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Foreword

Enjoy a NSFW gallery of the updated harem at: https://theshodinchronicles.wordpress.com/chronicles-of-valmaron-art/




Chapter 1 - Jaron

“Happy birthday Devari!”
Everyone shouted in unrestrained jubilance. All but Sephaeus, who had a smirk but chose to use his inside voice. Devari sat before a hearty cake shaped like a giant teddy bear, a huge smile on her face—but with a quizzical tinge to it.
“You got me a teddy bear?” Devari—now ‘eighteen’—tilted her head. “But I hate teddy bears. And dolls. They’re creepy.”
Jaron smirked. “Exactly.”
“What better way to express your hatred of these fraudulent fluffies than to chop it into pieces?” Ava chimed in with a devious grin.
“And eat it,” Abigail added.
“It’s chocolate!” Ana Lee cheered.
The whole family was there: all three Brood Triplets, the Two Terrors, Queen Valara, and Jaron’s mother Lady Spellcraft. They held a private family party in the new lounge built on the renovated Spellcraft estate, which now had an entirely new east wing. The adults would be drinking tonight, which meant all seven of Jaron’s toddlers were with the royal nannies. In the three years since the Fall of Vaelonn, this was the first time Devari was allowed to drink. Even Jaron—now King of Valmaron—limited himself when it came to alcohol, but tonight was a special occasion.
Despite the time that had passed since the Spellcraft family had become the hefty household it now was, Devari alone had changed the most. She’d gone through a growth spurt over the last few seasons. Her gray eyes sometimes looked blue depending on the lighting, and her wavy dark locks had grown from just barely touching her shoulders to beneath her shoulder blades. Nature decided the rest of her should become rather lovely as well; she was getting marriage offers all the time.
Jaron himself hadn’t changed. His skin was still a Tolian tan, his chestnut hair was still a short mess, and the amber eyes he’d inherited from his late Tolian father were lightened by his Valmari mother’s green ones. Being only twenty-one, the only discernible difference was a little extra muscle packed onto his frame.
“You’re leaving something out,” Esmerelda spoke, exchanging a grin with Jaron as she said so.
Esmerelda, now thirty without a mark to show for it, was still the exotic vixen she was when Jaron met her. Her caramel complected skin contrasted nicely with long black hair typically kept in a large ponytail. But when she let it down? Nobody but Valara could approach her on volume, whose brunette hair went down to her bum, contrasting her immaculate porcelain skin. The moniker of ‘most beautiful woman in Valmaron’ had been passed from his mother to her once the Tolians got a good look during his coronation.
“Don’t tell her yet,”Chloe glared at Esmerelda with a stern tone but a mischievous smile.
Esmerelda closed her lips and pretended to lock them with a key. As for Chloe? She’d changed some, least of all her short blonde hair that she always styled in a pixie-bob. As the shortest person in the family, the Master Caster was a miniature minx with a face and figure to match—one that bounced back without Scripts after Jaron Junior was born. She was only a year older than Jaron and Valara, and already a voluptuous Valmari despite her height, but the only thing motherhood seemed to do was upgrade her assets.
“Don’t tell me what yet?” Devari scrutinized the cake carefully, which was clearly more suspicious than it was nutritious.
“It’s Scripted, that’s all I’ll tell you,” Jaron replied, grinning.
Devari lit up with excitement. “Scripted? Who wrote it?”
“We did,” Ava raised her hand while her sisters cocked their hips in opposite directions beside her.
“Here,” Valara handed Devari a knife. “Go on, cut it.”
Sephaeus took a few steps back; Lady Spellcraft joined him.
The Sentinel Commander had more than maintained his massively muscular size, along with his bronze tan, blonde hair and stoic eyes. Always had to be the biggest person in the room, and easily the tallest. His mother—a tall woman in her own right though slightly shorter than Valara and himself—hadn’t really changed aside from how she wore her auburn hair. Valmari blood remained steadfast well into middle-age, who were known to preserve their youthfulness into their sixties. His mother was only thirty-eight, and her husband Sephaeus a mere forty.
That just left the Brood Triplets, whose olive skin and long dark hair also benefited from their distantly Valmari ancestry aside from their stint as immortals. On sight, one would consider them in their mid-twenties. As for their actual age? Jaron still didn’t know, nobody asked and nobody told, but it was probably north of seventy. Devari alone was fifty-five.
Devari leaned forward and held the knife over the teddy bear cake, but then it moved—its mouth moved into a terrified frown. Devari screamed and jumped back into her seat as the bear stood up on two legs like a little man, glancing around in a panic. Chloe squealed with animated delight as the cake grabbed a fork, jumped off the platter, and made a run for it.
“Get him Devari!” Jaron laughed.
The bear climbed onto a lounge chair and turned around in a fencing pose, prepared to defend itself with its found fork. Devari pursued with profuse giggling, trying to stab the cake while it jousted for dear life.
“Ha!” Devari went for the lunge, but the bear jumped up and ran along the top of her arm.
She screamed and flung it away, causing the cake to somersault onto the sofa while everyone else cracked up laughing. Valara turned completely red, held onto her stomach, and bent over with uncontrollable seizing wheezes. Sephaeus moved in the way of the teddy cake’s escape route, and it wanted none of that. It got desperate. The cake started gouging chunks out of its fat belly and hurled them at everyone. Now it was a food fight. Jaron ducked as a piece of cake went flying over his head, hitting Chloe right in the face.
“Oh now you’ve done it,” Chloe lifted her hand to start Casting, but Abigail got there first.
She grabbed the bear by its throwing arm and went to lift it up, but its own body couldn’t support its weight. Instead the arm tore off and the teddy cake fell back onto the sofa. Abigail made a face like she meant to say ‘oh well’ and started eating.
Lady Spellcraft then started walking toward the cake menacingly, causing it to slowly back away holding its fork in front of it. It threw a piece of itself at her, but she fanned its own platter in front of herself like a shield to deflect the sweet assault. The distraction paid off; Devari stabbed it right through the back of its chest and cleaved upward, splitting it in half and releasing a gushing burst of raspberry jam.
Victory was sweet.




Chapter 2 - Jaron

Jaron was drunk. Very drunk. He never got this drunk. He never got drunk in general. Valara and Lady Spellcraft sat on the largest sofa in the lounge nursing glasses of wine. The Brood Triplets terrorized Sephaeus with a card game where they had to team up in pairs and acquire four-of-a-kind, signaling their teammate with increasingly obnoxious methods. Sephaeus was simultaneously the best and worst teammate. He was the best simply for the fact that he could easily identify when his partner had a winning hand, but he was the worst because Ana Lee couldn’t read him when he had one. Devari was busy dancing with herself to the sound of a Scripted harp set on the bar in the back of the lounge, waving her arms around herself as she spun about.
As for the Two Terrors? Both of them sat on Jaron’s lap, one on each leg, on the lounger across from the big sofa. Esmerelda wore a violet sundress, contrasting Chloe’s periwinkle blue. Everything was spinning, but alternating kisses between the two of them felt glorious. They kept serving him wine out of their glasses, easily as drunk as he was. Chloe leaned forward and whispered something in Esmerelda’s ear, getting a laugh out of her.
“What are you gossiping about?” Jaron slurred.
Chloe rested her hands on Jaron’s inner thigh. Esmerelda leaned closer to his neck. Damn he loved these girls. So. Much. Had he told them that lately? He couldn’t remember.
“Es-mer-elda,” Chloe said slowly, blinking one eye at a time and leaning her forehead close to Esmerelda’s. “Did you know that—oof—Ava wants to team up with me against Jaron?”
“She can’t be on your team. We’re a team,” Esmerelda hiccuped.
“No no no,” Chloe blushed. “I mean she wants me to team up with her, and then nob Jaron’s noblets.”
Esmerelda threw her head back and giggled. “She plans to corrupt you. Are you going to take her up on it?”
“Don’t tell Annika but—I might,” Chloe replied.
“I’m sitting right here,” his mother stated from across them.
Chloe didn’t notice. Neither did Esmerelda apparently.
“I love my life,” Jaron mused to himself.
“You love your wife?” Esmerelda snapped to attention. “Which one? Are you talking about me?”
Jaron shook his head. “I said—”
“Shh!” Chloe put her finger on Jaron’s lips. “Just let her have that.”
There wasn’t going to be any argument, he was still thinking about Ava and Chloe’s plot. The only time he’d ever had more than one of them at once was with the Brood Triplets before they got pregnant. The idea of playing ‘Who Gets Glazed’ with Chloe was particularly tantalizing. She shouldn’t have said that, not with all this wine. The wine was good. He liked wine. Jaron grabbed Chloe by the back of her head and pulled her in for a strong kiss. She melted right into it before pulling away with a giggle, sliding her hand from his inner thigh up to his bulge.
“You two are still so…cute!” Valara chirped from her perch.
“Who? Me and her? Or him and her? Or all of us? Hold on—that’s three. You said two. Never mind,” Esmerelda’s wine-fueled confusion persisted.
“Them!” Valara wagged her finger at Jaron and Chloe. “They’re always so lovey-dovey.”
“We’re all lovey-dovey,” Esmerelda argued.
Valara took a sip of her wine and simpered. “I know…they’re just different. Like little kids.”
“It’s because Chloe is Jaron’s first love,” Lady Spellcraft spoke effortlessly, clearly handling her alcohol better than the rest.
Jaron frowned at his mother. What was she on about now?
“Annika!” Esmerelda scoffed. “Valara has known Jaron since they were children. He loved her first.”
Lady Spellcraft laughed. “Jaron was infatuated with her first. It was adorable—watching him refuse to court any other girls because he wanted his princess.”
“And he got her,” Valara declared proudly.
Lady Spellcraft nodded with a wink at her. “But Jaron and Chloe exchanged virginities. She was the first to diddle his dangler, which changes things by quite a lot.”
“Mother, I love you—but you are…inappropriate,” Jaron chuckled.
“Your face is inappropriate,” Lady Spellcraft retorted. “I know a lewd look when I see one; you and Chloe are as insatiable as the triplets.”
“We all get to be first then,” Esmerelda realized, before poking Chloe in the shoulder. “You’re his first love, Valara is his first girlfriend, and I’m his first kiss. And I am out of wine.”
Esmerelda punctuated her sentence by giving him a big wet one, then she stood up and sauntered away to see what the triplets were doing. Now it was the birthday girl’s turn for attention.
“Jaron!” Devari made her way from her little dance floor over to them.
She jumped right onto the sofa where Esmerelda had once been while Chloe remained glued to his side.
“Hello beautiful birthday girl,” Chloe smiled. “Are you having fun?”
“It’s the -hic- best,” Devari replied. “You’re all amazing. The drink is -hic- absoloot-absootoot—absolutely great.”
With his eyelids shut—they were heavy—Jaron leaned over and kissed Devari on the forehead. She gave him a squeezing hug in return and then gave him a smooch on the cheek.
“Now that you’re all grown up, we won’t stop suitors from  proposing anymore,” Chloe laughed.
“I’ve been grown up! My body just had to -hic- catch up with me,” Devari replied.
Jaron opened his eyes long enough to see Devari grab her own breasts and jiggle them through her silvery dress. He averted his gaze while his mother chimed in.
“Thankfully we’re playing by Valmari rules. Tolian girls are considered adults at sixteen, and I was not doing that,” Lady Spellcraft commented.
“Weren’t you sixteen when you got married?” Valara made a devious face.
“Hush now Valara,” his mother turned her face away. “Do as I say not as I do.”
Chloe finished off her glass, staggered to her feet and held her arms out to her sides until her balance returned. Once steady, Chloe gave Devari a smug look and poked her lightly on the sternum. “Devari, I love you to little bits. Enjoy the party, I’ll see you in the morning.”
“Where are you going?” Esmerelda questioned from across the room.
“To bed,” Chloe nodded her head in a dreamy reverie. “I’m too drunk to walk. Or fly. So I think I’ll crawl. Yes, crawling sounds nice. Good night!”
“You won’t make it down the hall. I’ll come with you,” Esmerelda groaned and marched over, giving Jaron a kiss on her way out with Chloe.
They had to lean on each other for balance just to make it past the door. The blind leading the blind, or the drunk leading the drunk in this case. Devari also lost her weight-bearing faculties, and fell onto Jaron’s lap face up with a giggle. Good thing the others took their drinks with them, because if he had any more wine his soul was going to vacate his body.
“I don’t think I can get up,” Devari began laughing uncontrollably. “I’m finished. This is where I’m sleeping.”
Jaron held out his hand and the Slicer floated across the room to wait in mid-air. “If you need to sleep, I can drag us out of here…or just use the Banisher to cut a tunnel to your room.”
Devari glanced at his weapon and then to him. “Um…I’m really happy right now, but -hic- being by myself sounds scary. Maybe you can—banish some bad dreams?”
The Slicer fell to the floor, and Jaron sighed to the ceiling. He really didn’t want to move at the moment.
“I’ll be a good girl!” Devari insisted. “I won’t -hic- steal the sheets this time. I promise.”
Devari stared intently at him until he gave in to that face. Alright, it was her birthday after all. Jaron found the strength to stand with Devari in his arms, before making his announcement to all. “Have fun everybody, I’m putting this one to bed.”
Then he carried Devari off to go on teddy bear duty. Walking the number of paces it took, some of them upstairs, to bring Devari to her room while carrying her was not something he cared to repeat with this much wine in him. He nearly rolled his ankle on the first step, but eventually made it. There was no finesse in how he plopped her down onto the bed, requiring three tries to shut the door with a pitiful push. The first two it kept swinging back open, the third one he slammed it.
Devari immediately started stripping to get into her nightie, at which point Jaron turned his back and propped himself against the door with just his forehead. Not having to stand up straight, yes this was the way.
“All -hic- changed!” Devari declared.
Jaron rolled off his forehead and onto his back, giving himself a push back upright as he waddled toward the bed. He kicked off one boot after the other, then crawled into the bed in his clothes. Devari cuddled backward against him, and then waved her hand to put out the aether lantern on the nightstand.
“Goodnight Devari,” Jaron mumbled, and then he was out cold.
***
Jaron awoke with a flinch. He had no idea where he was, he didn’t remember who he’d chosen for the night. The room was pitch black, and it was spinning one direction while his head swirled in the other. No need to get up. Laying down felt good, especially with his body as tingly as it was heavy. The body of a warm woman laid in front of him—he was spooning her. Oh yes that’s right, there was always a woman there. Which one was this? Valara? No, Valara was taller. Chloe? No, not short enough. Esmerelda had a particular scent; it must have been one of the triplets. Oh well, he’d work it out shortly.
He was aroused; already firmly at attention. There was a pillow between his groin and his partner. A rough toss got rid of it—yes that was more comfortable. Now it was digging into her, and he wanted to wake her up to take care of it.
Except—she was already awake, and started gyrating against it. He knew that signal; he liked it. His hand went from her stomach to her chest, where a nightgown met his hand. Disregarding the temporary obstruction, he got a handful of her and began massaging. Her breathing picked up, and Jaron decided to skip most of the foreplay this time. If this was Abigail, she was a fan of the rough stuff anyway. The woman with him rolled over and started kissing him, albeit clumsily at first, but his coordination was far from perfect also. Good lips though.
Jaron wasted no time pulling off her nightgown, which she eagerly obliged. Good, she was bare bodied now. Just a little more play and he’d get on with it, he just needed the room to slow its spinning a bit. He kissed her, moving his face to bite down on her neck. That one got a moan out of her when—he recognized that voice. Oh damn. This was Devari! Damn. Damn. Jaron immediately pulled his hand away from her legs and broke the kiss to get out of the bed.
“Jaron? What’s wrong?” she breathed.
The only thing he could see was the rough outline of her shape, but now that he recalled he was in her bedroom, he knew where the exit was.
“I’m so sorry Devari,” Jaron backed toward the door. “I thought you were—damn it.”
“Jaron it’s alright. Please don’t leave.”
Only it wasn’t alright. This wasn’t supposed to happen, and the worst part is that Devari had been submissive to the whole thing. If only she’d stopped him; if only she’d spoken. He was never getting this drunk again.
“I have to go. Forgive me Devari.”
Jaron turned around, made his way out and carefully closed the door behind him.




