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Chapter 1.

A dark and glittering power lay hidden in the Tower, something feral and savage, something that devoured your heart once it laid its corrupting stench upon you.
There had to be some dark and corrosive power, I lied to myself, because how else could I explain away the icy disdain carved into Aiden’s face? His familiar warmth had chilled, turning his eyes into steely, predatory pinpricks. Revulsion curled his lips into a bloodless sneer, and everything felt wrong—so wrong—as if I were trying to breathe underwater.  
I pushed down my anxieties, swallowing hard at the lump in my throat as I plastered on a wavering smile. 
“Aiden,” I said, softly. “It’s been so long. I’ve missed seeing your face.” I still did. I missed the Aiden that easily smiled at me, not this stranger that looked at me as if I were a slug trailing slime across his shoe.
We stood in the shadow of that accursed Tower, my fiancé and I. I was a speck of dust next to the Tower’s soaring, indifferent presence. It thrust from the earth, a dreadful spire as imposing and piercing as a pillar of ice. Long ago, untamed and ancient powers had carved it into being from bone-white stone. A watchful, alien intelligence lurked behind its stone façade, as if were embedded with thousands of oppressive eyes; and each of those eyes was now crawling over me, breathing in the essence of me, worming through every word I spoke. 
The surprised delight of this morning’s breakthrough had me scampering to see Aiden. Raw excitement powered my steps as I ran to the Tower without a thought, paying little heed to my appearance—which, I realized ruefully, had been a mistake. Aiden, clad in his well-appointed mage’s cloak, was clearly embarrassed by my bedraggled, haphazard state. Beads of sweat dampened my brow, and an unsophisticated dress clung to my skin, sticky with perspiration. 
My hand brushed in vain at the more unwieldy strands of my hair, accidentally ensnaring my engagement ring in the process. I had not taken it off it during the five years that had passed since Aiden had given it to me. The simple ring was his first major working, wrapped up in layers of protection magic to keep me safe. 
On the day he entered the Tower, he held my hands gently within his own and cried at the thought of our separation. “Please, wait for me,” he pleaded, kissing each of my fingers as tears dripped off his freckled nose. “The first thing I am going to do after joining the Magority is marry you. Just wait for me.” 
What a difference from today. 
“Why have you come?” he said, his voice oozing with contempt.
I eyed the Tower apprehensively. “Can we go somewhere else to talk?” I asked. Somewhere where its prying eyes wouldn’t see us.
“No,” he said flatly. “I’m busy.” 
I flinched. “I’m sorry for not making an appointment, but this is important. I’ll come back later—”
He sighed, pushing the air out his lungs with a frosty huff. “And I’m sure I will be even busier later. Just tell me whatever it is now and be quick about it.” 
As he spoke, I sneakily glanced over his body, reading his mana root, hoping to find some wayward spell or aberrant mana residue that would explain his current attitude. But, no matter how carefully I looked, there was nothing. No enchantment. No ensorcelling. Just Aiden, looking increasingly put-upon. I wondered whether I done something to upset him. While the distance had grown between us these past few months, he had never been this outwardly hostile before.
“Have I done something wrong?” I finally asked. 
Aiden’s eyes narrowed in frustration. He pinched the bridge of his nose and grunted. “Did you come here to waste my time? Do you think my work is a game? I realize you have limited comprehension of the great workings that we attend to each and every hour, day after day, all to keep your kind safe . . . but, regardless, you should know I don’t have time to stand here chatting. Please leave.”
I recoiled at the sharp sting in his words. His dismissal stamped out the exhilaration that had sent me racing to find him in the first place.
I was proud of Aiden when we discovered he had a mana root worthy of the Tower—but it had never made me feel any less of myself that my own stunted root marked me as a non-mage. And I certainly wasn’t about to feel inadequate now. Not with my breakthrough. Yeah, fine, maybe I didn’t know what was going on in the Tower because Aiden never would tell me, but he didn’t know what I had been up to, either. At least I
had been trying to keep Aiden a part of my life. 
I was tired, then. I didn’t want this stranger. I wanted Aiden, my Aiden, but I was starting to suspect that person only lived in my memories. Aiden had entered the Tower. And he had been devoured. Whoever had emerged was so entirely transformed that I struggled to find even a ghost of his former self. 
Why bother with this anymore? The traitorous thought bubbled to the forefront of my mind. I had known Aiden for nearly twenty years and suddenly those twenty years were crumbling to ash.
“Do you even love me?” I asked. 
His dark eyes glinted like poisonous beetles. 
Before he could answer, a sickeningly sweet laugh flitted through the air, pouring into our ears like thick syrup. I shuddered.
“Aiden, my love, who is this?” a simpering voice cooed. 
I ignored the interloper, but it didn’t stop her from gleefully wafting towards us. She was a vision, as if one of the ancient powers had deigned to descend upon the earth once more—as she should be, with so many enchantments dripping from her face and hammered into the flowing fabric of her robes. Begrudgingly, I was forced to accept her talent as an enchantress. I wondered if she realized, though, that she was ruining herself with some of the harder-hitting spells coating her body. Their cheap magics were causing her mana to go all pimply and boil-like lesions marred the tips of her mana root, raw and angry. It would start impacting her spellcasting soon, if it hadn’t already. 
It took her half a second to judge the situation between us. Her eyes hovered a moment too long on my engagement ring, but for some reason the sight of it caused her to erupt into peals of laughter reminiscent of the tinkling of bells. “Too cruel,” she gasped between giggles. “Aiden, my love, this is the most hilarious thing I’ve seen in years.”
Aiden remained silently standing at her side, looking at nowhere in particular, his face a neutral mask.
“Your manners leave something to be desired though,” she said, thrusting a quick finger at me before I had a moment to react. “You should properly greet your betters.”
I felt my back curling under the weight of unseen hands until I was nearly supine and groveling at her feet. 
“All is forgiven,” she cooed as I remained kowtowing before her. She tapped my chin with a slippered foot. “I suppose you can hardly help it, being a fish and all.” 
I winced, hardly expecting such a dirty word to slide its way from between such beautiful lips. “Fish” is a rather insulting term for people like me—the non-magics living in a magical world, like fish out of water. 
The taunt fell flat at my feet, like it always did. That was the rub of it, the joke of our kingdom. We were meant to be equals, but what could we—us fish—do when one of mages of the Magority attacked us? Nothing. We were fish in a barrel, waiting targets. They could kick us, enspell us, curse us and . . .  and nothing. We had to take it. If we complained, they could addle our brains, destroy us from within before we even knew what had happened.
The Crown, of course, had outlawed any non-consensual spell casting; yet the Crown itself also had its neck laid bare under the foot of the Tower. The threat of Ilyria loomed ever-present, and the warrior mages provided by the Tower were the nation’s first line of defense. Heaven forbid the Crown tried to clamp down too hard and our mages left to join our enemies’ forces. So we lavished upon the Magority, pampered and appeased them like ungodly lapdogs, and willingly allowed ourselves to be trampled into the dirt. Meanwhile, the Tower turned a blind eye to the casual misuse of magic against those too weak to defend themselves. 
“Aiden, you’ve been too kind,” the syrupy-sweet voice slithered through the air. “You can’t keep these fish close to you. You’ll be seen as a fool. Allow me to handle it.”
I was still held prone by an invisible force. I couldn’t see Aiden’s response, but he must have nodded because a moment later, that golden laughter was once more tittering throughout the air. 
Cruel fingers of magic pushed at my body, pulling me upright. A bead of mana pooled at her fingertips. 
Trapped, I thought.
A fish on a hook with nowhere to flee. 
The Tower, Aiden, this would-be psychopath. I was being pressed down into nothing between them. A dry leaf tossed about in a tempest’s wind. Even though we were outside, it felt as if there were not enough space for me—just another nameless casualty about to get wiped off the page, an extra in my own life. 
I stifled down a cackle. 
Yeah, right. 
I’m Sophia Lombardi, I thought.
I’m the main character.
As if I would let this ridiculous, fluttering, simpering mess of silks and fabrics playing at being a grand enchantress take me out. 
I was about to eat this witch alive. 
The Tower wanted a monopoly on magics? Wanted to churn out loser magician after loser magician too drunk on power to care about this world and the people living on it? Fine, let them have their magics. 
While they could. 
This was my secret. This was what I had raced to tell Aiden.
The second a spell left a mage’s finger, I could do something no other mage, living or dead, could do: I could hijack that spell and hold it hostage. And I could pop it like a bubble.
It didn’t matter which spell. It didn’t matter who cast it. It didn’t matter with what intention or for what purpose. So long as a spell existed, I could render it as inert and common as a piece of dirt, as flaccid as a limp noodle.  
“Snap your own neck,” she commanded. She chucked a spell of compulsion at me. 
I pushed the merest sliver of my mana at the acid-green glob of a spell—clearly, compulsions were not her forte, because this diseased-looking lump was not what a compulsion should look like—and the evil-intentioned spell popped like an exploding frog. Even the suddenly stoic Aiden had to respond, flinging a sleeved wrist up to protect against the stinking globules of mana residue that splattered against the pair. 
Embarrassment flamed her supernaturally beautiful face, the splendor of her visage diminished, somewhat, by the reeking chunks of failed mana slowly bleaching her left eyebrow white. 
She flung another deadly spell at me. 
I countered, breathing quickly through my nose. I jabbed at the spell with the finest needle of mana. It squelched as it exploded, eerily whining as it died.  
“This isn’t . . . I don’t . . .” she said in confusion, before rapidly firing off another set of equally fatal spells. 
I popped them as easily as bursting bubbles in the sink.  
The scent of caustic magical residue polluted the air. It prickled at my skin uncomfortably, the way the sky must feel just before lightning struck. 
“Kinah, stop!” Aiden finally said. “Your mana root is clearly out of balance!” His pristine robe was now dotted with constellations of sludge from the exploding spells. His sleeve took the brunt of it. It looked as though he had been vomited on. 
“Don’t shout at me!” The enchantress sobbed, fat tears leaking down her cheeks as if she were the victim in this situation. Her mouth hung open, eyes wild and bulging. 
Who’s the fish out of water now? The thought purred in my mind.
“Well, this has been fun,” I said. “But I’m going to go now as it wasn’t in my plans to be insulted, burned, squished, or exploded to death today.” 
Aiden still stared at me with those hateful eyes, the shadow of the Tower lurking within them, even though he, Mr. Mighty Mage himself, was the one covered in the equivalent of magical dung—the burnt excrement of his companion’s botched spell casting.    
How did you end a two-decade-long friendship? I didn’t know. I wouldn’t have thought it was being blasted to death, but the attempt and Aiden’s wholehearted failure to stop his psychotic friend until after her seventh try to kill me—and only then because his clothes were getting dirty—clearly sent a message. 
I pushed two unsteady breaths out of my lungs. 
Okay. Fine. Message received. I sure as hell wasn’t about to waste any more time fighting for the waste of space known as Aiden Hirst. 
“What a disappointment you’ve turned out to be,” I told Aiden. 
And from Aiden—nothing. Not even a sign of recognition that he had heard a word I said. Kinah just stupidly sobbed, moaning between breaths, “don’t shout at me!” as if she were under attack. 
Time for me to leave. I didn’t spare Aiden another glance.
A dark and glittering power might have lain hidden in the Tower, but something equally dark and glittering lay within me. 
And I was tired of hiding.




Chapter 2. 

I loved the beewoman. Every district had one, if you knew where to look, and Magda was ours. The confrontation with Aiden had left me feeling prickly and sharp—and foolish. So foolish. My wounded soul was seeking something uncomplicated and wholesome to block out the Aiden-shaped lump that now poisoned my memories, so my feet had turned toward the dusty path leading to the beewoman’s chaotic yet charming cottage. 
A cloud of fat bees lazily hummed in the air as I made my approach. The clever little bees must have warned her of my dark mood because she was waiting on her stoop, honeyed water in hand. 
Magda lived on the eastern edge of the capital, way over in Upper Rathmines, snuggled up against the Forest—snuggled up in the way that prey might freeze under the watchful eyes of its predator. The Forest was one of those things you had to experience to truly understand. They said ancient powers dwelled under its dark roots, the trees growing wild having drunk from unknowable wells. The Forest grew, dark and menacing, a looming presence that glowered with an alien intelligence. 
Those who entered the Forest never returned. 
You would have to be daft, of course—daft or poor—to live so near its haunted canopy and under threat of the monster waves that belched from its depths every so often. My own dads had been eaten in a monster wave, after which Aiden’s grandmother had taken me underwing. The plump and unassuming woman had accepted me into her family without a second thought. “Call me Gran,” she’d said as she ladled heaps of honeyed porridge down my throat. I had only a half-remembered impression of monsters myself. I vaguely recalled a misshapen and preternatural wolf-shaped creature with bark-like flesh, haunting green eyes, and jagged fangs.
In the case of us fish, most of us barely had two coins to our name, so next to the Forest we dwelt. We were pushed out of the center of Arcadia’s capital, left to linger at the dwindling ebb of civilization under shadow of bark and branch. It was obvious that the Magority were pampered with riches and fame, while we were left with the scraps, burdened by the ever-increasing cost of the Crown’s impending war against our southern neighbor. 
It just happened that way, inevitably, like rocks sinking in water; at least, that’s what I had thought—until I developed the sensitivity to see spellwork and finally began to detect the glittering, clawing magic coating so many of my non-mage neighbors. Aside from the rare protection spell here and there, the vast majority were malevolent in nature. The poor fools had no idea they were wrapped up in magics like misshapen presents. They were poisoned by spell after spell to ensure they were agreeable and pliant, so that they would always find themselves at the losing end of a deal and be happy about it.
But Magda was a different kind than the rest of us forced to live next to the living horror of the Forest. Even if her pockets were dripping and flaked with gold, she still would have chosen to live in her odd little cottage at the edge of the wood. I kind of understood it. Like the Forest, Magda was someone you had to experience to understand. The world sort of arranged itself around her. 
From the outside, her cottage looked half-collapsed, ringed by a yard eaten up by stringy weeds. But in spring, just after winter pulled back its frozen claw, those selfsame weeds erupted into the most fragrant flowers, somehow at once unnatural in their beauty, and yet so solidly of this earth that it was like seeing a glimmer of the planet’s pure spirit. Perfection. 
“Can you tell me about magic again?” the beewoman said. 
We were seated on her back porch, our legs swinging back and forth as we dangled them from the edge of the peeling beams of her deck.
I tipped a sip of the refreshing honeyed water into my mouth, delicately brushing a bee from the cup’s lip. Magda was asking about magic out of politeness. She knew—or rather, I was sure the bees had told her these past few years—of my unnatural interest in mana roots, and that I would therefore find the topic soothing. She was sensible like that. The words poured themselves easily from my mouth, and between Magda’s steady presence, her golden honey water, and the easy diversion in topics, I felt some of the sheer panic of almost being murdered start to seep from my bones. 
When Aiden had first entered the Tower—before he learned to jealously hoard away his knowledge like a dragon guarding its treasure—he had brought back thick volumes full of pages of spindly text detailing the history of magic, the composition of mana, and the essence of the mana root. He was supposed to cram all this knowledge into his resisting brain before he could formally join the Magority and receive his mage’s cloak. 
The pressure had made Aiden mopey and prone to despair; coming from a non-magical background, he had missed out on the childhood tutors available to most of his classmates and was busy playing catch-up. I’d tried to do what I could to support him—I’d tuck him into bed with a cup of watered-down hot chocolate (the best I could afford with my meagre wages at the time) to give him a moment’s rest, while I pored over his magical tomes, scratching out notes and outlines I hoped would be of use to him. 
If I had to admit it, this wasn’t entirely altruistic. I thirsted for knowledge and trying to afford these books on my own was beyond even a hope and a prayer. Each was probably more precious than my life itself. I caressed the books as you would a lover, trembling at the chance to steal some of the Tower’s knowledge for myself. 
The scarcity of information on magic for those outside the Tower, however, meant that most non-magical people had no idea what magic really was, or why some people could use it. To be honest, I still wasn’t entirely sure how things worked in the Tower, either, but I had gleaned a bit of precious knowledge from Aiden.
Although I knew Magda had asked out of politeness, I couldn’t help but share with her more information about magic than she probably cared to know. A rebellious streak, colored by a compulsion to freely give away what the Tower so strictly guarded, loosened my lips.
I cleared my throat and then launched into my lecture. “Magic acts on intention. Ordinary, everyday moments have a touch of magic about them. We often use words to make something happen. When I am thirsty, I might say, ‘get me a glass of water,’ or I might jab my hand at a pitcher and point at it, signaling I want water. If someone then offers me water, I have used my words or my actions to cause another force to bring that water to me. 
“Magic is like that. It’s a rich and living conversation with mana, as complex and nuanced as human communication. More precise words generate a more precise response, just like specifying, ‘I want a cup of water in an iced glass from a natural spring.’ Context is also important. If you are standing in the middle of a fire and shout, ‘water!’ it’s understood that you are not asking for a thimbleful of water and that you don’t care if such water is lemon-scented. 
“Problems arise when people get sloppy or poetical,” I continued. “Magic is about intention, and the mana doesn’t care how that intention is achieved. If you ask for ‘water to make me forget,’ any number of things may happen. You may get water from the River Lethe, which will obligingly drain your memories. Or you might be nearly drowned in whiskey, the so-called firewater, so that you can wash away your memories in alcohol. I suppose a particularly nasty strand of mana could even drown you, since dead people can’t remember anything, being dead and all.  
“While magic can do wondrous and fearsome feats of truly cosmic proportions, magic needs a driving mind. It’s responsive, not creative, and although it has a certain willfulness of its own, it needs a guiding hand. That’s where mages come in. All people have mana roots, but only some are suited to handle greater workings of magic, just like how some glasses can hold boiling water, while others may shatter under the heat. A mage’s mana root can withstand the pressure needed in spellcasting without cracking. And each mage’s mana root can hold varying degrees of mana; some can hold whole oceansful of mana, while some might only be able to fill a bathtub. The greater the amount they have, the more spells they can cast.” 
I winced a little here, thinking of my own mana root. My beautiful, useless mana root. If the typical root stored a pond of mana, my root stored approximately three teaspoons. Not the heaping, floury kind either, but the bitter medicine kind, where you tried to pretend half a spoonful was a little more than it was. Not enough for a major arcana, and maybe—maybe—just enough to squash out a feeble minor intention, not unlike squeezing the eighth cup of tea out of a tea bag.
Yet, still, I loved my mana root. It glowed inside me, a beautiful bottle-green, the color of spring. It spoke of living things blossoming under a gentle sun. You couldn’t help but feel it and feel refreshed, as if maybe this world weren’t a stinking ball of losers killing each other in some harebrained attempt to cover themselves in personal glory.
With pigheaded stubbornness and the free time of an unloved lover, I had spent these past few years tinkering. Obsessively. I tinkered with my drop of mana single-mindedly, running it through my hands, burning it through my lungs. I wove it, I unwove it. I threaded it, melded it, sculpted it. It burned me. It cut me. It scorned me. It pushed at the edges of my being and carved itself into the very lines of my soul. It became more familiar to me than my own blood. I held it in my hand and felt it beat with the pulse of my own life.
My three little teaspoons.
Something no one in the Magority, with their oceansful of mana, would ever dream of, because they had no reason to. 
My words slowed as my thoughts drifted back to this morning, back before the situation with Aiden imploded, to the euphoria of my breakthrough. 
At some point, with all my tinkering, I became hypersensitive to mana. I developed the ability to see the shape of magic and could easily detect when others were wrapped in spells. It seemed to be a different sense than mages, as the Magority was often unaware when something was bespelled unless they were paying particularly close attention—like how Kinah had scrutinized my engagement ring—or using a detection artifact.
Unlike them, seeing magic had become as second nature as breathing to me—which was why, earlier this morning, I had unwittingly stumbled upon some plot my landlady was tangled up in. I certainly hadn’t been looking for a spell on her; I had seen it by accident as soon as she slid into my vision. 
My landlady, Ms. WhatsHerName, was insufferable. She always hovered there, like a depressed ghost loitering atop the damp hallway carpet, an unlit cigarette dangling from her claw-like hands. “Don’t forget the rent!” she nagged each time—unnecessarily, I might add, as I had yet to be late in all the years that I'd been living in my third-floor flat. 
Still, I felt a begrudging sense of comradery with Ms. WhatsHerName, even though she smelled like boiled cabbage and mothballs and usually glared at me as if she'd discovered something unpleasant stuck to her shoe. Both of her parents were in the Magority. I’d heard they kept a tidy, little practice going in Dowerstown. She, however, was one of those weird anomalies—a fish springing from a posh and proper Magority bloodline—and couldn’t manage the simplest of intentions, let alone cast a proper spell. Not even one of the minor arcana ones, like keeping your clothing free of cat hair.
I was returning from the store, having splurged on fresh shrimp for Gurgle, my preciously spoiled cat, when I first saw it: an angry red spell cutting through her back, like a nasty burn wheal. It whispered to me poisonously, preaching non-resistance as it wrapped my landlady in its evil compulsion. Any idea she had to protect herself would instantly deflate. If she ran into another whack job like Kinah, they could order her to slit her own throat, and she would happily comply. She was a walking doormat. Nasty stuff. 
A mage would have handled the situation by dowsing it with a counterspell, like dumping water on a raging fire. 
My breakthrough was to tamper with the fire itself. 
After first learning to see spells, I had taken to tracing out their veins, an outsider’s attempt to observe a world beyond my reach. I approached it with the fervent devotion of a particularly keen bird watcher. The reward for this seemingly fruitless task was to be able to understand the interworkings of magic, to see how the mana channel flowed within a spell, how the mana root breathed life into the casting. I began to muse that a spell could be rendered inert if I found the right way to disrupt the mana channel. 
Each spell was different. Like with handwriting, each caster had a particular flavor. The different spell types also varied wildly in construction—some were elaborate webs, some delicate tapestries, some fine lace, some awkward and gooey blobs. But each spell had a nucleus that held the entire spell together. If you could isolate this point, I hypothesized that the whole spell would fail—I needed only to inject a thin strand of my mana into this nucleus to fatally disrupt the mana flow, like building a dam in a raging river. I thought of it as pausing the spell, because if the injected mana was later extracted, the spell should continue on like before. 
The alternative would be to destroy the spell completely. This method would take much less precision, but the potential side effects could be quite severe, and the process might be noisy. If pausing a spell would be like closing a window, breaking a spell would be like smashing the window’s glass with a rock. 
Attempting to break my landlady’s spell was not an option. I wasn’t about to risk wild mana shards somehow interfering with us when I had no way to protect us from the potential blowback.  
As Ms. WhatsHerName happily rambled on about her laundry list of complaints concerning the new tenant in 4K, I carefully unspooled a tiny thread of my mana and forced it into the spell’s nucleus. It was like threading jelly through a needle and forcing it into resisting fabric. My mana wobbled dangerously as my face broke out in a sickly, sweaty sheen. I pushed, and the malevolent mana channel finally parted beneath my fingers. The spell shuddered and then stilled, its pulse drawing silent. It flickered and then faded, like a shadow cast under a weak sun. 
I had done it. My first hijack. 
“That’s what makes us different from mages, I suppose,” the beewoman said, snapping me back to the present. After I failed to respond—I couldn’t remember what I had just said to her—she helpfully prompted, “We don’t have a mana root that can stand up against the spells, or enough mana to even attempt it.” 
I nodded slowly. She was right, in that she was accurately repeating what I had just told her, but as the words escaped her mouth, I realized that they were somehow wrong, too. But I wasn’t sure how. Certainly the beewoman and I were non-mages. Yet she had an inexplicable affinity with bees—she could talk with them for heaven’s sake—and I could do . . . whatever it was that I could do. 
Magda set her now-empty cup down with a soft clink. I supposed she had been enchanting me, in her non-magical way, the way she enchanted her bees. I felt myself ready to tell her about what I had just survived. She turned to me and took my hand within her own. “Child,” she said kindly. 
Well, that opened the floodgates to unleash a wave of ugly crying that I had deluded myself into thinking wasn’t happening. With one word, she created this space for me to be vulnerable and feel protected. My vision turned streaky, like rain on a window, as my eyes flooded with salty tears. “Aiden’s friend tried to kill me today, repeatedly, and he just stood there and let it happen. I very nearly died. I don’t know who he is anymore. He’s not Aiden.” 
“Child,” she repeated, steadily patting my back, each soft thump grounding me to the earth when I so desperately wanted to fall off it. She would not say an unkind word about Aiden—it wasn’t her way—but the way her mouth folded into an angry pucker betrayed that she clearly had some choice thoughts about the situation. Magda nodded at my ring. “Didn’t his protection spells do anything?”
No, I thought. No, they hadn’t. Like Aiden, my supposed ring of protection had been silent despite the mortal threat to my life. 
Before I could react, Magda wrenched at my hand, forcefully scraping the engagement ring over my knuckle. She held me in place with an iron grip and pulled the simple band from my hand, plunking it in a jar of honey. It was as if she had wrenched my heart out. My body shook and I felt stung, as if I had been physically slapped across the face. 
Wordlessly, she passed the jar to me. 
If the supposed protection spells didn’t protect me then . . . what were they? 
Chaotic thoughts disordered my mind, frothing like boiling water. I looked at the ring, innocuous in its amber tomb. I had spent years researching magic. Years. I had stalked strangers through the streets, seeking to understand the charms laid upon them. Yet, not once in all this time, had I ever considered the spells encircling the ring upon my very hand. Odd. Unnaturally odd. As if my attention had been intentionally redirected. 
I pulled at the spells now, finally seeing them for what they were. 
Obedience. 
Confusion. 
Enthrallment. 
Fascination. 
So this ring was . . . meant to keep me interested and obsessed with Aiden, obedient to his every whim? Was I supposed to be his personal servant, too deluded and ensorcelled to see how I was being used? 
But . . . but he had given me this ring before he entered the Tower . . . ?
My brain whirred slowly, as if unwilling to make the final, crucial connection. Jerkily, it reached the inevitable, horrifying conclusion: if Aiden had given me this ring before the Tower, then he had always been a smarmy weasel. It wasn’t the Tower that had changed him. I had just been too blind and enspelled to notice. And I had only been able to question Aiden’s behavior today, slightly, because the obedience spell was beginning to fray at the edges, giving me the tiniest sliver of space to allow an independent thought or two to squeak through. 
I replayed the horrid scene in my mind. I had thought my reaction to Aiden had been so powerful. I thought I had shown him. But . . . what had actually happened . . . ?
I rubbed at my eyes, trying to pull the wretched memories forward, to see the situation without the polluting lens of the ring. 
Aiden was hatefully rude to my face, and the best I could muster was to question whether he still loved me? How pathetic! And my harshest comeback after almost dying via cold-blooded murder—for I certainly would have died today if I hadn’t had my new little trick hidden up my sleeve—was to call him disappointing. I should have punched him in the nose. I should have taken off this accursed ring and chucked it in his stupid face. 
I flinched. His lovely new friend had known. She had taken one look at my ring and cackled. “Too cruel,” she had giggled. I supposed Aiden had thought he was getting rid of his embarrassing past by allowing his new lady friend to blast me off the face of the planet. 
I collapsed against Magda pathetically. “What am I supposed to do now?” I said, my voice thick with tears. Nothing felt real anymore. It was as if my world were dissolving around me, and everything I had known to be true and unquestionable was revealing itself to be a phantom creature more horrible than any monster from the Forest.
“Bees are gossipy creatures,” Magda said in her earthy, steady voice. 
I nodded against her, not trusting my voice. 
“The bees tell me the place to be tonight is Hallwood Place. Lady Galentine is having quite the hoorah. I so happen to have an invitation.” She shifted. Reaching into some hidden pocket tucked within the confines of her massive wooly sweater, she extracted an envelope, only slightly crumpled. 
“You have to be joking,” I said. No powers on this earth could possess me to attend a party after the rollercoaster day I’d just had. The thought of being surrounded by mages would make me collapse into a raging pile of goop. I couldn’t. 
The beewoman patted my back. “This is a fated day for you. You’ve had one happiness and one sadness. What’s your third to be?” She was quoting a children’s superstition, but one that us non-mages believed in: if first comes joy and then comes sorrow, your fate will find you before tomorrow.   
Aiden had turned into a would-be murdering psychopath that had riddled my brain with coercive enslavement magics these past years. I had worked my fingers to the bone to make sure Aiden was able to afford his fancy apprentice clothes and whatever little odds and ends he would need as a young initiate at the Tower. I faithfully completed his assignments while he curled up and napped. Not to mention that ridiculous debt I owed the Beetle because of his jerk friend . . . 
Free of the stifling magic of the ring, an ember of rage flickered to life—but not just against Aiden. I was tired of the Magority for treating us non-mages like disposable, unfeeling objects they could beat cheap entertainment out of, freely using and discarding us without consequence. Wrath bubbled within me like molten lava. Someone had to pay for all the anger and sadness and betrayal I felt inside. I was feeling reckless. 
You know what? If my fate was to be decided tonight, then let it be against those traitorous mages. I would go to that party. The Magority had taken too much from me, and I was coming to collect.




Chapter 3. 

Deciding to go to a party was quite different from actually attending it. It took me approximately three seconds before I realized I was willingly choosing to throw myself into the lion’s den. Still, the discomfort of the evening and the horror of the former lover’s betrayal aside, what better way to test the extent of my new-found skill? The party would cluster together all manner of Magority, presenting a delicious banquet of charms and enchantments to hijack.
The Magority usually set aside a small number—a very small number, indeed—of these invitations exclusively for non-mages, so they could dangle us from their arms, a perverse showing to the attendees of the host’s generosity and openness in including the less fortunate. Still, we subjected ourselves to it, drawn to the glamour and prestige of the Magority like moths to a flame. 
Lady Galentine was one of the better sorts, as far as the Magority went. I wouldn’t have said I had a close friendship with her by any means, but her invitation to the beewoman had likely been sincere. After I had started being able to notice spellwork, I had seen Lady Galentine on several occasions cast quite pricey spells on non-mages for free; although, if I had to criticize, she was a bit paternalistic in her actions. Sometimes she would cast some minor blessing without the recipient’s knowledge, perhaps to save the recipient the embarrassment of not being able to afford the casting. 
“You are insane. Insane,” I murmured to myself as I tramped my way up the winding path to Hallwood Place. The lane was nearly empty, as mages typically arrived in some gaudy contraption or wrapped in some showy transportation spell at the manor’s entrance. 
The falling night brought with it a chill. I pulled my black cloak a bit more snugly. I could scarce afford to hire a pricey coach, so I had been forced to hoof it nearly the two-hour walk it took to reach the grand estate.
My footsteps crunched along the path as I tried to push down the whirlwind of emotions from the day. I wasn’t ready to process what I was feeling yet, not really. I clutched onto my anger and this party as a crutch, willingly allowing myself to be distracted for the evening, if only to keep my chaotic thoughts, raw and sharp, at distance. 
As I approached the manor, the air became tinged with the metallic, ashy flavor of teleportation spells. I scuddled out of the way, narrowly avoiding colliding with a lanky and sour-looking mage. 
My half-hearted murmur of an apology was cut short by a sharp crack that sizzled through the night air. 
A ferocious slash of lighting crashed down upon our heads. A man emerged from the smoldering spot. Although there was scant wind, his clothes moved as if animated by a stiff breeze. While I had never met him, I knew him at once by his ice-blond hair, so foreign to this land. Casimir. 
Our nation had a deep and impossibly spotted history with Ilyria, the warrior nation to the south. We were ostensibly at peace now, but it was an uncomfortable and unsettled peace, like holding your breath before taking the final plunge into a dark pool. The embers of the prior conflict were waiting to spark into war again with the faintest shift in political winds. 
Casimir was the king’s personal conquest. It was said that the wizard had been one of Ilyria’s finest war chieftains—actually, what the lads usually said was “he puts the ‘war’ in ‘warlock,’” while guffawing to each other and drowning themselves in lager at the local pub. Somehow, our gentle King Solen had managed to pry Casimir from the foreign nation and entice him into swearing allegiance to our own. 
The details of this were state secrets, but his arrival in our kingdom had been celebrated with a month’s worth of feasting, during which he was paraded around like a greatly-favored show pony. At the time, Aiden had just entered the Tower, so I had not been much in the mood for feasting. I had only seen Casimir’s unmistakable white-blonde mop of hair, a shining dot far off in the distance.
The foreign mage had lived in our kingdom as an odd curiosity ever since. On one hand, his presence warmed our hearts, as it was confirmation of Arcadia’s superiority in that we could pull such a man to our side. On the other hand, it was unsettling. Such a mage was unfettered by allegiance to the Tower, and how trustworthy could he be, really? If he had been willing to turn traitor once, might’nt he do it again? Had the king invited this charming fox unwittingly into our henhouse? 
Casimir brushed non-existent dust from his broad shoulders and cut his way through the gathering crowd into the manor house. He entered without invitation. I felt myself trailing after him, as if getting dragged along by his magnetic force. 
To be honest, aside from the rumors heard every now and then, I had never paid much heed to Casimir. Suddenly, however, I now found something appealing about his otherness, about the fact that he had no connection to the dratted Tower. But I dared not tread too closely. My natural survival instincts bleated at me to be wary, as if approaching him were no different than seeking the company of an uncaged tiger. It wasn’t his rumors that dissuaded me—it was his mana root. It was solid, almost crystalline, from the weight of the mana filling its vessel. It lured you in softly, strange and wondrous, crisp with an ancient tartness not unlike the Forest. But I knew that if I looked too closely, it would sweetly suffocate me as I drowned within its depths. 
The doorman, who had been unable to even meet Casimir’s eyes, had no such compunctions about me. He cast an appraising look at me—sweeping his eyes up and down my drab garb, eyeing my patched cloak and my dress, which was an inky sort of blue color and made over from one of Gran’s nicer ones, but clearly mundane. “Invitation?” he asked. 
I passed over the envelope the beewoman had gifted me. I tried not to be insulted as he prodded this way and that at the paper with his wand, clearly expecting to discover some forgery charm. I held back a snort. While he acted all high and mighty, the flimsiness of his mana root required the use of a wand. Most graduates of the Tower discarded their wands once mastering magic. It seemed hypocritical of this subpar mage to be so superior over me, but there we were.
Surprise glinted in the doorman’s eyes when at last he accepted its authenticity and granted me entrance. 
The party was to take place in the grand foyer of Hallwood Place. This was my second time visiting the manor, but the sheer opulence of the estate’s interior continued to astonish me. The grand foyer, the size of an entire floor of my building, was illuminated by a flock of delicate swans that floated, unhurried, near the domed ceiling. The swans were masteries of spellwork, each created by delicate threads of mana that shone like moonlight.
Climbing vines of milkflower encircled the network of marble arches lining the room. I breathed in their heady aroma. These temperamental flowers required the dedicated attention of a greenery mage to grow, so few estates could afford their cultivation. Each was a circling of finger-like white petals and enticed each guest with the unique scent they found most soothing. For me, it was the bittersweet scent of Gran’s shampoo, a mixture of basil, lemon grass, and elderflower. 
Lady Galentine, ever the picture of a gracious host, hovered near the entrance to greet us. 
“Sophia Lombardi,” she welcomed, remembering my name and tactfully not commenting on the fact I was entering under a borrowed invitation. 
I wobbled into what I hoped was a somewhat passable curtsy, but midway through, I folded weirdly at the waist, so it turned into an awkward half-bow. 
She pushed mana into my hand as she grasped my palm. I felt the feather-like touch of a minor blessing of luck settle about my shoulders like a mantle, followed by a cantrip of mending accompanied by a soft whoosh. My hand-me-down clothing shuddered slightly, the fabric refined into luxurious Iphrim silk by an unseen hand. I was now almost presentable, but I found myself prickling at the unasked-for alteration to my dress—fine as it now was, all memory of Gran had been wiped away without so much as a “by your leave.” 
“I’m so pleased to see you,” she said, “for I had been hoping to convince you to share your talents with us. Lady Derwent has been singing your praises all over town.” 
Ah. Yes. Well. I shaped my mouth into a customer-pleasing smile and said, “But of course,” before wobbling into another unsteady curtsey-bow and excusing myself. 
The foyer was already half-full by the time I had arrived. I scanned the crowd to see if any familiar people stood out but failed to recognize anyone in the sea of faces. Aside from Lady Galentine, I was semi-acquaintances with a handful of members of the Magority, mostly because they had employed me for some odd job once upon a time. I didn’t see anyone I sort-of knew. 
I noted Casimir prowling the edge of the hall and found myself avoiding approaching that side of the room. I was not the only one. It was abundantly clear other guests were also giving the foreign wizard a precautionary wide berth.
Now that I was here, I wasn’t sure what to do exactly. Not knowing a soul, I hovered awkwardly near smallish groupings of people. Vainly, I wished my cat Gurgle were here so I had someone to talk to.
The party’s guests were from varying levels of elevation in the Magority, and each was dripping in what amounted to quilts of spellwork. I wanted to flex my new skill, but something stilled my hand. Perhaps nerves. I was fairly certain my method would be undetected for a number of reasons, but I was averse to finding out my educated guess was wrong. Who knew what the Tower would do to me if I were caught? I was a curious person by nature, but not that curious. 
I would risk it though, even under this audience of eyes, betting it all on the belief that my spell hijacking would remain undetected. My confidence came in part from the way mages seemed to view mana. To people who had an abundance of mana, their “normal” had not calibrated them to be sensitive to mere droplets. It was understandable. Even the lowest ranking mage, with about a bathtub’s worth of mana, would have trouble sensing the energy my trick required. Consider: when you fill up your bathtub, could you notice if three teaspoons of water were missing? Of course not. Now magnify that by the umpteenth for the truly great mages and their vast oceans of mana. 
Second, the spells mages would find troublesome would take gallons and gallons of mana, so they hadn’t been trained to sense for my little jabs. In comparison, to hijack my landlady’s spell, I had thinned out my mana into a tiny needle about the length of my fingernail, and no thicker. If you’ve been trained to be on guard against a dragon, you aren’t going to notice an ant. Probably.
I continued to decorate the wall, a ghostly presence lurking in the shadows, turning into a wallflower beneath the glittering illumination of the enchanted swans. 
As the room grew thick with mages, potential target after potential target wandered enticingly into my line of sight. This was the perfect opportunity. If I could get away with hijacking a spell here, almost shoulder-to-shoulder with what felt like half the Tower, I could do it anywhere. 
I just had to suck it up and do it, to fling off this gnawing anxiety. 
Right. 
I was going to do it. 
I couldn’t stay timid forever. 
I’m Sophia Lombardi, I told myself.
I’m the main character.
I sized up my choices. It had to be something not so obvious that people would notice straight away—but it also had to be kind of noticeable so I could tell whether it had worked or not. 
Just as I was about to spring into truly impressive main-character-worthy action, some arrogant fool interrupted what was certain to be a spectacular moment. An impatient foot tapped joltingly behind me—I suppose to signal I was blocking this jerk’s way, as if there weren’t three unobstructed feet on either side of me for him to pass me by. 
I turned to snap at the rude man. “You could just go around.” 
—And I wanted to disappear almost immediately once I sized up the situation. The man in question looked up from the floor, startled. He had not been tapping his foot at me. His shoe had somehow become partially glued to the tiled floor. 
His face flushed the startling red of the setting sun in abject mortification. “Oh my,” he said. “How embarrassing. I do apologize.” He gave his foot another panicked jerk in an attempt to pry it from the floor. 
I bobbed at him in apology. “No, that was my fault. I was rude. I’m sorry.” I crouched down to help with his footwear situation. I had no idea who the man was, but he clearly was in attendance in secret. He was absolutely stiff with spells to disguise and conceal. Well, who was I to judge? Unfortunately, it appeared the charm for unobtrusiveness had a kickback reaction to his teleportation spell and was now causing his footwear to melt.
“I don’t think you can save the shoe,” I said. 
He seemed truly flustered. “Oh, oh, of course not,” he agreed. And then suddenly it was like he remembered he was a mage and could solve his conundrum in a moment. He snapped out a flashy bit of magic jiggery too quick for me to analyze, and before I could blink, the melting mess of shoe was replaced with what appeared to be a svelte dragonscale boot.
“Um, you might want to change the other one as well?” I reminded, pointing to his remaining shoe, the unmelted one, which was now mismatched next to his glitzy boot. 
Another sneezing wheeze of magic, and finally, this man’s shoe situation was under control. It was a little heartwarming to find someone even more of a disaster than me at this party.  
I would describe the man to you here, but those layers of concealment spells did a number on me. I couldn’t describe him to you if I wanted, and I know this because I want to describe him to you and I can’t. He was a man—I think—and may have been younger than thirty. Definitely younger than fifty. Probably. But I couldn’t promise you this with any sort of accuracy. With the sheer amount of spells swaddling this—maybe—man like a newborn, I wasn’t about to fiddle with them, especially after his shoe had melted. Heaven forbid I poked around and caused him to melt. 
“I do thank you for your help,” he said. “What year are you?” 
This was a fairly standard greeting among the Magority. It meant “What year are you at the Tower?” 
Well, I was about to other
myself, but a question had to be answered. I laughed awkwardly, scratching my neck. I was not and had never been ashamed of who I was. I didn’t think there was anything to apologize about for being a non-mage, yet I hated how it felt like I was confessing to something dirty, surrounded by all these dratted mages. “I’m not at the Tower. I’m non-magic,” I said.  
To my surprise, his eyes lit up with joy, as if he had just seen his favorite animal at the zoo. Although rare, you get these types sometimes. “No kidding!” he said, slapping his knee. 
But before he could say anything else, Lady Galentine was grabbing his elbow. “Sedrik, there you are,” she laughed, but there was a veil of concern beneath her easy words. Perhaps she knew the man was a walking calamity. She was dragging along a whole host of hangers-on with her. Belatedly, she realized I was also there and nodded at me. “Sophia, I see you have already met my cousin. But there is something I am most anxious to ask now that we have a moment together—is it true you can commune with spirits?”
“Oh, that,” I said to the crowd of beady, hawk-like eyes. “Yes, of course.”




Chapter 4.

