkath Mountains, where I spent thirty years learning the basics of the sphere of destruction. That was when I built my tower and claimed the valley. A hundred and twenty years, and I could summarize it so simply. You do not know me. I do not know myself.”

      “I… I’m sorry,” Jasmine said, looking down in embarrassment, watching her footsteps. “Still, that doesn’t mean that it’s foolish for someone to love you.”

      “Three. That’s how many people made the mistake of loving me, in the Domain of Ashen Hopes,” Xandra replied, with a note of something… different in her voice. Something Jasmine couldn’t place.

      “What?” Naomi asked, shock filling her voice. “Then… why didn’t you rescue any of them when we escaped?”

      Jasmine had a sinking feeling in her stomach and a sense of foreboding. She was afraid of what was coming, and she wasn’t sure if she should stop Xandra from speaking, if she even could. Then it was too late.

      “I remember nothing but their screams,” Xandra replied, her voice growing slightly huskier. “No, that isn’t right. I remember our soft words, even if their names were taken from me. The words in the night, when we thought no one else could see us. When we believed we were safe to take solace in one another’s company. And I… I was foolish enough to believe that it would be different the second time. Then the third. How very patient my Mistress was.”

      “Xandra…” Jasmine said softly, horror rearing its ugly head as the elf stopped in place.

      “My Mistress deliberately made certain I could meet them. That I had enough time to meet with them and to allow the relationship to bloom, to give the additional time for me to dare trust after the first and second time. To set those feelings so deep that it would hurt all the more when she ripped my heart out again,” Xandra said, almost as if she didn’t hear Jasmine speaking. When she turned, Jasmine’s heart almost stopped, as she saw the tears trickling down Xandra’s cheeks. Yet Xandra’s voice was clear as she looked at them, the lack of expression on her face almost worse than anguish. “She didn’t make me watch, Jasmine. No, that would have been too kind of her. She made me do it. She told me exactly how to torture them, how draw out the pain as long as possible. I told you before, she could have broken me long, long ago if she had desired it.

      “Loving me would be a foolish mistake beyond measure,” Xandra continued, turning away again as she started down the road once more. “I’ve told you before, and I’ll tell you again. I am a bad person, and I deserved the fate you found me in. Even if I desired to escape it.”

      Jasmine couldn’t move for several moments as she stared after Xandra, the sheer horror of what the elf had said almost overwhelming her. She could hardly think, even as her heart began bleeding for Xandra.

      “Did… did she say what I t-think she just said?” Naomi asked in shock, reaching out and grabbing Jasmine’s hand. “She made her kill people who loved her?”

      “I don’t think… I don’t think that it was just them that loved her,” Jasmine said softly, her hand tightening around Naomi’s until she heard a gasp, and quickly relaxed her grip with an apologetic look. “Sorry.”

      “It’s alright. I… I don’t know what to say,” Naomi said, shivering.

      “Neither do I,” Jasmine said, taking a deep breath, then quickly hurried forward to catch up, her embarrassment almost like a forgotten dream at this point as she almost dragged Naomi behind her. “But I know this much. I have to say something.”

      “Yeah,” Naomi agreed, guilt filling her voice. “I’ve been terrible to her.”

      Jasmine couldn’t respond to that, as she focused on catching up, then slowed, taking a deep breath as she watched Xandra, trying to find the words that would help, and couldn’t come up with any. So at last she looked up at the sky and spoke again.

      “You’re wrong. It isn’t a mistake to have someone love you, Xandra. You aren’t in the Domain of Ashen Hopes anymore, and she can’t do that to you anymore,” Jasmine said, forcing every bit of confidence she could manage into her voice.

      “We’ll have to see. My soul is still damned,” Xandra replied simply, not even pausing in her march down the road, her back straight as an arrow.

      Jasmine couldn’t come up with a reply to that, as Xandra wasn’t wrong. She could only wonder, how would she survive something like what Xandra had described?

      The question would probably haunt her, Jasmine suspected, and found her hand tightening around Naomi’s again, which the other priestess returned.

      On the other hand, it only increased Jasmine’s respect for the woman. How many people could truly let themselves help others after being through something like that?

      So she followed, continuing to think long and hard.
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      Xandra had trouble bottling up her memories again after her conversation with Jasmine. Not that it could really be considered a conversation, when she’d been essentially the only one talking. The memories… she could hardly express how much it hurt to have them come out again, and she hated to show weakness to others, but she hadn’t been able to suppress them anymore. Her Mistress had wounded her too deeply.

      In particular, she had trouble forgetting their eyes. The dead, accusing eyes looking up at Xandra, her arms covered in their blood. That, and the whispers of her Mistress in her ear, softly explaining exactly how it was her fault that it had come to this. That it was all Xandra’s fault for choosing to associate with them. Oh, she knew that wasn’t true, but that didn’t mean that her subconscious believed it. Three years wasn’t enough to throw off a thousand years of conditioning.

      It was at that point that Xandra caught sight of Nef’s home, and she felt her back tense a little more. The last thing she needed at the moment was to deal with Nef, but she didn’t have much of a choice under the circumstances, so Xandra gritted her teeth and continued forward.

      The house was a simple log cabin, at least on the outside, but Xandra knew better than to believe that, her gaze flicking to the hill behind the cabin, one which was devoid of trees, and with numerous moss-covered standing stones erected around it at regular intervals. Xandra had examined those stones only once, and if she had any choice in the matter she’d never examine them again. Then the wind changed, and she stiffened as the scent of sulfur and blood reached her.

      “We may have trouble ahead,” Xandra said, and was slightly startled at how the implication of danger helped her shut the memories away, as the mental box snapped shut firmly.

      “What? Where?” Jasmine asked, reaching up to grasp her holy symbol as she looked around.

      “I said may. I smell sulfur and blood on the wind. That often means demons to me, but there are other things that smell like that. Fire dragons, salamanders, an angry phoenix…” Xandra shrugged, reaching down to make sure a wand was readily available on her belt as she continued, “It really doesn’t matter which it is. Considering the location, I suspect demons or fire elementals.”

      “Why… oh, right. You said something about this Nef living on a spot where planar boundaries are thin, didn’t you,” Naomi said, sounding a little more focused at this point. “Most dragons aren’t from other planes, while elementals are.”

      “You can learn! Keep it up, and I might not criticize you as much,” Xandra replied, continuing forward at a slightly more cautious pace, her gaze flicking back and forth. The angle of the wind changed again, causing the smell to fade, and Xandra’s eyes narrowed. If she wasn’t mistaken, the smell was coming from behind Nef’s home. Xandra just wasn’t sure what she should expect. She wished she dared wear her Mistress’s items still, but she didn’t want her cultists magically tracking them. If anyone could give attackers the information needed to defeat Xandra, it was her Mistress.

      “I still wish you weren’t so sarcastic all the time,” Naomi muttered, prompting a snort from Xandra.

      “If wishes were fish, we’d all be dying, buried in rotten fish,” Xandra retorted. They were getting closer, about close enough for Xandra to see the building clearly… and at that moment, Nef emerged from behind the building, causing Xandra to relax, if only slightly.

      Kel’Nef wasn’t that unusual for a Karakar in most respects. Like most of her kindred, she had pale skin and bright red hair that fell to the middle of her back, though hers wasn’t too curly comparatively, and her skin was nicely tanned. The Karakar’s blue eyes widened on seeing Xandra, then she smiled broadly, which accentuated her beauty. She was wearing a simple outfit that would suit a common woodsman, though dark blood was spattered on it in several locations, while a sword hung at her left side and an ink pen and notebook in a worn leather holster was on her right.

      “Xandra, you came to visit again! Oh, I can hardly wait to catch up!” Nef exclaimed in her musical voice, sounding delighted as she turned to face Xandra. “And you brought others! Dare I hope you found some friends? You do so need the company, my dear, after everything that you’ve been through! Ah, I’d give you a hug, but I don’t want to get blood all over your clothing. We can do that in a bit. Why don’t you come in for a cup of tea?”

      “There’s no need for a hug, now or ever,” Xandra replied calmly, her stomach tightening slightly as she eyed the blood, which looked both fresh and a bit darker than normal. It also didn’t belong to Nef, if she wasn’t mistaken. “I smelled blood and sulfur. Did something happen?”

      “Hugs are always needed. As for ‘something’, of course it did! A trio of slaughter fiends decided to pay me a visit without an invitation. It was quite rude of them to try that, you know. They probably wanted to eviscerate me and eat my innards,” Nef said brightly, a note of sorrow creeping into her voice as she clicked her tongue and continued, “When conversation proved impossible, I was forced to chastise them firmly. And since Ell has been asking me about fiendish physiology, I decided that it was best to make the tragedy of some use, and took notes. I do need to clean up, so I do not recommend stepping out back unless your companions have strong stomachs.”

      “What?” Naomi asked, sounding faintly horrified, and Xandra interjected quickly.

      “You don’t want to know. If she said that you need a strong stomach, yours isn’t strong enough,” Xandra said, looking back at Naomi with slightly narrowed eyes. Naomi looked shocked, while Jasmine’s eyes were wide, and she had a tightly controlled expression. Then she looked back at Nef and continued, “This is Naomi, priestess of the Phoenix Queen, and Jasmine, holy maiden of the same. I have brought them to you to consult on an extraplanar invasion in Loth.”

      “An extraplanar invasion? In Loth! How incredibly fascinating! I have so many questions for you,” Nef exclaimed, clapping her hands together as her eyes began shining. “Oh, it needs to be ended as quickly as possible, of course… all those poor people in its way. But anything of the sort needs to be studied in-depth. I thought Loth had exceptionally strong planar boundaries! Please, come in, come in! I’ll just quickly wash up and make tea, then we can discuss your problem!”

      Nef turned and darted through the door, almost faster than Xandra could follow her, and the elf felt herself relax slightly. It was almost like she’d been given a reprieve on a prison sentence, she thought.

      “What was that? I thought she was nice!” Naomi said, sounding a little horrified.

      “I told you that she scared me,” Xandra replied tartly. “Nef knows more about the various extraplanar beings and societies than anyone has a right to know, and no one should know that sort of thing and come out of it normal. Yet she’s one of the kindest, most supportive people I’ve ever met… and that terrifies me.”

      “But… she said that she took notes on slaughter fiends. What did she mean?” Jasmine asked, looking at the door to the cabin nervously.

      “Are you blind? Did you see any blood that was hers on her? That sword is not for show,” Xandra replied, heading for the door grimly. “I suspect she dissected their bodies so that they didn’t go entirely to waste. I also suspect that if we hadn’t shown up when we did, you’d never have seen this side of her, and would have thought I was being overdramatic. Fools, the lot of you. Cain and Mora too, for that matter.”

      Neither replied to that, showing that they’d learned a little more, and Xandra pushed open the cabin door, which instantly revealed that there was something wrong with the building. The entryway alone was bigger than the entire cabin’s exterior, and two windows pierced the front wall, allowing light into the room, which was odd because there weren’t any windows on the exterior of the cabin. Not to mention that the walls inside were made of stone, not wood.

      A large, round wooden table sat on a rug in the middle of the room, with an elaborate lace doily in its center on which burned a candle that filled the room with the scent of a pumpkin pie. Each of the four chairs had different cushions with patterns that had been hand-stitched, and several paintings adorned the walls, each showing beautiful landscapes. Xandra studiously avoided looking too closely at any of the cushions, paintings, or the doily for that matter. After the last time, she didn’t want to look that closely again. At least the cabinet of porcelain dishes was relatively safe to look at, or the elegant music box against another wall.

      Instead she focused on the kitchen that was through an open doorway to the back, with an array of carefully organized herbs drying as they hung from a rack on the ceiling, while the iron stove had a kettle sitting on its surface. There were several more doors, but Xandra ignored them, unslinging her pack and setting it next to the door. Then she took the seat nearest the door and braced herself. She wanted to be almost anywhere else at the moment.

      “This… doesn’t look right,” Jasmine said, looking around. Xandra snorted, shaking her head.

      “What tipped you off? The windows? The size of the room?” Xandra asked sarcastically, sitting back in her chair. “I have no idea how it works, but Nef’s home manipulates space. I sometimes wonder if it’s even fixed to the location outside.”

      “You… seem a little more on edge than normal. Is it because of earlier?” Jasmine asked, looking a little taken aback. She hadn’t moved toward a chair yet, and Xandra inhaled as the box of memories she’d almost forgotten about threatened to burst open.

      “I’ll thank you not to bring that up right now. The last thing I want is to have Nef prying into that again,” Xandra told her tartly, her eyes narrowing slightly. “She’s like a dog with a bone when she hears about something interesting. She’ll never let go, and drag it out of you whether you like it or not.”

      “Huh. So… she’s one of the few people you’re afraid of?” Naomi asked, frowning as she considered the table, then shrugged and took a chair to Xandra’s right. Jasmine followed, taking the next chair, somewhat to Xandra’s irritation. That would put Nef to her immediate left, which meant she wouldn’t have the safety of a table between them.

      “I wouldn’t say afraid. She unnerves me,” Xandra corrected, sniffing softly as she shifted in place. “There are some things that are simply unnatural. She’s one of them.”

      “If you say so,” Naomi replied, looking almost smug, which irritated Xandra.

      Xandra declined to give her more comments to twist, instead sitting there and doing her best not to look at anything that might be more than it seemed. That mostly meant looking up at the chandelier above the table, tiny crystals embedded in its surface, each glowing with internal light. She relaxed slightly, following the whorls idly… then stiffened as she realized that she recognized those whorls, and that the entire chandelier was some sort of magical device aligned with an upper plane of light. Xandra dragged her gaze away, internally swearing. This was part of why she hated visiting Nef. Everything had a meaning in the woman’s home, which made it impossible to relax.

      “There we are! There’s nothing like a quick wash after a bit of exercise!” Nef announced, stepping out of a side room with a grin, which practically dragged Xandra’s gaze to her. On the other hand, the incredulous look on Jasmine’s face nearly brought a smile to Xandra’s.

      Nef looked much like she had before, though her hair was slightly damp and pulled back in a ponytail now, while the blood was gone and she was wearing a pair of black trousers, a green tunic, and her sword belt, along with a pendant with a large gold locket hanging from it. The woman had her notebook in hand, though as they watched she snapped it shut and slipped it and the ink pen into its holster.

      “There we are, I just needed to make note of my final thoughts regarding the fiends, my apologies. Now, before we get down to proper introductions, what tea would you like? Peppermint? Ginger? No, no… I see hints of stress in all of your expressions, and Xandra… you’ve been crying? Tsk, we can’t have that. A nice pot of chamomile tea is in order,” Nef said briskly, not even pausing for them to reply. “Now, would you prefer biscuits, cookies, pastries, or a nice bit of ham, lettuce, and tomato on a slice of sourdough?”

      “How… oh, nevermind that. You’re far too observant, Nef. I’ll take biscuits and some of the raspberry preserves, if you please,” Xandra said at last, giving up and sitting back in her chair, her head beginning to throb. “You give me a headache.”

      “What about the two of you? Jasmine and Naomi, yes?” Nef asked, already pulling some biscuits out of the oven. Xandra wasn’t sure where they’d come from, though she suspected that Nef had put them in the oven when she came inside initially. They could barely see the woman moving in the kitchen, with her quick, precise movements. “I heard about the two of you from Xandra, and your fascinating visit to the Domain of Ashen Hopes. Not how I would want to visit, but we can’t have everything, can we? Food first, though. You can’t have a proper discussion on an empty stomach.”

      “I… well, I think the cookies sound like they’d be good to me. Though perhaps I should go with the sourdough? I didn’t have much of a breakfast,” Jasmine said, looking at Xandra in confusion.

      “And I’ll have the sourdough as well. It sounds good,” Naomi agreed, staring through the doorway at Nef in fascination.

      “Excellent! I’ll have all of that out in a jiffy, ladies. Mm, progress, I knew someone had to like Xandra other than me,” Nef said, a note of smug self-satisfaction in her voice.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Xandra demanded, her eyes narrowing suddenly.

      “It means that I knew someone had to be able to look past that thorny, icy facade you like to put on and associate with you in a way that wasn’t purely business,” Nef replied instantly. “And don’t try to claim you don’t care. If you didn’t care, you’d have headed north as soon as you’d gotten the letter from me, or you’d have gone to the Great Library to begin with.”

      “And how do you figure that?” Xandra asked, ignoring the way the other two were staring.

      Almost at the same time the teapot whistled, and there was a soft clatter from the kitchen, then Nef stepped out, carrying a tray on one hand that was piled with food and the teapot. The woman stepped over to them precisely, and she set a plate of beautiful, fluffy white biscuits with a small amount of raspberry preserves next to it in front of Xandra, then a cup which she quickly and precisely filled with fragrant tea before depositing a knife next to the plate.

      “Like you said, I’m observant,” Nef replied pleasantly as she met Xandra’s gaze. “Now eat your biscuits, dear.”

      Xandra opened her mouth to reply, then paused, seeing the steel in Nef’s eyes. Other people just saw how pleasant she was most of the time, and at first Xandra had seen the same thing. Then Nef seemed to have realized something, and now… now this was what she had to deal with.

      So Xandra sighed, and picked up the tea to take a sip. It galled her that the flavor and smell did help her relax, even if only slightly.

      “Here you are, ladies. Don’t stand on ceremony, go ahead and start!” Nef said, turning to the others and setting their food in front of them, then a plate in front of the last chair, which held one of the ham sandwiches on it.

      She quickly returned the tray to the kitchen, then returned, dusting off her hands. She always moved with the grace of a dancer, Xandra thought. Or maybe like a viper.

      “Now, before we get any farther, I should introduce myself,” Nef said, and gave a deep, graceful bow to Jasmine. “I am Kel’Nef, adjunct archivist of the Great Library of the Karakar. Welcome to my home, and I am at your disposal.”

      Straightening just as gracefully, the elf took her own seat and took a bite of her food with obvious relish, then swallowed before adding, “Now, then, tell me about this invasion.”
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      “…then Cain showed us ranks of the plant-creatures coming out of what looked like a portal, along with a fair folk overseeing it all. The fair folk noticed the spell, and dispelled it after a few moments,” Jasmine explained, pausing as she tried to dredge up more details, then added, “Um, the portal did look like it was between the arched branches of two trees as well.”

      “And Jasmine managed to forget what I pointed out before. I saw movement in the trees, though the scene was small and brief enough that I wasn’t able to get much detail. I suspect dryads were involved,” Xandra added, giving Jasmine a sharp look which made her blush.

      “Don’t be a brat, Xandra. The poor dear has been through a lot in the last few days, forgetting details is only natural,” Nef replied, her voice incredibly kind, and yet at the same time Jasmine couldn’t help marveling at the woman. She’d never seen Xandra back down from anyone before, yet Nef managed it without any apparent effort. The redhead tapped the side of her teacup rhythmically, her head tilted as she thought.

      “Um, do you think you can help us? Xandra said that you probably could determine where the creatures came from… or something like that, anyway,” Naomi asked, sounding slightly anxious.

      “Almost certainly. I know of seventeen other planes with residents which could fit your invaders. The main issue is narrowing down the possible factions. You said that a fair folk hired bandits to capture Jasmine?” Nef asked, looking at Xandra curiously, her tone slightly more brisk and businesslike now.

      “That’s right,” Xandra said, nodding. “The bandit said that he looked like a wolf in the shape of a man. Not unusual for fair folk, unfortunately.”