Chapter 3 - Devari

“Devari Spellcraft, you know better than to get yourself killed,” Esmerelda lowered her right arm, which had a silver bracelet with her core crystal equipped on it.
Stupid silly seethers…she’d gotten preoccupied with thoughts of Jaron again. Devari hadn’t seen him since her birthday, and they had yet to talk about their near-encounter—an encounter she wished had gone further.
“I didn’t mean to get angry,” Devari looked down.
Devari’s silver scepter glistened in the mid-day sun—she was holding it out in front of her. Although she no longer referred to it by the name given to it by its late owner, Quartermaster Quartz, the artifact remained her most prized possession. Besides her cat of course. That used to be his too. As for her tome of Scripts—that was a reminder of darker days, useful as it was. She’d only been eighteen for a week, but she wasn’t feeling much different. Other than a bit…conflicted. Incited even.
Devari brushed her hair out of her face, lamenting that she hadn’t tied it back. Her adopted sister: Queen Valara, still had the longest hair by far but she intended to rival her. Devari's fair skin hadn’t tanned much despite the time she basked in the sun, but it did put some freckles on her shoulders.
The crimson glow within Devari’s terminated crystal faded, along with the vibration of the metal cat-claws gripping it into the bezel. A mist of red aether dissolved between Devari and Esmerelda, leaving a deep divot in the dirt between them. The training plains had nary a blade of grass remaining thanks to the routine of constant Casting obliterating it. Tolian blademen sat on logs arranged on the training plains, sweating in the heat and hooting at the display. Even to this day, a conflict between Casters was the height of spectacle.
Esmerelda dusted off her purple haori jacket, common for Casters nowadays. “I know red is easier, but you should never use it for defense when we’re this close.”
Valmaron’s greatest Caster shook her head, waved her hand and a wedge of green aether pushed the displaced dirt back into the ditch. She tightened the white sash securing her robe, flicking an errant pebble off the golden stripe sewn across the shoulders. The stripe signified her rank: Grandmaster. The criticism upset Devari, but she bit her tongue and lowered her scepter. Scripting was far easier than Casting had become. There were no emotions with Scripting, only thought and calculation. She was good at that. She’d had forty-three years of dedicated practice.
“I won’t do it again,” Devari muttered, looking away and up to the blue sky. “I’ll be a good girl.”
Esmerelda walked to her and put a reassuring hand on her face. “Give yourself time Devari, you’ve come a long way.”
Devari breathed deeply and tucked the scepter into the red sash around her waist. Her training uniform was a black Caster haori with white leggings and brown boots. “I should be better by now. In three years the only thing I can levitate reliably is Bangles the cat.”
“To be fair, I’ve been doing this most of my life,” Esmerelda smiled warmly.
Devari frowned and pointed at Esmerelda’s bracelet. “If I had one of those this would be easy.”
Esmerelda looked at the core crystal, shook her head and smirked. “The crystal you have right now trounces anything we had in the citadel.”
Devari interpreted the statement to mean she was unskilled, which felt like more criticism. Esmerelda seemed to sense this, and stepped closer to her with a reassuring hold of her left hand.
“You have more talent than you realize. It’s your feelings holding you back,” Esmerelda smiled warmly. “When you can freely feel the good along with the bad, you’ll be one of the most powerful Casters we’ve ever seen.”
The vote of confidence appeased Devari’s disappointment, which was interrupted by the arrival of the other Terror. Chloe Spellcraft: the first of King Jaron’s wives to bear him a child, galloped toward them by horseback, crossing the plains at full speed. It was a handsome steed; a gift for Chloe. The front half of its fur was colored with a brown, fading into white fur toward the rear. Devari still hadn’t learned to ride, and didn’t intend to. It was less scary to just look at them—much like her attitude toward men. The horse trotted to a stop just in front of them, lowering its head to greet her.
“No flying today?” Devari inquired while stroking the horse’s mane.
“Riding has its own appeal,” Chloe glanced over at the Tolian men gawking from their the log. “I think you have more admirers Devari.”
She refused to turn and look.
“When I want a boyfriend, I’ll snatch him myself,” Devari tilted her head and winked.
“How are the little ones?” Esmerelda shielded her eyes from the sun silhouetting Chloe.
“With the triplets,” Chloe floated off the horse instead of jumping down. Her blue bodice had a flowing white cape that billowed on her way to the ground.
Esmerelda looked off and scoffed. “They babysat? Again?”
Chloe put her hands on her hips. “Should we talk about you employing Abigail’s soothing services after Jett was born?”
Devari looked back and forth at the Two Terrors with subdued amusement.
“I just want my boy to spend more time with the twins. It’s less confusing for him when they play,” Esmerelda stated with her arms crossed.
“I think she’s jealous of how cute their kids are,” Devari teased.
Esmerelda’s eyes widened in scandalous shock. “I am not! Jett is absolutely adorable…I just don’t like how they all have daughters and we don’t. Or how I can’t tell any of them apart when we let the boys visit.”
“Speaking of boys,” Chloe chirped. “Troy Maximillian is holding another one of his rallies later. Trixy asked if one of us would cover for her.”
“Let’s call it what it is: a cult,” Esmerelda spat bitterly. “And where’s she going to be anyway?”
“With a man,” Chloe answered with a grin.
Esmerelda raised her eyebrows and cocked her head back. “Trixy? Being courted? By whom?”
“A Tolian she met in a tavern. She broke up a fight that he was winning,” Chloe rolled her eyes, shook her head and smiled. “I’d go, but I have a prior engagement.”
“I can go!” Devari chimed in. “I’ve never been to a rally before, and it’d be good practice if they start a fight.”
“It’s not the Valmari you have to worry about, it’s the Tolians,” Esmerelda advised.
Devari averted her eyes. “I can do it all the same.”
Esmerelda stared her down for a moment, but eventually shrugged. “Alright, you can go. I doubt anyone would assault Princess Devari, not unless they want to lose a few limbs.”
“Want me to portal you over?” Chloe asked.
Devari shook her head and pointed to the flower-shaped golden brooch in her hair. “I’ll find my way.”
“Can you do me a favor?” Esmerelda walked to Chloe while patting the side of her mount. “Drop me by the Academy’s entrance, I’m finished teaching anyway.”
“Where are you going?” Chloe eyed her suspiciously.
“Lady Spellcraft asked if I’d help her deliver clothes to the refuge,” Esmerelda paused. “Where are you going?”
Chloe looked upwards and put her hands on her hips. “To see Jaron.”
“I knew it,” Devari remarked with a short snort.
Esmerelda grinned with a knowing deviousness. “And does this prior engagement have anything to do with you being naked?”
“It has everything to do with me being naked,” Chloe flicked her hair and smiled boastfully. “And I’m already late.”
The Two Terrors bid their farewell to Devari with a hug and took off on Chloe’s horse. Devari envied the access they had to Jaron any time they wanted, but stopped herself from thinking any more on it. She glanced over to the training blademen, who were sweating and swinging swords at wooden dummies for practice. Nearly all of them had gone shirtless, flaunting their muscles as their backs flexed on every swing. They were definitely showing off, and it was definitely for her benefit. A warm feeling filled Devari’s chest, proceeding down to her stomach until it moved dangerously low. Time to go.
That was when she walked away.




Chapter 4 - Devari

Devari walked through a curving street in the inner ring of northern Valmaron, looking around at all the bourgeois condominiums constructed by Valmari magnates looking to replace the luxury of the former citadel. Unlike the cabins and stone-slabbed buildings the Tolians were known for, these structures featured white bricks Scripted into perfect rectangles. Devari contributed much of the Scripting herself, and Valmaron itself thrived. A mile had been added to its radius, with the Valmari preferring to stay as close to the former citadel site as possible. Most of the gravel roads were replaced by cobblestone, because apparently the Valmari found gravel ‘too dirty’ to soil their shoes on. And this street in particular went a step further; white rhombus tiles perfectly fitted together to form the surface.
She made her way around a long bend to a large inn frequented by Valmari guests, where a raging rabble had gathered outside. Tolian protestors were shouting and howling at the former Unscrupulous women entering it—notable by the visible, tattoo-like golden Scripts on their skin.
Many did a good job of minimizing or concealing their Scripts in places nobody could see. This included Devari who kept her own golden-colored Script in a single line of symbols on the skin under her left breast, extending sideways toward her ribs. Not all were as fortunate, resulting in extreme features that couldn’t be hidden. Some had skin colors no human could naturally have, while others didn’t resemble humans at all. One person, presumably a woman, had a demonic appearance reminding Devari of Zen Daaz.
The Tolians were trying to obstruct them from going in, jeering and spitting alongside ruthless taunts. She’d had enough. Devari pulled her scepter from her belt and held it over her head. Its considerably large crystal flashed a bright yellow, instantly grabbing the attention of the bilious mob.
“Caster!” a Tolian man shouted, clearly a blacksmith judging by his hands.
“It’s Princess Devari!” a Tolian woman in a baker’s apron gasped, pointing at her signature scepter. 
“I’ll be needing you all to behave, or you’ll be leaving with quite a few broken bones,” Devari said matter-of-factly.
“You’re defending these trifling trollops? These—shavers of vaginas?” an elder Tolian accused.
“Valmari women shave too,” Devari looked coldly at the man, and that alone sent the message without doing anything unkind.
The growling gabble was reduced to grumbling grievances as they shuffled away sheepishly. Devari exhaled in relief, unsure of whether or not her Casting would be limited to just broken bones in her current mood. The former Unscrupulous women looked at her cautiously, huddling closely together by the door.
“Go on in, no harm will come to you,” Devari instructed in a friendlier voice.
The women whispered amongst themselves and then graciously bowed to her before going in. Devari followed them to the lobby where they all congregated in a large room intended for party gatherings. The walls were painted hunter green, with wood chairs arrayed in rows in front of a small, yellow-draped space at the end of the room. A few people peeked through the windows, but a wave of Devari’s scepter closed the colorless curtains. She took a chair to the door and sat next to it as everyone got into their seats.
A man dressed in a white tuxedo with yellow trimmings emerged from behind the drapes, flapping them aside with a wide sweep of his arms. He had blonde hair, a chiseled if not under-weight pasty face, and he was tall. Troy Maximillian. His blue eyes looked around the room and sighed contentedly at the sight of his new audience. Devari wondered how many times he had done this before; he was completely comfortable and smarmy as ever.
“Women of the rumbling refugees, welcome and thank you for coming to our meeting,” he spoke as his eyes swept across the front row to make eye contact with each person individually. “I am Troy Maximillian, Duke of Valmaron and benefactor to those beset by the misdemeanors of days gone by.
“I want you all to know that I have seen! I have seen the treatment you and your children have endured because of the petty prejudice of our Tolian ‘neighbors’. I have seen how you’ve scrambled and scraped out a living because of their unjust judgments. Like you, I too have suffered at the hand of our king for the crime of being born into a life I did not choose.
“You did not choose to be born in the Ziggurat! You did not choose to be violated, your children slaughtered and your lives dictated by the whims of old men! Our king says all are welcome, all are accepted, but it is he who sets the example! He claims we are all Shodin: the children of Shodus. But if you are truly citizens of Valmaron, why do His Majesty’s subjects reject you like foddle-squaddle?”
“What’s foddle-squaddle?” a ginger in the front row questioned.
Troy looked visibly irritated at the interruption for the briefest glimmer, before returning his benign smile. “Foddle-squaddle is the mess one leaves after a night of lively loving.”
Devari giggled to herself at the description. Troy heard it, and looked in her direction. His eyes widened at first, narrowed to a glare, and then relaxed into recognition.
“Princess Devari, is that you?” Troy flew down the aisle of chairs and came to bow before her. “And what is the adoptive sister of King Jaron doing at an event like this?”
“Big sister,” Devari corrected.
“Big? I beg your pardon Your Highness, but didn’t you celebrate your eighteenth birthday just last week?” Troy questioned.
“Are you arguing with me?” Devari tilted her head and stared.
Troy stood up and straightened himself. “Not at all Your Highness! What can I do for you today?”
“You can stop accusing Jaron of neglecting these people. They used to be prisoners, and so was I,” Devari’s scepter crystal flashed red momentarily. “He saved them. He saved me, and your narrative is unfair to him.”
Troy bowed graciously and looked up at Devari. “Forgive my impertinence Your Highness, but not all of these women have been lavished upon the way you have.”
“I’m not the only one,” Devari looked toward the ceiling. “He’s taken three of them as wives.”
“Only three?” Troy stood up straight. “You must be referring to those triplets. That’s hardly a fair comparison, they had the most to offer.”
“I have a lot to offer,” Devari retorted. “He isn’t sleeping with me.”
“No he simply made you his personal Scripter, much like that Wager character I’ve heard about.”
The Scripters who were present made resentful faces, some of which were directed at her.
Devari grew agitated. “Are you saying he doesn’t love me?”
“Of course he loves you!” Troy waved his hands in front of himself placatingly, before touching his palm to his forehead. “I am simply pointing out that His Majesty shows preferential treatment when it suits him. Not every former Unscrupulous is fortunate enough to be made a member of the royal house.”
“And what are you doing about it? I don’t see you with a Scripted wife.”
“Not yet,” Troy got down on one knee with a devious smirk. “Devari Spellcraft, will you marry me?”
Devari crossed her legs, leaned back in her chair and laughed harder than she had in recent memory. All of the women at the meeting murmured and mused amongst themselves at the theatre playing out before them. Troy scowled at her mocking amusement, got back up and brushed off his knees.
“What’s so funny Your Highness?” Troy asked in an uncharacteristically deeper voice.
Devari crossed her arms and made eye contact. “I’ve had three proposals in the last week, but this one was by far the most abrupt.”
“You don’t believe I’m sincere?” Troy questioned.
“I feel like you’re making a show for your audience,” Devari gestured to everyone behind Troy. Some of the women were suppressing giggles, but Troy didn’t turn around.
“A simple misunderstanding!” Troy clapped. “You said I should take a Scripted wife, so I merely made the first move. I apologize if I misinterpreted your intentions.”
“Then you don’t want to marry me?” Devari looked off absently.
Troy didn’t stumble for a second.
“Of course I’d love to marry you!” Troy turned around and gestured toward the crowd. “I’d love to marry any of you! But I am just one man, even I couldn’t possibly satisfy every woman I find appealing.” —He returned to the front of the room to address everyone— “That’s what today’s rally is all about: coming together.
“The Valmari are a small but dedicated community, and we do not grovel before the Tolians. We have lodgings and holdings in many sectors of Valmaron. Some of our biggest customers are the Rolling Rumblers, and we would be delighted for all of you to join us in working toward a Valmaron where everyone benefits from your presence. If you’d like to learn more, please collect a parchment on your way out. It’s been a delight.”
Troy Maximillian bowed, and a handful of women clapped for him. Devari waited for everyone to get up and clear the room, looking around absently as Troy stared at her from across the way. He spoke before she could leave. “Princess Devari, a word please?”
Devari started twitching her foot toward the door. Troy waited a moment, and when she didn’t get up, he went to her instead. He pulled a chair over and sat across from her, mirroring her cross-legged posture.
“Before you dismiss me as some maddening maladjusted malcontent—”
“Too late,” Devari quipped.
Troy sighed. “I was serious about marrying you, if you’d accept the offer.”
Devari made eye contact. “No.”
Troy held a hand up and waved it. “I’m not saying you have to answer now, I’d like to show you my quality beforehand. I didn’t make the best impression when we first met.”
She said nothing.
“You are a Scripter,” Troy continued. “Not just any Scripter, the Scripter. The house of Maximillian made its fortune studying and selling Scripts to improve the quality of life in the citadel. I have a team working day and night, but they could never replace Quincy Quartz.”
Devari still remained silent.
“I would like to offer you access to our works, our offices, and all of our tools. You don’t have to do anything for it, and my Scripters would report to you. Make anything you want. Do anything you want. That is my offer. All I ask in return, is that you allow me to visit occasionally to see what you’ve invented,” Troy extended a hand. “Would that interest you?”
Devari took a deep breath, tilted her head and then offered her hand.
“Magnificent! Thank you Your Highness,” Troy took it and shook it.
“You’re supposed to kiss it,” Devari teased, fully intending to wash that hand later.
“But of course!” Troy leaned forward and kissed her hand. “You know how to find me.”
The Duke got up, bowed one more time and left. Devari looked around, completely repulsed at the fact that for a split second, she actually considered his offer. What she really wanted was free rein to work on new Script, but there were limits on what she was allowed to work on. After the reconstruction of Valmaron, she’d had less and less to occupy her time. Unlike Queen Valara, she did not relish long periods of inactivity. She was more like the triplets; she liked being busy. Having so much free time was peaceful, but it was boring.
She needed a new distraction, and someone to talk about Script with. It was her greatest skill, one that didn’t require any of the social dynamics she’d learned to navigate since becoming a Princess. She wanted to talk to an equal, someone capable of comprehending the way her mind worked. Quartermaster Quartz came into her thoughts, that brilliant fireball of a head whose final act was to flaunt his genius in front of her. Devari carried his legacy, his scepter, and his cat. She only wished he was here—a ball of frustrated desire exploded from within her.
The scepter hummed and lit up with vibrant orange light, then purple light, followed by white. Devari dropped it, concerned that she’d done something, when a blue image suddenly came out of the crystal and formed into a specter of a body. It was him! Quartermaster Quartz had returned. He glanced around the room, seemingly surprised at where he was. When he turned around and saw Devari sitting there, he raised his eyebrows and smiled.
“My dear Devari, is that you?” he asked. “And you still have my ‘Quartz Crystal’ in your possession! Very clever. Very convenient.”
Devari stood up, beaming in satisfaction and approaching the specter.
“You came!” she breathed. “I’m not such a terrible Caster after all.”
“Summoning me is no mediocre feat, I imagine you must have been quite clear to summon me from the scepter,” Quartz noted. “How are you adjusting?—Without the Mind of Vaelonn of course.”
“It made things easier,” Devari admitted. “A lot easier actually…but I don’t miss it.”
“Ah yes, genius is quite the burden isn’t it?” Quartz gazed at her knowingly.
Devari nodded her head. “It’s like trying to explain smells to people without noses.”
“And what would you like me to ‘smell’ today?” asked Quartz. “Anything but poop.”
Devari smiled faintly. “I want to talk about Soul Script.”
Quartz slowly nodded and started pacing. “I see. Is this a consultation? Is a particular symbol giving you trouble?”
“Not exactly,” Devari replied. “I want to know if there’s a way to replace Casting with Scripting.”
Quartz rested his chin on his hand and stood still. “Such a thing is the domain of Shodus. What is it you wish to accomplish?”
“So many things…” she trailed off. “But right now? I want to fly. Esmerelda and Chloe can do it.. They’re still the only ones who can.”
Quartz closed his eyes and smiled. “Flying…very cathartic. Very freeing.”
“Can I?” Devari intertwined her fingers with a hopeful expression.
“Hmm,” Quartz swayed his shoulders side to side. “I’m afraid the ability to fly is not something easily granted. Easy to Unseal. Very unpredictable. Better achieved through Casting.”
“That’ll take too long,” she lamented. “I want to Script something that lets me levitate freely.”
“Hmm,” Quartz looked at Devari sharply. “I can tell you this: there is a force that roots men’s feet to the ground. If you deny it by
force, you will have to balance it by applying pressure elsewhere. I can give you the Script responsible for that force, but if I do so you must not complete it, you are to understand it.”
“Is it dangerous?” Devari tightened her grip on her scepter.
“Veritably!” Quartz replied. “It is the Script responsible for destroying the world in the first place…a world that you shall soon be exploring.”