I suppose here is where I have to confess to you the full history of my money troubles, as there is no other logical way to explain why I pretended to have the power to talk to phantom spirits in the middle of a Magority party.
The long and short of it was that my precarious financial situation had long since made me throw any semblance of pride to the wayside. I owed a hundred gold crowns to the Beetle, at fifty percent interest per annum. 
Gran had been dead for months now, her spark snuffed out by a plain-Jane case of pneumonia. A healing elixir could have patched her right up, but those were dearly regulated by the Tower and cost more money than I could hope to see in a lifetime. When her breath started rattling around in her chest like a ghost in a creaky old house, I could feel the situation was getting serious. After pelting Aiden with letter after letter—he was only responding to perhaps every one out of ten by then—he finally sent back the name of his friend from the Tower that would give us a good price on one of those precious elixirs. 
A “good price” turned out to be one hundred crowns—a discount, but barely. I could buy a small house in the middle districts for that price. The problem remained that I only had two pennies to my name. I could scarce ask Aiden for the money, either, as I had been sending him every copper we could spare at home. 
So, with no other alternatives, I approached a man we all knew as the Beetle. He lived in a squalid loft that overlooked a cemetery and never stepped a foot outside without donning a brightly-colored patchwork vest that gave him a distinctive scarecrow effect. The Beetle was a moneylender, which should have made him hated, but he was another character I had an odd sense of appreciation for. He charged outrageously high interest, but by doing so, he was able to offer lines of credit to even the riskiest applicants—in this case, me—when all other doors were slammed in our faces. 
“I need one hundred gold crowns,” I told him. It was an outrageous amount. I was lucky if I earned four gold crowns in a year. 
“Okay,” he said and scrawled a simple contract which would have me paying the absurd rate of interest, compounded each year. The Beetle didn’t ask any prying questions, which I appreciated. I would spend the rest of my life paying off this debt. But Gran had saved me from becoming just another street orphan who died in a monster wave. How could the debt I owed her ever be valued? I signed the contract at once. 
Turned out, Aiden’s so-called friend was absolute trash. I was bamboozled—that’s right, clever little me—scammed out of a hundred gold crowns for a useless concoction, the sole purpose of which seemed to be enhancing toenail growth. It was my first time seeing a potion up close, and instead of taking the time to understand the mana within it, I panicked and toppled the entire mixture into Gran’s wheezing mouth. Her toenails grew almost two feet overnight. I had to borrow our neighbor’s shears to chop them off in a process that traumatized us both. Still, it was marginally worth it, to the extent Gran had her first authentic laugh since falling so ill.
Gran died two days later. Aiden refused to leave the Tower to see her in her final moments. I held her withered hand as she took her last, rattling breath. 
Aiden blamed me for the situation, of course. His loser friend was nowhere to be found. I begged him to help me recover the money, telling him how I was going to be indebted to the Beetle because of the scam for the rest of my life. Aiden did nothing, except to call me an embarrassment. I supposed he didn’t want to offend his precious new friends in the Tower.   
So, yeah. That situation hardly improved my impression of the Magority. At the time, I had no inkling of resentment, betrayal or disappointment in Aiden’s actions. The warping of my feelings due to the ring had made me view Aiden’s response as reasonable. I was then stuck with all this debt to deal with on my own. 
Every now and then, members of the Magority might invite a non-mage to perform at one of their gatherings as a quaint sort of entertainment. Heck, even us non-mages allowed ourselves this type of diversion—a suspension of disbelief in order to entertain, like when so-and-so’s grand dame, a clear non-mage, pretended to read fortunes in soggy tea leaves. Stuff like that. 
Ever since Aleister went mad and started dissolving people's bones and calling forth armies of undead, death magic had been a restricted and forbidden area of magic. As much as our nation and Ilyria disagreed on almost anything, both sides were in staunch concurrence that no one wanted to see the Aunt Muriels of the world, clad in their flowery funeral shrouds, doing cannibalistic battle with enemy forces. Let the dead stay dead.
But all the same, the trend of séances—calling forth the spirits of the dead—had been sweeping through the capital. The Crown and the Tower allowed it so long as it was performed by non-mage practitioners and it was clearly understood to be for amusement and entertainment alone. 
Lady Derwent, whose mother had been on the Tower’s Council, was swept up in the craze. Geroj, one of the Beetle’s other clients, had established a somewhat thriving séance business, and when his helper fell sick, the Beetle had recommended me as a last-minute replacement. I was to earn an unheard of two crowns—two!—for participating, so I had agreed at once.
The séance was held for Lady Derwent’s reading group, a gaggle of mostly pleasant-faced, middle-aged women. Several weatherwitches were in attendance, and they had always intrigued me. 
We arrived in a ramshackle horseless carriage. Geroj had jiggered with some wiry contraption so that our arrival was announced with the lonesome cry of a bean sidhe and the clattering of phantom hoofprints. The carriage was emblazoned with bold, peeling letters: Geroj Spectersave, Master of Thaumaturgy. I helped him cart in several odd-shaped chests and a circular card table. The table, Geroj told me, was the heart of the whole scam. Before we entered, he wrapped me in two lacey aprons of faded white—the first of which felt oily against my fingers and stank of acrid garlic. 
Geroj made a chaotic dance of setting up the table and the chests. He huffed and puffed and I realized the act had already begun, even though the only ones present were lowly housemages with mana roots no sturdier than soft wood. 
Lady Derwent and her guests entered just as we were finishing setting up. The table had been covered with a seedy thread-bare velvet dotted with droplets of yellow candle wax (“they expect that,” Geroj had assured me). I placed slightly misshapen spectacles tinted with red glass in front of each guest. As I took up my place beside Geroj, he surreptitiously hooked thin wires onto the corner of my outermost apron. 
Geroj was a ham. There was no other way to describe him. He was one of those people that was nourished by attention. He had a big, beefy stomach, exaggerated by the tight suspenders holding his struggling pants in place. His large, black eyebrows were more resplendent than Count Miklos’s mustache, and everyone knew that that mustache had won Miklos the coveted hand of his fair wife. 
Right then, Geroj was working those eyebrows with every fiber of his being. I almost missed my cue. I was so entranced watching them cavort about his face, punctuating each word. 
“My dear Magority, please allow this lowly one to share with you the secrets of the ancients, lost for centuries and only recently discovered. Today we shall call forth the spirits and see what messages the other realm may wish for us to hear.” Here, he gave a tremendous wiggling of his eyebrows. He then instructed the audience to each take up a pair of glasses and asked Lady Derwent to enchant them to allow the wearer to detect any mana. Geroj was adamant about this provision to protect his own neck, lest he run afoul of the death magic prohibition despite his non-mage status. Lady Derwent obligingly enchanted the glasses, and the audience soon looked back at us like deranged owls. 
“Esteemed ladies, please examine for yourself that there are no enchantments at play here. Everything you see before you is mundane. There are no magical tricks, only Thaumaturgy! Now, lower the lights!” he commanded. At his nod, I lit the candle at the center of the table, making a show of the matchstick as I did so. Geroj had advised to show off the lighting of the candle as much as I could, as it was something the Magority would have hardly any experience with. He was right. The lady to my immediate left had gasped loudly when I first struck the match. 
Geroj wheezed into position next to me. “I call on you spirits to oblige us. Descend upon us now!” That was the cue. Tapping his foot upon a cleverly concealed lever, the table began to tremble. “Descend!” he commanded again. 
The candle suddenly crackled and sparked, then the yellow flame popped and roared into a bright green. If I hadn’t been in on it, I would have thought the candle was responding to some greater working of magic—but the actual explanation was much less exciting: a mixture of carefully placed air bubbles and moisture near the wick, followed by copper sulfate flakes that turned the flame green. 
Geroj then clapped sharply, coinciding the action with pressing another secret lever under the table. The wires on my outer apron suddenly jerked, snapping the fabric from my body into a carefully hidden chamber in the table. My second apron, still attached to my body, shone an eerie green. I looked supernaturally aglow in the dim light as the table quaked about us.
Judging from the faces of the ladies, who were looking wildly about the room for some sign of hidden magic, they had been convinced enough. Geroj likely could have, and perhaps should have, stopped here. The mages, so used to their clever magics, were surprisingly weak to common tricks of illusion. But he and his eyebrows were not to be stopped. 
“DESCEND!” he roared, flinging his arms towards the ceiling. 
Suddenly a rotten-egg odor cut through the air. I felt a bit ill when I saw that Geroj was now shining with the slick wetness of some unknown, fabric-like tissue, as though he had been wrapped in a gelatinous membrane. My face was a picture of shock. He hadn’t warned me about this part. Heaven knew what sleight of hand he had used to achieve this effect. 
“Ahhhh.” He exhaled slowly, collapsing heavily upon the table. “They’re here,” he murmured. “What questions have you?”  
I studied the faces of the audience as they eagerly asked questions to Geroj play-acting the spirits. When the Beetle had told me this job paid two crowns, I had easily chucked out my reservations. I thought this was all in good fun, that Geroj’s clients knew and understood this was all acting. But a building unease grew in the pit of my stomach.
Lady Derwent had yet to ask a question, but that pinched look on her face was unmistakable. I had seen it so frequently on my own face after Gran had died. To her, this was not play-acting. Not really. Belatedly, and with a sinking heart, I remembered the tragedy that had befallen Lady Derwent’s household several years prior. 
Lady Derwent had had a daughter. Had. Only three years old, and she had somehow gotten her hands on an unsecured artifact. A freak spark of mana had spiraled into a dissonance cloud. The little girl had cracked apart like an egg, and all the magics in the Tower couldn’t restore her to life.
I didn’t know what madness possessed me—perhaps because I had so desperately wished for these comforting words when Gran wheezed her last breath, or perhaps even I had compunctions about taking advantage of a lonely lady to rob her of her money—but I found myself cutting through Geroj’s rolling monologue. “Lady Derwent,” I said meekly. 
Geroj stumbled to a halt, looking at me with outrage building beneath his illustrious eyebrows. 
The ink had been spilled at this point, so I pressed on, ignoring Geroj’s glare with the same aplomb I had been using to ignore the garlicky stink of my apron. “I am not a master Thaumaturgist. I cannot commune with the spirits like Master Spectersave; in fact, this is my first evening as his assistant. And yet, I feel something pressing me to speak to you, so I pray you forgive this impertinence. I feel as though I was meant to be here now, this evening, to give you this message.”
Lady Derwent’s eyes sparkled. There was an openness in her expression as if she knew it was a lie, and yet she was ready to be lied to. She didn’t want the shaking table or the horrid smells or the popping candle or the ghastly ectoplasm—she wanted something to soothe the unending pain that gutted her heart. Even if it was only a pretty lie.
“I see a world is wreathed in light. It is a land with no pain, only gentle warmth and golden sun. All things come to this place in time. A beautiful spirit awaits you, at rest and in happiness. It will only be but a brief moment until you are reunited again. But for now, you must live. Your story shall continue and she will wait for you in peace in a place where time is meaningless, bathed in light,”
At the time, I told her the same story I had comforted myself with throughout the years. Death had been no stranger to me, not with my dads dying before my eyes. Not with Gran slipping away beneath my fingers. I had prayed this white lie would provide the comfort Lady Derwent was desperately seeking. 
Apparently, my sincerity had been convincing enough to bring the poor woman some much-needed comfort, but it had been a little too effective—by no means had I tried to convert this woman into any type of believer, nor build a career as a spiritualist, so I was dismayed to hear Lady Derwent had been praising my exploits all around the capital. 
And now, all because of those forsaken two crowns, I was facing a crowd of the Magority desperate to squeeze out another bit of entertainment from a fish unable to resist. I knew there was no such thing as easy money, but how was I to know it would snowball into this situation? I should have just stayed home and wallowed.
A crowd of hopeful and expectant eyes watched me—even Casimir was watching the situation develop with some interest.   
A middle-aged man excitedly asked, “Do you hear anything from the spirits tonight?”  
Even the melted-shoe man, Sedrik, betrayed me. With the same excited look from earlier, he pleaded, “Even if it’s just any little thing?” 
These people were from the Tower, right? Shouldn’t they know better than anyone that this had all been make-believe? Wasn’t that the only reason it was allowed in the first place? 
Well, fine. Sedrik had interrupted my earlier moment, but I supposed there was no time like the present. This was my moment of fate. I could feel it with every fiber of my being.
“It’s not like talking to spirits, it’s more of a deep feeling,” I said coyly in a loud whisper. The crowd stepped closer. Even Casimir pulled himself from his perch to lean a little nearer. 
And then I saw it—a vile, grey tumor of a spell latched onto the back corner of the foreign wizard’s mana root, hidden in a tricky spot where even Casimir would have a hard time noticing it.
Like a leech, it guzzled at his mana, growing stronger even as Casimir diminished. It sighed soothingly in my mind as if to convince me all was right.
I had never seen a spell like it. I wasn’t sure of its purpose, but only a fool would be confused by its clearly evil intentions. Had someone at the party cast this malevolent magic on him, or had I failed to notice it earlier in the dim light?  
Either way, my body trembled in excitement. This was it. My moment. 
All eyes on me, and an overpowered target to boot. If it could do this under their noses and not be detected, I could do it anywhere.  There would be no stopping me.
I held back a cackle. Time to crank up the theatrics. 
I thrust my arms searchingly into the air as if blown about by some unseen aether wind. I closed my eyes and hummed a little, twirling a dizzying pace carefully calculated to lead me to Casimir. I pushed through the onlookers who failed to give way until I had arrived at my target. 
Casimir was one of the crowd that did not retreat in face of my mad caper. Instead, he seemed to be studying me with bemused interest. Fine. Easier for me. 
I flopped my hands in front of his face, wiggling my fingers like a sapling’s branches tossed about in the wind. Now that I was even closer, the parasitic spell was almost overwhelming. I dared not pop it. I would have no explanation as to what happened—unlike Kinah, his mana core was unblemished, and, thankfully, he was not hurling fatal magics at me.
But even if I had a convenient excuse, that spell had gorged itself on some of the wizard’s deep mana. Who knew what the resulting fallout would be if it were to explode? Perhaps it would blow up the whole building. And as much as I wanted vengeance against these Tower jerks, they would all likely shield themselves from the worst of the fallout—leaving me the lone casualty. Today had been a day, but I was not about to blow myself up, either. 
Hijacking the spell was my best choice; only, I had never seen a spell with such a powerful nucleus. It was going to suck up all my minuscule mana to block the raging mana channel. 
“There’s a darkness upon you!” I finally declared, causing a ripple of excited murmuring to spread throughout the gathered guests. The interest in Casimir’s eyes died. A blanket of boredom tinged with disappointment now covered his features. “It’s time to put your burdens down and be healed in mind and body!” I uttered some other mumbo-jumbo distractedly as I continued to wave my hands over him. 
I scraped the corners of my stunted mana root for each drop of mana, feeding it into a javelin-like needle, thick and deadly. As I was mid-sentence about the solar poles impacting his aural glow or some other nonsense I half-remembered from Geroj, I thrust my newly forged tool at the spell’s mana nucleus. The tumor-like spell trembled and then dimmed. The hijack had been a success. 
Casimir took a half-step backwards as if he had been struck. I thought the jig was up for half a breath, but instead, he clapped his hands together warmly. “A few words from my lady, and already I feel the veil of darkness lifting from my heart. How strange and wondrous a feat.”
I stopped flapping my hands at him. Without this distraction, I was nearly knocked over by the full effect of his face, which he had turned toward me with unwavering attention. Casimir’s silvery-blonde hair, the mark of an Ilyrian, framed his face like a crown made of distant moonlight. His eyes were translucent sea glass, mossy-blue depths under waves of grey. They were piercingly focused upon me, as if I was the only thing that existed at this moment. A subtle pink flush bloomed across his golden skin. 
“Marvelous,” Sedrik muttered. 
Now that I had come this far, I didn’t know how to extract myself from the sea of eyes. My theatrics and Casimir’s sincere approval were an odd combination that the crowd struggled to digest. I had just stupidly burned through my scant mana reserves, so I didn’t have my new trick to fall back on either. And still, Casimir flamed before me, as if seeking to tear some truth from me. There was absolutely nowhere I could hide from the burning eyes of Casimir. So I chose what seemed to be the best option. 
I fainted.




Chapter 5.

Around this time, the legend of the Ghost Flower was born. 
It was me. 
I was the legend.
Not because of what happened at Lady Galentine’s party—no, that matter had been wrapped up rather satisfactorily, in my opinion. Lady Galentine had politely retired me to a quiet room from which I was able to make my unnoticed escape after I had “recovered,” happily leaving the intense foreign wizard and gaggle of watchful eyes behind.
I didn’t want to think about Aiden just yet, so I wrapped that entire mess up into a neat little package and filed it away in some dark recess of my mind. I’m sure that was a totally healthy, mentally sound way of processing what had happened to me, and by no means would come back and stab me in the back after it had crystalized into lasting trauma. No indeed. 
Mind-numbing paranoia kept me awake the first few days after the party at Hallwood Place. I jumped at the tiniest of noises, expecting someone from the Tower to finally notice what I had done, to break in and drag me away to some dark hole from which I would never emerge. As anxiety made me its plaything, I waited for someone to notice.  
Days stretched into weeks and . . . nothing happened. It was equal parts anticlimactic and thrilling, as if I had just gotten away with a grand theft. However my methods differed from proper mages, it appeared they were unable to detect when I interfered with their castings. 
I got a bit cheekier when I realized no one was on my tail. I could be an expert wallower, when I wanted to; but instead, I decided to throw all my energies and then some into my new talent: hijacking the Tower’s spells. I was still feeling mulish, petulant, and hostile to the Magority. I went around town hijacking and squelching malevolent spells right and left, trying to learn the extent of my new ability.
A consequence to my rampant hijacking sprees—I discovered that my little trick had some fairly significant drawbacks: I was limited in range as well as the number of hijacks I could perform in a day. While I worked hard to continually improve my range and efficiency, I was still only a beginner. Injecting mana was not unlike transferring water between cups. The farther apart the cups, the less precise the transfer, as more water would end up on the floor than in the other cup. If I tried to disarm a spell from too great a distance, my very thin stream of mana would quickly run out. 
I also had to be particularly mindful about the pressure at which I transferred the mana. If I used greater force, the mana could be directed further and with greater accuracy; however, the intention was to inject mana into the target spell’s nucleus, meaning the thin thread had to be pushed into the spell’s veins with enough force to block the mana channel, but without snapping it entirely. 
If I snapped the vein, the spell itself would shatter, which, as it had been with Kinah, was a loud and chaotic process. There was no way to tell what side effects would be produced by the shattered mana, so breaking a spell would hardly suit a clandestine operation—and I intended to remain a clandestine operation. Technically I wasn’t breaking any laws, but I knew both the Tower and the Crown would disappear me somewhere dark and nasty if they found out what I could do.
◆◆◆
 
Restlessness began to build in me. The same fevered energy that had led me to disarm Casimir’s spell soon lured me into action, greater than ever before. I wanted something splashy. Something to rattle the Magority, something to drag a bright strip of color across their dull lives.
Fortunately, the autumn equinox was soon approaching, and it presented the perfect target. 
Each year, autumn brought with it the Crown’s parade in celebration of the subjugation force that battled against the Forest. The parade would snake its way from the castle to the shining walls of the Tower, where the Council would renew its protective wards in a display of unnecessarily gaudy magics. The wards were our main defense against from the Forest—but for a few creatures that slipped through their web, they were all that stood between us and the monster waves.
The parade was a flimsy show meant to appease the masses, like tossing candy at crying children. An annual glittery spectacle to keep us all stupid and satiated and happy to fork over inordinate taxes to our Magority overlords. 
The equinox was a national holiday, so the streets were thronged with people all the way from the edge of the Forest to the city center. It was not unlike Geroj’s séance—there was nothing special about today, not really, but we all were content to delude ourselves with this farce of a celebration. 
I got my elbows out and jabbed my way through the horde until I reached the parade’s starting point in the square next to Olaf’s Green. Crowds made me itchy and queasy. I abhorred the bustle and noise, the tightly pressed bodies, and the nauseating smell of so many discordant magics mixing together. It was not unlike being forced to breathe in the aromas of an entire perfume store mixed with the salty scent of room-temperature fish. 
I finally arrived at the parade’s starting point, identifiable by an elaborate floating platform inscribed with the Tower’s grey and gold sigil of a bleeding hart pierced by arrows. King Solen stood next to Dain, one of the principal masters of the Tower, along with a smattering of other characters that had earned glory in a previous monster wave or had some type of prestige, bought or earned, within the Tower. 
I must admit I had a personal grudge against Dain, although I was certain he’d forgotten I even existed. I had chanced upon him once as I stood outside the Tower waiting for Aiden. He’d chastised me for getting underfoot, and then, without so much as a warning, I was struck with a forced transformation. My body melted around me as I turned into a mouse. I was stuck as a rodent for a solid three hours, terrified something was going to eat me or that I’d be squashed by a wayward passerby, merely for having the gall to offend his eyesight. And, to make a sad story even more pathetic, Aiden stood me up that day anyway.
His Magesty King Solen had come to the throne at a young age, after his mother had died in some political plot. I still thought of him as the boy king, even though he must have been in his mid-twenties—if not thirties—by now. Everyone knew the Crown was little more than a figurehead bent to the will of the Tower, and it was hard not to view Solen as the Magority’s puppet.
I squinted my eyes to see the figures on the platform more clearly. Our king looked like an actor badly reading his lines. It was anyone’s guess how he had managed to pry away someone like Casimir from Ilyria because it looked like a stiff wind would be enough to topple him over. 
Well, no bother. I would soon help him shake up the tilted status quo. If he was smart, he would be able to wrest back some of the Crown’s authority.
The parade always started with an eye-catching display of garish magic. I loathed this type of magic. It was cheap and quick, like greasy food, and always made me feel somehow kind of dirty and bloated afterwards. I wondered if the mages could detect that too many of these spells made their mana unbalanced. 
Dain flicked his wand and a shimmering host of golden soldiers erupted in the skies above us. They marched in the air above the parading bodies, an ostentatious show of force. “See here, this is how the Tower protects you,” was the message; interpreted differently, a threat: “Obey or be crushed under our mighty forces.” The crowd hollered in pleasure at the glittering, ghostly soldiers. 
I pushed myself closer to the platform, clawing my way through the resisting crowd, who understandably didn’t appreciate being jostled and pushed back by a latecomer. Still, I had to be a bit closer or else I would waste mana I could scarce afford. 
Finally, I was in range. I rifled through the spells Dain wore like armor until finding something interesting. He was so bedazzled in magics that it was like flipping through the pages of a dictionary. I located a hard nub which revealed itself to be a charm of persuasion. With a surgeon’s precision, I slid a mana fragment into the charm’s mana channel, disabling it. I likewise paused three similar spells meant to augment his attraction, allure, and charisma. We would find out how much the crowd would like him on his own merits. 
Opening words were exchanged, and the parade officially commenced. Overhead, Dain leapt pompously atop a conjured winged horse, smirking mockingly at the crowd below. His purple cloak fluttered in the air, batlike and hulking, as he led the procession towards the Tower. 
For the rest of the afternoon, I slowly stalked the progress of the parade, narrowly dodging waving banners and rattling bands of ribbons. Every now and then, another spell would belch forth from his wand. My fingers were itching to make him look ridiculous by cancelling out each of his self-aggrandizing charms, but I didn’t have the mana reserves to do that as well as complete my main plan for the day. I was patient. I could bide my time until the next chance.
I peeked through the layers of bodies to glance at the mages that led the subjugation against the monster waves. I never knew how to feel about them—I was a confused muddle of gratefulness and resentment, with an underlying sort of dependency. True, they were the ones that had saved me from the monsters coming from the Forest, but where were they when my dads died? And while they protected us non-mages from the monster waves, weren’t we also a convenient buffer protecting the capital from the attacks? Who was protecting whom, exactly?
I grinned to myself as I heard confused whisper after whisper that Dain, one of the pinnacles of the Tower, was looking tired, wilted like a flower past its bloom. Hah.
It took an hour or so to finally reach the Tower. I broke off from the main parade route as we drew close to the Tower, sneaking down familiar streetways. Aiden was notoriously late to our dates after he had entered the Tower—hours and hours late—which had given me plenty of time to putter around the area near the Tower and learn its ins and outs. There was a side alley just off the main stretch that the Tower’s kitchens used to cart in various perishables. In fact, crates of produce were already stacked against the wall, waiting for collection at the parade’s conclusion. 
After a moment’s survey of the cache, I spotted the painted blue apple I had used to mark my crates. These crates were a vital part of my plan and had cost the last bit of rainy day money I had painstakingly squirreled away for emergencies. I had sent the crates to the Tower, timed to arrive inconveniently before the parade, meaning they would be unceremoniously dumped on the street along with the other waiting provisions. 
The stately floating platform with King Solen and company arrived overhead. The twelve members of the Tower’s Council took up positions around the Tower—Dain still on his conjured winged horse—and prepared to refresh the protective wards of the Tower. 
I felt their mana building and my fingers grew twitchy. I had to time this just right. I wanted it to be noticeable that the wards had failed, so I had to interfere with the working before the wards clicked into place. 
The casting of the wards was actually rather beautiful. It was like falling into a lover’s sweet embrace. You couldn’t help but feel safe and protected with the same syrupy assurances the false ring Aiden had given me. My eyes scanned the threading mana quickly, looking for the nucleus. I had expected that it would take the entirety of my mana, but the wards’ mana channel was surprisingly delicate. It reminded me of finely woven lace, and the merest bead of mana would be sufficient to jerk it to a shuddering halt. It was so fragile that I would have to take care not to accidently pop the wards. 
Dismantle, not destroy, I reminded myself. 
The wards were blazing now, a fiery halo of golden light. 
Until they weren’t. 
The second I disrupted the mana, the spell blinked off, like snuffling out a candle. 
The cheerful hum of lively streets on a public holiday quieted suddenly in horrified shock. 
The Council tried twice more to lay down the wards. I turned those off, too. It took twelve people to cast the wards, and those twelve had just burnt through their mana in their panic. It would be days before they could attempt the casting again.
King Solen had gone green in the face. Casimir was animatedly muttering in his ear. 
“I want an explanation,” the king thundered at the limp-looking Dain. 
The magician flapped his mouth open to spew out some protest, but I was faster. 
I pushed a hidden spring in my faked apple crates—a trick inspired by Geroj’s contraptions, which had fooled the mages hook, line, and sinker—and then quickly scampered to rejoin the crowd on a busier street. The spring set off a mechanism that launched hundreds of leaflets high into the air above where the crowd was densely concentrated. My fingers were still cramped from writing them all out.
“It’s Ghost Flower!” someone shrieked upon reading the paper. I had no idea why this liar sounded like he was familiar with Ghost Flower. This was my first time using the moniker. 
“But who’s that?” someone else answered. 
The crowd quickly descended into madness as everyone struggled to get their hands on a leaflet. Someone was passing the king a paper, causing an angry wrinkle to appear between his eyes. 
“What’s it say?” the crowd hollered. 
A stout-faced man clutched the paper in hand. He clamored atop the pedestal of a statue commemorating Morgana and read: 
        Tower Masters: 
A time of reckoning is upon you. Your wards will fail unless 1,000 elixirs are given freely to the outer districts. The wards will remain down until this is done. The safety of Arcadia rests in your hands.  

Yours ever so, 

GHOST FLOWER

It was my ransom note to the Magority, carefully crafted. Punching money out of these windbags would have been heavenly in the short-term, but I was uniquely placed to stab the Tower where it hurt: prestige and public opinion. I had thrown my first punch in order to back them squarely into a corner. 
The Tower’s failure to place the wards was a public display of weakness. The invincible, all-knowing image of the Tower had been shattered, cracked like ice splintering underfoot. But if I had left it at that, public opinion would have turned against me as well—with the wards down, we would be vulnerable to monster waves and whatever unholy terror the Forest could spew at us. The crowd would not cheer on someone that had jeopardized their safety. 
Which was where my carefully concocted ransom demand came into play. The outer districts lay alongside the Forest. They were the ones most at risk from monster waves; and so, for peace of mind, they would attend the laying down of the wards with near religious fervor. But they were also the least likely to have access to the exclusive elixirs. While the Magority outnumbered them in most other occasions, today the crowd belonged to the outer districts. 
My ransom demand had given the crowd a stake in the game; sure, the wards were down, but I was certain the hand of death had touched each family in the crowd, that each had lost a loved one solely due to their inability to procure an elixir. The nation’s safety could be ensured, and each person in the crowd could have an equal chance at an elixir, if only the Tower would simply open its ample pockets. 
“Never!” Dain roared. “I will not give in to these terroristic threats!” 
I had quite a bit more mana than I had expected since disrupting the wards had been so terrifyingly easy. It had taken incomparably more mana to zap Casimir’s hex, and that had been at point-blank range. While I was limited by Dain’s distant position, I could certainly do enough to hammer home the point to the Councilor—and the crowd—that the Tower and those it contained were no longer untouchable. 
I sliced into the mana channel of the enchantment creating Dain’s garish flying pony. The robed man quickly toppled from his aerial perch, ankles flailing. For a horrid second, I thought he was going to splat in the middle of the crowd; however, he narrowly managed to regain control and hastily cast a protective charm to slow his descent.
I was euphoric. I hoped every single mage in the crowd was withering with embarrassment. Dain looked like a ridiculous, deflating grape. Adding to the chaos of the situation was the lack of a unified response from the Council. They had never been challenged, not really—not like this. They were falling apart without clear direction. 
King Solen, our little boy king himself, must have realized this was his moment. He was a marionette freed from its strings. Casimir magnified the ruler’s voice throughout the area and soon his deep voice was heard in every corner of the square:
“Obviously, the unexpected has happened, and the investigation of today’s incident will be full and comprehensive. You are likely feeling uneasy as we find ourselves in this unprecedented situation but let me assure you: the responsible parties will be uncovered and held accountable. I want you to take comfort in the fact that the foresight of my foremothers had prepared us for such a situation; even without today’s incantations, the wards already in place will continue to protect us against the monster waves for some time yet.” 
I had figured as much. I wasn’t so insatiable in my lust for revenge that I would have chanced an actual monster wave, not when my friends and neighbors would be the first to be eaten. I struggled to keep my ecstasy to myself. It was perfect, too perfect. The extra time granted by last year’s wards would give the Tower just enough rope to hang itself on.    
The parade fizzled out as mages milled about the Tower in a dazed shock. But there was a tinge of excitement in the air—a new powerful figure had emerged—powerful enough to thwart the entirety of the Tower’s Council. And this mysterious entity’s sole request was for the benefit of the outer districts, the ones so routinely trodden on by the Magority. How would the Tower react? Time would tell.




Chapter 6. 

As expected, the Tower reacted with the thrashing and wailing of a child who had just dropped their sweets in the mud, stubbornly refusing to cut its losses and move on. It was to be a protracted war, which suited me just fine. Why would I shy away from a game of cat and mouse when I was the cat and the Tower was the mouse?
The gauntlet had been thrown, and in the process, I realized I had a keen appetite for chaos. I craved it. It satiated some primal urge, which now roared with ravenous hunger, demanding to be fed. Plotting my next move filled me with savage glee. Several times, I caught myself mid-cackle, much to the dismay of Gurgle, who was usually displaced from his napping place on my lap by the heartier of my guffaws. Was this my descent into villainy? Was this my origin story? I could feel myself growing fat and glutted on the reckless freedom of issuing this challenge—but I wasn’t about to stop. I was standing at the edge of a precarious cliff, adrenaline pounding in my veins, screaming in my blood that I was heart-shatteringly and manifestly alive. 
If I were the Council, I would try to lay down the wards again after my mana reserves were replenished, and I would do it in secret as protection against the embarrassment of potentially failing a second time. The Council was surely to do the same—but, even so, I retained the advantage. The Tower, a very public and ostentatious symbol of the Magority’s power, was visible from almost every corner of the capital. It’s hulking presence was inescapable. Like a fat spider, it sat at the heart of the webbing streets of the capital. Because of its prominent and crowded location, the Council’s ability to have a clandestine casting was severely limited. They would have to do it at night, when the number of potential spectators was at its lowest. 
Geroj’s scam against the Magority had illuminated their critical weakness—they underestimated us fish, and they were critically ignorant of our non-mage ways. I wouldn’t need a clever disguise or even an elaborate plan to thwart their second casting. I could just show up, and since the wards were so fragile, I wouldn’t even have to be particularly close. They wouldn’t expect that the phantom Ghost Flower was a non-mage, so nothing about me would set off any alarms. 
I spent the next two days in relative ease, chuckling in derangement at some of my more nefarious plans. Clearly, Ghost Flower would have to punish the Tower for ignoring her message—the only question was the appropriate scale of the response: how hard-hitting would it have to be?
Hard, I decided. I wasn’t a shrinking violet—I was Ghost Flower—and I didn’t want to have to keep proving the “or else” in the implied “pay up, or else” in my ransom demand. If I whammied them good this time, my future targets would hopefully cough up the cash without needing extra incentive to pay up. This was no time to be timid. 
◆◆◆
 
On the third day, I treated myself to dinner at a fancy café on the Promenade of Mirrors, keeping my eye on the Tower from my vantage point near the window. Apparently, it was a little too good of a café because I saw Casimir and the melted-shoe-man Sedrik enjoying drinks upstairs, and I had never rubbed elbows with the likes of them aside from the handful of parties I had attended. I doubted either would remember me, but I hunched down in my seat all the same. Sedrik was still wrapped up in enchantments to disguise and obscure, so I was still finding myself uncertain as to his true appearance. Someday, I would find the time to stalk him and rip off all those fancy magics, but for now, priorities. I had a whole Tower of magicians to fleece. 
I swirled my coffee distractedly as I perked up my ears, thirstily guzzling any word relating to Ghost Flower. Being this close to the Tower, the café’s clientele were principally of the Magority. They didn’t exactly sympathize with Ghost Flower, but the murmuring wasn’t full of castigations against the unknown figure, either. I had been calculatingly temperate in my demands: realistically, the Tower and Crown could afford the elixirs without too much trouble. While the elixirs were hardly splashed around, I understood that any mage family of note kept at least one on hand. 
Surprisingly, there didn’t seem to be much concern over unmasking the identity of Ghost Flower. Instead, the Magority’s conversation was full of ire pointed towards the Tower—which was telling, in its own way, I supposed. Instead of trying to understand the motives of the enemy, the mages were fixated on how the situation had marred their own personal reputation as Tower graduates. 
The impotence of the Tower in laying down the wards cut into the credibility of the Magority as a whole—and it was a failure stemming from the central leadership of the Tower itself. An impermissible stain on their honor. I overheard complaint after complaint against the Tower amidst the clattering of silverware. 
“What on earth are they doing to allow this to happen?” a scandalized voice whispered. 
“What if Ilyria finds out?”
I was jittery from the caffeine crawling in my veins. I was nursing my seventh cup of coffee by the time the Council made its move. I threw down some silver on the table—trying not to wince as I did so; while I knew I would soon have gold filling my fingers, discarding poverty habits was hard—and purposefully meandered nearer the Tower. 
The Tower was half obscured by an ivy-laden brick wall from my position, but I would be able to see the pertinent parts of the wards as the Council recast them. The three attempted castings encircled the Tower, their channels still blocked with my mana needles. I could remove one of the needles and flicker the wards on to really freak out the Council but decided to keep that option in reserve. 
But, with three wards already primed and paused, tonight’s casting served no greater purpose. I could restore the earlier castings at any time. I didn’t need to put a pause on this casting, and there was no waiting throng of non-mages that could be injured by aberrant mana. Tonight, I would pop the attempted ward like excising a pimple. 
The Council must have taken up their positions because the air crackled as mana for the casting began to build. As I said, the laying down of the wards was usually a serene and comforting experience. I’d made the Council appear somewhat ridiculous, but the fact remained that they were the peerless upper echelon of Arcadia’s mages, and their spellwork was accordingly impressive. Delicate strands of mana threaded together, weaving a tapestry that gently whispered promises of safety. Like its fragile casting, it was delicate in its assurances—none of the sharp suddenness like finding shelter from a storm. Instead, it was like being tucked into bed snugly, with the comforter pulled right up to your chin, while your parent stroked your head and banished away the shadows of monsters lurking under your bed. 
The wards clicked into place, the beautiful shining halo wreathing the Tower like a cloak made of pure starlight. Jubilant cries resounded from who I assumed were wearied members of the Council.
Failure was more devastating when it snatched victory from your fingers, so I let the Magority have their moment of celebration—like winning a race, only to realize you’d been disqualified. Those complacent fools. 
Others on the street were starting to notice the wards were in place, shining and new, glowing like the sun emerging from behind a cloud. Door knockers were banged, windows were rapped upon, exhilarated voices were shouting come see!, that our glorious, clever mages had thwarted the criminal Ghost Flower.
As much as I would have loved a massive crowd to bear witness to this next bit, and even though this district was vastly populated by mages, I didn’t want to risk a non-mage getting caught up in the blowback, so I sprang into action before things spiraled. 
I wasn’t going for finesse tonight. I wanted something loud, frenzied. Balling up my mana into a jagged shard, I threw it at the ward’s nucleus, like taking a bat to a crystal vase. It shattered, splintering into crushed sand beneath the overwhelming impact of my mana. I quickly tucked myself behind the brick wall and held my breath, waiting for the fallout from the spell’s unraveling. 
Three words best describe what ghastly horror I had unleashed upon us: purple, spoiled milk. The broken wards fell apart with a thunderous squelch, as if a glass jar of mayonnaise had just splattered against a hard wall. The threads of the spell’s mana were now unmoored, jerking wildly with the death throes of a mortally wounded snake, bleeding out glob after glob of congealed purple slime the consistency of chunky milk. I managed to avoid getting hit by the purple glops, but there was no way to avoid the overwhelming stench. Waves of a pungent sweet-sour scent soon assaulted my senses, pummeling at my eyes and nose. The scent was so sharp and tart it felt as though I had been physically battered, as if someone had thrust their fingers into my eye sockets and up my nose and ripped out my nasal hair. 
The noise and stench of it had finally wrested the sleepers from their beds and pulled the half-inebriated nightlife from their evening’s haunt. Confused bystanders stumbled onto the streets, dodging clumps of frazzled mana.
Even as my eyes watered, I made my way over to the Tower’s entrance. The Tower, the blinding icon of the Magority, had stood from time immemorial. The Tower had no permanent entranceway. From the outside, there was only a solid sheet of cold stone, which would only peel back to allow select admission. To my knowledge, no non-mage had ever entered the Tower, allegedly to protect us from the volumes of mana that would cripple our inadequate mana roots. 
The white stone of the Tower was now dyed a crushed-berry purple as the slick wetness and stench of aberrant mana coated its sacred exterior. The Council was flapping about the base of the Tower, paralyzed by shock and indecision. 
I took a gamble here. The magics that had wrenched the Tower from the ground were ancient, laid into the foundations of the building, thrumming through the stone like a pulse. Their existence was so enmeshed with the Tower that I assumed that the magicians within took them for granted, meaning that if one were to break, they wouldn’t know how to repair it immediately. I untangled the entrance spell from the Tower’s base and hijacked it, effectively sealing the Tower like a can of sardines. The Council was now trapped outside the Tower, purple and stinking, as the confused and angry crowd continued to grow. 
◆◆◆
 
I read about the rest of the Council’s adventures in the paper the next morning. “TOWER THWARTED SECOND TIME BY UNKNOWN ADVERSARY,” the headlines screamed. In short, it was an unprecedented embarrassment. The cleanup of the residual mana was taking days, and the purple stain was thus far resistant to all manner and method of removal. Most displeased were the poor innocents who had been caught up in the initial shockwave—their skin mottled with purple splotches. Still, they were of the Magority, so I didn’t feel that badly about the collateral damage.
The decision to seal up the Tower had created an avalanche well beyond my expectations. I would have to be more mindful in the future. At the time, I had merely meant to embarrass the Council as punishment for attempting to raise the wards again, like shining a light on a child with their hand caught in the cookie jar. But the Magority was deeply rattled that Ghost Flower had the apparent ability to tamper with the foundations of the Tower itself. 
I had made one other critical miscalculation in sealing the Tower—I had vastly underestimated the incompetence of the Council. 
They couldn’t figure out how to open the Tower again. 
A week passed, during which time the Council seemed to do a whole lot of nothing as their main supporters quickly turned to their harshest critics. Splattered with purple, the Council had refused all public meetings, offering no soothing words to calm the chaos. Parents of young initiates pleaded with and cajoled the Council to do something, because their precious babies were trapped in the Tower. Their prayers fell on deaf ears.
The Petrios family, an esteemed and illustrious household thick with mage-worthy mana roots, opened a free clinic for non-mages in the Dolmine district. The family only had five elixirs, but publicly promised them to Ghost Flower for the safe return of their youngest child trapped within the Tower. 
Another major source of discontent came from the warrior mage families. They had spent over a century defending against Ilyria and worried that this public display of the Tower’s weakness could be an opportunity for our hated neighbor to renew its attempted conquest against us. Over fifty prominent families signed onto a letter beseeching the Crown to seize control of the situation before war erupted once more. 
King Solen stepped forward at last. He pledged five hundred elixirs of the Crown’s personal supply and called upon the Tower to provide the remainder. 
Should I help out our boy king? To be honest, I hadn’t planned to terrorize families or for the situation to devolve such that our national security was threatened. 
I decided to take advantage of King Solen’s public proclamation and respond in kind.
One of my jobs, once upon a time, had been to handwrite correspondence for an elderly witch. There were spells that would scrawl out letters for you, but I think she preferred having the company as we worked through her morning correspondence. In my first week, I had purchased ivory white paper, which turned out to have been too yellowed for her taste. She had given me the paper—which was kind of her, since she could have simply hexed it to the color she wanted—and the paper had lived, half-forgotten, under my bed ever since. It was unlikely it could be traced back to me. 
Disguising my handwriting as best I was able, I scratched out three copies of the following:
The concern of King Solen for his people has moved my heart. The Tower should take note. In a show of good faith, I shall unseal the Tower at midday. 1,000 elixirs are expected no later than three days hence, to be provided to members of the outer districts via random lottery. The names of such winners shall appear in print publicly. 

I hope to enjoy a friendship with the Press. Print this word-for-word and then discard this letter at once. 

     Yours ever so, 

     GHOST FLOWER

I put the notes in envelopes addressed to the three leading papers and popped them in the mail that evening. I returned home with a present of shrimp for Gurgle, a joyous spring in my step. 
My letter was emblazoned across the front page of the morning’s paper. I awoke earlier than usual, stepping out into the brisk morning air just as the sky was tinting with the rosy golds of the rising sun. As soon as people read my challenge, I knew the downtown area would be mobbed, waiting to see how Ghost Flower would open the Tower. 
I traipsed through the sleeping city towards the Tower, plunking myself down in a café I had always wanted to try but whose menu had hovered well beyond my price range. I grunted, remembering how I had virtually starved myself for half a decade, all to scrimp and save for Aiden, who probably had gorged himself on feast after feast within the Tower. Jerk. 
I scarfed down two plates of thick pancakes before the capital was properly awake. The scent of crowds always churned my stomach, so I wanted to savor the precious food before the stench of mismatched magics tore away my appetite. 
But it wasn’t the crowd that disturbed my meal after all—it was Casimir.




Chapter 7. 

Casimir slid into the seat across from me with the gentle ease and grace of a feather floating in the wind. Even though he was a mage, he eschewed their customary robes in favor of something more regimental. Today, he was wrapped in a thick brocaded suit of black, with silver thread coiled and roped along the suit’s breast and shoulders. The crisp darkness highlighted the amber-gold hue of his skin and the shocking bleached whiteness of his hair. 
“Madame Lombardi,” he greeted, his sonorous voice reverberating like the massive copper bell in the castle’s central spire, rung only on feast days. 
A sudden, electric thrill tickled my body at realizing Casimir, the Casimir, knew who I was, that he had had enough interest in me at Lady Galentine’s to track down my name afterwards. But a creeping paranoia soon blunted this emotion. Why was he interested? Did he perhaps have a suspicion as to who I was, what I could do? 
I slapped on my business smile, the kind I used with particularly recalcitrant customers, and opened my eyes stupidly wide at him. I tried to remember what the preening Kinah had done, how she simpered and fluttered. “Have we been acquainted?” 
He chuckled. “If you don’t remember me, perhaps your spirits might?” 
“They’re sleeping,” I said, cutting off the conversation. I poked at the edge of my pancake, which was busy turning into paste under the waterfall of blueberry syrup I had drowned it in. 
“You rescued my miserable self from unbalanced aural warping. At least I think that’s what you said at the time. I didn’t realize it was such a common affliction that I’d be forgotten so soon.”
Like I could ever forget that face. I swirled my coffee, outwardly indifferent, as I took the chance to peek at his mana core. Thankfully, it was untainted by any cancerous hex today.
“You must live nearby,” he said. 
“Why do you say that?” I asked. I spoke to his left ear because looking into his eyes would mean falling off a cliff, and I wasn’t sure I would survive it. His mana root glimmered at me with alluring, poisonous beauty. An invitation.
“Didn’t I see you around here a few days ago? I’m certain I did.” 
I beat down a flicker of excitement thrumming over the fact that he had noticed me. “Are you my stalker then? You’re making me feel famous.”
He leaned forward. The motion caused strands of his hair to cascade across his forehead. I was certain it was a calculated repositioning because he managed to arrange his face such that the restaurant’s lighting highlighted the sharp angles of his face. He pressed on with his questioning. “Surely you remember. It was the night of the second Ghost Flower attack. And now that I think about it, you were there in the square during the first attack, too. And now, this morning, just around the corner from Ghost Flower’s next planned caper . . . Such a coincidence, don’t you think?”
“Of course, you were at all of these locations, too . . . ” I let the insinuation hang in the air. Between the two of us, who was more suspicious: the overpowered mage that half the country already viewed as a foreign spy, or little old no-magic me? It was clear who was more questionable. 
I decided to really rattle him before he caged up. “Of course, I don’t suspect you. I have reason not to.” 
He ran the edge of his finger atop the lip of my glass as he continued to press forward. “Pray tell. Enlighten me.” 
“It’s obvious. I’m Ghost Flower,” I told him. 
His eyes widened in pleasant surprise. His body quaked with laughter, the half-mad kind, like flames spreading across dry grass. It got to the point we were drawing attention from other patrons, and I stiffly tried not to be offended that he found so ridiculous the mere idea of me being Ghost Flower.
“I guess I had better be on my behavior,” he said. “Lest you turn your ire towards me next.”
“Couldn’t hurt,” I agreed.
“Are you a fan of Ghost Flower?” he prodded. 
“The spirits are.”
He chuckled at that, dabbing at the tears welling in the corners of his eyes. 
“Well then, allow me to repay them a favor owed. They’re locking down the district shortly, but I so happen to have a front-row seat to whatever Ghost Flower has planned at noon. Would you and your spirits care to join me?”
My heart plummeted straight to my feet. I failed to understand the Tower’s mental gymnastics in deciding to shut down the district before Ghost Flower unsealed the Tower. Even my wildest calculations had failed to account for such an illogical action—if access to the Tower was restricted, how was Ghost Flower expected to unseal the Tower? A touch of fortune had been on my side to throw Casimir in my path—one of a handful of people in the capital who could probably smuggle someone in despite the lockdown. 
“I’d be delighted,” I lied. 
◆◆◆
 
Two hours remained until noon. I was bracing myself for an extended awkward conversation with Casimir, but the time ended up rushing by, like stepping into a mirror-smooth river only to find a swift current in the waters below. 
Casimir proved right about the lockdown. Not twenty minutes after my last sip of coffee, warrior mages began sweeping through the streets, shoving people indoors and casting stifling webs of magics down the deserted block. The spells blanketed the buildings, gluing doors and windows shut. 
Casimir led us to a narrow platform near the Tower’s eastern side. Mages had gathered there, moving about with no real purpose other than to appear busy. The Council was not present—leastways not so I could see. I felt an odd grouping pressed up alongside the Tower’s edge though, and I wondered whether it might be them, hiding behind some type of obfuscation spell.
Casimir tucked me into the shadowed corner of the platform while he went to attend to whatever tasks the Crown had ordered for the morning. I had half expected him to keep me under his close observation—he said the invitation was a thank you for my aid at Lady Galentine’s, but it seemed too generous. But, as he left me to go attend to his tasks, I pondered whether my presence was simply an act of gratitude at stated. A few mages cast half-curious looks in my direction, but everyone was content to leave me mostly forgotten. 
Officials from the Crown were double and triple-checking the area, consulting neat little lists, their movements underscored by a frenetic energy. No one was talking—no quietly murmured rumors, no angsty muttering—but the way everyone was carefully not talking was a statement in itself. The tension in the air was so thick that it was nearly tangible. 
I remained half-forgotten in my corner and patiently waited for time to pass. Boredom mounted, and I quietly scorned myself for arbitrarily picking noon. 
I was distractedly prodding at a spot of purple on the wall when the smell of burning popcorn wafted through the air. 
“Oh, dearie,” a familiar voice said with a dejected sigh. I turned, not wholly surprised, and found Sedrik lamenting over a clump of singed hair. 
I peeled myself off the wall and whacked a few burning embers off Sedrik’s cloak. I guessed those transportation spells were still interfering with the other clumps of magics heaped about his person.
“Goodness. This is a spot of a mess. Thank you,” he said. “I suppose the cloak is ruined . . . ” Looking up from the charred fabric, my face finally caught his attention. Recognition glinted behind his eyes. “Sophia! From Lady Galentine’s!” 
I nodded. “It’s nice to see you again. How are you? And how is your cousin?”
“Who?” 
“Lady Galentine?”
“Oh, yes, silly me. Of course. We’re both well. But this all has been a bit of a bother, hasn’t it? You know, they can’t get the purple off at all.” 
I arranged my face into an appropriate look of concern, even as I cackled to myself on the inside. 
My fingers were itching to rip off Sedrik’s disguise, but we were surrounded by mages. Another time, then. 
I heard a shriek in the distance, which pulled both of our attentions. A woman, gray-faced, was screaming her refusal to leave at a warrior mage. 
“Dame Petrios.” Sedrik gave a name to the tortured woman. “Her twelve-year old son is trapped in the Tower, I believe. Very unfortunate. What do you make of all this?”
“It’s not for me to have an opinion,” I said demurely. 
Sedrik nudged me with an elbow. “So your lips say, but I see opinion after opinion darting out behind those eyes of yours.”
“. . . I’m not sure you’d like what I’d have to say.” 
“All the more reason for me to hear it. I won’t hold it against you. I really am quite interested in what non-mages make of this whole situation.”
The way he was asking for my opinion so earnestly plucked at my heartstrings a bit. I wasn’t used to people finding value in my thoughts. I chose to respond to his sincerity with a drop of honesty, but as the words formed in my mouth, they grew into a flood which couldn’t be stopped: 
“I feel sympathy for that mother and I’m sorry she’s been tangled up in this. But in the opinion of this
non-mage, I don’t think Ghost Flower was asking for anything non-mages shouldn’t already have. We are supposed to be lucky living in the shadow of the Tower, but we support Arcadia, too. We shoulder the entire financial burden of the Tower’s subjugation force, yet we are pushed out of the city, right to the very edges, sitting ducks for the first fell creature to lurch its way out of the Forest. How many non-mages die each year serving as a convenient barrier between the Magority and the Forest?”
I wanted to stop talking, but I couldn’t. The words poured from me, a tidal wave. “Do you know how much an elixir costs? I haven’t the slightest because my kind aren’t even welcome into the stores where they can be purchased. So I traded away decades of my life for a black-market elixir sold by one of the Tower’s famed mages—and it was a fake. My grandmother still died. I will be paying the cost of it off for the rest of my life. Each household in the outer districts has a similar story. It shouldn’t have come to this situation for them to share their elixirs.”
I can’t remember how Sedrik looked then–those dratted disguise spells were so annoying–but I think it must have been sympathetic because our conversation continued. 
“Is Ghost Flower an enemy of Arcadia?” he asked. 
“Do you think so?”
He shook his head slowly. “No. Not intentionally. Although I am puzzled by his actions—why place the people he is seeking to aid in jeopardy by interfering with the wards?—but, no, I do not think he is a true enemy seeking Arcadia’s destruction. Although I can’t help but wonder when Ghost Flower’s blade will turn against the Crown.”
I pressed my lips together. “It seems to me that Ghost Flower is seeking to redress an unfair imbalance. If the Crown keeps the people’s interest at the center of its strategy and engages with Ghost Flower with sincerity, then I think they could be effective—allies, even.”
“You make him to be a blackmailer with honor.”
I smiled at that description. Perhaps that’s what I was. An honorable criminal.
“And what of King Solen?” he asked. “What do you think he should do?” 
“I suppose it all depends on how he responds to Ghost Flower. He seems more reasonable and authentic than the Tower. Now’s his chance if he wants to seize back some of the Crown’s authority in any case. If he knows how.” 
Casimir returned just then. His eyes darted between me and Sedrik. I had momentarily forgotten they were friends but recollected that they both had been at Lady Galentine’s and at the café on the Promenade of Mirrors. I wondered if Casimir knew who Sedrik really was underneath the layers of magic. “Do you know each other?” Casimir questioned. 
“We’re old friends,” Sedrik said, slapping me on the back.
Casimir’s eyes narrowed.
“Any updates?” I asked. 
“Just waiting for Ghost Flower to make an appearance.”  
I was feeling an unusual combination of boredom and awkwardness. Sedrik seemed pensive after my diatribe, while Casimir kept shooting furtive glances at me, as if waiting for me to grow an extra head. 
Finally, I had had enough of this weird environment. It was close-ish to noon, anyway, and the idea of throwing the Magority off-kilter once more was appealing. Sedrik, the man so sheathed in disguise magic that it caused his shoes to melt and hair to fry, would be my cloak today. 
“Sedrik, I think you have a smudge,” I said, wiping away at a spot just under his eye. His skin felt like rubber underneath all those spells. As I wiped at the non-existent smudge, I turned my attention to the Tower. Like pulling out a splinter, I tugged and grasped at the mana I had used to disable the Tower’s entrance spell. “There, all better,” I said, even as the Tower gasped and groaned behind us. 
“Th-thank you,” Sedrik stammered. 
The stony skin of the Tower puckered and wrinkled. A slit appeared in its side like a wound. Soon there was shrieking and the pounding of feet as people realized the Tower had been opened.
“But where was Ghost Flower? I didn’t see anything!” someone cried. 
“But it’s not yet noon!” another wailed, as if Ghost Flower had turned up to a party early and unannounced.
“Casimir!” Sedrik commanded. 
“On it!” he answered. There was a sharp crack, and the wizard disappeared. 
Sedrik turned to me. “I do apologize, but it appears I have business to attend to,” he waved his hands at the situation unfolding around us as mage after mage poured from the Tower. Suddenly I found myself wishing to be anywhere but here in case Aiden emerged amidst the shaken mages.    
“Go, go!” I shooed. 
“I do so hope to see you again. Sooner than later.” 
I nodded and pushed him toward the mess, mentally plotting my escape. I slipped down the familiar streets, practically flying in my elation. Today had been the ultimate test—it seemed even with all their powers turned toward finding me, the Magority was ill-equipped to sus me out.
◆◆◆
 
Special issues of the city’s papers were printed that evening. The Tower caved. One thousand names of the people from the outer districts had been selected via lottery to receive an elixir, with distribution to start the next day. Their names were written in tight columns. I traced my fingers over each line, praying that the elixirs would save them from the nightmare of watching someone’s life snuff out before their eyes.




Chapter 8. 