      “Ah, but that tells me something!” Nef said, standing abruptly as she almost knocked her chair over. “You’ve given me a number of clues as to the nature of your invaders, and all without knowing it.”

      The elf began to pace energetically, gesturing as she spoke. “First is the darkness that shrouded Loth. The darkness wasn’t absolute, which rules out five of the realms I was thinking of, but it exists, which means that the invaders aren’t from nine of the planes, as those realms don’t care about daylight. Right there, we have reduced the number of potential invading realms down to four of those that I’m aware of. While it is possible that there are other planes I don’t know of, I consider it unlikely. The second clue is the dryads, tree-portals, and wolves. That eliminates another two possibilities, as those planes are primarily home to fungus-based life, and as such dryads and trees are not likely, because of which wolf-like fair folk likely wouldn’t live there.”

      “Two possibilities? Well… that’s better, I suppose, but I don’t know how we’d figure out which it is,” Jasmine said, relief beginning to cautiously well up inside her.

      “Oh, I can do better than that! One moment,” Nef said, ending her pacing abruptly as she stepped over to a bookcase to pull a tome off the shelf unerringly. She flipped through it rapidly, the crisp sound of pages turning filling the air, then turned the book around, stepping toward them. “Tell me, did the plants that attacked you look like this?”

      Jasmine focused on the page, which took a moment of adjustment with how suddenly Nef had shown it to her. Then she looked more closely and blinked. On the right page was a black and white image of a thorn-covered plant with several arms, one which looked rather familiar as she looked at it. The biggest difference was that the plants she’d seen attacking them were colored, which meant she hadn’t seen as many details, especially since she hadn’t wanted to die.

      “That looks pretty close to me. What do you think, Naomi?” Jasmine asked, hesitating before she admitted, “The lack of color makes it hard for me to say for sure. I was trying to stay away from them.”

      “We both were. I think they’re close, at least. They threw poisoned thorns at us, too,” Naomi agreed. Xandra just took a sip of her tea, watching all of them impassively.

      “Then we have our invaders. Loth is being invaded by residents of Nocturne, which is quite unexpected,” Nef said, turning the book back around to look at the image. “I never thought I’d see a thorn soldier on the face of Kavarn.”

      “Why might that be?” Xandra asked quietly, just as Jasmine’s mouth was starting to open.

      “Nocturne isn’t connected to the standard transitive planes, nor is it coterminous with our plane,” Nef replied in a matter-of-fact tone. “It takes at least two planar shifts to reach it, or an exceptionally powerful portal designed for such things. I’ve never been there personally, but I’ve read about the natives some during my studies.”

      “Transitive planes? Coterminous?” Jasmine asked helplessly, confusion overwhelming her at the unfamiliar terminology. “What does that mean?”

      “Oh, something I can answer for once!” Naomi said, her eyes brightening as she sat up quickly. “Well, I think I can, anyway. We learned about it when preparing for your rescue!”

      “Ah, excellent. Let’s just hope your teachers weren’t bumbling as much as they did when choosing a rescue party,” Xandra said dryly, causing Naomi to flush.

      “We succeeded! Mostly,” Naomi shot back, her cheeks still red, and Jasmine felt herself blush as well when Nef gently bopped Xandra on the head with the book she was holding, giving her a chiding look.

      “Let her speak, Xandra,” Nef said simply. Xandra looked up at her, rubbing her head, then sat back, giving a permissive gesture.

      “Right, um. So, not all planes are next to one another. The way it was explained to me is that ‘coterminous’ means that things overlap. Like, Lothden is part of Loth, they overlap, so our plane overlaps with some others, which allows us to punch holes between them and move back and forth,” Naomi explained slowly, her brow furrowed with concentration. “When they don’t overlap, though, they use something called transitive planes. The instructor said that each plane is like a ley line node in those cases, and the planes that connect them are like the ley lines, linking one plane to the next. He didn’t say why only some planes could be used that way, though.”

      “Close enough, I suppose,” Xandra murmured, then yelped as Nef bopped her on the head again. The elf twisted to glare at the Karakar, who ignored the look.

      “It’s because those planes allow people easy access through them, and they’re largely empty of anything to stop you from moving past via magic,” Nef commented, her voice smooth as she did so. “That isn’t to say that they’re empty, though! Some of them are home to fascinating societies like nothing you’d ever see in our world. It’s a shame they’re so hard to find, though… the immensity of those planes is like nothing you could imagine.”

      “I think I understand,” Jasmine said, nodding slowly as she tried to grasp the idea. Fortunately, she’d learned about how the ley lines worked, and souls traveled along them to reach their afterlives as well. It gave her some understanding, even if the little they’d told her was hard to fully grasp in an instant. “So, if they are that far away, how did they even reach Loth? Like you said, the planar borders are incredibly strong in Loth.”

      “My question is, why are the planar borders strong there? I wasn’t aware of that, though it isn’t as though summoning or teleportation are my specialty,” Xandra said, setting down her teacup at last.

      Nef grinned, glancing at Jasmine as she spoke. “Ah, but that’s a subject directly applicable to the church of the Phoenix Queen. Do you care to explain, Jasmine? It’s so rare for Xandra to express ignorance.”

      “I’m perfectly willing to admit when I don’t know something. It’s when people pretend to know things that they’re clueless about that I get irritated,” Xandra retorted, glowering, then admitted, “Though people irritate me in general, so that doesn’t take much.”

      Jasmine decided that she should cut off their brewing argument, no matter how fascinating she found it to watch the two interact. She just didn’t understand why Xandra tolerated Nef’s actions.

      “Loth was founded about seventy years ago,” Jasmine began, only for Naomi to interrupt.

      “Sixty-eight years,” the younger priestess said, prompting an exasperated look from Jasmine.

      “It really doesn’t matter the exact time! Xandra was in the Domain of Ashen Hopes anyway,” Jasmine told Naomi, who blushed slightly, shifting in her chair. “Anyway, the high priest of the Phoenix Queen at the time was Andrew Loth, and he was a particularly powerful priest who’d reached the eighth circle of fire magic, possibly the ninth… we’re not entirely sure. Where Loth is now was a country controlled by a variety of demonic cults that had allied together, and they sent out slaving parties as well as privateers across the sea to capture others for their dark rites. The church couldn’t abide that, so they decided to cleanse the land. There were thousands of deaths.”

      “Ah, crusades. How predictable,” Xandra murmured, reaching up to rub her forehead. “I assume we’re getting to the point?”

      “Well, yes. The battles grew too pitched, and the cults kept summoning demons as reinforcements using their sacrifices. So… the high priest used an artifact called the Dawnstone to lock the dimensions across the entire country. Abruptly, all the demons that had been summoned were trapped, and the cults couldn’t summon more. While they were confused, he led the charge on the biggest stronghold of demon worshippers in the country,” Jasmine told her, a little embarrassed at Xandra’s reaction. She didn’t understand it, really, but she tried not to dwell on it. “He died killing the gathered leaders of the cults, as well as the most powerful demons. High Priest Quentin was there, and it had an influence on him, from what he’s said. Unfortunately, the Dawnstone burnt out from overuse, but even after the cults were purged, the barriers between Loth and other worlds are harder to breach. Not impossible, as I was kidnapped, but harder.”

      “Ah. An interesting story, that… and it tells us why the borders are stronger. It doesn’t tell us how they breached them, however. Particularly not from a plane so far from our own,” Xandra murmured, tilting her head.

      “No, it doesn’t. To tell you that, I would have to study the portal itself, and I sincerely doubt that we’d be able to reach it, which is a shame,” Nef said regretfully, causing Jasmine’s heart to sink. Then Nef paused, tilting her head. “On this end, that is. I doubt they would guard it nearly as heavily on the other end, as far-flung as their plane is. Yes, approaching it from Nocturne itself… that might be far more feasible!”

      “Um, how would that help?” Naomi asked, confusion in her voice.

      “Help? Oh, yes, you’re talking about stopping the invasion, my sincerest apologies,” Nef replied, bowing her head slightly, a note of chagrin in her voice. “I simply get caught up in my research at times. That said, reaching the portal on the other end could quite effectively end the invasion. See, the creatures that form the bulk of the invaders are considered part of trees native to Nocturne. They’re extensions of them, and controlled by the dryads which are bonded to the king of thorns, a type of tree. However, should you break the portal which connects the worlds, that will also cut the link between the soldiers and their trees. This would instantly cut the invasion off at the knees. Besides which, perhaps you’d be able to find out why they are invading. That would be quite useful, and I’ve read that some inhabitants of Nocturne are quite friendly. Perhaps overly friendly, in fact… one must ensure that they’re resistant to the advances of affectionate fey who aren’t shy about using charm magic.”

      “Be that as it may… I think that sounds incredibly dangerous,” Jasmine said, though hope kindled inside her anyway.

      “Of course it’s dangerous! That’s why I’m coming with you,” Nef replied breezily, tapping her lips. “Hm, I need to send a message back to the library, and arrange for them to pick up the next shipment of tomes, then properly lock down the planar gate here… that should take a few minutes, no more.”

      “You’re what?” Naomi yelped. “But… but you’re an archivist!”

      “I’m an adjunct archivist,” Nef replied, as though that were all the explanation that was needed, a bright gleam of excitement in her eyes. “And even if this weren’t directly related to my field, which it is, the Library of Current Events would never let me hear the end of it if I allowed you to leave and didn’t properly record subsequent events.”

      “Don’t bother arguing,” Xandra said in resignation, sitting back in her chair. “When she gets like this, there isn’t anything you can do to stop her. You’d have to tie her up and trap her here, and that is just asking to have yourself humiliated. Isn’t that right, Nef?”

      “Of course it is. You’re a skilled mage, but you’re far too close for your own good if it came to a fight,” Nef replied absently while she thought. “The bracelet that allows you to teleport could make it a touch trickier, but you’re not wearing it and are in my home, where it doesn’t work. Besides which, all of you are obviously in need of a motherly touch. I’ve heard about Xandra’s cooking, and I doubt that priestesses spend a lot of time studying the culinary arts.”

      “Um, well… in that case, I suppose I ought to thank you for your assistance?” Jasmine said questioningly, reeling slightly at the sudden change.

      “It isn’t an imposition at all! Besides, I’m not in that much danger, relatively speaking. If I die, the library will just raise me from the dead. I’d hate to have that happen, though. They might revoke my adjunct status, and it’s also the ultimate indication of failure,” Nef said, bouncing on her toes now.

      “I hate to throw a bucket of cold water on your mood, but unless Jasmine, Naomi, or you can shift between planes… how are you expecting to get to Nocturne?” Xandra asked dryly. “I certainly can’t get there. My skillset is primarily focused on destroying things.”

      “Not a problem at all. While I can’t shift between planes easily, particularly not in as short of a time period as we’d require, I know precisely where we can find a portal that can take us there,” Nef replied breezily, smiling broadly. “Now, let me go pack and write a few notes, hm?”

      With that the woman headed for the door, and Jasmine stared after her in shock.

      Nef was a force of nature, she decided belatedly.
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      The next few minutes were a whirlwind, and Xandra spent many of them coming to terms with the fact that Nef was going to be accompanying them. It was something that both relieved her, as Nef truly was brilliant, and gave her a headache. She ate her biscuits and drank the tea while she was waiting, watching as the Karakar bustled about the house.

      Nef wrote a note and set it on a stack of books that she arranged on a side table, wrote another note in a book that she slipped into the backpack she was filling, and bustled about with brisk efficiency that had to be seen to be believed. Not that Xandra was surprised, especially not after Nef’s comment about fighting one another. She’d suspected that Nef was quite skilled for a while, but that had confirmed it for her. It might not have been absolute confirmation, but it was close enough for Xandra.

      “Xandra, dear? Would you mind stepping around back with me?” Nef asked at last, looking up from her backpack. “I really do need to deal with the mess the slaughter fiends left, and I don’t have time to clean it up properly.”

      “Maybe we could—” Jasmine began, only for Xandra to interrupt quickly, a flicker of annoyance rushing through her.

      “No, Jasmine. She said that you’d need a strong stomach, which means you shouldn’t go out,” Xandra said flatly, mostly irritated about Nef’s request. Worse, Jasmine and Naomi being here meant that she couldn’t argue properly, not without getting a lecture from Nef.

      “Precisely. You two just enjoy the rest of your meal, hm? I doubt we’ll get such good food while traveling, so it’s best to savor it while you can. Other planes can have truly odd food,” Nef replied, smiling broadly at them.

      “Well, if you’re sure…” Jasmine said, looking between the two of them in confusion while she settled back into her chair.

      “I’m mostly curious about how we’re going to get there,” Naomi said, picking up the teacup after a moment, and Xandra rolled her eyes, stepping out the front door, with Nef right behind her.

      For a moment both of them were silent, and Xandra examined the Karakar skeptically for a few seconds, then asked, “Why are you coming with us, really?”

      “I’m accompanying you because this is a priceless opportunity for research, and I can’t leave the three of you to commit suicide if I can help it,” Nef replied promptly, giving Xandra a warm smile. “As I said, you’re a good mage, but you don’t have the knowledge to anticipate the dangers you’re walking into.”

      “Why do you assume I’m going with them?” Xandra demanded in irritation, following Nef as the woman led her around the edge of the cabin. “I could just leave them to you.”

      “Lying doesn’t become you, Xandra,” Nef replied, clicking her tongue chidingly. “You may be good at hiding your emotions from most people, but not from me. I doubt anyone still living has seen you cry as much as I did when interviewing you, and I got a good idea of your personality at that point. You care about Jasmine, and possibly a bit about Naomi. I’m not sure if you’ve realized how much you do yourself.”

      Xandra stopped in place, outrage rushing through her, and as her temper flared, she snapped, “How dare you? I’m not some child, Nef, and your assumptions are entirely off-base.”

      Nef stopped, turning to study Xandra for a moment, then smiled sadly, shaking her head. That caused Xandra’s temper to flare again, but the other woman spoke first.

      “Deluding yourself isn’t healthy, Xandra,” Nef scolded gently, looking at her with an understanding gaze that irritated Xandra still more. “I know you’ve been hurt badly by your time in the Domain of Ashen Hopes. I recorded everything you remembered, after all! However, you need company. You’ve refused mine, as well as my offers to stay here and recover, so you need to find another way to come to terms with living in a more forgiving society once more. You need to live, not simply exist, and I’m concerned about you.”

      Xandra inhaled, then paused, taking a few seconds to calm herself. This was the problem with Nef, in her opinion. The woman was nice, yes… but that same aspect of her made Nef interfere in things which weren’t her business. Xandra just… it frustrated her to no end.

      “I don’t need company. I also don’t need—” Xandra began, only to have Nef look her in the eyes and interrupt.

      “No,” Nef said firmly, to Xandra’s surprise.

      “No? No what?” Xandra demanded after a moment, growing still more frustrated.

      “No, you don’t get to pretend to be some lone wolf who doesn’t need anyone else. Look me in the eyes, Xandra. Look at me, and tell me honestly that you wouldn’t care if Jasmine, Naomi, or me were ripped apart by thorn soldiers,” Nef said relentlessly, staring at Xandra pointedly.

      Xandra opened her mouth to make a sarcastic response, but before the words could come out, she paused, seeing the look in Nef’s eyes. The woman wasn’t going to let this go, and a flippant response just might irritate her more. So Xandra took a deep breath, closing her eyes for a few seconds as she thought back to two nights before, when she’d first seen Jasmine and Naomi.

      The first emotion she’d felt had been… shock, if she was being honest. Incredulous shock, but shock nonetheless at seeing the two after about three years. Naomi had filled out her robes a little more, and Jasmine hadn’t looked quite as abused, but they’d been perfectly recognizable in their dirt-streaked robes. On the heels of the shock had been… what, though? Xandra frowned to herself, trying to piece together the tangled emotions she’d felt, standing under the boughs of the trees.

      She wasn’t sure what she’d felt, Xandra decided at last. What came next, on the other hand… she could still remember how her stomach had clenched on seeing the plant-creatures looming out of the woods, along with her exasperation as Jasmine had begun casting such a poorly-controlled fire spell. Well, maybe it hadn’t been that poorly controlled, Xandra corrected herself, but by her standards it’d been terrible, and… at that point she’d made the snap decision to interfere. Why… well, the idea of the two dying there had tied her stomach in knots.

      Xandra’s eyes opened again, and she recoiled, as Nef’s nose was almost touching her own. How the woman had gotten that close without Xandra noticing was beyond her, and Xandra’s pulse began racing as she recoiled slightly. The Karakar smiled suddenly, nodding in satisfaction.

      “I thought so,” Nef said, seeming entirely too pleased with herself. “You’ve figured it out.”

      “Oh, shut up. This is none of your business,” Xandra snapped, turning away and walking around the corner in a huff.

      “I know it isn’t,” Nef replied unrepentantly. “Not yet, anyway.”

      Xandra growled, then paused on seeing the scene behind the building, blinking as her already knotted stomach turned ever so slightly… and that took effort, with as many things as she’d been through over the years.

      Slaughter fiends weren’t that alien to Xandra. She’d seen plenty of them over the years. Most of their kind had four arms that ended in wicked talons that could pierce steel armor if they struck a weak point, while their bodies were heavily muscled, with bone reinforcements that caused weapons to bounce off, assuming something even pierced their thick purple skin. She didn’t like thinking about their heads, which were strange, vertical maws with exposed fangs that could open wide enough to swallow a child whole if they wanted to. Coupled with how they stood nearly eight feet tall, the creatures were a significant threat to most soldiers, let alone commoners.

      The three slaughter fiends had been systematically dismantled, with their arms, legs, and bodies carefully cut open to expose their innards. Even the flies were avoiding the bodies, Xandra noted as her stomach churned. She resisted the urge to gape for an instant, then glanced at Nef, her eyes narrowing.

      “Really, you cut open all three of them?” she asked, gesturing at the bodies.

      “I said that Ell wanted to know about their physiology. Some fiends have differing internal organs, however, so examining the differences between them was necessary for accurate information,” Nef replied brightly. “Now, normally I’d build a bonfire and stoke it up hot enough that it could burn the bodies, that or toss them back into their home dimension, but I don’t have time for that. Would you be a dear and incinerate them for me?”

      “I’m not an undertaker, you know,” Xandra said in exasperation.

      “No, you’re a specialist in destruction magic. That’s better than an undertaker when you have fiend bodies lying around,” Nef replied, looking the bodies over as she spoke. It was somewhat disturbing, how unconcerned by them she seemed. If anything, she looked slightly sad, Xandra thought. “Would you deal with them?”

      “Fine,” Xandra said, taking a deep breath, then began channeling mana outward as she began weaving the spell.

      Casting still wasn’t quite as easy as Xandra would like, as her fingers teased the lines of mana into order, and she whispered the words of the spell, drawing on her knowledge of destructive magics. Like normal, she was focusing on her favored element, which made it a little easier, as she felt the fire grow in her chest, almost like her mana core itself was preparing to ignite.

      The heat rushed out of her chest with the last word, swirling down her arms in a spiral of purple flames, pooling in front of her hands… then spread to envelop the bodies lying before her, descending on them like a glowing purple fog.

      “It’s fascinating how you’ve combined the spheres of destruction and energy,” Nef said, watching Xandra’s magic closely as the fiends sizzled, then began to almost dissolve into ashes. “I’ve heard of others doing it, of course, but most people don’t have the patience to learn enough about manipulating mana. I didn’t even have the aptitude to become a mage, personally.”