Chapter 5 - Jaron

Jaron held onto Chloe’s bare back with one hand, and her hair with the other, biting into her slender shoulder while she rocked back and forth in his lap. She moved smoothly, keeping him inside her while bracing her hands on the headrest of a couch in the royal residence. Her breasts pressed against his chest, the arch of her back perfectly complimenting the feline finesse with which she controlled her hips. And the way she sounded with every pleasured breath? Perfection.
He could never succeed in the endeavor of expressing the full measure of his love for this woman. They were like a flash fire together: burning hot at a moment’s notice. After three years of marriage and a baby, they still couldn’t get enough of one another. They went from lecherous adolescents to lecherous adults; absolutely nothing changed. His mother was right: their relationship was unique. Jaron saw her as an angel—a flying heroine who brought more love into his life than he ever thought he could have. All of his wives, including the queen he waited his whole life for, he had because of this wonderful, devoted woman. His Chloe. His sweet, beautiful Chloe. What a blessing she was. Her and that short blonde hair.
“Chloe…” Jaron breathed.
She was a damn good lover too, no matter the position, capable of coitus nearly everywhere thanks to her diminutive stature. Where they were however, was not fit for love-making: it was a meeting room for casual conferences in the royal residence. A woody room as it were—cherry stained paneling all around, dark green walls, a candle chandelier, with leather armchairs arrayed around a circular table. The brown upholstered couch she rode him on was tucked in the corner and meant for stenographers to sit—not for Chloe’s leaking liquids.
He moved one hand from her back, around the front to squeeze her breast as he took it into his mouth, then up her neck to clutch the side of her head. Her dreamy-eyed face submitted to a kiss, and she moaned into his mouth. Chloe’s grinding was at such an angle that her entire mound was pleasured, not just a portion. He felt her squeeze him from the inside—hard. Their kiss broke as Chloe squinted her eyes shut and her jaw dropped. She was coming. Her spasms went wild, her silent moan was like a tightly held breath. Only when her climax stopped did she finally gasp for air with the sweetest of squeals.
Chloe threw her head back, thrusting her side-set breasts in front of his face while she started to laugh deeply. She swayed her body side to side, slowly, like she was drifting—suspended in a trance. Her breathing recovered while she lightly dragged her fingertips across her upper chest. When her posture straightened and her eyes opened, they were looking straight into his. Chloe got off his lap without a word, moving to the floor in front of him to sit on her knees. Jaron slid toward the edge of his seat so she could take him into her mouth with constant eye contact.
There was something about Chloe’s sweet face that compelled him to finish quickly, especially if it was his first of the day. She wasn’t innocent, but she looked innocent which made her lecherous actions all the more intense. With one hand stroking him, and the other cupping below, she used an easy rhythm to get Jaron to cum—which he did—in her mouth.
Chloe swallowed every drop, holding still and pressing her tongue underneath until he was done. What incredible pleasure. The afterglow was just as magnificent: she stayed there with her hands on her lap like a woman in waiting, suckling him until he softened. She just stared at his eyes while he took in the marvelous sight. Chloe punctuated the experience by lightly popping it out of her mouth and kissing it once before rising to her feet and standing before him in the nude.
She took one step closer and pulled his head to rest on her tummy, stroking his hair. He wrapped his arms around her waist and held her close, sitting in total silence for what didn’t feel like long enough. Someone jingled the locked double-door—Chloe’s arm flung out toward it. Her Casting manifested a blue shield to completely block it from opening, followed by golden aether chains to wrap around the door latches. She was so quick with it that one would think she expected it, before returning her arm to hold his head against her belly button.
This was their world right now, and nobody else was allowed.




Chapter 6 - Devari

Devari walked through the gate of the Spellcraft estate, holding one of the parchment papers from Troy Maximillian’s rally. She looked on the back of it where she received an incomplete Script from Quartermaster Quartz, one she’d never written before. Devari spent the entire walk home looking at it. The symbol seemed simple enough to solve, except there were hundreds of runes that could complete it—maybe more. The entire meaning of the Script would change depending on the rune she used to fill in the variable zones of the symbol. It also contained flourishes she was unfamiliar with, comparable to punctuation that altered the expression further. Tricky. Very tricky.
She folded the page and tucked it away inside her robe, going to the front door and unlocking it with a bronze skeleton key. She entered the renovated house where a hallway to her right led out of the foyer and to an additional wing.
“Bangles!” she called out.
The cat was nowhere in sight. Devari walked down the main corridor past the staircase and entered a study near the rear of the house. The room was a simple square, with brown crown moldings and paneling halfway up the castleton colored walls. A small desk with a lantern sat by the corner near a window. There was a red leather chair on every side of the room except for the door, with bookcases and shelves throughout. This was Devari’s favorite room, one she’d claimed for herself after the new wing was added. She walked to the desk where her tome of Script waited, and put her new paper in it.
Bangles was still nowhere in sight, so she focused on a golden ring resting on her pinky finger. It warmed up, and she vanished from the room with a ‘whooosh’. Sephaeus sat in a chair by the fireplace holding her black cat.
“So you’re home,” said Sephaeus.
“Hello sir,” Devari walked over and hugged Sephaeus around his thick neck. She took Bangles from him and starting petting him. “Did he get outside?”
“No,” Sephaeus took a sip of something from a flagon next to him. “I heard about the rally.”
Devari pressed her lips together tightly for a moment, looking over toward the mantlepiece. “It wasn’t interesting. Troy wants all the women for himself.”
“No,” Sephaeus shook his head. “It’s more than that. The Duke wants to re-establish Valmari supremacy.”
“He asked me to marry him,” she revealed. Bangles purred in her lap.
“I’m not surprised,” Sephaeus grumbled. “He always wanted a Princess.”
“Aren’t you going to ask if I accepted?” she asked.
Sephaeus shook his head. “You wouldn’t choose someone you don’t admire or respect.”
Devari smiled and nodded. “You’re right. He’s a buffoon. He’s even going to give me control of his Scripters.”
The Sentinel Commander raised his eyebrows and intertwined his fingers on his lap. “You’re going to work for him?”
“No,” Devari looked up. “He’s going to work for me.”
“Have you talked to Annika about it?” Sephaeus wondered.
She shook her head.
“Mention it to her. You’ve barely been home lately,” he replied.
Devari didn’t look at him. “I’ve been occupied.”
“With what?”
“Different things. I haven’t had time to be still.”
“It looks as though you don’t want to be still,” Sephaeus stared at her sharply.
Devari shook her head. He leaned forward slowly.
“Talk to Annika. She’ll know what you’re going through,” said Sephaeus.
“And what am I going through?” Devari asked tersely.
“Trying to stay in the present while the past still lingers.”
“You mean like her last name?” she retorted.
Devari instantly started to feel terrible about what she’d just said. She didn’t even know where her temper was coming from. He said nothing.
“I’m sorry sir,” she averted her eyes. “That’s none of my business.”
Sephaeus rose from his chair, a stern expression on his face. “Talk to Annika.”
He left the lounge along with his drink, shutting the door somewhat loudly behind him.
“You’re a brilliant idiot Devari,” she chastised herself. “Why did I have to be so mean?”
Two hours passed by, and everyone else was still out. It made her anxious—and bored. Devari left the empty estate and used her bangle brooch to go across town, startling several pedestrians on her way. Her destination? The Brood Bed & Breakfast, where the Brood Triplets were babysitting her nieces and nephews. She found the toddlers in a spare dining hall, where plush pillows and a mountain of toys had been put in place of tables and chairs.
Jaron Junior and Jett wrestled over a wooden horse that was Scripted to walk on its own. Jett was a little darker than his brother thanks to Esmerelda, and taller by an inch despite being a few months younger. The royal twins weren’t present, although all three daughters of the triplets were. They all looked so much alike that they could have been triplets themselves. The girls weren’t old enough to walk yet, only being a little over a year old. They all had dark doe eyes, and alabaster skin with a tinge of the Tolian warmth they inherited from Jaron. They all wore little dresses in varying shades of pink and purple, with their brunette locks tied into little pigtails.
Ana Lee had all three girls with her, while Abigail and Ava were absent. Devari waved as soon as she noticed her.
“Hi Devari,” Ana Lee greeted her.
Devari came and sat next to her. “Whose wearing what today?”
The triplet grinned and held up the girl in pink. “This is my little Alana. Aurelia is wearing the purple and Artemis has the fuchsia.”
Alana smiled at Devari, who beamed back at her.
“Are you here to collect your nephews?” asked Ana Lee.
Devari shook her head. “Actually I wanted to ask you about something.”
“Oh?” Ana Lee leaned forward with a mischievous simper. “About what?”
“How to dominate a man,” Devari answered. “Troy Maximillian is up to something, and I’m going to stop him.”
Ana Lee was quiet for a moment, bouncing Alana on her lap with a suspicious expression. “Have you asked Lady Spellcraft about this?”
Devari looked up and around before shaking her head with a smile. “Mmm, no.”
Ana Lee’s eyes narrowed into something resembling a dazzling, enigmatic smirk. Her head lowered slightly, emphasizing her eyelashes as she gazed.  Devari instantly felt intimidated, like a predator was getting the measure of her and deciding when to attack. Devari crossed her ankles over each other and leaned slightly away. Ana Lee instantly stopped when she saw this.
“Did you feel that?” Ana Lee smiled warmly.
“I feel like you wanted to eat me,” Devari shrank her posture.
The triplet nodded her head excitedly. “Exactly! It’s all about exuding desire, and being comfortable with it.”
“Wait,” Devari flinched at the suggestion. “You mean you actually wanted me?”
Ana Lee blew a kiss and smiled. “You could fake it, but it doesn’t work as well as when you mean it.”
“And this worked on Jaron?” Devari tilted her head.
Ana Lee shook her head. “He wasn’t comfortable with the idea of wanting us at first—Ash sort of ruined him for a bit—but Valara got him to relax about it.”
“So it might not work on Troy?” Devari glowered.
“It’ll work even better on him! The biggest egos require the smallest efforts. The trick is to make him think he’s getting what he wants without actually giving it to him.”
“So what do I do then?” Devari wondered.
“Well for starters,” Ana Lee tugged on Devari’s sleeve. “You need better clothes. Flaunt just enough of your exquisite figure to get him wanting more, but leave him wondering about the rest.”
Devari squirmed in her seat a bit. Ana Lee saw the reaction and rolled her eyes amusedly.
“That won’t help,” she said to Devari.
“What?” Devari grinned with slight embarrassment.
“You’ve got to relax about yourself. And it’s even harder for you because you’ve never been with a man,” Ana Lee pointed out, smiling at Alana’s attempt to shove a whole fist into her own mouth.
“How would you know that?” Devari frowned.
Ana Lee stared at her dead-pan. “I’ve never seen a woman who needed sex more than you. Everything about you is practically screaming for it.”
Devari blushed. “I try not to think about it…but I am curious.”
“You know what you need?” Ana Lee pressed her fingertip to her chin. “Nothing improves confidence like a new wardrobe. Come with me, I have just the thing.”
***
“Are you sure this isn’t a little much?” asked Devari.
“Relax Devari, it’s just a bustier gown.” Ana Lee stood behind Devari, holding onto her hips before cupping her bosom and lifting them. “Your breasts are too nice to hide under baggy robes all the time. They need to breathe.”
“I need to breathe,” Devari retorted as she looked in the mirror of Ana Lee’s dressing room. Her hair had been brushed and her eyes given makeup.
“It’s not that tight,” Ana Lee protested. “And you have to admit you look good.”
Devari rotated left and right to see the dress Ana Lee had picked out for her. It was magenta in color, somewhat gothic in the styling with sheer black lace covering the satin gown section. Her arms and shoulders were completely exposed, with the top framing her bosom and revealing a bit of cleavage. A small strap around the waist gave a space to holster her scepter firmly. She felt exposed. Sultry even. And she absolutely loved it.
“Alright, I do look good,” she admitted.
Ana Lee clapped excitedly, “You’re going to double your weekly proposals looking like this. I’ll have more gowns sent to your house.”
“Thank you,” said Devari.
“I’m going to have to kick you out now. No doubt Ava has seen what I’m looking at by now and is going to come rushing into the room to give her input,” Ana Lee ushered Devari out of the dressing room. “Let me know how it goes.”
Devari didn’t wait, and immediately headed downtown to the Valmari magisterial building. They constructed it using leftovers from the citadel, making the bangled building effectively golden. She walked in through the front lobby where a secretary waited behind a large crescent platform. The interior stylings had been entirely borrowed from the vestibule, with red marble pillars and Scripted metallic walls. There were enough drapes and banners hanging from the ceiling to blanket an entire cabin.
The secretary was a Valmari servant, a man with a shaved head painted completely white with blue lipstick on his bottom lip, with a line drawn from there to his chin. He became visibly alerted at the sight of Devari.
“Hello sir, my name is Princess Devari. I’m here to see some Etchers,” she greeted.
The man nodded his head and touched his hand to a glass orb with blue smoke inside it. The servant looked completely dumbfounded, and looked around uncomfortably. Troy Maximillian arrived from a nearby mirror within seconds.
“Farrod, I told you not to bother me when I’m in the middle of—” Troy stopped mid-sentence when he saw Devari. “Your Highness!”
“Should I come back later?” Devari tilted her head.
“Perish the thought! I had no idea you’d be this eager so soon after our last conversation,” Troy took a bow.
“I move quickly when it suits me,” Devari stated. “I’m here to see your Etchers.”
She turned her body toward Troy, leaning her hips forward and pressing out her chest. The Duke’s pasty skin began turning pink, and he looked her up and down with a devilish grin.
“As you wish Your Highness,” Troy obliged. “May I ask what prompted the delightful dress?”
“I’m a girl,” Devari crossed her arms. “Or have you forgotten that?”
A high chuckle escaped from him. “Forgotten? Why, it’s never been more apparent than it is now. I count myself fortunate that His Majesty hasn’t married you himself.”
Devari remained silent, tapping her foot while waiting expectantly. Troy snapped out of his trance.
“Right, the Etchers. This way please,” Troy gestured to the same mirror he’d arrived through and stood uncomfortably close to her in front of it.
The image changed from their reflection, to a white-walled room reminiscent of the safety vault in the former citadel armory. A trio of men were hard at work scratching symbols into small metal plates and passing them down a long metal table. A shelf covered in artifacts spanned across the back, with a counter covered in crystal dust off to the left. A pile of books was hastily arranged on a shelf to the right. In front of the long workbench were floor divots containing reflective materials. The only way in or out was the mirror behind them.
“This is my personal Etchery,” Troy presented.
The Etchers didn’t stop working, nor did they even look up until Troy clapped his hands.
“Hello everyone! I’ve come to bring you a new colleague,” Troy grinned. “This is Princess Devari, and she will be joining you in your research. Please show her the utmost courtesy and obey her every instruction.”
“You aren’t staying?” asked Devari.
“I have other matters to attend to. Unless…” Troy looked straight down into Devari’s cleavage. “You desire otherwise?”
Devari allowed him to ogle her for a few agonizing seconds and then turned away. “No. You can leave now.”
“Right,” Troy said in a flat tone before finding his cordial voice. “Summon me at your leisure and I will make myself available at the soonest possible convenience.”
The Duke vanished into the mirror immediately after, and the Scripters all stood watching Devari. She didn’t like being gawked at, but then realized they were waiting for something. Instructions probably.
“Hi,” said Devari.
She took a moment to memorize their faces. They all wore plain white coats with red gloves that went up to their elbows. The eldest was a wrinkled old man with his only remaining hair on the sides of his head. He was nearly as white as the room itself. The youngest was a young man with dark brown skin with a puff of curly brown hair. The other man was identifiable only by his build, but his head was covered in a reflective helmet with a metal breathing mesh.
They stood waiting wordlessly.
“Are any of you going to tell me your names?” Devari questioned.
“I am the Elder Etcher,” said the old man. “My name is Velzrum.”
Etchers…that’s what they were calling Valmari Scripters nowadays, so as to differentiate themselves from common pedestrians apparently. The sheer vanity of it all. And it made no sense anyway, because an ‘Etcher’ was supposed to be the tool you used to Script. They just had to make everything doubly confusing. And Etcher was a Valmari Scripter, except when it was a metal pen? People were so stupid.
“I am Velos,” said the dark young man, who gestured to the big one with the helmet head. “This is Bigsby. He doesn’t talk.”
“He can’t talk,” said Velzrum. “He increased his intellect at the cost of his voice.”
Devari reticently walked closer, past the floor divots and to the other side of their workbench. She looked down at what they were working on, and saw symbols referring to protective properties. They were wrong too.
“This Script is backwards. Are you trying to make a shield?” she asked.
Velos looked at Velzrum in astonishment, who nodded curtly before answering.
“Yes, one strong enough to protect us in the battles soon to come.”
“Who is your enemy?” Devari crossed her arms.
Velos looked nervously at Velzrum, who maintained a stoic expression.
“We will be the enemy if Unscrupulous females continue to join us,” said Velzrum. “The Tolians maintain a monopoly on violence, and the Caster Academy is loyal to the king. We will need defenses when it all comes to a head.”
“I don’t care for the suggestion that Jaron is going to turn on you,” Devari glowered.
“The royal court is not what the Duke is worried about,” Velzrum continued. “It’s the Tolian population at large. They went from fighting the Unscrupulous, to hosting their women.”
“Those women aren’t Unscrupulous anymore, they came from the Rolling Rumblers,” Devari argued.
“Who haven’t returned in over a year,” said Velzrum. “I’m sorry Your Highness, but if the Tolians don’t find someone to fight soon, we may find ourselves at the tips of their blades.”
Devari looked to the ceiling and pressed her tongue behind her lip. “So Troy is scared then.”
“We do what he tells us Your Highness, we don’t ask him to explain himself,” said Velos.
Bigsby pointed at the Scripted plates on the workbench.
“Yes Bigsby, I know what she said,” Velos responded.
“Excuse me Your Highness,” said Velzrum. “But could you elaborate on what you meant by ‘backwards’?”
Devari took a breath and then leaned over the workbench, rotating the plate so that she could look at it sideways along with the Scripters.
“You’re trying to make something harder than it can actually be. If you do that, it will Annihilate in a year,” Devari explained. “The best way is to use another force entirely. Something that can handle the stress.”
Bigsby tapped Velos on his shoulder, and then tapped his own chest with two fingers before making a fist and thrusting it forward.
“He wants to know if there’s a way to do that for an entire surface,” said Velos.
Devari tilted her head. “There is, if you have a Collateral-Clause.”
“I don’t think I understand,” Velzrum rubbed his hands together..
“Here—” Devari retrieved the page with her incomplete Script from her cleavage. She unfolded it flat on the table.
All three Scripters bent over to read it, but Velzrum shook his head.
“I still don’t understand. What am I looking at?” asked Velzrum.
“You’re still writing Script like little instructions, but you should be thinking about it like a puzzle,” she elaborated. “Everything has to fit in the proper place, and you can trade any piece as long as it fits, but it will change the picture.”
“Can we take some time to look this over?” asked Velzrum.
Devari nodded. “Take all the time you want, because I’d like you to help me finish it.”
Bigsby pointed at the Rumbler-built timekeeper on his wrist, and then gestured across his neck with his finger like he was slitting his own throat.
“He’s right,” Velos shook his head. “This is an entirely different dimension of study, and we still have to solve this shielding problem.”
“No, you don’t,” Devari contradicted.
She grabbed a metal prod and started etching a series of symbols and marks onto an empty plate, left two fields unfinished and slid it over to Velzrum. His eyes went wide when he read it.
“Is this?” he looked astonished.
“It’s the Script for an Absolute Containment barrier. You can use the lesser field to choose where it appears, and the greater field is for the person providing life essence to it,” Devari dropped the prod on the table and winked.
Bigsby snatched the plate and walked over to another table filled with tools. Velos looked gobsmacked, and then went with him.
“How…how do you know this?” Velzrum questioned.
“I am Devari Spellcraft, and I carry the knowledge of Vaelonn.