“Are you always so cold?” Casimir asked. 
I shut the door, opened it, and shut it again. My eyes had not deceived me. Why was the most powerful wizard in Arcadia standing on my doorstep, all eyes and smiles? His parasitic hex was back, an inflamed swelling at the edge of his mana root. Given time, it would fester and grow, gnawing at his root like a cancer. Someone was managing to slip through Casimir’s dragon-tight defenses and poison him with this corrosive spell. I wondered if Casimir knew, and whether it was why he had sought me out.  
“I do believe a gentleman waits to be asked before coming to a lady’s home,” I said through the shut door. 
“And I do believe a lady waits to say goodbye to someone that gave her unprecedented access to the event of the century before disappearing.” 
Gurgle wound his way about my feet, purring at this new game. “I believe you were the one to disappear first,” I said. 
“Aren’t you going to open the door?” 
“No. My cat doesn’t like strangers.” I decided to see what my celebrity stalker wanted before he magicked his way inside, which was certain to be a bloodbath. I wasn’t lying when I said Gurgle hated strangers. “Give me a minute.” 
I rubbed Gurgle on the velvety part just over his nose and tipped fresh kibble into his bowl. “Be good and watch the house while I’m gone,” I told him. Casimir tried to poke his nose into my apartment, cheeky bugger, before I tightly closed and locked the door. 
Mrs. WhatsHerName was pacing in her usual spot on the hallway. “Don’t forget the rent!” she snapped, her eyes eagerly drinking in Casimir. 
“I hope you know what you’ve done,” I told him lowly. “My landlady is a notorious gossip. There’s going to be a rumor by midday that you were all over Upper Rathmines turning people into bugs.” 
Casimir chuckled, white teeth glowing against his rose petal lips. “I find myself always laughing with you. Why is that?” 
“Boredom? Perhaps you need new friends.”
He held the door for me as we exited my apartment building. Somehow, his presence alone had transformed the space—the yellowed paint of the hallway was a bit dingier, the small glass panes on the door just a little bit cloudier. Everything seemed smaller, grimier, and so painfully ordinary. 
“You’re assuming I have friends to begin with. Would you be my friend?”
“No,” I said quickly. “I have too many friends as it is. Maybe when one of them dies, I’ll have space in my roster. I’ll let you know.” 
He was laughing again.
I wracked my brain over what to do with this unexpected guest. I hadn’t a clue why he had visited, and he seemed in no hurry to enlighten me. I broke out my shaky half-curtsy, managing to creak only twice on my way back up. “Good sir,” I said. “Thank you for your visit, but I have to go to my job. I wish you a merry day.” I curtsy-wobbled again and, staring at the floor, backed slowly away.  
“Fifty gold crowns,” he said. 
Drat my money-grubbing ways! I paused. “What?” I asked. 
“I want to hire you. Fifty gold crowns.” 
“To do what exactly?” I ordered my thrumming pulse to calm down. I was in the middle of pulling off the biggest scam against the Tower. Fifty crowns would be child’s play in a month. 
He hesitated. “Um. To commune with the spirits and allow me to observe?” 
Fifty gold coins that I didn’t really need . . . yet I had no real reason to say no. And I would have to do something about that parasitic tumor again, anyway. But maybe I was just a born scammer, because my brain was already clicking away at new ways to con the man smiling toothily before me.
“Alright,” I said. “But I’m worth one hundred gold crowns.”
Casimir glowed. “Agreed,” he said easily. His eyes crinkled up in mirth, his fox’s smile curving like an archer’s bow. 
The shine of his happiness made me want to taint it, like traipsing heavy footprints through fresh, unblemished snow. Yes, well, I was twisted and perverse, a rotten tree growing in a sacred hollow. The garden of my life had been nourished with bitter waters. 
“It just so happens,” I lied, “that the spirits are quite active and are shouting at me rather urgently. I hate being the bearer of bad tidings, but the darkness has descended upon you once more. Your only option is to be cleansed. Now. Immediately.”
“Oh no,” Casimir said, twinkling. “I will do what you think best.” He had the same scent as Lady Derwent—he knew each word was a lie as soon as it slipped from my mouth, but he was content to follow whatever false and fabricated path I laid before him. 
I actually had some method to my madness, even though I was making up everything on the fly. “First, we need supplies.” 
“S-supplies?” Casimir stammered, perhaps reading the scammer’s glint in my eye. 
“Yes, undoubtedly. The spirits are quite insistent.” 
Casimir allowed himself to be pulled along to the market down on Dartry Road. He had the air of a tourist about him, his eyes round and goggle-like as he surveyed the non-mage shopfront. He seemed particularly enthralled at the horse-drawn carriages.
“Why are the streets like this?” Casimir asked, toeing the uneven cobblestone. 
“Because we built them—by hand,” I said. The concept was clearly inconceivable to him, and I felt him trying to square all the everyday inconveniences us fish had to deal with against the superiority of his magic-soaked life. Instead of the even promenades smoothed by spells, we had choppy streets with unintentional peaks and valleys that puddled treacherously in the rain and smeared mud along the hems of our clothing even on good days. 
The Beetle tipped his hat at me from across the street as we crossed over Gloreum Avenue.
“Friend of yours?” Casimir asked. 
I nodded. 
“Should I kill him?” he asked mischievously. “Would you have space in your roster for me then?”
“You are just checking off every red flag, aren’t you?” I asked, pulling him along. I think he had been joking. Probably. 
“I aim to please,” he said. 
The market was another fresh experience for Casimir. The longer we spent between its crowded shelves, the more certain I was that Casimir had never gone shopping for groceries a day in his life. Did he have servants? Or did mages not have to demean themselves with something as mundane as grocery shopping? He was boggled by the experience, and I was boggled by his bewilderment.  
My hands teased along the glass jars, finally landing upon luridly priced honey. I would buy out the entirety of Magda’s stock and pass the hefty bill to Casimir. The wizard offered no resistance, and I silenced his meek questioning as to why we would possibly need seventeen jars of honey with a theatrical cry of “the darkness!” while I vaguely waved my hand around his chest. 
I steered the unresisting mage to what passed as the center of our little district, a dreary clearing with a sad-looking statue commemorating those lost to the Forest. The atmosphere was a stark contrast to the nervous energy surrounding the Tower; here, it was almost festive, as neighbors gathered to speculate whether any of the elixirs would make their way to our district.
So focused were these discussions that Casimir’s notable presence went largely unnoticed. I hadn’t recognized any of the printed names of the lottery winners, so I, too, was unaware of who in our district had received an elixir. 
We stopped at a space just next to the memorial. I would hijack Casimir’s tumor-like spell, but I would make the process so bizarre and uncomfortable that he would think twice before seeking me out again. He would pay in coin and honor, and his embarrassment would serve as a lasting deterrent. 
Casimir was still smiling at me—his wolfish smile, as though he had captured his desired prize. We’d see how long that smile would last. I placed my hands on his shoulders with a temerity that surprised even me, and gently pressed down. 
Confusion flooded Casimir’s face and a shadow of apprehension colored his smile. “Madame Lombardi,” he said, a flush creeping up from his neck, “are you giving me a massage?” 
“No,” I said. I pushed harder. “You’re too tall. On your knees.” 
“Me?” 
“Yes. I don’t make the rules.”
The wizard snorted but obligingly planted his knees on the hard stone of the square, squishing into the grey street water and mud. I hadn’t realized how tall Casimir was until he was kneeling before me. His face was brought intimately close to my own, and I knew then that, without due care, I would be wounding no one but myself. 
“None of this was necessary last time,” Casimir grumbled. I pulled out a newly-purchased jar and twisted off the lid. The soft aroma of honey danced in the air, touching my nose with a butterfly’s kiss. While I was messing around with Casimir, Magda’s honey really did have almost preternatural qualities to it. It was an open secret that her bees feasted on the forbidden nectar of the Forest, and her finest blends retained the secret and strange qualities of the wood’s hidden depths.
I thrust my fingers into the amber liquid. A horrified comprehension dawned in Casimir’s eyes. 
“You can’t be serious, my darling,” he finally protested. 
I snorted, more than prepared to answer his challenge. Back when my dads were alive, we’d played this game called Tree in the Sun where I would stand outside and pretend to be a tree. The point of the game was to make the sun notice me, which I could do by acting most treeish, even more tree-like than the yews lining our yard. I’d been determined to dazzle the sun until it submitted itself before me by being the best tree in the entire land—which I’d interpreted as planting my feet and wildly throwing my arms about as if I were a sleek sapling tormented by a harsh wind. It was years later, after they died, that I realized this had been my parents’ own scam—they’d turned me outdoors for a moment’s rest. I was quite precocious even then.   
Looking into Casimir’s eyes, I played Tree in the Sun (revised). I planted my feet, bending my knees for added flexibility. I scraped my fingers sticky with honey across Casimir’s tanned forehead, drawing gooey lines of translucent gold atop his eyebrows. My hand that held the jar fluttered and gesticulated through the air as if I were five years old, standing in the yard, pretending to be a tree. 
“Oh darkness!” I bellowed. “Begone from this man’s heart. Let you not torment this wanderer. Begone! Begone! Begone!”
People began to gather with interest. Some clapped, as if we were carrying out performance art. I had run out of honey, so I scooped out another handful and brushed my dripping hands along his cheeks, smearing a hearty dollop on his chin. 
It wasn’t enough. Casimir was a tough nut to crack. I had to up the ante. Taking a fresh jar of honey, I poured it on top of his head. The honey, tart with the alien mystery of the Forest, spilled from the glass container in agonizingly slow form, drooling ribbons of the amber atop this man’s head. As the jar ran empty, I took both hands and squelched them into Casimir’s scalp, wrapping my fingers into his honey-smeared locks and roared, “BEGONE!” while I flicked a needle of mana into the parasitic spell’s nucleus. It paused its nefarious workings at once. 
Casimir tumbled forward as soon as the spell had been disabled, collapsing heavily against my thighs. He was breathing in tight breaths, sucking the air in shakily, as if he had been wounded. I wondered if he was faking it, if this was his tit-for-tat. Honey now stained the front of my clothing. I pried myself from Casimir’s heavy grip and precariously hoisted him to his feet. 
“Your spirits don’t like to do things gently,” he said, a bit dazed.
I swept my eyes over him, assessing the damage. Casimir was certainly a picture, and that picture would have been titled Pitiful Desperation. His telltale hair was pasted into a grotesque, gluey clump as beads of honey chased each other down his face, like raindrops on a window. His fine clothing was marred by mud, damp patches dotted with pebbles circling his knees. We were enclosed by a crowd of interested non-mages, who may as well have been ogling animals at the zoo.
I thrust a honey-coated hand at him. “That will be one hundred gold crowns.”




Chapter 9.

My grubby hand remained hovering in front of his face, palm upwards and expectant. 
“One. Hundred. Gold. Crowns,” I repeated. 
Casimir’s dangerous eyes swept over me. There was a moment’s pause, and then—
—that dratted laughter! Again! His shoulders were shaking as his body was eaten alive by silent chortles. The movement caused a cascade of honeyed droplets to rain down upon me, but I stubbornly refused to back down, poking his quivering chest with the tip of my sticky fingers. 
His hand shot forward and seized my wrist. He drew my hand towards his mouth and—
God—
Do I have to tell you—? 
He—
He drew my hand towards his mouth, and before I could do anything other than gaze into his limpid eyes like an idiot, his lips were covering my fingers, and his tongue was scraping the honey from my skin. It was hot and wet. The only other thing that had ever licked my hand before was Gurgle. This was not like Gurgle. 
In that moment, I was every bit a fish. My own mouth opened and closed wordlessly, like a trout drowning in air. I finally had the presence of mind to yank my hand back when he gently teased at my finger with his teeth, nibbling on my skin without regard to the hundreds of eyes delightedly watching our encounter, no doubt to embellish and broadcast as the next hottest piece of gossip. 
“I’ll pay you one hundred gold crowns a day, if only you stay with me,” he said thickly. 
The scammer had been cornered. I couldn’t faint because then he would only carry me back to my room where we would be horridly alone—if Gurgle didn’t eat us both first. I couldn’t seemingly out-weird this weirdo, because apparently, this pervert would like it. 
Gerbils were running my brain. Gerbils. Not a single cogent plan of escape was materializing. 
“I can’t,” I stuttered. “My mother says no.” What mother? fI never had a mother. 
And then I planted both hands on his chest and shoved. I shoved him with the scrappiness of a non-mage grown up at the edge of the Forest. Down he went. I didn’t wait for him to recover before I scampered away, using my knowledge of the area as a weapon to confuse any attempted chase. 
Clearly the man was a psychopath. Not one single instance of his behavior made sense. Even if it cost me one hundred gold crowns, every fiber of my being was telling me not to see him again.
For the moment, home wasn’t safe, so since I was already covered in honey, I decided to make a stop at the beewoman’s cottage. 
Magda bellowed with laughter as I recounted my tale. An expert in all things honey, she was helping me clean up after my morning’s escapades. 
“The sheer gall of you,” she chuckled. “But to think you’ve met the foreign wizard. He seems different than I’d expected.” 
I could still feel the velvety wetness of his tongue on my hand. “Yes,” I said curtly. “Different indeed. But I don’t want to think about him anymore. Tell me what the bees are saying about Ghost Flower.”
“Ah.” The beewoman sighed. It was not a happy noise. I had learned to read Magda like reading rings on a tree. It meant there was much more to the story, but that some coaxing was needed for her to unwrap her thoughts. 
I pondered over my response carefully. “The Tower finally agreed to hand over the elixirs,” I said. “I wonder if any will come to our district.” 
She gazed into me, at once hazy yet clear. She spoke slowly, carefully selecting her words like picking ripe berries from a vine. “It is interesting how no one seems to know any of the recipients. Not even the bees.” 
“Is that the type of thing the bees usually know?” I prodded. 
“. . . Yes.” 
So my trip to the beewoman, which had meant to be a soothing respite from all of the intrigues I was either leaping headfirst into or narrowly dodging, offered limited succor. Magda’s words, which said so much without saying hardly anything, became a jagged knife in my sails. 
Those sodding Tower toads were up to something. 
◆◆◆
 
I tramped up and down the outer districts until the sun was low in the sky and the sole of my left shoe began to separate. 
I was filled with a murderous rage. 
The Tower had faked it, faked the whole thing. The one thousand names, the alleged winners—none of them existed. They hadn’t turned over a single elixir to anyone. 
I should have known these prideful cheapskates wouldn’t willingly surrender even a modicum of power. My mind was reeling. Had King Solen known? Had he approved the subterfuge? 
I took their latest move as a personal affront, a declaration of war. These fools continued to underestimate me. Little did they know that they had just snapped the last tiny thread of restraint I had left, that their callousness had knocked me unhinged. Perhaps it was a good thing my mana root was so stunted, because my wrath was swirling into a raging storm, destructive and lethal. If I’d had the ability, I might have throttled them all with forbidden magics until blood seeped from their eyes and their breaths died in their throats.  
Pondering over how I should respond, I limped my way to the Five Arrows, a seedy tavern the Beetle sometimes lurked in. The Tower’s ruse hadn’t been a blow against me alone; no, it was another abject disregard of the non-mages. I needed to pull public opinion heartily to my side, to stoke the flames that would eventually boil the Tower whole. 
I spotted the Beetle’s dizzying vest amidst the grey and beige crowd. 
“Sophia,” he beamed. “Still two weeks until your payment is due—although I thought I’d be seeing you sooner than that. I heard your little display today earned you a cool hundred crowns flat. Did my eyes deceive, or was that the king’s dog himself?” 
I snorted. I hadn’t needed the reminder. Should I mention how Casimir had casually offered to kill him? “I have information,” I said. On occasion, the Beetle had let me trade information in lieu of interest. 
The Beetle leaned closer, curiosity peaked. He wiped a line of foamy ale from his upper lip. “From your wizard friend?” 
“No, but I’ve confirmed it all the same. It’s important. Real important.” 
“Let’s hear it then.”
“The Tower faked the names of the people getting the elixirs. None of them exist. They aren’t planning to hand over any elixir. Not one.”
The moneylender whistled lowly, slapping his sausage fingers against the counter. “And this year’s wards haven’t yet been laid down . . .”
“No, they haven’t.” 
“And now they’re setting to infuriate the only person who could fix them. If you know, I’m sure Ghost Flower knows.” If only he knew how true that statement was. 
“Yep,” I agreed. “But it can’t end at just us. People have to know. Aren’t you tired of the Magority pushing us around, treating us like fools?” 
“Leave it to me.” 
The Beetle had his hands in pies all over town. His dodgy network was more effective than if I’d shouted the information from the town square. 
He pursed his lips, frowning slightly as he digested the information. “You’ve always been quick to catch on. How’d you figure it out?”
I pulled out my prepared lie, ignoring his comment considering the debt between us existed because I hadn’t caught onto a scam. “I went down the list, trying to find someone to talk to. You know what happened with my Gran. I just wanted to warn them about counterfeit elixirs—to make sure they were getting the real thing.”
He nodded, readily accepting the excuse. “Real shame about your Gran. Anyway, I can’t say I’m pleased with this information—who knows how Ghost Flower is going to respond?—but it’s worth a pretty penny. I’ll wipe five crowns from your debt.”
A more than fair deal. I excused myself as the Beetle leapt into action, hollering for Big Larl and Drunk Mettias. The information was only so valuable until Ghost Flower made her move, and he was not about to let such a scoop fall stale. 
That night, I posted three new letters to the newspapers, keeping it short and sweet:
You’ve just made a dangerous mistake.

       – GHOST FLOWER. 
◆◆◆
 
My dreams that night were ugly, misshapen and oozy, colored by my rage. I debated returning to the Tower and sealing it shut until they figured out on their own how to cast the ancient magics. I soon discarded that idea. It hadn’t worked in the first place, and I felt a tinge of reluctance in trapping some of the younger initiates in the Tower. I had assumed they were the same as Aiden, who had been twenty when he entered. I hadn’t realized when I sealed the Tower that some of the youngest apprentices were only twelve. Even I wasn’t so heartless as to target children. 
Yet the Tower had to be punished. And the Crown, too, I decided, if King Solen had agreed to the farce. But for now, I tempered my hand. The public’s anger needed to simmer until it boiled. I needed their hatred and focus to be centered on the Tower, not pointed towards me. 
When I returned to my apartment last night, an envelope had been slid under the door. I knew at a glance it was from Casimir—who else would waste such thick paper and scented wax on me? I had thrown it at the wall, but I supposed I should see what the man had written. 
Retrieving the envelope from where it sat on the floor, crumpled and forlorn, I tore it open and extracted a dark blue sheet of paper that had the softness of silk. Looping, silver script decorated the page. It was an invitation, disguised as an I.O.U.: “One hundred gold crowns payable to Mme. Sophia Lombardi upon presentation at the Scorched Palace.” 
Ever since King Solen plucked Casimir from Ilyria, the foreign wizard had resided in a small building on the castle grounds, the Scorched Palace. Once upon a time, the building had housed the royal family, but after a fire burnt down all but the eastern wing, it had remained uninhabited. 
Thanks, but no thanks, I thought. I knew if I stepped even a toe into the Scorched Palace, Casimir would find some way to trap me there. I would be walking into a life where I would have to pretend to talk with spirits until my dying day—which would likely be sooner rather than later—while hiding my abilities in a dangerous double-life. While it had been amusing at first, I was over it. Casimir was to be avoided at all costs. 
I left the flames of righteous outrage to develop as I resolved to spend the day as a homebody. I decided I needed to purge my flat of everything remotely tied to Aiden, which was a confusing sort of filtering, as so many things were layered with memories of Aiden and Gran that it was hard to separate where Aiden’s poison ended. I didn’t know how to untangle myself from all these memories that only served to wound. I wanted to wipe the slate clean, but it was tainted. Everything was tainted. Maybe I should just move.
In the end, Gurgle and I settled on a wholesale purge, as if we were fighting the Forest. What Gurgle didn’t eat, I cut and tore into pieces and burnt into ashes. My apartment was near empty by the end of it—thank goodness Aiden had stopped visiting by the time Gran and I replaced the furniture, or else I would have had to discard everything. Even the mere thought of hauling all that heavy wood out of the building was exhausting.  
I still had to deal with that ring, though. The ring Aiden had used to entrap me, to enslave me. It had remained encased in Magda’s honey since the day she pried it off me. First things first, I had to remove the wicked spells. They were tainted with Aiden’s presence, and I hated that I still found the soft comfort of recognizing something familiar as I studied them. It was not unlike seeing an ugly freckle you’d had for years—you may loathe its grotesque shape, but there was still an odd sense of ownership, like “Oh yeah, that’s mine.” 
Leaving Gurgle behind, much to his chagrin, I took the ring with me to the roof. I was going to shatter these spells because I wanted a conclusive ending to them. Breaking a spell still carried with it uncertainty—I had yet to understand how the failed mana would react. For now, I brought with me two cooking sheets which I planned to use as a shield against any wayward mana splatter. 
Placing the ring on the mismatched tiles at the edge of the roof, I retreated behind a short partition and curled my body behind the baking sheets’ flimsy metal. I lobbed a fistful of balled mana pebbles at the ring, squishing Aiden’s enthrallment spells in one go. The mana backfire was mild—a small section of the roof was slightly singed. One of the spells had wept dark dewdrops of charred mana, which were sprouting into a type of forked-leaf weed. The ring, now simply a band of metal, was slightly warm but otherwise unmarked. 
I held the ring to the sky, capturing the sun within its circle. 
I still didn’t know how to think about Aiden. He had torn a gash into me, raw and blistered. I hated him, but it was hard to determine exactly what for. My life was now shadowed, and I felt a traitor to myself. 
Perhaps that was where the crux of my loathing festered. He had used me. He had ensnared me. He had abandoned me. And worst of all, his enchantments had robbed me of my ability to trust in my own feelings and decisions. How much of what I’d thought and felt and done had been of my own volition? Was any part of me real, or was I a fake, a carefully manufactured being whittled into shape under Aiden’s guiding hand?
I slid the treacherous ring onto my finger once more. I would keep it after all, a constant reminder of what I had endured and what I had survived. 
I would never be under anyone’s thumb again.
I didn’t know who I was? Okay, I could start learning. 
I didn’t trust myself? Okay, I would show myself I was someone to be trusted. 
I was me, complete. And I was enough. I, with my one-person army, would bring these mages to their knees.  
I was Sophia Lombardi, the main character. 
And I was out for vengeance.




Chapter 10. 

The unhappy roar of the protestors could be heard in every corner of the capital. The Beetle’s rumor mill had done its work well. The Tower looked like incompetent, heartless liars. The Council remained locked away in their chambers of white stone, still mottled purple. 
Most of all, I was pleased to see, the Crown was livid. Apparently, our boy king had delivered his promised cache of elixirs to the Tower, where the Tower had unilaterally decided on their bait-and-switch operation. Now, instead of having merely botched the ransom demand, the Tower had also embezzled from the Crown itself, a treasonous act. 
A few houses of standing in the Magority quickly distanced themselves from the Tower, presenting a major coup on behalf of the Crown. The Magority never broke party lines by siding with the Crown, at least not publicly. The Petrios family, the Magority household that had previously pledged its five elixirs, now called on those similarly situated to do the same, making a clear showing they disagreed with the actions of the Tower. Meanwhile, people on the streets were demanding blood.
The Tower remained silent. Perhaps they were seeking some spell that would salvage the situation. I wouldn’t give them the chance. 
The capital continued to be protected by last year’s wards, which looked like they would last another two months before they faded away. This safety net had inflamed the Tower’s arrogance and encouraged their flippant response to my ransom demand. They believed they still had time. 
I hadn’t wanted to take it this far, but their bad faith forced my hand. I would pop those wards before the Tower even knew what hit them. Besides, it wasn’t a real threat, though only I knew that. I could turn on this year’s wards that I had hijacked the second there was the hint of a threat from the Forest.
You may be wondering how I could do anything to the wards if they were so mighty and vital for the capital’s security. As with mages’ abilities to detect my actions, the wards hadn’t been tuned to guard against my pinprick of an attack. It was like one of Ilyria’s knights suited up for battle in their cages of metal, only to be felled by the poisonous bite of a Kalicazi spider. This was my working theory anyway.
The backlash of breaking the wards was certain to be immense. I was teeter-tottering, wanting a crowd to witness the grand attack against the Tower, but also hesitant because I didn’t want to throw any innocents within range of the potential backlash. I needed more information. 
I went to scope things out. 
Unlike the crowds on the day of the parade, the protestors were charged with an electric fury. Either the Tower or Crown had lined the streets with security. Subdued mages eyed the crowd for any sign that the protest was turning into a riot. Ironically, it was the heavy security presence that solidified my plan. With so many high-caliber mages present, they would be able to protect the crowd from any unintended mana backlash when the wards came down. 
Aside from the enhanced security, two other factors favored me: first, since I intended to destroy the wards, accuracy wasn’t as significant as when I was hijacking a spell, meaning I could attack the wards at a much greater distance; second, the wards themselves were so fragile that it would take the merest feather-soft touch to destroy them. Because I needed to prioritize neither accuracy nor force, my range was extended quite a bit. I didn’t have to worry about elbowing my way through the stinky, irate crowd to reach the Tower. I could still complete my mission from sniping distance. 
I positioned myself somewhat opportunistically near a reliable-looking security mage that I hoped would protect me if things went awry. 
Standing in the wide plaza south of the Tower, I started threading my mana together into a deadly pellet. The mana hummed blissfully beneath my touch, rattling like a cat’s purr. It may have been feeding off my own emotions but I took it as a good omen. Steeling my face into a neutral mask, I lobbed the mana at the ward’s sweet spot. 
First, there was silence. The crowd muted, unnaturally so, with the strange and somber stillness of the first snowfall. Then the sky began to creak, a terribly slow and inevitable creaking, like a tree uprooting, followed by that dreadful, pregnant pause, just before it crashed to the ground. Reality seemed to shift sideways. I found myself clutching at my neighbor, struggling to remain upright as the world melted around us. Based upon the frantic hands clutching at my back, others in the crowd were having a similar reaction. A blinding flare scorched the air. I pressed my eyelids down tightly, trying to squeeze out the all-consuming light from the burning flame devouring the sky. 
The world had changed by the time I reopened my eyes. A golden dust covered the area surrounding the Tower, damp and solid like snow but without any of its coldness. 
“My god,” the security mage next to me whispered in disbelief. “The wards are down.” 
It was like looking in the sky and seeing no sun. I had never lived in a world where the Tower’s wards did not exist. Even though I had been the cause, fingers of nausea clawed at my stomach at the wrongness of it. It was as though the city were now missing a limb. 
I did this. 
But they deserved it. 
As I was trying to regain my balance, I felt my limbs grow heavy and sluggish as a mass area spell collided squarely with my back. The security forces were quickly stunning us all, which I supposed was to prevent pandemonium and stampeding while they tried to regain order. 
I was forced to stand there, dumb and frozen, for two hours, while the Crown’s forces worked on evacuating the protesters. They would unstun us and teleport us away under strict orders that the capital was now under lockdown, and that we were to go home and stay home. Begrudgingly, I agreed with the Crown’s approach in order to limit casualties, but I couldn’t help feeling prickly and ill-treated during my time as a human statute. Frustration gnawed at me–I could be out of this in two seconds, but I couldn’t risk exposing myself. 
Confusingly, Sedrik was with the security forces. I caught the familiar blur of his disguise spells out of the corner of my eye. He was in rapt conversation with three mages, who were listening intently and nodding along to his words. There was none of Sedrik’s customary apologetic bobbing or clumsiness today. Even at a distance, I could tell he spoke with conviction and the authority of a commander. 
My stalker appeared at Sedrik’s elbow with a sharp crackling of thunder. Even as I remained immobile, I could feel heat rising to my face, haunted by the memory of Casimir casually nipping at my fingers. We had been in a crowd that day, too. 
Casimir gestured to us, the hundreds of citizens decorating the streets like grotesque ornaments. He gave us half a glance, but then, inevitably, our eyes locked. Of course they did. Why had I deluded myself into thinking that my bloodhound stalker would let me be? Yep. He was definitely jabbing his finger in my direction, causing Sedrik’s head to turn. Shortly, they both traipsed towards me, the three mages following them the way the tide chased the shore. 
Casimir reached me first, panting slightly from his brisk walk. He pressed along my collar bone and the horrible cloying stun spell melted like soft butter. I shook out the pins and needles as my limbs regained mobility. 
“What happened?” Casimir asked, extending a steadying hand. “Did you see anything?” 
“Did the spirits tell you anything?” Sedrik asked earnestly, causing Casimir to snort. Sedrik began to helpfully whack off the golden dust covering my clothes, trading favors for my prior help with his wardrobe malfunctions. I guess we were oddly fated in a way. 
“They’re on vacation,” I said. “But you don’t need the spirits to know what’s happened. It's clear as day.” 
They stared at me, bewildered. 
Oh, for heaven’s sake. Was this what I got for not leaving a calling card? I’d thought the act alone would be large enough and clear enough to know that it was the work of Ghost Flower. 
“It was obviously Ghost Flower,” I said. “They must have been upset by the Tower’s lies, especially after they had unsealed the Tower in trust of King Solen’s words.”
One of the mages scoffed. “There’s no indication that’s the case. This was clearly the work of Ilyria, taking advantage of all of the distractions created by that Ghost Flower fellow.” The mage shot a critical look at Casimir’s back, his mouth wrinkled in distrust.
“If Ghost Flower even is a fellow,” another mage interjected. “There’s nothing saying that Ghost Flower isn’t the name of some new terror group.”
“Exactly! A terror group of Ilyrians!” 
I held in a sigh. It was like playing chess with myself. I regretted every single paranoid second I had wasted on worrying over getting caught for my escapades as Ghost Flower. I would need to hand paint these bozos directions for them to find me. 
I scratched at a patch on my hand which had begun to blister. Great. Apparently now I was having an adverse reaction from the stun spell. 
“You have it well under control here,” I lied. “If you could be so kind as to zap me home, I’ll be on my way.”  
Casimir turned to Sedrik. “I think it would be valuable to discuss any other insights Madame Lombardi might have.” 
“I agree,” Sedrik said. “And her hand is hurt. See that it’s treated.” 
Without so much as a how-do-you-do, Casimir grabbed said hand and pulled me into a crackle of thunder.  
A moment later, and we had left Sedrik and the bumbling mages behind. We were stepping out of a sliver of lightning into what I could only assume was the front yard of Casimir’s private residence. 
“Welcome to the Scorched Palace,” he said, confirming my suspicions. “But since I had to drag you here, you’ll have to collect your one hundred crowns next time, when you come here on your own two feet.”
“You’re so confident there’s going to be a next time.” 
Casimir answered with a predator’s certainty, his foxlike smile twisting into a confident smirk. 
My entire body had begun to itch. I tried to sneakily scratch the boil on the back of my hand by brushing it against my leg, but Casimir’s discerning eyes noticed at once. The smirk dropped from his face. “Let’s get that treated,” he said, a drop of worry underscoring his words. 
The “palace” in the Scorched Palace was generous. While his house was undoubtedly worth more than my entire apartment building, it was closer in size to a coach house. Luxurious, yes, but surprisingly small and cozy. There were at most two bedrooms, and perhaps a few other rooms for his magical studies. It didn’t appear that anyone else lived in the residence, not even servants. 
Casimir led us to a small stone chamber. Various herbs in clear bottles lined the wall. With a shock, I noted Madga’s honey—all fifteen remaining jars of it—was prominently placed on the counter. From the notes surrounding it, Casimir had been studying its properties quite enthusiastically. 
“Is this a typical reaction to being stunned?” I asked as Casimir tossed a handful of dry beans into a stone bowl. 
“No,” he said. “It usually only happens when you’ve also experienced long-term exposure to certain types of magic. You haven’t awoken from a curse anytime lately, have you?” 
There was no way to explain Aiden, so I didn’t say anything. In a moment, Casimir was smearing a white powdered bean paste on the welts dotting my body. My first thought was that he was taking his perverse revenge for my honey-smearing antics, since I couldn’t sense any mana from the concoction, but my suspicions were proven unfounded when it did the trick. Blessedly, the pricking itchiness subsided as soon as the thick paste touched it.
“I want to hire you. Work for me,” he said.  
“Why are you so fixated on this? What could I possibly do for you?” I asked. 
He ignored my question. “Wouldn’t you find it exciting? Working at the palace and being around all sorts of magics and interesting celebrities?”
“No,” I said honestly. I would have preferred to never see another mage in my entire life. I refused to be an ignorant non-mage impressed by magics ever again. I was not about to reorder my life so that I would be content to simply be near someone impressive, hovering near their greatness like an orbiting moon. If I wanted to be near greatness, I would be that greatness. I didn’t need to let it rub off on me like pollen. 
Perhaps my answer surprised him, because he suddenly shifted his line of questioning. “What do you think King Solen should do about Ghost Flower?”
“Right now, Ghost Flower is the best chance he has to go against the Tower,” I said. “For now, he can reclaim the hearts of the people. He should double-down on the extortion charge against the Tower and emphasize how their actions have jeopardized national security and made a mockery of the Crown’s authority. With luck, he could throw out the entire Council, but if he can’t manage the entire Council, then at least Dain.”
His finger dabbed the white paste onto a blister on my neck as he asked, “Why do you think the Tower is his enemy? Doesn’t Arcadia need the Tower for protection?”
“That’s what they want us to think, but they couldn’t even place the wards or figure out how to open the door to their own precious building. And I don’t mean that the Tower is his enemy, exactly. But they aren’t his friend, either. They’re the wheel he’ll be crushed beneath if they had their way.” His finger was making me feel ticklish, so I turned the attention back on him. “Why did you leave Ilyria?” I asked. 
He pulled back his hand, finished with his ministrations. “That is a question only employees are entitled to know. Work for me,” he repeated, drawing our conversation into a circle. “Then I will happily tell you everything.” 
“No,” I said. 
He nodded at my answer, as if he expected it. I had allowed my guard to drop, so I was not prepared for the honesty plainly written in his eyes. For a moment—the barest sliver in time, so brief, it was like it had never existed—I thought perhaps this overpowered wizard was not looking for a non-mage to keep him entertained, but that he was nothing more than a lonely man in a foreign country, locked away in a half-burnt former palace and greedy for the simple presence of a friend. 
But then he smiled again, that wry, seductive smile, and the mask  snapped back into place. He was the king’s right-hand wizard, the only mage powerful enough to be unbidden by the Tower. And I was just me, a non-mage orphan that pretended to be able to commune with spirits to scam people out of money and who played at being a criminal mastermind, smothered in bean paste.




Chapter 11. 

I said I needed to leave shortly after and Casimir graciously offered to transport me home with that lightning crack transportation spell. I probably wouldn’t see Casimir again—certainly not if I had anything to do with it—but he had earned a kernel of my respect for immediately accepting that I wanted to leave his house without pressuring me to stay. As overwhelming as he had been about wanting to hire me, his tacit understanding of how the power dynamics had shifted when we were alone in his house–an overpowered mage versus an allegedly powerless non-mage–made me begrudgingly accept that he was sort of alright. I supposed I was sensitive these days, still trying to come to terms with the Aiden situation, so I couldn’t help but prize basic decency in respecting boundaries.  
It was a sad state when basic human decency was something to be noted, but there we were. 
Now, back to planning crime. 
I broke out my letter-writing gear once more and penned three fresh letters to the press. First, as Ghost Flower, I took credit for dismantling the wards, telling the Tower that liars needed to be punished. I upped my demand to ten thousand elixirs from the Tower and ordered that they were to be publicly distributed, and that such distribution was to be overseen by the Crown. There was no deadline, but I demanded an additional five thousand elixirs for each day of delay. I promised that the very hour the elixirs were surrendered to the Crown’s possession for distribution that I would restore the wards. 
And now we waited. 
◆◆◆
 
My door was almost knocked off its hinges by the sheer force of someone’s fist pounding against it. The jarring pounding was hardly inviting, but not wanting the jamb to break, I went to unlatch the lock and open the door. Besides, Gurgle was with me, and he would destroy anyone untoward. Gurgle did not like strangers. 
Aiden was there. I was about to slam the door in his face but he wasn’t alone. Before I could blink, I saw a flicker of mana and the mage behind him launched a compulsion at me. I cancelled it before it struck, but they had no way of knowing that. The inert spell hovered in the air between us, but I let my face fall slack as if it had hit true. Let’s see what these slimy toads were up to.
Aiden’s eyes slid to my ring finger, and he smiled in gloating satisfaction at seeing his ring still adorning my hand. He must have been thinking I was the same enchanted slave he had thrown away.
“Sophia,” he said. For a panicky second, I thought he was going to embrace me. If he hugged me, I would be sick all down the front of his fancy robes and shiny shoes. Thankfully, he made no such attempt.
“You know this fish?” one of his mage friends scoffed in disbelief.
“She was my grandmother’s servant,” Aiden said, a sadly accurate description, all things considered. He turned to me. “I’ve heard you’ve been a busy girl.” 
You’re lucky you’ve heard anything, I thought, considering how your psycho friend almost killed me at our last meeting. I could feel Gurgle growing in size behind me, ready to pounce. For all our sakes, I stepped into the hallway, closing my front door sharply. Aiden was flanked by two important-looking Tower officials. 
“What do you mean, Aiden?” I asked, carefully keeping my voice neutral if not sycophantic. How had I acted around Aiden before? How was I supposed to disguise my independence now? You know how you blink naturally, but the second you start consciously thinking about how you close your eyelids, your brain has gone all slow and stupid and you forget how to blink? It was like that. I didn’t know how to be around Aiden anymore. 
“It’s been reported that you’ve managed to capture the attention of the king’s dog and that he has extended you an offer of employment, although who can guess what use he’d have for a fish. Of course, the only thing worse than an Ilyrian is a fish, so perhaps like calls to like,” one of Aiden’s associates cut in. His voice was flat and nasally. “You are to accept his offer. We have reason to suspect that the Ilyrian is, in fact, Ghost Flower. Working with him will give you unparalleled access to his goings-on. You are to secure evidence proving his connection to the criminal.” 
I wanted to punch the wall. Damn it, damn it, damn it. This was what I got for my very public display in the square with Casimir. I was well and truly caught. If I rejected the order now, they would realize something was wrong with the compulsions allegedly on me, which could lead them to connecting me with Ghost Flower. I would have to pretend to be acting under their compulsion, pliant to their every order. But if I didn’t find a way out of it, I would be stuck seeing Casimir on the daily. 
“Aiden, is that what you would like me to do?” I asked. 
He shifted, his eyes darting to his companions. “It is an honor to have been appointed to the Ghost Flower Investigation Task Force. We will bring down this criminal and restore the safety of the Tower.” 
The Tower? I thought. What about Arcadia? It figured the country and its people weren’t even a second thought to these morons.  
“Okay, Aiden,” I said. “How wonderful you’ve been selected to be on such an important task force. I knew the Tower would be doing something to fight back against that criminal.” I gagged on the words. 
The mage to Aiden’s left, who had been silent thus far, grunted—grunted!—at me. He had dead, colorless eyes. “Of course. It’s not for you to doubt what the Tower has planned. The capture of that degenerate is our top priority, obviously. Aiden will be in charge of monitoring you from hereon, so make sure you can be contacted.” He turned to his fellow mages. “Now let’s get out of here. The smell of fish is always so revolting. I’ll need a bath after this.” 
Yes, please, go. And don’t let the door hit you on the way out, I thought.
Aiden’s henchmen turned to leave. Aiden didn’t say anything else, but he quietly extended his hand, gently enfolding my hand within his own. He gave my fingers a quick squeeze that could have meant anything, and then withdrew. I pushed down my revulsion at the repulsive touch of his skin. He rejoined his cronies, the familiar image of his retreating back searing into my eyes. 
I returned to my apartment, the apartment I had once shared with Aiden and his Gran. I wished I could break the connection between my accursed ex-lover and Gran. I lied to myself that I wasn’t being cowardly in avoiding a confrontation with Aiden, telling myself that Gran had cherished her grandson—how could I betray the woman who had lovingly raised me by destroying her beloved child? I wished Gran was my flesh and blood, that Aiden was the stranger between us.
I wanted to crawl back into my bed, to retreat into the welcome oblivion of sleep. I didn’t want to be stuck day after day with Casimir. He was dangerous, a danger different from the Tower. 
I allowed myself to mope over my current predicament for the span of one pot of tea and then forced myself to consider the situation with the cold, detached lens of objectivity. 
The Tower had yet to capitulate to the demand for the ten thousand elixirs, but they were clearly scrambling to regain control of the situation. That was to be expected. Unfortunately, the longer they delayed, the greater the risk to the outer districts. How many died each year, even when the wards were in place? And now with them down, we were sitting ducks for the next monster wave to claw its way out of the Forest. It had become a game of chicken. 
Ultimately, the Tower would take the blame if a monster attack occurred while the wards were down, but it wouldn’t miraculously resurrect the casualties the outer districts suffered. Working with Casimir would place me conveniently near the paused wards, so I could flicker them on at the first sign of trouble. Besides, he knew King Solen personally. That proximity would have me well-placed to figure out what the Crown had planned, and maybe even redirect the Crown’s own investigation.
Worse comes to worst, I could always frame Casimir if I had to.  
Alright, fine. I would do it—at least until the Tower forked over the elixirs and I could restore the wards. There was no time like the present. I dug out Casimir’s I.O.U., my ticket into the restricted grounds of the palace. 
Of course, I was never one to take a loss. My mission from the Tower had given me the perfect cover to nose around for information without raising any suspicions. I set off to find the Beetle, finally tracking him down to a dingy patch of land he was attempting to cultivate into a turnip garden.  
“I’ve been given a task from the Tower,” I told him. “To help in their investigation against Ghost Flower.” 
“No kidding,” he said, wiping a dribble of sweat from his brow. “Does this have anything to do with your gentleman friend?” 
I wasn’t sure if he was referring to Aiden or Casimir, so I skirted around his question. “I would like to hire someone to look into some things for me,” I said. 
He nodded. “Sure, no problem. And I’m assuming the Tower will cover the cost?” 
“No need.” I extracted the I.O.U. and fanned it under his nose. “I’m about to come into a bit of money, never you mind. I was thinking we could start looking into what Ghost Flower might target next, see if there’s anything from that angle.”
The Beetle scratched the stubble on his chin slowly, mulling over my proposed strategy. “Certainly, but that could be almost anything. Do you have an idea in mind as to what our mysterious friend might target next?” 
Obviously I did, being Ghost Flower. But I wasn’t about to reveal that. “It stands to reason it’s going to be another attack against the Magority.” 
The Beetle readily agreed. “Certainly.” 
“And from what I can tell, based upon Ghost Flower’s prior actions, they don’t like to be challenged and they know how to hold a grudge. It’s likely they’re going to target whoever in the Tower was involved with the fake-name plot. I’d like you to help look into who those mages were. I’m assuming you have contacts in the Tower?”
From the way the Beetle crinkled his eyes at me, my hunch was right. The moneylender had a reach far and wide. “Can I ask why the Tower isn’t providing you with this information?”
I huffed. “You know how they are. They aren’t going to share information with me, an insignificant non-mage. I’m a tool in their investigation. Besides, they all think they’re invincible. I doubt they’ve even considered that an individual mage in the Tower could be the next target.” 
“Ah, yes. Our illustrious masters at the Tower sure do like to lord themselves over us peons. What information do you want? Just the names?” 
“The names to start, but also anything else of note—what magical artifacts they have, stuff like that. Anything that Ghost Flower could target.” 
“Alright. Give me four days.”  
I helped the Beetle with a bit of weeding before moving onto my next task for the day. Casimir was expecting a weirdo, so I would be a weirdo. Stopping at a secondhand store, I forked over three coppers for a truly horrid furry coat—a jarring clump of green and black straggly hair at least four sizes too large—and a pair of lurid flame-orange boots. Perhaps this was my petulant streak, or maybe my suppressed nerves were manifesting in an odd fashion, for it suddenly seemed hilarious to inflict myself upon Casimir in this truly atrocious fashion disaster. 
Or maybe—a tiny, tiny part of me admitted—it was a flimsy ointment to lessen the sting of the venomous glares I would receive as I made my way to the palace, a non-mage suddenly and inexplicably ascending to rub elbows with royalty. They would hate my monstrous coat and my tacky boots, not me. 
Regardless, the idea of appearing before the all-powerful Casimir in my bizarre outfit appealed to me, a demented whacko who was about to fleece him out of a hundred gold crowns per day. 
I flaunted my I.O.U. at the castle guards like a badge of honor, even as they side-eyed my unusual appearance. Eventually, I was granted confused permission to enter the Scorched Palace grounds. Casimir was out, probably doing mighty and important wizard things, so a guard accompanied me as we waited, hovering awkwardly on his front stoop. 
I chatted with the guard for a bit. Her name was Artezia, and she was originally from the Western Province. She had a warm-colored mana root and was surprisingly friendly, even sharing a piece of peppermint bark she had smuggled in and showing off a pretty little cantrip, a conjured flower of dancing sparks. 
Casimir turned up a short while later. He appeared with his customary snap of thunder. He stumbled dead in his tracks when he noticed I was seated on his front step, sweeping his eyes across my ridiculous clothes. 
“How unexpected! Madame Lombardi, to what do I owe the pleasure? Has, perhaps, the darkness within me returned?” As he spoke, my accompanying guard politely bowed and quickly retreated, high-tailing it out of the yard before she drew the wizard’s attention. 
I cast a careful glance over his mana root. Not an inkling to indicate the cancerous spell had returned. “No, at least no more darkness is within you than a usual person. I’ve come to collect. One hundred gold crowns. Pay up.”
He arched his eyebrows at me, a graceful motion even as he sprung into his next wily move. “At the time we agreed, I was under the impression that your term of service would be longer than an hour’s worth of work.” 
“It’s not becoming if you try and pinch pennies now. You already gave me the I.O.U. acknowledging your debt. And if I recall correctly, you offered me one hundred crowns a day, so the amount shouldn’t trouble you.” 
“An offer which you have repeatedly rejected.” 
I fluffed the sleeve of my coat, hoping we could move the conversation inside. I was starting to overheat. “Well, I accept.” 
His eyes rounded, a real smile teasing at his lips. “You mean to accept my offer of employment?” he repeated. 
I nodded. 
Casimir’s eyes sparkled like wet diamonds. He tapped a finger against his chin, twisting his face in mock consternation. “Well, well. What to do. That offer has already expired.” 
This coy stinker. Little did he know his rejection suited me just fine. I could just report back to Aiden that the wizard had retracted his offer and extract myself from this entire mess. 
I sprung to my feet, which were now painfully throbbing in the horrid orange boots. “Oh well. Good day, then. Feel free to send along my payment at your earliest convenience.” I quickly trod down the path to leave. 
“Just, just a moment!” he said, panicking. He ran in front of me, blocking my escape.
“Move,” I said, not bothering with niceties. I wasn’t about to convince him to hire me, something I was desperately trying to weasel out of.
“You are free to leave,” he assured, yet with his answer, the air grew thick with mana. He was weaving a powerful illusion around us. The sky above us was stripped of color, stained an inky, impossible black. It was as though we had stepped into the center of a hellish storm with fire and brimstone raining down upon us. I ignored the illusion and continued on my way. A wall of fire slashed across my path. 
“You and your tricks,” I muttered lowly. I pushed forward, stepping into the wall of flame. Did he expect me, an ignorant non-mage, to be confused by his illusion? Sorry, mister. I wasn’t about to be fooled by fake visions that couldn’t hurt me. 
“Stop! You win!” Casimir said, quickly wiping out his illusion. “How’d you know it was not real?” 
Oh. Was it not obvious, then, that it had been an illusion? 
“The spirits,” I lied. Please, please just let me leave. I had almost escaped this disaster of a situation. 
“. . . Two hundred crowns,” he finally said. I could tell his offer had surprised even him. 
Even working five jobs, it would take me fifty years to earn the daily wage he was now dangling before me. I didn’t think he realized he had that parasitic spell on him, either, and he wouldn’t have known I was the one that removed it if he did. 
I turned to him, suspicious. Did he think I was Ghost Flower after all? It made no sense why he was offering an unskilled non-mage such a sum, particularly when I had no education to speak of, no illustrious resume, and no prominent backers. I was just me—the same me that had ditched the famed wizard twice and smothered him in honey. 
“Do you need a human sacrifice or something? Why on earth do you want to hire me, and why on earth for so much?” For some reason, I suddenly wanted to cry. My audacity had run dry, and I was feeling tired and ridiculous as I asked this foreign wizard to justify my existence. 
“Your spirits,” Casimir said after a moment. “I’ve studied many types of magic, many inexplicable creatures, but I’ve never come across anything like them. Whenever you dispel the darkness within me, I feel as light as I did as a child. I can access my mana more freely, without exhaustion. Two hundred crowns a day for a chance to study such a phenomenon is a bargain.”
So even if Casimir was unaware of his curse, it was clear he related his physical relief with my scam mumbo-jumbo. I suppose it had been naive to assume he wouldn’t make some type of connection. The curse was particularly nasty and must have caused him much suffering. 
“If it’s such a bargain, how about three hundred—”
Casimir held up his hands in protest, a chuckle rumbling from deep within his chest. “Stop, stop, stop, you shameless lunatic, before I end up owing you the entire Scorched Palace. But if you truly mean to work for me, there’s no time like the present. With the situation at the Tower being what it is, the king has me running in ten directions. I could greatly use your help—you might even find it interesting, seeing as you seem to be a fan of Ghost Flower.”
“You’re the boss, Your Wizardness.” 
Casimir wasn’t kidding. The rest of the day was a whirlwind of frantic dashing from this commander to that official to another administrator. 
It was eye-opening to have this intimate perspective of what it was like to be one of Arcadia’s most powerful mages. For one, it only took a few hours and I was already retracting my suspicions as to why Casimir was so desperate for my presence. There was this intangible social circle drawn by seemingly everyone we encountered, with the foreigner Casimir and me, the fish, clearly on the outside. 
Outcasts. Social pariahs. Even though Casimir probably had the power to dissolve the various Crown staff where they stood, he had none of their respect and all of their fear and blind obedience. Merely trailing in his shadow was enough to prevent a single question as to my purpose in the castle. “King’s dog,” they whispered as they flinched away from his appearance. The turncoat that had willingly betrayed his own country. The foreign spy. 
The other fact was they were all so hopelessly and incomprehensibly stupid. Or maybe they weren’t stupid, not really, but too lazy to put their mental muscles to work and actually do something. It was incredible to me how they were all so busy doing nothing. It was infuriating. I wanted to throttle them where they stood. 
I discovered an odd paradox thriving within the castle walls—everyone was downright lusty to grow their authority and wrap themselves in fancy titles, but none of them wanted actual responsibility. With these people, ignorance and uncertainty were polished into an artform. 
I tuned out somewhere along the way in order to save my brain cells, but this was how the typical conversation went: 
A Scene of Palace Incompetence
Screenplay by Sophia Lombardi
Casimir: [explaining to me that we needed to determine how many elixirs remained in the Crown’s control, which included figuring out whether the Tower had returned the elixirs they had embezzled in the fake-name scheme].