      Xandra shrugged, watching what she was doing closely. The bodies were resistant to fire, but resistant wasn’t the same as immune, and she’d long-since learned that adding volatile mana to her spells allowed them to pierce even supposed immunities. That always startled elementals.

      “I wouldn’t know. Mostly because I don’t remember enough about my own training,” Xandra replied more calmly. “The library records indicate that I worked as an energy mage, but not much more. Presumably I powered the circles for teleportations, charged magical items, or even supplied mana for others making enchantments, but I can’t be sure.”

      “That sounds reasonable, yes. There’s always work for those who can supply large amounts of mana,” Nef agreed, pausing as the last of the fiends were rendered to ashes, and Xandra ended her spell, leaving scorch marks here and there on the ground, but the only sign of the fiends was the blood staining the soil and grass. The woman spoke in approval. “Well done, you didn’t destroy the ground, too. You have excellent control of your magic. Destruction magi aren’t known for that.”

      “Most destruction magi haven’t spent centuries where I have,” Xandra replied, flicking her fingers and shaking her head. “Now, can we go? I’d rather not waste more time on things like this.”

      And, she added internally, she’d rather not have to spend more time alone with Nef. If she did, the woman would probably start badgering her about something else.

      “That’s all for now, yes. Back inside, and I can get my things!” Nef replied cheerfully, and headed back toward the front, humming brightly to herself.

      Xandra barely avoided a sigh of relief.
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      “So, where are we going?” Jasmine asked at last, shifting her backpack slightly so it sat a little more comfortably.

      Xandra had seemed slightly different when they’d come back from cleaning up, whatever that had meant, and Jasmine wondered why. The mage had also been a little more prickly, so she hadn’t dared pry too much. It’d astounded her how quickly Nef had been ready to leave, though. The woman had locked the door of her home only seconds before, and Jasmine had heard an odd popping sound as the Karakar turned the key. Now they were outdoors again, and she had no idea what they were doing, aside from finding a way to the plane Nef had called Nocturne.

      “The abandoned city of Rithevahn,” Nef replied briskly, glancing upward, then pulled a hat out of her backpack and plopped the floppy-brimmed hat on her head. “It was originally a settlement of shadow-aligned fair folk, but then they decided to kidnap a few children from a nearby clan of dwarves. A mistake, that… The clan held a grudge, and both groups are long gone. The dwarves left after their mines ran dry, and the fair folk were killed or fled, leaving behind ruins that I studied years ago.”

      “Based on that, and the fact you’re taking us there, I assume there’s a portal located in the city,” Xandra said, a slight edge to her voice. “At least, I hope so.”

      “Yes, yes, I know, you’re upset with me. Do try to get over it, I love you anyway,” Nef replied in amusement. “As for your question, yes, there’s a portal there. When I was last there it was inactive, but I know how to activate it. The biggest issue is powering the portal, as it requires an impressive amount of mana to activate, but once active it can run almost indefinitely. I’m certain that with three magi we can do the job.”

      “Ah. What do you think?” Jasmine asked, looking at Naomi.

      “Well, it isn’t like we haven’t done something similar before,” Naomi said, frowning slightly. “When we were coming to rescue you, the High Priest and a bunch of other magi charged a portal in the temple, since they wanted us to have all of our mana on the other side for the rescue… They said it was really hard, since they were just linking it briefly to the portal closest to where you were, without knowing the exact location.”

      Nef paused, looking at them curiously for a moment, her eyes widened slightly. “Truly, they linked a portal to a location they didn’t have personal knowledge of?”

      “I… well, they must have. They didn’t know that I was in the Domain of Ashen Hopes. I didn’t know that,” Jasmine confirmed, shrugging uneasily.

      “Mm, that’s a truly difficult thing to do, from everything I’ve heard. You must have had a quite skilled mage there,” Nef said, circling her house and beginning to head north. “I can’t do that, of course. I use ritual magic to move between planes normally, which takes a lot of time to set up, and that’s with knowing exactly where I’m going.”

      “How long are you talking about? I’ve learned a little about ritual magic… it’s the main form of resurrection, after all,” Jasmine asked curiously, as it wasn’t a subject she’d delved into much. The only rituals she knew were designed to bless the crops or call for rain, and those rituals only took her about a day with others to help. She doubted she could manage one on her own.

      “If it’s a simple jump, to someplace like, say, the Domain of Ashen Hopes, I could put together the ritual in… ten days,” Nef replied, tilting her head as she considered while moving forward at a brisk pace. “Someplace harder to reach could take up to twice that. So for Nocturne, we’d likely be looking at a month and a half just to get there, and as I wouldn’t be able to set up the ritual to retrieve us, we’d have to go through at least one step at the halfway point, so assume two and a half months for a round trip. Or we can walk for two or three days and use a pre-existing portal with a little effort.”

      “Sensible and practical,” Xandra said, nodding slightly as she glanced at Jasmine and Naomi. “Assuming these two pampered flowers can keep it up that long.”

      Jasmine blushed, but straightened, giving Xandra a look as she replied, “Considering the boots and items you got us, I certainly hope we can. Besides, I’ve always heard that a little adversity is good for character.”

      “Only a little, though. Look at what a lot of adversity did to Xandra,” Naomi added, a nervous edge to her attempt at humor.

      “Quite,” Xandra replied, her tone dry. “I believe I’ve recommended that you not be like me many times before this.”

      Jasmine chuckled at that, but after a moment she focused on what they were doing, as they were just cresting the hill behind Nef’s home. The hill wasn’t a huge one, and from the top she could see two circles of stones around the hilltop, one circle on the interior, only a dozen paces from the top, and the other a good twenty paces farther out. Each was made up of only five standing stones, but they looked like they were in good shape. Based on what Xandra had said, she suspected they were what protected the area from too many planar intrusions.

      Beyond the hill, she saw that the forest grew a little sparser as the ground became rocky. Jasmine didn’t like the look of the terrain, but she supposed there wasn’t much to be done about it, and off in the distance she could see the faint shadows of mountains. Jasmine thought they were part of the range that formed much of Loth’s northern border, but she wasn’t entirely sure.

      “If I may… where is this abandoned city?” Jasmine asked, frowning. “I don’t recall seeing anything like it on a map.”

      “You wouldn’t have. It’s underneath Mount Lissen, and a good ways beneath it at that,” Nef replied, glancing over her shoulder and grinning back at Jasmine. “It’ll be a fascinating experience, just wait and see!”

      “If you say so,” Jasmine said, unable to keep a smile from creeping onto her face. If nothing else, Nef was optimistic, which improved Jasmine’s mood significantly.

      Xandra simply rolled her eyes and kept walking, which made Jasmine wonder what the elf was thinking.
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      Crak paced impatiently as he waited, wondering what was taking his scouts so long. They were tracking a group of mortals, not other fair folk, which should have made this a simple matter. Instead, they’d almost lost the trail several times, as if something was interfering with the scent of the holy maiden and her companions.

      If they lost her, he suspected that their lady would not be amused. She’d been forgiving the last time, but he’d seen what had happened to the last person to defy her, and Crak didn’t want to lose his hide, head, or anything else. He liked being all in one piece, rather than compost for the trees. It gave him a great deal of motivation to find the holy maiden and drag her back to the portal.

      It didn’t help that these forests were entirely too bright, in Crak’s opinion. He’d heard that once the forests around Ignos had been bright as well, but that had been before Crak’s time. He preferred to track by night, but the trail would be cold by then, especially with how these mortals liked to travel during daylight hours. So he suffered with it, keeping to the deeper shadows as much as possible.

      At that moment the scent of one of the others came on the breeze, and Crak stiffened, the scent of smoke and scorched flesh wafting off the fair folk. A few seconds later the woman came into sight, limping slightly, and Crak’s eyes widened.

      Vilra had possessed a beautiful, smoke-gray pelt in either form, one which Crak had envied for almost as long as he’d known her, but the woman’s entire left fore-quarter was scorched, the skin bubbled painfully, and tears were slowly trickling from her eyes as she limped along.

      “What happened?” Crak demanded. “You didn’t run into that mage, did you?”

      Vilra growled, stopping and swaying slightly before she shifted back into her humanoid form, her body still scorched, then spoke. “No. I tracked them to a house on a hill, a location that stank of magic and other worlds. They left, joined by another, but I investigated the house a little too closely. When my nose touched the door, this happened. Lightning and fire alike struck me.”

      Crak winced sympathetically, and looked over at Kranah, nodding to the man, and he quickly moved forward. He was their healer, and his magic should at least ease Vilra’s pain, even if it couldn’t regrow her fur. Vilra’s expression grew less strained as green magic played over her skin, causing it to slowly return to normal.

      “They went north? Are they still proving difficult to track?” Crak asked, trying to suppress his frustration.

      “Yes, but I noticed something else. While their scents are mostly masked, most of them are bad at hiding their tracks. As they’re not following a road anymore, I believe that we can follow their tracks easily,” Vilra told him, and bared her teeth as she added, “I’d like to express my displeasure to the woman who did this to me as well.”

      “Of course you would. And if we catch up with them, you’re more than welcome to do so,” Crak said, paused for a moment to consider, then added, “We’ll wait just a little longer for the others, then set out. They’ll be able to follow us if all else fails.”

      A chorus of growls came in response as the others agreed with him, and Crak focused on the hunt. The holy maiden was not going to escape, if it was the last thing he did.
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      There were several good things about traveling with Nef, that much Xandra had to admit, even if only in the privacy of her own mind. First of all, the woman was quick, and Xandra suspected that even without enchantments to help her endurance, Nef would be able to run even Xandra into the ground, let alone Jasmine and Naomi. Beyond that, she was used to traveling through the wilderness, and knew exactly where she was going the entire time, meaning that there wasn’t much time spent backtracking, except for the spot where the path she’d intended to use had collapsed in some recent rains.

      Most important was her skill with cooking, though, and Xandra lifted another bit of cornbread and chili to her mouth, marveling at how perfectly cooked it was. Nef had produced the food seemingly effortlessly, and Xandra couldn’t help her envy, considering how often she managed to burn her food. Even after three years, she’d only marginally improved, which frustrated Xandra to no end.

      “Practice. No matter how much talent you have, you’ll never get anywhere with something without practice,” Nef told Naomi as she scraped the last chili out of the pot and into her bowl with an easy flick of the wrist. “One of my classmates when I was in training had an incredible talent with the sword. What took me an hour to learn, Olm would figure out in two minutes, sometimes in a single demonstration. He was brilliant, and I imagine against most bandits he’d have been a nightmare. He barely practiced through the training, where I spent… goddess, I think I spent sixteen hours a day training. I got more blisters than I care to think about, and only slept six hours a night. Our classes took the remainder of my days, but I was determined to be able to defend myself.

      “Then it came time for the final exams. We had to face every other student in duels, one at a time,” Nef said, a smile of satisfaction on her face. “The look of shock on Olm’s face when I beat him was priceless. He couldn’t understand how I’d done it, when I’d been one of the middling students at the start of the class. It was the teacher who set him straight, fortunately, pointing out that he was wasting his talent. That if he’d put in the same degree of effort that I had, or even a quarter of that effort, I wouldn’t have been able to touch him. It’s a lesson I’ve kept in mind ever since, to never be complacent. There’s always room for improvement, to be better than you were yesterday.”

      “But… how does that apply to magic? We only have so much mana, so we can’t practice that much,” Naomi said, frowning a little as she ate her food. “It makes sense for food, or other mundane things, but…”

      “Fool,” Xandra murmured, prompting a flush to spread across the priestess’s cheeks.

      They were in a tiny clearing, one which Xandra suspected that Nef had used before, based on the barely-visible ashes that were in the middle of it, as well as the stones she’d unearthed from a tangle of plants for the fire pit. To one side they had a cliff that sheltered them from the worst of the wind, while to the other side was a tangle of trees where they’d found fallen wood for their fire. It was a surprisingly comfortable location for a camp.

      “There’s no need for insults, Xandra,” Nef replied kindly, grinning as she continued, “In fact, you’re the perfect example! Tell me, how satisfied are you with your control of the sphere of destruction?”

      “I’m not. My grip is shaky, the spells often escape the bounds I intend to keep them within, and it often fights me to rage out of control,” Xandra replied, scowling as she shook her head. “I’m making progress with it, but it isn’t easy. I hadn’t used it in centuries, and that lack of practice hurt. Worse, I was forbidden from even thinking about it, most of the time.”

      “Precisely! Whereas your skill with mana is the exact opposite,” Nef said, looking at Naomi and smiling. “The nice thing about Xandra is that she’ll never lie to you. She might be rude as an ornery dragon with a toothache, but if she chooses to answer you, she’s going to be honest. It’s quite nice after how many magi I’ve met who seem to think that blustering and pretending to be better than they are is a good idea. It’s like pulling teeth to get accurate information out of most of them.”

      Xandra scowled as Jasmine and Naomi both giggled at the description of her, and instead ate another bite of the cornbread. It helped remind her about the good aspects of being with Nef.

      “That doesn’t really explain how to practice, though,” Jasmine said after a moment. “Like Naomi said, we only have so much mana.”

      “Ah, but you don’t need mana to practice your spells!” Nef replied, taking a bite of food, savoring it for a moment before continuing. “Xandra, without casting it, would you use the gestures and words for a basic light spell?”

      Xandra rolled her eyes, but cooperated, rattling off the words precisely as she flicked her spoon through the appropriate gestures. It was easy as could be, with all her practice over the centuries, and her movements were as precise as dwarven-cut gems.

      “That, right there, is what you can do. Make the gestures, and think about them. Was that the best way you can make them? Is there some way to improve? What about your diction? Is it ideal for the spell in question?” Nef asked, tapping her spoon on the edge of the pot to clean it off. “You can practice without spending a drop of mana. I may not be a mage myself, but I know enough about the basics to know that much.”

      “I suppose so,” Naomi said dubiously, looking down at her hands and flexing her fingers experimentally, which prompted Xandra to roll her eyes. The movements were stiffer than normal, which meant that by consciously thinking about it, the woman was making things even harder on herself.

      “Nef is correct when she speaks about how you can practice without mana, but there’s another aspect which is also almost as important, in my opinion, and that is control. A more precisely cast spell is more efficient, yes, but you can practice a completely different method to keep from wasting mana at all times,” Xandra said, setting her bowl down for the moment. There wasn’t much left as it was, and she had the feeling that she’d regret it if she ate too much more of the chili, which was a touch on the warm side for her.

      Jasmine looked at her and blinked, frowning a little as she hesitated. Then she asked, her tone somewhat cautious, “What do you mean? I don’t think I’m wasting mana.”

      “But you are. It’s something which I think the vast majority of people are ignorant of, so I can understand you not knowing. Were you aware that magi of all types can normally be detected by a mana detection spell, as they tend to exude mana?”

      Jasmine and Naomi both nodded, and Nef’s eyes lit up in understanding. “Ah, I understand what you’re getting at! Even those of us who can use magical techniques have mana bleeding off if we don’t learn enough control. I’m not perfect at it myself.”

      Xandra nodded, a thin smile flickering across her lips. “Yes, that’s it exactly. You don’t bleed off much mana from your mana veins, but it’s a noticeable drain on every mage who doesn’t take a conscious effort to rein it in, at least if you’re looking for it. You might be able to increase the amount of mana you can use for spells by as much as one tenth if you were able to get it fully under control. Not that I expect you’d be able to gain that degree of control.”

      “How can we do that?” Naomi asked, looking both intrigued and irritated at her own curiosity.

      “It’s a matter of optimizing the flow of mana through your body. You need to—” Nef began, but went silent as Xandra raised a finger, shaking her head.

      “You’re dealing with priestesses, Nef, not learned magi who’ve studied magic the way that the Karakar teach it,” Xandra said, shaking her head as she stood, raising her hands to her cloak clasp. “No, the best way to teach is to show them.”

      “You aren’t an illusionist, though,” Nef pointed out, tilting her head slightly. “That’s more a specialty of the light sphere, which you’ve never claimed to have any knowledge of.”

      Xandra chuckled, unhooking the clasp and dropping her cloak to the ground as she replied with amusement, “Ah, I see that in this I know more than you, Nef. I’m an energy mage, and not one of the minor practitioners that most are. No, I have a few tricks that other people don’t have.”

      With that, Xandra closed her eyes and concentrated on her mana veins and core. Most of the time she didn’t even sense them, her ability to control them had grown so ingrained, but when she reached for them, they were waiting for her. Thin conduits allowed mana to flow through her body like blood, but the mana was perfectly ordered, moving swiftly through them without losing more than the tiniest amount before it returned to her mana core. She supposed that the mana core could be considered a second heart, but Xandra considered it to be even more important in some ways. After all, her Mistress had stolen her original heart. She hadn’t stolen her mana core, and Xandra suspected she would have if it had been possible.

      Once she’d fully explored her network, Xandra didn’t speak a word, nor did she make a gesture. Some magic was purely internal, not something which had to be externalized… and she felt her mana core surge, power pulsing through her body more quickly as the flow of mana grew more powerful, and her core and veins began to shine.

      Naomi inhaled sharply, while Jasmine gasped. There wasn’t a sound from Nef for a moment, then there was the rustle of pages, and the scratching of a pen.

      “You’re correct, I didn’t know this was possible. Perhaps other Karakar have recorded the possibility, but I’m not going to count on that,” Nef said briskly, her voice focused. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m illuminating my mana veins and core, causing them to shine brightly,” Xandra said simply, opening her eyes and glancing downward. Even through her clothing she could see the veins shimmering brightly, a near-translucent blue, inside which pure white light flowed like water. “This is what I do. I have taken the mana and streamlined it, causing it to flow smoothly through my body, without wasting any of it by allowing it to leave my body. Does this explain what I meant, Jasmine?”

      “I… I think so. Your mana isn’t bouncing at all. It’s all going the same direction,” Jasmine said, her mouth slightly open as she watched with huge eyes.

      “Fires of the Goddess … how can you have that large of a mana core?” Naomi asked, staring at Xandra’s chest. “I’ve never seen one before, but I know how big mine feels. It’s the size of my pinkie, not bigger than my fist.”

      Resisting the urge to sigh, as Naomi was focusing on the wrong thing as far as she was concerned, Xandra allowed her spell to lapse, and her mana veins and core slowly faded from view over the course of about ten breaths.

      “That doesn’t matter in the slightest,” Xandra snapped at her. “The only thing you need to worry about is your mana core, as well as your own execrable use of your mana. You aren’t going to be needing to outlast me any time soon, and if you do need to, you’re going to lose.”

      Naomi flushed, looking away, and Xandra began to sit again, picking up her cloak as she did. She really didn’t need the cloak out here in the wilds, but she was used to wearing it most of the time.

      “However, more knowledge never hurt anyone.” Nef contradicted Xandra gently, giving Naomi a warm smile as she continued, “Xandra’s mana core is the product of time and her mastery of the sphere of energy. Everyone’s mana core grows over time, and she’s had a millennium to expand it, which likely means it can’t grow much more naturally. On the other hand, with the sphere of energy a mage can artificially stimulate their mana core to grow larger, and they can also purify their mana, making it denser and more potent overall. It’s not something they do lightly, if what I’ve heard is correct, but it’s certainly possible.”

      “Oh! So that’s why your mana was so overwhelming!” Jasmine exclaimed, her eyes brightening. “I always wondered why it wasn’t tainted from all your time in the Domain of Ashen Hopes.”