Chapter 7 - Devari

Devari walked into home feeling satisfied and excited. She ran into the living room where Lady Spellcraft sat on the sofa, her body oriented toward the door.
“Hello Devari,” Lady Spellcraft said in a peculiar tone.
“Hi,” she replied, her mood slightly subdued.
Lady Spellcraft pat the sofa next to her and scooted over. “Come, sit with me for a moment.”
Devari knew she was in trouble. She walked over and sat down slowly, bracing herself for some sort of tongue lashing. Lady Spellcraft reached out and touched the fabric of Devari’s gown, nodding approvingly.
“You look beautiful,” she complimented.
Devari smiled and looked down at herself. “You don’t feel I’m being immodest?”
Lady Spellcraft shook her head slowly. “As long as it isn’t so tight that your breasts decide to pop off and run away, I think your dress looks absolutely elegant.”
Devari giggled and leaned in for a hug. Lady Spellcraft smiled warmly for a moment, but then her eyebrow took a certain angle that only appeared when she was bothered about something.
“Have you seen Sephaeus at all?” Devari wondered.
“I have,” Lady Spellcraft had firm eye contact.
“I offended him, and I didn’t intend to,” she confessed.
“Sephaeus isn’t the kind of man to wallow over petty slights,” Lady Spellcraft replied. “Although it is a conversation we’ll be having later. What I actually want to know is where your heart is.”
Devari crossed her leg away from Lady Spellcraft.
“If this is about Troy, he’s the last man in Valmaron I would ever consider,” said Devari.
“This isn’t about Troy, this is about you,” Lady Spellcraft responded. “You’re always working on something, and you seldom talk to boys.”
“Why does everything have to be about boys?” Devari rolled her eyes.
“You don’t like them?” Lady Spellcraft grinned.
“I like looking at them, but all they see when they look at me is a Princess with a skill. Like I’m some sort of trophy to hang on their wall,” Devari sighed deeply. “It’s why I stopped re-writing anyone’s Scripts after the first year. Nobody takes the time to know who I am or what I like. Not like you and the others do.”
“Don’t you feel it would be better if you took the time to know who you are, and what you like?” Lady Spellcraft countered.
“I like Soul Script. I understand it, and it doesn’t pass judgment,” Devari said flatly.
Lady Spellcraft put a hand on Devari’s. “I am not judging you Devari. What I am trying to say is that you are more than the gifts you inherited from your past.”
Devari pulled away. “My past wasn’t a gift, it was a nightmare.”
Before Lady Spellcraft could speak, Devari got up abruptly and stormed out of the house, slamming the door shut behind herself. She bangle-brooched away to the furthest and highest rooftop she could see, standing on the shingles of a wood-boarded barn. She needed to talk to somebody, but her feelings had become too turbulent to focus on summoning Quartz again. Devari turned her head downtown and saw the royal residence in the distance. The thing was nothing short of a stone palace, ivory in color from the very same bricks she designed herself. It doubled as the court building where Jaron and Valara kept their thrones, with bonus bedrooms on the occasions they couldn’t return to the estate.
Devari decided that she wanted to see Jaron. She missed him, and their schedules had both been so busy there was little opportunity for them to talk. She bangle-brooched straight over and walked in the front gate. A pair of next-generation Sentinels stood guard just inside it, wearing open-faced helms that revealed their faces. All the previous Sentinels along with their trainees had been killed by Zen Daaz, so these new ones trained by Sephaeus lacked the skills of the old guard. Their core crystals on the other hand, more than made up the difference in power.
They knew who she was, and she walked straight through an atrium beyond the front lobby into the throne room. The carpet leading to the throne itself was red with gold trim. The ceiling was cathedral style, and the floors made from green marble. The walls were given cherry colored wood paneling and moldings. A gold banner hung above the throne, where Queen Valara sat. The royal twins were clumsily waddling after each other in front of her.
Valara smiled and waved. Devari walked toward the throne where little Prince Allerus had grabbed his twin sister Princess Emri into a hug. They were the spitting image of their parents, except Emri looked more like King Jaron and Allerus looked more like Queen Valara.
“You’re looking quite stylish today,” Valara looked Devari up and down with a smile.
Devari smiled coyly and did a little twirl to show off the dress. “I like it too.”
“Come sit next to me,” Valara offered.
Devari shook her head. “On Jaron’s throne? I don’t think he’d appreciate that.”
“He won’t be back for a while, and he’s not going to fight with me over a chair,” said Valara.
Devari nervously sat down on the gold framed chair, felt completely wrong, and immediately stood back up. She picked up the twins instead. Emri was gently tugging on Devari’s hair while Allerus tried catching her wrist.
“Actually I was wondering if you knew where he is? I need to talk to him,” said Devari.
“In the training arena bullying a few Sentinels,” Valara rolled her eyes.
“He’s that good now?” asked Devari.
“He’s that good” said The Queen. “Sparring with the Two Terrors is basically foreplay at this point. Even Sephaeus had trouble with him last time.”
Devari’s eyes lit up as she smiled excitedly. “That’s perfect then, because I want a crack at him! I’ve been practicing.”
Queen Valara looked pleasantly surprised. “If you really want to try, you know where to go.”
Devari winked, kissed the twins, set them down, and then rushed off to challenge Jaron to a fight.
Devari dashed down a corridor, passing by a few chatting Casters as she went toward a large, round, wooden door. The entrance was so large it could have fit two wagons stacked together. She pressed her ear against the door and heard the clattering of a sword being dropped. Devari smiled and pushed the door open.
The arena’s interior was a fully Scripted steel chamber shaped like a dome bubble, capable of tolerating the bursts of aether that no doubt occurred here. The floor was a simple beige padded platform shaped like a decagon. Devari Scripted it to absorb energy and channel it to the rest of the room. The more power anyone used, the stronger the arena itself became. The excess went to supply Valmaron. She was both the inventor of the Script and the only person capable of reading it, so the Valmari wouldn’t be able to copy it.
Jaron stood shirtless in crimson trousers with black boots. Two Sentinels were blitzing in random directions around Jaron, looking to disorient him. He ignored their movements and stood with the Slicer still in its scabbard. A pair of broken Sentinel swords laid on the floor. Unlike the Sentinel Commander, who could manifest swords of pure aether, the rank and file used real swords augmented by their golden power. Two golden punches came from his flanks, which he avoided by stepping backward. The Sentinels nearly struck each other, but instead veered off to pass by. Their golden blurs moved up into the air and then came back down, striking where he was simultaneously. Booom! A flash of gold light, followed by the sight of Jaron standing with one foot planted back and the two Sentinels standing with their arms extended. He’d caught each of their strikes with his own glowing hands.
A smirk came from The King and with a push they backed off. They bowed with a curt nod of their heads, collected their swords and turned to take their leave. Devari smiled at Jaron, who caught sight of her and grinned back. She ran onto the arena, going straight past the Sentinels on their way out. Jaron caught her in a hug, lifted her off the ground and spun her before setting her down.
“Hey Devari,” Jaron tilted his head and furrowed his brow as he scrutinized her dress. “Going to see someone important today?”
“Yes,” Devari winked. “You.”
King Jaron chuckled and picked up a white cloth to dry his face. “What brings you here?”
“You haven’t seen me since my birthday, it’s completely unacceptable.” Devari stuck her tongue out. “You haven’t said anything about my dress either. Is it pretty?”
“It is because you’re wearing it,” Jaron smiled. “And you haven’t answered my question.”
Devari looked down and smiled sweetly. “I wanted to have a go at you with what I’ve learned from Esmerelda.”
Jaron raised an eyebrow and smirked. “Is that so?”
Devari nodded happily. “So will you?”
“On one condition,” Jaron slowly reached down, grabbed the Slicer and pulled it out. “Don’t take it easy on me.”
She pulled out her scepter and stepped back several paces. Jaron took a stance and waited for her to make the first move. Yellow aether filled her crystal as a light ringing sound came from it.
“No red?” asked Jaron.
Devari shook her head with a smirk. “It’s hard to be angry when you’re around.”
“Fair enough. Show me what you’ve got,” said Jaron with a focused expression.
She waved the scepter out and Cast a wide arc of yellow aether. It didn’t travel immediately, hovering in front of her. The crystal turned blue, and she waved again, putting another layer on the one she’d made. A switch to purple and she aimed the scepter straight forward. The combination of manifested aether swirled around the crystal of her scepter, and then the purple shot out. The other two colors combined with it, drilling through the air on its way to Jaron.
The technique crashed into the flat of the Slicer as Jaron braced it with both hands. He flicked it sideways and it struck an iridescent dome in the ceiling before being absorbed.
“Never seen that one before. That had some kick to it,” he commented.
Devari pouted, and then drew repeated circles in front of her. Rings upon rings of orange aether manifested, swirled into a funnel and moved forward to swallow him whole. It carried him up into the air and he spun around inside the whirlwind. After a moment, it dropped down to the floor and unraveled as Jaron swung the Slicer, landing in a crouched position.
“If you could’ve done that, why’d you let it take you?” Devari wondered.
“I wanted to see what it would do,” Jaron replied.
Devari narrowed her eyes. “It does this.”
The scattered aether changed color to yellow and then converged on him from all directions. It exploded on contact with a shockwave that billowed Devari’s dress behind her. The sound of the singing Slicer replaced the blaring burst as it whizzed around to dispel the strike. Jaron’s body was surrounded by golden aether, keeping him unharmed as the Slicer flew into the scabbard by itself.
While the greater part of her was relieved he hadn’t been touched, Devari felt a hint of disappointment that her attempts hadn’t done something. She tucked the scepter away and put her hands on her hips, slightly frustrated.
“That was brilliant Devari,” said Jaron. “You don’t fight like any Caster I’ve seen.”
She crossed her arms. “I’d have done better if I had a core crystal.”
“When Esmerelda says you’re ready for that, you’ll get one,” Jaron replied. “Don’t compare your performance to others. Compare yourself to yourself.”
He walked over to her and put his hands on her shoulders, waiting for her to look at him.
“I should have used red like you said,” said Devari.
“Stop finding fault with yourself,” Jaron said sternly. “Give yourself a little credit. You’ve only been Casting for three years and you’re already stronger than Trixia was when I first met her.”
That lifted Devari’s spirits a bit.
“You’re right, I’m a bit of a perfectionist,” she said. “I can always change aether colors with Script, like I did with the Rumbler engines.”
“That’s true, but I’ve found it’s best not to take shortcuts,” Jaron responded with a briefly grim face. His warm smile returned. “We have that in common; we’re used to having a rare skill so we expect to master everything else quickly.”
Devari nodded slowly. Jaron released her shoulder and went to move away, but she caught his hand and held onto his fingers before he got far.
“Something else?” he asked.
“Yes,” Devari looked up at him. “You know, I’d cheer up faster if you gave me a little more attention.”
Jaron smirked and leaned in to kiss her forehead. Devari smiled, but did not release him. He made a perplexed expression.
“That was nice, but you can do better,” Devari admitted. “I have lips too you know.”
He shook his head and chuckled, giving her a quick peck on the lips. She felt unsatisfied by that and moved closer to him.
“Devari,” Jaron uttered. “…What are you doing?”
She didn’t answer, and closed the distance between them to kiss Jaron fully. He allowed the affection at first, but when she held the kiss a lot longer and tried to wrap her arms around his neck, Jaron pulled away with a nervous expression.
“Why did you stop?” asked a frustrated Devari.
Jaron paced around in a clear fluster, holding onto his forehead and shaking it. “Devari, we can’t do things like that.”
“Why not?” she asked with insistent eyes. “You kissed me longer than that on my birthday.”
“That was an accident,” he replied. “And you know why.”
Devari rolled her eyes and smiled. “I’m only adopted, and it’s not like we grew up together. Aren’t you a little curious?”
“Devari, I can’t,” Jaron said as he turned his head away.
Her breathing picked up, and her stomach was doing somersaults in her tummy. “Is it me? Am I not pretty enough? Haven’t I been a good girl?”
Jaron rushed over to her and took her by the hands. “That’s not it at all. It—it wouldn’t look right.”
“Why do you care what anyone thinks? You could decide to have me and there’s nothing anyone could do about it,” Devari protested. “There’s something you’re not telling me.”
Jaron took a deep breath and closed his eyes. “Your feelings could be confused.”
“You think I’ll change my mind?”
“We won’t know if you don’t explore your options,” Jaron replied.
“I don’t want other options!” a tear formed in Devari’s eye. “I have you!”
There was something he wasn’t saying, and she knew it. She tried to kiss him again, but he moved his mouth out of the way and kissed her forehead instead.
“I’ll always love you Devari,” Jaron held her gaze. “But we can’t do this.”
Devari stepped back, looking at him through the blur of her welling tears. “So you can love other women like a wife, just not me.”
She looked down at the Entangle Bangle on her pinky, and vanished from his sight.