Mr. Thinggummy with some impressive title whose meaning I hadn’t the slightest idea about: Oh, good lord. I mean, greetings, Most High and Potent Lord. 

Casimir: Have we recovered the elixirs the Crown had sent to the Tower yet?

Mr. Thinggummy: That information is not within my remit. 

     Casimir: Meaning? 

     Mr. Thinggummy: I don’t know. 

Casimir: [disheartened sigh] Can you please verify whether we have recovered the elixirs?

Mr. Thinggummy: I do not have access to that information. 

Casimir: I am giving you that access. Find out from whoever does and then report back to me.   

Mr. Thinggummy: I am uncertain who has access to that information. 

Casimir: Then find out who would have access, and then ask them, and then report back to me.

Mr. Thinggummy: I am uncertain who would know who has access. 

It was maddening. I felt like I was well and truly earning each of those two hundred crowns by having to suffer through these circular conversations. I couldn’t tell if the staff was being intentionally obtuse because they didn’t like Casimir, or if they were actually that stupid. Eventually, Casimir resolved the problem on his own by casting a tracking spell and locating the elixirs in a corner of the bestiary. No one knew who had put them there. 
“Why didn’t you just do that in the first place?” I asked Casimir. 
He had gone all stormy by then, probably as chafed as I was by the unnecessary waste of time. “These people are the main support of the Crown. Is it really too much to ask them to do their jobs? Besides, it’s their country. It shouldn’t be like pulling teeth to get them to cooperate.” 
I stood awkwardly next to Casimir as he puttered through the returned elixirs, filtering mana over them to check whether the Tower had interfered with the potions in any manner. 
Elixirs had been elevated to a semi-religious status in my mind, I realized. I had built this entire mythology around them in my head after I had obsessed over them during Gran’s illness. I envisioned them as sparking within their crystalline vials, a vibrant, golden liquid pulsing with life that shone like the sun. That image was so real to me I could picture it as a clear truth in my mind’s eye. 
The real elixirs, just inches from my face, smashed that ill-conceived notion into smithereens. They looked like dirty pond water with bits of chunky sediment clouding the bottoms of the vials. Gran’s toenail growth potion had at least been pretty. Life was like that, I guess.




Chapter 12. 

I already knew Sedrik and Casimir were usually joined at the hip, but it surprised me all the same when Sedrik found us in the bestiary, the frothy drool of some magical creature staining the front of his robes. 
“Sophia!” he said happily upon seeing me at Casimir’s side. “What an unusual jacket! I had been hoping Casimir would be successful in his efforts to recruit you. Am I to assume that you’ll be with us for some time then?”
“Yes,” I lied. 
Sedrik clapped his hands together with glee. “Wonderful, wonderful. I suppose you’ll be needing an office, then. There’s quite a nice vacant one not too far from mine—”
“She’ll be sharing mine,” Casimir interjected. “Why have you come?”
Sedrik eyed me as he answered, “King Solen just met with representatives from the Tower. After much discussion, they agreed to surrender the full ten thousand elixirs this evening. The king is anxious to have them delivered to the outer districts at once, and was wondering whether you could confirm the quality of the Tower’s elixirs? I’ve worked out what I think is a fair lottery system, but I’d like to run that by you, too . . .”
Casimir slid his eyes to me. “I’ll help check the elixirs, but Madame Lombardi is who you want for help with the distribution. I’m sure she can figure it all out with that clever little head of hers in a quarter of an hour.” 
I gaped at them both. I knew the castle staff hadn’t exactly been the pinnacle of administrative competence based upon my observations of the day, but how could they trust me with such an important task?
“I couldn’t possibly,” I objected. “How dare I? What if I made a mistake and ruined the whole thing? King Solen would chop off my head.”
For some reason, that comment had Casimir cackling breathlessly, like wind blowing through dry branches, while Sedrik flushed a strawberry hue right down to his collarbones. 
“He would not!” Sedrik protested hotly. 
“And, my darling protégé, when have you ever not dared?” Casimir wheezed, patting my back soothingly—though I could barely feel it through the thick fur of my hairy coat—as his laughter subsided. “Listen. I don’t know whose voice is living inside you telling you that you can’t, but I’m going to reach inside you and slaughter whatever ghost is convincing you that you are less than you are. Stop doubting yourself.” He pushed me towards Sedrik. “Now be off. Follow Sedrik. I’ll check in on you later.” 
Sedrik offered me his arm as a gentlemanly escort which I politely declined—however, not a minute later, I found myself offering the man my own arm as he struggled to find his footing in the tall dori grass, a straggly kind of weed favored by pegasi. 
“The king doesn’t cut off people’s heads,” he said, strangely fixated on this point. 
“Just because he hasn’t yet doesn’t mean he won’t,” I said, but at the same time, I felt a scratchy sort of raw spot in my mind. Why was I so inexplicably scared that our boy king would lob off my head? 
We reached the smooth marble floors of the main corridor. A spark of mana fluttered to life in Sedrik’s hand. Before I consciously realized what I was doing, I found myself shoving Sedrik, hard, causing the half-formed spell to disperse harmlessly. 
“What were you doing? Were you going to ensorcel me?” I demanded, breathing hard. Even though I had the physical fortitude you would expect from a half-starved non-mage, I held my hands aggressively in front of my body, as if I were going to chop him in the neck if he took a step towards me. 
Sedrik held his hands up from his position against the wall. “Sorry, sorry,” he said, his voice carefully gentle, as if soothing a wild animal. “I noticed your feet were hurting you. I was going to cast a cure to fix that. I should have asked. I’m so sorry. It’s my fault.”
My heart was waffling off-kilter in my chest, almost like it was sticky, as the embers of anxiety swirled within me. I felt like my life was draining from me as wave after roaring wave of terror crashed against me.
Huh. 
So. 
That’s what a panic attack felt like.
Aiden’s morning visit to my apartment with his Tower thugs must have agitated me more than I had realized.
My own response was catching me off-guard. Apparently, I now had spell-related trauma. I was finding it almost impossible to catch my breath—thankfully, Sedrik remained blessedly still while I tried to pull myself together. I knew I was being extreme, especially when you factored in that I could have hijacked any spell Sedrik threw at me, but I couldn’t temper my panic. 
I hadn’t realized how rattled I had truly been since I had been completely fine with Casimir’s magics throughout the day. Perhaps the suddenness of Sedrik’s spell or the fact that I was his intended target had triggered something in a way Casimir had not.
“I accept your apology,” I said, once I had beaten down and bottled up tightly the all-consuming panic. “And I apologize for shoving you. Please don’t cast any spells on me in the future without my consent. The reaction I had to that stun spell the other day has made me overly sensitive.” 
Sedrik looked mortified. “Yes, of course. I’m sorry. I didn’t think you’d notice. But your feet do look like they’ve been hurting you. I can see a bit of blood on your heel already. I’ve been crammed into so many uncomfortable state shoes that I’d rubbed the skin on my feet raw before I developed this spell. I can help you with your pain, if you’ll allow me.”
I still didn’t love the idea of having magic on my body again, but I didn’t know how to say no when Sedrik was being so sincere. I nodded, and a moment later, a lacy web of mana gently embraced my feet. My skin felt the rippling heat of cold ice and then blessed, blessed relief. 
“Thank you,” I said with sincerity. “I cannot tell you the number of times this spell would have saved my life. I wish I had met you sooner.”
“I wish you had, too,” Sedrik said, the tips of his ears flaming red.  
◆◆◆
 
Sedrik’s plan to distribute the elixirs to the outer districts was impressive in both detail and clarity. My opinion of the man had been mistakenly colored by the various times I had seen him bumbling about with some wardrobe calamity, but I was discovering he was quite capable. 
We had taken over a small study adjacent to the king’s own library. I still wasn’t entirely clear what Sedrik’s position actually was, but it was obviously near the top of the chain. 
While Casimir had voiced his strong support of my own talents, I really didn’t have to do much. Regardless, Sedrik seemed to take comfort in having a sounding board for his ideas. 
King Solen had ordered the castle mages to scry which households in the outer districts contained a person suffering from a would-be fatal ailment without the elixir. I hadn’t known such magics existed. Of those names, ten thousand were randomly selected to receive an elixir; in cases where households contained more than one person so inflicted, King Solen donated one of the castle’s limited elixirs to allow the entire household to be healed. 
“You can’t give an elixir to a person with two diseased family members and then make them choose which sibling to save, for example. Such kindness would be the harshest of cruelties,” Sedrik explained. “The Crown depends on the Tower for its supply of elixirs, so we are limited on how much we can spare, but the king thought our limited resources could be maximized this way.”
I shuddered. When I made the demand for a lottery, I had thought it was the optimal method to give the residents of the outer districts a fair and equal chance at obtaining an elixir. I hadn’t intended to force on anyone the inhuman choice of deciding which of their loved ones to save and which to surrender to death. 
“We had the mages pull the names of households where someone is currently in need of an elixir for a number of reasons,” Sedrik said. “First, they have the greatest need. There’s an immediacy to it. Second, we don’t want to support a system that spirals into corruption. Ghost Flower, for better or worse, has given us the chance to put these elixirs into the hands of those that need them. What we don’t want is for families with no immediate need to be tempted to sell the elixir to the highest bidder, yet again shifting the elixirs out of the hands of those in the outer districts.” 
“What happens next?” I asked. 
“The plan is to start privately notifying the selected winners along with sending them a transportation scroll. The scroll will be enchanted to bring the lottery winner along with one other person, in case the intended recipient of the elixir is someone other than the actual lottery winner, to the castle grounds, where the elixir will be administered. This part is a bit heavy-handed, but I believe ultimately necessary for security purposes. If the names of the winners are publicly printed, it paints a massive target on their backs. Desperate people may hold someone hostage, for example, and condition their safe return for the elixir. The same could be true even if the names are kept private—the castle has so many information leaks that we may as well be broadcasting all of our secrets ourselves. It’s been impossible to plug up all the leaks.” 
Well, if the circumstances were even a little different, I would have been the Tower’s spy, and he would have just painstakingly poured out every confidential detail. No wonder palace confidentiality was a nightmare.
Sedrik thrust his head in his hands, collapsing with a hearty sigh. “I’m just concerned that Ghost Flower is going to take issue with the distribution process. He wanted a lottery, which we tried to respect the spirit of in our planning. And we are only keeping the names secret in order to protect the winners, not to cheat anyone. I hope he understands that. We need the wards restored before the next horrors emerge from the Forest.”
I bristled at the “he” assumption while trying to be grateful that he was so far offbase in their suppositions as to my identity. 
“I’m certain Ghost Flower will understand and approve,” I assured him.
Actually, I was more than satisfied. I was stupefied. I was ready to fall to the floor and build a shrine dedicated to our lord and savior Sedrik, and I was so, so thankful for the boy king’s sincerity in working to distribute the elixirs. While the Tower was ready to use us as meat shields against the Forest, at least our monarch cared for our wellbeing in the end. 
Sedrik’s detailed planning was a justified slap to my overstuffed ego. My earlier smugness towards the dumb Crown administrators had been thrown back in my face. My ransom demands as Ghost Flower had been almost criminally short-sighted. I hadn’t envisioned the potential for corruption or the potential of physical harm to the winners. It was understandable that people crushed by the circumstances of their lives would trade away the elixir for anything that would help alleviate their present suffering—I could even empathize, slightly, with the would-be kidnappers, because desperation could drive you to places you’d never have expected to find yourself.
“If it’s this easy, in the end, why hasn’t King Solen ordered this sooner?” I asked. 
“I wonder,” Sedrik said glumly, a non-answer. He distractedly shuffled some papers. “Anyway, do you think it’s a good plan?”
I nodded and then launched into the dizzying infrastructure that would need to be slapped into place to pull it off. “There are a lot of steps here. You’re going to need staff to send out the notifications, not to mention create that many teleportation scrolls. And then, once the winners arrive, you’ll need people directing them where to go and verifying their identities—I wonder if you have a spell for that?—and then personnel to monitor the recipients as they take the elixir, not to mention people on hand to counter any potential adverse reactions . . . oh, and security personnel to make sure they aren’t wandering throughout the castle grounds. It should be assumed there are some unsavory characters mixed in with the recipients . . .” 
I started scribbling down who exactly would be needed to operationalize Sedrik’s plan, while he helpfully fed me the names of various staff. We could do it. We could start notifying the first batch of winners by midday tomorrow, after the first shift of mages cranked out their apportioned teleportation scrolls. In four days, we could have the entirety of the elixirs distributed—all ten thousand. 
Now the only issue was how to communicate the information to Ghost Flower. The situation was such a nonsensical farce. I schemed how to spread the information to the mysterious Ghost Flower, who was in fact myself. But I couldn’t restore the wards until there was some reasonable indication that Ghost Flower would have learned the ransom demand was granted. 
I reminded Sedrik of that point. “But how are you going to tell Ghost Flower that the Crown is now in possession of the elixirs?” I asked. 
Sedrik’s face fell–at least, I think it did. His disguise spells left my impressions of him all streaky and sideways. In all his careful planning, he had overlooked that fact. 
“Oh,” he said. “I had assumed Ghost Flower had a spy in the Tower or the castle and was receiving information that way. But I guess we can’t rely on assumptions. Now, how to send a message to a ghost . . . I don’t suppose your spirits could . . . ?”
No amount of cajoling on this green earth could convince me to assume the mantle of being the spiritualist intermediary between myself and Ghost Flower (also myself). It was asking for King Solen to lob my head off, regardless of Sedrik’s assurances otherwise. 
“No,” I said. “My spirits and I have gotten into quite an argument and aren’t on speaking terms right now.”
“Ah. Of course. Yes, of course that could happen. I’m sure the spirits are quite temperamental. Keep your chin up and don’t take it to heart.” 
Sedrik and Casimir had to know the spirits were fake, right? They had to. But I wasn’t certain, as Sedrik kept giving me careful glances filled with pity, the way you might after someone’s had a traumatic breakup. At least, I think he did. 
“Maybe Casimir will have an idea,” I said. 
I leafed through the papers on the table while Sedrik scratched out orders to various people I didn’t know for tomorrow’s endeavor. When each order was finished, the paper would disappear with a sharp jerk, sent to whomever was its intended target. 
I hadn’t realized there was such an easy mail delivery spell. Aiden had always mailed his letters, same as me, but maybe that was a holdover from his non-mage upbringing. If the investigators were paying attention, hadn’t I outed myself as a non-mage by posting the letters to the press? How had the Crown and Tower overlooked that vital clue? And I had been so proud of my letters, so certain they couldn’t be traced back to me. I was mortified. Today had been so humbling. I really thought I had been so clever this entire time!
I chewed at my finger. I would need to restore the wards tonight, but I had no idea with what excuse I could use to extract myself from this current predicament and make my way to the Tower. Ugh, so much effort when I wasn’t even the beneficiary of any of it. Next time, I was going to be greedy. My next wallop against the Tower was going to be for me, myself, and I.
It was almost refreshing to see Casimir’s foxlike face by the time he returned, even though he was looking a little worse for wear. He threw himself in the chair at my side. 
“Well,” he said moodily. “The elixirs are all there. But I might be persona-non-grata at the Tower for the time being.” 
Sedrik laughed. “So it’s business as usual?”
Casimir quietly smoldered. “I may have blown one or two of them up. But I fixed it, so it’s okay.” 
I gulped. I wasn’t so sure I wanted to know how he fixed it. 
Casimir suddenly bolted to his feet as if the room could no longer contain him. “I can’t stand it anymore. Tell your King Solen that his humble servant is working his fingers to the bone. I shall check to see if the wards have been restored as promised, and then I am done for the evening. Sophia, come on. Let’s go.” 
My stomach squeezed. Many people in my life had called me “Sophia” when they weren’t busy calling me “hey you” and the like. As they should have, since it was my name. But, to my recollection, this was the first time Casimir had called me by my name. 
Did I like it? I didn’t know. I was filled with conflicting emotions, as if I had just struck a winning deal, but that that deal was with the devil. I had won, but somehow also lost. 
Regardless, I was thankful for Casimir’s timely intercession, which now gave me the perfect cover to inch my way over to the Tower. 
“There isn’t going to be an issue?” I asked. “Since you just blew up two Tower mages?”
Casimir merely snorted. I didn’t know how to interpret that. 
The streets were nearly dead. With the wards down, the Forest felt somehow closer, its danger more pressing and imminent. Even with the distance from the outer districts, people were disinclined to take the risk of being under open sky with the wards down. 
“Well, my young associate,” Casimir half-sang, even though we had to be nearly the same age. “You’ve made it through your first day. Any thoughts you’d care to share? Anything surprise you?”
“King Solen,” I said honestly, thinking of his seemingly genuine concern for his subjects. 
Casimir whistled. “Wow. So he told you already? I thought he might.”
What? Who told me what? About who?
“Yeah, it was a shock,” I said noncommittally as I tried to figure out what the wizard had meant. 
“He must like you a lot. Sedrik almost never reveals himself.” 
I staggered. “Sedrik?” I said, aghast. “Are you telling me that Sedrik is King Solen?” I quickly wrapped my hands around my neck, vividly picturing the flesh separating. Beheaded. I was certain to be beheaded. I thought of all my irreverent actions against the boy king—I had whacked him, shoved him, lectured him. Oh, god. I was dead. This was the end to my short-lived stint as a master criminal. 
Casimir looked at me askance. “Sedrik didn’t
tell you? But then what did you find so surprising?”
I ignored his question, too lost in imagining my impending execution. It explained that web-like sheath of enchantments meant to disguise and confuse, his closeness with “the king’s dog.” I squeezed my own neck a bit tighter. 
My new boss chuckled and pried my fingers from my own throat. “Please don’t do that. I happen to like that neck too much for it to be injured. I won’t tell Solen if you don’t.”
I nodded weakly. 
How dare I for a second have looked down on a single member of the Crown’s staff. I was the biggest fool of them all. I was the one who knew nothing.




Chapter 13. 

Casimir guided me to one of the Crown’s rooftop gardens which offered an unobstructed view of the Tower. The greenery mage in charge of the small garden had applied a deft master’s touch to the twisting trees and winding vines. The garden’s air was heavily scented with the heady spice of kesmime blossoms. The fragrant flowers glittered with gossamer-fine mana, singing enticingly of adventures in warm sand under clear skies. I knew that if I leaned into their whisperings even a little, I would fall under their enchantment.  
As I settled onto a bench next to Casimir, I wondered if mages felt time differently. With the passing of the fall equinox, the world had begun preparing itself for winter’s slumber. In the outer districts, the foliage was now wrapping itself in an autumn mantle of gold and grey, shedding the vibrant greens of summer in face of the chill of winter. But there was no fingerprint of autumn upon this enchanted garden. Here, the vegetation would retain the deep verdure of uncut emeralds, untouched by the passing seasons.   
“The wards still aren’t up,” Casimir said after a minute. “I thought Ghost Flower had promised to restore the wards if its demands were met. Has there been some issue?”
“Maybe Ghost Flower hasn’t realized the Crown is now in possession of the elixirs. How have you passed along the message? Are you in secret communication with that criminal?” 
Casimir brushed off a leaf from his sleeve, his graceful fingers trailing the fabric. A subtle dusting of pink colored his cheeks. “No, much to my disappointment. What an embarrassment. We’ve forgotten the most crucial step.” 
Casimir clamored to his feet and thrust his hand at the darkened sky over the palace, while mana crackled in his palm like gathered starlight. He cut through the air with his finger, slicing immense words in gleaming light over King Solen’s castle: “The Crown has the elixirs.” 
Casimir’s spellcasting was as strange and foreign as the man himself. Each mage casts magic with a certain flavor to it, yet all the mages belonging to Arcadia’s Tower had some underlying commonality. Casimir’s was different, in a way that was hard to put into words. Heavily accented, maybe? If the spellcasting of Arcadia’s mages was like different variations of coffee—some flavored with hazelnut, some with dollops of steamed milk, some with milky ice, et cetera—Casimir’s was like green tea. Still a beverage, but fundamentally different from Arcadia’s magics. I pondered whether this was because his magic reflected his Ilyrian upbringing, or whether there was something essentially different about the man himself.  
While Casimir inscribed the starlit message in the sky, I remained seated on the bench, swinging my tired feet. The subterfuge was getting exhausting. I was trying to mentally calculate what would be a reasonable time for Ghost Flower to “discover” Casimir’s message and restore the wards without giving myself away. I was bone tired, weariness snaking through my very core, stabbing into me with a viper’s poison. I didn’t want to waste any more time dithering away in this enchanted garden. I wanted to go home and snuggle with Gurgle. It was time to act.
“I don’t exactly understand what Ghost Flower is supposed to be doing. Are they going to recast the wards from scratch? Doesn’t that take all twelve members of the Council? Is Ghost Flower mightier than the entire Council?” I asked.
Casimir returned his attention to studying the air around the Tower as he answered my question. “This may shock you, but there are many things in this world mightier than the Tower’s precious Council. And regarding your question, it remains to be seen. If Ghost Flower is precise in its wording, it promised to ‘restore’ the wards, implying it is going to somehow cure the Council’s original failed casting rather than attempt the casting from scratch.”
I needed to distract his attention away from examining the Tower while I pulled back my mana from the paused wards—I didn’t want somehow to leave some magical tell that Casimir would discover in his intense scrutiny to later use to identify me. 
“Are you mightier than the entire Council?” I asked. 
The wizard whirled at me, scathing revulsion oozing from every line of his figure. “As if that wasn’t obvious! Did you really think that that gaggle of pompous fools could hold a candle to me? Never in my life have I been so embarrassed! To be questioned against the likes of them. Don’t you realize how great and powerful your boss is? I’m the wielder of the quiet light, holder of the eternal flame, protector of the realms of Chéçs-cloydth. I have crossed through the dolmen, fought alongside the Hermit and the Hierophant, and slain the wyvren Atraxis. The secret servant of the seventh light has bowed before me. Meanwhile, those bumbling idiots at the Tower can’t even push back a monster wave.” 
While Casimir lost himself in a tirade espousing his great and powerful feats–all gobbledygook to me; I had no clue what any of his boasting meant–I quietly reached into the inert ward and extracted my mana. Above us, the wards breathed into life, humming promises of safety. 
Casimir still hadn’t noticed that the wards had been restored. It seemed as though I had struck a nerve, my question a transgression against his sensibilities. He was working himself into a frenzy as he launched into a complicated tale meant to demonstrate how mighty he was as compared to the dinky Tower mages. 
I pointed at the sky while he rambled at me. “Wards are up,” I said. 
Casimir snapped his head to see the shadow of the wards now circling the Tower. He let out an exasperated whine of frustration, devastated to have missed their restoration. Without so much as a by-your-leave, he twisted his wrist at me, and the familiar lighting crack of his teleportation spell had me landing on my bed a moment later. 
◆◆◆
 
Casimir hadn’t said what time I needed to return the next day—actually, there were quite a few details about my employment that remained big question marks—but I decided to err on the side of caution and arrived at the castle while the sun still hung low in the sky, hugging the horizon. 
Oh, alright. I was nosy. It had nothing to do with leaving a good impression or even wanting to see my psycho boss again—I was salivating to see the Crown’s progress in distributing the elixirs. Besides, I didn’t want to be at home in case Aiden and his Tower goons came looking for me. I couldn’t decide what would be worse—Aiden with his Tower goons, or just Aiden without the tempering presence of his cronies.
I had opted for normal clothes of modest black cotton today. To be honest, I had nearly sweltered to death under the thickness of that monstrous, hairy coat, and those tacky orange boots had done a number on my innocent toes. The castle guards let me pass without further questioning after I showed the crumpled I.O.U. The palace workers seemed criminally unwilling to interfere in any matter related to Casimir—perhaps owing to the fact he had apparently blown up two Tower mages yesterday.
The castle had been transformed overnight into a hive of milling bees. A cloudy haze of mana burnout hovered in the air, a metallic fog resulting from the quick creation of the army of teleportation scrolls. Sedrik—that is, King Solen—was in rapt discussion with one of the castle administrators. Our eyes met across the path, and I bent forward in an awkward genuflection before fleeing to the relative safety of the Scorched Palace. 
There was no answer at the front entrance, but I wasn’t about to remain deposited on the doorstep like an unwanted package. The coppery scent from the teleportation scrolls was making me a bit queasy, and I hoped to find respite from the strong smell inside. After the front door refused to open, locked by a host of spells that I couldn’t hijack without drawing attention to myself, I located a window on the second story that was inexplicably free of all magics. I could enter it easily without having to break any enchantments. 
As I’ve said, growing up alongside the Forest made you scrappy. I scrambled up the side of the building, searching for purchase in the crumbling mortar before reaching the unsecured window. The glass obligingly slid open beneath my prying hands, and I tumbled inside with a clattering thump. Unfortunately, the second I made contact with the floor, I triggered a boobytrap scented with Casimir’s strange and wild magics. Before I could blink, the breath was crushed from my chest and I was dangling like a limp ragdoll from a web of confining mana. 
I supposed it had been ignorant to assume I could easily break into the abode of one of the kingdom’s top mages, but that acknowledgment did little to stifle my frustration. How long would I have to dangle here before Casimir returned to release me? It was infuriating and frankly embarrassing. Yes, I had placed myself in this mortifying position on my own, but now I couldn’t even free myself from the trap’s uncomfortable clutches without risking exposure. 
“You annoying git!” I hollered against Casimir, rather unfairly. It was an unprovoked complaint, but I was feeling ungracious as I swayed precariously in the mana webbing. 
The soft rustling of fabric sounded, drawing my attention to the room currently serving as my prison. 
It was Casimir’s bedroom. Of course it was Casimir’s bedroom. My fate seemed to be poisonously entangled with the foreign wizard’s. He was like a bad penny, continually appearing unlooked for and unannounced. 
“Do my ears deceive, or was that the dulcet voice of my esteemed young associate?” he said groggily. 
I thrashed uselessly against my restraints as he sat up, wiping the sleep from his eyes. His bedhead was truly impressive—blonde hair fanning into a deranged pineapple-like crown. His pajamas, a luxurious silk the color of spilled wine, had fallen to one side, allowing the curve of his collar bone to wink at me coyly.  
“Do my eyes deceive me? There is no way Sophia Lombardi, the very same person who once said, and I quote, ‘gentlemen wait to be invited before entering a person’s room,’ could have broken into my house like a would-be assassin while I slumbered.”
“I’ve never claimed to be a gentleman, and I’m not an assassin. You must be getting old if your ears and eyes are failing you, Your Illustrious and Grand Wizardness, holder of the candle and protector of cheesecloth.” 
“It’s ‘holder of the eternal flame’ and ‘protector of the realms of Chéçs-cloydth,’ you impossible creature.” He crooked his finger in my direction, and the mana webbing unfurled from me like blooming petals. “I should have left you there all day. It would serve you right. Now, are you going to tell me why you’ve decided to accost me at this ungodly hour, or would you like me to guess?”
I rubbed at my arm, still feeling phantom pressure from the restriction spell. “Don’t be grumpy at me. You shouldn’t leave your window open if you aren’t expecting guests.” 
“Ah, of course. Clearly, this home invasion was my fault.” He sank back into his sheets. “Now that that’s sorted, go away.”
“Don’t you need my help? Isn’t it going to be busy with the elixir distribution?”
Casimir threw a dramatic arm across his eyes, as if to block out my existence. “No. We aren’t helping with that. In fact, you are forbidden from helping with that. Step so much as a toe in that direction and I’ll tell Solen you’ve learned about his true identity.” 
Casimir, the great and powerful, was sulking like a spoiled child. I hadn’t the slightest idea as to why, but he seemed sincere in avoiding becoming tangled up in the elixir distributions. 
“What do you want me to do, then?” I asked. 
He groaned as if I were causing him physical injury. “Don’t press me with all these questions. You and your ceaseless questions. Leave me be. The darkness has returned and it’s taking all of my energy to fight it. Go off and find some way to entertain yourself and do it quietly. No. More. Questions.” 
I cast a scrutinizing glance at his mana root, but uncovered no irregularities. Nothing indicated that the parasitic spell had returned. This man-child was kicking up histrionics for no good reason. If I’d intended to keep this job for any length of time, I would have soothingly comforted the big baby. But I wasn’t his therapist, and I wasn’t intending to stick around. 
“Understood,” I said, tiptoeing to the door I hoped led to the hallway, and not to some inexplicable wizard abyss or what have you. I sneakily peeked around the wizard’s bedroom, but there wasn’t much to see. The room featured a lavish, towering bed of oak, an ornate mirror dripping with magics, several imposing bookcases lined neatly with books and . . . and that was it. It was as if this man were living in a hotel, a guest in his own home. The room lacked even the slightest impression of personality. 
Upon leaving, I couldn’t decide whether Casimir had fiddled with the layout of the Scorched Palace or the original designers had been lunatics. The floorplan was nonsensical and impossible. I had to climb up
three creaky staircases to reach the kitchen—which was located on the first floor. The same door opened to ten different rooms, seemingly at random. It was possible to get lost merely by standing still. 
Even worse, the house was clearly meant for magic users. I had intended to make a pot of tea once I reached the kitchen, but the sparse room was beyond my understanding. It lacked anything that would typically serve to identify itself as a kitchen—food storage, an oven, and the like. Instead, a large cauldron carved from a solid block of black obsidian was placed prominently in the center of the room, its ancient surface inscribed with enchantments of conjuring. The sheer stink of mana was enough to almost knock me off my feet. I had never encountered anything of such strength and purity before—the cauldron had the same weight to it as the Tower’s ancient magics, but crammed into a fraction of the space. 
The cauldron must have been a national treasure. As far as I could gather from the winding inscriptions, its powers could be triggered by a simple incantation—but an incantation well out of reach for my scrawny mana root. Once activated, the cauldron would produce a feast of plenty. Herein lay a new limit to my hijacking talents: I could destroy or disable the cauldron’s magics, but no matter how I interfered with its mana channel, I would not be able to unlock its awesome powers for myself. 
Thirst had rendered my throat scratchy and my mouth gluey, but I was unable to find a single drop of liquid despite the myriad of corners and cabinets I had poked my nose into. Finally, with a sad yet determined desperation, I located the bath. I said a fervent prayer to the powers, old and new, and implored that the washroom would have the mechanics that would allow me, the non-mage, to access water. 
Feeling sorry for myself as my dry tongue flopped in my mouth, I grumbled that I wasn’t even asking for a lot. I just wanted water. Blessedly, when I waved my hands over the cool tile of the shower, the spell controlling the water supply activated. Warm water rained down onto my waiting hands. 
Pathetic, I thought, appeasing my scorching thirst with the warm shower water as the droplets stained my sleeves. I did not belong in this place, where I couldn’t even have a cup of water or pot of tea like a normal person. 
What was I even doing here? The Tower had caved into my ransom demand, and I had restored the wards. Even as I stood here, dripping in lukewarm water, the elixirs were making their way into the hands of my fellow non-mages. I had no reason to hover close to the Tower to oversee the situation. All that remained now was to deal with Aiden and his goons.
Adding to my long list of character flaws, this was one of them—I never paused to think of the bigger picture clearly. So often was I forced into reacting to a situation happening to me that I was jumping from one impulsive decision to the next. I was trying to style myself as an emerging criminal mastermind. It made zero sense that I was now trapped in a broken-down palace with the only archmage on the continent.
A solution bloomed in my mind, so obvious that for a moment I could only marvel at the sheer beauty of it. I giggled, finally seeing how to extract myself from this absurd situation. Aiden and his loser associates had based their demand on Casimir’s desire to hire me, meaning it all hinged on Casimir’s interest in keeping me around. All I had to do to free myself was to crush that interest into smithereens. 
I had to make Casimir fire me.




Chapter 14. 

The vast majority of my life had been spent scraping and bowing, humbling myself and prostrating myself in order to hold onto any opportunity that came my way. Despite my checkered array of previous jobs, I had not yet sought to be intentionally fired. I found the idea perversely appealing, a sort of delayed retribution against every single jerk employer that had ever made me feel less than myself. 
Plan decided, I marched back to Casimir’s room, intending to use his childlike moodiness to my advantage. 
After the third attempt, the door helpfully opened to the correct room, and I found myself stepping into Casimir’s sparse bedchamber for a second time. Casimir remained a temperamental lump under his coverlet. 
“Ah ha herm hem.” I cleared my throat noisily, sounding like pots falling down the stairs. 
Casimir groaned in protest. “My god, woman. What ails you now?”
“It’s occurred to me that we’ve never discussed the terms of my employment and what my tasks entail,” I said. “I have some demands, provisos, and stipulations before we progress any further in our employer-employee relationship.” 
“Save it for later. I am in no mood for discussion. Leave me.”
Music to my ears. “I understand. I will interpret this as your rescission of my job offer. Thank you for everything. Please send my outstanding wages to my address at your earliest convenience.” I bowed and turned towards the window. The accursed security spells still had the Scorched Palace tied up tight, so I would have to leave the way I had entered, via window.
I thrust my leg out the window—so close to freedom that I could taste it—when a firm hand wrapped around my waist, preventing me from sliding further out. I hadn’t heard Casimir move from the bed, but he was suddenly looming next to me. 
“Are you acting out because I’ve neglected you, my darling?” he complained, his voice a silky whisper. 
I shook off his hand while retracting my leg from the windowsill. “You clearly have no use for me here, so I would prefer to spend my time elsewhere.” 
“But I do. I have great need of you here. You must forgive me, but today I am overwhelmed with the curse of darkness and struggling to think. Please turn your considerable brain towards something other than vexing me today. I cannot stand it.” He sagged against me. The smoldering embers of his eyes were dim, and he’d shaved a few inches from his height by curling his body inwards on itself. He was doing his best to attempt looking weak and pathetic. 
“Nonsense,” I said, putting an end to his dramatics. I put a finger to his chest, pushing him away. “There’s no darkness upon you. You’re simply making yourself unhealthy and mentally unwell by shutting yourself up in this dark and gloomy room without eating, when you should be out there helping King Solen with the elixirs. Stop being such a dramatist!” 
Casimir stared at me, shock wiping the emotion from his face. “Dramatic? Me?” he sputtered. 
“Unquestionably,” I said savagely, wondering how rude I would have to be before he fired me. 
He collapsed against the wall, head drooping forward, the picture of a tragic hero. “You don’t know how I suffer. There’s a curse of darkness upon me. You’ve felt it.” 
Should I smother this faker in honey again? “Yes, I have. And I’m telling you it’s not there now. You’re just feeling depressed or bored. I don’t know. But it’s not because of a curse. At least it’s not at this moment.” 
“I’m not depressed,” he snapped. “Why would I be depressed? I’m the greatest and most powerful mage in all of Arcadia.”
I didn’t have the energy to explain that that was not how depression worked. I was getting tired of being yanked around by his mood swings. My own demons were hard enough to handle, thank you very much.
“Good for you,” I said. “Then there’s clearly no problem, since such a great and powerful mage would never dream of moping about his room like a wet sock, especially when he’s neither afflicted nor depressed.” I pushed him towards the door. “I’m starved and dying of thirst, and your house hates non-mages. There isn’t a speck of anything I can eat, so unless you want me climbing out of your window again, either use your stupendous power to turn on the cauldron so I can have breakfast or let me be about my way.”  
“You impossible creature!” Casimir grumbled in outrage, yet he quite easily allowed himself to be pushed from the room. 
I asked Casimir about the palace’s odd architecture as we made our way to the kitchen. He explained morosely that the Scorched Palace had not been repaired after it was half-destroyed by fire. I wondered why the great and powerful mages didn’t simply magic the burned palace back together and guessed some dark secret was to blame. Casimir had reordered the rooms so that only those not damaged in the conflagration were accessible, but the rooms didn’t always stay where he had put them. 
In the kitchen, Casimir only needed to press his thumb against the cauldron’s edge to activate the magics. The black surface of the cauldron simmered and frothed as if it were liquid before it belched out two plates of food and wonky, lopsided spoons. “Would you rather the carrots or the, um, I think this might be pickled sweet potato?”
I eyed the plates. Indeed, one featured a gooey clump of mashed carrots in a white cream sauce, while the other had slices of pickled something. “Is this the cuisine of Ilyria?” I asked Casimir delicately. It looked alarmingly orange and revolting.
His eyes flickered with an inscrutable emotion. “No, of course not. This artifact is somewhat temperamental, so we are reduced to humoring its whims.”
My jaw dropped. Casimir—the man who could so casually rattle off a handful of legendary creatures he had smote (smote? smited? smitten?)—was being pushed around by a glorified cooking pot. 
“This is ridiculous,” I muttered. I picked up one of the misshapen spoons and whacked the cauldron, ordering it to behave. 
“What are you doing?” Casimir asked, bewildered. 
“Percussive maintenance,” I said. The tinny sound of the metal spoon cried throughout the chamber. Thwack. Thwack. Thwack. I gave the Cauldron another solid whack for good measure, causing one of the inscriptions to spark. I was panting slightly from the thrashing when I told Casimir to try conjuring a proper breakfast once more. 
Eyeing the now-bent spoon nervously, Casimir activated the cauldron a second time, which obligingly conjured a hearty plate of waffles slathered in glorious slabs of butter and strawberry jam, three crocks of coffee, and a plate of exotic fruits.
“I knew I was right to bring you in,” Casimir chuckled. He seemed to be coming out of his morose mood, despite himself. 
“Which brings me to my next point,” I said between bites of waffle. “My conditions: You are never to cast upon me any spell, hex, incantation, charm, enchantment, jinx, curse, or any other similar invocation of your mana—nor are you to knowingly cause me to be placed into circumstances where I could be the target of, or trigger, such magics—without my express permission.”
“Alright,” he agreed. “And further I apologize. I did not realize this was so objectionable to you.”
I ogled him in disbelief. 
“You could have said something earlier,” he said, ruffled. “I’m not some beast. I would have listened.”
I blinked, trying to scrape together the words to counter his ridiculous statement—people shouldn’t have to ask in order to be respected—while the other side of my mind questioned why I hadn’t objected earlier. Sedrik’s attempted magic had me nearly crawling out of my skin. What made the rules different for Casimir? It was prickly and uncomfortable so I threw that half-thought aside. I needed to focus all my mental energies on the critical task at hand: getting successfully fired.
I racked my brain for conditions so favorable to me or burdensome to him that he would be too exasperated not to fire me. I rattled off a laundry list of demands. “I am only available four days each week, and I require one paid week off each month. I also refuse to work on any day that it’s raining, or on days when it’s too sunny or too humid. I also cannot stand working on any task requiring me to be in close proximity with anyone with a name starting with the letter ‘J,’ for obvious reasons. Also, I require a title as befits my tasks. You may select one from the following: Grandmaster of the Twinning Valley, High Lord of the Forgotten Path, Seneschal of the Sacred Flame, Majordomo to the Wizard of the Crown, or Great Officer of the Citadel of Ivory Bones.”
Casimir gave me an owlish look, his eyes wide and round beneath his mop of sleep-mussed hair. Perhaps he was calculating the five hundred ways he could dissolve me. Finally, he said, “Pray tell, what exactly is the ‘twinning valley,’ ‘the forgotten path,’ or any else of that nonsense?”
I shrugged flippantly. “I made it up. Doesn’t it sound impressive? Besides, everyone between here and the Tower has some fancy name that no one knows what it means. No one really cares about the meaning. They just want some convenient label so they know how to properly sort you into place in society. You’ll see. Appoint me Great Officer of the Citadel of Ivory Bones, and I guarantee no one will even question it.”  
His lips puckered into a sour wrinkle, but he didn’t press the point. “You sure know how to make outrageous demands. You’ve learned a thing or two from Ghost Flower.”
I threaded my fingers together, placed my clasped hands on the table before me, and waited. The Beetle had taught me this tactic. In negotiations, silence was your friend. You let the awkward silence hang thickly in the air until your counterparty broke. It was a shameless game of nerves, but I was quite content for the two of us to stew in this uneasy stillness while Casimir floundered. This had to be enough, right? No sane person would agree to my nonsensical terms.
Casimir leaned forward, flopping heavily against the table. He glanced up at me, eyes twinkling with mischief. “Alright, Sophia Lombardi, herein known as the Great Officer of the Citadel of Ivory Bones. I agree that you may work twelve days per month and receive forty-eight days paid vacation per annum; that you will not be required to attend to me on days that are unduly sunny, rainy, or humid; that you will not so much as have to look at anyone with the name starting with ‘J’; and I promise to cast no magics upon you without your permission. I accept your terms.”
I smiled tartly. This was just my luck. I couldn’t be fired from the only job I never wanted. It defied all logic. Was Casimir a pushover? A sadist? Who on earth would agree to such exploitative terms? Particularly when he hadn’t had a single proper assignment for me to do—why on earth was this man trying to keep me stuck at his side?
Casimir’s obstinate refusal to fire me left me with two choices: chaos or violence. I chose both. 
After breakfast, Casimir crawled back to his bedroom, shutting the door behind him with a firm click and a flourish of swirling mana. He had yet to assign me any tasks, so I exploited the free range his lack of direction had given me. 
Cackling as I made my way to the library, I decided to go for the jugular. There could hardly be anything so precious as books to the great mages, and Casimir seemed to fit that mold. Indeed, the library was walled with towering shelves of books as ostentatious as their owner. The spines were decorated with ornamentations of gold and embellished with glowing mana stones.
I wasn’t so evil as to damage the books, but I attacked the very thing that made the library so peaceful: its pristine order. Soon, precarious stacks of books littered the floor as I cleared out each shelf. I was awash in a sea of magical volumes, tripping and stumbling over myself as I labored. Painstakingly, I implemented my own useless method of organization, rearranging the volumes by alphabetized alphabetical order according to the last letter of the first name, mentally recording the titles of the interesting volumes in case an opportunity to steal them later presented itself. 
I lost track of time in the mindless reshuffling of books, falling almost into a trance. As I worked, I pondered over Casimir’s reluctance to aid with the elixirs, wondering if it had anything to do with his despondent moodiness. Did he not want to help with the distribution because he was depressed, or was there something about the distribution that was making him depressed? My heart fluttered uncomfortably as I stumbled into the answer. It didn’t matter if Casimir wanted to help, I realized. He couldn’t, not without tainting the Crown’s role. 
Casimir had an uneasy position in Arcadia. His Ilyrian roots were a blemish that Arcadian society was unwilling to forgive. Suspicion stalked his footsteps, wary eyes watching his every move. The fact that Casimir had willingly sacrificed his life in Ilyria and had protected Arcadia ever since bore no weight against the prejudices against him. With no evidence, the Tower was already building up a case to frame him as Ghost Flower. 
The Tower’s reputation had taken critical hit after critical hit in their exchanges with Ghost Flower: first, they were unable to lay down the wards; next, they reinforced the notions of their fading grandeur by failing to cast the wards a second time, splattering half of the capital in purple; then, they put their penchant for greediness and deceit on full display by not only embezzling from the Crown but also faking the distribution of the elixirs; and finally, the grand crescendo, their actions triggered Ghost Flower to rip down the existing wards, which the Tower had neither prevented nor mitigated.
In contrast, the Crown was emerging as the hero of the story. His Magesty King Solen had responded in good faith and was prioritizing the safety of the citizens over his personal glory and pride. He managed to assert control over the misbehaving Tower, using his acquiescence to Ghost Flower’s demands as a chance to reassert the Crown’s authority. The handling of the elixir distribution was an important moment to reassure the citizens of the Crown’s ability to protect the people of Arcadia. 
Casimir’s presence would only cause the recipients to turn their misgivings towards the Crown, to imprint their distrust of Casimir upon the king. People might even begin to question whether the Crown had come off a little too well in the exchanges with Ghost Flower; that perhaps Ghost Flower was a Crown operative, and perhaps that operative was Casimir. I wondered whether Solen had told him to remain out of the spotlight for the day, or if Casimir himself had realized his precarious standing and chosen to lock himself away in his gloomy room as the elixirs were being distributed. 
Casimir turned up some time later, his hair still damp from the bath. He had exchanged his pajamas for a silvery blue shirt with lace all up and down the front and flowing pants of the same material. Folds of soft fabric shimmered in the light as he sauntered toward me. 
“I was wondering what task you would set for yourself. Care to explain why you have thrown yourself against my poor books?”
I brushed my hands together. “Just tidying up. You’ll find I’ve organized them.”
He plucked several books from the shelf, studying their spines. “Please enlighten me as to how ‘Rodmila Davenport’ would be located next to ‘Kerch Zeronis.’” 
“It’s by alphabetized alphabetical order, according to the last letter of the first name.” 
“Putting aside the logic in using the last letter of the first name, did you say alphabetized alphabetical order?” 
I nodded, reciting, “A, H, R, B, Q, D, W, E, F—”
“Stop, stop, stop. Explain it in a way a regular human can understand.”
“It’s organized by the alphabet, but the alphabet that has been alphabetized phonetically. Ay, ach, are, bee, cue, dee, double yoo, ee, ef . . . Don’t worry. I understand. I have displeased you with my organizational system. You are left with no choice but to sever my employment for this disgrace.”
Casimir looked at me as if I had suddenly sprouted turquoise wings, before delighted laughter burst from his lips. He ruffled my hair as he fawned, “Good, good, I love it. This will make it so much harder for any prying eyes to snoop around in my library. I’m impressed. Genius, simply genius. It would be unconscionable to fire the owner of such a brain. How I wish I could get inside your head and poke around.”
“Please don’t,” I said, flushing from the unexpected contact as he continued to pat my head.
“I won’t disturb you any further. Call my name if you need anything.” Casimir chuckled. He was so inexplicably happy that he was very nearly purring. “Excellent, excellent,” he muttered lowly to himself. 
Mistakes were made. I had only gotten through five letters in the hours I had been at work. Casimir’s collection was vast. This was going to take days . . . . Although . . . it would have taken days if I had actually wanted to keep this job, but I didn’t. I could just stop now and let Casimir fire me over it. 
I walked away, giggling to myself as I carefully closed the door on towering stacks of forlorn and neglected books.
I had to kick the door sharply before it finally behaved and granted entrance to the room in the Scorched Palace that Casimir had first brought me to: the herbal room where he had treated my reaction to the stun spell. The room was cold and clinical, with a veiny grey stone floor threaded with white and crisp plastered walls. Alongside the far wall, hundreds of glass containers were filled with various bits of plant. The air was pleasantly perfumed with fragrant herbs.
The chaos of the library had failed to faze Casimir. Clearly, destruction was necessary. I would so kindly “help” Casimir by mincing his spices into pieces. I skulked towards the carefully jarred herbs, ready to unleash violence. The cork stoppers of the jars were each marked with a suspension spell. The spell fell apart as I wrenched free each lid. While the cantrip was in effect, the fresh herbs would remain untouched by time, suspended in a state preserving them as vibrant as the moment they were first harvested. 
I hunted through the room for any sort of instrumentation, vaguely remembering Casimir using a mortar and pestle during my last visit. Despite searching thoroughly, I failed to discover where the instruments had been secreted away. I emptied a glass jar, tipping the contents into my hand, and chucked the container sharply at the wall. The jar broke into sharp, jagged fragments as it collided against the plaster. Selecting a finger-sized piece, I scraped its rough edge against the hem of my shirt, cutting off a strip of fabric. I wrapped the fabric around a portion of the glass fragment as a makeshift handle and then went to work slicing and dicing up herbs. 
I examined the extensive collection but did not recognize any of the plants. I was by no means an herbal expert, but Magda had taught me my way around the standard, garden-variety kind. Unlike the plants I was familiar with, Casimir’s collection consisted of fantastical and impossible-looking specimens.
My first victim was a rubbery, broad-leafed herb that emitted the faint, salty smell of the sea. I pressed my newly made glass knife against its green flesh, dicing the plant into uneven pieces before cramming it back into its jar. The counter was lined with streaks of milky plant juice by the time I had finished. It was fun at first, the reckless kind of mindless enjoyment that accompanied destruction, but the initial thrill had dimmed by the twentieth jar or so. Still, I persisted, butchering herb after herb into useless, mismatched slivers. 
By the fiftieth jar, I realized one of the herbs had been poisonous. The tips of my fingers prickled and burned; upon closer examination, my skin had been porcupined with nearly invisible stinging barbs. I tried to stubbornly ignore the pain, as if it would not exist if I failed to acknowledge it, but my fingers continued to swell, my skin pulling taut and red. By the time it had reached a state that could no longer be disregarded, it was too late. 
Thinking perhaps the beewoman’s honey would provide a smidge of relief, I attempted to open the jar, but by then, I was unable to bend my fingers. The finger entrapped in Aiden’s ring had turned a truly alarming shade of thistle purple, and I thought I might lose the digit. I whimpered, wondering if I had perhaps bitten off more than I could chew, and whether that evil wizard’s plant was starting to dissolve my flesh. 
Glumly, through the jaw-clenching pain, I felt the dull glow of victory. 
Casimir would have to fire me after this. 
Dark tendrils of crimson began snaking up my arm, searing my flesh. The poison had begun to spread. I was half-dumb by the sheer pain of it. In my stupor, it seemed like an excellent idea to poke a hole in my engorged flesh to release the pressure of the poisoned blood. I fiddled with the glass shard, unable to clutch it properly with my disabled fingers, but finally succeeded in wedging just between the wall and counter. Lifting my arm in the air, I brought it down sharply over the glass, intending to impale myself. 
Casimir roughly caught my wrist before glass and skin collided. 
“You harebrained, stubborn fool,” he chastised, quickly taking stock of the situation. “I’m sure you have a very compelling reason for dosing your hands in hellfire venom, but for now let’s save your fingers before you lose them. I’m going to have to inject some mana into your hands in order to save them, okay?”
I nodded meekly. 
Muttering darkly, Casimir squeezed and prodded at my fingers. Thick violet drops welled from my skin, steaming tendrils of lilac smoke as the drops slipped from my skin onto the floor below. I had thought Casimir was speaking words of enchantment, but as the pain receded, I was able to distinguish part of his rant, “this illogical, impossible creature.” 
“Yes, yes, I understand,” I said. 
Casimir continued his ministrations, delicately removing the venomous barbs with needle-like accuracy. “I find myself almost scared to ask this, you raving lunatic, but what do you think you understand?”
“I have disappointed you and destroyed your trust. It is only right that you no longer require my services.”
“No,” he said. 
“I would feel too embarrassed to inflict my incompetence upon you for any longer. I will never forget your kind care and attention,” I said.
“No,” he repeated. 
My fingers had almost returned to their proper size and color, except for my fingertips which had been dyed a lurid green during my herbal massacre. Taking my hands within his own, he carefully folded my fingers this way and that to check my range of motion. His hands were unexpectedly cold, and the chill of his touch against my fevered skin felt heavenly, like stumbling into a crisp mountain spring after an exhausting day. 
I was so close to freedom that I could taste it. It hovered torturously close, a phantom mirage on the horizon. If only I could get this irascible man to realize he had to fire me. Maybe it was the hellfire venom coursing through my system, but I couldn’t understand why this wizard was clinging onto me so tightly, particularly when it seemed like he had no actual tasks requiring my help. 
“Your goodness does you credit,” I lied. “But allow me to read in your heart the truth that you would feel more comfortable without my further presence. I understand. Then, I shall take my leave.” I tried to jerk my hand back, but he held my fingers tightly, siphoning off the few remaining embers of poison.
Casimir squeezed my hands in his firm grip. “No,” he repeated, gravel in his voice. “For if you were not an employee, I would be forced to charge you for my services in attending to your hands. Five. Thousand. Gold. Crowns.”
Th-that scammer! 
I genuflected with the grace of a toddler ballerina and conceded, “Thank you, Oh great and merciful master.”