      “As if I’d want that sort of filth tainting my mana,” Xandra replied, shuddering at the memory, and hesitated before admitting, “Unfortunately, I wasn’t good enough to stop it initially. It took me the better part of a century to figure out how to filter out all the foulness. Possibly more… my memory isn’t the best when it comes to that era. I’m certain it took me a long time to get rid of what had already built up.”

      “Huh. Well, I don’t have centuries to work on my mana. I’ve got fifty, at best guess,” Naomi said, suddenly seeming downcast as she stared at the fire. “I bet I’ll never have the chance to use magic like you do.”

      Xandra looked at her for a second, considering the best way to reply, but before she could, her mouth opened and she spoke bluntly. “Don’t be an idiot.”

      Naomi jerked back slightly, shock on her face, and there was an ever-so-brief moment that Xandra regretted speaking the way she had, but it passed quickly as the priestess sputtered. “W-what? Why are you being so rude this time? I was being honest about my limitations!”

      “Except that you aren’t. You’re jumping to conclusions, like that utter imbecile Vanreth,” Xandra told Naomi, crossing her arms as she saw the confusion on both Naomi and Jasmine’s faces. “Humans have the potential to match elves in every respect except for lifespan. In fact, most of the time they develop faster than us. Far, far faster.”

      “Um, are you sure? I’ve always heard that elves have more magi than humans,” Jasmine said, her tone questioning. Xandra resisted the urge to pinch the bridge of her nose.

      “Nef, would you please illuminate these two ignorant priestesses before I set them on fire?” Xandra asked, straining to keep from swearing at them.

      “You won’t set them on fire and you know it. You like them too much,” Nef replied, clicking her tongue and putting away the book she’d been writing in.

      “Nef…” Xandra growled, glaring at her.

      “However, she is correct. So! A basic, fascinating lesson on how different species develop!” Nef said, ignoring Xandra now as she grinned broadly. “Actually, it’s getting late so I’ll keep this brief. I already mentioned how our mana cores constantly grow the longer we live, but why is that? It’s because every living being absorbs mana the longer it lives. The difference is that while different creatures absorb approximately the same amount of mana, what it is used for is quite different. For elves, a large portion of that mana goes into maintaining our bodies, causing us to live longer than humans, while the rest goes into strengthening our bodies, assisting our mana cores, and things like that. The reason we have more spellcasters compared to an equal population of humans is because we have more time to decide what we wish to do.”

      “Wait… if humans don’t have the long lives, what do they use the mana for?” Jasmine asked, her eyebrows rising as she looked at Naomi.

      “Potential,” Xandra snapped, and Nef nodded.

      “Just so. Humans have an incredible ability to grow rapidly, to quickly master skills that most elves would take decades or centuries to learn. Their lives are comparatively short, but they have the ability to grow far more quickly than us. Combined with how fast they multiply, it can be somewhat intimidating to others,” Nef said, laughing as she grinned. “The only issue is that many humans squander their potential, and don’t do anything with it. It’s sad, but that is simply what it is.”

      “Which means I could match Xandra?” Naomi asked, looking a little startled.

      “Possibly. If you stopped feeling sorry for yourself, focused on actually learning rather than wasting time, and chose the right spheres. Just because you have the potential to match me doesn’t mean you’re talented in the same ways,” Xandra said crossly, picking up her bowl to finish off her food, and scowled as she realized it was cold at this point. That was quite annoying. Maybe it was for the best, though.

      “Agreed. In the end, it comes down to practice. Practice your magic, perfect it, and there is no telling how far you will go,” Nef agreed, flashing a smile as she added, “Assuming someone better doesn’t cut your journey short, of course! You’ll want to avoid that. Now, who wants to help me clean up?”

      “I’ll help,” Jasmine said quickly, looking a bit thoughtful as she set her bowl aside, obviously hesitating, then asked, “What about half-elves?”

      “You’re halfway between elves and humans. You don’t have as much potential, but you also aren’t as slow as elves,” Nef said promptly, collecting the bowls and spoons as she teased, “Just like Naomi, you have the potential to match or exceed Xandra. She’s just a bit overly specialized.”

      Xandra considered replying, but as she realized that would just lead to more comments from Nef, she made a rude gesture instead.

      Nef’s laughter wasn’t what she expected, and Xandra sighed as the other two followed her example. Yet despite that, Xandra couldn’t say that she was upset about it.
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      The following day had been startlingly restful, in Jasmine’s opinion. Yes, Loth was still in danger, leaving a nagging sense of fear under the surface of her emotions, but after a full day where she wasn’t in immediate danger, as well as having a goal… it helped her calm down. Even if Nef maintained an even more punishing pace than Xandra did. The good aspect was that Nef was far more cheerful and willing to take breaks when they needed it, even if she didn’t give them as long as Jasmine would have preferred.

      Beyond that, the areas they’d passed through had been fascinating as well. Most of the land was simple rolling hills and rocky outcroppings, as well as the copses of trees which dotted the landscape, but Jasmine hadn’t expected to pass a handful of remote homesteads along the way, one with a flock of sheep grazing nearby and a man guarding them with a sling in hand. Nef had waved pleasantly, but kept going without pausing. Then they’d passed a cliff that looked odd, as it was threaded through with veins of bright red-orange crystal that shimmered despite not being in direct sunlight. They hadn’t had a chance to examine it more closely, but at least the pleasant day had allowed them to make good progress in their trek toward the mountains.

      The mountains weren’t directly connected to the ones north of Loth, Jasmine had determined, as she could see a wide plain between the western portion of these mountains and the ones she recognized. Looking up at them, Jasmine wiped her forehead and considered for a moment. The mountains seemed far taller than she’d thought they were.

      “Almost done for the day!” Nef announced cheerfully. “If we push, we can get into the city itself, but I know lots of people aren’t comfortable with abandoned cities. Resting in the passage leading to it is likely the best approach, and I can tell you a bit about what to expect.”

      “You’d… you’d be there already, if you were on your own. Wouldn’t you?” Naomi asked, her voice faint as she leaned over, resting her hands on her knees.

      “A few hours earlier than this, most likely,” Nef agreed pleasantly, nodding and tilting her head. “I spend a lot of time hiking and exercising, between projects. You never know when you’ll need to engage in a marathon to prove yourself to some society in order to even get them to talk to you.”

      “Or when you need to outrun them because you asked questions that they found highly offensive,” Xandra retorted, prompting a laugh from Nef.

      “That too!” the woman said, grinning broadly.

      “Is that something you run into a lot?” Jasmine asked, frowning a little. “I wouldn’t think you’d be doing something so dangerous.”

      “Not a lot. It’s something I take into account, though,” Nef replied, and paused, glancing at Xandra as she added, “I can see you shifting back and forth, Xandra. Go relieve yourself if you need to.”

      “I was just trying to decide if it was needed, so mind your own business,” Xandra snapped, shaking her head as she scowled. “Perhaps one of those items that makes it so I don’t need to eat would be a good idea after all.”

      “Those tend to lead to certain bodily functions atrophying, which can have terrible consequences if you ever stop using the items in question,” Nef replied instantly. “I don’t recommend them.”

      Xandra scowled, then headed off into the bushes on the right side of the path. Jasmine watched her go, a little surprised.

      “Why is she so irritable all the time?” Naomi asked, frowning. “She’s not being as sarcastic as before, but now she’s just snapping.”

      “She likes being able to have the last word, and I don’t let her,” Nef replied, shrugging. “She may be older than I am, but I have far more experience with the world. Xandra doesn’t like that, it makes her uneasy. Add to that her inability to truly connect with other people, and you have a recipe for disaster. It’s part of why I was so pleased to see she was with you. I think it’s good for her.”

      “I can hear you,” Xandra called out from the bushes, sounding distinctly annoyed.

      “Which means you’ll be on exactly the same page as they are,” Nef said, glancing at Jasmine and grinning. “If I thought it would do much good, I’d have a fling with Xandra myself, but I’m sure we wouldn’t work out long-term… and she rejected me twice already. One of you two would be much better for her. Maybe both, but I’m not sure about your preferences where that’s concerned.”

      “What? You… you what?” Naomi sputtered, staring at Nef in shock as her cheeks reddened.

      “Hm? Which part? The comment about the fling, or that one of you two would be better for her?” Nef asked curiously, and Jasmine felt heat rising into her cheeks quickly. “Or the both part?”

      “All of it!” Naomi said, giving Jasmine a pleading look. “Why do you think that we’d be better for her?”

      Nef laughed brightly, her grin almost infectious as she looked at them. The elf considered, then spoke gently.

      “I’m about a hundred and seventy years old at this point. I could do the math to give a more precise date, but that isn’t the point. I’ve had a lot of relationships over the years, so having another brief one for a year or so wouldn’t be unusual. However, I don’t attempt that with someone who I don’t think would be happy with me long-term. Xandra is very pretty, and knowledgeable enough that I think I’d enjoy her company quite a bit, even for long periods, but I seem to put her on edge,” Nef explained, glancing at the bushes as she added, “All that said, if you ever want to give it a try, let me know, Xandra!”

      “If I find a spider, I’m going to throw it at you,” Xandra announced, a note of annoyance in her voice.

      “About what I thought,” Nef murmured, prompting an even deeper blush from Jasmine. “Either way, the two of you get along with her far better than I do. At the very least, she doesn’t seem to be intimidated by either of you, which is good. Couple that with the way the two of you watch her when you think no one is looking, and I’m quite certain you like her to one degree or another. I’m not sure how it would work out in the end, she is theoretically immortal, and both of you likely have lifespans measured in less than four centuries put together, but even brief, wholesome relationships are good for people. Especially people who’ve become jaded after being stuck in the lower planes for centuries.”

      Jasmine felt her blush grow deeper and cleared her throat, hesitating for a moment before she spoke. “We… haven’t really discussed it much. We tried, but—”

      “But some injuries are private, and take more than a few decades to heal,” Xandra interrupted frostily, stepping out of the bushes and giving Jasmine a look that made her distinctly uncomfortable. “I’ll thank you not to tear open the wounds again. Nef is well aware of what happened to me. She dragged it out of me during one of our early meetings.”

      For the first time since they’d met her, Jasmine saw the warm expression on Nef’s face vanish, replaced by regret and sorrow. The redhead bowed her head slightly. “Ah, my apologies, Xandra. I didn’t realize that was why you were weeping. I will attempt to stop teasing you.”

      “Don’t bother,” Xandra said, the faintest hint of weariness in her voice. “Just don’t bring those experiences up, please. I know you won’t be able to help yourself, and your pity is almost worse than your usual teasing.”

      “As you like,” Nef replied, bowing her head slightly. “I do think a relationship would be good for you, though. Even if you’re afraid of losing someone again, it’d be a way to move forward in life.”

      Xandra rolled her eyes, looking at Jasmine before she spoke, her tone desert dry. “This is why I avoid visiting Nef. She teases, yes, but she’s unnaturally nice for someone who knows all the horrible things that she does, and she’s an interfering busybody.”

      “On the other hand, considering your attitude, if I don’t do it, who will?” Nef shot back at Xandra, who sighed heavily.

      Jasmine paused for a moment, looking at Naomi, then she began to laugh, as the ridiculousness of the two finally overwhelmed her. Naomi started giggling a moment later, holding a hand over her mouth.

      Xandra glared at them for a moment, folding her arms in front of her as she slowly inhaled, then spoke calmly. “I see how you are. Nef, can we please get moving? Obviously they don’t need rest that much.”

      “Right! You’d best save your breath as much as you can, it’s a bit of a hike ahead of us,” the Karakar replied breezily, turning around to examine the hillside, then started forward. “If we keep moving, we’ll be up there in a jiffy!”

      Naomi glanced up at the mountainside as she started to move forward again, and Jasmine followed her, with Xandra taking the rear-most position. Probably to keep them from falling behind, now that Jasmine thought about it.

      “Somehow I doubt that we’re going to get there that quickly,” Naomi murmured, picking her steps carefully. Jasmine was about to reply when Xandra spoke up.

      “Certainly not if you keep imitating an overladen mule or a snail. Move your posterior, priestess, or your chances with me are about as good as those of a fish in the middle of the Crystalsand desert,” Xandra said tartly, prompting a blush from Jasmine. Then she paused, looking back at Xandra.

      “Wait, she has a chance with you?” Jasmine asked, her emotions twisting nervously inside her. “What about me?”

      “I’d think you’d be more concerned by the fact that your homeland is under siege while we are entering another, probably hostile, plane of existence, than you are about personal relationships,” Xandra told her, arching an eyebrow skeptically. “I suppose alcohol really does cause some people’s minds to rot. Now shut up and move.”

      “Um, right,” Jasmine replied, blushing as she turned back to the trail and picked up the pace.

      It was only a few seconds later that she realized Xandra hadn’t said she didn’t have a chance. That brought an added spring to Jasmine’s step.
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      “And here we are!” Nef announced cheerfully, sounding like she’d taken a brief hike rather than a punishing climb, and shaded her eyes as she looked upward at the cave before them. “The lost city of Rithevahn! Well, its entrance, but that’s how it goes.”

      Xandra was breathing hard and sweating lightly, which meant she didn’t have the breath to reply immediately. And while she was in bad enough shape, the two priestesses… well, she saw Naomi teeter, then practically collapse against the wall of the cave, panting for breath. Jasmine was slightly better off, with her hands on her knees as she took slow, deep breaths.

      The cave entrance wasn’t anything that would’ve drawn Xandra’s notice normally, and she used the hood of her cloak to wipe her forehead as she looked at it. After a few seconds she noticed that there were a few signs that the cave had been widened at one point, but she couldn’t gauge how long ago that might’ve been. At almost the same time Nef looked back at them.

      “Ah, did I get too excited and move too quickly? My apologies, I’m just looking forward to seeing the city again!” Nef said, her cheeks coloring a little as she shrugged. “That and to go through the portal, if I’m being honest. The idea of seeing Nocturne personally… I wonder if I’ll even be able to sleep tonight!”

      “Perhaps you should take the majority of watches, then,” Xandra replied sardonically, taking a deep breath herself, then another. She glanced at the cave before adding, “How large was this city, anyway? I know fair folk tend not to be that populous, compared to other species, and I’ve never heard of Rithevahn.”

      “You wouldn’t have. It fell approximately six hundred years ago, while you were imprisoned, and it rose only two hundred years before that,” Nef explained, her voice suddenly brisk. “It was unusually large as well, with approximately ten thousand fair folk at its height. Unfortunately, my previous visits were unable to determine why so many of them settled here all at once, nor more accurate numbers. Fair folk are notoriously hard to pin down, with how some of them live alone in several buildings, and others will live dozens to a single dwelling.”

      “Ah. I… I wondered a little myself,” Jasmine managed to say, pausing before she continued a little more easily, “I wondered why I hadn’t heard about them. I mean, I heard about the war over Xandra’s valley, but nothing about the dwarves or this city.”

      “That’s in large part because Loth is a humanocentric country,” Nef told Jasmine, though she gave Xandra a glance of amusement. “They concern themselves with other nations like their own, unless they’re demon worshippers. If the dwarves had been trade partners, perhaps they’d have paid more attention, but I suspect that the clan is a footnote in history books at best.”

      “Not to mention that there is an immense amount of history, and only so much time to learn it between prayers,” Xandra added dryly, all while resisting the urge to needle Jasmine’s faith more. Perhaps if she’d been more faithful, she wouldn’t have ended up in the situation she’d been in, but as it was, the Dowager had likely believed that Xandra had received her just reward.

      Jasmine frowned a little in response, though Xandra wasn’t entirely sure why. What Nef had said seemed reasonable to her. She’d noticed that most countries tended to place the most importance on their immediate neighbors, and beyond those, mostly the realms controlled by their own species or religion. It wasn’t unique to humans by any means.

      “I don’t know. We had a lot of history books that weren’t just about humans… but Xandra has a point. I mostly got an overview of a lot of things,” Jasmine admitted at last. “Did you ever hear about these, Naomi?”

      “Not a word,” the priestess said, shaking her head firmly as she straightened at last. “But you got more schooling on neighboring nations than I did, and you’ve been a priestess longer. Holy maidens are often the ambassadors to other countries, so you learned about them more than I did. I barely know anything about nations other than our neighbors, though I’ve heard of a few others, like Corval.”

      “I should hope so, since we use their coinage as the basis for our own,” Jasmine replied, sounding faintly scandalized, which caused Xandra to laugh softly.

      “Regardless, we were stopping for the night here, yes?” Xandra asked, focusing on Nef again. “I seem to recall you saying something about that.”

      “That’s right. While I could keep going, all of you need your rest, and it’s still a decent distance to the city. Beyond which, we don’t have any idea how difficult it will be to find a location to rest in Nocturne, so it’s always best to go through the portal once we’re well-rested,” Nef agreed, taking off her pack as she stepped into the cave entrance and nodded toward the back. “The cave is relatively deep, with several side passages where we can sleep without difficulty, and it should vent the smoke from a fire easily, which is part of why I suggested coming this far. I’d rather set the fire in a spot where it won’t be directly in the wind.”

      “Ah, excellent,” Xandra said, relaxing slightly. “Shall we get to it, then? I’d like to have a chance to sit down.”

      “I’m all for that!” Naomi chimed in, relief filling her voice.

      Jasmine and Nef laughed, while Xandra just shook her head, then got to work.
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      Several hours later, the fire had burned down low, and the light in the cavern was barely enough to illuminate the walls around them. Perhaps there was more light in the main cavern, but Xandra felt more secure in the passage they’d chosen to camp in. While it didn’t have another exit, she could change that with a single spell.

      Nef was sitting on a blanket on the other side of the fire from Xandra, idly chewing on a twig she’d grabbed the last time she’d gone outside. Jasmine and Naomi were lying down, but from the way they were breathing, Xandra doubted they were asleep yet. That was why she was tense, listening to the occasional pop from the coals, as well as the faint sounds of night birds outside. Finally, the moment she’d been expecting arrived.

      “You care about them,” Nef said in a conversational tone, looking at Xandra calmly.

      “Shut it,” Xandra replied bluntly, though she knew Nef wouldn’t. The woman was as persistent as a bloodhound. Or a child who wanted a pastry.

      “Don’t give me that. You care about them, or you wouldn’t be helping them this much. You haven’t complained nearly enough for them to have hired you, and I’m not sure there’s any amount of gold that would’ve hired you to take a job like this,” Nef said, brandishing the twig at Xandra. “You know enough about fair folk to know how long they keep grudges for. Money isn’t worth getting a nigh-eternal grudge, not for you.”

      “Nef… would you let this go already?” Xandra asked, sitting back as she sighed, glaring at the Karakar. “You’re a lorekeeper, not a matchmaker.”

      “I’m a lorekeeper who dragged every detail of your past that you could remember out of you, along with a few things that you’d forgotten until I prompted you to remember. Everything except whatever you were doing in that little valley of yours,” Nef replied calmly, returning the twig to her mouth. “I hurt you doing it. I knew it was going to hurt you, but I did it anyway, and I feel guilty about that. It’s only right that I try to repair some of that damage.”

      “You don’t know because I don’t know. I don’t remember,” Xandra replied, crossing her arms in front of her as she glared back at Nef. “As for hurting me, what else is new? I deserve it. After everything I did—”

      “That’s a load of bull dung, and you know it,” Nef interrupted, glaring at Xandra briefly. “Yes, you killed a lot of people, but I studied the history after you showed up asking your questions. Neither nation who claimed the valley had a right to the land, and they claimed it after the first rumors of a vein of adamantine spread. You were already established there when that happened, and they didn’t like it. You could have handled your negotiations better, as killing one of their emissaries was a poor decision, but it was still your land, for all intents and purposes. You fought to defend it. Now, I don’t know the full details of why you made the contract with Morselle, but neither do you. What I know is that no one deserves torment like what you went through. Not with deeds that were as gray as yours were.”