Chapter 8 - Jaron

Jaron nodded curtly to each Sentinel he passed by while pacing down the long corridor to the royal suite of the residence, completely pre-occupied with thoughts of how to deal with Devari.
Upon reaching the massive double-doored entrance, he pushed his way into the barely subdued grandiosity within. Some of the materials were chosen from Tolian tastes: stained red wood paneling over blue walls. The crown moldings were painted a shiny golden color, and the flooring was white and purple marble. The drapes and furniture were more Valmari, with plush purple chaise lounges, and sheer white drapes arching over the room under the white vaulted ceiling. Golden floor lamps with aether-driven lights stood in the far corners, with red double doors leading out of the room to the left and right. A pair of couches set across from each other with an oval opal table between them were centered in the chamber.
Valara sat on one of the loungers, reading a book. A quick glance at its cover told him she was reading for pleasure and not for work. Jaron undid the strap of his belt and took it, along with the Slicer off his waist before propping it against the leg of a chair. He plopped straight down into the seat with a laborious sigh, looking straight up toward the ceiling. The longer he contemplated, the hotter his gut got.
This was not a problem he would be able to solve alone. Devari was different—sensitive. Special. The thought occurred to him to mention it to his mother, but he needed a solution sooner rather than later. As if on cue, Valara snapped her book shut and gazed at him expectantly.
“I know that look,” she said.
“What look?”
“The one you make when you’re thinking really hard on something, and getting absolutely nowhere,” she smiled.
Jaron chuckled, resting head on his hands behind him—elbows flared out.
“I’m having a problem with Devari,” he admitted.
“A problem? Since when?” Valara inquired. “You two never have problems.”
He hadn’t mentioned their little accident on her birthday, but decided that it wasn’t useful information.
“She just propositioned me for a relationship,” Jaron confessed.
Valara instantly got up, leaving her book on her lounger. A wave of her hand moved another chair right next to his via Casting, which is where she sat down. Crossing her legs toward him, she leaned in and narrowed her eyes.
“Are you sure that’s what she did?” his queen questioned.
“She kissed me,” Jaron blurted out.
“Oh…” her eyes widened slightly as she sat back. “I mean—are you really that surprised? You’re something of a hero to her, you’re a hero to all of us. She’s just infatuated, it’ll pass.”
“I understand that,” Jaron held his chin between his thumb and index finger. “But she was hurt by the rejection. I don’t like it when she cries. I need to settle this without getting her hopes up.”
“Before I suggest anything…” Valara paused and licked her lips. “Why don’t you marry her? You’re already close, and she’s quite beautiful now. Wouldn’t it be easier?”
“It’s not that simple,” Jaron grumbled. “There are…complications.”
“I feel like Sephaeus would say: ‘then simplify it’ before stomping off,” Valara giggled.
She had a point there; he would say that.
“Then I will,” Jaron reached over the arm of his chair and took Valara’s hand. “Talk to her for me.”
Valara put her other hand on top of their interlocked fingers. “I will. On two conditions.”
“Name them.”
“First: wait a day or two and then do something nice for her. She won’t feel as bad if she knows you care,” Valara then stood up and moved onto his lap. “Secondly? My lips feel deprived; they require your attention.”
Jaron smirked and moved in for a kiss. He felt Valara smile the whole time their lips were pressed together, then her tongue slipped out of her own mouth and into his. Someone was feeling rather frisky. The passion intensified, which is when she pulled away.
“That was good, but I don’t mean these lips…” she dropped her chin and gave him the sparkly doe eyes, which in her case literally sparkled.
Damn her angelic face. Valara was a Valmari among Valmari, and there was no getting used to the sheer majesty of her thoroughbred beauty. There was also no way he wasn’t going to lick her into a stupor. He stood straight up with her in his arms, prompting her to yelp in girlish delight. He took one step, and with a single burst of blue and orange aether did they appear in the master bedroom. Another puff of aether and she vanished from his arms and appeared on the edge of the bed with a smirk.
She beckoned him closer with a single finger, then hiked up her dress before slowly lying down. Well there was a surprise: he didn’t need to remove her undergarments, because she wasn’t wearing any. That’s when a holosphere floated over their heads.
***
“Uncle…if you knew what you were interrupting, you wouldn’t have sent the sphere,” Jaron grumbled to his uncle.
Count Zayn simply blinked once and carried on, gesturing to the Valmari Vinculum: the nexus of their power and influence.
They both stood at the base of a white grand ramp, flanked by two Sentinels and a handful of Casters including Xalia. Using the design philosophy of strength in numbers, many of the Great Houses of Valmaron owned residences within its walls. Shaped like a dome between two pointed obelisks, its windows were two-way mirrors that could only be viewed through the interior. Built from Valmari steel salvaged from the citadel, the structure served as its little brother. Of course they’d want to look down on everyone, so it was taller than everything except the Sentinel Seminary and Caster Academy. The main entrance they stood upon was a white ramp rather than stairs, leading up to a triple-archway with rotating marble doors.
Speaking of marbles, Jaron tapped his belt buckle which deployed his shrinkable satchel. He captured two Garble Marbles from it before dispelling it, handing one to his uncle. Count Zayn bowed his head and took one before tucking that hand into his pocket. Scores of Valmari moving in and out did well to hide their indifference, applying proper courtesies as he walked toward the entrance.
“What’s the problem?” Jaron urged.
“The ruins of the Ziggurat; pieces are disappearing,” his uncle replied flatly.
Jaron stopped just shy of walking into the Vinculum. “How? I’ve kept them surveilled day and night.”
“Therein lies the problem: nobody knows. I thought perhaps you ordered an additional expedition into the Withered Willow, but your reaction tells me you haven’t.”
Jaron narrowed his eyes. “What makes you think someone in Valmaron is responsible?”
Some of the Valmari nobility going in slowed down while passing the pair of them, obviously to eavesdrop, but moved on with quizzical expressions when it was clear they’d get nothing. His uncle ignored them completely. Jaron on the other hand didn’t care for it, and made a gesture with two fingers signaling to the Sentinels and Casters to give them a wide berth.
“There have been tracks left in the ground, large groups of them. They disappear in the clearing, likely some Script, but the evidence remains in the Withered Willow,” Count Zayn made a menacing expression. “Some of my cooling tombs have gone missing from their repositories as well, and I account for every single one.”
The notion of treachery had Jaron feeling a bit testy, but he quickly shoved the anger down while straightening his golden crown. “Let’s go to your office.”
They brushed beyond the barrage of bourgeois, stepped into the rotary threshold and entered the atrium. Scores of gold-framed mirrors lined the walls to the left and right where Valmari saw themselves to other areas. In the center was a grand staircase with blue and gold carpeting over it, the guard rails made of a beige marble with red cracks forming a mosaic over it.
A massive sphere of swirling aether colors hovered high above the first step, its energy reaching down to form an arch connecting the pyramid-shaped banister caps at the bottom of the rails. The sun came through a large circular window where the dome began to crest over the entrance, reflecting brightly from the mostly white marble interior. Golden accents wrapped around the lower walls, with every family banner hanging from horizontal poles below the ceiling. The banners went all the way to the top of the stairs, where a series of archways led out of the chamber. It vaguely reminded him of the stateroom in the citadel, with twice the excess.
Count Zayn led the way up the staircase, through the furthest archway on the right which led into a spiraling ramp that moved upward instead of stairs. The other archways led to the same, and those spiral ramps counter-rotated slightly above and below the one they took, creating the illusion of space from the lack of enclosure. His Uncle stepped in first, and the white flooring glowed green where his foot touched down. The glow spread like blood on fabric until the entire entourage was over it.
Shoom! It ferried them up the spiral without anyone moving a muscle, moving them around and through other groups traveling the same way with their boots rooted. A massive assembly of silver spheres were suspended in three dimensions about halfway up the entire Vinculum. This took up much of its internal volume, each suspended by connecting paths branching off from the ramps. There were no floors like a traditional building, but these instead, like berries on a spiral branch. In this way, each area was kept completely separate from the other. Their path branched off from the spiral near the top and deposited them in one belonging specifically to the House of Zayn.
The entire sphere was his uncle’s office, set like a grand library with a large, stately desk centered between four white pillars in the middle. The cabinetry was all cherry red, much like his uncle’s tailcoat. The leather furniture was dark green, with amber lighting.
“Wait outside,” Count Zayn held his hand up to signal Xalia, but then saw the scowl on Jaron’s face. “Please.”
Xalia nodded to Count Zayn, and then glanced at Jaron. He winked at her, and she—quite poorly—subdued a smile. The Sentinels didn’t even need to be told, and waited by the entrance.
Jaron and his uncle went to the desk, where both of them placed their Garble Marbles on his stationary. Rather than sitting behind the desk—his uncle must have known better than to assert status—they sat in front of it on two armchairs partially angled toward it.
“I want answers, quickly,” Jaron seethed.
Count Zayn shrugged. “I have none, but I can speculate. Someone seeks the Scripts the Ziggurat contains, and they wish to employ them to their benefit.”
“There’s only one man with the means and motivation to mask something like this,” Jaron gathered.
Unsure of whether he felt angry or amused, his eyes met his uncle’s and they shared a moment of mutual understanding. They spoke the same name simultaneously. “Troy Maximillian.”




Chapter 9 - Devari

“I will talk to him,” Lady Spellcraft spoke with airy softness, stroking Devari’s hair whose head laid on her lap.
They sat on the sofa in front of the fireplace, with Devari clutching onto Lady Spellcraft’s now-damp dress. She’d run out of tears, and was emotionally exhausted. She’d been frustrated, disappointed, angry, and hurt. All she wanted was a piece of what she saw around her, and now she felt alienated and isolated. Like she’d never truly have a place in Valmaron.
“It doesn’t matter,” Devari spoke bitterly, staring into the fireplace. “He doesn’t love me enough to see me that way.”
“He loves you enough not to,” Lady Spellcraft replied.
Devari sniffled. “That’s stupid. People are stupid. I should have taken this body the day we met. I…I was saving myself for him.”
Lady Spellcraft sighed. “I suspected you’d have feelings for him one day. Part of me might have even hoped for it. Look…if your heart is truly set on him, I will make a pact with you. But you must do something for me in return.”
Devari sat up slowly and wiped the tears from her eyes. “What is it?”
“Give yourself time. See what’s out there. If nobody appeals to you, I will convince Jaron to marry you for your ‘nineteenth’ birthday.”
Devari groaned. “I don’t want you to convince him, I want him to do it on his own.”
“Jaron is being noble, but he’s not blind. I knew he saw you as a woman the moment you drunkenly shook your breasts in front of him. He got flustered.”
Devari giggled at that memory. It was a good birthday.
“But you still have growing up to do,” Lady Spellcraft stroked her cheek. “If you will take the time—”
“You speak as if I have enough life left to spend waiting when I’m older than you,” Devari lamented. “I will be fifty-six years old by then, and I’ve been alone for most of them.”
Lady Spellcraft smiled gently. “You’re older in mind, but not in body or experience. In that regard you are still quite young. And there’s a difference between wanting someone, and needing them. If it’s the latter, neither of you will be content,” —Lady Spellcraft swept Devari’s hair away from her eyes and stroked her cheek— “Now if you agree to my terms, I will speak with him and he will consent to the match.”
Devari widened her gaze. “You’ll do that for me?”
Lady Spellcraft nodded slowly. Devari hugged her tightly and smiled for the first time in hours. She held the embrace and didn’t let go.
“I have no quarrel if you choose him, so long as it comes from the right place. Either way we will be family. However…you can’t just hide in a hovel and stall for time, you have to make an effort,” Lady Spellcraft stipulated.
“I will,” Devari agreed. “But don’t expect me to change my mind.”
“We’re women darling,” Lady Spellcraft giggled. “We can change our minds whenever we like.”
“Thank you Lady Spellcraft,” Devari hesitated. “I mean…mother.”
***
Devari walked into Troy’s Etchery in a new dress. It had the same basic design as the first one she wore, but with floral patterns instead a single color. Velos looked at her at the same time Bigsby set down a case of metal marbles.
“Good day Your Highness,” Velzrum greeted.
“Hi,” Devari replied.
“I must thank you for your earlier contribution to the shielding project. And we have begun studying the Script you gave to us,”  he continued.
“Thank you,” said Devari. “Have you thought of anything?”
Velzrum shook his head. “We are still working out the nuances. Each iteration of the Script will be tested on these spheres. When we can get one to float, we’ll know we’re proceeding in the right direction.”
She nodded as she came over to the workbench and set down the chain-link Entangle Bangle used to bring the Rolling Rumblers into Valmaron during the Fall of Vaelonn.
“I have another thing to ask of you,” Devari spread out the links. Some were gold, most were gray, but a few of the links had turned black. “I made this to bring the Rolling Rumblers here, but parts of it are ruined.”
Bigsby flattened his hand, tapped it on his forearm twice, and then shook his head.
“She knows how to write Bangle Script Bigsby, that’s not what she’s asking,” Velos chided.
Velzrum bent over to get a closer look. “As I understand it, the gray ones are broken links. They must have strayed too far, or the end-link was destroyed. These black ones though…this is a new phenomenon. Are you sure your Script was correct?”
“Yes,” Devari said simply.
Velzrum nodded his head. “As long as the connecting Bangle is still intact, we should be able to restore the connection for the gray ones by channeling aether through them. As for the black ones…that’s entirely out of our purview.”
Bigsby rubbed his fist in a circle on his open palm, and then enclosed it over his hand. Velos nodded to him.
“We could try restoring the black ones with an even greater concentration of aether, but we’ll need to test it outside so we don’t accidentally bring a Rumbler into the building,” said Velos.
“That’s alright,” Devari clarified. “I’ll go there instead.”
“You’ll need a way back if it works,” said Velzrum.
Devari held up her hand and showed the bangle on her pinky. Bigsby nodded. She brandished her scepter and began Casting. Blue aether travelled to one of the black links, but nothing happened.
“It’s not enough?” Velos breathed.
“It will be,” said Devari as her crystal lit up.
She focused strongly, infusing the black link with a concentrated rush of aether, causing the link to shake and rattle on the table. The blackness gained a spot of gold, so she pressed on as the room began to vibrate. Her continued attention took her to the other side of the link.
Devari appeared standing outdoors next to the wreckage of a Rumbler, just outside of vast ruins. What she saw fascinated her to the core: a plethora of tall towers similar in stature to the citadel, but with squared edges. Those that remained scraped the sky with a vast field of debris lay scattered around them, arranged in a grid with countless sanded-over streets. It must have gone on for miles. Rusty, crusty metal beams and crinkled bottles resembling dirty glass were embedded within the sandy dirt. She looked up and saw a massive island floating in the twilight sky, with torrents of water rising from the horizon and flowing in a halo around it.
Devari looked around as the hem of her dress ruffled in the dry wind. She looked into the wreckage of the Rumbler and didn’t see any bodies or passengers. It had been completely abandoned. She recognized the model: the Scrappy Scrambler. It had been ripped in half and the fists flung aside. Devari heard something move out in the ruins, a piece of metal hitting something else. She stepped forward and surveyed the scene, noticing that everything here looked to be very old. Ancient even. One of the statues sticking out of the ground had been rusted so thoroughly it resembled stone. She stepped on one of the clear bottles, and it crinkled beneath her shoe with a loud squeal. Devari thought it was glass at first, but this material yielded at the slightest touch.
She had no idea where she was. The water ring orbiting the floating island amazed her in particular. How was it doing that? There was no Script she could recall to permanently float something.
A walking figure grabbed Devari’s attention. A tall, ghostly being with no discernible features was walking slowly among the ruins in the distance. It glowed blue, like the specter of Quartermaster Quartz she summoned. Its limbs were long, but she couldn’t make out a face. Devari decided to get closer, and tried to use her bangle-brooch to no avail. She pulled it out of her hair and looked at it. It had turned black. She looked down at her pinky ring bangle and it too had turned black.
Devari tilted her head inquisitively and continued on foot. She carefully stepped over the debris and approached the being.
“Hello?” she called out to it. It ignored her.
She kept walking and nearly tripped over a beam connecting to some sort of wide dish with a prod sticking out of the middle. A little further in and she called out again.
“Can you hear me?” Devari asked it.
The closer she got the more she noticed it had no face or hair, just a bulbous head with glowing white eyes. It turned and saw her. The being began walking toward her, when suddenly a plume of rock and dust exploded underneath it. The being quickly turned to look at a sphere of blackish-purple coming toward it. The sphere struck the creature and dissolved the left half of its torso. Devari was knocked to the ground. The specter kept looking toward the direction of the attack, then at Devari. It decided on her.
It used its remaining arm to reach for her, and grabbed her forearm. Pure, burning pain instantly shot through every vein in her arm before reaching deep into the bone. Devari screamed. She pulled out her scepter in a panic and manifested red aether, but a quiet voice in her head reminded her that she was too close. The light switched to yellow aether and she compressed into a thin stream and tried to cut the specter’s arm off.
The beam struck the specter’s elbow like a Rumbler’s welding torch, but it didn’t sever it. She was beginning to lose consciousness, and then another black and purple wave came. The collision removed its head and freed Devari. She rolled over and cradled her arm, which showed no sign of visible injury. Someone came, a man. He grabbed her by the waist and hoisted her up.
“Get your silly ass up and run!” he shouted.
Devari did as she was told, and ran away as more specters started flying down from the overhead island. One landed right in front of her, but a deep rumbling sound followed by a black burst of smoke knocked it from below and into the air. A second one hit it in the chest and sent it away. She turned around and saw the man throwing punches into the air, sending the smoke along with them. He knocked two more specters out of the sky and then looked back at her with wild eyes. The man was young, with tan skin and wavy black hair that reached his chin. He had a long scar down his right cheek with a stubbled face that needed shaving.
“What the hell are you looking at? Move!” he shouted.
“I don’t know where to go!” Devari replied.
The man pointed to what looked like some sort of staircase leading down into a kind of cave. Three more specters flew down and surrounded the man. This time she wasn’t too close. She summoned red aether and then shot a spiral of three red beams, which struck each specter in the chest and erupted them into energetic flames. They didn’t go down, and now they were focused on her. They flew in her direction when the stranger propelled himself into the air and swung his arm out. A wave of his black and purple energy knocked their formation down to the ground, and then he ran toward Devari.
He grabbed her roughly and led her into the tunnel. He reached up, clenched a fist and pulled it down, dropping them down onto a level plane and closing the entrance. A single lantern lit the cavernous corridor. The stranger wiped the sweat off his forehead before putting his hands on his hips.
“That was dumb. What the hell were you doing anyway?” he nodded his head at her scepter.
Devari narrowed her eyes. “It’s mine. It’s my Shodin crystal. And if I hadn’t helped, they’d have gotten you.”
“They wouldn’t have gotten close if you ran like I told you to,” he retorted.
“I don’t like the way you talk. Did someone forget to squatch on your potch, or did they squench your wench instead?” she countered.
“Squatch on my—what the hell are you talkin’ about? Better yet, who are you? Where did you even come from?” the stranger narrowed his eyes.
Devari crossed her arms. “I’ll answer if you can explain the power you used up there.”
“You don’t know about the Bane? You really aren’t from around here. Second one this week,” he replied.
“Second? You mean there’s a Rumbler still alive?” asked Devari.
The man frowned with a skeptical expression. “So you do know each other.”
“Who?” she questioned.
“The crazy pipsqueak who calls herself Kayori. Now are you gonna tell me who you are or am I leaving you back up there?”
“It’s Devari…my name is Devari Spellcraft,” she sighed. “Are you going to tell me yours?”
“Devari huh? Okay, I guess I can work with that. My name’s Revaris. Revaris Kane.”