Chapter 15. 

Casimir bid me good evening, kindly sending me home with a snap of his fingers. My own fingers were currently enshrined within a bubble of pale grey, nebulous slime, which Casimir insured was to help treat the aftereffects of the hellfire venom. Gurgle was seriously displeased by the situation, unhappy that his nightly chin scritches were replaced by my vastly less satisfying elbow. 
That night, I lay awake glaring at the ceiling. That Casimir was a wily one. The only thing that had sparked his dissatisfaction was when I had injured myself. He couldn’t have cared less that I’d chopped up the majority of his precious herbs, that I had thrown his library into nightmarish chaos, or broken into his bedroom. It was hard to remove myself from the current situation when I didn’t really understand what motivated his interest in me in the first place. 
I had tiptoed into the first steps of sleep when I felt Gurgle jerk beside me, his hackles raised on high alert. A whining creak of the floor in the main room alerted me to an intruder’s presence. I pushed down the mounting panic. Even though my hands were still encased in sticky globs of grey slime, severely limiting my ability to defend myself, I trusted in Gurgle to protect me. 
“Sophia?” the voice I so hated called out from the front room.  
Oh, for god’s sake.  
Aiden. 
I very nearly shouted at him to go away but swallowed my words when I remembered I was allegedly under my ex-lover’s thrall. 
“Is that you, Aiden?” I called meekly. “I can’t move. I think that wizard cast something on me.”
I could feel his presence lurch towards me, the sound of each step a dagger into my heart. Taking a note out of Casimir’s book, I arranged myself pathetically among my pillows. At least this way I could ensure Gurgle remained a sturdy buffer between me and that psycho. 
Aiden stood gawkily at the side of my bed. I was savagely pleased to see that he looked terrible. Dark shadows ringed his tired and bleary eyes. His skin was dull and colorless. His hair hung limp like wilted spinach, and his shoulders were rounded in weary defeat. His precious mage’s robe—the very same that I had poured my blood, sweat, and tears into procuring for this ungrateful blob—had become a canvas of creases and wrinkles, as if he had spent a night sleeping in the streets. The sight warmed the innermost cockles of my heart. 
“Why on earth did you get tangled up with the likes of that foreigner?” he sighed. He entirely ignored my accusation that I was immobile due to Casimir’s enchantment—another sharp slap in the face that he had never cared in the slightest about my wellbeing. He had that tone to his voice that I so hated, the paternalistic tone that sweetly dripped with disappointment and accusation. “There’s rumors about you all over town. It’s even reached the princeps at the Tower. The foreigner and the fish. How did someone like you meet him, anyway?” 
‘Someone like me.’ A causal denigration. A non-mage at the dregs of society. 
“Lady Galentine—”
Aiden stamped his foot, smashing his heel against the floor. “That nonsense! I shuddered when I first heard tales of your farce. You never should have been at a party like that in the first place. You don’t know how to behave in society. What on earth were you thinking? Spirits? Did you ever consider how your actions reflect upon me? Why can’t you just be patient? I’ve told you that I will marry you as soon as I stabilize my position within the Magority, but when you act like this, that day keeps getting pushed further and further away.” 
I squeezed my hands into tight fists, squelching the slime in my wrath. “I owed the Beetle and the interest was coming up. I thought I—”
“—So now you’re blaming this situation on me? Unbelievable. This is so typical.” 
My willpower was being tested. I could feel myself fracturing underneath the weight of Aiden’s toxic presence, as if I might snap apart, and everything that made me “me” would disappear in a sad puff of smoke. I forced myself to remain calm and neutral when I wanted no more than to find some way to set him on fire and feed him to Gurgle. 
“What can I do to help you, Aiden?” I whimpered. 
“Information. Tell me everything there is to know about your new friend. What have you found tying him to Ghost Flower?” 
Even the most veteran Crown staff would have been proud of my performance as “I don’t know” and “I’m not certain” repeatedly took wing from my lips. 
“I don’t know,” I said. “It was all so wondrous.” 
He sighed, a long, wheezy sigh, like letting air out of a balloon. “Walk me through, step by step, everything you did.” 
“I’m not certain. I hardly saw Casimir yesterday. I spent most of the day getting measured for my uniform,” I invented. “Can you imagine? I’m going to have a real silk cloak with gold buttons and everything. And it’s going to have real mana stones on the sleeve, and—”
“—That’s not important. Focus on Casimir.” 
“Let’s see . . . Casimir said the buttons had to be gold because—”
“I don’t want to hear any more about the damn cloak! Who did he talk to? Where was he when the wards were restored?” 
“I’m not certain. There are an awful lot of people at the castle. But I’m almost certain, yes, I’m quite certain there was a man with a moustache!” I proclaimed excitedly, as if I had just unveiled an earth-shattering revelation. 
Aiden narrowed his eyes at me. “This is useless. Your memory has always been a joke. Tomorrow, I want you to record everything Casimir does. Every single thing. I can’t trust you to understand the significance of anything concerning magics since you’re not a mage. Understand? I expect a full, comprehensive journal detailing his every move.” 
I nodded and decided to try and glean whatever information I could. If Aiden was to be inflicted upon me, then at least I should profit from suffering through his revolting presence. “I was surprised the Tower turned over the elixirs,” I said leadingly. 
“If that wasn’t humiliating! This is just a short setback, though, you understand. And it only happened because King Solen stuck his nose into matters well above his comprehension and forced the issue. Even though the Council is only in seclusion in order to build their reserves for the sake of Arcadia, like a coward, King Solen took advantage of their absence. All to aid that criminal. The Crown cannot be trusted, Sophia. Remember that.” 
“Isn’t it a good thing that people in the outer districts get the elixirs? If Gran had—”
He huffed sharply, cutting my sentence short. “You and your obsession with elixirs!” 
When I didn’t respond, Aiden mutely stared at me. I wordlessly stared back. “Why are you being like this?” he said finally. 
“Like what, Aiden?” I cooed. 
He flung his hand at me in a sweeping motion. “Like this. You hardly seem happy to see me.” 
“Oh. It’s just . . . I was just a tiny bit upset by your friend. That girl Kinah. She was so rude to me.” I watered down what I really thought about his murderous associate.  
“You can’t talk about people in the Magority like that. Her family is very well-connected.”
I slid down in my blankets. “She tried to kill me, and you didn’t help,” I said softly. 
Aiden brushed a strand of hair from my face, gently tucking it behind my ear. He leaned over me so close that his breath brushed my cheek as he stroked my head. “I did try to help you, don’t you remember? I made her stop. Even though you were saying such cruel things to me, I still protected you. You know that I would do anything for you.” 
Could you go away and get eaten in a monster wave? I thought. Pretty please? 
“I know, Aiden,” I said. 
Aiden shifted his grip, clenching his fingers into my scalp, painfully tight. “Which is why you need to do this for me. Find information connecting Ghost Flower to that foreigner.” 
◆◆◆
 
If it hadn’t been two in the morning, I might have sought out the healing presence of Magda. Instead, I was left to cope on my own, except for the warm and steadying figure of Gurgle. Why couldn’t the world just blow up and save me from having to face tomorrow? I considered immigrating to Ilyria. I considered testing my fate and running into the ancient and dangerous woods of the Forest. I considered a lot of things, failing to surrender to sleep until the sun had already peaked in the sky. 
Just as I was weighing the advantages of playing hooky for the morning—Casimir had never said what time I was to be expected, leaving quite a bit of room for interpretation—three mana scrolls landed on my bed with a soft thump. No sender was indicated, but the paper was imprinted with Casimir’s distinctive magical flavor. The mana scrolls numbered one through three with no other explanation. 
It was my first time seeing a mana scroll up close. They were somewhat rare, as mages didn’t like making scrolls, and for once, I couldn’t blame them. It was a messy and dirty business, the raw kind of mana manipulation that tended to leave welts on the caster’s mana root. The advantage of scrolls, however, was that by storing the required mana within the paper, non-mages could activate the intended magics without relying on their own insufficient mana roots. I wondered why Casimir had deigned to send me three such scrolls. 
As I examined their pulsing mana, I realized another limitation to my mana breaking abilities: I had no idea what magics were contained within these scrolls. So far, when I cancelled out or hijacked a spell, its intention had been fully formed, or near enough that I could tell what it would develop into, sort of like finding an acorn and knowing it would sprout into an oak tree. Scrolls were fundamentally different. They set out the ingredients of a spell, but it wasn’t until the scroll was activated that its intention would be clear—in other words, the scrolls set out the flour, butter, and eggs, but I couldn’t tell what type of cake they would make until the scroll was ripped.  
Considering I was at the point where I would find it only a slight inconvenience to be turned into a slug, I didn’t bother wasting time dithering over whether to open the scrolls or not. I recklessly hazarded that whatever was going to happen was going to happen. 
My poisoned hands were still encased in the grey sheathes of slime, forcing me to ingloriously open the first scroll by ripping it with my teeth. Ticklish tendrils of mana licked at my body, eating away at the grey globs entombing my hands and every possible speck of dirt and grime. My hair cascaded upon my shoulders, seemingly newly washed and styled. The second scroll filled the room with a dizzying fog while my body was gently encased in lavender pantaloons and a crisp linen shirt. The fabric was finer than anything I had ever owned. I couldn’t stop rubbing my fingers against the rich material. 
The outfit smelled like money. I don’t know how else to say it, other than when you’ve hugged the edges of poverty for your entire life, you learn how to sniff out wealth as easily as breathing. Just by wearing it, I already felt more precious, as if I were a rusty antique now all polished up and gleaming. 
The third scroll yanked the ground out from under me. I tumbled into a confusing, labyrinthine tunnel of black before emerging in a dazzling blast of light to step into the kitchen of the Scorched Palace. 
“Breakfast,” Casimir said, pushing a glass of juice into my hand. Fortunately, he had dropped all pretense of being cursed with darkness this morning. He beamed at me toothily. 
“Er-thank you,” I said, carefully sliding into the chair across from him. “Might I have a notebook and pen? To take notes throughout the day—so much still to learn.” 
“As you will.” Casimir pressed his index finger against the table and a moment later the requested items shook themselves into being under his touch. I didn’t usually waste my time envying mages, but I couldn’t help but wonder how different my life would be if I could simply conjure up whatever I desired at a moment’s notice.   
Casimir examined my fingers as I scarfed down poached eggs atop a flat biscuit and covered with a runny yellow sauce. “I’m quite relieved to see you’re healing nicely. What on earth possessed you to drench your unprotected skin in hellfire venom?”
“Obviously, I didn’t know it was poisonous. You should have labels warning people that what appears to be a friendly little herb will actually set fire to your skin and boil you from the inside if you don’t want people to interfere with it. And how did you even know I was injured yesterday? You arrived right on time.”
“My darling, you do realize I am quite possibly the most powerful mage on the continent. Except for you, no one has ever been daft enough to ‘interfere with’ my abode. Secondly, just because you did not see me does not mean I have not been observing you. Now, allow me to explain to you the properties of hellfire venom so we may avoid this situation in the future.” He launched into a winding explanation about the treacherous plant, somehow managing to tie in three separate heroic feats he had accomplished, all before the age of fifteen. 
I opened the notebook and started writing.    
We remained in the Scorched Palace for the remainder of the day. I hadn’t mentioned the elixir distribution again, but I suspected our continued seclusion related to Casimir’s tactful decision to remain uninvolved with the process.  
Unlike yesterday, I trailed after Casimir room-to-room, scarcely giving him space to breath. Perhaps my ceaseless hovering would inspire him to finally free me from employment. In the meantime, I observed the wizard and took copious notes detailing Casimir’s every movement with painstaking accuracy, but in such manner that the reader would fail to glean one iota of useful information. 
Let Aiden and his Tower goons make what they would of these notes. Even better, perhaps this would be enough to inspire Casimir to fire me. I had tried being bizarre, stupid, incompetent, lazy, and reckless, and none of them had worked. Now I would try obsessive and creepy. 
Angling to grab his attention, I sighed gustily then quickly returned to my notes. After the third time or so, Casimir finally took the bait and snatched my notebook out of my loose grip. 
“Let me peruse the object of your rapt attention,” he said, flipping through my written notes. His face blanched twelve different shades of salmon as he read through my ramblings. 
I am providing an excerpt of my masterful work for your entertainment: 
The wondrous and mighty wizard, Casimir was his name, sat at the table, placing his peach-shaped buttocks upon the seat of a chair and positioning himself such that his feet, of which there were two, were touching the floor.

Not long after sitting, he gracefully scratched his left eyebrow with the side of his well-proportioned hand, perhaps to satisfy an itch. His lips curved into a slight frown, arched like a hunter’s bow. The frown did not reach his eyes. I will now say a word about his eyes. He had the standard number of eyes and they were shaped approximately eye-shaped and I believe he used them to perceive his surroundings. Those same eyes were the color of the morning sky after a storm and glimmered like wet jade. The length and thickness of his eyelashes was such that they cast soft shadows into his irises below. He blinked a normal amount, but not so normal as to be suspicious.

A note about his clothing, ornamentation, and accoutrement. The great and powerful wizard was wearing clothes, and the clothes differed from the day prior. The clothes were not pajamas. The fabric of the clothing covered his body. His golden skin was locked behind the layers of fabric. The clothing was precisely what you would expect to find on a man of Casimir’s stature. The clothing could be worn whether seated, standing, or in motion. I believed him to be naked beneath the clothing. 

Casimir turned towards me, aghast, his skin flamed red in embarrassment. “Madame Lombardi,” he squeaked. “Are you in love with me?”




Chapter 16. 

“Whatever do you mean?” I said innocently. 
“These notes have clearly been written with a lover’s eye . . . D-do you have amorous feelings for me?” The light of panic glinted in his eyes.
“Oh no,” I said flatly. “You’ve discovered my secret. How was I to resist the magnetic pull of a wizard as great and powerful as you? Who else can boast to be the holder of cheesecloth and projector of melting flame?”
He clutched onto the notebook, the skin of his knuckles turning white under the strength of his grip. “For the last time it’s holder of the eternal flame and protector of the realms of Chéçs-cloydth!” he said hotly. 
I flopped forward in a half-bow. “Yes, yes, I understand. It must be uncomfortable for you to work with someone that has such a massive and passionate crush on you. I fear that the burning hunger of my feelings will consume us all. For that reason, I understand why you have no choice but to let me go. Thank you for everything. Please send my—”
Casimir pressed the notebook against my chest, flinging it at me as if it were diseased. “No,” he said sharply. “I am not so heartless as to dismiss you for feelings you can’t control. I’m certain this can be cured. Just, just go finish with the library for now.” 
I continued gleefully scribbling similarly useless notes in the library (The wondrous and terrifying mage requested that I enter a room and organize the room’s contents. The room was room-shaped and appeared to be a room. The room which I had entered also had a floor and ceiling and was a room comprising part of the Scorched Palace . . . et cetera). I smiled cruelly as I pictured Aiden and his goons being forced to analyze this monotonous gibberish for any clue tying Casimir with Ghost Flower. 
I had also stumbled into a surprising revelation. The Stupendous and Wonderful Unparalleled Mage of the Continent was even more awkward than me with matters of the heart. He had blushed the entire splotchy spectrum of reds and pinks, a lurid display of flustered embarrassment, when faced with my supposed infatuation. It was fine for him to suck on my fingers as he liked, but he fell apart when the tables were turned. His overreaction was awakening my inner sadist. The fact that I could make the most powerful mage in the nation apoplectic with embarrassment was a power trip like no other. I craved to see him flushed and stuttering because of me, a small revenge for his stubbornness in refusing to fire me. 
We continued this odd dance over the next several days. Casimir would greet me for breakfast each morning, before fleeing to his room in panicky retreat. I spent my days quietly writing page after useless page in the notebook for Aiden, pondering why Casimir continued to maintain my employment. As far as I could tell, the man had assigned exactly zero tasks to me and had no intention of doing so. Perhaps he found me entertaining. Maybe I was becoming his Gurgle, a reassuring presence with no other real purpose. 
The day after the elixir distribution concluded, I threw myself at Casimir, clutching onto his cloak before he could disappear into his room. 
“Please open the front door. I want to explore the castle grounds a bit.” 
He nodded, avoiding my eyes, and released the seal on the door before freeing himself from my grip. He tried to be nonchalant, but the reddened tips of his ears betrayed him. 
My virtual imprisonment in the Scorched Palace had been stifling. Not knowing when my employment would end, I wanted to seize the chance to explore while I could—particularly when I could wield Casimir’s name as a master key. The castle staff didn’t ask questions when Casimir was involved. 
Artizea, the castle guard I had met on my first official day at the castle, was on duty this morning. 
“Good morning!” I greeted. 
Artizea twisted her fingers into a complicated salute whose meaning was a mystery to me. 
“I bid you good morning, Gossip,” she answered warmly. 
Gossip? Had I misheard? 
“Excuse me?” I questioned hesitantly. 
She tipped her head at me. “Gossip?” she repeated, a slight quiver to her words. 
“Ah, okay,” I said. I didn’t want to further frighten the only semi-friend in the castle, so I let the matter drop, but the insult disturbed me. Was I being hazed? Why was she suddenly accusing me of being a gossip? To be fair, I was, in fact, a voracious gossip. I could eat salacious tales morning, noon, and night. But I hadn’t thought I had offended anyone at the palace such that this insult was warranted. This was basically my first time stepping toe out of Casimir’s house, so it was unfair I was being castigated for gossiping when I hadn’t even had the chance to partake.
Even worse, the moniker had somehow spread throughout the castle grounds. Each guard entering my sight greeted me with an excited, “Good morning, Gossip!” It was casting quite the pallor on my morning’s adventure. 
Dodging this new insult, I weaved through the grounds, trying to find my way to the castle. I was interested to see whether my new authority as Casimir’s assistant would grant me entrance to the castle, but something odd was happening. The more I concentrated on the idea of the castle, the quicker it slipped from my mind, like pouring clear water through a sieve. No matter how I turned my steps or which path I threw myself down, I was unable to reach the castle. I found myself starting to wonder if there even was a castle. 
The paths rearranged themselves to turn me back towards the Scorched Palace, and I was half-convinced that I had been befuddled; that the Scorched Palace was the only castle on the Crown’s grounds. I concentrated, hazily brushing off the thundering pressure in my head. I had been there, I thought stubbornly. The castle existed. I had been there with a man, and we were together in a room. But as I tried to recall anything with greater detail, a piercing pain erupted behind my eyes. The pressure only subsided when I turned my thoughts elsewhere. 
Was I under an enchantment? My thoughts were slow and clunky under the searing pain. But even as I suffered, I couldn’t sense any spell that would explain this mental assault. 
I pushed myself forward, dragging myself through the pain. I was certain I would find the castle if only I persevered through the tortuous onslaught. I jerkily stumbled onwards, my vision warped with unshed tears. My lungs were on fire, my breath trapped in the cage of my burning chest. I couldn’t see. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move. 
A guard found me some time later, senseless and twitching. I was returned to the Scorched Palace like a disobedient dog, wherein Casimir cast one glance at me and conjured a couch on which I could recover. I was settled on the couch’s lush cushions, boneless and limp. I seized hold of the wizard’s hand, seeking something to tie me to this earth. I knew that if I let go, my spirit would slip from my body and cease to be, disappearing like rainwater seeping into the thirsty earth. 
Hatred flooded my veins for this place I didn’t belong in, but also fear. I had collapsed under the weight of a magic so strange and powerful that it had escaped my detection. Even as I faded under its assault, I was unable to determine the origin of the attack. Water pricked at my eyes. I was tired of finding out that I wasn’t as nearly smart as I had believed. I had cackled at the Magority’s lack of mana sensitivity in being able to detect my needle-like stabs, but today’s incident had proven the opposite for me—I had been too narrow and myopic in my understanding of mana, almost fatally so. A magic existed greater and more terrifying than any I had yet encountered. And that magic had swallowed the castle whole.  
I drifted in and out of consciousness. In between my awakenings, I croaked, “What’s happening?” 
Casimir squeezed my hand and pressed a gentle palm against my forehead. “Your mana root is in flux. You may have accidentally triggered one of the spells left over from the elixir distribution. The spell should have gently steered you back to the approved areas, but your reaction was a tad more extreme than intended. You seem to have a heightened mana sensitivity.” He sighed. “There’s also something else, but we can talk about it later, when you’ve recovered. Would you like to remain here, or shall I send you home?”
“Home,” I warbled.  
Casimir said, “Allow me to escort you.”
“Can’t.” I wheezed, struggling to pull the words from within. “Cat. No strangers.” 
Casimir discovering Gurgle would be the final disaster this day needed. I was loath to see who would win that showdown. 
◆◆◆
 
I dreamt confusing fever dreams as I slipped into an exhausted sleep. Aiden was there, only it wasn’t Aiden. It was a monster wearing Aiden’s face. Acid rain ate through his flesh until only his smiling skull remained, a grotesque mask of white bone and clacking teeth. He was reaching into my mouth with skeleton fingers, prying out tooth after tooth as I struggled not to choke on my own oozing blood. “Payment for the Bone Garden,” he cackled. His voice was the harsh and gurgling croak of a raven. “The Citadel is coming to collect.” 
Gurgle pounced on me, heavily colliding with my ribs and roughly jerking me awake. The sharp jolt freed me from the clutches of that hellish nightmare. 
“Good boy,” I told Gurgle, scratching that sweet spot beneath his chin. 
I shakily peeled myself out of bed, feeling woozy with dehydration and reeling from a pounding headache as if I were hungover. As I sat up, I dislodged a small, velvet pouch which clattered to the floor with a clanking of metal. Groaning as I bent over, I opened the unfamiliar purse to reveal a sea of gold. Casimir had turned over my first week’s salary, a cool eight hundred gold crowns. 
The sight of that much money threw me into a panic. It hadn’t seemed real until then. I felt almost queasy, suddenly weighed down by the responsibility of such a sum. But, I reminded myself, these little bits of metal were child’s play. I was about to rob the Magority blind. I couldn’t be phased by this sprinkling of gold now. 
I’m Sophia Lombardi, I reminded myself. 
I’m the main character.
And main characters weren’t scared of power.   
I managed to pour myself into clothing, cramming my boneless limbs into a formless black dress, and determined to track down the Beetle. Not only should he have the information I had requested, but I now had the funds to pay off my accursed debt. 
The Beetle wasn’t in any of his usual haunts, and I was losing patience. I decided to splash a bit of my new-found money about and hired one of the clever neighborhood kids to track down the moneylender and bring him to me. The kid paled when I told him my name to pass along to the Beetle. I had forgotten that my very public scam against Casimir—which felt like a lifetime and a half ago—was certain to kick up rumors. Likely the entire district knew I was working for the terrifying wizard by now.
I settled into a booth at the Red Phantom, a crowded tavern a stone’s throw from the Beetle’s flat, and waited. I never had the gall to summon the Beetle to me before, but now that I was a paying customer, I hoped he would not take offense. 
I sipped a milky cup of watered-down tea as I waited, eagerly using the chance to soak up any errant comment about the Ghost Flower situation. I didn’t love the nickname Gossip, but my proclivity for eavesdropping made me understand it. 
It turned out one of the elixirs had been awarded to a child only two blocks away. She worked at a mana stone factory as a mule scavenger. High quality mana stones were refined by hand by a master mage and required a considerable amount of time and mana to create. Conversely, low quality stones could be mass-produced through a harsh method of refining mana-rich ore and applying high pressure. The process puked out all sorts of caustic mana residue, and so accordingly, only non-mages were desperate enough to risk their safety in the inhuman factory conditions. 
As a mule scavenger, the child was responsible for cleaning the powdered ore dust and splattered oil underneath the machinery used in processing and refining the stones. The machines were not to be stopped, not even as the scavengers crawled underneath their stabbing pistons. The child’s leg had been crushed, entangled within the many moving parts of the machine, and blood poison had set in. A sip of the elixir, and the crushed limb was restored to life, the poison filtered from her blood. 
Few rumors relayed information about the castle grounds themselves. I wondered if this was related to the magics that had throttled me yesterday, as though someone had draped the castle in an enchantment that commanded, “look elsewhere and forget.” It was suspiciously odd how such little attention was turned towards the castle—a place hardly anyone in the outer districts could ever hope to see if not for the elixir distribution.  
The general feeling of the non-mages was in favor of Ghost Flower’s antics; although, because human nature is never content with what it has, there was a slight undercurrent of discontent, begrudging that Ghost Flower had not demanded more elixirs. 
The Beetle turned up shortly later. I could feel the power dynamics shift between us upon his arrival. I didn’t love the Beetle, but I didn’t dislike him either. A comfortable, transactional relationship rested between us. In spite of the unconscionable interest charges he pressed upon my loan, I couldn’t help but to color my appraisal of him by my hearty appreciation that he had been the lone hand offered to me when Gran had been so ill. This then-stranger had been more reliable to me than my own fiancé.  
“Thank you for agreeing to meet with me. I’m sorry to have called you here like this. I am feeling a bit under the weather today and I was having trouble tracking you down.” 
“No bother, no bother,” he said amiably. 
We relocated to a private room. I was loath to spread out the gold crowns where any prying eye could see. That was how you found yourself getting stabbed and gutted.
“Well, my friend,” I said. “The day has come.” I chinked down one hundred and twenty-seven gold crowns, the entirety of my remaining balance to the Beetle. 
“An unexpected yet delightful event,” the Beetle said, disappearing the coins into a slit in his brightly-colored vest. “I also have something for you, although you didn’t get it from me.” He slid a thin packet across the stained and pitted tabletop.  
I opened the packet and unfurled a document containing twenty-eight names along with the titles of assorted artifacts. 
As I looked over the information, the Beetle explained. “Thems the mages at the Tower that were involved with the embezzlement. All twelve members of the Council, along with sixteen others of varied positions within the Tower’s hierarchy. I should warn you that folks in these parts take kindly to Ghost Flower, so it wouldn’t do to spread around that you’re involved with the investigation.” 
I nodded. “I understand. In truth, I favor Ghost Flower’s actions as well, but the Tower has been thrown into a panic, and Aiden dragged me into the investigation.” 
The Beetle spat on the floor. “Aiden,” he fumed with disgust. “I’ll help you to escape him if you’re trapped. No charge. That piece of filth masquerading as a human will only lead you to ruin.” 
It was stuff like this that made it impossible to hate the Beetle.   
“Your offer’s come too late. But I’ll be free of him soon enough.”
A dangerous thought half-formed, flickering to the surface of my mind like poison. I could ask the Beetle to help me find someone without scruples, someone that would have no compunctions quietly seeing to Aiden’s assassination. I had the money to do it. Should I do it? Hire someone to kill Aiden? 
No, no. I couldn’t do that to Gran. 
. . . Or could I? . . .
No, no. I couldn’t.
Alas. 
But I would need to find a permanent way to free myself from Aiden’s grasp. I was vainly hoping he would just go away on his own once he realized I would be of no further use to him, but I knew I wouldn’t be so lucky. 
“I have one last piece of news your fancy wizard employer may find of interest. A monster was sighted five miles from Peoria. Could be the first sign of the next monster wave.”
I thanked the Beetle and carefully slipped the packet out of sight. 
Twenty-eight names. 
Twenty-eight targets.




Chapter 17. 

Ghost Flower had been silent for too long. It was time for my next caper. 
I spent the afternoon curled up alongside Gurgle, plotting my next steps. The Beetle’s packet was comprehensive; not only had he provided a list of names, but each name included an accompanying dossier of the person, including their position within the Tower, their address, and what magical artifacts they possessed, if any. 
A little over half of the names resided in the Tower; these included the Council members and a handful of prominently placed mages. From my limited understanding of the Tower’s opaque internal operations, only the lowest (apprentices) and the highest (Councilors and their ilk) of the Magority resided within the Tower itself, as well as a few other hangers-on (like Aiden) that had wormed their way in. The rest may have worked within the Tower but returned to their fancy family estates each night. I wasn’t ready to attempt an invasion of the Tower just yet, so I set those names aside. 
Eleven names remained, which I then sorted into two piles according to their artifacts. I planned to either outright steal the artifact or to ransom it. A number of artifacts were simply too tempting to return. After reworking the list several times, flipflopping repeatedly on whether the robe of the firerat was worth stealing or not, I determined to keep five artifacts and to ransom seven. 
Top of my list was the theft of Tarnhelm, a legendary helmet that concealed its user. The security of having an item that would quietly erase my presence from prying eyes would do miracles for my mental health. Not knowing when Aiden and his lackeys would reappear had me set on edge, unable to rest within my own home, even with Gurgle’s protection. 
The mystical helmet was owned by the misfortunate mage Weyland Smith, a middling mage that lived in the quiet garden district. Ironically, Casimir enabled my current escapades. Adorned in the rich clothing product of his mana scrolls, I could now blend in amidst the opulence and excess of the garden district with ease. Given that Aiden had not reappeared before me for several days, his return was imminent, so I had extra motivation to attempt the thievery sooner than later. 
It was a quarter past two in the afternoon. The garden district was about an hour’s walk away, and the Beetle’s information indicated that my target was usually tied up in his work at the Tower until seven. His house would be empty, an invitation for my pilfering. 
Running my eyes down the list, I scanned the addresses to see if any other targets were located near the garden district. Today would be my best chance at swiping the most artifacts before word spread that Ghost Flower was now targeting objects. The Veil of the Beholder and Death’s Breeches, two artifacts I intended to ransom, were not too far from Weyland Smith’s estate. I added them to my afternoon’s plan. 
After changing into one of the outfits created via mana scroll, I bade goodbye to Gurgle and placed the gibberish-filled notebook prominently on the kitchen table addressed to Aiden. With any luck, he would make his visit while I was out. My landlady’s barking reminder for rent chased me as I began the journey to the garden district. Although I had never been to that area of the capital, I had a general idea of where I was headed. I tried to avoid suspicion by adopting a brisk and purposeful walk. 
I thought I had tricked myself into a false sense of ease, but this delusion was shattered by my thundering heart as soon as I stepped foot into the garden district. Unlike my prior actions as Ghost Flower, today I was throwing myself into uncharted territory. While I had certainly done a questionable thing or two in my time, burglary was new to my tawdry list of criminal activities. My paranoia was manifesting its anxiety-inducing head as I felt thousands of imagined eyes crawling over me. I quickened my pace. 
I passed several flashy houses that were dripping with various weathermage and greenery spells. Impossible summer sun shone down upon yard after yard, the lawns covered in a lush, velvet carpet of veridian grass. It was easy to see why this area was called the garden district—the grass really was greener on the other side of the fence. 
My heart was almost bursting from my throat by the time I arrived at Weyland Smith’s estate. His property was protected not by fence or hedge, but by an elaborate protective bubble that covered the land with a domed, iron-like lattice of mana. I studied the fortification spell and carefully disarmed it after locating its nucleus. 
My anxiety fizzled to a low simmer as I realized my first major theft as Ghost Flower was going to be a cakewalk. It was a disappointing, bitter feeling. I had psyched myself up for a harrowing escapade, only to be able to practically waltz in and take the artifact. Where was the drama? Where was the intrigue? It was like sending the hero off to fight the mighty dragon, only to arrive and find she could slay the beast with a simple push of a button. 
Tarnhelm called out to me as soon as I entered the interior of the mansion. I disabled a spell here and there as easily as snapping my fingers as I followed the magnetic pull of the artifact. Perhaps if Weyland Smith had been less inclined to brag, I would have faced some modicum of difficulty. If he had employed a single non-mage measure of security, it may have cooked my goose—a complicated metal lock, for instance, or an elaborate safe with iron gears. While I knew my way around a lockpick, I was still thwarted by the heavy-duty locks this mage surely could have afforded. Instead, as the Magority always did, he relied solely on magical protections. Unfortunately for him, these infallible magical protections cracked apart under my touch. 
This tacky mage showcased the enchanted helmet on a raised pedestal smack dab in the middle of what looked to be his personal study. Tarnhelm was lovingly placed atop an embroidered velvet pillow, illuminated by the twinkling of caged will-o-wisps. For such a fearsome and mighty helm, it was an aesthetic nightmare. I had prepared myself to be all impressed, envisioning a brilliant helmet masterfully crafted from precious metals embellished with meticulous details of intertwining leaves and cruel horns. 
Peaches.
It looked like a tinned can of peaches. 
Cylindrical in shape, it appeared to have been forged by a single flimsy sheet of tin. A gash had been sliced into the can-like shape, seemingly as an afterthought, for what barely passed as an eye slit. It looked as though it had been created from an overly-confident toddler’s scribblings, and said toddler only had a vague impression as to what a helmet was. 
I jabbed at the protection spell securing the peach-can helmet and yanked it from its elevated position. While its appearance was borderline comical, the power encased in Tarnhelm was truly impressive. A peppery stream of mana flowed beneath my fingers, breathing into life at my touch. A lesser working like this artifact did not require a spell to initiate its magic—unlike Casimir’s senile cauldron—so its use was open to non-mages.
I squashed the helmet on, pressing my hair flat against my head. The metal pushed uncomfortably against my nose and, since there was no gap for my mouth, my own breath clouded the tiny space. It was sticky and uncomfortable and I could barely see a thing out of the useless eye gap—but even with these defects, my spirit soared. This ugly helmet was going to be my salvation. 
As I adjusted to the discomfort of the helmet, its mana dripped down upon me. I felt myself slowly being erased. There was a slight, warm pressure, similar to when Gurgle climbed atop my chest to nap. This artifact granted concealment, not invisibility. I understood the difference at once. Instead of merely hiding my physical appearance, it masked any sign of my presence, including sound and shadow. Stomping my foot against the floor created not the slightest noise or vibration. My body cast no outline even as I stood under the glow of the will-o-wisps. Aiden could be standing an inch from my face and not hear my breath or feel the heat of my body. 
Belatedly, I realized I had forgotten to write a ransom note to Tarnhelm’s former owner. What was the expected etiquette here? Did I need to leave a ransom note if I intended to keep the helmet? I kind of wanted him to know Ghost Flower had been the one to steal his precious artifact so that the Tower mages would learn there were consequences for crossing me. Instead of a ransom note, I left a ‘neener-neener’ note, taking a page from Weyland’s desk and writing, “Payment for your sins. Tarnhelm has been liberated by a worthy owner – GHOST FLOWER.” I placed the note atop the now-empty velvet pillow. 
As I withdrew, I reenabled each spell, hoping to confound future investigators. No trace remained as to how I was able to access the heavily protected artifact.
Count Miklos owned the Veil of the Beholder. This certainly was not public information or else related rumors would have burned through the capital. Just last year, he had tied himself in marriage to Ophelia Lavermont, the social belle of the season. It had been a surprising match at the time; the only thing of note about the mousy Count Miklos was his rather stupendous moustache. He was far eclipsed in both talent and prospects by his new wife. Suddenly, his ownership of the Veil of the Beholder made shocking sense. He had used the artifact to secure Ophelia’s love. 
The Veil of the Beholder was a powerful love charm and could be used in one of two ways: either the wearer could use it to cause all who look upon them to fall in love; or the Veil could also be gifted, in which case the receiver would fall in love with the giver. Miklos had given Ophelia the veil, and anxious to keep his beloved wife, he would pay through the nose for its restoration once I’d hijacked it. 
Count Miklos’s estate was rather grander than Weyland’s. The mansion was protected by a vast and winding labyrinth constructed from thorny hedges. I disabled the obfuscation spell on the labyrinth but was still faced with completing its maze in order to reach the house. I was hot, sticky, and appallingly damp with sweat by the time I finally stumbled my way through the accursed trap. Even so, the hedge maze satiated my thirst for adventure for the day’s outings. I was oddly gratified by the experience, as if finding the thorny obstacle in my path added credentials to my hero’s quest. 
Unlike Weyland’s estate, the Count’s was populated with ample staff. I had to dodge two greenery mages as I exited the labyrinth. It was the first test of Tarnhelm’s power, and even though I had very nearly stumbled into one of their paths, I remained unnoticed. 
Inside the mansion, several housemages were at work in a dusting flourish of cleaning cantrips. I winced at the state of their desiccated mana roots which had withered under the continual use of nasty and corrosive magics. It was a destructive cycle. They would use a crude spell, causing damage to their mana root. The next time around, they would need to cast even more incantations of the same cheap magic to compensate for the damage in their mana root, which would only degrade their root further; thus, they would need to invoke even more of the same magics the next time, causing even more damage . . .
I continued onwards. It wasn’t my place to tell them they were ruining themselves burning through these magics. 
Even though Tarnhelm concealed my presence, I still found myself ducking against walls and tiptoeing softly on the lush carpet. The pull of the Veil of the Beholder steered me towards Ophelia’s room, a bright and cheery parlor adorned with tulip embellishments. I extracted the artifact from a box tucked away under Ophelia’s bed. Unlike Tarnhelm, which had been glorified, the Veil was crammed into the flimsy paper box as if it were shameful.
The Veil flowed between my fingers, a shimmering grey mermaid’s net. I felt myself falling into its seductive power, fascinated by its alluring pull. I quickly and irreverently jammed in a bead of mana to disable the artifact’s power before I lost myself in its enchantments. 
Now that I was here, Veil in hand, I dithered, pricked by the weak voice of my half-starved conscience. While the Count would undoubtedly hand over the keys to the castle in ransom for this artifact, wasn’t the Veil no different in effect from what Aiden had done to me? Sure, Ophelia was a powerful member of the Magority, and yes, she was part of the same system that happily ground us non-mages into the dirt, but no one deserved to have their mind fiddled with, their will and consent ripped bare. This artifact was too dangerous to exist. Unlike Aiden’s compulsions, this artifact was unending. There was no cure to its powers, no escape, so long as the artifact remained active. 
I would have to destroy it. 
Sigh. 
I could hear the sound of money being chucked out the window. 
Now that I’d decided to destroy it, I still intended to leave a message for the moustached mage as punishment for using such a dastardly and perverted artifact in the first place. Veil of the Beholder in hand, I sneaked into the Count’s adjoining bedroom. I lay the Veil in a prominent place on his bed and retreated behind the Count’s desk. From my relatively secure position, I braced for the backlash and lobbed a bee-sized bomb of mana at the artifact’s weak point. 
A mistake. 
Before I could react, I was flung roughly against the wall as a shockwave of pure energy blasted from the imploding artifact. My head collided heavily against the wall and my brains rattled around my bruised skull. Tarnhelm did nothing to absorb the shock of the impact, leastways not so I could tell. 
I knew I was in trouble when I tried to move my body and couldn’t. 
Everything flickered and then I found myself stepping into darkness
◆◆◆
 
Consciousness returned slowly. I lay crunched up against the wall, too bruised and confused to even attempt determining my condition as my senses slowly sputtered back to life. 
Voices were with me in the room. Frantic and tragic voices. 
“This is all my fault, my love,” a weedy voice cried. 
“Oh, Miklos, Miklos,” a feminine voice gushed. “Don’t say that.”
“I’ve failed to protect you, my Ophelia.”  
“Oh, Miklos. I’ve ruined everything. If only I had trusted in your love in the first place, I never would have used the Veil on you. Someone has learned of our secret and now seeks to destroy us.” 
Perhaps it was my concussed brain, but I was having the sinking suspicion that the Beetle had been misinformed. 
I heard the soft thump of flesh against fabric as the man patted her back. “I chose to trust in you and in your love for me the moment you confessed your use of the Veil. You told me the truth even if it meant losing me. And you haven’t used the Veil in months . . . Perhaps this is a blessing. Now we no longer have the shadow of the Veil between us. And if our story does come out, we will face it together. I will be your shelter in this storm. I love you.” 
If that didn't beat all! Ophelia, the beloved icon of society, had used the Veil of the Beholder to entrap the meek and unremarkable Miklos. Who would have expected a woman of such talent and beauty to be so deeply insecure, not to mention manipulative? And for the timid Miklos to be so forgiving and reliable! 




Chapter 18. 

I was forced to shelve my planned ransom of Death’s Breeches for another day. A pathetic ball of soggy yarn, I had only recovered enough to limp from the estate well after midnight. I was overwhelmed with self-pity streaked with embarrassment as I fumbled my way through the hedge maze in the dark, dragging my broken body with the stumbling shamble of a ghoul. This was the last time I sacrificed myself for the greater good. It never ended well for me. 
Even though it had taken me about an hour to make it to the garden district, my confused and concussed mind struggled to remember how to retrace the path back to my district, only stumbling into my neighborhood five hours later. 
I scrambled with the door and threw myself into bed, collapsing before I could remove Tarnhelm. I curled up against Gurgle and let his rumbling breathing soothe my wrecked body. 
Aiden appeared just as the first rays of the morning sun trespassed through my window. The front door was wrenched open with a shuddering crunch. Still concealed by my artifact, I hunched closer to Gurgle, twisting my hands into his wiry fur. The slight shift in movement was enough to set my stomach on edge, and my vision blurred, no doubt leftover consequences from yesterday’s collision with the wall. 
Aiden stomped around our small apartment, growing increasingly rabid when he failed to locate me. He uttered a guttural shriek of rage when he was unable to find me. In his wrath, he threw a half-drunk cup of tea against the wall, splattering the faded blue paint with the tepid liquid. Gurgle eyed him warily as the man thundered around the room. 
Aiden’s rage was like a boiling pot bubbling over—first, he would explode in some small destructive act, and then retreat into himself, his anger cooling to a frothy, simmering rage.  
“Sophia!” he yelled. 
He eyed my notebook on the table, crumpling the “To Aiden” note between his clenched fist. He flipped through the pages without really seeing what I had written and then crammed the book into his robe. 
“It’s not my fault,” he said petulantly, his voice a low whisper. “I came here to save you, and you weren’t here because you never listen. You did this to yourself. It’s out of my hands. It’s not my fault.”
How ominous. 
He threw the door shut with such force that Gran’s smudgy painting fell off its hook and clattered to the floor.
Aiden’s panicked visit was probably a portent announcing that the Tower was ready to enact some other harebrained scheme in a bid to restore its tarnished reputation. 
I should get up and investigate. I should pry myself from my bed and start planning my counterattack. I should . . . a weariness fell upon me, dusting my aching limbs with the siren’s call of sleep. I sank back into my pillows. Tomorrow, I thought. Tomorrow. 
◆◆◆
 
I was buried in a sea of parchment. As I awoke from slumber’s gentle embrace, a cascade of pages scattered to the floor. Gurgle sat layered under paper, unbothered. I recognized Casimir’s looping handwriting. Silver ink flittered and soared across the page with the freedom of an uncaged bird. I finally pulled myself free from the confines of Tarnhelm—my hair a concerningly greasy mess after days glued to my scalp—and picked up a paper at random. 
“My darling, what are you doing right now?” I read. 
Useless. 
I picked up another: Three days off per week is too much. You’re hardly here. It’s untenable. I wish to renegotiate our contract.
Another letter appeared whilst I was mid-sentence. And then another. And another. The tone and tenor had abruptly changed:
Sophia Lombardi, are you rebelling right now? Where are you? Are you alright?
If you decline to answer me, I shall be forced to check upon your wellbeing in person. 
I’m coming to fetch you if you do not respond. 
My boss was an idiot. He demanded an answer to his letters, but how did he expect me, the non-mage, to reply? 
I searched through the mountain of paper, extracting several mana scrolls tucked in amidst the useless letters. We were going to have to have a talking-to at the end of this. This was obscene.
I rested Tarnhelm upside down on my side table, cramming several stalks of dried flowers into the helmet’s opening. It looked like I had recycled a tin of paint into a vase. As a makeshift hiding place, it would have to do. 
I ripped open a mana scroll at random, hoping it would contain some magic that would appease my annoying stalker before he turned up uninvited. As the mana poured over me, the crawling, feverish chill lurking in my bones subsided. For the first time since the cataclysmic breaking of the Veil of the Beholder, I felt human. 
I cracked open another scroll, and then another before being dragged into that familiar metallic haze of the teleportation spell. 
I appeared before Casimir with a thunderclap, smack in the middle of a crowded room of mages. To Casimir, we may as well have been standing in an empty room. He launched into his tirade before I could even draw breath to say a word of greetings. “You should have been at work an hour ago—” 
I held a hand up in protestation. “Tomorrow. I am accorded three days—”
“You’ve already had three days, two of which you ignored my letters entirely. Was I not to worry when, after two days of silence, you are suddenly missing from work?”
I had slept through the entire weekend. I wouldn’t call the weekend an entire wash, but I had hardly made a dent in my artifacts list. And, to top it off, I now had to face Casimir’s spiteful glower.
Ah shoot. I had just walked into it. 
As I adjusted to the room, I was smacked in the face by three startling revelations of increasingly alarming concern: King Solen, free of his Sedrik disguise, stood only feet away; Casimir’s cancer-like blot on his mana root had returned; and an Ilyrian spy was hiding within the castle staff. 
What to do . . . While the whole spirits schtick had been amusing, at some point the con was going to blow up in my face when I encountered a situation that I couldn’t scam my way out of. I didn’t want to pretend to call upon the spirits in such a crowded room and reinforce my connection to the gimmick, not when my head could be chopped off. 
The most pressing issue was the Ilyrian spy. Casimir appeared to have zapped me into the middle of one of the Crown’s council rooms. A cadre of castle administrators, mages, and advisors filled three-quarters of the room. The unassuming spy was mixed up amongst the mages, wearing the Crown’s colors of blue and gold, but I knew him for what he was. He wore a camouflage spell like a shield, and his mana core thrummed with the same foreign strangeness as Casimir’s. 
I could rip off his spell, but it would lead to unpleasant questions and scrutiny I wasn’t prepared to face. Even though the mages couldn’t tell how or when I fiddled with the spells, Casimir and Solen would at some point start seriously questioning why the coincidences around me were piling up. But I had to do something, even if it risked some exposure to myself; and I had to do it now, before the spy escaped. If the spy left the room, I would likely never find him again.
With a jerk, I pulled my attention back to Casimir, who had continued his rant against me and my tardiness and who knew what else while my mind was wandering. 
I reached out my hands, enfolding Casimir’s own like a sandwich. He sputtered midsentence. To outsiders, it would appear I was lovingly stroking his hand, when in fact I carefully traced the word “SPY” into his palm. He continued to stare at me, a mixture of embarrassed mortification, so I traced the word “SPY” again for good measure. 
His face darkened, and a cruel and calculating look seeped into his eyes.
“Where?” he said sharply. 
I leaned forward as if to embrace him, and then rushed into the group of mages behind him, crashing into the spy. We clattered to the floor, all elbows and knees. Perhaps there was a less dramatic way to identify the spy than to tackle him, but you have to remember I had barely recovered from my brain injury, so my thinking was clunky at best. 
A fiery lasso sliced through the air. The rope of flame coiled and constricted around the spy as I pulled myself shakily to my feet. 
Casimir exchanged worried glances with Solen, having an entire conversation within that single look. Solen nodded, ceding the floor to Casimir. 
“My protégé and I received a tip that an Ilyrian spy had been planted within the castle. Due to my protégé’s extensive investigation, we are finally able to unmask the spy.” Casimir nodded at the captured man. 
A collective gasp filled the room, replacing the looks of outrage that had formed after the apparently unprovoked attack. 
Casimir put both hands in his pockets and casually paced towards the spy. He was relaxed, unhurried. He could have been going on a walk at the beach. His calmness was unnerving. As he advanced, Solen gently grabbed my elbow and pulled me backwards, positioning himself between me and the spy. 
I knew Casimir had all those fancy titles—he reminded me himself often enough—but it had never quite sunk in that the wizard really was as great and terrifying as he boasted. 
I was frightened. Only, frightened was nowhere near strong enough to encapsulate the sheer terror that flooded my veins. It was like feeling the devastating force of an erupting volcano from only steps away. 
Casimir, hands still casually tucked in his pockets, merely had to look at the man and the spy was thrust into the air by invisible hands. The man screamed as he dangled, the fiery rope burning into flesh. His restraints began to constrict, squeezing until the sticky, spongy pop of dislocated bones echoed throughout the chamber. 
“Please, please,” the spy whimpered. 
“Reveal yourself,” Casimir said in the same bored tone he might have used to ask me to pass the butter. 
The man sobbed. “No, no, I can’t. They’ll kill me.” 
“Death comes for us all,” Casimir replied. “I do believe you need further incentive.” 
The man jerked to the ceiling, colliding so heavily with the wooden beam that he cracked it. There was a brief, horrid pause as we all held our breath, before the man was tossed to the floor, his body sickeningly floppy against his constraints. 
“. . . I’ll do it,” the spy finally gurgled between bubbles of blood. He lifted the concealment charm, his false face disappearing into a silvery mist. The man had the same white-blonde hair as Casimir, the same darkly tanned skin. An Ilyrian. 
“Take him for questioning,” King Solen ordered. 
Knowing his goose was cooked, the spy lost any semblance of composure. Acidic hatred was etched into each line of his face, and he turned his vitriol against Casimir.
“You traitor! You’ll burn for what you’ve done. Don’t think you’re safe here. He knows—”
With a bored expression, Casimir flicked a silencing spell at the man.
“Take him away,” he repeated without emotion.   
The acrid stench of burning flesh lingered in the air even after the man was dragged out. 
It took some time for the room to settle. Everyone wore matching faces of queasy ashen grey. 
Solen, a born leader, quieted the room, and Casimir returned to his place beside me. “We’ll talk later, my darling,” Casimir whispered breathily into my ear. 
Putting that delightful conversation to the side—i.e., my impending moment of doom—it was the first time I had been in such close proximity to the king as he wore his own skin. I was feeling a bit starstruck.
Our boy king had a graceful, ageless face with the striking contrasts of black, white, and yellow. Poets could write entire lyric sequences dedicated to his beauty—“black was his hair, white was his skin, and eyes the dazzling stars of yellow” or something. I don’t know. I’m not a poet—I struggled to find any trace of my kind and clumsy friend in his face. 
“We stand at a crossroads,” Solen said. “And the spies among us are only one of the dangers we face. We have confirmed sightings of monsters in six districts, each within two miles of the outposts. We have one week before another monster wave is upon us.” 
I shivered in horror. Had I done this to us? Had my fiddling with the wards summoned forth these blighted abominations? Even in all my years living at the Forest’s edge, I had never heard of monster sightings in six districts—usually, it was only one or two, and we still struggled to keep those at bay. This wasn’t a wave. This was fixing to be a hurricane. 
“There’s something else,” Solen said heavily. “The Tower is refusing to send help.”