      Jasmine had stilled, Xandra noticed, and she was tempted to cast a spell to create a thunderclap to startle the priestess half to death. Along with Naomi, who had at least feigned rolling in her sleep reasonably well. Obviously, Naomi was the better actress of the two. Still, Xandra resisted, as she probably could’ve dragged Nef outside for their conversation.

      “At least you don’t call them justified,” Xandra murmured, and Nef snorted.

      “Justified? Please. There are very, very few things that I would call that. History is often written by the victors, but when I look closer, sometimes I find the underpinnings of a society are nowhere near as pretty as they like to claim,” Nef replied, still in that conversational tone. “Perhaps if you’d had a deed going back five generations, and they’d attacked without even sending an emissary, I might have called your actions justified, but you brought it on yourself to some extent. However, we’re getting rather far afield. You care about them, and you need to admit that.”

      Xandra fell silent for a few moments, staring into the fire. A few sarcastic responses drifted through her mind, but they were drowned out by the memories. The death rattle of the woman with the brilliant red eyes, the screams of the angel-blooded man… they were so loud she closed her eyes and took a deep breath, resisting the urge to bite her lip. If she did she’d draw blood, and she hastily forced her fists open and placed her hands flat against the ground to keep from clenching them too tight.

      “Everyone I’ve cared about has died. Horribly,” Xandra said at last, her voice feeling almost detached from the rest of her as grief whispered in the back of her mind. More screamed, she supposed. “Most of them at my hands.”

      “You don’t know that. There could be others that you don’t remember. We have practically no information about your childhood, nor even much about your time working in the city,” Nef contradicted gently. “The only ones who’re old enough to remember you are the library dragons, and none of them had the chance to come into contact with you. I checked. Perhaps more information is in personal journals, but those are obscure enough I couldn’t find anything for certain.”

      “Library dragons?”

      Naomi’s voice came suddenly enough that it made Xandra snort, even if her voice was quiet. She opened her eyes, scrounging in the dirt until she found a rock and tossed it at the priestess, prompting a soft yelp as it hit the side of her bedroll.

      “If you’re going to pretend to sleep so you can eavesdrop, could you at least be competent at it?” Xandra demanded, though she had to admit that the interruption had taken the edge off her grief. “I could tell both of you were awake to begin with, you know. The least you could do is give the illusion of privacy.”

      “S-sorry,” Naomi replied, peeking over the edge of her bedroll as she blushed, while Jasmine went even stiller, though her visible ear reddened a bit.

      “To answer the question, anyone can become a Karakar, so long as they have a sufficient love and respect for knowledge. Not all have the aptitude, but a position that suits their strengths can usually be found,” Nef explained, giving Xandra a stern look. “Dragons enjoy hoarding things, so those that love knowledge are hardly unknown, and they’re long-lived enough that we have at least eight in the Great Library at present, and several adjunct members. Regardless, this is somewhat off-topic. You aren’t being controlled by demons anymore, Xandra, so you won’t be forced to kill people you care about.”

      “And that is where you’re being entirely too optimistic,” Xandra replied, feeling like a bucket of ice water had been dumped over her head.

      Nef paused, focusing on Xandra, and her gaze was… uncomfortable, honestly. When she wanted to be, the Karakar was incredibly discerning, and Xandra didn’t like feeling like she was a specimen to be cataloged.

      “Why do you say that?” Nef asked calmly. “You’ve never struck me as the type to hurt others for no reason.”

      “I’m not. However, my soul is still damned to go back to my Mistress, or whoever inherits the contract if she’s destroyed. She also hasn’t given up on getting her hands on me again. If she ever does, I doubt I’ll be nearly as fortunate as I have been this time around,” Xandra told Nef, staring back pointedly. “Perhaps I’ll manage to stay free of that, but it isn’t guaranteed, and I can see her doing her best to horribly maim those I care about to make my torment even greater.”

      At that the room fell almost perfectly silent, just as Xandra had half-expected. No one liked the idea of a demon torturing them just because they knew someone else. In fact, Xandra wouldn’t be surprised if Jasmine still had nightmares about her brief stay with Morselle. And Nef… well, Nef had enough details that she knew exactly what Xandra had often been through. It was Naomi who knew the least, likely as not, but Xandra wasn’t going to pretend she knew how much the priestess knew.

      Nef was about to speak at last when she suddenly tensed and turned her head toward the exit. Xandra wasn’t sure what she’d heard, but with the way her hand gripped the hilt of her sword, Xandra wasn’t about to take any chances. She opened her mouth, only for Nef to raise a finger, shaking her head.

      A few seconds later, Xandra heard a wolf howling in the distance, and Nef’s eyes narrowed. Then, after a few seconds, Nef spoke. “I would love to try to convince you properly, Xandra, but I’m afraid that we don’t have time for that. Suffice to say, don’t let fear keep you from living your life. Now, it appears that we have fair folk following us, so I’m going to go outside and stand guard. I suggest you get some sleep, as I’ll be waking you for a watch of your own. Assuming we aren’t attacked before that.”

      Xandra nodded, sighing as she climbed to her feet, murmuring, “I suppose I should have expected that, with the bandits. I’ll rest, so don’t get yourself eaten.”

      “See, I knew you cared!” Nef replied, grinning broadly as she stood, then slipped out the cave entrance before Xandra could respond.

      Xandra stared daggers after the woman, then sighed and stepped over to her bedroll to prepare to sleep. As she did so, Jasmine spoke softly.

      “Will she be alright?” the priestess asked, worry filling her voice.

      “I told you that she’d be fine. Nef is a dangerous woman, since she’s out here on her own. If nothing else, she’ll be able to warn us of any danger in time for us to help her,” Xandra replied, and felt her stomach clench slightly as she looked down at Jasmine. “Now sleep. You need it more than either of us do.”

      “Alright,” Jasmine said. Xandra thought that was everything, but almost at the same time as she was slipping into her bedroll, Jasmine spoke again, her voice barely audible. “I care. Even if you don’t… I care about you. Just so you know.”

      Xandra stopped for a moment, looking at Jasmine, but the woman rolled over as she did so. She considered for a few moments, then let out a soft sigh, shaking her head as she settled down to sleep. She couldn’t sort through her emotions, and she didn’t have time to worry about it.

      The one good thing about her time in the lower planes was her ability to fall asleep almost on command, though, as Xandra lost consciousness almost the instant she laid her head down.
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      Klei moved through the bushes confidently, pleased with how easy it was to see at night in this world. Perhaps natives would find the near-moonless night difficult to navigate, but he didn’t have that problem, as every twig and stone stood out almost as if they glowed. It was illuminated by the stars, admittedly, but it certainly made it easier for him to track their targets.

      The mortals had been moving surprisingly quickly through the hills, which surprised him, but the pack had closed in on them anyway. Now their target appeared to be holed up in a cave a quarter of the way up the mountain, and Klei could smell faint smoke coming from the cavern. That certainly would make it easier to find them, and Klei narrowed his eyes, considering before taking a step out of the bushes and toward some rocks that would give him cover… then froze as a voice rang out, speaking calmly in the tongue most commonly used among fair folk, though the speaker had a faint, alien accent.

      “It’s good to know I was correct, wolf-caste fair folk. However, that’s quite far enough,” the woman said, and Klei looked around, then caught a glimpse of a pair of eyes looking out of the entrance of the cavern. They were fixed on him.

      He hesitated for an instant before deciding to attempt to deceive the woman and pretend he was a normal wolf instead, baring his fangs slightly as he growled, hunkering down ever so slightly.

      “Aww… so adorable, trying to pretend to be something else,” the elf replied, sounding amused. “It might even have worked on one of the others! Not me, though. Your tail is too short for any normal wolf, your front paws have the slightly extended toes that easily transform into fingers, and your teeth are somewhat retractable. You aren’t going to fool me. Now, you can either leave, transform so we can speak like intelligent beings, or make the final mistake of your life and take a single step forward. I’d regret having to kill you, but I’ll do so if I must.”

      That caused Klei to pause, somewhat taken aback. He’d never known a mortal that could identify his kind so easily, let alone in light like this. All of them tended to have much poorer vision than his people, so she should have had difficulty even making out his shape, let alone seeing him.

      The woman didn’t speak again, simply watching him, and as Klei hesitated, the clouds continued to drift, until just enough light shone into the cave to allow a better look at the woman. She had a sword at her side, but her arms were folded in front of her as she watched. She didn’t match the description of any of the women they’d learned about, which meant that she must be the one who’d burned Vilra. A mage, then, which meant she was at her most dangerous when unarmed. With that in mind, he decided to take a different approach and shifted forms.

      Bones twisted and deformed, sinews popped, and his body grew less defined for several seconds as he transformed from a quadruped to a biped. Fortunately, it was painless, though he’d heard of some powerful fey who could remove that gift. He rolled his shoulders as he stood up, watching the woman expectantly… and was a bit unnerved that she didn’t seem even slightly surprised, though she did smile.

      “Excellent choice. I don’t like killing others, but I do so when I have to. I presume you’re from Nocturne, as I haven’t seen one of your kind with eyes quite like that before, or with that shade of fur,” the woman said, shocking him even more.

      “How did you know that?” Klei demanded, recoiling slightly.

      “Simple deduction, good sir. I received descriptions of the thorn soldiers, as well as the shadows which engulfed Loth, and it didn’t take much to narrow it down to Nocturne, even if I haven’t been there myself. Add to it the information acquired from the bandits Xandra nearly killed, and I have to assume that you’re after Jasmine,” the woman said pleasantly.

      Klei growled, startled by the woman’s words, as well as her attitude. She should be smelling afraid, not excited. After a moment, he decided on a proper response, and one that would get them what they wanted. Many mortals were willing to make bargains, after all.

      “Hand the holy maiden over, and we’ll leave you unharmed. We have the gold that you mortals prize as well,” Klei offered warily. The woman laughed in response.

      “Oh my… you certainly aren’t one of the ones who bargains with mortals often, are you?” the woman said affectionately, grinning at him. “Never mind that. I’m afraid that your request is quite firmly rejected. I’ve agreed to help Jasmine, and if that means killing those of your kind who’re after her, so be it. I’m simply giving you fair warning first. Xandra wouldn’t give you even that much. I’d suggest going to tell the leader of your pack, lest he arrive to find that your blood has already been spilled.”

      Klei stared back at the woman, stunned almost speechless by her reaction. It was irritating, and he growled softly, then threatened her. “You have no idea what you are dealing with, mortal. We have much greater power than you can imagine behind us!”

      “Truly?” the woman asked, suddenly looking intrigued. “Perhaps you’re here on behalf of Morgath? Or perhaps Broa, or even Istheil? Not that I can’t imagine their strength, mind you. I’ve visited seventeen fair folk cities on other planes of existence, so I’ve met a couple of beings who equal them. Or perhaps you serve a deity directly?”

      For a few seconds that seemed to last forever, Klei stared at the woman, finally feeling a hint of worry. Then he asked softly, “Who are you?”

      “I’m called Kel’Nef, adjunct archivist of the Great Library of Karakar,” the woman replied promptly. “I specialize in studying societies on other planes of existence. And you are?”

      Klei nearly replied, then decided better of it as he shifted back to wolf form. He wasn’t sure what this Great Library was, but something about the woman frightened him. It was mostly her attitude, but her knowledge… he needed to let Crak know, and let the alpha decide what to do.

      As he padded off into the night, Klei heard the woman sigh and murmur, “Well, that was rude.”
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      Jasmine hadn’t slept well. It wasn’t just the conversation between Nef and Xandra, but also the confirmation they were being tracked, and with all of the different sources of stress her sleep had been fitful. She was embarrassed that the two elves werethe ones who had been taking watches, but she supposed it was better than her being on watch. She’d probably have missed something.

      Breakfast had been a simple affair, and they were mostly packed when Nef finally spoke up, her voice as pleasant as it usually was.

      “One of the fair folk decided to exchange a few sentences last night,” Nef said, her words causing Jasmine’s hands to freeze in the middle of putting her brush away. “He offered gold if we handed Jasmine over, and when that offer failed, he tried threatening me. Based on his reactions to what I said, I’m confident that while the invaders are part of a major power in Nocturne, they aren’t servants of one of the demigods that live there. That much is good news, as otherwise we wouldn’t have much of a chance.”

      “You… you talked to one of them?” Jasmine asked, her emotions almost frozen with shock. “But they ignored us when they attacked the cities!”

      “Yes, I am aware of that,” Nef agreed, nodding slightly. “I must assume that he was on his own, and that they want to capture you alive more than they want you dead. That, or he was intimidated by me. I can’t imagine why.”

      “Because you know far too much for anyone’s good,” Xandra muttered, letting out a sigh. “Why didn’t you tell me last night?”

      “You’d likely have set the mountainside on fire at the slightest hint of movement, which would have been quite unfortunate,” Nef told her sternly. “I got a good amount of information out of him without any bloodshed, and I can hope I warned them off for good. I doubt it, but it is possible. Besides, knowledge is power!”

      “Of course,” Xandra replied, shaking her head. Perhaps it was Jasmine’s imagination, but the woman looked a little off kilter, which caused a hint of worry. It was probably her imagination, though.

      “Um, does that tell you where we should go?” Naomi asked hopefully. “I know you said we’re going to Nocturne to find the other side of the portal, but I don’t know much more than that. Having some sense of direction would be nice.”

      “Ah, yes, the eternal problem of direction,” Nef said warmly, patting Xandra on the back as she hoisted her backpack. “It will be even more problematic in Nocturne, I’m afraid. See, it’s an entire world of its own, as large or larger than our own. Unfortunately for Loth, it’s a small part of our world, and I wouldn’t be surprised if the invaders control a similarly small area.”

      “What?” Jasmine demanded, the blood draining from her face. “But… Loth doesn’t have much time! We can’t explore an entire world looking for them!”

      “No, we can’t,” Nef agreed, but she didn’t look to be troubled which helped calm Jasmine a little. “Fortunately, we shouldn’t need to. The invaders have created a portal here, so that has created a tenuous connection from there to our world. When we activate the portal here and connect it to their world, it should get us to a roughly corresponding location as well. We could end up as close as a day away by foot, or as much as a week, but I doubt anything more than that. Unfortunately, metaphysics aren’t my specialty, so I can’t guarantee it.”

      Jasmine’s worry faded slightly, and Naomi nodded, then rubbed her arms as she spoke up. “I’m glad that we’ve got some idea of where we’re going, but what are we going to do, once we get there? It isn’t like we can fight an entire army, and if the portal isn’t easy to destroy, we could be in a lot of trouble.”

      “Destroying the portal would certainly be the simplest solution. Better, if we could destroy it and escape to some middle point… well, that would be ideal, if you ask me,” Xandra said, glancing at Nef as she added dryly, “Though I’m sure Nef has another idea entirely.”

      “Indeed! In my opinion, the answer is very simple. The best solution is to find out why they’re attacking,” Nef said, tapping her chin idly as she thought. “Fair folk are an odd species, if you can even call them that. They’re quite varied in forms, except when they aren’t, but they tend to have a few aspects in common. They rarely give their word, but when they do they would rather die than break it. Similarly, they value bargains, and will hold a grudge for longer than anyone could believe. Considering that they’re after you, Jasmine, they must have a grudge against either your faith or the Phoenix Queen. Unless you’ve done something so terrible that they’ve mobilized an entire army and punched portals between worlds to get to you?”

      “No, of course not!” Jasmine protested, shocked by the very suggestion. “I don’t think I’ve even met a fair folk before!”

      “I thought not, but I had to check,” Nef said, nodding firmly. “So, something must have happened. There’s no reasonable cause for them to try to invade our world, not when there are other worlds that are easier to access and more habitable for them. I believe that the correct solution is to try to discover why they’re attacking, and to make amends if possible.”

      For a few seconds the others were silent. A part of Jasmine wanted to protest that there wasn’t any reason for the fair folk to unleash such a horrifying attack to begin with, but she kept from speaking, as she realized that what she thought didn’t really matter. What mattered was stopping the attack, and Nef’s solution might be their only chance. Assuming it was even possible.

      “Alright. That sounds like a good idea to me,” Naomi said at last, and looked at Jasmine hopefully. “What about you?”

      “I… feel that it’s strange to try making peace with a group which has attacked us without a word of explanation, but you may well be right. We have to try,” Jasmine said, taking a deep breath. “There are too many innocents who’ve been killed as it is, and we need to save as many as we can.”

      “Excellent! Now, let’s go before the fair folk make up their minds, hm? I’d rather not have to kill them, as that could make the attempt a bit more difficult,” Nef said brightly, and led the way into the main cavern, only to pause and ask, “Xandra, dear? Can you conjure a light, or do I need to break out a lantern?”

      Xandra sighed, slipping on her backpack, then murmured the words of a spell, conjuring an orb of purple fire above one hand. Then she asked crossly, “Will this suffice?”

      “It’ll do quite nicely, thank you,” Nef replied, and hummed a soft ditty before continuing, “Now, it’s been a couple of decades since I’ve been here, so things may have changed. The only creatures I ran into then were a couple of cave rats which fled quickly, but that doesn’t mean something nastier won’t have made its way here. Fortunately, the caverns seemed to have been enchanted, so I sincerely doubt any of it will have collapsed.”

      “That’s good,” Jasmine replied, relaxing slightly, then frowned. “I didn’t see any tracks leading to the cave when we arrived, but I wasn’t looking. Did you?”

      “I didn’t, which is a bit concerning. I would have expected at least some animals to have used the caves by this point, but there wasn’t anything recent,” Nef replied, then shrugged. “Regardless, what we need is inside, and if there’s something dangerous, we can always throw Xandra at it. That will deal with the problem nicely.”

      Naomi snickered softly, and Xandra rolled her eyes. For her part, Jasmine hid her smile as best she could.

      “Oh, thank you so much. It isn’t like I’m the only one who can fight,” Xandra retorted.

      “No, but you wield destruction magic. I’m sure you’d enjoy blowing something up,” Nef replied calmly. “Now shush. Noise carries in caverns.”

      “Oh, right,” Jasmine murmured, then fell silent. She hadn’t thought of that, but if there was something inside the caves, it was best not to alert it if possible.

      The path they were following was surprisingly wide, even if the floor was uneven, and aside from Xandra’s light, the caves were completely dark. The light from the entrance had faded after only a few dozen steps, which meant that the mottled brown stone around them was cast in an unhealthy purple hue. Jasmine considered conjuring her own light, but considering what Xandra had said about her mana usage, she’d rather not draw criticism.

      A hush settled around them, only broken by the sound of breathing and footsteps. It was faintly oppressive, as was the sense of weight from the stone overhead. While Jasmine had been in impressive temples with enormous structures above her before, this was somehow different. She wasn’t entirely certain why, but it was almost like the cave felt even weightier… perhaps it was the knowledge no one had built it, or that there was an entire mountain above her head… or maybe it was just that there was so little light. Perhaps it was even a combination of the different factors.

      When Naomi slipped on a slick bit of stone, Jasmine barely caught her, and Naomi’s nervous giggle echoed through the passageway before she murmured, “Sorry, I didn’t think rock would be slippery here.”