Chapter 10 - Devari

Devari’s feet hurt from all the walking as Revaris led her down a series of underground tunnels, lit only by intermittent lanterns connected by wire. It wasn’t oil that kept them alight, but it wasn’t aether either. She recognized the technology from the Rumblers: electricity. A faint buzzing sound came from the glass bulbs that glowed within them. The all-black clothing Revaris wore was made of thin fabric, without a touch of armor on it.
“How long are we going to be walking?” Devari complained.
“What’s it matter? What are you, a Princess?” Revaris retorted.
“I am actually,” she replied.
Revaris snorted. “Smartass.”
Devari planted her feet and stopped. Revaris groaned and turned around to face her.
“Don’t call me names,” she glared at him. “My name is Devari Spellcraft, Princess of Valmaron.”
“Never heard of it,” he answered before turning back around. “And honestly I don’t care.”
Devari held up her scepter and stumbled him forward with yellow aether. She meant to knock him over, but something was severely dampening her aether. Revaris turned around and got in her face.
“Do that again and I’ll leave your ass here,” Revaris warned. “I didn’t have to rescue you, you’re not even from the Save Caves. For all I know you’re just a better breed of Specter posing as a person.”
Now she was angry. Devari started manifesting red aether around the scepter. Even though it was being restrained, she’d managed to create a torrent around the crystal. Revaris held his palms out as the Bane appeared over his hands.
“You really wanna do this here?” he kept sharp eye contact.
“I could kill you by scratching a few symbols on a rock if I wanted,” Devari spoke calmly. “I knew a mean-spirited man once. I knew a lot of them in fact. They’re all dead now. And unless you want the same for yourself, you will not speak to me like this anymore.”
Revaris didn’t back down, but then his eyes registered something around her. He dispelled his energy and glared.
“For a girl who says she doesn’t know about the Bane, you’re making an awful lot of it,” he stated.
That was the moment Devari noticed black and purple energy manifesting around her, stifling the color of her crystal while it persisted. She tilted her head curiously and then looked back at Revaris. It vanished shortly after.
“If you want people to be nice to you, then turn back around,” he warned.
Devari dropped the scepter and crouched down. She started shuddering and hyperventilating as she became overwhelmed with feelings. She didn’t need this. She didn’t know where she was, her Casting wasn’t working properly, and the only person she’d met treated her with utter disdain. She wrapped her arms around her knees and cried. Revaris stood there for a moment.
“Just leave then,” she said through her weeping.
Revaris turned around, took two steps, and then stopped. He started mussing his hair and then groaned in frustration. He came back and offered her a hand. She refused to take it. He knelt down.
“Look, Devari was it?” his tone had softened somewhat. “I’m not trying to give you a hard time for the fun of it.”
“You’ve made your point, you couldn’t care less what happens to me. You can leave me alone now,” she replied.
“No,” said Revaris. “I’m gonna help you out, okay? I just need you to stop crying.”
“I hadn’t realized my tears were such an inconvenience,” Devari answered tersely.
“There’s worse things than me in these caves. I need to be strong with the Bane, and I can’t do that if you got me feeling guilty,” Revaris stood up and offered his hand again. “Come on Devari, let me help.”
She took his hand reluctantly and stood up. “I suppose you’re not entirely bereft of redeeming qualities.”
“If you’re gonna insult me, put your back into it,” he replied.
Devari giggled.
“We can go faster, but I’ll need you to stand closer,” said Revaris.
Devari took a step forward.
“Closer,” he rolled his eyes.
She stepped right into him. Revaris moved to stand behind her, put his hands on her arm and manifested the Bane around them. The tunnels around them shook, freeing dust from above until Devari saw the lanterns whizzing past them. It was like slowed down Bangle travel. Very slow. She lost track of which tunnels to take as they branched off, stopping in front of a well-lit metal door. The barricade was made from a solid piece of material, and there were fist-shaped dents in it.
Revaris banged on the barricade once. “It’s Revy.”
A barred viewing slot slid open and a brutish pair of eyes peered through. “Who’s that?”
“I found another one. Hurry up and open it before I kick your ass,” Revaris threatened.
Devari heard a series of locks being worked before the door swung open. She followed Revaris inside where the cavern opened into a much larger cavity. A band of men and women in black attire glared at Devari with suspicion. Lanterns dangled from stalactites, and the walls had been reinforced with metal frames. She followed Revaris through an archway into a massive underground cavern with much better lighting. The bottom level was populated by a series of connected metal structures built into the walls of the cave. Ladders and stairs went up to walkways running above and adjacent, with arched alcoves leading to other areas.
Everyone wore black, brown, or combinations of both. Devari’s dress drew attention, and the passerby’s all possessed permanent scowls on their faces.
“What is this?” Devari asked.
“We’re in the Save Caves, our part of it anyway,” said Revaris. “This one’s called the Raven Haven.”
“You live down here?” she continued.
“Yeah,” Revaris answered.
Two women standing on the far side started whispering to each other while looking directly at Devari.
“We gotta go,” said Revaris. “Come on.”
He took her through a reinforced tunnel leading to a ledge that led to a labyrinth with even more caverns and alcoves.
“This is the Hive. Don’t run. Don’t fall,” he warned.
As soon as he said that her foot caught the hem of her dress and she nearly tripped. Revaris caught her arm and pulled her back before she could.
“I said don’t fall,” he shook his head.
Devari blushed and followed him into a veiled alcove with a bright lamp shining through it. He swept it aside to reveal a cozy interior with bedding, a boiler, and a black box.
“Is this my room?” asked Devari.
“This is my room, you’re just borrowing it until I figure some things out,” he answered.
“That woman you found, may I see her?” she asked. 
“Sure,” Revaris left and disappeared behind the veil.
Devari looked around and went over to the bed. It was surprisingly plush, made of several thick pillows wrapped with many layers of blanketing. The lantern was adjustable with a small metal knob, while the black box was a wide metal trunk with a locked latch. She reached for her scepter and started Casting just a little more light, holding up her hand to observe her blackened bangle.
If she could manifest enough aether in one shot, she’d be able to use it again. The problem was her spirits were considerably low after recent events, and there was something about the atmosphere in these caves that felt…melancholy. Malignant even. She missed Valmaron already, and just wanted to curl up in her bed with Bangles the cat. Devari dropped her scepter in frustration. Gold suddenly bled through the black of the Entangle Bangle, and Devari was pulled from that place and into the lounge of the Spellcraft estate.
She appeared in front of Sephaeus who stood there holding Bangles. Esmerelda and Chloe were standing next to him, and their core crystals dimmed from the aether they’d finished channeling into the cat’s collar.
“Good kitty,” Sephaeus spoke with a straight-faced expression.




***
Chloe sat Devari down on the couch and helped her take her shoes off. Esmerelda ran her fingers through Devari’s hair, picking tiny bits of debris out. Sephaeus folded his arms and stood a few feet away, waiting for her to get her bearings.
“Are you hurt?” he asked.
Devari shook her head. “My scepter. I dropped it.”
“I can get it,” Chloe replied. “Where is it?”
“In the Raven Haven, where the Save Caves are,” Devari trailed off.
Esmerelda frowned and looked over to Sephaeus, who raised a single eyebrow.
“And where is that?” he questioned.
“I don’t know. They’re somewhere outside of Valmaron, farther than anyone has ever traveled,” said Devari.
“You went into the barrens?” Esmerelda inquired.
Chloe sat down next to Devari. “Were you running away?”
Devari looked at her and started tearing up. She reached out for Chloe, who instantly pulled her into a hug.
“I didn’t mean to,” Devari quivered and sniffled. “I just wanted to fix the Chain-Bangle. One of its links had gone black.”
“We need to get her scepter back,” said Esmerelda. “Quartz is in there.”
“Agreed,” Sephaeus declared and then kneeled in front of Devari. “What happened?”
She looked at everyone with a reticent posture, and then sighed. “There’s some sort of power called The Bane. He used it to fight them.”
“Who is ‘he’?” Sephaeus questioned.
“Revaris Kane. He lives underground with other people, hiding under a floating land where Specters come from. One of them attacked me,” Devari explained.
“Jaron will be furious when he finds out,” Esmerelda fumed.
“He’s not going to,” Sephaeus interjected. “And neither is Annika.”
Devari looked at Sephaeus with doe eyes, nodding slowly in appreciation. Chloe pulled her close and kissed her on the temple the same way Lady Spellcraft would.
“If there’s other people out there,” Chloe suggested. “Shouldn’t we help them?”
“We don’t know anything about them,” Esmerelda observed.
“Where is the Chain-Bangle now?” Sephaeus asked as he stood.
A feeling of dread came over Devari as she looked at Sephaeus and pressed her lips shut.
“Devari?” Esmerelda prodded.
“Troy has it. It’s in the Etchery,” Devari said softly.
Esmerelda scoffed and paced away. Sephaeus grumbled slightly.
“I can get it back!” Devari insisted.
“I believe you,” said Sephaeus. “However, you are acting carelessly. This is unlike you.”
“Not now Sephaeus,” Chloe clutched Devari’s hand.
The Sentinel Commander’s eyes swept over to make eye contact with Chloe, and then back to Devari. He shook his head.
“Get the Bangle back, and I will get the scepter,” Sephaeus announced.
“I don’t want to start a fight. They know my face. Let me go. I’ll be a good girl!” Devari urged.
“I’ll go with her,” Esmerelda interrupted before Sephaeus could respond. “I don’t know what this ‘Bane’ is, but I doubt it can stand up to the gold.”
“Well if you’re going, I’m going,” Chloe added.
“Chloe, we can’t just leave the boys with the triplets any time we feel like,” Esmerelda objected.
“I’ll ask Jaron to spend time with Ana Lee while she looks after them. I’m sure she’ll like having him to herself for a little while,” Chloe grinned mischievously.
“So you’re going to bribe her with sex,” Esmerelda rolled her eyes.
“Do you have a better idea?” Chloe pouted.
“No, you’re right,” Esmerelda smiled and started fidgeting with her hands while looking down. “Jaron could split an acorn with his tongue.”
Devari blushed.
“Then it’s settled. Get some rest and go the moment you’re ready,” Sephaeus headed for the door and stopped shy of leaving. He turned his head. “And Devari…you do not need to talk to me, but talk to someone.”
The Sentinel Commander left the lounge. Bangles hopped up into Devari’s lap and started purring. The Entangle Bangle around his neck and Devari’s finger were both gold again. She breathed in relief that the black wasn’t permanent.
Esmerelda turned back to Devari and sat on a chair by the couch. “Is there anything else you can tell us?”
“Only that I couldn’t Cast as well while I was there,” Devari divulged. “It got worse the longer I stayed.”
Chloe frowned and shared a mutual look with Esmerelda.
“Was it the Miasma?” asked Esmerelda.
Devari shook her head. “No. It was something else. Something angry, and sad. It swallows your joy and makes it hard to concentrate on anything good.”
“Then something evil must be in those caves,” Chloe reckoned.
“Do you think they’ll try to harm us?” Esmerelda wondered.
“I don’t know,” Devari shrugged. “It felt like everyone wanted to hurt me. Revaris is the only one we can talk to, but he scares me.”
“We’re scarier,” Chloe quipped.
Esmerelda leaned her neck to one side and cracked it before standing up. “If you can’t Cast down there, you’ll need to write some Scripts.”
A bit of Devari’s confidence returned when she remembered she had another skill she could rely on. “What kind are you looking for?”
“We need something we can store aether in, something small,” Esmerelda smirked. “And you will
need something new to Etch with.”




Chapter 11 - Jaron

“What are you doing?” Jaron laughed. “Abigail, that tickles.”
Abigail smiled. “What do you think I’m doing?”
She seasoned his shoulders with kisses on her way to his neck, cheeks, and face. She was certainly in a good mood. Laying right on top of him, Abigail pressed her bare breasts against his exposed chest—they lounged naked under the sheets in the big round bed they were in. The Lover’s Lair: a room in the Brood Bed & Breakfast, never lost its touch. It was one of their most expensive, and popular, recreational suites. The nearby vanity came stocked with Scripted perfumes that when used, aroused the desire of its occupants to nearly violent levels. Simply put: if you were in this room then you were going to have sex, likely the rough variety.
This necessitated custom furniture with peach colored plush cushioning on the corners of every hard surface. That was the look: bright peach upholstery and dark cherry wood furniture. Jaron and Abigail had a tendency to use the hotel whenever they pleased, and right now she kept lavishing him with attention.
This was unusual for her. Abigail generally had a limit for how much tenderness she could tolerate, but she’d been less reserved about affection lately. Jaron liked it, but suspected something. Jaron reached up and framed her face with his hand. She held still and looked into his eyes; something was different.
“Abigail…” he stroked her cheek. “Are you alright?”
“I am,” her face became somewhat solemn as she laid down on his shoulder. “I thought you might like it if I were warmer toward you. The way my sisters are.”
Jaron sighed. “I enjoy your kisses, but you don’t need to act like them. You might be identical, but you’re not the same. This—” Jaron tipped her chin up to see her. “This is Abigail’s face.”
She tightened her hold on him.
“There’s more, isn’t there?” Jaron stared pensively.
Abigail nodded slowly. “I was sewing Aurelia’s plushie the other day and I poked myself.…it bled and I couldn’t heal it.”
“And that scared you?” Jaron chuckled.
“I know it’s silly,” Abigail lifted her head to make eye contact. “…but it reminded me that I’m not immortal anymore. Time is passing so quickly now, and I only get to have this—us—once…I won’t die with you thinking I’m indifferent.”
The audacity of this woman, making him adore her like this. Overcome with sentiment, Jaron rolled on top of Abigail and was rewarded with the opening of her legs for him. They shared a long gaze. She didn’t have to say it; he knew. Jaron dipped his head down to kiss her, which she returned with matching passion. Abigail reached down for his rising readiness, biting her bottom lip as Jaron entered her. He went to intertwine his fingers with hers, holding her hands against the bed. His movements were slow, but forceful—driving roughly into her just the way she liked.
Her close-mouthed whimpering turned into open-mouthed panting, a look he rather enjoyed.
“Yes Jaron. Oh—oh I love you!”
Jaron rolled her onto her left side, holding her right leg over his torso by the arch of her foot. She clutched the pillow, buried her face in it, and mouthed a muffled moan—when Ava barged in. He didn’t even hear the door unlock.
“Feel free to ignore me!” Ava marched right through the bedroom and headed for a closet by the lav. “Another room ran out of rags and the laundry hasn’t caught up.”
Abigail rolled her eyes and groaned as Jaron moved off of her. They both sat up while Ava rummaged for a stack of white towels. Once she had them, she meandered slowly past the bed with a knowing smirk.
“The door was locked for a reason Ava,” Abigail spoke sternly. “I prefer my privacy right now.”
Ava stopped dead in her tracks with an incredulous expression.
“Privacy?” Ava bellowed. “Since when do you care about privacy? I’ve watched you have sex with him. You’ve watched me have sex with him! Gulping garglegags—we’ve been on our knees beside each other while Jaron ejected his juniors onto our tongues!”
He never forgot that one. That was a good memory.
“Whose idea was that anyway?” Abigail looked off absent-mindedly.
Ava casually piled the towels on top of a dresser. “I can never remember—the point is that there’s nothing you can do that would shock me.”
“Well, get over it,” Abigail smirked and pulled Jaron down to lay next to her under the covers. “I’ve gotten used to being alone. Now take your little towels and begone.”
Ava knocked the drying cloths onto the floor and put her hands on her hips. “Jaron, would you like me to join you? Say the word and I’ll strip right now.”
Abigail shushed Jaron with a finger on his lips and glared at her sister. “Oh knock it off Ava, you’re making everything about you as usual. Besides, don’t you have towels to deliver?”
“Fine,” Ava scooped up the towels with a huff and started moving toward the exit.
“Ava,” Jaron called out.
She stopped on her heel and spun around with attentive eyes. “Yes dear?”
“I’ll see you later,” he said with a wink.
Ava grinned back at him. “That’s all I wanted. Ta-ta!”
She made herself scarce before Abigail could protest any further. Jaron pre-empted any potential rant by moving in front of her face.
“Now then, where were we?” he smirked.
Abigail looked up and tapped her fingertip on her chin in feigned ignorance. “Hmm…I feel like you were about to turn your outsides into my insides—”
She froze. Her expression switched from suggestive to serious. That wasn’t a face she usually made, not in the bedroom.
“What’s wrong?” Jaron narrowed his eyes.
“My emergency Scripts…they’re active.”
The door to the room snapped open, right off the hinge from a powerful push of a slender figure. Jaron instinctively reached for the Shodin Star, which was propped up against a nearby chair, and it flew into his hand. Ava came rushing back in with a look of panic.
“Jaron!” she cried out. “Come quick! Someone’s Annihilating!”
He acted instantly, jumped out of bed and grabbed his brown breeches hanging off a side table. Abigail plopped back onto the mattress with an exasperated sigh as he put them on. Jaron didn’t bother putting anything else on and ran out of the room barefoot with no shirt, Slicer in hand. A dash past Ava and he saw hotel staff trying to direct panicked patrons away from the pair of stairs leading down to the lobby. Jaron attuned himself to his crystal sword and it directed his body where it needed to go.
He strode straight outside into the street where Casters had formed perimeters both ways down the road—their outstretched arms maintained blue shields to block pedestrians from approaching.Three pairs of Casters stood in the circle in front of the inn, surrounding a swarthy woman with blue hair and feline features. They had her trapped with multiple layers of blue and yellow shields set in a sphere. She sobbed profusely as fiery light shined out of fissures forming all over her.
“Your Majesty!” one of the Casters spoke. “This woman has Unsealed, you need to get to safety!”
“Help me! I’m sorry! I just wanted to fix it!” she cried out in pain immediately following her sentence.
“Let me in!” Jaron commanded the Casters.
The Casters looked to each other and then obeyed. A hole opened in the shield sphere, and Jaron rushed inside as the woman covered her face. She fell into the fetal position and started screaming. The cracks had now spread to every inch of her body, and the light shining through grew brighter.
“Abolish,” Jaron spoke.
The Shodin Star’s hand-guard split open and folded down as its crystal blade erupted into a mass of white aether: it had become the Banisher. It was time to end this woman’s suffering—he would not allow her to Annihilate. He targeted her Scripts with his thoughts, aiming the Banisher at her while bracing that arm with his free hand. The white aether spread out into tendrils and struck the visible golden tattoos of Script on her exposed arms. They struck each line like lightning, dissolving them on contact.
The aether went about wiping out every Script she had, before being sucked into the fissures and filling them in. Her body drunk in the light, her back arched up, and she cried out one final time.
“That’ll do,” Jaron swept his arm back and the Banisher reformed into the Shodin Star.
The woman collapsed onto the street; Jaron ran to her side and knelt down to pick her head up. Her movements were lethargic, but she was alive, and her cat-like face had gone. Her natural hair color: a deep brown, had also been returned to her. He set the Shodin Star down beside him and tapped her on the cheek.
“Wake up,” he urged. “You’re still alive.”
Her eyes flitted open, looking at him in shock as the Caster shields dropped.
“I…I’m still here?” she questioned.
Jaron grinned. “You are, but your Scripts are gone. Unless you want to Unseal again, I suggest you live out your life as a normal human.”
He sat her up and nodded to the nearby Casters, one of whom came over to substitute for him. Picking the Shodin Star back up, Jaron got to his feet and sighed as the others looked the woman over. She was formerly Unscrupulous, one of many lately who kept trying to modify their attributes to fit in better with society. This was the first time he’d been present to prevent an Annihilation, and it felt damn good.
“Thank you Your Majesty!” the woman called out.
The Casters led her away to the other side of the street, surrounding the Scripter in question. Jaron tucked the Shodin Star back into its scabbard and walked back toward the door of the inn, seeing Ava standing there, hand on her hips with her head held high. Her expression was pride incarnate.
“How does it feel to be a god among men?” she teased.
Jaron snorted. “I’m not a god, just a man carrying a god’s toy.”
“Save your humility for polite company,” Ava grinned and cocked her hip. “You’re one of a kind and we both know it.”
“So are you,” Jaron retorted as he walked up to her.
Ava narrowed her eyes with a smirk. “I was already going to swallow you later, don’t push it or I’m going to ask Chloe to assist.”
“You already did,” Jaron smiled knowingly. “She told me.”
“That frivolous fairy!” Ava exclaimed. “It was supposed to be a surprise…but no matter. You should probably get back to Abigail. She’s going to want to finish what you started.”
“Before that…” Jaron glanced down the street at the almost-Annihilated woman reporting her Scripting activities to the Casters. “What was that woman doing out here? It seems like a strange place to Script oneself into a rapid unraveling like that.”
Ava’s eyes shifted to the woman, staring intensely for a moment before making eye contact back with Jaron. “That is rather odd, but I imagine the Casters will question her thoroughly.”
The more he thought on it, the angrier Jaron became. Between the Ziggurat ruins and everything else happening, he knew something foul was afoot. Valmaron had never been in a better state, and he was not about to lose the peace others lost everything to gain.
“I want more than questions, I want answers,” Jaron spoke sternly. “The last Annihilation happened outside of the Counting House, and the academy before that. Do you understand what I’m getting at?”
“Yes my king,” Ava leaned over and kissed Jaron on the cheek. “I’ll see what I can turn up.”