Chapter 19. 

A flame of outrage flickered throughout the chamber. Even I gasped, stepping backwards into Casimir. 
I was shocked at first, but once the initial blow landed, I realized I wasn’t that shocked. I had lived in Arcadia for as long as I could remember, and year after year, I was forced to suffer under some calculated and callous action of the Tower. This was their modus operandi. They were more than capable of sacrificing the lives of the innocent, non-mage citizens out of sheer spite. 
“Why?” someone asked. 
“How could they?” 
Solen smiled bitterly. “They are claiming lack of resources owing to the ongoing investigation of Ghost Flower, but we know this to be an excuse. They seek to punish the Crown and the citizens of the outer districts. To land a sharp reminder that they are our true masters, or so they would have us believe.”
I paid a wobbly genuflection and said, “Your Magesty Solen Ivrea Susa Crescentius, sovereign of sovereigns, son of the people, light of our kingdom, King of Arcadia, Duke of Sarfania, Count of Frinkia, Prince of Peoria, Prince of Aosta, Duke of Banna, Duke of Monsierro, Marquis of Saluzzo and Tarantasia, Overlord of the Forest and Noble Patrician of Penirian.”
“You have got to be kidding me,” Casimir muttered lowly, dragging me back to my feet. “Yet you can’t even remember a single of my titles correctly?”
“Er, you may proceed, Madame Lombardi,” Solen said kindly. 
That’s Sedrik, I reminded myself. Sedrik. Yet I was finding myself almost sparking with nervous energy. King Solen had me absolutely awestruck. “Why is the Tower targeting the outer districts? How have they incurred their wrath?”
“Anti-Tower sentiment has been rising in the outer districts since the elixir distributions. The Tower seeks to sharply remind them to be grateful to their protectors.” Even as the pit of my stomach was being cut out with each word, Solen’s voice grew in strength. His yellow eyes flashed rose-gold. 
“Do we need the protection of the Tower?” Solen asked. “The Crown and the Tower. The two pillars of Arcadia. We do not falter and we do not fail. If the Tower cannot carry its burden, then we shall shoulder it, because unlike the Tower, the Crown does not bend. We do not break. We support. We shelter. We hold fast, and we stand tall. We will protect our people against whatever creatures crawl forth from the Forest. We will guard against bark and branch. We will face this monster wave, just as we have always done, and we will win.”
Solen’s confidence was infectious. His few words had salvaged the appalling atmosphere, washing away the shadows from the Ilyrian spy’s torture and the revelation of the Tower’s manipulative abandonment. Even I was starting to think the Crown stood a fighting chance against the incoming wave. 
Some other people in the room began to babble excitedly about which independent members of the Magority could be persuaded to join the subjugation force against the Forest. 
Casimir tapped me on the shoulder and motioned for us to withdraw. Eagle-eyed King Solen noted our departure and quietly slipped from the room alongside us, leaving the advisors discussing the nebulous plans animatedly. 
I couldn’t help but ogle Solen, while Casimir snorted in exasperation. 
“You look beautiful in clothes, Your Magesty.” The half-formed thought burst forth, like steam from an excited tea pot.
“That’s enough of that,” Casimir snapped. “The one you’re obsessed with is me.” 
“Ah. Is that so . . . ?” Solen said dully. 
“Please don’t chop off my head,” I stammered. 
Solen inclined his head at me—not exactly a bow, since a sovereign would never bow to a subject—but a sweeping, kingly gesture. “My lady,” he said, his golden eyes pouring into me, “I vow to never do such a thing. I wanted to relay my deepest gratitude for your clever actions today in apprehending the spy. It may very well have been disastrous for Arcadia had the information of the rift between the Tower and Crown reached Ilyria’s dastardly ears.”
As I moved to genuflect once more, Casimir’s thin strand of patience snapped. “I refuse to be subjected to this farce any longer.” He firmly grasped my arm and pulled me into the jagged lightning strike transportation spell. 
I roughly shoved Casimir’s arm off as soon as we reached the Scorched Palace. “Don’t you ensorcell me without my consent!” I shouted hotly. 
“You, you impossible creature!” Casimir shouted. “Lest you forget, I’m the only reason you weren’t thrown into the darkest corner of the dungeon for colluding with the Ilyrians! You should be grateful I removed you from the castle before people started asking uncomfortable questions!”
“And I’m the only reason Ilyria isn’t planning our invasion as we speak! You heard what King Solen said!” 
“Oh yes. How could I ever forget? Your precious, precious King Solen!” the wizard hissed. 
As much as I would have loved to yell at Casimir all day and vent my pent-up stress, I was halted by his wildly fluctuating mana root. His agitated state and earlier magics against the spy were only serving to feed the parasitic spell. It had to be removed at once, before Casimir flamed out. 
I sliced my hand through the air, cutting off whatever argument Casimir was preparing to hurtle at me. “Just listen to me for a second. Your darkness has returned.” 
“A convenient excuse—”
I doubted in Casimir’s ability to calm down as his mana root pulsated and surged with raw, frenetic mana. He was no more than a small boat being tossed about in rampaging seas, at risk of capsizing any moment. I was running out of time. 
I placed my hand on his chest and pushed mana into the cancerous spell. It was like trying to slice through a sheet of iron with butter. My frail mana was nothing against the unchecked chaos feeding the accursed spell. Squeezing out every last scrap of mana within my own root, I steeled myself against the curse and pushed, relentlessly, until the mana channel parted and I could inject my bullet of mana, disabling the poison. 
As he had last time, Casimir collapsed heavily against me. Unfortunately for us, my body still bore the effects of having been blasted into a solid wall and my knees buckled almost immediately under Casimir’s weight. For the second time within the very short morning, I toppled heavily to the ground. 
My hand was still pressed against Casimir’s chest, as if it had melted into it. 
“You impossible creature,” Casimir said, his voice cracking. He plucked my hand from his chest and pressed my fingertips gently against his lips. “What have you done?” he whispered, a single tear trailing a lonely path down his cheek. 




Chapter 20. 

CASIMIR

I was being haunted by a non-mage.
The first time I saw the non-mage was at Lady Galentine’s annual Party of Delights of the Enchanted Swan, a monotonous affair forced upon me as Solen had declared his intention to attend. My eyes could not help but turn towards her, the lone non-mage trudging up the dusty path. The wretched host was devoid of common courtesy, as she appeared to have failed to include a port scroll along with the invitation. The non-mage was dressed much too thinly to have had to spend any length of time in the brisk evening air. 
Lady Galentine pounced on me the second I entered, pawing at me with much too familiar hands. Odious woman. If Solen hadn’t pressed upon me so staunchly the need for her support, I would have burnt this hall to the ground for her impertinence. 
The non-mage entered shortly later. Lady Galentine must have taken offense at the non-mage’s attendance, for she was drowning the non-mage in painfully tasteless cloth used by the waitstaff. 
When I later cast my eye about the loathsome party attendees, I found Solen and the non-mage engaged in rapt conversation. Evidently Lady Galentine perceived the same scene with her beady eyes, because she soon interjected herself, unasked, into their tête-à-tête. I marveled at how Solen could tolerate the host’s insolence, how she had no compunctions in her casual touch of the king’s royal body. She turned those shrewish, unblinking eyes on the non-mage. “Is it true you can commune with spirits?” she demanded, her loudly-voiced question ringing across the crowded room. 
The non-mage’s voice was too low to hear. Against my better judgment, I meandered closer to the pair. For Solen, I told myself. Ever since it was reported that spiritualism was trending in the kingdom, he had expressed a keen interest in the subject. 
As I suspected, Solen was prickling with interest. “Have the spirits said anything to you this evening? Even if it’s not much?” he asked.
The non-mage was a bit green in the face but pushed out a coquettish answer. “Communication with the spirits is not like talking between people. It’s a deeper, more intuitive feeling. I receive their impressions and do my best to share those with you.” She was speaking to the crowd but I felt her eye me with particular attention. When the non-mage finished her twirling dance with a flourish, perfectly calculated to land just before me, I knew I had not imagined her interest. 
Suddenly, her hands were thrust in my face and she was obscenely wiggling her fingers at me. “There’s a darkness upon you!” 
Oh, I thought. So that’s her game. This manipulative non-mage had intentionally singled me out. As the only Ilyrian-born in attendance, she marked me as an easy target. A cheap tactic, but sure to gain her the support of the room. The Magority loved nothing more than to deride those different from themselves, and if there was only one class more mocked than non-mages, it was Ilyrians. Even though it would have been no trouble to melt her where she stood, I let her continue her chicanery because Solen seemed happy at the prospect of seeing this fraud’s performance. 
And then, as this mad woman gesticulated wildly, muttering nonsensical rubbish, a sharp and piercing fire sliced through my core. For a brief second, I wondered if this conniver had stabbed me. But, like a crashing wave, the pain soon retreated. The fog lifted from my mind, releasing me from the shackling pressure. I staggered as a flood of mana, clear and pure, surged in my core. 
There had been a darkness. And she had shattered it with blinding light. 
This impossible, impractical, intractable non-mage. Her intention was not to make a mockery of me as the lone foreigner. In this crowd of clinquant people, she had seen the darkness within and incinerated it with her mad flapping of hands and dribblings of balderdash. This non-mage. 
“How strange and wondrous a feat,” I said. I could not turn my eyes away, drinking in every ounce of her being, trying in vain to puzzle out some explanation of what had transpired. No greater magics were upon her. Nothing to explain how she had mastered the darkness within.
Before I could pull my thoughts together, this incorrigible woman slipped through my fingers—collapsing to the floor in a feigned swoon. 
“I do hope she’s alright,” Solen said with sincere concern. 
“She’s fine. She’s malingering,” I tattled. The sudden influx of mana was threatening to flare, surging like the waters of a breaking of a dam. I excused myself to vent a ribbon of mana before it spiraled beyond my control.
◆◆◆
 
The non-mage lingered in my mind like a dream. Her face glimmered before my eyes, a lasting imprint whenever I let my thoughts wander unbound. My waking fever dream was such that I had even thought to have seen her face at the crowd that the Parade of Heroes.  
“And there’s no way you can make the elixirs?” Solen confirmed. 
“No, for the same reasons which prevent you from doing so.” Curative magic required decades of dedicated study, and the elixir was the pinnacle of that research; moreover, the Tower was the sole owner of the potion’s recipe. 
Yet, even as I pondered over this national crisis, my mind drifted. I was certain I saw the non-mage seated by the window in the café below. But why would she be on the Promenade of Mirrors? Non-mages hardly had occasion to come here, and Solen and I were only here to idle away the time before the puffed-up Tower harlequins tried to recast the wards.
“Who was she?” I asked my friend. “That non-mage charlatan.” 
“Sophia Something-or-other. Lasagna? Lumberton? Lombardi? Yes, yes, I’m sure it was Lombardi. But can you please focus? The kingdom is in crisis, in case you haven’t noticed.”
This whole business with Ghost Flower was like watching someone else’s house burn down. I only marginally cared because Solen, ever the monarch, was so concerned. I tried to force myself to care for his sake. 
◆◆◆
 
There she was again. Eating breakfast. This monstrous being that lurked relentlessly in my thoughts was calmly eating pancakes.
How dare she. 
My hours had become a waking torment as I tried to solve the maddening puzzle that was her. I couldn’t let her slip through my grasp this time.  
But the way she ate pancakes was marginally charming, I admitted begrudgingly. This cute monster.  
. . . Bewitched! I had been bewitched by a non-mage. It wasn’t possible. 
But this morning I was pressed for time. Duty beckoned me to settle things with the Tower incompetents before Solen arrived. The petulant Council misers had been making the castle a misery since finding themselves on the wrong side of the sealed Tower. As appealing as the prospect of keeping the Tower idiots sealed in their accursed spiral may have been, I hoped Ghost Flower would uphold its pledge and reopen the Tower to rid us of the onerous Council members. 
I was loath to part from her now that we had inexplicably crossed paths. I appealed to the intrigue of the unknown terrorist, offering her unparalleled access to the Tower’s unsealing, casually showing the strength of my position of trust with the Crown. It was too tempting for her to resist—yet that ungracious, exasperating non-mage had fled the scene while I was tied up chucking the Council back into their precious Tower. 
It was not to be borne. 
I returned to my chambers that night and resigned to seek the assistance of Mirror. 
I tapped on the ancient glass, awakening the sleeping powers within. “Mirror, I require your aid. Locate Sophia Lombardi.” 
Mirror hummed like buzzing bees before the indistinct vision of a squalid concrete block building materialized. I would be able to lay the ghost of her to rest once I had uncovered the trick behind her counterfeit spirits nonsense. I resolved myself to visit her the next morning.
But even though I, the greatest and only archmage on the continent, had deigned to personally call upon her—she was unphased. 
“Fifty gold crowns,” I heard myself offering in a flash of madness. I would have given her a thousand. Anything to keep her from walking away before I had solved the mysteries of her. 
Half a second later, she was already mouthing more ostentatious tales, the lies dripping so easily from her tongue. I resigned myself to follow her lead in order to see how this shameless creature would expose herself. She pulled me into a mundane market, and amidst the chaos of food and beverages, she selected jar after jar of the only item in the store that sparked with power. How could she, a non-mage, know that? I allowed her scam to continue as I watched and analyzed her every action. 
Being publicly slathered in honey was not within my expectations, but upon reflection, it was clear the non-mage utterly lacked an appropriate moral compass. This deviant could do anything. 
And then it happened again—that flickering of life as some unknown force pared the darkness from my core. Mana gurgled forth and I collapsed against the tide of it. 
It was then I knew. This thing she called ‘the darkness.’ This delicious and inexplicable woman had somehow attuned to my curse and was shredding it to ashes. Her delicate fingers had wiped the blight from my soul.
That day, a primal greed for this impossible creature was birthed deep within my mind. Yet the more my greed for her grew, the quicker she escaped my grasp.
◆◆◆
 
She was my inevitable destruction. The wards had just collapsed. In a crowd of thousands, the magnetic pull of her dragged me to find her face. A thousand or a million. I would always find her. At least until the riddle had been solved.  
I needed to keep her by my side, but she continued to flee. 
Yet one day, she returned to me. How was I to interpret such a thing? After refusing me so categorically, she had approached me on her own volition, accepting a position at my side. 
I threw her into the hellscape of castle administration in the midst of panic, my own perverse challenge. I’d thought the pressure would crack and splinter her, and I would then finally see into the interior she kept so tightly locked away. 
Instead, as was a recurring theme, she pulverized my expectations. I was dazzled by her quick adaptability, keen insight, and capable management of the difficult personalities of the castle officials. Interacting with the officials was a dirty but necessary business, which I only suffered through for Solen’s sake, yet she had soared through the chaos of the day. 
A sinking and bewildering feeling had tainted our interactions. I was beginning to suspect that she did not comprehend my position as the continent’s only archmage. This dark thought was horribly confirmed when she questioned whether I had the strength to confront the Council. Without the geas laid upon me, I could have brought the Council to its knees like unruly children. 
This irreverent, shameless creature hardly batted an eyelash when I reminded her that I had mastered the quiet light and the eternal flame—only the second wizard in the history of Ilyria to do so. She seemed hardly impressed that the fairy queen had granted me entrance through the dolmen, or that the famed warlords the Hermit and Hierophant counted me among their handful of friends. It was maddening. Not that I wanted her to flinch away from me in fear, like every other person in this accursed kingdom, but I wouldn’t have minded if she had been sufficiently impressed by me. I wondered how her eyes would look, turned to me in glimmering admiration.
That night, I traded notes with Solen on my new protégé. 
“You know how much I favored Sophia from day one. She’s extraordinarily appealing . . . But there’s something you should know,” he said gently, with that carefully controlled tone people only use when they were about to bludgeon your head with bad news. “I had her looked into. This is the result of that report. You aren’t going to be pleased with what you find inside.” He slid a folder across the desk.
I turned over the paper in my hand. An unknown emotion clouded my sight. “A fiancé from the Tower? And he’s a lead investigator on the Ghost Flower Investigation Task Force,” I read out. 
Solen clasped his hands on the table in front of him, looking solemn and regal. “The fiancé spent some time in her apartment this very morning. Just before she sought you out. I have it on good authority she’s helping the Tower to frame you as this unknown terrorist.”
“No,” I said. 
“My friend, you had suspected there was something different about Sophia. This is what it was. This is what she’s been hiding.” 
“No,” I rejected. “I will not entertain this thought.”
Solen sighed, heavily. “Alright. I’ll trust you on this. But if she is a spy from the Tower, I expect you to be the one to take care of it.” 
Obviously, she was a Tower plant. A hidden fiancé . . . secret collusion with the Tower . . . . Why had she done it? From our very first meeting, she had played me like a fiddle, strumming me along to her tune. I lay awake at night dreading to have to face that unfaithful monster in the morning. Her treachery plunged me into an abyss. The grasping hands of a wrathful darkness were dragging me towards oblivion. 
Morning arrived without my permission. I awoke to find the angel of my nightmares dangling from the corner of my chamber, having triggered my snare after falling through the window. 
Should I have just left her there? A permanent fixture to dangle from my ceiling, untouched by the corruption of the Tower, unable to deceive. 
Now that I was faced with the faithless betrayer, the darkness within me flared. I wanted to wipe her existence from this plane. I wanted to shake her, to rattle the answers from her body. 
I wanted to keep her close and give her everything. I wanted her to tell me a pretty lie that would explain away her treachery. 
I couldn’t stand to be near her. 
I couldn’t bear it when she left. 
Ensuring the house was sealed tightly to prevent her escape and interference with the elixir distribution, I left her to her own devices. She returned shortly, apparently having exhausted herself in the shuttered house, inflicting her traitorous presence on me with the gall to assault me with question after question. Wasn’t she the one who owed me answers? 
Against my will, I was dragged to the kitchen where the cunning harbinger of doom took offense with the Cauldron of the Dagda, one of the Four Treasures of the Green Island, railing against its immortal magics with an iron spoon. I watched her attack the senile relic with a twisted solace at each deft whack, a deranged catharsis for the resentment strangling me from within.  
Yet, despite no exchange of powers, no incantations of greater workings, no invocations of greater arcana—she had fixed the recalcitrant relic. With nothing but a dented spoon. 
It was deliciously impossible. It could not be explained. 
The Shameless One scattered outrageous demands before me, as if she were the one performing an act of kindness in deigning to work with the likes of me. Fine. It was of no consequence. How could she sit there, smiling, as she extorted me for the price of her betrayal? A monster of unknown depths lurked behind those alluring eyes, preparing to gorge itself on my pure and innocent heart. 
I couldn’t bear the sight of her. I retreated to the calm solace of my room. 
“Mirror,” I sighed. “Show me the traitor.” 
The insufferable woman had holed herself up in the smaller library, inexplicably making a maze out of the books. The truly dangerous manuscripts were tucked away in a pocket dimension, so the trouble she could cause was thankfully limited. I wondered if the Tower had tasked her with dislodging certain information from my collection. I found myself pulled to the library, prepared to intercede if the deceiver failed to present an acceptable explanation. 
The audacious creature animatedly launched into a nonsensical account of her new system of organizing the collection of books; her new system was as back-to-front and impossible to understand as its owner. 
And then she coyly asked for her dismissal—or more appropriately, ostentatiously notified me that I had dismissed her. 
It was illogical. I found myself once more thrown askance by her inexplicable actions. 
I had tracked her every step since she burst through my window. She had yet to plant fabricated evidence implicating me as Ghost Flower. Aside from torturing me with her presence, the most damage she had accomplished was disordering my books, but I could set them right in half a minute with a restoration charm. 
Why had she accepted my offer if only to immediately demand to be dismissed?
. . . She was an unwilling participant, I realized. And she was trying to protect me. Somehow, she had been dragged into the Tower’s plot, and so she was doing her best to protect me within the confines of her mission. The Tower was capable of anything, particularly against a defenseless non-mage. Rumors of my public offer to hire her must have snaked their way into the Tower’s grasp. 
Mirth bubbled deep within, watering my desiccated heart. She had not betrayed me. Not really. Not by choice. 
If the Tower had blackmailed her into partaking in their dirty scheme, they would not take kindly to her failure. Even as she stuttered the reasons why I should release her from my employ, an iron resolve grew within me. She had escaped from me too many times already. I was not letting her flitter away ever again.




Chapter 21.

CASIMIR

Each moment with this delightful idiot scratched an unknown feeling into my heart. As she puttered away on some new asinine attempt to force me to fire her, I launched my investigation into her in earnest—not to her ties to the Tower, which were hardly interesting—but to finally put to rest the question of how she had been able to temporarily abate the curse upon me, twice. 
My magic failed me. 
I walked the circles of the Bearded Horseman, sprinkled the charmed waters of revelation and the illumination of truth. I performed the candled imprecation of the seven cursed kings of Rheged, danced the peppery bewitchery of Bran Galed the Miser, and invoked the anathema of Galdr of the warrior-poet.
All for naught. 
The spells, charms, enchantments, and hexes merely confirmed she had no mana to speak of. My observations revealed the subtle indications of long-term exposure to sloppily performed magics, but that was not uncommon in non-mages, who could rarely afford the cost of a proper working of greater arcana.
She had broken my curse, and there was no discernable reason as to how such a feat had been achieved. 
Her latest harebrained scheme was to haunt my footsteps, fanatically scribbling in her notebook. I had given her the notebook, a precious gift from my own two hands, so it was only right that she cherished it so. At some point, she began posturing in order to draw my attention. Giving in to her whims, I took hold of the notebook she offered and read: 
If I am being honest, which is one of my many, many virtues and has often been noted upon by many people, Casimir is a beautiful specimen of a human being. Not only for his looks, which are considerable, but for his thoughtful and considerate approach to those with whom he interacts.

While he maintains a hardened and frosty appearance, flickers of kindness frequently escape from his hardened walls, like comets shooting through the night’s sky.

Thoughtful and considerate? Kind? There was only one possibility. Her mind had been infected; her brain warped by the clouding lens of affection. This cute monster was fiercely and wildly in love with me. 
Th-this faithless charlatan! While he was sure to be a miserable, talentless hack from the Tower, she had already promised herself to another. She even wore his cheap, unremarkable, and tacky ring upon her finger. He must be a real piece of work. What kind of person would send their lover deep into the lion’s den with no protections? Had I been anyone else, I would have rightfully cast her into the abyss the moment her affiliation to the Tower was first discovered. 
No, no. She was not to be blamed. It was natural, when faced with my overwhelming greatness, particularly when contrasted against the miserable, pathetic existence of her alleged lover, any mortal would have been tempted. I would remove myself from her sight until she could master her wild and untamed—yet perfectly rational—emotions. 
Ever so graciously, I retreated to my room and left her to settle her feelings. Her listless, feeble state left me feeling heartless, but this was for the greater good. 
“She doesn’t look listless to me,” Mirror interjected. “She’s humming quite happily.” 
“You know nothing of painful love. She’s obviously soothing her wounded heart.”
My poor monster looked so pitiful as she pleaded to explore the castle grounds, no doubt needing reprieve from my awesome and powerful presence. Even though I remained in my room. 
And then, to my horror, a bumbling guard was quacking like a headless mallard. “Most High and Potent Lord!” he wheezed. “Madame Lady Gossip—there’s been an issue with Gossip.” 
I saw her then. My impossible, unknowable Sophia. Her limbs twitched as she seized against inflamed mana burning caustic holes through her core. Her mana core, the frail-as-glass core of a non-mage, would shatter under the pressure of the converging mana in mere moments. I siphoned off the rampaging mana, carefully pulling the energy into my own core, more suited to contain and quiet the outburst. 
The mana flux was a one-in-a-million reaction to the redirection spells that protected the castle from prying eyes. There was only one reason someone would have such an adverse reaction to the mana spell: long-term subjugation under a compulsion of helotry, a foul spell which effectively enslaved the target, warping their perceptions to compel unwavering obedience to and reverence for the caster. The pernicious nature of the curse eroded the target’s mind, dramatically increasing their risk of mana influx when exposed to magics that altered perception. 
Boiling rage twisted my mind, ablaze with plans of fiery retribution for whichever reprobate had made sport of Sophia’s life. No wonder she was so particular about magics cast upon her. Most non-mages greedily seized the chance to cloak themselves in whatever drips of magic flowed their way. In all of her outrageous demands, she hadn’t asked for even a simple cantrip. 
I sent her home to recover, putting aside my need to keep her close in favor of her wellbeing. I knew that if she remained here, she would exhaust herself maintaining her guard. 
“Mirror,” I said, “Show me Sophia.” The silvered glass faded to reveal her sleeping form. I sighed. I couldn’t continue this invasion of her privacy, yet my stomach squirmed at the thought of Sophia out in the world, so exposed and raw. And who knew what the Tower had planned for her—clearly nothing charitable, as they had been so willing to thrust her into danger by sending her to me. 
There had to be something—something not as invasive as Mirror, but something that could confirm Sophia’s safety even at a distance. Something portable, so I could easily consult it at a glance. Reaching into my pocket dimension, I extracted one of the eyes I’d harvested from the wyvern Atraxis, a clear stone that glinted with flecks of hazy gold. After some experimentation, I succeeded in turning it into a banded ring. The crystal would cloud with color to relay Sophia’s state. Clear signaled all was well; red indicated she was under attack; green meant she had been poisoned; et cetera. 
The ring remained a reassuring colorless state for half a day. And then, when I was combing through a text on histiographic magics, the ring emitted a high-pitched groan and flooded with static. If the worst had happened—if Sophia had died—the ring would have cracked apart. I did not know what this snowy static indicated. 
I ran to confirm Sophia’s status with Mirror, deeming the situation called for a necessary invasion of her privacy. “Mirror, show me Sophia,” I beckoned. 
The mirror remained clouded before its weedy voice finally crackled, “Sophia cannot be located.”
“What does that mean?” I asked. “Is she alive or not?”
There was deadly silence as Mirror pondered. “She is not dead, but it cannot be confirmed that she is alive. Sophia no longer exists upon this plane.” 
Was her essence being concealed? But only a superior artifact could block the vision of Mirror, and it was doubtful Sophia would have access to such an object. Could the Tower have finally moved against its failed spy? But none of my informants had relayed such a thing.
I found myself uncertain of my next steps—a position I had hardly ever found myself in before Sophia sashayed into my life. With no other options, I resolved to write Sophia a note. 
Sophia, a matter has emerged requiring your immediate attention. One thousand gold coins if you appear before me within the hour.
The moneygrubber was certain to be enticed. I sent the letter off to her location. The delivery spell neatly placed the letter on Sophia’s bed, but, after scrying the apartment, I confirmed Sophia was not in residence. Where had the impossible creature disappeared to?
I sent a second letter, just to be certain. As the ring continued to display the unsettling static and Mirror continued to spout this “Sophia is not in existence” nonsense, I couldn’t help but send letter after letter. 
“Casimir, you’re looking a bit rough,” the king said. I hadn’t heard him enter. 
Probably accounting to the fact that I had not slept in two days. “Go away,” I said. 
Solen ignored me, rudely sitting on the table next to me and clumsily knocking a pile of papers to the floor in the process. “My friend, I know you have been preoccupied with matters concerning Sophia of late, but today I come seeking your counsel. A monster wave is developing in the Forest, and the Tower has declined to assist.” 
I snorted. The monster wave was nothing particularly concerning. “I’ll take care of it,” I said. “Don’t worry about those buffoons.” 
“Thank you. It is heartening to always have my treasured friend on my side. There is a meeting of the conclave about to start. I would appreciate your presence to reassure—”
I jerked to my feet, sending my chair clattering against the floor. The ring flickered dark purple—Sophia was alive and badly injured. My mind went blank. I know that’s a turn of phrase people use and they don’t necessarily mean. I meant it. My vision stopped; my ears closed against Solen’s worried voice. Everything was white, as if my mind had been covered in an avalanche of snow. 
Mechanically, my body scribbled letter after letter to my preposterous protégé as I retrieved a scroll of greater healing and sent that as well. She must have found the scroll, for a moment later, the purple of the ring had nearly cleared, indicating the majority of her injuries had healed. 
Solen transported us to the chamber of the conclave. In the seconds our journey took, my relief suddenly denigrated to a petty and mean indignation. What gave her the right to stop existing without my express permission? What unholy power allowed her to disappear without so much a worry as to what her beloved employer would think?
Shameful. Shameful and thoughtless. 
She didn’t even have the good sense to pretend to be sorry, giving me a weak, exasperated smile upon her reappearance. 
Even though we were in public, surrounded by the best and brightest in Arcadia, this incorrigible woman was now palming my hands in supplication. I was prepared to be mollified when the tip of her sneaky finger scratched “SPY” into my palm. 
I refused to be bewildered by her any longer. Of course it took her a mere fifteen seconds to sniff out a spy that had eluded the detection of the entirety of the Crown’s forces. 
“Where?” I asked. 
Instead of answering, she tackled the spy to the ground with her injured body. I had no clue why she chose that method, but I refused, utterly refused, to have any more questions regarding my monster this early in the morning. 
My former countryman easily turned himself over to the keeping of six members of the castle watch for further questioning.  
Was Sophia impressed by my days’ worth of dedicated care and attention and quick handling of the spy? Of course not. This heartless wretch was determined to rub salt all over my bleeding heart. I turned my head and what did I see—this beastly creature suddenly making moon eyes at Solen.
What a snob! She barely spared a glance when he was poor Sedrik, but now in his kingly raiment, she was suddenly a babbling and bumbling idiot. Solen was lapping it up, that brazen flirt. Did she forget about the existence of her accursed fiancé? I couldn’t let her fall into temptation any further. I alone was already plenty. 
“I’m the one you’re obsessed with,” I sharply reminded her. 
Wrong. It was all going so wrong. I dragged her back to the Scorched Palace before she started kissing Solen’s boots. “Don’t you enspell me without my consent!” she screamed. 
I flinched. Better than anyone, I knew not to violate her with unwanted magics. It was my mistake. I knew it, and yet my mind was racing with toxic thoughts. My mana splintered from my core, a cantering horse resisting its master’s touch. I was getting lost in my own mind, my own mana, suddenly a child drowning in a cruel and frenzied sea. 
Ah, I realized. The curse had resurged and, unfettered, was eating me alive from within. I was awake and breathing, and yet I was drowning. I was here, but I was also not here. I was cowering next to my dying mother, her dull blood drenching my hands.
“Useless woman,” the shadow said. Strong hands kicked my mother’s body from my weakened grasp. “The powers cannot be denied. The sacrifice cannot be stopped.” 
It was happening again, the inevitable nightmare in which the light in my life was destroyed. I was sinking deep into the chasm, the void gnawing at me in jagged strips, slowly consuming me bite by bite. I was disappearing. I was drowning. I—  
—Sophia, the monster that made the impossible possible with a soft touch, reached into the viscous, bubbling tar, grasped onto the splintered fragments of my soul, and yanked. And suddenly, I was no longer forced to relive the dying screams of my mother as the shadow fed me to the chaos. Sophia extended a hand of salvation, quietly leading me towards a gentle place of lost serenity. 
This impossible woman that defied logic. I couldn’t explain her. I couldn’t understand her.
But I knew, then, finally putting a name to this wondrous and terrifying, possessive and selfless, inexplicable and inevitable feeling. 
I loved her.




Chapter 22. 

Well this was turning out to be an unmitigated disaster. 
Arcadia’s devilish and terrifying number-one mage was currently leaking tears, a crumpled heap on the floor, but as soon as his head cleared, he would start pelting me with questions I would be unable to answer. 
We helped each other off the floor, only slightly clumsily. 
“Shall we have some hot cocoa?” I asked. 
Casimir merely nodded, stoically wiping at his trailing tears. 
The cauldron obligingly produced two tankards of the hot beverage, thick and spicy, topped with icebergs of whipped cream.
I clutched my cup tightly and braced for the impending discussion. What should I say to appease Casimir, to convince him to keep the secret between us? 
Casimir was looking a bit dazed and peaky. “You know what I’m compelled to ask,” he said, an invitation to join him in perhaps the most significant verbal dance between us to date. 
I nodded. “Yes, but I propose an even exchange. A question for question.”
“Can’t you ever just give an inch without taking a mile?” he grumbled. But I could tell he was grumbling for the sake of grumbling. There was no substance behind it, revealed by the beaming, cheesy grin now plastered across his face. 
“No. Not when I only have inches, while you have miles.” 
“Very well. I will tell you what I can. I hardly know where to start . . . . How did you do it? How did you cleanse the darkness that festered within me?” 
The best lie was a partial truth. “I saw it growing on your mana root, so I just kind of smacked it, and it went away.” 
Casimir’s hand slipped. His mug collided heavily with the counter, showering his sleeve in a rain of chocolate froth. He didn’t even notice, leaning forward. He licked his lips, the telling sign of a predator sizing up its prey. “You saw my mana root?”
“Y-yes? Should I not have?” 
“Impossible. Not a mage alive—or dead—has ever seen a mana root.”
This insufferable maniac! He was already questioning the only truth I planned to share. “I guess it’s good for you I’m not a mage, then. Stop trying to trick me because you assume I’m an ignorant non-mage. I’m being sincere.” Sincere for now, anyways. 
“Sophia,” he said. “I’m not lying to you. The mana root isn’t something that can be visualized, let alone smacked.”
W-what? But I had read all those clever Tower books about mana roots and mana channels and . . . I threw my thoughts backwards, scraping at my memories to dislodge what I actually had learned. Had anything addressed the ability to visualize the mana root? Or had I assumed it . . . ? 
“What do you mean you can’t see it? Isn’t it something you mages spend your life training? How can you do that if you can’t see it?”
“You have lungs within your chest. You can perceive their rise and fall. You can feel them burn when you’ve exhausted yourself. They enable your breath and fuel your life, but barring some horrific happening, most people will live their entire lives without seeing them. Our mana roots are as unseeable as our lungs, yet, like our lungs, we can perceive their being,” Casimir explained. He seemed to be genuine. “What does my mana root look like to your eyes?” 
“Yellow,” I said.   
“And?”
“It’s like crystalized sunshine, but the soft rays of sunrise instead of the harsh noon sun, beckoning you from across the ocean. There’s a tide to it, a steady pull that lures you in, a soft siren’s call. It branches through you, a thousand winding rivers of mana.” 
Casimir materialized a leaf of linen paper with a snap of his fingers. “Sketch it for me,” he said. 
I grabbed the offered paper. “I’m counting this as a question.” As I began my rough sketch, I grew a bit daring. The distraction of the lead scratching against the paper was a helpful buffer from the intensity of his eyes. “Why were you cursed? Do you know who did it?”
“Ask another question.” 
I halted my drawing. 
“Sophia, I c-can’t.” He stammered, beads of sweat starting to form across his forehead. “I’m—under—a—geas,” he finally forced out between tightly clenched teeth.
A geas was a taboo laid down upon someone. As far as I understood it, it wasn’t magic exactly, but something else tangled up in a person’s fatelines. If you violated the taboo, your fatelines would sever, and you would die instantly. While I could see mana roots, I had never viewed even the faintest glimmer of a fateline. I wasn’t even sure I believed they existed. Still, I wasn’t about to tempt fate by doubting its lines.
“Are you finally going to fire me?”
Casimir took a hearty sip of his cocoa as he shook off the grip of his geas. For some reason, my question prompted him to light up like the summer sun. “No. Never. But you’re welcome to keep asking. What does the curse look like?” 
“A tumor. A patch of darkness clouding out the sun. It grows stronger as it feasts on your mana.”
“And you just smack it away?”
I nodded, a lie. 
And then, inexplicably, Casimir nodded—just blindly deciding to accept my preposterous falsehood. It was absurd. 
“What did you do to make everyone start calling me ‘Gossip’?” I asked, abruptly changing topics. Some dead part inside of me had begun to tingle with pins and needles as it prickled back to life.  
Casimir had a good, surprised chuckle at my question. “Merely complied with my contractual obligations. I believe you were to be titled, ‘Great Officer of the Citadel of Ivory Bones,’ which is such a mouthful, so I took the necessary step of abbreviating it: G.O.C.I.B. You can’t expect to hold me accountable for some people mistakenly believing I was ordering them to call you Gossip. How did you discover the spy?”
“His mana root.”
He stared at me, blankly. 
“It had the same Ilyrian accent as yours,” I said.
For the umpteenth time this morning, he stared at me, his mouth an open gap of disbelief until he shook himself from his stupor. “Well, well, well. This is something, indeed. You mean to tell me mana roots are distinctive to origin?” The fever of a man obsessed with magics gleamed in his eyes. Apparently, this was a new avenue of exploration for him, and I could feel the doom of a thousand hours of experimentations on this topic in my not-so-distant future.
“Y-yes? Yours are a bit spicier?” I couldn’t help upturning the end of my sentence into a questioning pitch. 
“Interesting, interesting. We will have to return to this in detail later.” My fate was doomed. “Are you keeping any other secrets from me? I am willing to accept whatever it is you have to tell me.”
Only about a thousand. 
“No,” I lied. “Well . . . actually, the spirits aren’t real.” 
Casimir sighed gustily. “I had begun to suspect as much, but Solen will be so disappointed.” 
◆◆◆
 
An awkward intimacy had fallen between us. Every time our eyes met, I found myself jerking my head away, which made the situation that much more embarrassing. Thankfully, the king returned as soon as his discussions with the conclave ended. 
“Casimir?” Solen called loudly from the foyer. “Have you calmed down now? We need to continue our conversation.” 
“In here!” Casimir shouted, not budging from our table in the kitchen. He must have been the only person in Arcadia to speak so relaxedly to our monarch. 
I moved to leave to give the two privacy but Casimir caught my hand. “Stay,” he commanded.
I dithered. Being naturally nosy, I wanted to remain. But I couldn’t help feeling out of place between Casimir and the king.
“Don’t do that,” Casimir said lowly. “Take your seat. You belong here. You’re equal to anyone.”
I awkwardly sank back into my seat, sitting rigidly upright.
Solen nodded at me, a regal tilt of his head, as he entered. “Sophia, I’m pleased to find you here as well, for we have much to discuss.” It was Sedrik, but it was also not Sedrik. I still wasn’t certain how to treat his glamorous boy king. I stood and offered him a sweeping curtsy as he took a seat, banging my knee solidly into the table leg. Solen and Casimir were kind enough to pretend they hadn’t heard the loud crack.
The king smacked a chaotic stack of papers atop the small table, launching into an elaborate war plan against the impending monster wave. Despite Casimir’s assurances that he could single-handedly deal with it, the brunt of the impending horde of the Forest’s nightmares would likely be interspersed across six districts. Casimir might have been unparalleled, but he was only one man. Even with his handy zap-zap transportation spell, he couldn’t be in two places at once. 
The castle’s forces were inadequate to face the full brunt of the assault. As much compassion as I had for the citizens of the outer districts, emptying out the castle’s fighting power was simply impracticable. For one, the slimy gits in the Tower could get up to some nefarious hijinks while the castle was unprotected. Second, the danger from Ilyria was somewhat heightened following the capture of the spy, who had been highly placed in the Crown’s forces. While unlikely, it could not be entirely discounted that he had managed to communicate the Crown’s weakened position to Ilyria.
Fortunately, for the first time in recent history, fissures had appeared in the Magority’s rigid loyalty to the Tower. Some families had even publicly broken with the Tower, demanding for a leadership change—not a bad move, if you were an opportunistic mage. I wondered who exactly they were expecting to install in their newly made Council, suspecting these advocates would just so happen to have a close relative in mind for the role. Still, for now, they were potential allies against the monster wave. 
Solen anticipated we could recruit at least four major and twelve lesser families. To be honest, I didn’t have a firm enough grasp on the great names of the Magority or the hierarchy therein, so I didn’t know how to interpret this information. I made a mental scribble to ask Casimir later, even though I expected his answer to be equally useless (“They’re all as useful as wet dirt. I’m worth ten thousand of them”). 
“I’ve lived in the outer districts my entire life,” I reminded the pair of them. “I could help organize things on the non-mage front. I’m surprisingly well-connected in my district.” At least, the Beetle was, and I knew he could be roped in to help. 
They exchanged glances. 
“A delightful notion, so graciously offered,” Solen said. “But I would like you to accompany me in the castle. You were able to find a spy—I’m most interested as to how, by the way—in mere moments. This will be a tremendously helpful skill in the coming weeks, I’m sure.” 
“I will be happy to assist you throughout the week, before the subjugation force leaves. I’m certain I can scan the entire staff within a day, and I would still have time to coordinate with the non-mages.” 
Solen’s mouth drew into a floppy line. He sent a wordless plea to Casimir for his intercession. 
“You’ve heard His Magesty’s order,” Casimir said curtly. 
What the hell? We have a small disagreement of opinion and now they were suddenly slapping me back into my place with a “His Magesty”? This, from the same man who moments before said I was “equal to anyone”? Was that only true when it was convenient? Meaning it wasn’t true at all.
Crown or Tower. In the end, they were no different. I looked at the two men, both of them wearing cagey, paternalistic smiles, as if willing me to just accept their decisions without being difficult feeling stung at their betrayal.
Their faces were utterly closed, not even willing to pretend to consider my counterarguments. At the end of the day, that was how they saw us. Us fish. Useless and needing protection. To unquestioningly bow and scrape before power. To simply behave.
I had bowed my head before. That was how I’d survived under the pressure of the Tower. As Aiden’s mindless plaything. I was not about to bow my head to the two people in all this world that I had treated like allies. It was their turn to listen to me as an equal. 
I stared down the king of our nation and his strongest mage.
I balled my shaking hands into fists underneath the table. 
I’m Sophia Lombardi. And I am the main character, I reminded myself. Surely they could at least hear me out if I explained myself.
“I strongly feel that the outer districts have the most immediate need for my talents,” I protested. “You’ve said I have a talent for planning, and you are lacking an advisor as intimately familiar with the outer districts as me. I know I can make a positive difference if I join the team.” 
“That will be taken under advisement,” Solen said, meaning he would chuck my comments straight into the trash. 
“I’m needed on the subjugation force,” I insisted. Unlike these pretty men with their pretty clothes and their pretty lives, I had grown up in the shadow of the Forest. I knew better than anyone what lay ahead.
“No,” Casimir said.
Solen remained maddeningly silent. 
“I wish you would listen to me before one-sidedly making your decision.”
“You’ve never been on a subjugation before. You’re only being so obdurate because you haven’t the slightest comprehension as to the risks,” Casimir said dismissively. 
“My parents were eaten in front of my eyes during a monster wave. Don’t tell me I don’t understand the risks,” I growled savagely. 
Casimir’s face fell. “I didn’t—”
“You didn’t know? How shocking that must be for you. The Great and Mighty Wizard doesn’t know everything after all. Here’s another new fact for you: you don’t own me. If you aren’t going to make use of my talents, then I’m going to go where I can make a difference. I don’t need you to do that. I’m done. I quit.” 
Casimir ogled me in disbelief that quickly turned to a frustrated fury. “Then quit, you impossible creature! I don’t need you, either! You’ve been nothing but a thorn in my side from the moment I first laid eyes on you. Let’s see if you find anyone else willing to put up with your ill temper, your perverse need to retaliate against the slightest of perceived insults, someone so riddled with appalling irreverence as to be chronically profane, and—”
“—Why don’t you check in with me after you find someone else to treat your darkness, you thankless, histrionic, wet sock. I. Quit.”   
Finally understanding that I wasn’t throwing about words without meaning, Casimir’s ire deflated comically fast. Realizing I had just, in fact, quit, sheer panic flooded his eyes. In a rapid about-face, he said with an ingratiating supplication, “Sophia, I—”
Let him panic. This idiotic man child. I was done.
I made a jerky-knee motion at Solen—lest he reconsider the head-chopping issue after my outburst—and fled, running away from the castle and back to my rightful place, alongside my people in the outer districts.




Chapter 23. 