      “Water drips through the stone and slowly wears it away, leaving stone that might seem fine at first glance, but which is smooth as glass under the right circumstances,” Nef said, glancing back at them and smiling. “It happens. Just don’t hit your head, or you’ll regret it. Unfortunately, I know that from experience.”

      “Huh. I didn’t know that… and you have my sympathies,” Jasmine replied softly, wincing in sympathy. She waited until Naomi had regained her balance to let go, and the younger priestess gave her a smile of appreciation. “How deep is the city?”

      “If I remember right, approximately another two hundred paces or so to the outermost chambers. It’s been a while, as I said,” Nef replied.

      “You still have a better memory than most non-Karakar,” Xandra said, much of her irritation masked by how she was keeping her voice down. “Aside from remembering how you asked us not to speak.”

      “Ah, ignoring my advice is not the same as forgetting it,” Nef said with a broad grin. “Shush.”

      Xandra glowered, but Nef didn’t see it, as she’d already turned back to their path. It was all Jasmine could do to keep from laughing. She managed it, but Xandra glared at her anyway, then gave the orb of light a speculative look… before it went out abruptly, plunging the cavern into sudden darkness only broken by the faintest of glimmers from Xandra’s eyes and a potion on her belt.

      “Now that is just rude, Xandra. Someone could break an ankle,” Nef said, her tone surprisingly patient.

      “I’m in a poor mood, and you’re being difficult,” Xandra replied shortly. Nef let out a soft sigh.

      “Children,” Nef muttered, then spoke more loudly. “I do apologize for injuring your tender, easily bruised feelings, Xandra. Now, please conjure the light again.”

      Jasmine could practically feel Xandra’s glare, from the way her eyes narrowed, and she had to wonder what illuminated the woman’s irises from within. After a moment the elf murmured the words of a spell, and an orb of flame snapped into existence once more.

      “Thank you,” Nef told her, grinning, then turned back to the corridor.

      Naomi gave Jasmine a confused look, then shrugged and began to follow as Xandra started moving as well.

      She had no better idea what had gotten into Xandra than Naomi did, but Jasmine wasn’t going to stress over it right now. She could always ask her once they were a little more secure.

      Of course, only a short while later, Nef stopped suddenly as the passage widened, a couple of stalactites framing the now-sandy floor almost like an immense maw. The woman crouched down, and when she spoke, there was no humor in her voice. “Well, this isn’t good.”
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      “What isn’t good?” Jasmine asked, leaning to the side so she could peer around Naomi and Xandra.

      “Mm… well, it isn’t exactly my specialty, but even I can tell when a footprint is lacking something rather important. Namely flesh,” Nef replied, a hint of cheer returning to her voice. “This looks a lot like a skeleton came through here, which could mean undead. That is a bad sign, if you ask me.”

      “Undead?” Jasmine asked, glancing at Naomi in concern. She didn’t like the sound of that… but on the other hand, she did know a lot more about undead than she did about fair folk or the societies of other planes. In fact, the concern about undead rising in graveyards meant that most of the priesthood learned a lot about them, as not everyone liked cremation. With that in mind, she continued, “Do you mind if I look? I’ve learned quite a bit about undead during my training.”

      “Good, at least someone has,” Xandra said, keeping her voice down as she stepped aside. “The handful I’ve encountered haven’t been resistant to fire, which doesn’t quite exhaust my knowledge but comes close.”

      “I’d appreciate it, Jasmine. As I said, this is not my specialty, and while I know some about a few… unliving communities in other worlds, I didn’t do a great deal of research into their specific abilities. Just their societies were complex enough,” Nef said, straightening and beckoning Jasmine over. “I don’t suppose you know much about undead, Naomi?”

      “They’re a common subject for lessons among all acolytes, so… yes,” Naomi said, smiling wanly as she glanced at Jasmine. “It’s mostly because of the old battlefields from the war, and the graveyards. We can’t have undead rising to kill people.”

      “A few revenants would cause problems,” Jasmine agreed, taking cautious steps forward, though the sand was much easier to walk on than the stone had been. The problem was that if there were undead involved, that didn’t mean that there wasn’t a skeleton lurking and ready to grab someone who walked overhead. That was one of the horror stories that had stuck with her, about a priest who’d been killed when he sent his guards ahead to stop some zombies and had been dragged into the swamp by a skeleton hiding in the mud.

      Xandra nodded as Jasmine passed her, reaching the spot where Nef had stopped. Jasmine was forced to edge to the side, as her position was casting a rather stark shadow on the ground that made it hard to look at the footprint. Then Naomi cast a shadow on it, and they had to maneuver a bit, the sand crunching under them.

      There were multiple footprints in the sand, many of them farther into the cave and thus not clearly illuminated, but the one Jasmine was looking at was quite clear, and she resisted the urge to smile wryly at Nef’s understatement. The outline of each individual bone where the ball of the foot had rested was impressively clear, along with where several toes had touched down, and even some of the heel. Jasmine suspected a child could have determined that the footprint was from a skeleton, let alone someone as experienced as a Karakar.

      Even so, Jasmine quickly saw a few differences in the footprint, and her eyes narrowed as she looked at it more closely. Many of the marks left by the bones were subtly thicker, and the foot seemed a bit wide for its length. She glanced at the next footprint, and while the other was harder to see, it was similar. She looked at the first footprint for a moment more, then lifted her gaze to watch Naomi.

      The human looked like she had to strain to see the footprint a little more, but after a few seconds she looked up and, meeting Jasmine’s gaze, asked, “Dwarf?”

      “Exactly my thought. The foot isn’t as long, and is a bit wider. It’s probably a dwarven skeleton,” Jasmine agreed, nodding as she looked down at the footprint again. After a moment of thought, she continued, a hint of worry seeping through her, “Which… would make sense. Dwarves are well-known for holding grudges, and when they lose a holding, it’s relatively common for them to rise as undead in response. I just have to wonder why they didn’t show up sooner.”

      “Hm. If that’s the case… I don’t know for certain, but I believe the dwarves abandoned their enclave due to their mines playing out, not because they all died. I think I heard they sealed the holding,” Nef offered. “Perhaps their dead rose after they left?”

      “More likely, someone broke in and tried robbing their tombs,” Naomi disagreed, dusting off her hands as she stood. “That’s the surest way to cause dwarves to rise, from everything I’ve heard. Once their grudges were roused, who knows what they might do? Undead don’t always follow the most logical course of action.”

      “Wonderful. So we likely have an unknown number of dwarven undead ahead of us, and fair folk behind us,” Xandra said coolly. “Even better, the dwarves wiped out a city of ten thousand fair folk. This sounds like a lovely situation. Wait, no, it’s a terrible one, and my brain must be riddled with maggots to have come with you.”

      “Well, at least undead tend to be vulnerable to holy power,” Jasmine said hopefully. “If we can get large groups of them in the same area, I can destroy them easily.”

      “If. Have you forgotten that I have virtually no defensive spells?” Xandra demanded. “These are dwarves we’re talking about. The species who invented the crossbow? A wall of fire can deal with darts easily, and maybe arrows, but your average crossbow bolt will punch right through it. Skeletons may be resistant to having holes punched through them, but people made of flesh don’t have that advantage. Something about us needing blood to survive.”

      Jasmine winced, as Xandra had an excellent point. Before she could reply, Naomi spoke up.

      “Um, why would they have crossbows?” Naomi asked, looking confused.

      “Dwarves are often entombed in full battle regalia. Furthermore, skeletons seem to have an instinctive, malevolent knowledge of how to use any weapon they find,” Jasmine reminded her. “I’m not sure it was part of your lessons, but it was part of mine. They usually use weapons they animate with until they break, but if she’s right it could be bad.”

      “And this is why I made certain my armor was enchanted to be able to turn most missiles,” Nef said, pausing for a moment, then grimaced. “It appears that our time is about up either way. I just heard a howl, which means we’re going to have company. We can stand and fight, or try to pit the fair folk against the undead. Preferences?”

      “Get them all in one place so I can put them out of our misery,” Xandra snapped immediately.

      Jasmine laughed, standing up again as she shrugged and replied more calmly, “That seems like the best idea to me. You know the way, don’t you?”

      “Essentially, yes. Whether it’s still clear is another question,” Nef replied, looking at Naomi, who simply nodded.

      “I’ll stay with Lady Alexis,” she said, and Xandra snorted.

      “First time I’ve heard you call her that since before Vanreth tried to murder me. You really must be stressed. Now, let us move,” the elf said.

      Naomi blushed, prompting a laugh from Nef, then the Karakar moved, rushing down the path to their right without hesitation. Xandra paused, gesturing Jasmine forward.

      When Jasmine passed, the elf quickly took up the chase, still holding the flame, though if Jasmine wasn’t mistaken, the orb seemed a little larger and brighter than it had been.

      Seconds after that, Jasmine heard the first howl, which sent a chill down her spine.
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      Crak paused on entering the cave, his nose twitching as he inhaled, catching the scents of their target and the other companions, along with the lingering scent of smoke and the fainter smells of old bones and mold. There was something oddly familiar about the entire cavern, but he ignored it after a moment, as it being familiar didn’t truly matter. They were going into the dark, where they’d be in their element, and their enemies would require light. Light which would give away their positions.

      Glancing back at his pack, Crak growled and waved his head toward the tunnel. A chorus of growls came in response, then they rushed down the passage.

      Soon he would bring the holy maiden back to His Lady, and they would gain honor above all other packs.
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        * * *

      

      The passage gave way to a cavern, and within it were strange buildings, ones which Jasmine would have liked to stop and examine more carefully if she’d had a chance. Not that she necessarily liked the look of them. There was something about the twisted, mushroom-like building with glowing tendrils that reminded Jasmine of a jellyfish… it caused Jasmine’s stomach to churn. It was like her gaze simply slid off the corners, refusing to acknowledge how the building was built, or how big it actually was. The only reason she knew it was a building was because there were windows in its sides.

      Far more concerning were the creatures they saw scattered in front of them. Standing four and rarely five feet tall, the undead turned to face them, revealing broad-shouldered figures in old armor that still looked strong beneath the patina of tarnish across their surfaces, while the empty sockets of their eyes glowed with crimson light. Crests and symbols of valor were visible, and Jasmine didn’t have time to count how many of them were illuminated by the faint blue and purple light coming from the mushroom and Xandra’s orb. Her heart almost stopped when one turned toward Nef, who was within its reach, and hefted its great axe over its head before bringing it down.

      As the axe came down, Nef simply… drifted to the left, air from the axe’s passage causing her clothing to ripple slightly, and there was a clash of steel on stone. Jasmine belatedly noticed the elf had her hand on her sword hilt… and there was a flash of light.

      The scrape of the sword leaving its sheath came late, and was almost unnoticeable in the cavern. But between one breath and the next, Nef’s sword was out at full extension, gleaming in the dim light while the skeleton was unmoving. The next breath, the skeleton’s skull slowly fell backward off the neck, clattering to the ground. Where it had been, Jasmine saw a vertebra had been cleanly sliced in two, then the rest of the corpse collapsed, leaving her in shock.

      Behind her, Jasmine heard Xandra mutter softly, “I knew it.”

      “Xandra, you specialize in blowing things up. Please do as your instincts tell you,” Nef replied, her voice startlingly cheerful under the circumstances. The skeletons weren’t idle, spinning to face them, their assorted weaponry raised in gauntleted, bony hands.

      “My instincts say I should blow you up with them,” Xandra retorted, but an instant later her voice rose while she chanted briefly, her fingers flicking through the air.

      In response the orb of flame roiled, then whip-like streamers lashed out unerringly at a trio of skeletons. The brilliant flames cut through bone seemingly effortlessly, while metal glowed where it struck.

      Part of Jasmine wanted to stop and watch. The two women showed skill that she could scarcely imagine, even as she thought that such skill might, just might be within her reach. Like Nef had said, what she needed was time and practice, Jasmine realized… then shook off her surprise as Naomi raised her staff and began casting a spell.

      Considering for a moment as Nef moved forward to intercept a couple of the skeletons, Jasmine decided to try to catch as many of them as possible in a blast of holy energy, and took a few steps toward the mushroom-like building, where she could catch five of the skeletons without hitting anyone else.

      Jasmine began her prayer, channeling mana out of her hands and into her voice as she focused, trying to keep the mana under control. The skeletons were moving, which would make targeting difficult, but she should be able to manage it. “Goddess, I call upon thee, grant me thy flame to destroy the unholy abominations before me and bless—”

      “You idiot!” Xandra snarled, interrupting suddenly, and Jasmine stumbled over her prayer in shock as the elf lunged toward her.

      “Wha—?” Jasmine began, and yelped as Xandra grabbed her and yanked hard, sending Jasmine sprawling to the ground.

      It put Jasmine in the perfect position to see one of the glowing blue tendrils hanging from the building flick downward through the space she’d just vacated… and hit Xandra instead, even as the elf tried to pull away.

      Blue light pulsed, blinding Jasmine briefly, then a crack of imploding air filled the chamber. She blinked painfully, then froze as she realized she couldn’t see much of anything anymore, aside from the dim blue light of the building. Dread and horror washed over her as she realized that Xandra and her light were gone.

      “Well, that’s not good,” Nef commented, her tone not as upbeat as it had been. “The traps weren’t active last time.”
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      Xandra was frustrated with herself. Really, really frustrated, since she knew that if she hadn’t yanked Jasmine so hard, she wouldn’t have propelled herself into reach of the horrible jellyfish building, and she would’ve saved Jasmine. She hadn’t had time to work that out, though, as the sight of one of its tendrils reaching for Jasmine had made her act on instinct.

      Bright blue light surrounded Xandra, searing her eyes as she twisted and turned in a strange space between worlds, trying to control her mana. The space was trying to rip the energy out of her core and veins, and Xandra gritted her teeth, muttering, “Oh no you don’t! I’m an imbecile, but you’re not taking that.”

      It wasn’t easy, but when compared to her usual exercises, it wasn’t that hard either, Xandra realized. It was less that the space was trying to take her mana than it was a mana void, and if someone didn’t have a strong mastery of their own mana, it would quickly drain them dry. She leaked some anyway, of course, mostly because she wasn’t used to putting so much effort into keeping mana in. Even so, she didn’t lose more than a tenth of her mana at most before the void warped again, almost like she was wrapped in a strange, soapy bubble that just… burst.

      The light vanished, and Xandra landed painfully on a hard surface covered in irregularly shaped objects. She landed hard enough she was sure she’d bruised something, and she gasped, wincing as she tried to stand, looking around. The air smelled of rot, and Xandra hissed as her right hand found something sharp that cut into it, hastily pulling away before she managed to get up. At least the floor seemed relatively level, aside from the objects she’d landed on.

      No other light sources were in the room, and the light from her potion wasn’t enough to allow her to see anything definite. That irritated Xandra, and she took a deep breath, mostly annoyed that she’d lost her light spell at some point, probably in that void, and spoke the words to conjure it once more.

      Purple light filled the room, and at the sight Xandra’s lips pressed together unhappily for a moment, then she cursed under her breath. “Well, it appears that I’ve thrown myself into a magical oubliette. Wonderful, I’m a complete idiot.”

      Around Xandra were numerous moldering bodies. While some were dwarven skeletons and their equipment, not all were. There was a more recent body of a human woman, along with older corpses as well. At least Xandra assumed the rotting corpse was human. She’d cut her hand on a snapped dagger resting on the floor, and from the looks of the equipment of the dwarves as well as the walls, those trapped in here before had done their best to escape… though it hadn’t done them much good.

      The chamber was about thirty feet across and roughly circular, with a ceiling about twenty feet high. The walls were made up of large blocks of rough-cut quarried stone, with a large number of strange, fungal ‘roots’ covering them in a pale filigree. The wall that people had tried to break through was obvious, as Xandra’s predecessors had managed to cut and chip their way through almost half a foot of stone. Unfortunately for them, there was no sign of them breaking through, and several lanterns lay abandoned on the ground. Xandra suspected their oil reservoirs were all empty.

      It was a depressing scene practically designed to sap the will of anyone who ended up here. It was also just about the most useless trap possible for containing Xandra, though she’d have had more trouble if she’d run herself dry on mana. As she considered that, Xandra realized that she wasn’t absorbing mana from her surroundings, and she blinked, then smiled grimly.

      “Ah, very clever. Drain the mana from magi or those who use magical techniques, then isolate them so they can’t recover their mana. Even most magical items will run dry after a short while, since they can’t draw on ambient mana,” Xandra murmured, unhooking her potion from her belt. The cut on her hand didn’t look too bad, but she didn’t want to risk an infection.

      She took a sip of the potion, and heat spread from her stomach, then twisted and surged down her arm to the cut. There was a slight burning sensation as it reached the cut, but Xandra didn’t even grimace, watching as the wound healed without a trace, leaving new skin behind. Only the blood on her hand revealed that she’d been injured, and Xandra glowered at it, then shrugged, putting the potion back on her belt. It hadn’t hurt that much, but it was a sign of fallibility… though she’d already shown that when she got herself teleported away.

      “Very well, time to escape. Hopefully one of those who were digging had something more than worms in their heads when they chose the direction,” Xandra murmured, raising her bloody hand as she pointed at the wall, and for the first time in months she started to cast a spell that was truly potent.

      The air felt like it rippled as each word left her lips, like stones cast into a still pond, and mana surged, pouring out of her hands and into the shape that she wanted. A vortex slowly took form in Xandra’s hand, and she took a deep breath, holding it for a moment… and released the magic.

      No sound accompanied the spell, as ink-black absence of light lanced across the room in a broad beam, then hit the wall. The stone trembled, then collapsed into dust, like chalk in the wind, and even most of the dust vanished as it fell. The beam only lasted for a moment, but when it ended, it left a perfect, five-foot-across hole through the wall… and through the base of what looked like a building on the other side of the wall.

      Xandra’s eyebrows rose, and she quickly covered her face as the building creaked, then collapsed with an immense crash that echoed loudly in the small room, while the impact sent the dust her spell had created blasting into her face.

      Lowering her arm, Xandra blinked a couple of times, sneezed, then smiled wryly as she murmured, “Oops.”

      Dozens of skeletons had turned toward her, and they started moving as she watched. After a moment Xandra shrugged and moved to meet them, beginning another spell.

      At least now she didn’t have to worry about accidentally catching any of her allies in her spells.
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      Crak paused on catching up with the lead elements of his pack, briefly confused as to why they’d stopped, then his gaze rose a little more and he understood. The words etched into the stone above the passageway were almost imperceptible, but they had a power that he couldn’t ignore.

      Rithevahn wasn’t a city he’d ever heard of before and it smelled abandoned, but the words contained the essence of the beliefs of the fair folk who once lived here, and their nature made his fur stand on end as he bared his teeth. Even with His Lady’s occasional capricious whims, she was nothing like these fair folk. Crak didn’t kill for the sheer pleasure of it, or cause others to die in horrible pain and fear. It wasn’t in his nature, yet it was these fair folk’s. Their cruelty permeated every jagged curve of the carving, and even if they were gone, it made him hesitate to enter their city.

      The sound of battle from within was what changed Crak’s mind. The faint crackle of flames, the smell of moldering bones… it told a tale that was only to be expected. If a city of this type of fair folk was abandoned, the unquiet dead were sure to follow. But their quarry had entered the city, so they had little choice but to follow.

      Crak gave a single, firm yip, then led by example, rushing through the entrance of the cave with his pack following behind him.
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      The immense crash in the distance echoed loudly, and was followed by several smaller sounds of something collapsing. Jasmine flinched, but finished her spell. “…let light reign!”