Chapter 12 - Devari

Velos flinched to his feet as Devari entered the Etchery after being absent for two days.  Bigsby rotated and froze facing her direction, while Velzrum took the longest to turn around.
“Your Highness?” the Prime Scripter breathed.
Devari walked to the workbench and saw a series of burned, warped, and otherwise destroyed metal marbles they’d been testing.
“Is something wrong?” asked Devari.
“We didn’t know if your trip worked,” said Velos. “Where did you go?”
Devari looked up at the ceiling. “Nowhere interesting. Do you have my Chain-Bangle?”
Velzrum looked to Bigsby, who pulled open a drawer to retrieve it. He set it down and pointed at the necklace. There were more black links than before.
“Its condition has worsened,” Velzrum commented.
Devari realized that more Rumblers must have wandered over the Save Caves, and a pang of concern formed within her. If Kayori was alive, then maybe other Rumblers would have survived as well. Unless the Specters got to them.
“What’s your strongest metal? I need something that can scratch any surface,” Devari proposed.
“Why, that would be Valmari steel Your Highness,” Velzrum replied.
“Can it tolerate a lot of abuse?” she questioned.
Bigsby held up two fingers, and then pressed them together into his palm. Velos went to fetch a sample ingot and set it on the worktable. It resembled the finest silver, but was so reflective it was almost like a mirror.
Velzrum nodded. “It is the strongest metal in all of Valmaron. It can even withstand prolonged exposure to explosive aether. The citadel was made from it, and so is your scepter.”
The Prime Etcher looked at Devari’s hip for the absent scepter, and then raised a ruffled eyebrow.
“What do you need us to do with it?” asked Velos.
“I want a new rod to Script with. Something I can carry without poking myself by accident,” Devari explained.
Bigsby held up a finger tip, tapped it twice, and then wrapped his other hand around it.
“We have a little bit of shard dust we can mold into the tip and round it off,” Velos offered. “We can even make it so that the Etcher will clasp to the end of your scepter.”
Devari clapped her hands and smiled. “That would be perfect! Thank you.”
“We will get to work on it straight away,” said Velzrum.
“One more thing?” Devari asked. “I need a kind of cartridge. Something to store aether.”
Troy Maximillian entered the Etchery with a sanctimonious simper.
“Your Highness!” he acclaimed while looking her up and down. “What a lovely dress! Your bewitching beauty exceeds all expectations.”
Devari flared her nostrils. “It feels like you’re suggesting I’m ugly without it.”
Troy laughed. “An unpolished gem is still a gem! It only needs the touch of a master jeweler to reveal its true luster.”
She wanted to vomit, but instead chose to pitch her hips to one side and accentuate her figure. “Try to reveal mine, if you have the skill for it.”
“Gladly,” Troy clapped his hands together and rubbed them. “I came to invite you to a little soiree in a few days. The great Valmari houses will be gathered to discuss an important decision, and the presence of the Princess would certainly elevate the event.”
“So you want me to make you look good?” asked Devari. Velos hiccuped.
Troy approached closer, ogling Devari like a hungry boy with a haunch of hog. “I was thinking we could look good together. The royal family has yet to attend any Valmari gatherings, and I would hate it if His Majesty thought us to be scheming behind his back.”
Devari looked over at Velzrum, who’s gaze shuffled nervously between her and Troy.
“It will take some time to construct what you commissioned, it will be done by this evening,” the Prime Etcher revealed.
Troy raised an eyebrow at Velzrum, who returned to facing the back table. “It gratifies me to see you taking advantage of our resources. So then, will you attend? I completely understand if you have other obligations.”
“You can send a wagon to collect me from the Spellcraft estate,” Devari blurted out.
“As you command Your Highness!” Troy trilled with a thrilled face.
***
Devari sat in her personal study flipping through the pages of her book. She’d forgotten more than she realized as she traced the symbols with her fingers. She could still read them, but the answers came from her own understanding. When she possessed the Mind of Vaelonn, solutions would come instantly and without thought. Now she had to rely on her own cleverness to decipher the meaning. It was manageable, but far slower.
She turned to a page detailing the transference of force, hoping to a find a new mark she could use to complete the Script she’d received from Quartz. Bangles, who was resting in front of the door, ran off when someone knocked.
“Come in,” said Devari.
The door opened; it was Queen Valara. Devari stood up in surprise.
“Hello Devari,” Valara had a subdued smile on her face. “May I sit down?”
“Of course,” Devari walked to a chair with a pile of books on it and put the pile on the floor. Valara sat and gestured to the one closest to her.
Devari scooted the nearby chair closer and sat, tilting her head with curious anticipation.
“I meant to come sooner, but the twins have kept me busy,” Valara explained.
Devari remained silent and nodded.
“I heard about what happened the other day, between you and Jaron,” Valara stated.
An uncomfortable flutter appeared in Devari’s gut. She crossed her leg away from The Queen.
“I was just having a stressful day,” Devari assured her. “It won’t happen again,”
“I don’t blame you for your feelings,” Valara replied. “Jaron has a way of getting under people’s skin, but I want to make sure it’s actually Jaron you want and not the idea of him.”
“I don’t understand,” Devari frowned. “Of course I want Jaron, I love him.”
Valara shook her head gently. “I know you love him. I’m just wondering if there’s something you need that you think he can fulfill?”
Devari took a deep breath and leaned back. “I don’t know what I need.”
“I think you just don’t know how to say it,” Valara retorted. “It’s alright Devari, you can tell me anything. I promise it’ll stay between us.”
The room stayed silent for a moment as Devari looked around at the bookshelves.
“I need a night where I don’t dream,” she spoke.
“You still have nightmares?” asked Valara.
Devari nodded. “Every night I’m back in that room, like my life here was just a dream. I’m scratching away at something hoping he doesn’t return. Sometimes I’m in the Ziggurat, waiting for my turn while screaming children die after Vaelonn’s mind is put into them.
“One night I awoke in a fright, and Jaron came to comfort me. He smiled at me and told me I was safe. That was the first time I spent all night in his arms, and it was the best sleep I ever had.”
Valara’s eyes trembled, stopping just shy of shedding a tear.
“The last time he did it was the night of my birthday. Everyone had been drinking, and he had a lot. We woke up in the middle of the night, and it was dark. He’d forgotten where he was and something almost happened before he realized who he was with….ever since then he’s avoided being alone with me,” Devari confessed.
“I’m sorry,” said Valara. “Did you know it was the wine?”
“I thought he wanted me, and I didn’t mind,” Devari lamented. “I felt him get excited and I just started, moving, you know? Once he started kissing me I just…went with it.”
“Bashing brainstems…” Valara trailed off.
Devari nodded. “I just want to be closer to him. There isn’t anyone else that makes me feel as relaxed as he does.”
“So that’s what you need then: to feel safe with someone,” Valara observed.
“I also need to have sex,” Devari sighed loudly. “I’ve heard things…”
“We try to be quiet about that,” Valara blushed.
“I know,” Devari smiled weakly.
“You know I have to ask…how far did you get? Did you…” Valara made a loop with one hand and pushed her finger through it with the other.
“I wish!” Devari replied while rolling her eyes. “It was mostly kissing. I got naked—” she groaned mid-sentence in beleaguered irritation. “I got a little too noisy right when he started touching me, and that’s when he recognized my voice. He was so embarrassed he left right after.”
“That sounds horrific…I’d be frustrated too. I have been that frustrated,” Valara admitted before leaning forward. “So, what do you need now?”
“To do something good,” Devari responded. “I don’t want to make anything that blams, breaks, or blows up. I want to make people’s lives better for a change.”
“Oh Devari,” Valara got up, walked over and kissed her on the cheek. “You already have.”