I was ready to abandon them all—Casimir, Solen, the Crown, the Tower, Ghost Flower . . . suddenly, it all seemed so pointlessly stupid.  
Who were they to order me around? Well, I suppose Solen was the king and Casimir was my boss, so if you wanted to be all proper and technical about it, I guess they had the authority to do so . . . . But that was still no excuse—not when they were making their decisions off some terribly flawed logic that I was a weak child needing to be protected. Solen had melted his own shoes, for god’s sake. Who really needed protection when he had to be rescued from his own clothes? And Casimir would still be eating mushed carrots in suspicious white sauce, slowly being eaten alive by his curse if it weren’t for me. What gave them the right to one-sidedly make decisions governing my life?
More than that, I couldn’t help feeling betrayed by Casimir. I suppose somewhere along the way I had started putting expectations on him—not unfairly, to my mind, either. This liar was the one who told me to trust myself, that we were equals. Yet, push come to shove, he was the first one to shove me back into my place.
I had thought we were both outsiders, together. But he had proved himself every inch as much of the Magority as Aiden.
I was an idiot for expecting differently.
Of course, I was not one to dwell passively on useless emotions. Instead of dealing with the nauseating sense of disappointment churning within my stomach, I decided to slip away into the comfortable life of crime I was making for myself as Ghost Flower.
◆◆◆
 
A pile of newly purloined artifacts spilled across my kitchen table. 
I had left the castle in a thunderous fury, with every intention of returning straight home to sulk. And then I so happened to coincidentally pass the house of one Nes Strawbridge, owner of the Fast-Walker Boots, an artifact that was said to enable a person to walk at a swift pace. My anger had made me reckless, and I felt compelled to stab back at the Magority with this unlooked-for chance. With a quick bip, bop, and boop, the boots were now in my possession. 
After that, it was a simple hop, skip, and a jump, literally, to collect the Aegis, a reflective shield, and the Ring of the Void, a circle of metal that granted the wearer unlimited storage, from Dougal Fergeld. This one required a little more effort, as the artifacts were stored deep in the mansion’s basement. I was dodging housemages left and right as I made my way into the unguarded bowels of the mansion. 
My final theft of the day was the Hidden Sword, a self-swinging sword that allegedly guaranteed victory. Its owner was a pretentious git. I didn’t even have to enter the estate—he left the artifact on full display in the front yard, jammed into a stone and swathed in sealing and protection spells. I sliced through the magics and easily freed the sword from the stone. 
Tarnhelm to keep me concealed, Aegis to keep me protected, Fast-Walker Boots to keep me continually a step ahead, the Hidden Sword to slay my enemies, and the Ring of the Void to carry my loot. All in all, I was about to be as unfairly advantaged as any of the Tower mages. I could use them all to fly-step my way to Casimir and stab him smack in his smug face.
Perhaps I should just chuck it all and relocate to a neutral country in the east. 
“What do you think, Gurgle?” I asked. “Shall we see what the east is like? Perhaps the Principality of Aslip? I heard there’s a hairy type of goat there that’s supposed to be delicious. I’m sure you’d like it.”   
Gurgle chirped happily. 
My hoard was slightly conspicuous, so I stashed the shield, boots, and sword inside the ring’s storage. I would also have put Tarnhelm away, but the helmet was still serving as a makeshift flower vase.  
But first, Gurgle needed feeding. He had been such a good boy lately that I wanted to spoil him a bit and had purchased a leg of beast just for him. 
The more I thought about it, the better and better the Principality of Aslip appeared. It was probably child’s play to the Beetle to help smuggle me out. Yes, I would help the outer districts weather through the oncoming monster wave, and then Gurgle and I could slip away as the dust settled. I could probably fake my death during the commotion, ensuring the Casimir, the King, Aiden, and the Tower would finally leave me alone.  
Just as I had almost half-convinced myself that faking my death and fleeing the country was the perfect plan, the nasally voice of one of Aiden’s Tower goons was spitting threats at me from the hallway. 
“Sophia Lombardi, I have been ordered to detain you under the jurisdiction of the Tower. If you do not open this door at once and surrender, there will be consequences.”
“What have I done?” I called through the closed door. Had my thievery been noticed?
“You can’t just quit and expect things to turn out well for you, you fishy wench. You were meant to be proving that that foreigner is Ghost Flower. Now you have to face the consequences of your little temper tantrum. Fatal consequences.”  
Ah. I had forgotten that little wrinkle when I quit. I had no idea how the Tower had already heard, other than the castle really was as leaky as Solen believed. I moved to put on Tarnhelm, but the mage moved faster. Before I had taken two steps, the front door exploded in a rain of jagged wooden splinters. 
His mistake. 
Gurgle did not like strangers. 
I thought of Gurgle as my cat, but, if you were being picky about it, it was more accurate to say that he was cat-like. On most days, he was no different from your ordinary feline, a willful and cuddly ball of fluff that was happiest during his afternoon naps—at least, so long as his glamour was in place. Aiden never knew the truth, and if Gran suspected, she turned a blind eye. 
Gurgle was of the Forest. 
My long-time cat-like friend shed his mundane draping, sloughing off his feline disguise. The haunting sound of gurgling blood and the creaking of sinew, like wind jostling the branches of ancient trees, echoed eerily in my apartment as Gurgle unfurled and expanded. His head scraped the ceiling and he blotted out light from nearly half the room. Wiry fur reminiscent of spindly branches covered his hulking frame. Rows of teeth as long as my arm crowded his impossibly shaped mouth, a ravenous crater in the shadows of his face. His eyes were slits of molten silver alive with the ebb and flow of untouchable moonlight.
The mage, one of Aiden’s goons, threw up a half-garbled shielding spell, but Gurgle’s ancient powers sliced through it as though it had been merely tissue. 
Gurgle was upon him. Claws raked through flesh, severing the mage’s spellhand. The stump of his arm wept thick spurts of crimson blood. Another slash and the man was on the floor. Gurgle seized the mage’s throat between his massive jaws. A sickening snap echoed throughout the room, and then silence. Those rows and rows of deadly teeth now crunched the body, shredding through muscle and bone.
I patted Gurgle on the back gently. My touch called forth a rumbling, grating purr. 
“Don’t eat too quickly or you’ll choke,” I told my protector.
A lightning crack resounded from the threshold. Casimir stood at the gap of my ruined door, looking aghast at Gurgle, the half-eaten mage’s legs now dangling from his mouth.
“I thought you said there were no more secrets?” he said finally.
I scratched Gurgle’s ears. “It’s not a secret—I’ve told you before. My cat doesn’t like strangers.”
◆◆◆
 
With a splash of Casimir’s magic, my apartment was as good as new. A deft confusion spell blotted the commotion from the minds of any neighbors that may have heard the din. Handy. As much as I hated ensorcelling my neighbors, I hated the thought of rotting away in the Tower’s prison even more.
Satiated in his blood lust, Gurgle returned to his feline form, taking ownership of my lap and noisily licking his paws. 
Casimir opened his mouth, closed his mouth, then opened it again as he struggled to find the right words. 
“Was this your first time murdering a member of the Tower?” he said finally. 
“Yes,” I said, curtly. Unfortunately. “Although I take issue with the term ‘murder.’ It was self-defense. The man came here to kill me. He got what he deserved.” 
Casimir chuckled, darkly. “That’s my darling, making friends wherever she goes. Why does the Tower want you dead?”
Because I had ended my use as their spy against you. 
“It’s complicated. But I guess it all goes back to a particularly nasty breakup with my ex-fiancé. Now if you would be so kind, please leave.” I pointed at the newly repaired door. Even with the murdered mage between us, I wasn’t about to awkwardly pretend our fight hadn’t happened. 
Casimir ignored me. He stood leaning against the wall, his arms casually crossed, and avoided my eyes by talking to the top of my scalp. For some reason, a flush was creeping up from his neck. “Oh. Ex-fiancé. I see,” he said. “Ex, as in, not current. Understood . . . But to think, a tamed monster. I’ve never seen such a thing. How did you do it?” 
“I didn’t do it. If anything, he tamed himself. Stop changing the subject. Please leave.” 
He dithered at the threshold. “If you were deeply regretting your earlier outburst, I could be convinced to rehire you,” he told my hair, offering the lamest olive branch in the history of Arcadia. 
“Leave,” I repeated. 
He finally turned his gaze to lock eyes with my own. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Truly and sincerely. Unreservedly.” 
I stroked Gurgle’s head. “For what?” I asked petulantly. 
He huffed. “Can’t you just be gracious about this? You win. I lose. Happy?” 
“‘Gracious’ is not and never will be one of my character traits. Only today I was called ill-tempered, perverse, egotistical, and chronically profane.”
Casimir sighed. “I apologize for speaking of your character so harshly.”
“And?”
“. . . And for not listening to you.” 
“And?”
“For underestimating your experience with monster waves.”
“And?”
Casimir awkwardly shifted on his feet. “Sophia, my darling, please tell me what else I have done to stir your discontent. I truly cannot understand why you’re so angry. We squabble. I cherish our squabbles. Why is this time so different?”
I felt tears prick at my eyes and I didn’t know why. What did I want from this man? This bizarre loner that was unphased by the murder my cat had just committed. This arrogant archmage that was so quick and keen to teach me the intricacies of his work, disregarding the fact that I was an uneducated fish. The one who merely laughed when I slathered him in honey and refused to fire me time and again. The only person who ever made me feel his equal, only to throw it back in my face.
“You’re a user,” I said.
He went stone-still, his face an icy mask. I turned and looked at him—really looked at him; perhaps the first time I had properly dared. I confronted him, and in doing so, I was forced to confront the secrets in myself I had tried in vain to smother.
Casimir was different to me. I didn’t know how exactly, but he was. Ironic, given that he probably had the best chance at blasting me off the face of the planet—his spellcasting was quick and it would be a tossup to see who was faster if it came down to it—but I felt safe with him. Even as I approached him under the directions of the Tower, even as he used this spell and that around me. I looked into his mana root and it felt like home.
“You’re a user,” I asserted once more. “You’re content to keep me at hand to fix you whenever the darkness has settled on your mana root, but heaven forbid I am an actual person with independent thoughts and feelings. You completely shut me down without hearing me out the second our opinions differed. Do you expect me to be okay with that? Do you really think this was merely one of our ‘squabbles’?”
Gurgle turned his lamp-like eyes upon Casimir, sizing up the newcomer. I stroked his wiry fur and tried not to cry, feeling pathetic.
Casimir was silent for a moment as he weighed his words. Finally, his mask broke, and beneath it—an ugly rawness. This was Casimir, the one he kept locked away so carefully behind his bravado. “You told me once. You said I needed new friends. You were right. I only have one friend, Solen, and I can hardly call our relationship normal. I don’t know how to be your friend, and I want to. I didn’t want to join the expedition because I don’t trust in your abilities, or because I want to merely use you as my medicine. You are . . . precious to me. So very precious. I don’t want to expose you to the Tower idiots. It only would take one second, one inattentive moment, and you could be taken away forever. If you think that I am using you solely to be my cure, you never have to lift the darkness again. Just stay with me.”
Why? What would he get out of it?
“And do what?” I asked. “My only job is to sort out your mana root. If I can’t even to that, I might as well be a doll on your shelf.”
“I don’t want a doll, Sophia. I want you. Who else will cut up all my plants? Who else will break into my window? Who else will haunt my steps? I’m learning. Teach me how to be your friend.”
I thumbed the top of Gurgle’s head, my hand vibrating under his wheezy purr. “I don’t want you to be my boss anymore. I want to be your true equal. We can both work for the King together. And I want a real job, with a real purpose. One where I can actually be of use. And when we disagree, we will have a real discussion about it.”
“I’m sure that can be arranged. Although I doubt you’ll find he pays as well.”
I was about to agree to return when a new thought entered my head. I eyed him suspiciously. His timing tonight had been a little too opportune. “How did you know to come here?”
Flushed, Casimir began to babble with a tad of desperation. “Ha ha,” he laughed woodenly, hand absentmindedly scratching his neck. “Such a coincidence. That timing really was quite extraordinary. A touch of serendipity, wouldn’t you say? What are the chances? It must be a hundred-to-one. Imagine that.”
“Out with it,” I said. 
“Being such a kind and gracious employer, I place the safety of my employees paramount to all else. In accordance with best practices—all highly recommended by anyone you ask—I prepared a small token that would warn me whenever you were under attack. For business purposes, you understand.” 
“You stalker.” 
“For the record, I was planning to beseech you to join me on the subjugation force before your pet ate a Tower mage. I fear you will have no choice but to accompany me now. The Tower is sure to retaliate, and as your attempted murder was hardly a sanctioned operation, their response will be equally off-the-books and just as dirty. You won’t be safe if you remain here.” 
Fate was a cruel master. How long would I have to bounce between the wills of the Tower and Casimir? I tried to free myself from Casimir only for the Tower to send an assassin. Now, having slain one of the Tower’s own, they would be after me like hellhounds. I could always wrap myself in my newly acquired artifacts and flee the country as planned, but how could I turn away from helping my people when I finally had a real chance. 
“I’ll return with you if I can join you on the subjugation team,” I said. 
Casimir perked up like a freshly-watered plant.
“Are you truly prepared to face the monster wave, with the Tower breathing down your neck?” Casimir asked.
“Yes,” I said. “It’s something I have to do. I can’t run from myself for forever.”
◆◆◆
 
Father and Papa said I was special because I was born from a flower. Papa loved his garden, almost as much as he loved Father. He was always looking for new plants and interesting seeds, trading away his carvings for patches of earth. He loved his garden and his flowers so much that it made him reckless and, sometimes, it made him do bad things. 
My parents lived at the edge of the Forest. Everyone at the edge knew the Forest was forbidden, that a darkness lurked beneath the trees’ boughs. But Papa so loved his plants. He was willing to brave the strange and ancient powers if it meant finding new saplings for his garden. One day, Papa entered the Forest. He said as soon as he stepped foot into the woods, he fell into a dream.  
In the dream, he met a cat-shaped monster. Its face was full of shadows, yet the moon lived in its eyes. He followed the monster into a grassy clearing. At the heart of the clearing stood a flower, ancient and towering, but also ephemeral and unreal, as if it only partially existed in the dreamlike space. Papa said he thought it was like seeing a flower’s ghost. 
The flower was the size of a tall man, its petals closed shut tightly. The monster paced towards the bud and gently kissed a petal with its snout. The flower unfurled its petals at the monster’s touch. As the veil of petals lifted, my papa saw that a human child rested in the flower’s center. Papa plucked the child from the flower, holding her gently in his arms. “You shall be Sophia,” he said. “And you shall be my daughter.” 
Papa awoke from his dream at the Forest’s edge. I was in his arms and Gurgle was at his feet. “Come on, then,” he said. “Let’s go show Gabriel our new family.” 
I was ill frequently as a child, until Father dragged me out of doors one day. “My flower, you need to be watered by sunlight and grow under sky.”
“I like this game,” I said. “I’m a tree in the sun!”
Every day was happy with Father and Papa in our garden. Papa taught me his love of plants and how to be friends with bees. Father was quieter, but I could feel his love every time he secretly snuck me and Gurgle sweets before dinner. “Crumbs for my little crumb,” he would say, tickling the tip of my nose. We were a perfect family.
Until the monster came. 
There was a scary noise from outside, and I heard Papa screaming.
I ran outdoors with Gurgle. Father was lying on the ground, sleeping in a pool of red water. 
Papa was fighting with a monster, swinging his garden rake at the creature’s head, trying to keep it away from Father. The creature was half as tall as our house, with a long, wolfen snout and a mouthful of sharp fangs. Instead of fur, it had scales of flaking bark. Its acid green eyes shone with the might and fury of the Forest. 
Even as I ran towards my Papa, his garden rake splintered under a great bite from the wolf-like creature. The monster lunged forward and sank its teeth into my Papa’s side. 
“No!” I screamed. 
Gurgle raced forward, snarling and yowling. He flung himself at the monster, shredding massive strips from the creature’s flesh. 
Papa fell, oozing red water from the many holes in his body. 
“No!” I screamed again, and this time, strange and ancient powers heard me. Bramble and thorn ripped from the earth with murderous intent. The vines of iron clawed at the monster, overtaking its body. Gurgle quickly leapt out of the coiling branches’ reach. There was the snapping of twigs, the crunching of wood, and the rumble of earth as the vines pulled the monster deep underground. With a snap and a shudder, the ground closed, sealing the monster under the earth. 
“Sophia? Sophia?” Papa called softly.
I ran to my Papa, pulling his head off the cold ground and onto my lap. The skin of my hand had been replaced by bark, the same cracked and flaking bark as the Forest’s creature.
My parents had pulled me from the Forest. 
“I’m a monster,” I cried in realization. “I’m a monster from the Forest.”
“No, my baby, no,” Papa said weakly, placing a shaky hand against my cheek. “You are my precious and beloved daughter. You are Sophia Lombardi. You are not a monster. You are . . . you are the main character.”
“Main character?”
“Listen to me now, Sophia,” he said. His eyes were ringed with red. His voice was so soft I had to lean inches from his face to hear him. “This is important, my brave girl. This is your story. Whenever you’re so scared you can’t even move, remember how brave you were today. I want you to think, ‘I am the main character,’ and remember how you defeated the monster alone. Endure, my child. And live. This whole world moves for you. But first, you must live.”  
He coughed. Speckles of red dotted his face. 
A low rumble sounded in the distance. More monsters were coming. A wave of the creatures was about to crash down upon us. 
“Run, my little crumb, run,” my Papa coughed. 
I couldn’t move. I couldn’t leave my parents lying in the dirt of our backyard. 
“Gurgle,” Papa wheezed, “take Sophia and run.”
My cat-like creature grabbed me by the scruff of my neck. It was the last time I would ever see my parents, lying broken, watering the garden they so loved with their life’s blood.
That day we ran and ran, and I had been running from myself and the Forest ever since.




Chapter 24. 

Casimir was insisting on secreting me away back to the Scorched Palace before the Tower realized that one of its mages had disappeared at my apartment. I had to settle some things first. 
“What do you expect me to do with Gurgle?” I demanded. “I can’t very well bring him onto the castle grounds. The last thing we need is for him to eat half the castle staff. Let me drop him off at a friend’s house first.” I was loath to part with Gurgle, but it would be impossible to keep his true nature a secret if I brought him with me to the castle or took him with me on the subjugation force. 
Casimir glanced at Gurgle warily and agreed. Reaching into his sleeve, he extracted a mana scroll and handed it over. “It’s a port scroll. Use this at the first sign of danger. Unfortunately, I am required at the castle. I was mid-discussion with Solen when I received the warning that you were under attack. I should let him know the situation has been resolved.” 
I flushed, remembering how I had shouted at the king. “He didn’t happen to mention anything about the chopping of heads, did he?” 
Casimir chuckled darkly. “I’ll let you find out for yourself when next you meet. Tie things up here and then use the port scroll at once. I suspect we only have a few hours before the Tower discovers what’s happened.” He disappeared in a crackling flash.
I bundled Gurgle up, sleepy from his grisly meal, and set out to Magda’s house. It was the obvious choice. The beewoman had looked in on Gurgle for me every now and then when I had to be out of the house for work. Besides, with the oncoming monster wave, Magda could have no better protector. 
As I trod up the familiar path, the unbridled, wild beauty of Magda’s yard stirred a yearning nostalgia in me. As my feet crunched against dead leaves, the crisp, earthen smell of gnarled roots and damp moss tickled my nose. Inquisitive bees nosily buzzed over to investigate our arrival. 
As usual, the beewoman was expecting me. She took one look and plunked me down into a sunken chair near the fire, shoving a plate of fresh honey bread before Gurgle and me. 
“A monster wave is coming, Madga,” I told her in between bites of the flaky bread. “And it’s going to be a bad one. I’m to join the subjugation force. Can I trust you to take care of Gurgle in the meantime?” 
“Of course you can. We’re old friends, aren’t we Gurgle?” 
He chirped happily in response, settling the question. 
Magda had a presence unlike anyone I’d ever met. Talking to her was like soaking your wearied mind in warm sunshine while a gentle wind caressed your hair. In the chaos of the world, Magda was something solid and real, something you could hang onto. Magda and her bees that feasted on the nectar of the Forest. Magda whom Gurgle adored. I was one of them, too. One of the creatures of the Forest that she had enchanted. 
It was time to tell someone. I didn’t want the trauma of Aiden to linger like a raincloud veiling my mind as I was about to throw myself into a storm of monsters. 
“This ring,” I said. I held up my hand and pointed at the traitorous piece of metal. “I found out what magics Aiden cast on it. Spells to keep me obedient, to force me to be held in his thrall. And ever since those evil magics have been lifted, it’s as though I’ve been a dreamer slowly stirring from a long and horrid nightmare, like a doll suddenly made flesh. There are parts of me that are missing, that I’m having to slowly reawaken–like my feelings. I never know how I’m feeling. I’m a toddler playing with knives, accidentally cutting everyone I meet. I’m standing behind this thick pane of glass, watching it all happen to someone else, and then I’m snapped back into my body.” 
Magda placed a wrinkled hand atop my own. “An evil has been done to you, little sprout. But you have weathered the storm. You have survived it.  Things which have been broken shall be mended. Things which have been forgotten shall be remembered.”   
“I shouted at the king. And then I ran away,” I admitted. 
The beewoman laughed, the sound of a twittering songbird. “Never you mind that. There probably aren’t enough people in his life willing to give him a good shouting every now and then. Now you’ve learned the feeling anger and also regret.”
I was starting to feel a bit weepy. How often had I sat in this very chair with Aiden and Gran while Madga poured us tea? “What do I do about Aiden? Do you think Gran would want me to forgive him?”
Magda, who never had an unkind word to say about anyone, said, “I think your Gran would want you to sock him in the nose.”
◆◆◆
 
I had promised Casimir to return straight to the Scorched Palace, but since I was an established liar, he must have known I would be taking a detour before my return. I hunted down the Beetle, finally finding him in the middle of a game of cards. Judging by the tidy pile of coppers on the table in front of him, he was massacring his opponent. I wasn’t surprised—the Beetle and I had that in common. We wouldn’t willingly play a game we weren’t certain to win. 
I jerked my head at him, signaling him to join me in the darkened corner. He cocked a crooked smile and swaggered over. I steered him towards a private room where we wouldn’t be overheard.
“There’s trouble,” I said. “A monster wave is coming, and the Tower’s refused to help. And I might need you to smuggle me out of the country quickish at the end of all this if things go sideways—a Tower mage died tonight in my apartment.”
His whistled, impressed. “Did you kill him?” 
“. . . Not technically.” 
“Well, smuggling’s no problem. Consider that done. But the monster wave could be tricky.”
“This monster wave is going to be the worst one in living history. They believe six districts will be in its direct path. The Crown’s subjugation force isn’t enough. Us non-mages need to step up to protect our own lands. We need to evacuate those we can and prepare to stand our ground where we must.” 
“What do you want me to do?”
I stared down the moneylender, my forced acquaintance this past year. He was an opportunistic, weaselly man with flexible morals who cheated at cards. A would-be turnip farmer. A predatory usury lender. Yet this rogue had once extended his hand to me in my darkest hour. And that was a debt needing to be repaid. 
“We’re not trusting people, you and I,” I said. 
“I should hope to God not,” he agreed. 
“Yet I trust you.” It was a harder admission than if I had professed my undying love. I could feel my skin turning splotchy with embarrassment. “Call in every debt owed. I know you have gathered more favors than stars in the sky. You’ve been saving them for this moment. Seduce and blackmail and wheedle as much support as you can. And as to payment—” In a seamless motion, I yanked the Hidden Sword from my ring’s storage and clattered it atop the table. It lay between us, glinting with evil power. “This is the Hidden Sword, one of the greater artifacts of this kingdom. Whoever wields this sword is guaranteed victory in battle. It’s yours—but you may want someone you trust to slap a disguise spell on it. I didn’t exactly acquire it through legal means.”
The Beetle stretched out a reverent hand toward the artifact. Even someone highly placed in the Tower would have difficulty seeing an artifact such as this, and here it was, spread before him and his for the taking. “Victory in battle. Won’t protect against injuries or fatigue, of course, but that’s what keeps it interesting,” he muttered, almost salivating with greed. 
He caught on quickly. To be honest, it was for this exact reason I was willing to hand over the artifact to the Beetle. The sword was cumbersome, and I was untrained. Even if it secured me victory in one battle, in all likelihood, I would die from my injuries shortly after. Giving it to him was a better investment. 
“You didn’t steal it from Casimir, did you?” he asked. “I know I’m good, but even I can’t fool that kind of power.”
“Not from Casimir. But there’s something else to know. A secret to remain between us, or even with your shiny new sword, you’ll find yourself as dead as the Tower mage in my apartment.”
“I thought you trusted me,” he protested. 
“I’m Ghost Flower.”
He blinked, gulped, blinked again. The sword was suddenly forgotten. He fingered the gold button of his vest, twirling the metal between twitching fingers. “You mean to tell me the Tower has been terrified this whole time by a twenty-something-year-old non-mage? And you locked them all in the Tower like they were chickens put in to coop. I had wondered . . . I thought perhaps you had figured out Ghost Flower’s identity with your sharp little brain. I’m ashamed to say I never considered it’d be you yourself. A non-mage!” A quivering laugh rumbled forth from deep within his chest. 
He plucked my hand from the table and placed a chaste kiss on my knuckles. “Sophia Lombardi, I pledge myself in your service. You can leave the outer districts to me.” 
My relationship with the Beetle had been an ever-changing redistribution of power. First, I was his debtor. Then, client. And now, he looked at me as though I were his own personal savior. 
“I fully expect you to help me start planning the next heist once we’ve made it to the other side of the monster wave,” I said to lighten the strange mood. Actually, though, now that I’d said it, I realized the Beetle had precisely the enterprising, criminal mind I needed for my capers. Before he could bow or any other such nonsense, I ripped the teleportation scroll and disappeared into the familiar plummeting darkness. 
◆◆◆
 
Casimir was pacing worriedly when I arrived, wobbling back and forth like a mother duck. 
“You shameless lunatic,” he greeted. “Where exactly did you leave Gurgle? The moon? You’ve been gone for hours even though the Tower is sure to be after you by now.”
“You’re in quite the mood,” I said. “Have you eaten?”
The wizard eyed me as if he had never seen such a brazen creature. “Look at this hypocrite! And you called me dismissive of your emotions. I was worried because you were almost murdered, Sophia. Are you a sadist? Do you enjoy tormenting me? Is that it?” 
I flinched, uncomfortable with Casimir’s accusation. Instead of trying to defend myself—I couldn’t; I had completely ignored Casimir’s reasonable concerns without so much as a second thought—I pushed him towards the kitchen. “If you aren’t hungry, at least keep me company while I’m eating. I’m famished. Did you talk to the king? What did he say? Did he agree that I could join the subjugation force?”   
Casimir obligingly activated the cauldron. He was as normal as usual until he gave a small start and a deep blush tinted his coppery skin. I repeated my question, but he hadn’t seemed to have heard me. I jabbed at him with my elbow. 
“Oh, yes. Given the change in circumstances, Solen agreed it would be safer for you to stick next to me.” 
The cauldron churned out plate after plate of food. After the third boiled lobster, I said, “Casimir, I think that’s enough. We have an entire feast here.”
He jumped at my words. 
“Why are you being so weird?” I asked. “Are you scared of me now? Because of Gurgle?”
“Good lord, no. You can sic him on the entire Tower for all I care. I was just thinking that this is your first night living at the Scorched Palace, so, um . . . welcome home.”




Chapter 25. 

The subjugation force began to muster the next day. I could see them from my window, a pretty room overlooking the ivy gardens and the fields beyond. 
Casimir was turning into my would-be jailor, scared that a Tower spy would find me and turn me into a slug and squash me to death. Unless I was in his express company, he requested that I remain inside the Scorched Palace. The restrictions chafed, but I tried to be understanding. Casimir had kept Gurgle’s monster status secret, and he was trying, in his overbearing way, to keep me secure from my would-be murderers. Besides, if I proved that I was safe walking about the castle grounds, it would remove the entire justification for letting me accompany the subjugation force in the first place; and, I grudgingly admitted, I needed Casimir focused on preparing for the monster wave, not worrying about me.
My jailor was busily poring over maps of the outer districts. 
“Why can’t you track monsters in the Forest? Wouldn’t we have a clearer idea of where to position our forces if we could see where they were swarming?”
“Not possible,” Casimir grunted. “The ancient powers in the Forest interfere with mana. No spell can pierce through the Forest’s veil.” 
As I was pondering over the meaning of ancient powers, a note winked into being atop Casimir’s map. He snatched at it with impatience and, wearing a sour pucker, said, “You’re being summoned by the king. I’ll send you over to him now.”
I was rooted in place, trying not to quake at remembering our disastrous parting, even as I nodded. Casimir sent me off with an irritated ripple of magics before I could compose myself. 
Thunder cracked, and I arrived in a small chamber at the castle, in what appeared to be Solen’s private rooms. He was seated next to the fireplace. The ticklish light of the fire cast dancing shadows across the fireplace’s mantel, an elaborately carved depiction of a flame-tongued gorgon adorned with a golden crown. Even seated, Solen was every inch a monarch. His body carried the poised, graceful ease of the gentry, the sharp lines of his face communicating authority and command.   
“Be at ease,” he said, noting my discomfort. “Come join me.” He motioned to a chair across from his own.
I tiptoed over to the velvet-cushioned chair, perching myself on the seat’s edge. Solen’s eyes were dangerous, so I chose a much more neutral spot and spoke to his knees. “Your Magesty,” I said. “I thank you for your magnanimous and generous heart in overlooking my earlier indiscretions.”
There was a rustle of fabric as Solen closed the space between us. “Stop,” he said, tilting my chin up with a delicate touch of his soft hand. “I wanted to speak with you to clear the air between us, not to receive your apology. As the king of Arcadia, I believed I always acted with the interests of the nation first, and my own personal desires second. I envisioned myself an enlightened king, slowly working towards a nation in which the Magority and non-mages could thrive alongside one another. And yet, when the question arose as to whether you would join the forces against the monster wave, the tremor in my heart forbade it, not for the welfare of Arcadia, not from a monarch’s desire to keep his citizen safe—no, the decision was borne from my own personal desire to keep you safe.”
“Oh,” I said.  
The king leaned back into his chair, nervously sweeping his hands through the dark locks of his hair. “I disregarded you,” he said. “I only wanted to protect you, and in doing so—while I had always championed myself as an advocate for non-mage equality—I completely ignored your strengths as a non-mage, even though you have already proven your masterful ability to strategize and your quick thinking in identifying the spy. The subjugation force is in sore need of those talents, particularly as you additionally have intimate knowledge of the outer districts. My mother would be so ashamed.” 
Since her death, Queen Finea was venerated as a legendary hero of our kingdom, the pinnacle of what it meant to be Arcadian. Even to this day, households across the nation spilled wine upon the earth in her remembrance. During her ten-year reign, she had single-handedly held the forces of Ilyria at bay and even managed to claw back acres of land from the Forest. Sharp as steel, as unshakeable as a mountain, she was our pride. 
“My mother was a non-mage,” the king confessed. “The kingdom’s best-kept secret. Only a handful of people know, and now that includes you, too. I was only eight when she died, but you remind me of her a lot—you have the same spark of life, although you’re a bit gentler. Life had made my mother quite sharp. My emotions overrode my duty and I couldn’t help but want to keep you safe.”
It was impossible. It was known the Queen had excelled in her time at the Tower. How could she, a non-mage, have had the Magority so deceived? 
Solen chuckled at my confusion. “To answer the question you are afraid to ask: my mother hid her non-mage status behind an artifact. She used the Chain of Absolution, an heirloom of her maternal house, to disguise her mana signature. Whenever a display of mana was necessary, her shadow mage stepped in as required.” 
Solen picked up a resplendently enameled box from the side table. As he clicked the hinged lid open, a sigh of mana washed over me. He plucked a chain of white gold from the box. The links of the chain were delicate scales winding together to create the body of a jewel-eyed serpent consuming its own tail. 
Solen knelt before me, chain in hand. 
“Your Magesty—” I protested in a panic. This had to be a violation of some court etiquette that would have me imprisoned for offending the Crown’s honor.  
“Solen,” he said. “Call me Solen.” With a firm hand, he lifted my foot from the floor, placing it to rest against his thigh. His long fingers busied themselves with the tricky business of securing the artifact around my ankle. “I want you to have this, my mother’s memento. It will disguise your mana signature and confound the Tower’s search for you.”   
What a fraudster! Where was my bumbling friend who said “dearie me” and tripped over his own two feet? Certainly not an ounce of him remained in this seductive rake kneeling before me, gently massaging my ankle bone with his thumb and rudely assaulting my eyes with the impossible perfection of his face.  
“I will crush the monster wave for you,” I promised. 
“I have no doubt.” 
◆◆◆
 
I was to join a meeting of the leaders of the subjugation force that afternoon. Casimir looked slightly disgruntled when I asked to send an invitation to the Beetle as a representative of the non-mages, but still sent a hastily scribbled invitation to my newly-made co-conspirator. 
I hardly recognized the Beetle when he was escorted into the chamber. For once, he had shed his horrid, scarecrow vestments in favor of a black suit. His unruly hair was pushed back from his forehead and neatly oiled into place. Upon sighting me, he gave the barest of winks as he slipped into place behind me. 
A guard announced in a loud voice, “Parion Cavendish.” I knew “the Beetle” had not been his real name, but he had always existed to me as such. The Beetle, with his crooked smile and ugly, patchy clothes. This polished up “Parion” felt awkward and unfamiliar, like wearing new shoes on the wrong feet.
Solen launched into the meeting as soon as all of the attendees had arrived. He reported that twenty families of the Magority were willing to publicly break with the Tower and join the subjugation. 
“Your Magesty, the Borthwicks, Ainsleys, Corbridges, Bloxhams, Marleighs, Hargraves, and Rycrofts are also willing to send at least two representatives each,” the Beetle reported. 
Surprised attention fell upon my outer-district friend. I could tell he relished finding himself thrust into the spotlight. His announcement was no shock to me—I was fairly certain that, given enough time, he could have found leverage to topple even the mightiest of families. 
“I spoke to Langford Rycroft myself and he was adamant in his allegiance to the Tower.” 
“I can be persuasive,” the Beetle toothily answered. I didn’t doubt it. 
The meeting lasted six bleary hours. Everyone seemed to have an opinion, and if they didn’t, they felt it necessary to give voice to their lack thereof: “I would just like to briefly note that I have no opinion on this matter.” How nice for you. No one cares. 
A brief discussion centered on whether Ghost Flower would launch any attacks against Arcadia when it was in a weakened state fighting the monster wave. 
“No, I do not believe Ghost Flower would pursue a path knowing it would place the outer districts at risk. His prior actions suggest a sympathy to the non-mages. Further, his actions have been largely Tower-centric. We will prepare accordingly, but I do not believe we face an imminent threat from our unknown player,” said Solen, perceptive as always. 
Ultimately, it was agreed that the best plan of attack was to separate our forces into two branches. Isla Reinhardt, a leader of Solen’s shadow mages, would lead the castle troops to cover the northern of the three districts we believed to be most at-risk. Casimir would lead the Tower recruits and cover the southern three. 
The Beetle would spend the next two days evacuating as many in the outer districts as possible, relocating them to temporary shelters Solen was erecting in the middle district. Non-mage recruits would provide secondary cover to the districts least likely to be in the path of the monster wave. Solen himself would remain in the castle, to his regret. His advisors were unanimous in the opinion that the king must remain in the castle, particularly with the looming threat of the Tower and Ilyria. 
All in all, it was a fairly solid plan. I was gaining confidence that we had a real chance of breaking the wave before the outer districts were completely overrun by monsters. The only downside was the unavoidable fact that we would only have two days to train with the Tower recruits, but Casimir was largely unbothered by this detail. 
I later asked Casimir if he wasn’t concerned whether a Tower spy was openly hiding among those enlisted from the Tower. The wizard crackled with a dark energy. “I so hope that is the case.” He chuckled, probably picturing the thousand various ways he could destroy the spy and blame it on the monsters. “As long as you remain by my side, you will not be in danger, even if a spy were hiding in your own shadow.” 
“Do you expect the recruits to take issue that you’ll be the one leading them, when you’re not from the Tower and when your attendant is a non-mage?”
“You mean because I’m a foreigner? No need to tiptoe around it. I’ve been facing the same prejudice ever since I left Ilyria. As to that, I have a surefire solution. Look forward to this afternoon.” From the cruel gleam in his eye, I was certain violence would be involved. Good. 
To be honest, I wasn’t exactly thrilled by the prospect of being surrounded by the slimy Tower mages as we faced the threat of the Forest. Even I couldn’t tell you why I was so insistent on joining the subjugation force. A sane person would have happily stayed in the castle to be spoiled and fretted over by the much-too-forgiving boy king. Yet the need to join the subjugation force was so powerful that it was staggering. It could not be resisted.
The stench of the Tower mages’ mana was nauseating. I could smell them well before I could see them. About seventy mages had gathered in the small field next to the Scorched Palace. 
Casimir swaggered up to the grouping. This vain peacock usually kept a damper on his mana root—today, he let the full, glorious blaze of his mana root rage. It was like looking at the sun, and the recruits flinched against the blinding outpouring of his mana. 
Casimir leaned close, tucking my hair behind my ear. His warm breath tickled my skin as he said, “You’ll enjoy this. Pay attention. Don’t even blink.” He stepped away and turned to the recruits. “Now’s your chance. I want you to come at me, altogether.”
They stood there like stupid dolls, unmoving. Someone tittered nervously. 
“Why are you laughing?” Casimir sniped. “Whoever lands the winning blow can be the new commander. I’m sure many of you have apprehensions about being led by an Ilyrian. Now’s your chance to prove yourself.”
A citrusy tang of mana scented in the air as a brave soul prepared an attack. Soon, the field was peppered with half-formed spells. 
Casimir yawned as the first spell landed. The spear of mana struck Casimir squarely in the chest, whereupon it turned into a cascade of harmless rose petals. Casimir’s counterspell had been too fast for my eyes—a brief flicker before the impact, like a distant flash of heat lightning. 
The wizard tactfully allowed the recruits to levy attacks against him before switching to the offensive. I realized quickly that his encounter with the Ilyrian spy had been nothing—a mere drop of his power, like a drip from a leaky faucet. Casimir embellished his magic today with the same showman’s flair as Geroj. He prowled toward the recruits, the sky darkening with each step. The world narrowed until all that remained was Casimir, emotionlessly drawing ever closer. He held the mages frozen in place, planting them solidly in the ground like warped trees. Around us, reality was flayed into jagged strips. There was no escape from Casimir and his predatory eyes. The world trembled at his touch. 
Of course, I was watching the living disaster unfold from the safety of a protective bubble, like standing on the high-ground in the midst of the raging current of an earth-ending flood. This was the best present I had ever received. I know, I know. Technically, these mages were my allies, but seeing them cower before Casimir’s might stirred a sick sense of schadenfreude within me. Having been on the losing end of so many magical encounters, it was vindicating. A part of me savagely hoped this moment would haunt them forever. 
And then it was over. Casimir withdrew his mana like rethreading a spool. Reality righted itself, smooth and whole, and the sun returned to the sky. 
“Any other objections?” Casimir asked. “I had thought not,” he said when no one answered.  




Chapter 26. 

The scent of the clashing magics was becoming overwhelmingly putrid. I retreated to the blessed calm of the Scorched Palace shortly after Casimir’s showy challenge, which had rendered our new recruits suitably humbled. 
Another factor motivating my hasty retreat—Kinah. Because I wasn’t expecting to know anyone among the recruits, I had only given their faces a precursory study. As Casimir was dividing the recruits into pairs, flimsy arms embraced me from behind. 
“Soph, I’m so glad you’re okay,” she cooed. I recognized her voice immediately, survivor’s instinct kicking in. I disentangled myself from her poisonous grip. 
“Get off me!” I ordered. “How dare you act so familiar?” 
Kinah’s murderous nature probably made her a useful tool for confronting the monster wave, but the fact that we were temporarily allies wasn’t enough to make me forget her multiple attempts on my life. She had probably embraced me to better stab me in the back. 
Her lovely mouth curved into a pout. “I’m not your enemy.” 
“So I’m just a dumb fish too ignorant to understand when I’m being murdered? Is that what you expect me to think?”
“I, I think there’s been a misunderstanding. Aiden—”
“Don’t,” I said tightly. 
Casimir, my ever-present jailor, floated over to us at the disturbance. “Problem?” he asked, eying Kinah with displeasure. 
“Not anymore,” I said, stalking away. Perhaps I could ask Casimir to turn her into a frog at the end of this.
In the quiet solitude of the Scorched Palace, I began my own training. After several fruitless hours, I was forced to admit it was pointless. The night my dads died, I had tapped into the monstrous side of me. I had thought, perhaps, I could channel the ancient powers of the Forest once more. But like all my prior attempts, whatever powers that saved me that night remained locked away. 
Anyway, it wasn’t like I could tap into my Forest-given powers even if I had access to them, not when I would be surrounded by the full might of the subjugation force. That was only asking to be blasted away in a flurry of destruction spells. While I could hijack and blast the incoming spells, I had yet to test how many spells I could stop at once. A coordinated attack of warrior mages would probably overwhelm me.  
This waiting business was torturous. Facing the monster wave was inevitable. If I had my druthers, I’d have gone to confront the strange creatures of the Forest at this moment, strategy be damned. It was this slow, agonizing waiting that I couldn’t bear. Time trickled by, indifferent. The quiet of my room was suffocating. The greedy fingers of anxiety began to clutch at my mind. 
What could I do, exactly? Why was I so insistent on joining the subjugation force? I had willingly gifted away the only artifact that gave me an offensive advantage—the right choice tactically, but it left me with little purpose in the actual subjugation. As far as I could remember, the monsters had not used mana, meaning my little trick would be worthless. No wonder Casimir and Solen had initially rejected my request to join the subjugation force. I sighed, moaning into my pillow. I had acted out like a child, and the king and his wizard were merely humoring my tantrum. I had to prove my value to the mission. 
I shot up in bed. It was obvious. I had been thinking of myself as Sophia, and then as this separate entity as Ghost Flower. But wasn’t now precisely when Ghost Flower was needed? While Solen had arranged to have the Tower under observation, hadn’t I already found a foolproof way to keep the Tower under heel? A mirthful cackle bubbled up in my throat. I would lock them in again.
Casimir’s concern in keeping me under careful watch centered on the fact that the Tower would be out for blood after my apparent murder of their goon. With the kingly gift of the late Queen’s artifact, my mana signature would be cleverly disguised. Unless I announced myself, they would perceive me as one of their own. Even if I left the sanctuary of his house, the risk should be minimal.
The Scorched Palace was sealed up tightly, leaving Casimir’s window as my only chance of egress. I carefully cracked his door open, dismantling an alarm spell that would have immediately notified him of my presence. 
“How’d you do that?” A voice whispered noisily. 
I turned, expecting to find Casimir, but instead found myself staring into the glowing eyes of an enchanted mirror. The wizard himself was locked deep in sleep.
“Do what?” I said, taking care not to wake my temperamental boss.  
“Don’t play coy with me, or I’ll shout and wake up the master. What are you? Come a bit closer. Why do you smell like me?”
I took a daring step forward. “Do I smell like you?” 
The mirror took a deep whiff. “Absolutely delicious. You’re dripping with ancient powers.” The artifact perked up, drunk on my scent. “Why have you come here?”
“I want to take a nighttime stroll but he’s locked me in. The only way out of this infernal place is that window.”
The mirror chuckled. “Has anyone ever told you you’re audacious? I bet you’d poke a sleeping dragon in the eye for kicks.”
Time was trickling by, and I didn’t have any more to waste tip-toeing around Casimir’s enchanted mirror. I started towards the window. 
“You know . . .” the mirror mused. “I could do it.” 
“Do what?” 
“Send you wherever you need go.”
“You could?” 
The mirror glowed with pride. “Why, sure. I’m not your ordinary mirror, after all. I was called into being by the Hierophant himself. Only,”—its eyes took on a shifty glint—“don’t tell master. He already works me to the glass as it is. I refuse to be exploited.” 
“Your secret’s safe,” I promised. 
The mirror hummed, off-tune, as its face clouded. “Where to?”
“The Tower.” 
“Sure thing. Simply say, ‘Oh Glorious Mirror, bring me home,’ when you’re ready to return and I’ll fetch you back again.”
I placed my hand against the mirror’s clouded face. A sharp jerk, not unlike the feeling of falling in a dream, pulled me into the mirror’s webbing dimension. After a moment, I was abruptly flung onto the pavement in the shadow of the Tower. 
The Tower’s familiar presence purred against my consciousness, a deadly wild cat recognizing its own. My last interference with the Tower had drawn a link between us, I realized now. For good or for ill, we had marked each other. 
With the fallout between the Tower and the Crown, the Magority was forced to choose a side. While I still felt a smidge guilty at the risk of sealing children inside the Tower, their families would have to deal with the consequences of their alliance. Besides, it’s not like I was throwing them to the wolves. They were ordinarily happy enough to reside in the Tower to begin with.
I pried at the Tower’s ancient powers as if picking apart a tapestry. The powers flowed obligingly in my hand and I guided them with an artisan’s touch. I cut the Tower’s connection, snipping it deftly with my thin line of mana. The mages within the Tower would remain stuck there until I let them out again. With hope, their imprisonment would mitigate whatever evil plans they were concocting. They wouldn’t have stopped at refusing aid in the monster wave. I would bet my last coin we hadn’t even scratched the surface of their nefarious plans yet.
“Glorious Mirror, take me home.”
◆◆◆
 
We set out early the next morning. Although Casimir could have zapped us all there with a flash of his handy teleportation spell, the Beetle had recommended we play up the optics of the moment. It was a gamble, but if we were successful in stopping the monster wave, it would be a death blow across the Tower’s back. We would march through the capital, straight up to the edge of the Forest, draped up and down in the Crown’s colors of blue and gold. The lack of the Tower’s presence would be painfully obvious to the citizens. When we successfully held back the wave, the image of the Crown’s lone forces marching off to victory would be burned into their brains. 
“Where was the Tower?” they would ask. 
“Was the Tower even necessary for all these years when the Crown alone protected us?” they would question.
The taxes channeled to the Tower were payment for protection against the monster waves. This battle would give Solen the justification to cut these ample purse strings away from the Tower. 
The Beetle also impressed upon us the need for having a member of the press accompany the subjugation forces. He was adamant that, if we were successful, the Tower would start twisting the narrative. The presence of the press would ensure that an accurate story of the Crown’s success would be spread throughout the capital and beyond. 
Of course, it all depended on our victory. 
Before we left, Casimir wrapped me in spells, head-to-toe. I had never been the target of such magics before. I felt like a swaddled baby, and I wobbled like walking through murky soup until I adjusted to the weight of them. Some of the spells were for protection, but quite a number had to do with appearance. 
“Now you know all my secrets,” Casimir said guilty as he draped my shoulders with a charm. That particular piece of magic created a continual wind that impressively billowed my clothes. 
After I adjusted, I let myself enjoy the comfort of Casimir’s spellcasting. His magic had the gentle touch of stepping into a silk robe after a long bath. Perhaps it was a good thing so many spells were out of the financial reach of non-mages. This could get dangerously addicting.
I stood at Casimir’s side, billowing in the non-existent wind, as we marched. Casimir splashed a hearty dollop of mana to create an imposing gorgon, thirty feet tall and crowned with gold. The gorgon was a sigil of Solen’s house and prominently claimed the Crown’s ownership of the marching forces. At various intervals, the gorgon would flick its flamed tongue against the morning sky, scattering flaxen petals with its breath. 
A foreboding sense of uncertainty polluted the streets. At the center of the capital, where the families had a tight allegiance to the Tower, our reception was lukewarm at best. But as we left the smooth and orderly roads of the center, knobby cobblestone twisting underfoot, the non-mages turned out of house en masse to yell words of encouragement, despite the undercurrent of worry. After all, they were most at risk in the upcoming monster wave. To my surprise, I was the subject of much interest—the lone non-mage marching prominently with the Crown’s forces. I felt like a sham. 
Evacuations were well underway, I was pleased to note. Solen had been quick to turn over properties for the use of fleeing non-mages, and the relocation appeared to be surprisingly orderly. Not everyone would relocate—even after death, I suspected Magda would haunt her cottage rather than leave it—and some would be unable due to infirmity; still, it was a start.  
Throughout the march, I found myself turning towards Casimir, my eyes seeking his presence. Crowds had always been overwhelming to me and being of particular focus in the crowd was unnerving. Aside from that, I half-expected Tower goons to pop out from behind the sea of faces and nail me in the back with a fatal spell. This weird, stubborn, moody man had somehow become reliable to me. Madness. 
We arrived at our appointed position after four hours, our progress somewhat slowed by the theatrical procession. We were a stone’s throw from the Forest. As it always did, the Forest pressed upon me, ominous yet intoxicating. Dark whispers spoke to me from beneath the ancient branches, an inveigling temptation. Papa had plucked me from the Forest. The allure of my birthplace beckoned, to cast off the chains of my mortal body and embrace the monster within. 
Tomorrow, two divisions would break off to the districts immediately adjacent. By our reckoning, monsters were not expected until the day after at the earliest. 
As Casimir addressed this question and that, I found myself pulled away to a smaller huddle of mages. A youthful mage, perhaps a handful of years younger than myself, stood at the front of the grouping. “I’m Tay Petrios, a mana swordsman,” he introduced. 
“I’m Sophia Lombardi, Great Officer of the Citadel of Ivory Bones.”
I wished Casimir had been in earshot to hear their impressed ooh-ing and ahh-ing of my title, which meant absolutely nothing other than sounding impressive. As suspected, no one asked for further clarification as they collectively pretended to know what my title meant. 
Tay took it upon himself to introduce the rest of the circle. “This here are Donal and Ronan Durveld, menders, the pair of them—as well as brothers, as you can see by the hair—Fionn Ogden, a flamer; Lyra Keene, spatialist; and Bridey Huxley, an extirpator.”
“Nice to meet you,” I said, nodding at the group. I’d never heard of menders, flamers, spatialists, or extirpators before. It must have been some type of classification earned in the Tower. 
Tay danced on his feet, the uncomfortable sidestepping that you only do when you’re being eaten up by nerves. “I’m quite close friends with Kinah and I think there’s been a misunderstanding. She’s actually—”
Fionn interjected. I was thankful at first, and then livid. “Is it true you’re a fish?” he said. 
“Why?” I asked. “Scared?”
He flapped his jaws at me, apoplectic with rage. “Scared? Of the likes of you? You shouldn’t even be here. You should be with the rest of your ilk, running for your life. We already have enough to deal with without having to worry about Lord Casimir getting testy because his little pet got squished by some monster.”
Ah, right. This was why I never socialized with mages. They were all entitled dirtbags who would either defend my would-be murderer to my face, or else pull themselves up by dragging me down.
“Hold on a second, Fionn,” Tay said, attempting to salvage the situation. “That was uncalled for. I’m certain Sophia was brought along because she has her uses, same as us.” 
Fionn, now the shade of a boiled lobster, spewed words like venom, “It's pretty clear to me the nature of those uses. Just because she has ensnared Lord Casimir and the rest of you idiots, doesn’t mean her harlot’s ways have any effect on me.”
First I was a fish and now I was a harlot. 
Fionn, the founder, leader, and primary mouthpiece of my anti-fan club, continued his tirade. “I don’t know how you managed to hoodwink your way into Lord Casimir’s inner circle, but don’t think he’s going to keep you around for long. You’re the amusement of the moment, nothing more. Lord Casimir is unparalleled. He doesn’t need the likes of you. You don’t belong with him, and you don’t belong with us.” 
He had paused to draw another hateful breath when Bridey punched him clean in the nose. 
“Ouch,” she said, shaking out her hand as Fionn moaned, clutching his face. “I’ve always wanted to do that. Didn’t your mother ever tell you not to say anything if you don’t have anything nice to say? And why do you think you’re qualified to decide where people belong? By your rules, you shouldn’t even be talking to me. Isn’t your family only at the fifth ring?” 
As an expert slitherer-outer, I saw my chance to leave. “Don’t bother, Bridey. Thank you all so much for reminding me of my place, which is literally anywhere but here.” 
I found Casimir again and awkwardly hovered near him, using him as a helpful buffer between me and any other potential conversation-havers. 
“You’re in a mood,” Casimir assessed. “Who needs turning into a rabbit?” 
“Don’t do that. You’ll only ruin the local rabbit population.”
He jabbed me with his elbow. “I was just kindly trying to save them from becoming Gurgle’s dinner; but in the interest of preserving the natural rabbit population, will you please tell me what has you so peeved?”
I sighed, slowly turning over my unhappy thoughts in my head. “It’s a bit odd,” I said at last. 
“Odd?”
“This entire subjugation force has made nearly a united front in painstakingly reminding me there’s no place for me here, and I can’t say they’re entirely wrong. It’s just odd. Odd that I feel more comfortable with you, the pinnacle of wizardry, than with any other member of the Majority. And that you’ve encouraged me to be from day one.”
Casimir turned his familiar splotchy hue. I could nearly see the cogs in his mind frantically turning to process what I said. “Is this your way of admitting you’ve been brazenly and unabashedly rude to me?”
“Me? Rude? When have I ever!”
“Whenever you so like, although the public honey shampooing comes to mind in vivid detail.”
“That was necessary,” I lied. “A special service only for you.”
“When you say things like this, it makes me greedy. I want to be the only one you take comfort in. I want you to stay in your place, which is here, next to me, and not pay any heed to whoever else might enter your sight. And might I remind you that we aren’t so very different—did you already forget that I had to bash the majority of these fools into submission in order to accept me? They have their world and we have ours. And I like it that way.” 
“Oh,” I said.
“Yes, oh.” 
Was this why, despite all of my mad antics, I couldn’t help but remain entangled with the foreign wizard? Arcadia was so divided by this order and that. And Casimir and I were two people that didn’t fit nicely into their little boxes and didn’t see the need to. We were ourselves, and that was enough. More than anything, the tacit recognition that Casimir viewed me as his equal stirred to life the sleeping fire in my heart.
I walked besides Casimir a little more confident in my step.
◆◆◆
 