      Light flooded out of her hand and over the skeletons that’d been flanking them, which sizzled, most of them falling to pieces as their red eyes winked out. The eyes of three simply dimmed, though, and Jasmine fell back just as Naomi rushed forward, swinging her staff as it glittered with light that exploded as she struck the first of them, blasting the last of its unlife out of it and another beside it, leaving one on its own.

      “Well, that’s a good sign,” Nef said, pleasure in her voice. Then the woman almost flickered out of existence, transforming into a blur that crossed the room to appear next to the last of the skeletons, then cut its head off cleanly.

      When Jasmine glanced back, she saw most of the main host of skeletons that’d been chasing them were in pieces, which startled her. She knew that skeletons generally weren’t that powerful, but the armor should have made them more difficult to destroy. Yet ever since she’d started fighting, Nef had been moving at that same lightning speed, dispatching the monsters with ruthless efficiency. Jasmine felt regret twist her gut, as she realized she shouldn’t have doubted Xandra. Let alone after she’d thrown herself in the way of a trap Jasmine had triggered.

      “What’s a good sign?” Jasmine asked, then nodded toward the skeletons still following them through the city streets. “And aren’t we supposed to be leaving them to slow down the fair folk?”

      “There’re plenty of them for that,” Nef replied casually, flicking her sword as if to remove blood from it, and nodded deeper into the caverns. “As to the other, that means that Xandra’s alright. At least she’ll make finding her easy! We just have to follow the explosions.”

      Almost as if to punctuate her comment, a dull boom echoed through the cavern, and some of Jasmine’s guilt faded. If Xandra was alright, she could at least apologize.

      “Hmm… though I suppose this also means the portal is in danger from her. We’d best hurry,” Nef added, a flicker of worry crossing her face. “I am concerned about what might be behind all of this. The city was dead the last time I was here. None of these traps, undead, or anything else. We may have a problem.”

      “We may have a problem?” Naomi demanded. “We’re under siege by the undead!”

      “It could be worse,” Nef replied absently, frowning. “I swear the buildings have moved, too. We’d best go.”

      “Right,” Jasmine replied, taking a deep breath, then followed as the elf led the way, with Naomi’s staff providing light.

      The streets of the city would have been unnerving at the best of times. There was what looked like a gigantic spider nest suspended over the city, with webbing connecting it to other structures along the walls of the cavern, and parts of it also pierced deep into the stalactites and stalagmites that extended from the roof and floor. The roads were stone, much as one might expect, but they weren’t as smooth as Jasmine might have expected, and she kept having to be careful not to trip on the jagged edges.

      The buildings also ranged in styles, with the strange mushroom one she’d almost been struck by being rather common, and something about the buildings themselves felt alien and unnatural, mostly in the strange curves that didn’t quite seem to align properly, but also in other aspects like one structure which had a series of immaculately polished skulls hanging on spikes above a building that had been almost entirely demolished, the remains of it looking like the jaws of some horrible creature just hanging there.

      Now that dozens of dwarven skeletons were meandering around the streets, the entire scene was given an even more chilling air. Especially when the skeletons were trying to kill them. Then the first howl echoed through the cavern, followed by another, then another, until an entire chorus seemed to come from every direction at once as they reverberated, hammering into Jasmine.

      “Ugh, what was that?” Jasmine demanded, regaining her balance after a moment. She was helped by another explosion in the distance which disrupted some of the sound.

      “Wolf-caste war cry, used to befuddle their enemies briefly, and apparently amplified by the cavern,” Nef replied calmly, cutting down a skeleton blocking their path as she did so. “Unfortunately for them, it relies on creatures being intelligent, as these skeletons obviously aren’t.”

      “I thought you didn’t know much about fair folk abilities,” Naomi protested, regaining her poise.

      Jasmine righted herself as well, quickly scurrying after Nef, her gaze flicking up toward the cavern ceiling nervously. She kept having the horrible premonition that some titanic spider was going to come out of the nest and descend on them, especially after the echoing howls filled the cavern. If there was anything horrible sleeping here, she suspected that would have woken it, and she really didn’t want to think about what might dwell here.

      “I don’t know many specifics, but some things you just pick up after a while,” Nef told Naomi, grinning back at her. “Now, come along quickly! We’ve got a swarm ahead!”

      Jasmine swallowed a curse as she saw no less than twenty skeletons along the road, milling toward them in an ungainly mob. She was just thankful that there didn’t seem to be any intelligent undead among them, as otherwise they’d be facing an organized army of undead, which would likely be disastrous. On the other hand, the skeletons were far enough away she might be able to deal with them.

      “Let me? I can get rid of them,” Jasmine offered, and Nef stopped suddenly, nodding.

      “Go right ahead! I’m sure I could take care them, but I’d prefer to save my mana. I don’t have as much as a dedicated mage,” the Karakar said, examining the group critically. “I wonder why they haven’t destroyed any buildings…”

      Jasmine did her best to ignore the elf’s musings, even as she had to admit Xandra had a significant point about Nef. The more they associated, the stranger the woman showed herself to be.

      “Fires of dawn, heed my call. Come to my voice, and bring My Lady’s light to the world!” Jasmine chanted, drawing the sigils she needed in the air, and mana rushed out into the spell. Only belatedly did Jasmine try to control it more precisely, and her lips pressed together as she felt how much mana she’d used. Despite her dismay, fire danced around Jasmine, the flames brilliant with light. The fire surged forward, like a flood of light that banished the darkness around them, and drowned the undead. There was a sizzling sound as strange, dark smoke seeped out of the skeletons, then the fire passed, fading slowly from the world.

      Where the fire had been were piles of armor, much of the tarnish burned from their surface to leave them gleaming, but the skeletons were entirely gone, turned to fine ash by the holy power contained in Jasmine’s spell. She let out a breath of relief, smiling as she said, “There we go. Let’s—ack!”

      A faint crack and hissing sound split the air, and an instant later a crossbow quarrel from behind whipped by Jasmine’s face at an uncomfortably close distance, drifting to the left as it did so, and she spun around, pale and with her heart pounding from how close she’d come to taking the bolt in the back of her head.

      Coming down a side street were still more undead, and among them were several with crossbows, including one that was in the process of lowering its weapon to winch back the string. Several quarrels could be seen in a quiver at its side, while a few others had ammunition of their own, and were taking aim at them.

      Jasmine nearly froze in place. Fortunately, her subconscious had a better idea of what to do, and before she realized what she was doing, Jasmine bolted over to a spot behind a wall, flinching as a couple of bolts skipped off the stonework with harsh whines, and Nef stopped next to Jasmine, barely seeming to be breathing hard.

      “How many of these skeletons are there?” Naomi demanded, sounding outraged as she cowered behind a convenient stalagmite on the other side of the road. “I thought that this place was supposed to be safer than Loth!”

      “It was, and is,” Nef replied, glancing between Naomi and Jasmin, then jerked her chin at Naomi. “Come on, cross the road. I’ll make sure they don’t hit you.”

      “How’re you going to do that?” Naomi asked, looking at the elf skeptically, and Jasmine felt a mad giggle trying to well up inside her. This really wasn’t the time for arguing, she realized, but there was something amusing about the entire thing, at least if you asked her.

      “I’ll take the bolts myself if I have to,” Nef said, a confident smile on her face as she added, “I doubt I’ll need to, though. Their sights seem to be out of true, and I’m pretty good at dodging. Now go.”

      “Naomi!” Jasmine demanded, glowering at the younger priestess, who looked like she’d been about to argue, and gestured for Naomi to come to her.

      Naomi paled, then gritted her teeth and lunged out into the street again. Nef jumped out from beside Jasmine, placing herself between Naomi and the approaching skeletons. More cracking sounds came in response, and Jasmine nearly flinched as the missiles flicked into view, several of them far more accurate than she cared for… then she gaped as Nef burst into motion.

      The Karakar knocked a quarrel aside with her sword, neatly causing it to change course away from both of them, and adroitly ducked between two more bolts, while the others were far enough off-course that they missed completely. Then the two were across the street, and Jasmine stared at Nef.

      “How did you do that? You knocked a bolt out of the air!” Jasmine demanded.

      “Lots of practice,” Nef replied calmly, nodding down the street. “Shall we? I’d rather not get pinned down by the skeletons.”

      There was a dull thump in the distance, like a large object had been dropped, and the cavern grew a little brighter rather abruptly, accompanied by a faint crackling sound.

      Jasmine paled a little, asking, “Is that…?”

      “Xandra, unless I miss my guess. We’d best catch up with her,” Nef said, frowning as she added, finally sounding concerned, “I’d say I’m worried about missing the fun, but anything that causes her to do that is concerning. Let’s go back her up, hm? I don’t want her to lose that pretty tush of hers!”

      Jasmine almost laughed despite herself, but she nodded, moving to follow as the woman led the way. At least they were significantly faster than the skeletons, who were slowed by their heavy armor.
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      “Damn it!” Xandra spat, pain searing through her as the bolt punched into her side, then out her back to bounce off the cavern wall. She ducked another attack and hissed, then spat the words of a spell, bracing herself.

      Momentary fire blazed out of the hole in her side, the pain growing even worse for an instant as she cauterized the wound, then the fire ended, adding another throbbing injury to the handful that she’d taken so far. Xandra had no one to blame but herself, though.

      The first thirty or so skeletons had been easy to destroy. At that point the first ones with both ammunition and crossbows had shown up, which meant that Xandra had to take cover more, but they weren’t intelligent, so they kept clumping up and making themselves easy targets to take out en masse. Which was why she’d gotten overconfident.

      Xandra conjured an orb of fire and tossed it down into the courtyard from behind the archway, which gave her at least some cover. The orb exploded into another swirling whirlwind of fire that chased down the skeleton which had shot her, while Xandra scowled vindictively, glancing around warily for the real threat.

      She’d made it to the location with the portal. At least, that’s what she assumed the archway was, with how it was made of stone inlaid with hundreds of bones, each of which was carved with dozens of tiny runes. It wasn’t the sort of portal Xandra would want to use under most circumstances, but she didn’t have time to examine it, not when the pile of moldering bones in the middle of the portal had animated quite abruptly.

      The bones had swirled into the air violently, not taking the shape of a figure or anything else, instead whipping around in a rough sphere with three major clusters of bones moving here and there. Worse, they didn’t seem to be entirely material, as they were translucent. They also had shot several bone shards at her without seeming to lose any mass, and they’d been accompanied by the faint sound of screams. Xandra was mostly irritated that the thing seemed to be completely fireproof, as her last attempt to attack it had resulted in the bolt of fire flashing through it, though Xandra had thought that a cluster of bones toward the middle had dodged out of the way. Unfortunately, she hadn’t been able to figure out if that was a weak point, not with all the other skeletons that were after her. She had spells that could deal with spirits, but they weren’t as easy to use.

      “This was a terrible idea. Probably the worst I’ve ever had,” Xandra announced, then ducked as another spectral shriek split the air, and a hail of bone shards ripped by her, cutting thin grooves into her arms. Xandra hissed, then continued, “Alright, maybe not as bad as signing that contract, but this is definitely in the running for terrible ideas.”

      The grooves oozed blood, but Xandra ignored the pain, chanting another quiet spell, then lobbed a ball of fire into the middle of a cluster of skeletons that had crossbows. The fireball detonated with a dull whump, and as it did it launched four smaller balls in each direction around it which also detonated, shattering the skeletons across a broad section of the courtyard. She did like to chain together explosions.

      With that in mind, Xandra began to draw more heavily on her mana core, reasoning that if she leveled enough of the nearby city, it’d probably deal with the other undead as well. It’d deal with the problem. Probably.

      Almost as soon as she was halfway through the spell, she saw a flicker of light, then another group rounded the corner. Nef’s voice rang out faintly as Xandra peered into the gloom.

      “While I adore your enthusiasm, dear, please don’t bring the cavern down on our heads? It would be quite unpleasant,” Nef said, sounding amused despite how much she had to raise her voice. “Besides, you’d be destroying relics of history.”

      “The relics are infested with undead. I’d think eliminating them would be good,” Xandra called out in return, pain searing through her with how loudly she had to speak, but she started drawing the mana back in grudgingly. Besides, the others likely would’ve been in range of the spell she had planned. She couldn’t wait to have her regeneration kick in properly.

      “Yes, but we can deal with those and not destroy anything else!” Nef replied, accompanied by the ringing of steel as she methodically cut through the skeletons separating them. “Though the crossbows are obnoxious. I’ll certainly agree with you on that.”

      Xandra growled under her breath, already annoyed at Nef again. She’d only started dealing with the problem, and the woman was already protesting. This was a huge part of why she liked working alone.

      Peeking around the corner again, Xandra relaxed ever so slightly as she saw that Jasmine and Naomi were just behind Nef. The two women were casting occasional spells, their goddess-granted powers destroying the undead far more easily than Xandra would have been able to with similar magic. Still, Xandra could clear out more of the area, and she focused on another cluster of undead that were coming around a corner. She couldn’t tell if the ones carrying crossbows had ammunition, but she’d really rather they didn’t puncture the others. They couldn’t quickly heal on their own, after all.

      Just as she was drawing on her mana, the hairs on the back of Xandra’s neck stood on end, accompanied by the faint howls of the undead, and she reflexively dodged to the right.

      A stabbing sensation on the left side of her back proved that Xandra hadn’t moved quite fast enough, and it was accompanied by agonizing pain as she abruptly found it very difficult to breathe, at least compared to normal. Something ripped free of her back, and Xandra spun, gasping for breath even as she heard Jasmine in the distance.

      “Xandra!” the priestess exclaimed, horror in her voice, but Xandra was far more concerned about the creature behind her.

      The bones were still swirling in a sphere, but this time the internal area wasn’t undefined. It was a tall, gangly figure with long, stringy strands of black hair dangling down to mid-back, and with a pale face that had no eyes in the sockets, even as its fangs formed a horrifying smile. The figure was vaguely feminine, in a horrid sort of way, and in one arm it held a bundle of cloth, while in the other it had a long bone spear, its tip glistening with Xandra’s blood. The creature spoke in a venomous tone, licking its lips, but Xandra couldn’t understand its words.

      She thought about trying to reply for half an instant. Then, considering she’d just been stabbed, Xandra replied far more directly, snatching a wand off her belt and channeling her mana into it firmly.

      A bolt of lightning lashed out of the wand and through the figure, who looked somewhat startled as it arced through it, leaving blackened spots across its torso where the magic passed. Then the figure vanished, the bundle still visible, and whipped away into the air.

      “Shit,” Xandra gasped, trying to breathe deeply, but unable to do so. She felt something hot and sticky pulsing down her back, and that was bad. Normally she’d just cauterize the wound, but the location where she’d been hit… that made it tricky. It was just to the left of her spine, and far too close to her heart. While her regeneration could deal with many things, it was entirely based on the heart which had been implanted in her chest.

      Reaching down with trembling fingers, Xandra uncorked the flask of healing potion and lifted it to her lips, taking a swallow, and felt the warmth spread through her body, only to barely touch the injury on her back as it spread to all of the injuries, rather than just the most critical one. She swayed, blinking as she noticed that she wasn’t… focusing as well. It felt like the world was swaying around her, and she quickly corked her flask. If she dropped it, she didn’t want to lose all of the liquid.

      “Ah, hell. Poison,” Xandra muttered, her thoughts almost glacial at this point, and she shook her head… which was a mistake, as the entire world warped around her far more dramatically, wobbling like it was made of gelatin. She saw a skeleton marching closer and raised her hand, only to lose her balance, bounce off the stone pillar, then hit the ground painfully. The cool, solid, and surprisingly comfortable ground. At least once the pain passed.

      The sound of the skeleton approaching shook Xandra out of her daze quickly, though, and she forced herself to roll, hissing out the words of a spell. Even she was surprised that the words came out close to normal, and that her fingers obeyed her commands. It was probably the practice her Mistress had forced her through when healing her after the incident with the hellhounds, she supposed. That had been distracting.

      An orb of fire whipped out of her hand at the skeleton, and fortunately the monster was close, as otherwise the shaky path it took would have missed entirely. Instead, it struck the skeleton’s shoulder just as the creature raised its hammer, shattering the bone and sending the weapon clattering to the ground. Xandra hissed in annoyance, as she’d been aiming for its head, but… then she paused, realizing she wasn’t seeing just one head. That wasn’t a good sign. And both of its right legs were rising to stomp on her.

      Then the skeleton paused, and its head fell off. As it teetered, Nef appeared behind it, multiple copies of her side by side, and looked down at Xandra with a smile.

      “Lying down on the job? Really, that’s not like you at all, Xandra,” Nef said, clicking her tongue in a chiding tone.

      Xandra drew the deepest breath she could manage, which wasn’t terribly deep as pain radiated through her, and replied in the most succinct way she could manage. “Eat shit.”
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      “Xandra!” Jasmine exclaimed, dropping to a knee next to the elf and looking her over in horror. “Are you alright?”

      Xandra’s glare was almost enough of an answer on its own, though her eyes were rather impressively dilated. There was blood pooling on the cavern floor beneath her, numerous grooves cut into her right forearm and a few in her face that had scabbed over, along with a large burn mark on her right side.

      “Idiot,” Xandra gasped. “Stabbed, lung…collapsed. Poisoned. Think!”

      Jasmine couldn’t help blushing at the response. She could tell that Xandra wanted to say more, but the woman was having a hard time breathing. Based on what she’d said… Jasmine rolled her over, and immediately paled as she saw the wound on Xandra’s back. If she remembered her anatomy classes correctly, elves weren’t that different from humans, and that meant that the injury was disconcertingly close to Xandra’s heart. Fortunately, blood wasn’t spurting, but that was a cold comfort.

      The memory of her lessons also jarred Jasmine out of her shock, and she inhaled, and began to murmur a prayer, one which was joined by Naomi, as the younger woman knelt next to her, heedless of the blood.

      “Lady of the life-giving flames, grant us your succor to heal the injured,” Jasmine prayed, flinching as she heard another skeleton clatter to the ground behind her. Mana poured out of her hands and into a warm glow that settled over Xandra, assisted by Naomi’s identical prayer.

      As the light hit her, Xandra hissed, her fingernails dragging over the stones beneath her, and to Jasmine’s horror, thin wisps of smoke rose out of the injuries, like Xandra was being burned by the healing spells. Yet before she could stop, she saw that the wounds were beginning to shrink and the blood stopped welling up. Jasmine hesitated, still channeling mana into the spell, then asked hesitantly, “Are you alright, Xandra? There’s smoke coming off you.”

      “Just do it,” the elf replied, gasping for breath as one of her fingernails chipped against the stone, then she visibly forced herself to relax.

      “She has a demon’s heart. In particular, it reacts poorly to holy energy like yours,” Nef said, cutting down a couple of skeletons. “You’ll still heal her, it simply causes a great deal of—look out!”

      The Karakar whipped her sword around just as Jasmine heard howling, and a creature materialized, a bone spear raised to impale Naomi. The sight of it almost caused Jasmine to recoil, but something about its appearance, with the sphere of swirling bones around it, jogged her memory. It looked incredibly displeased as Nef knocked the spear aside, then lashed out at the creature, which vanished as quickly as it had appeared.

      “Well, that is annoying. It looked like a shadow fey, but there was something wrong with it,” Nef said, frowning as she gently swung her sword through the spot the creature had occupied. “Is it undead?”