Perhaps it was being surrounded by so many mages for such an extended period of time, but before long, I grew antsy. I was getting twitchy, jumping like a jackrabbit at every noise. 
This is all wrong, I thought. But I couldn’t say why, other than a primal, desperate urge, screaming at me that our plan was already unraveling, that the Forest was coming for us, and not in the way we had expected. 
I grasped at Casimir’s sleeve tightly. “Something’s wrong.” A sharp pain began tormenting my mind, as if an unseen hand was trying to carve my brain like a turkey. “The monsters are coming,” I panted. A current of pain made me its plaything and brought me to my knees. Casimir’s firm hands were the only thing supporting me from collapsing entirely. 
“I want a report from the outposts, now!” Casimir barked at someone as he conjured into being a low couch to place me on. With another thoughtful wave, he secluded my prone body from the other mages’ sight behind a tall privacy curtain. 
I grasped at my head, willing my scrambled brain to hold it together. No touch of mana was upon me—there was no spell to hijack, no magic to burst. None of my artifacts could save me. I was slipping into a wave of unending pain, and I was drowning. 
Casimir murmured counterspells above me, spell after spell, and each to no effect. 
“There’s been no monster sightings today,” a voice reported. 
No, no, no. The monsters are there. They’re coming. Don’t listen to him, I silently pleaded. 
“Monsters—coming,” I wheezed between gripping seizures of pain.
And then, as suddenly as it had started, the veil of agony lifted. It withdrew its touch from me so completely that only the presence of the couch and curtains convinced me that I hadn’t just been dreaming. I sat up perhaps a little too springily for one that had just been screaming the dying wail of a bean sidhe. 
Casimir studied me carefully, a hint of suspicion upon his brow. Drat him for making this
the moment he chose to finally have a bit of caution—why now, when I was speaking the truth, when he so readily ate up my honey-filled lies?
The man giving the report eyed me with distaste. “There are no reports of monsters, Most High and Potent Lord. Not one.”
“Our best experts predicted the monster wave to start two days from now,” Casimir said gently to me. “Anxiety can sometimes make things feel more pressing than they are—”
I wanted to strip him of all his pretty magics and scream at him that I quit. But I remembered how my last outburst had ended with Gurgle eating the Tower’s goon, so I fought through the impulse and tried my best to voice my convictions to Casimir. “Mister Protector of the Cheesecloth, I am telling you that the plans have changed. Something has shredded that timeline. The monsters are coming. If you belittle or dismiss me now because you think I’m too fanciful to understand the difference between anxiety and reality, then we will part ways for the final time. The Forest is coming. I don’t know how I know, but I know.”
“Devlin,” Casimir said, addressing the rude man, “Make preparations. Sophia and I will scout the area ourselves.” 
“But, this fi-er, non-mage . . . She can’t possibly know that. This is folly. A fool’s errand,” Devlin protested. 
Casimir sternly stared down the man. “Must I repeat myself?” He then turned to me, pressing my clammy hand. “Everything you say defies every ounce of logic and common sense—but, my darling, you are an impossible, illogical creature. If you say the Forest is coming, it’s coming. Everyone prepare.”  
◆◆◆
 
“Hurry, hurry,” I said, pressing forward and stumbling every few steps in my haste. 
“We are in the shadow of the Forest,” Casimir reminded. “We cannot abandon all sense of care, or else we will find ourselves trapped under bark and branch.”
It hardly mattered, but there was no time to explain it to Casimir. I stumbled onward, breath catching in my throat. Something had grabbed hold of my center, had greedily thrust its hands into it, and now was yanking me onwards, a force that could not be resisted. 
Onwards, onwards.
Faster, faster. 
I tripped over a root, smashing to the ground. I hardly felt the stinging pain. Thorns scratched at my legs, winding branches seized my clothes, but nothing could hold me back. 
“Listen, you shameless lunatic, could you at least be so kind as to enlighten me where you are dragging us to? This isn’t anywhere near the projected incursion points.” 
“Faster,” I mumbled breathlessly. 
The first monster found us a moment later, a human-sized creature with a great, gapping maw and a single, fiery eye the size of a dinner plate. It lumbered forward, dragging its feet with an unbalanced gait. Its body was slick with wet feathers like a drowned bird. 
The monster lunged at me, frantically scraping the air in front of my face with its many-fingered hand. 
Casimir slashed at it with a cruel slice of mana. The spell glanced off the creature’s feathered flesh, resisting the deadly magic. The wizard aimed his next blow at the monster’s oversized eye. This time, the spell struck true. The monster crashed to the ground, exploding in a sea of rotting flesh.
I was barely fazed. Onwards. We must go onwards. 
I was fevered by then, my mind consumed by the sole thought of the journey ahead. I hardly noticed the deft handling of magics as Casimir slew monster after monster, an ever-increasing number as we neared our destination. 
“My darling,” Casimir said, wiping a splatter of grime stinking of moldering wood from his face, “Are we nearly there? We must’ve cleared almost the entire wave of monsters by now.” 
I didn’t answer. I didn’t even hear his question. 
“It is unusual, though,” Casimir mused, lopping the head off a wolf-shaped monster in one go. “I’ve never seen monsters as thickly grouped as this. How did they manage to avoid triggering the wards?”
Relief washed through me, my weary legs stumbling ever forward. We were nearly there now. 
I pushed through the sap-covered needles of a pine tree, bursting forth into a dark clearing. A dark rock the size of a pony glimmered in the middle of the glade. It glinted like slick coal and I was held its captive, mesmerized by the unheard voice locked within. 
We were not alone in the clearing. A small circling of mages surrounded the rock, pouring evil magics upon it.
Like a bloated bat, Dain was there, a hulking mass as histrionic and self-important as ever—and to his side stood Aiden, looking at me with a stupefied expression.
“You can’t be here,” Aiden said. “That’s impossible.”
“Didn’t you know?” purred Casimir. “Impossible just so happens to be her specialty.”
The shock of seeing Aiden snapped me from the pull of the oily rock, just enough for a single thought to slip by. “It’s you. You’re calling the monsters forth,” I realized. 




Chapter 27.

AIDEN 

The day I entered the Tower was the worst day of my life. Soph’s pride and excitement at my entrance was a blunted knife to my heart. Our separation would be torture to me, yet she hardly noticed.
It was times like this that I remembered she was a monster. 
As if I could ever let myself forget. They said her parents had died in the monster wave, but I alone knew the truth. She had killed them. Etched irrevocably into my brain was the vision of her stumbling into my yard, blood smeared down her front and staining her hands—those hands, those inhuman claws of bark and branch. The claws of a monster. 
I’d never seen such beauty. 
It was a secret belonging only to me. Even Gran was content to swallow down her lies, to pretend Soph was one-hundred-percent pure human, ignoring that alien flicker to her eyes. 
They would kill Soph if they knew, and I was the only one who could save her. I became her keeper. 
She never appreciated it, despite how tirelessly I toiled for her. I laid my childhood innocence at her feet, my happiness, my everything. Insatiable, she accepted it all, and yet it was never enough. I had to push others away to protect her, to keep her secret guarded. She grew resentful, continually challenging my rules, testing the limits of her cage.
It would have been folly to expect her to wait for me to return from the Tower. Her kind was meant to roam. She wouldn’t be able to fight her nature. So I leashed her with a ring, ensuring her safety by blunting the wildness within.  
I’d never wanted to become a mage. I’d never wanted to enter the Tower. That was all Soph’s idea. She smiled her cruel, inhuman smile as she drowned me in expectations and responsibilities. But I was her hopeless servant. The sacrifice of my own hopes and desires paled against seeing her smile. If my master desired I should be a mage, I would be a mage. I would enter the Tower and obtain a position so high that she would never be under threat again.
My love for Soph was boundless, limitless. There was no line I would not cross in order to keep her safe. Even if it required a sacrifice of flesh and blood. Gran’s mind began to fail. The secret she had willingly remained ignorant of for so long began to slip out from her confused mind. 
“I think Sophia’s a monster,” she said. “But a kind one. But those claws . . . those awful claws dripping in blood . . .” Foolish woman. If she was going to close her eyes to begin with, she should have kept them closed. A lingering poison did the trick. Soph suspected nothing. How blindly ignorant she remained of how deep my love flowed. 
And then she had the gall to throw sacrifice after sacrifice back in my face. I was spending every waking hour in the Tower in order to tirelessly climb the ranks of the Magority—all for her sake. And yet she dared to question my love. 
Even now, the question lingered in my nightmares. 
“Do you even love me?” she asked.  
I realized at that moment that nothing would ever be enough for my tormenting goddess. I could spill my life’s blood at her feet and it would still not satiate her unending greed. 
This revelation crumbled my life’s purpose into ash. If she couldn’t realize my love for her, there was no point. Why had I saved, protected, and defended her for all these years? It had to stop. Didn’t I deserve to be free?
I carved a cruel piece of mana into a fatal spell. I threw the killing curse at Soph, seeking to finally draw close our ill-fated love story. 
“Stop!” a voice shrieked. My spell bounced harmlessly off a protective dome suddenly shielding my coldblooded lover.
“Go away, Kinah,” I growled. “Don’t involve yourself in my lovers’ spat.” 
“Spat? It looked like attempted murder.” 
“Go exist elsewhere,” I said, sending a wall of hostile magics against my intruding Towermate. While the outsider was distracted, I peppered off a series of killing hexes at Soph. 
Whereupon they inexplicably burst. 
Was it the strange powers of the monsters? Had they manifested in Soph at last? 
My legs were knocked out from under me as Kinah, that interfering coward, had hit me from behind with a capture spell. 
“Run!” Kinah commanded Soph. “I’ll buy you time. Run!”
As she always did, Soph slipped from my reach once again. I pulled on the magics of her ring, rewriting the scene into something more palatable. The interfering Towermate was connected to a prominent family in the Magority, so I was forced to let the matter drop. I had overreached, anyway. Soph was still tied to me, and she would understand my sacrifices for her in time.
While my heart was still recovering from the brutal wounds inflicted by Soph’s cruel question, she continued her assault against my fractured soul. Everywhere I turned, the Tower was ablaze with the rumor of that godless freak Casimir and Soph. The pair had made a spectacle at some fancy party, and now he was courting her throughout the capital. While I was being crushed under an inhuman workload as the Tower battled against an unknown terrorist, my harsh lover was flirting around with another man. I knew she could not be trusted. 
And then the wards exploded, and I realized—it had been Soph. The terrorist. The wards burst with the same inexplicable magics that Soph had used to quash my own spells. It was that same monstrous power. 
Yet again, I was the only one who could protect her. I cajoled and bribed my way onto the investigation team, ensuring to misdirect any hint pointing in her direction. After all, I had a suitable suspect at hand—the odious Casimir. It took only hours to have the Powers That Be convinced of that foreigner’s guilt.
And even this, too, she ruined. Another sacrifice rendered laughable. Her improprieties with Casimir had been noted. I was tasked with turning Soph into the Tower’s spy and sending her straight into Casimir’s arms. There was no way to avoid the Tower’s orders without losing my place on the investigation team. Fortunately, she still bore my ring upon her finger. Using the obedience hex, I ordered her to find Casimir repugnant, as she should have from the beginning. We would be rid of him soon enough.
But even the best laid plans could run astray. 
As we handed over credible evidence framing Casimir as the terrorist, the boy king remained petulant in his refusal to cast aside that aberrant mage. 
“Surely you are not suggesting I accept this hogwash in place of the ransom demand?” the king said, scattering the documents to the floor. 
“Your Magesty, ten thousand elixirs are an obscene amount. The foreign mage—”
The king sliced through the Prime Magoristor’s sentence with an angry growl. “The only reason Ghost Flower has increased his demand is due to the Tower’s outrageous and ill-conceived plan. I should slice the neck of each person involved. While the Tower and the Crown have always enjoyed friendship, you have well and truly tested the limits of this friendship. I am still waiting on an explanation as to how the Council permitted the theft of five hundred of the Crown’s elixirs; yet, without addressing this treason, you stand here and accuse my right-hand man of vicious lies. How am I to interpret this? It is within my right to have the heads of the entire Council following the first botched ransom demand. Either fix your mistake and hand over the ten thousand elixirs or pay with the heads of the Council. You may surrender your decision yourself, but if I remain thus unsatisfied by tomorrow morning, I will collect what I am owed, and you will find you have no choice in whether I reap elixirs or heads, for I shall be taking both.” 
The Prime Magoristor’s fury turned to the investigation team as we returned to the Tower. “You have allowed us to be plundered. Never before has the Tower been brought so low. I want results.”
It was a fool’s errand. The king was never going to abandon his trump card. Soph would be stuck next to that bug forever. I had to rescue her from the foreign mage’s clutches before he uncovered her true nature, and before anyone could discover she was Ghost Flower. If I could just resolve the investigation, I could return with my cruel lover, and save her from her self-destructive ways. 
I needed a way to shift the Tower’s focus. Something to help restore the balance between Tower and Crown. 
“Let’s remind them,” I said. “Arcadia is defenseless against the monster waves without the Tower’s support.”
“I see your point—it would be quite the reminder. But the monster waves are unpredictable. Who knows when the next monster wave will be?” 
I smiled, a plan forming in my mind as I spoke. “Yes, but what if we could control the monsters ourselves?”




Chapter 28. 

CASIMIR

I trod after Sophia as she clawed her way through bramble and brush. She was indifferent to my presence, the hardhearted creature. She was certain to leave me in the dust if I fell behind.
The monsters were relentless. Abominations birthed from the ancient powers of the Forest, they possessed an innate resistance to mana, like damp wood resisting the fire’s consumption. Returning them to the earth required concentrated effort. 
Even though I was unquestionably the most powerful archmage in Arcana, the unending tide of the monsters was starting to test the limits of my core. Most mages could confront perhaps three monsters and survive. I must have faced nearly a hundred misshapen bodies stinking of rotten wood, barely dodging tooth and claw. 
I was panting by the time Sophia slowed her pace and pushed us into a clearing. She sighed, a deranged smile of fevered bliss illuminating her face as she found the object of her obsession glimmering in the damp grass: the Rock of Kahir. I recognized it at once, even though its existence had long been a mystery. One of the Four Treasures of the Green Island, the rock was said to contain the sealed powers of an ancient god.
Whatever Sophia was, I had observed she possessed a refined sensitivity to mana and a slight addiction to ancient powers. How many times had I caught her in the kitchen, arms wrapped around the cauldron in a tight embrace, relishing in the hum of the ancient powers the artifact contained?
Under the manipulations of the Tower mages, the Rock of Kahir was issuing great hiccupping coughs of the powers it contained within. Sophia, in her obsession with ancient powers, had been unable to resist its pull. The artifact seemed to have the same effect on monsters, stimulating the Forest’s creatures and creating a monster wave. 
“Kill them,” the former Councilor Dain barked to his conspirators. Traitorous, slimy git. 
The mage to Dain’s right stepped forward, his hood slipping down to reveal a horridly familiar face. “Borysko,” I said in dismay. I had not seen him since the trials. Since Solen had pulled me from Jarick’s cage.
“A traitor like you lost the right to say my name,” he sneered. “It will truly be my pleasure to kill you and bring your head back to the Emperor myself.”
“I’d like to see you try,” I bluffed. Normally my former friend would have hardly posted a threat, but the slapdash assault against the monsters seemed to have pushed my core into a state of imbalance, allowing Jarick’s poison to gain a tighter purchase. It was growing hard enough to keep the curse from devouring me, let alone to protect Sophia and myself from these idiots. I needed to stall for time. Even a minute or two would be enough to calm the surging mana.
I prepared a nasty curse, but my mana flickered with an unsteady pulse beneath my touch. I had to stop whatever malfeasance the Tower and their treasonous Ilyrian allies were up to, even if it meant shattering my core under the curse in the process. Sophia had fallen under sway to the artifact’s enchantments once more. I wasn’t certain she even realized the danger we faced. 
“Kill them!” Dain thundered. 
“Focus on the king’s dog,” one of the Tower mages added. “The non-mage is of no importance.”
Borysko whooped in excitement. “I’ll bring him to heel. I have just the encouragement he needs to remember his true master.”
The toxic breath of a killing curse washed over us. I very narrowly managed to counter, willing my core to hold back the curse—a moment longer, just a moment, I pleaded.
The next assault nearly brought me to my knees as the curse was bleeding me dry from within. This time, they used their numbers to their advantage, showering us in a deadly hail of murderous magics in a combined attack.
I stepped in front of Sophia, intending to shield her with my body when my mana finally failed—a foolhardy show of my hand. Had I not been mentally exhausted on all fronts, I hardly would have made such an obvious misstep. Borysko’s mouth curled into a cruel smile as he focused his attacks on Sophia.
Under the full sway of the artifact, Sophia was blank; completely disconnected from the situation devolving around us.
“Not her!” One of the mages cried, sounding panicked. “She’s on our side!” Was this one of the mages Sophia knew?
—Had Sophia walked me into a trap?
No, not Sophia. Not intentionally.
“Soph, come here,” the Tower stooge ordered. 
Sophia’s attention slowly withdrew from the Rock of Kahir. Her eyes were distant and cold, like the snowy peaks of a far-off mountain. The shadow of the Forest lived within her. She cocked her head to the side, a cat considering its prey. 
“Come here!” the man demanded again.
Dain brought forth a deadly whirl of mana as she observed the scene. I imperfectly countered the killing hex. This time, it glanced against my right side; the force of the spell splattered Sophia in a gruesome misting of my own blood—fortunately, she remained unscathed.  
Sophia’a fingertips trailed through my blood dotting her cheek. “No,” Sophia said, her voice oddly flat and detached.
Another barrage of assault spells washed over us—and collapsed into nothing, fizzling out of existence just before they struck.
“I said no,” Sophia growled.
She was standing there. 
And then she wasn’t. 
And yet she was. 
A Sophia-shaped creature stood in her place. Sophia, my lovely Sophia. It was as if the Forest had ripped itself from her blood. Her fingers stretched into wax-like branching daggers, each as long as my forearm and glinting with cruel talons. Her skin withered, cracking like strips of ancient bark while her eyes were dyed in black. She opened her maw and a screeching cry poured from her lips in place of words. No trace of humanity remained. She was monstrous. A monster from the Forest. 
This had been the secret she was keeping. 
Softly, like the first kiss of snow, it all clicked into place. No wonder Sophia could see mana cores, something no mage could dare dream. It explained her impish fascination with artifacts, her near lust for their ancient powers. Why Gurgle recognized her as one of his own.
The Tower mages had corrupted the Rock of Kahir to call for monsters, and they had summoned Sophia here. 
The creature before me was grotesque. It was horrifying. 
But it was also my Sophia. 
Whatever the mages had been expecting, it clearly wasn’t this. Even Borysko was taken aback, staring up at Sophia, horror flooding his eyes.
Sophia turned her inhuman gaze to the Rock of Kahir. Her eyes, the eyes of the Forest, bore into the ancient artifact. She took half a step forward and gave a small whuff. But with Sophia’s incomprehensible powers, that tiny movement was enough. The Rock of Kahir shattered like glass, breaking apart the magics it contained into nothing.
Some of the Tower mages lost their nerve—or perhaps they were finally admitting the tide had turned. They began to scatter, but Sophia was faster.
While she remained unmoving, thick vines with thorns as long as my arm burst forth from the earth, ensnaring the fleeing mages in their grasp.
My skin prickled against the sheer energy radiating from Sophia. This wasn’t mana—this was ancient power, raw and pure. The same forgotten forces that had called the Tower into being, that called the Forest to life. It could not be countered, not by any mage present.
Dain began to scream as though he’d been flayed. The spells surrounding him were stripped off, one by one. He collapsed into himself, shrinking like a desiccated raisin.
“How is she doing this?” Dain moaned in a weak voice. “She’s supposed to be just a fish. Somebody, kill her!”
Dagger-like thorns pressed into him, shredding through his cloak like butter.
A sickening crack sounded through the air as a slit opened in the ground. The grasping vines began to pull the struggling mages underground. They failed wildly against their constraints, but the grip of Sophia’s vines could not be broken. Down they went, deep into the earth, their cries echoing from deep within the chasm. And, just as suddenly as it had opened, the ground snapped shut with a shuddering wrench.
An eerie silence descended upon the small clearing. The only sound that could be heard was our own labored breathing.
Even though half of the mages present had just been consumed by the earth, those who had not sought to run remained free, which unfortunately included Borysko and the mage that seemed to know Sophia.
“Kill Casimir!” the mage shouted at her. “I command you to kill him at once!”
It was him, I realized. The ex-fiancé. The one that had forced the compulsion spells upon her. And in realizing that, I also knew I had nothing to fear from this Sophia—my Sophia, the Sophia that had frustrated the Tower’s attempt to frame me. She had refused to hurt me then, and she would refuse to hurt me now.
“Kill him!” he thundered.
That moron hadn’t noticed what I had—something was wrong. Even if the compulsion spell had remained upon her, I doubted it would have had any effect. Sophia was not merely embracing the Forest’s ancient powers—she was being consumed by them. Just like with my curse, Sophia needed to find a way to bring her powers under control or they would destroy her from within. 
I took a step towards her, even as Aiden continued his pathetic cries for my destruction, blind to Sophia’s precarious position. 
“Sophia,” I said. 
Around us, her ancient powers continued to rise. My skin began to crack under the pressure.
“You impossible creature,” I continued, forcing my way through the resisting air. Sophia’s dark eyes bore into my very soul, and I silently pleaded with her to remember me, to not lose herself, drunk on the Forest’s limitless powers. 
My attempt to summon a protective shield ended in failure as the ancient powers ripped through my mana like glass. I was treading the edge of a very steep cliff. 
“My darling, if you’re trying to intimidate me, you’ve failed spectacularly. I hate to break it to you, but I’ve been terrified of you ever since you baptized me in honey.”
Her hulking form towered over me, and her swampy breath brushed over my face. I was terrified of her, but not in the way one might expect. As I drew ever closer to her nightmarish form, I felt layers and layers of myself being stripped away. Of my own secrets laid bare. 
I screwed my secrets in tight, holding them close lest they should escape. I wasn’t ready for Sophia to know about Ilyria, not yet. And even more so—of my feelings for her.
I loved her with a senseless abandon, against all reason and against all restraint. I cherished her nonsensical existence. But now wasn’t the time—putting aside the revelation that she was somehow, inexplicably, a creature from the Forest, the selfsame ex-fiancé now bleating for death had eroded her boundaries and made a game of her consent. Healing would come, in time. And I would wait, without pressure and without expectation. I loved her, so I would wait.
But first—I had to help Sophia find herself in the midst of her rampaging powers, just as she had found me time and again wilting under the curse’s poison touch. 
Her talons scratched at my flesh, yet I could feel her fighting for control. 
“You, beautiful impossible creature of pure perfection,” I said. I leaned against her now, finally reaching her trunk-like midsection. I wrapped my arms around her, clinging to the Sophia that I knew was somewhere trapped inside. My hands closed on rough, paper-like flesh. I didn’t have Sophia’s flair for theatrics. I didn’t know how to call upon spirits or bluster my way through this. All I had was myself and I would have to be enough. “Fight it, Sophia,” I whispered, even as her raw energy burned into my flesh. “Fight it.”




Chapter 29.

I was lost in the Forest. 
I was home, yet I was not home. 
I was me, yet I was not me. 
I was trapped in the current of a dizzying whirlpool even as I remained still.
A boiling force flooded my veins, rippling through my body. As it washed through me, its webbing fingers pierced my flesh, awakening forgotten threads that tied me to the Forest. Connecting to this power nearly pulled me from my body—yet it felt as though it was happening to someone else, and I was a mere observer watching the events unfold. 
The unknowable alien intelligence of the Forest examined me. It poured into me, searching, at once fluid and stiff. The stronger our connection grew, the more I slipped away. I looked upon myself, a stranger. It was as if everything occurring here and now had already happened. The person named Sophia was a far-off whisper. She was a drifting remnant that wandered in shadows, a ghost.
I was her and she was the Forest, and we three were tangled together in ancient powers.
The Forest’s breath filled her, and the world collapsed around us. We felt the slow growth of deep roots turning bones into dust, of the damp soil cultivating this world we lived upon. Sunlight flickered in the branches, a golden glow purer and clearer than the most dazzling of magics. We felt each animal living and dying under bark and branch.
We wanted to grow, to live.
She felt it, the Forest. Its patience. Its confusion—and its corruption.
Vision dimmed.
World-ending pain.
A hollow abyss.
A nightmare burning through our connection.
The sound of carrion birds.
The clacking of bones.  
Skeleton hands reaching towards us.
A dark voice broke reality. “Payment for the bone garden is demanded. The Citadel is coming to collect,” it said. Like acid rain, its words tore at our body.
Sophia was cracking apart like a splintering egg. Corruption had taken root. In a moment, the ancient powers would flame her alive.
And then—she felt it. I felt it: the frantic thrumming of a heartbeat pressed up against us.
He said words she couldn’t hear, holding on to her tightly even as her powers flayed his skin. He’s breaking apart for Sophia, I realized.
“I’m Sophia,” I remembered. “Sophia Lombardi.”
The quickening beat of his heart was my guiding star home. I clung into it, grounding myself in here, the present. I followed the steady beat like a promise, untangling the Forest and fighting to control my own body.
Like the falling of leaves, my monstrous form fell away with a scattering of flaking bark. My skin shuddered beneath Casimir’s fingers as I shrank in upon myself—yet even as I regained my body, a new unease filled my mind. The Forest had let me go. It had chosen to free me. I felt its reluctant withdrawal.
The Rock of Kahir had ceased belching forth its warped powers. As the Forest poured into me, its sheer force must have overwhelmed the ancient artifact. It cracked cleanly in half, dead of magic.
I unwrapped myself from Casimir, carefully avoiding his face. He had tolerated more than his fair share of my drama by then—would finding my true nature be his final breaking point? Now, when I had just started believing I perhaps had found a place to belong? How could I not want to remain next to the man who had not hesitated in embracing my true self—who pulled me back from oblivion? Yet I knew things had changed between us. I feared to find revulsion in his eyes.
As per usual, I avoided what was sure to be a difficult conversation entirely. “Where did everyone go?” I asked.
Casimir cast his eyes about the now-empty clearing. “They must have run away like rats at the first chance they had.”
“You didn’t actually turn them into a rats, did you?”
“No.”
I sighed. A small and pathetic part of me was happy Aiden had fled. I could push off our inevitable confrontation to sometime in the distant future. With any hope, forever.
"Should we try to go after them?” I asked.
Thankfully, Casimir said no. “I don’t have the mana to track them down at present. I’m sure they’re probably halfway back to Ilyria by now.”
“Ilyria?” I asked in surprise.
Casimir gently gripped my shoulders. “Sophia, look at me.”
I didn’t want to. I wasn’t ready to face the disappointment I was certain shadowed his eyes.
His touch was gentle as he softly nudged my head towards him. “. . . You’re still just looking at my chest. I hadn’t realized you liked my muscles so much.”
“My eyes are tired.”
“Even so,” he whispered. “Please let me see them.”
Holding my breath, I finally turned my gaze to his. To my shock, no trace of revulsion colored his expression—instead, his eyes were wet with an emotion I couldn’t name.
"How much do you remember?” he asked.
“Clearly? To be honest . . . we were back in the castle with His Magesty. Everything after that goes a bit sideways, like it happened in a dream. Or maybe a nightmare. We were in this clearing and Aiden was here. And some other mages from the Tower. And then it’s just . . . blank.”
“It was the artifact. They did something to the resonance, I believe. It must have been calling to you all this time. It seems the Tower cooked up the scheme with Ilyria as I recognized a familiar face in their mix.”
I swallowed down the bile rising in my throat, finally gathering the courage to say the words I so feared. “And now you know. What I am.”
Casimir laughed softly, wiping at something on my cheek. His right side was gouged with jagged wounds and his body all over was a jagged puzzle of shallow cuts. Had I done that to him? Had I allowed the Ilyria spy to escape?
—I had caused all of this. Everything. If I hadn’t dabbled with the wards, if I hadn’t resisted Aiden, if I had just kept my head down and stayed in my place, none of this would have happened . . .
“My darling, I suspect it would take five lifetimes to know who you are—a commitment I am ready and willing to make. You’re the Great Officer of the Citadel of Ivory Bones, the first and only assistant of the greatest archmage on the continent, the parent of a rather horrifying cat, and my most outrageously impossible and dearest friend.”
"I’m not human,” I said bluntly.
His foxlike smile snapped back in place. He leaned in close, tucking my hair behind my ear to whisper in my ear. “Me neither.”
I—
What—?
But no matter how I examined him, he was clearly a being of flesh and bone. When I looked into his eyes, the only thing to stare back was Casimir. No mark of the Forest lurked within.
He was human, as human as any other. Sure, he was stronger than most, and he had the recurring curse, the likes of which I’d never seen . . .
“Your curse?” I asked.
Casimir looked at me, pointedly.
“And you can’t say anymore because of your geas?”
He nodded.
“Well, then,” I said, for once in my life at a loss for words. “We’re quite the pair, you and I.”
“I certainly like to think so.”
◆◆◆
 
The tramp back to our camp was torturously long. Now that I was free from the artifact’s thrall, I was annoyingly conscious of each and every moment stuck next to Casimir.
Even though he apparently accepted my monstrous form with shocking ease, I kept catching him giving me a careful side-eye; I wondered whether this was to monitor whether I’d go feral since we remained within the Forest.
As to the Forest itself, I could feel its eyes on me as well. A pondering sort of confusion clouded over me, as if it tried to understand why I preferred this two-legged form, this powerless body, when I could tap into the heart of the Forest itself.
I couldn’t help but jump at every snapping branch and creaking tree, half expecting to walk into a Tower ambush at any moment.
“What if Dain returns?” I asked Casimir. “He’s a snake. I’m sure he has something else up his sleeve.’
“I’m confident he’s . . . out of commission,” was all he would say in response.
As tired as we both were, we had no choice but to hoof it back ourselves since Casimir’s mana root remained precariously imbalanced. Not only was he drained of mana from fighting against the monster wave and the Tower mages, but his curse had also returned with a vengeance. It would take every last drop of mana that I could muster to disable it, and with my transformation, my entire reserve had been used up. It would probably be days before I could attend to it.
“How are you so okay with this?” I said finally, my breath a bit tired and wheezy from our march. “Are you going to tell His Magesty? Are you going to experiment on me?”
“I have a question for you in return. A question for a question—I believe you were the first to establish that rule. Why didn’t you help the Tower frame me as Ghost Flower? You had ample opportunities. It would have been so easy.”
"You knew?” I said, dumbstruck. Why would he have kept me around if he did? How had I been discovered? “Since when?”
He lifted a low branch as I ducked under it. “The library. When you were trying so desperately to make me fire you. Why else would you accept my job offer only to try and flee at first chance?”
“Maybe I just realized how insufferable your ego is. It’s hard to squeeze us all into the Scorched Palace: you, me, and your ego.”
He snorted. “Why?” he repeated.
“You pay better,” I lied.
“I distinctly remember how little you cared about that fact when I first offered you the position.”
It would have been so easy to frame him. My perfect little alibi all nicely packaged together.
“You didn’t even know me yet,” Casimir pressed. “And you put yourself in mortal peril—isn’t that why Gurgle was forced to eat that accursed Tower peon?”
“I just . . . didn’t, okay? Not when you’re innocent.”
“Well then,” he said. “There’s your answer.”
I looked at him blankly. Surely it wasn’t so simple. “What do you mean?”
“I’m not going to do anything to you, Sophia. Just as you didn’t tell any of my secrets to the Tower, I’m not going to tell anyone any of yours. I’m powerful, Sophia. Perhaps much more powerful than you truly realize. The only difference between us is that my monster lives on the inside. You’ll forgive me if I’m just the teensy bit happy to discover that not only can someone match (if not eclipse) my power—for the first time in my entire existence—but that that very person happens to be you.”
“That’s not what you said earlier,” I said, just to grumble. An unknown feeling was squirming inside me. A long-dead, nonsensical feeling.
“You heartless creature. I am bleeding from approximately two hundred wounds, so you’ll have to forgive me if it takes a second for me to put together my words to your expectations, Oh Great One.”
We were still happily squabbling when Devlin found us emerging from the Forest.




Chapter 30.

“Lord Casimir, thank the powers old and new,” Devlin said, wringing his hands.
“What’s the report?” Casimir asked, his voice strong and assured, the voice of a leader. That faker.
“Commander Reinhardt reported shortly after you left—the northern districts were nearly overwhelmed, but the king’s forces managed to hold the line. I made the presumptuous call to send in a support team when we were unable to contact you.”
“You did well. Casualties?”
“Forty-nine injured. Two dead.”
At that moment, it became real to me. These mages. The ones I loved to hate, in a way. That had put their lives on the line to keep the outer districts safe, paying for our security with their own blood.
Devlin said the names of the deceased, but I didn’t recognize them—I couldn’t had recognized them, since I had glued myself to Aiden, determined to keep a clear barrier between myself and the people meant to be my allies.
Was I responsible for their deaths? While the Tower had caused the wave, had I forced their hand? I had started my time as Ghost Flower for a bit of hijinks; to take the Magority down a peg or two and try and reclaim some power for the non-mages. And now two of my allies were dead and scores injured.
“I’m pleased to inform you that we’ve broken the wave,” Casimir said solemnly. “Recall our people and tonight we shall remember the fallen.”
We had stopped the Tower’s plan. Casimir had accepted my true self. Not a single monster had broken through our ranks . . . so why did my unease continue to grow with each step as we drew closer to our camp?
A sense of dred lingered.
Aiden had fled.
Ilyria was likely preparing an invasion with each passing moment.
Casimir was about to collapse under the toxic grip of the curse.
My own mana was barely recovering.
And two dead mages.
Could they have been saved with an elixir? Had I taken that chance from them, too?
Who could I even ask for forgiveness, when no one knew what I had done?
I broke off from Casimir once we returned to the camp. He shot me a questioning glance and I shook my head. I needed some time alone, some time to mull over the confusing jumble of emotions churning within me. I had felt nothing for so long, and it seemed as though now I felt everything.
I spotted Tay Petrios, one of the few mages that had introduced himself to me on the march here, in the distance. An unattended gash sliced through his eyebrow. With some trepidation, I started towards him.
He gave me a friendly wave as our eyes locked and offered a hesitant smile. Perhaps he was remembering our disastrous parting on the journey here. “I heard you’re the one we owe big thanks to,” he said. “They said you were our canary—our songbird that let us know the monsters were coming. Must be a sixth sense from growing up so close to the Forest.”
“Guess so,” I lied. “I don’t have any fancy magic, but want me to take a look at your wound? I can patch you up as best as we non-mages manage until you can get it properly examined.”
“With the way everyone is out of mana, I’m sure that’s going to take days and days. Oh—hold still. There’s a bee on your neck.”
I chuckled. I should have known Madga would be keeping tabs. I held out a finger and the fat bee gently perched on it. “Hello, little friend. Please tell Madga the monster wave has ended, and we have need of your honey, if you would be so gracious to share.” The bee leapt into flight, soaring around my head twice before buzzing away.
Tay looked at me is if I had three heads. “Doesn’t your district have a beewoman?” I asked. “You’re clearly missing out.”
“It would appear so,” he said faintly.
I guided Tay back to the tent that served as my temporary sleeping quarters, where I would have my first aid supplies. I think I even had a bit of Madga’s honey. Casimir had set the tent up, dripping with ostentatious magics. It was approximately twelve times nicer than my own apartment.
“So,” I said, wiping gently at Tay’s still-bleeding wound. “You mentioned that you’re friends with Kinah?”
He nodded.
“The first time I met Kinah, I was under a compulsion spell. From what I remember, she repeatedly attacked me and tried to kill me, multiple times.”
Tay jerked back in shock. “What?! That can’t be right.”
“Hold still,” I commanded. “Could a compulsion spell have impacted my memories?”
“Ye-ouch, yes. If the person that cast the compulsion on you was there, and if they had a reason to want to rewrite your memories.”
“How much could they change? Which part of my memory?”
“They can’t change the big things—not unless they’re very skilled, like the upper-crust of the first circle. That powerful. If you remember being attacked, you were probably attacked, but they could make you remember the attack coming from a different person. Does that make sense?”
I pursed my lips and grunted a sort-of noncommittal noise.
“Do you want me to talk to Kinah for you?” he offered. “She’s really a lovely person. I know she was quite worried for you—obviously, now, I realize she doesn’t know that you think she attacked you. I’m sure there’s a misunderstanding here.”
I finished my ministrations to Tay’s head wound. “I’ll tell her myself. You need to have this properly set later, or else it’ll leave a scar.”
“Thank you,” Tay said. He smiled at me again, a real smile.
I didn’t know what to think about Kinah, but I realized I had been pushing this confrontation off just as I had avoided anything to do with Aiden. Untangling this would be an important part in beginning to untangle myself.
◆◆◆
 
Either Magda had already set out to join us, or her bee network was much quicker than I had realized, because not an hour had passed before she joined our camp, bringing a gaggle of non-mages along with her.
The newcomers were appropriately somber, given the number of injured, but underneath their careful poise was an electric current of excitement, kind of like meeting a celebrity at a funeral.
Magda and her posse came by the cartload with bandages and every sort of home remedy we swore by in the outer districts. Due to the sheer number of monsters, the subjugation force had been required to fight to their utmost, leaving little mana for the aftermath.
Knowing now that Ilyria was likely informed of the castle’s weakened position, it wasn’t like Solen could risk sending more of his mages to our aid, either. Which left Magda and her crew.
I helped Magda patch up two gravely wounded mages. Once we had pulled them through the worst of it, I asked, “Can you go take a peek at Casimir?”
“He’s injured?” Magda asked sharply. “The bees didn’t say anything about that. Why are you only asking me now? Let’s go. Only, I don’t want him licking none of my fingers.”
I stared at her, mortified. I had pushed that memory down so far in my subconscious I had nearly deluded myself into forgetting it entirely. “Magda!” I said, appalled.
She chuckled at me wheezily. “Finally, a reaction. I’ll go see to your gentleman, but I think that young lady over there has been trying to get your attention.”
Looking up, I saw Kinah hovering awkwardly a few meters away.
No time like the present. Fighting back the instinct to cut and run, I approached my supposed nemesis. “Um, hi,” I said to Kinah lamely. “Can we talk?”
“I was hoping you would say that.” She invited me to her tent, so we could have some privacy in the crowded camp. My fight-or-flight instinct still wildly beat in my chest, telling me to escape this would-be murderer—but was that my actual feeling? Or something implanted by Aiden? I had to know the truth.
The interior of her tent was surprisingly homey. It was only the size of a large pantry, but the walls had been covered with luxurious swatches of blue and orange silk.
Today, Kinah was free from her various bewitching enchantments. She must have saved the majority of her mana for the subjugation. Yet she was still as lovely as I remembered.
“Can you explain to me what you think happened the first time we met?” I said. “From what Tay said, I may owe you an apology. So you understand my perspective, I have very clear memories of you attacking me. Repeatedly.”
Kinah’s wavering smile fell at my words. “I know you have no reason to trust me—none. But I swear on everything I hold dear that I did not attack you. I happened upon the scene. I saw you and Aiden Hirst arguing and then, out of nowhere, he started to throw killing hexes at you. Thank goodness you were able to dodge before I was able to detain him. While I had him constrained, you managed to escape. I wanted to look for you, but I didn’t know your name, and it’s not like Aiden would tell me. I only found out you were working for Lord Casimir when His Magesty told me, so I signed up for the expedition, hoping we would meet—”
“King Solen did? Why?”
The tips of her ears flamed red. “I tried to have Aiden expelled and I was hoping imprisoned over the attack. The Tower wasn’t doing anything, so I tried petitioning everyone and anyone my family knew. The Crown was looking into Aiden for some other reason, and I guess my efforts came to light during that investigation.”
She gently enfolded my hands within her own. “I see you’re free from Aiden’s compulsion spells . . . Are you okay? I mean, how are you doing, really? Do you have anyone you can talk to about this?”
Unshed tears were making my voice all squeaky. “Aiden,” I admitted. “The only person I would have told this all to was Aiden. And now you’re telling me that he’s the one that tried to kill me.”
It was nauseating. I was going to be ill. Panic was about to drag me into its vice-like clutches. I choked on my own tears as Kinah patted my back.
“You didn’t do anything wrong. Let it all out,” she soothed.
I had confronted my true self in the Forest. And now it was time to confront the true monster within me: the ghost of Aiden that lingered, an unsaid terror that lined each of my thoughts.
Aiden had been my best friend since even before the death of my parents. He knew my every secret. He knew every corner of my soul, every wrinkle of my personality. How often had we watched the stars, speaking of our dreams?
And knowing me—truly knowing me, every inch of my being—he had trampled on me. Forced me under toxic magics. Forced me to be enthralled. And finally, when his grip had begun to fray, he tried to murder me. I did nothing to deserve it. Aiden did that to me. And he shouldn’t have.
I didn’t have to forgive him. I didn’t have to accept what he had done to me. But it was time to stop avoiding it. I needed to face these messy feelings, to untangle myself.
The next time I saw Aiden, I would be prepared. No more running.
“I’m sorry,” I warbled to Kinah. We were both a mess of tears by then. She was even beautiful then, an angelic statue, as she cried with me.
“You don’t owe me an apology,” she said.
“I do,” I wailed. “I do.”
I don’t know what I was apologizing for—for mistaking her as a murderer? For shaking the Tower so hard I almost caused a civil war? For her two dead friends on this subjugation force?
I’ll do better, I promised.
◆◆◆
 
An impromptu celebration had slowly spread throughout the camp, fueled by none-other than Magda. In a scene that I would have found impossible to even dare imagine a few months ago, non-mages and mages were intermixed, sharing food and drink, and deeply engrossed in joyful conversation. The sound of mirthful laughter was not uncommon. Even the hateful Fionn was in rapt conversation with the woman that made the yogurt in our district, a lazy smile plastered on his face.
I pulled Magda to the side. “Isn’t this disrespectful?” I asked. “To those that have died?”
Magda cupped my chin within her withered palm. “Don’t be taking on guilt that isn’t yours to take, my child. We have snatched victory from the jaws of true evil, and in our joy at being alive, we celebrate their lives.” She shooed me away when I remained unconvinced. “Go see your handsome gentleman caller and I’m certain he’ll tell you the same thing.”
Even the general concept of Casimir made me feel awkward and nervous at the moment. I couldn’t imagine what Casimir in the flesh would feel like. Still, I found myself seeking him out, like a moth to flame.
Or rather, he had been the one to seek out me. I found him sitting on my bed, waiting for me.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“Probably nothing. I just haven’t been able to get in touch with Solen, and now Mirror is ignoring me as well. They’re likely just sulking.”
“Does the king sulk?” I asked with interest.
“You’re always so interested in Solen.”
“I just have no need to ask whether you’re a sulker. You’re sulking right now.”
I sat down on the edge of the bed next to him to better examine his wounds. Fortunately, Magda had patched him up quite nicely—expertly against my inept dressings, to be perfectly honest.
“Do you think Aiden, Dain and the rest are back in Ilyria?” I asked.
Casimir slid his eyes to me and narrowed his gaze. “Some of them are. There or the Tower. I wonder if that’s what has happened. Perhaps they’ve retreated to the Tower and now the Council is laying siege to the castle as we speak.”
I shook my head. “Can’t be the Tower,” I said, unthinkingly.
“What do you mean?”
“Oh. Um. Isn’t the Tower under observation?”
He took my wrist within his hand. “Madame Sophia Lombardi, we both know that’s not what you meant. What do you mean by ‘it can’t be the Tower?’ What have you done?”
I stared at my fingers. “You’re always so quick to apportion blame. Didn’t Ghost Flower seal up the Tower again? Aiden and co. must have been stuck on the outside.”
“I've certainly heard no such reports,” he said. “And you’ve been with me the entire time . . . ” And then, inexplicably, he collapsed into a roaring fit of laughter. Tears pricked at his eyes as he struggled to control his outburst. “I’m Ghost Flower,” he said.
“I beg your pardon?”
“‘I’m Ghost Flower.’ You told me so, yourself, at our very second meeting.”
I held my breath as Casimir continued to cackle.
“Impossible creature,” he wheezed. “You absolute shameless lunatic. No wonder you can break my curse. It must be mere child’s play to you.”
“I beg your pardon! It’s the most difficult and complex of my operations, I’ll have you know.”
“You’re unbelievable,” he chided, but from his toothy grin, it was as if his birthday had come early. “Please tell me what you’ve done to the Tower. Did you really lock them all in?”
“. . . They deserved it, those traitors, so don’t ask me to feel sorry, because I don’t.”
Casimir collapsed against me, weak from laughter. “How I wish I could see what thoughts swirl within that brain of yours.”
 “Yeah, yeah. Keep giggling. Meanwhile your mana root is on the fritz, we still have to get all the way back to the castle, nearly everyone’s injured, Aiden’s escaped, and now we might have Ilyria to deal with. And Gurgle is probably eating through all of Magda’s special reserves so I probably owe her a small fortune now, too.”
He sank back into my bed. “Yes. All true. But hear that?” The chaotic noise of a badly warbled folk song drifted into the tent as the celebration outside continued. “We have victory for the day, for mages and non-mages alike. It’s okay to take this moment and enjoy it. We’re creating the future others have only dreamed about, my Sophia. Or should I call you ‘my Ghost Flower?’”
“My Great Officer of the Citadel of Ivory Bones shall do nicely, thank you.”
He grinned at me, one of his flaming smiles that was its own type of enchantment. “Whatever you say, so long as I can call you mine.”
Sh-shameless!




Epilogue.

SOLEN
The Ilyrians had arrived.
There was no way out.
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A king chained by his crown. His nation at the edge of collapse. Following a suspicious death, Solen inherited a broken land threatened by its hostile southern neighbor and eldritch horrors lurking in the Forest.
Sophia’s journey of discovery continues in Gorgon Crown—and the stakes are higher than ever. One wrong step will plunge Sophia and her new allies into deadly peril.
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