      “It is,” Jasmine said, her gaze meeting Naomi’s as she added, dread rippling through her, “Ghostlich.”

      Naomi’s eyes went wide as she cringed, hesitating before she murmured, “Oh dear. That… that’s not good.”

      “If it was good… I wouldn’t be lying on the ground,” Xandra interjected, her breathing still labored, but not as bad as it had been. “I’m not bleeding anymore, so explain, damn it.”

      Jasmine jerked back a little, glancing toward the slowly approaching skeletons as she hesitated, then asked, “What about the poison?”

      “I see two of you. I’ll be fine, now that I’m not losing blood. I’ve had worse,” Xandra said, rolling over slowly, and thumped against the archway heavily. “What is a ghostlich? I’ve heard of each of them before, but not both in one word.”

      “It’s a combination of a lich and a ghost. Not as bad as a lich, admittedly, since it is bound to a location, but it hides the bone that forms its core in an adjacent plane,” Naomi said, quickly standing up and glancing at the skeletons nervously as they approached. “It also can travel back and forth between worlds, which is how it keeps disappearing.”

      “As long as the core is intact, it’ll also regenerate endlessly. Unlike a ghost, it doesn’t take time to reform, and unlike a lich, its bone is always part of it… just not in our plane of existence.” Jasmine continued the explanation, her thoughts racing as she dredged up what she knew about ghostliches. “At least they aren’t all spellcasters.”

      “While I do adore learning new things, under these circumstances—” Nef paused in mid-sentence, striking like lightning and nearly removing the head of the ghostlich when it began manifesting behind her, then continued in her customary cheerful tone as it vanished, “—the most relevant information we need are its weaknesses. Do the two of you know, or shall we run the gauntlet once more?”

      “For once I agree with the overly friendly psychopath,” Xandra said dryly, paused, then added, “Though if you need help with the skeletons just point me in their direction. Even if I’m not as precise as normal, I’m sure I can thin their numbers.”

      “Not a psychopath. The library checked,” Nef contradicted pleasantly, and a faint headache began to form between Jasmine’s temples.

      “Would you two just… stop for a moment?” Jasmine asked, paused, then looked at Naomi helplessly, frustration getting to her at last. “Do you remember? I seem to recall there was a way to make them vulnerable.”

      “Um, wasn’t it the dimensional locking spell?” Naomi suggested, frowning. “I think it forced the core into our plane, and kept them from disappearing? Or something like that.”

      Relief washed through Jasmine as Naomi’s suggestion jarred her memories loose. She turned toward the skeletons, speaking quickly.

      “That’s right! We’d have to do it as soon as it came into this plane, to keep from banishing it instead, but then we could destroy it! If we can destroy the core, anyway, since they’re supposed to be really—”

      At that moment Xandra murmured the words of a spell, rolling over so she could see around the archway, and flicked her fingers gently, launching a multi-pronged blast of lightning that lit up the entire cavern for an instant.

      “…tough,” Jasmine finished, watching dozens of skeletons collapse at the same time.

      “Hm. In that case, trap her, and I’ll deal with the irritating bitch,” Xandra replied, and smirked in a way that sent a chill down Jasmine’s spine. “I have just the spell for her.”

      “Are you sure? I thought you weren’t feeling well,” Naomi asked worriedly.

      “I’ve lost blood before, and poison isn’t anything new,” Xandra replied simply, and grimaced as she admitted, “It isn’t doing anything good, but I’ve been through worse… Besides, unless Nef is certain she can destroy the creature, what choice is there? Can you do it?”

      “Um, no, I don’t think so,” Naomi said, her cheeks flushing as she looked at Jasmine. “Can you cast the spell on your own? I doubt I can. I spent too much mana.”

      Nef lunged as the shadow fey appeared again, this time just around the corner, and it recoiled, throwing several bone shards at the elf before vanishing. Nef instantly shifted to defense as she blocked them, then slashed through the air where it’d been standing a moment before.

      “Whichever you choose, please decide with alacrity. There are more skeletons coming, and I haven’t heard the fair folk since their initial howls,” Nef interjected pleasantly. “I suspect I could deal with this ghostlich in Xandra’s place, but my attacks tend to be more… precise. Without knowing which bone is vital, I can’t guarantee that I can strike it.”

      “R-right. And no, I can’t cast it myself with the mana I have left. Naomi, if you would?” Jasmine asked, looking at the other priestess, who pressed her lips together and nodded nervously. Both of them had expended too much mana to cast such a potent spell on their own.

      “Good enough,” Xandra muttered, shifting herself upright, and Jasmine felt a subtle… shift in the mana around her as Xandra did so. It briefly distracted her, but she couldn’t afford that. They were in danger, and she needed to do her part to deal with the problem. Xandra and Nef were in danger because of her.

      Jasmine offered her hands to Naomi, and she spoke softly. “Sister of the faith, do you trust me?”

      “With my life and soul,” Naomi replied, taking her hands, and as she did, Jasmine felt the other woman… open to her.

      This was the reason that the ranking priests and priestesses were celibate, or at least avoided most forms of intercourse. To safely share their mana and work together properly required particularly pure mana, without the fragments of foreign mana a lover might add, which could have devastating consequences for others. The thought made Jasmine briefly wonder if the purity of Xandra’s mana might allow her to participate in this sort of ritual safely, but she firmly suppressed the thought, focusing on what she was doing.

      Mana flowed out of her right hand into Naomi, and back into her through her left hand, forming a circle. It wasn’t smooth at first, rushing and burbling as the mana clashed, but slowly, ever so slowly, it smoothed itself into a steady stream as their mana levels equalized. Even their breathing synchronized, as Jasmine felt Naomi’s mind against her own. They didn’t share thoughts, just emotions… but through it she could feel the other woman’s nervousness and worry. Worry which eased as she felt Jasmine’s own, and she met Naomi’s gaze with a gentle smile, one that Naomi returned.

      “Hm,” Xandra murmured, watching them with a gaze that looked like it could pierce right through them, but unlike Jasmine expected, the mage didn’t criticize them. On their other side, Nef had her sword out and ran a finger along the length of the blade, which began to glow with a soft silver light.

      “Lady of Flames, our beloved Goddess, hear our call,” Jasmine and Naomi chorused, speaking as one while their mana began to spiral faster and more urgently. Jasmine kept it carefully under control, as she didn’t want to overwhelm Naomi, whose tolerance was lower. More participants would have allowed her to share the strain between all of them, but she didn’t have more priestesses. Naomi’s cheeks were flushed, and they both paused before continuing, “Let Your flame seal off the barrier between worlds, that we may smite our foes!”

      The spell tried to erupt instantly, as a vortex of fire took form between them, swirling violently between their arms at the same speed as the mana moved through Jasmine and Naomi, but they gritted their teeth and held it back, waiting for the right moment as the strain grew greater and greater. Several seconds passed… then Jasmine heard one of the faint howls again, and released the magic as relief washed over her.

      The ghostlich appeared practically on top of them, malice in its expression as it raised a bone knife to attack Jasmine. Then the vortex erupted outward, knocking the creature backward as a ripple of flames seemed to limn everything in soft golden light, while the undead grew more solid. Weariness staggered Jasmine and Naomi both, as nearly three quarters of their mana vanished into the spell.

      “Hah!” Nef’s cry split the air as she swung her sword like a flash of lightning, forming a wide arc through the air, and a silver blade of energy erupted from the arc, cutting through the space between her and the undead. The energy hit at a diagonal angle, and where it struck it split the shadow fey cleanly in two, dropping the creature’s hips, legs and the lower half of its left arm to the floor, including the bundle it’d been holding.

      The creature screeched in a language Jasmine couldn’t understand, glaring at her in hatred, and Jasmine flinched, only then realizing she’d broken the link to Naomi without thinking about it. The creature’s bones were wriggling and writhing toward its upper body unnaturally, and Jasmine paled, wondering what they’d do if it succeeded, but then she looked at Xandra, and her eyes widened.

      Xandra’s lips were moving, but Jasmine couldn’t hear her voice. What she could see was the roiling mass of mana in front of Xandra, an orb of glistening, rainbow-hued liquid the size of a clenched fist. As she watched, the mana collapsed on itself, until all that was left was a rainbow-hued flame that looked like it belonged on a candle. And with a flick, Xandra sent it flying at the ghostlich.

      “Eat this, bitch,” Xandra spat, leaning back tiredly.

      The creature tried to recoil, and Jasmine caught a glimpse of horror on its face, as it raised its remaining arm as if to shield itself as the flame struck.

      Light like nothing Jasmine had ever seen before erupted throughout the chamber, blazing so brightly she shouldn’t be able to see, and yet it wasn’t true light. It didn’t sear the eyes, and she could see through it despite its radiance as it illuminated everything. Everything but the ghostlich, which screamed mournfully as an orb of that brilliant, scintillating light surrounded it. The cry was still echoing when the light faded, and Jasmine could only stare at the spot where the ghostlich had been. Nothing was left except the bundle the creature had been holding, and she couldn’t quite process what had happened.

      “Xandra, what in all the gods was that?” Nef asked, fascination filling her voice.

      “I call the spell mana flare. It doesn’t do much good against creatures with physical bodies, but spirits and undead may as well be kindling for it, as they’re closer to mana given form,” Xandra replied tiredly. “It requires quite the mastery of the energy sphere to use, and isn’t worth it for large groups. Now, you’d best deal with the other undead… that took a lot out of me.”

      “Ah. I’ll have to get details later. I’m certain that there are people who’d like to hear about it. As for the skeletons… this could be a problem,” Nef said, her voice turning grim as she looked at the courtyard, which had over a hundred skeletons in it now, the closest of which was only thirty paces away.

      Jasmine opened her mouth, then paused, finally catching sight of what was in the ragged bundle the ghostlich had been carrying. She saw a tiny skull inside with a broader bone structure to it, one she’d seen far too often since coming to the city, and her eyes widened as she thought back to what Nef had told them about Rithevahn.

      “Ah, Nef? You said that the war was because of abducted children, didn’t you?” Jasmine asked, carefully picking up the bundle, and she winced as she realized it was full of bones, her heart practically breaking as she realized what had likely happened.

      “That’s right. The fair folk stole a minimum of ten children that I’m aware of, likely more, and…” Nef’s voice trailed off as she glanced at Jasmine and saw the bundle. “Ah. I believe I know what you’re getting at, dear. This is dangerous, though.”

      “Dangerous or not, the best way to lay the unquiet dead to rest is to resolve their lingering resentments,” Jasmine said, her pulse quickening as she smiled nervously. “Back me up, if this goes wrong?”

      “I can do that,” Nef agreed with a broad smile.

      “Idiot,” Xandra murmured from behind her, but there wasn’t any weight to her words.

      “Jasmine, I can—” Naomi began speaking, but Jasmine waved her back.

      “Tend to Xandra, please. I need to do this,” Jasmine said, and took a deep breath. Then she stepped forward to meet the nearest skeleton, extending the bundle to it as she spoke. “Here, your stolen child. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      The skeleton hesitated for a moment, and almost to Jasmine’s shock, it slowly slipped the axe it carried into its belt, then reached out to take the bundle from Jasmine. It looked down at the child’s bones with glowing red eyes, then gave her an incremental nod as it turned to face the other skeletons. Without a word it raised the bundle of bones, and all the other undead stopped. Then they left.

      Their departure was abrupt, though just as deliberate as their assault had been. The skeletons streamed toward the city entrance, the soft rattling of bones and scraping of their feet against stone the only sounds they were making, and Jasmine let out a breath she hadn’t even realized she’d been holding.

      “Well. That was certainly an interesting experience, wasn’t it?” Nef said brightly, sheathing her sword. “Now we just need to go about dealing with the fair folk and we can get the portal to Nocturne working!”

      “If you think I’m going to be able to power a portal in this condition, you need a new head, because that one’s rotten,” Xandra replied tartly. “I have more than enough mana to burn a few mangy fair folk, but a portal? I don’t think so.”

      Nef grinned at Jasmine and shrugged. “Ah, she has such a venomous tongue, doesn’t she? I don’t know why I like her so much.”

      “Me neither,” Jasmine replied, a hint of mad glee bubbling up inside her, and she couldn’t keep it from coming out. She laughed, shaking her head. “I can’t believe we survived that!”

      “There’s nothing like a near-death experience for helping you appreciate life,” Nef agreed, looking at Naomi and asking, “How’s she coming?”

      “Like an ornery mule, how else?” the priestess replied in exasperation.

      “A mule would’ve kicked you in the head and taught you a valuable lesson,” Xandra shot back. “Would you like me to do the same?”
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        * * *

      

      Crak looked over the edge of the building, listening to the echoing words of the mortals, and he had the urge to rush down and attack them. Mangy fair folk indeed! He wasn’t mangy, and the very suggestion made him angry. Yet at the same time, he didn’t let his anger get the best of him, not when every member of his pack had been injured.

      He glanced back at the others, and as he did he felt his frustration grow. They hadn’t lost anyone, but it’d been a near thing. Between the riled up skeletons and the traps, they’d been fighting a much more difficult battle than the mortals had been, and his clan wasn’t much good against undead. He was used to ripping and tearing at opponents to weaken them and bring them down one by one, but the skeletons had outnumbered them. Even Crak had taken a couple of injuries, and a cracked rib made it difficult to breathe easily.

      On the other hand, he’d also heard something interesting as well. The mortals were going to Nocturne themselves, and that… well, that gave other opportunities. In fact, it might even be enough to satisfy His Lady.

      So, after a minute, he shifted back to his humanoid form and spoke softly. “They’re traveling to Nocturne, so we will fall back and hunt them there.”

      Vilra shapeshifted back herself, then protested angrily, “But they’re right here and wounded!”

      “So is our pack. We’ve been mauled, and aren’t in any shape to fight them,” Crak replied flatly, nodding toward the small group. “We’d have to approach across open ground, and they have magi. Better to hunt them in our favored environment than to lose our pack members when we don’t have to.”

      Vilra opened her mouth to protest further, but he glared at her, then looked at the others pointedly. She looked them over, then lowered her head, shapeshifting back without another word of protest.

      Crak nodded, shapeshifting as well, then gave the distant mortals another glare. They’d have another chance to face them, and when they did, he was determined to ensure that it turned out in his favor.

      First he’d have to figure out just what type of magic the strange elf used, though. He’d never seen magical light like that before.
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      The kiss woke Xandra, and she stiffened, then relaxed as it broke off and she recognized Jasmine’s raven hair. She shook herself, then sat up, brushing her bedroll back.

      “What was that about?” Xandra demanded, frowning slightly. Her lips were still tingling, which she was fairly sure wasn’t a lingering effect of the poison.

      Jasmine pulled away, taking a seat on one of the stones they’d found for seats. The small fire that they’d built was long-since extinguished, and Nef’s lantern sat on another rock, shining with eternal white light. It cast stark shadows in the cavern, but there wasn’t much they could do about that. Xandra was still a little tired, but not that tired. She also noticed that Nef wasn’t around, which made her frown. Neither was Naomi, for that matter.

      Noting her glances, Jasmine gave a wry smile and explained. “Nef wanted to take a look around, now that the city is alive after a fashion, as she put it. She also wanted to look at the damage you did… and to let us have a little time alone.”

      “Ah, yes. She’s being an interfering busybody again,” Xandra said, letting out a heavy sigh as she considered, then dragged herself out of her bedroll. She obviously wasn’t going to get much more sleep, and while she was a little lightheaded, at least she didn’t feel like she would pass out if she stood too quickly.

      “She is. But… she’s also not entirely wrong,” Jasmine said, fidgeting for several moments. Then she spoke softly. “Thank you. For throwing yourself into the way, for helping me with all… all of this.”

      Xandra resisted the urge to sigh, looking upward as she counted internally, then spoke a bit less tartly than she would normally. “Jasmine, what have I told you about wasting time?”

      “Right, right,” Jasmine said, blushing. She cleared her throat, then continued, “I’m going to pursue you, Xandra. Clumsily, most likely, but I suppose everyone is clumsy compared to you. I don’t know how you feel, but… I’m going to do it.”

      Xandra stopped, looking at Jasmine for several seconds, and as she did, she felt old emotions well up… which she smothered as best she could. She didn’t want those emotions.

      “That’s a terrible idea. You should pursue Naomi, if anyone. She trusts you, with her body and soul,” Xandra said flatly, closing her eyes as she thought back to the spell the two women had cast. It had actually been admirably cast, as much as she hated to admit it. “I could never do that. Trust… that’s a word that has little meaning to me. Not anymore.”

      “I’ll teach you,” Jasmine replied, prompting Xandra’s eyes to snap open, looking at the half-elf incredulously. Jasmine’s expression was filled with determination, to Xandra’s shock.

      “How do you expect to do that?” Xandra demanded, shifting on her makeshift chair. “I spent over a millennium in the lower planes!”

      “I know. That’s why I’m going to demonstrate in the only way I can,” Jasmine said, standing and approaching Xandra again. Looking up at Jasmine, the elf had to wonder what Jasmine was about to do. Then the priestess took her hands and spoke softly. “I trust you, with my body, mind, and soul.”

      For just an instant the woman’s mana opened to Xandra, and she reflexively pulled away, unwilling to open herself to it. Jasmine didn’t seem surprised as she smiled down at Xandra.

      Staring back at her, Xandra couldn’t believe what the woman had just done. Opening herself to another like that… Xandra shuddered to think about what the consequences could have been.

      “You’re an imbecile. Trusting me is foolish beyond words,” Xandra said, reaching up to rub her forehead tiredly. “I’m not going to convert to your religion, you know.”

      “I don’t expect you to,” Jasmine replied, and she leaned down, pushing Xandra’s hand aside.

      When Jasmine kissed Xandra this time, she didn’t resist. Tomorrow would come soon enough, and perhaps, just perhaps, a few moments of pleasure might be enough. As for the rest of her emotions… they were well and truly locked away.

      At least, that’s what Xandra hoped.

      
        
        The End
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        * * *

      

      Sometimes my stories take on a life of their own, even when I’m not intending it. Ancient Ruins, Sting & Song, and now Dusk Gate have all been written this way, and I rarely understand how or why they came about. I suppose that sometimes a character is just waiting in the wings, demanding to be written. I’m startled that Xandra is one of those, but that’s how it goes!

      Xandra is a surprisingly fun character to write about, and Nef’s introduction startled me, as their interactions made the story even more enjoyable. Unfortunately, it often felt to me that Jasmine and Naomi paled next to them, so it is something I have to keep in mind when writing them, to keep them from getting sidelined. But despite how fun they’ve been, I have other major projects to work on as well, so their story is going to be playing second fiddle to Lilith’s Shadow for a bit, then I’ll be able to focus on Soul Bound properly.

      Perhaps Jasmine, Naomi, Nef, and Xandra will meet Ruethwyn in the future, though! They share the same world, and their stories will bring them into surprisingly close proximity. I doubt it, but it’s definitely possible.

      For now, I hope you enjoyed Dusk Gate!

      If you want to find more of my books, you can find them at the following link.

      
        
        Books by Benjamin Medrano

      

      

      If you want to see early drafts of my work or help select secondary characters to be illustrated, you can always join my Patreon, or you can get early chapters of upcoming novels and their announcements through my newsletter, both linked below.

      
        
        Newsletter Signup

        Benjamin Medrano’s Patreon

      

      

      Also, if you’d care to review this story, I’d greatly appreciate it! Again, thank you for reading Dusk Gate.
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