Chapter 13 - Devari

“It’s ready Your Highness,” said Velzrum as he held Devari’s new Scripting rod, a real Etcher, in his hands.
He carefully presented it to her, and she took it with a smile. Velzrum bowed his head. Bigsby reached over and pointed from the Etcher’s tip, to a concave groove in the bottom. He pressed his finger on it and four metal claws popped out and gripped his finger. Had Bigsby’s finger been any thicker they would have pierced his gloves.
“It attaches to your scepter from here,” Velos explained. “The only way to get it off is to press into the pressure plate, and then pull to release the clamps.”
Bigsby demonstrated and the claws retracted back into the Etcher.
“It’s perfect. Thank you,” said Devari.
“We also have these,” Velzrum produced a handheld black cubby with plush red material inside.
On it rested three small, solid silver, cylinder canisters with a button on top of each.
“You can tuck these into your hip holster, or anywhere you can,” Velos explained. “They can hold red aether for a little while but—”
“We suggest blue for storage purposes,” Velzrum interrupted.
“This will work wonderfully. Thank you again,” Devari looked at the metal marbles they’d been testing. “Is there anything I can help you with?”
Bigsby and Velos turned their heads to each other, and then nodded. Bigsby withdrew a small piece of paper from inside his glove and offered it to Devari.
“This is the Script Bigsby used to make himself clever. He wants to know if you could possibly give him his voice back,” Velos explained.
Devari looked it over, tilted her head and smiled. Each symbol was like a thread, forming a tapestry in her mind that revealed the design he’d used for his changes. She looked back up at Bigsby and winked, setting her scepter on the table. “Can you roll up your sleeve please?”
Bigsby instantly complied, revealing a dark skin that differed in tone from that of Trixia. Lighter than her, but a little darker than Esmerelda. This is where he kept his Script: right on his forearm. Devari went around the table as Velos and Velzrum moved aside, holding her new Etcher over Bigsby’s skin.
“Don’t worry Bigsby, I’ll have you better than fine,” Devari smiled before leaning forward to begin tracing additional runes in his glyphs. “How can you be so smart and so silly at the same time?”
“What did he do?” Velzrum questioned.
“The helmet is what made him extra clever, but it silences him too,” Devari giggled. “When he Scripted the enchantment for permanence, it turned the helmet into his head.”
“If you give him back his head, won’t he lose his gift?” Velos wondered.
“His cleverness is already permanent, the helmet was just feeding his mind what it needed to work quickly. Too quick to signal his mouth. All I’ve got to do is finish a little formula aaand—”
Devari finished one last swipe, causing the Script to flash with orange light as it made a sizzling sound. The glyphs began to rotate and rearrange themselves on his flesh before setting in a new pattern. Devari drew a line straight down from it to a clear spot on his skin. A purple light appeared on the top of his helmet, and then shot down in a line until it bisected the entire thing. Once both halves were clearly demarcated, it split in two and popped open from the bottom, held together by a hinge on the top of his head. The Script cooled to a golden color, and then it was done.
With evident excitement, Bigsby curled his thumbs under the bottom of his helmet. A light push lifted it up and over his head. Long strands of straight black hair fell down, revealing a man with pronounced cheekbones and a prominent brow. His expression was calm, but his eyes looked around like a newborn child. He exchanged an astonished expression with Velzrum and Velos, before turning his head to look back at Devari. She couldn’t tell if he was amazed or afraid.
“Can you speak?” asked Devari.
Bigby nodded, and then used his rather deep voice for the first time. “You…thank you.”
***
Devari returned to the estate through the front gate and ran to the front door, excited for her new items and Bigsby’s cured condition. She walked in as the three brown labradors all tried to accost her before she shut it. She giggled as the dogs happily jumped and licked at her. The dogs scattered from a snap of Lady Spellcraft’s fingers. She came to the door and gave Devari a hug.
“He’s here,” she whispered. “Go talk to him.”
Devari froze as her stomach fluttered. Lady Spellcraft gestured toward the kitchen.
“Did you ask him to come?” asked Devari.
Lady Spellcraft shook her head no. “He came on his own. Go to him. I’ll come by later.”
Devari nodded nervously as Lady Spellcraft left. After a moment to collect her nerves, she went down the long corridor toward the back of the house. She stopped by the swinging door and heard Chloe laughing on the other side. With a deep breath, Devari braced herself and went through. Esmerelda was sitting at the dinette table smiling while Chloe tried to run away from Jaron’s tickling clutches.
“Hello Devari!” Chloe squirmed away from Jaron and slapped his hand.
“Do you have everything you need?” Esmerelda asked.
She nodded to them, and then made eye contact with Jaron. His gaze softened when he saw her.
“Hi Jaron,” Devari said as casually as she could muster.
“Devari,” he replied. “I’d like to borrow you for a moment, if that’s alright.”
She looked at Esmerelda, who lightly jerked her head toward Jaron as if to say ‘go’. Chloe moved over and gave her a smooch on the cheek before leaving the kitchen. Devari reluctantly nodded and followed Jaron to the back door, where they went into the yard. He walked to the stone bench and looked past the weeping tree. A flight of birds fled from the wooden fence in the twilight.
“I brought you something,” Jaron announced. He turned around and reached into his pocket, pulling out a pair of spectacles with lenses shaped like a half-moon. The frames looked to be made of a gold chain, except for the lens supports which were solid Scripted metal. “It belonged to Quartz; it was his monocle. I had some changes made to suit you better. The lenses are made of Shodin crystal, and will tell you about whatever you look at. It can see in the dark, and can even look through walls.”
Devari stared at Jaron in both shock and astonishment. He approached her with the spectacles and offered it to her. He put it into her palm, and then closed her hand around it.
“It’s been in a box with his other things. It didn’t seem right for me to take it, but I think he’d want you to have it,” Jaron spoke quietly.
Devari broke down and hugged Jaron tightly, sobbing into his shoulder. He returned the embrace and held her there, rocking her back and forth. They held each other for a long time while Devari took a minute to calm down. She stepped back and started wiping her wetness from his shoulder.
“Don’t fret about it,” Jaron took her hand. “Sit with me.”
She wiped her face and went to the bench, sitting down as Jaron did so next to her.
“I’m sorry for the way I’ve been,” Devari apologized.
“I should have talked to you sooner,” Jaron responded. “That’s my fault.”
“I’m happy you’re talking to me at all,” she admitted.
“Devari,” Jaron narrowed his eyes. “Do you understand how important you are to me? I would kill a man on the spot for hurting you, so can you imagine how angry I was when I was the one doing it?”
She shook her head.
“I’ve only wanted to protect you, from everything,” Jaron continued. “As for your comment the other day about being pretty enough…Devari, you are beautiful. Especially when you’re laughing—really laughing.”
Devari giggled at the thought that came to her. “I thought it was when I was naked.”
Jaron looked up and chuckled. “I really didn’t see anything.”
“You actually couldn’t tell it was me?” Devari slapped his thigh. “I know you’ve had your fair share of women but we can’t all be that much alike.”
“Honestly?” Jaron sighed. “It did feel different, but I assumed it was because of all the wine.”
They both laughed at the admission. She missed being this relaxed around him.
“Jaron,” Devari blushed. “I know you didn’t mean to go as far with me as you did, but I just don’t know how to with anyone else.”
“You just haven’t given it a chance yet,” Jaron replied.
“I don’t feel like you understand how important it is that I trust you,” —she held up her hand to stop Jaron before he could interject— “Please let me finish. I don’t want you to marry me out of obligation either. Can you understand that?”
“You’re not an obligation,” Jaron declared firmly.
“Just tell me one thing,” Devari braced herself. “I want to know the real reason you won’t be with me. I can tell you’re holding something back.”
Jaron took a deep breath, pausing momentarily. “It’s Shodus. He speaks to me sometimes….and he spoke to me about you.”
Devari felt something in her chest tighten at the mention of Shodus: the true god Vaelonn impersonated for centuries. “What…what did he say?” 
“All I was told is that there’s a bigger plan for all of us, and that marrying you would have severe consequences,” Jaron continued. “We can’t be together.”
“If Shodus had to intervene…then you are attracted to me,” she stated it as a fact, not a question.
Jaron nodded with his mouth tightly shut. Devari felt a distinct flutter of relief following the silent admission, something between a whispering laugh and a sob came out of her. She took a moment to compose herself, wiping away an errant tear that appeared.
“Then I don’t need you to marry me…” Devari conceded bitterly. “What I need is to put it out of my mind.”
“And you’ll be alright to do that?” asked Jaron.
“I will, if you do something for me,” she looked down nervously. “But not because I’m asking, because you want it.”
“What do you need?” Jaron asked.
Devari breathed deeply, gathering her courage before looking back up at Jaron. “I need it to be you, just once. Shodus can have his plan, but I want you for one night. If you can give that to me, I think I can move on.”
Jaron blinked slowly. With sustained eye contact, he lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it. “I want it Devari.”
Devari was consumed by warm jitters and heart flitters. The look on Jaron’s face told her that he meant it. He’d never looked at her like that before, and she didn’t quite know how to handle it. But now that she’d gotten this far she didn’t know what else to do except press forward.
“Then have it. I’m going somewhere with Esmerelda and Chloe in the morning,” she divulged.
“They told me,” Jaron nodded. “Tonight then.”
“No,” she asserted. “Now.”
Devari leaned into Jaron and kissed him like she’d never get another chance. When he didn’t back away, she pressed her lips more forcefully and exhaled away the tension she’d been holding. Jaron reached up to cup her cheek while she grabbed a handful of his shirt in her hand, relishing the freedom she now had on this evening. One time or not, tonight he belonged to her.
A strong breeze blew some of her hair between their faces, interrupting the moment. Devari pulled away.
“Wait,” she bit her bottom lip and looked up at him with fire building inside her. “Not here.”
Devari took his hand and led him back into the house where the kitchen had since been deserted. They went upstairs to her room where the sunlight had darkened to an ethereal blue. She closed the door and turned around, leaning against the door as if to keep him from leaving. They stared at each other for a few moments. Nobody spoke. Never before had Jaron’s presence felt so intimidating, but she braved it. Devari stepped closer, kicked off one shoe at a time, and placed a hand on his chest. Jaron held his hand over hers and lowered his forehead, reaching around to untie the back of her dress.
He tugged on the lace and untied it. Her dress loosened, but did not fall. Devari slipped her hands under his shirt, grabbed the bottom and pulled it over his head before stepping back. She guided his hands to the bust of her dress, and he slowly slipped it down and off. Devari stepped out of the gown after it fell around her feet. Now he’d seen her. His appreciative eyes banished her nervousness. Jaron looked at her intensely while she helped him unbuckle his trousers. With a gentle push from her, he sat on the edge of the bed as she climbed onto his lap, feeling his evident arousal. She did that.
This was finally happening, and she could feel how wet she was for it. He didn’t wait to start massaging and thoroughly tasting her breasts, the bass of his humming groan signaling his enjoyment of her. Devari breathed so laboriously from excitement that it made her dizzy—Jaron released her nipple from his mouth to look intensely into her eyes, before closing the distance and filling the silence with the sound of passionate kissing.
With one hand around her, he rolled Devari onto her back before their lips separated. She giggled at the joy of being effortlessly manhandled while he kissed down her neck. She’d waited so long for this. Her arousal intensified his touch to the point that his fingers felt like electricity everywhere they went. Her anticipation of the next touch made her chest feel heated, knowing how long she’d waited to feel this way—to feel lost in lust.
Jaron kissed the golden Script under her breast before grazing his lips to her belly button. Devari looked down and saw him watching her eyes, moving further to kiss the space where her legs met her hips. He didn’t stop, and kept moving further until both of his hands held her thighs. Lightly grasping behind her knees, he pulled her legs apart and admired the prize between them. The feeling of his warm mouth down there completely took her by surprise.
“Oh?” Devari gasped, her jaw dropped, and her head fell onto the bed. “Oh…”
He teased her at first—building her anticipation, but then he started pleasuring her properly. One long lick from bottom to top. Then another. And another. Then a light suckle right around the sweet spot, followed by the swirling of his tongue around it. Now that felt good, too good. Was it supposed to feel this good? She was over-excited, and felt a sharp rush of hot intensity build up faster than she was ready for. As if that weren’t enough, she felt him hook his finger just inside her and press something—incredible. It was scarcely a minute before he brought her to a sharply intense orgasm, and it felt nothing like the times she relieved herself.
Were it not for his strong arms holding her down, she’d have thrashed around on the bed. Volume be damned, she let it all go. But now she wanted him more than ever, she wanted him inside her now.
“Jaron,” she whined. “I need it.”
He climbed on top of her as she calmed, aligning himself first before holding eye contact. Nobody spoke. Jaron entered slightly and then stopped. They both took a sharp breath, he withdrew slightly and tensed his arms.
“Are you alright?” Devari asked, worried that something was wrong.
“You feel good,” Jaron admitted. “I’m too excited.”
He was already on the edge. She didn’t mind; they had all night to get it right.
“Keep going,” she begged.
She put her hands on his hips and guided him deeper, slowly. He entered a little bit more and a quivering moan rushed from Devari’s lungs. Her eyes closed tightly at the feeling of him filling her for the first time. How could she have missed out on this? It was everything at once: pleasurable, incomparable, completion. They shared a mutual moan. The remnant pleasure of her earlier orgasm enhanced her sensation, she became lost in his careful lovemaking. Her fantasy was real: she was a princess being bed by the man she’d been waiting for. The one who freed her. She pretended it was her wedding night.
Jaron might not have known it, but to her it was. Needing to feel his weight on top of her, she wrapped her legs around his and held him at his sides. This was it. Being wanted. Being taken. She pulled him closer, receiving him fully on each thrust. No more shallow strokes. Her eyes rolled back and his breathing got heavier.
“If I don’t stop—” he grunted.
“Yes…” Devari whispered.
It felt too good to stop. Devari wanted him to lose control because of her, to plunge himself into the pleasure of her participation. An ecstatic smile formed on her lips from indescribable satisfaction at the effect she was having on him. It was validating, and arousing beyond what she knew she could feel.
Jaron’s grunts got louder with each inward thrust—until he pushed in deeply, and moaned. She felt it swell, then an explosion of pulsing followed by a flood of warmth—he was cumming inside her.
Devari nodded yes repeatedly, her body welcoming everything Jaron gave her. He shuddered during the last few twitches and flinches of his climax, earning a delighted coo from her. She did it: she made him fill her up. It was the full experience of being his, and not just a taste.
A little extra excitement went a long way. She’d heard about this: his ‘mulligan’. Jaron needed a moment to regain control of his voice and his hips, but not to be ready again. He stayed firm; she stayed full. The continued connection elevated Devari’s spirit to a place she never knew she could reach. Now no matter what, they would always have this. She would always know what he felt like. He would always knows what she felt like.
Jaron looked down at their joining and reached down, but Devari held onto his arm to stop him from withdrawing.
“Don’t take it out,” she blurted out before relaxing her hold on his arm. “I want you to feel me.”
He pushed it back in without argument, a look of pure relief on his face. “I wasn’t supposed to cum in you.”
“I wanted you to…” Devari whispered while searching his eyes, feeling a bit shy. “Was I good?”
After a moment of afterglow, he laid down on top of her for a prolonged kiss. “I loved every minute of it, all three of them.”
She giggled. His compliment dismissed her persistent insecurity, which tried to convince her she wasn’t good enough.
“It feels like you’re not finished with me…” Devari tightened herself around him, hoping he wasn’t satisfied. “Can we keep going?”
Jaron answered by clutching a handful of her hair and thrusting more vigorously than before. The way he held onto the back of her scalp sent her into a euphoric headspace, with the added pleasure of him squeezing and sucking on her breasts. The man was getting aggressive.
Now they got to have the real fun.




Chapter 14 - Jaron

A thin stream of the sun’s rays warmed the top of Jaron’s head. Dawn had come too soon, and Devari’s presence in his arms quickly registered. Her body was completely huddled into him, legs intertwined with her head facing his. He could have stayed like that for hours, holding her like this. If his mother found out—no he couldn’t think about that. Another thought came to him: he could never have another sleep over with her again, not after last night.
That realization disappointed him, one that he hadn’t thought of in the throes of lovemaking. Jaron knew better than to believe things would stay the same, but he would miss this. He always knew this was coming: the day when Devari would grow beyond the friendship they enjoyed these last few years. Understanding that didn’t make it any less bittersweet; their separation sealed with a kiss. Jaron took one final look upon her sleeping face, one more moment to be selfish. He delicately extricated himself from the sheets, lest he be tempted to stay.
There was no way around it: he needed to be gone before she woke up. Their intimacy had to be cut off, for his own sake if nothing else. Questions prodded him: did he do the right thing? Should he have said no? Was it even right to ruminate about the gift she’d given him? This is why most Tolians mated for life, less complicated that way.  Jaron gathered his belongings—still naked—and slipped on his Royal Recall Entangle Bangle. A single thought took him to the master bedroom of the royal residence.
***
“The last time you had that look, Devari had just kissed you,” Valara leaned sideways to rest her face on her hand, propping her elbow on the arm of her throne.
Jaron nodded slowly, having been distracted for the entire court session. One after the other various individuals of repute came to present their grievances and requests. Casters no longer dueled on behalf of Valmari employers, at least not publicly. They abided by their own rules, but it was no longer a matter of law. Now it was King Jaron and Queen Valara who presided over disputes and passed judgment.
A crimson breast-coat with dark green breeches was his regal regalia, with a golden crown featuring a single front-facing spire affixed on the top of his head. Valara was far more majestic: a white gown rendered slightly bluish from the Shodin shard dust glittering all over it. Her crown’s spire was a bit short, but wider like a sharp wedge. Across her forehead she wore a silver tiara with three core crystals set across its center. They were waiting for the next person to step forth.
Glancing over to Valara, she looked rather intrigued with a cup of tea in her other hand. Jaron couldn’t hide a hamster in a hole from her; she knew him too well for that.
“So? Did you give her the glasses? Have you two made up?” Valara grinned.
“You could say that,” Jaron grimaced.
“Good. A Valmaron where you two aren’t getting along is unacceptable,” Valara smiled.
“We did a lot more than just get along,” Jaron met her eyes like he’d been caught feeding the dogs again. He had to tell her, there was no way he couldn’t.
“Oh?” The Queen narrowed her eyes with suspicious amusement. “Did she turn you into her snuggle buggle again?”
“I won’t be spending any more nights in her bed either,” he lamented.
Valara frowned at that one. “That’s an abrupt change. I know she’s…developed…but you know she can’t sleep as well without you there.”
“We had sex last night,” Jaron blurted out.
She dropped her tea cup, which smashed on the floor. A male attendant immediately swooped over with a broom-brush to remove the mess, but was quickly rebuffed.
“Leave it,” Valara held up her hand to dismiss him. She looked like she wanted to jump out of her throne, but stayed put. Her composure faltered briefly, but The Queen held it with poise in front of the others in the room. Her voice switched into a loud whisper. “You said you couldn’t be with her!”
“It was just for one night. She said she couldn’t be with anyone unless she experienced it with me first,” Jaron tightened his hold on his armrest. “She said it was because she trusts me.”
“I mean—I suppose that makes a kind of sense but…that feels like fanning flames, not putting it out.”
“Maybe,” Jaron conceded. “But she wanted it to be special, and I couldn’t refuse that.”
Valara shook her head and looked toward the ceiling. “Tolians…behind all that bravado and strength, you’re a bunch of shameless romantics.”
“Yes well…we get away with it.”
Valara looked at him with an amused simper. “And how do you figure that?”
“Because it always works.”
“Always?” The Queen raised an eyebrow. “I doubt that.”
“Are you still fond of me?”
“Yes.”
“Then it always works,” Jaron smirked.
Valara narrowed her eyes and grinned with an expression that said ‘you cheeky bastard’. Leaning closer, her face switched to a look of curiosity. “So…on a scale of one to ten, how was she?”
The thought of his night with Devari formed an involuntary bulge in his trousers, which were thankfully baggy enough to conceal it.
“Ten,” Jaron declared.
“Ten?”
“Ten.”
“How could she possibly—”
“She did her best to make me feel good,” Jaron shrugged. “Completely unselfish.”
“Wait…did you finish inside her?”
“More than once.”
Queen Valara rolled her eyes. “Typical…”
“Y-y-y-Your Majesties?” a Tolian union leader chimed in, standing right before their thrones looking wildly uncomfortable. “Should I come back later?”




Chapter 15 - Devari

“Lady Spellcraft doesn’t find out,” Esmerelda insisted.
“Or Sephaeus,” added Chloe.
“What about Valara?” asked Devari.
“Oh we are definitely talking to Valara,” Chloe blurted.
“I’m telling the triplets!” said an overjoyed Devari.
“Don’t tell the triplets,” Esmerelda contradicted. “I want to do that.”
All three women laughed at the dinette table with a flagon of apple juice and toast.
“Did he do it?” Chloe put a hand on Devari’s leg and leaned in with a naughty smile.
“Do what?” Devari giggled.
“That thing with the tongue?” Chloe enthused.
Devari threw herself back into her chair with a contented sigh. “He did.”
All the girls gushed, followed by Chloe trying to shush them with repeated waves of her hands. Devari looked back and forth at them, and then shook her head with a simper.
“I could have melted into the bed and died,” Devari swooned. “I actually did. Twice.”
“Do you feel better now?” asked Esmerelda.
Devari smiled at the ceiling. “I feel like if I jumped off the roof I would fly.”
“Don’t do that,” Chloe joked.
“I also feel sore,” Devari grimaced.
“That’s normal,” Esmerelda assured. “And don’t forget to strip the bed unless you want your ‘leakings’ discovered.”
Devari took a sip of her juice, feeling like a completely different person for the moment. All of her tension was flushed out, lifting a weight she didn’t know she was carrying. Somehow Devari felt braver, and more grown up. She expected it to be awkward and clumsy—because of her mostly—but instead it felt natural and euphoric. Jaron took his time with her, making her feel like she was the only thing that existed. He didn’t go about it like a chore either, but as a man who clearly desired and enjoyed her. Devari felt glad her first time was with someone like that.
“I’m being serious now,” Esmerelda looked tenderly at Devari, held her hand and squeezed. “You and Jaron, will you be alright?”
Devari took a moment to think, tilted her head and winked. “I got to share something special with him, and I don’t regret it.”
The sound of the front door opening and heavy footsteps alerted them to the arrival of Sephaeus. As if led by the smell of toast, he found them in the kitchen carrying the Chain-Bangle. The Sentinel Commander glanced at each of them and nodded. He reached into his pocket and withdrew three Entangle Bangles. They shrunk to the size of finger rings before he handed them to Esmerelda. Sephaeus addressed the Caster Grandmaster first.
“These will bring you back to the Caster Academy. The aether flowing there will help keep the connection strong,” Sephaeus explained. “Also…Trixia said, and I’m quoting, you’re a trifling bitch for not inviting her.”
Esmerelda grinned. “If it means that much to her, she can always duel me.”
“She hoped you’d say that,” Sephaeus retorted. “The fight is in a week.”
“I love Trixy,” Chloe giggled.
Esmerelda stood up first, signaling the other two to follow suit. The Two Terrors wore their combat uniforms, Chloe with her Valmari regalia and Esmerelda in her custom Caster robe. Devari decided to wear a dress. She was rather enjoying them. The Bangles were passed around and put on, followed by Devari giving one canister to each of them.
“You have until midnight to check in, otherwise I will pull you out myself,” Sephaeus warned.
“That sounded like he’s quarreling with his manly member,” Chloe whispered to Devari, prompting a scandalous giggle from both of them.
Sephaeus shook off the comment with a slight frown. “Are you ready? On three.”
Devari lifted the Chain-Bangle and pointed at the same black link she used last time.
“One.”
The Two Terrors began Casting a dense cloud of blue aether into the link, washing the black away into gold.
“Two.”
Devari concentrated on the Bangle, intended to move to the Scrappy Scrambler.
“Three.”
They vanished into a winding tunnel of rushing lights and landscape. The barrens zipped by and gave way to a vast dune, bringing a floating landmass into view with the massive arches of water connecting to its surrounding halo. Suddenly they went through the ground and underneath it, before appearing in some kind of metal workshop. Molten metal flowed from a giant crucible into a trough as fire lanterns rendered the large room in orange and red. The parts from the Rumbler were being loaded onto a moving belt and dropped into the crucible hanging above them from large chain links. The interior of the cavern had been reinforced with metal scaffolding and rafters to support the machinery.
Well, this wasn’t where she ended up last time. The three of them stood next to a pile of parts where the other end of the Chain-Bangle was buried somewhere. A group of four men in black aprons wearing blocky helmets with glass visors noticed them. They dropped their tools in alarm.
“Hi there,” Devari waved at them. “Does anybody know where I can find Revaris Kane?”
The workers immediately manifested the Bane into their hands, but the Two Terrors were quicker on the draw.
“We’re not doing that,” Esmerelda snapped her fingers and waved her hand, causing an explosion of purple aether in the middle of the group.
The workers stumbled over and fell, but remained conscious.
“Hmph, that should have stunned them,” Esmerelda looked at her bracelet curiously. “Pulled my punch a little too much.”
“I won’t,” Chloe’s core crystal earrings began lighting up as she stepped forward.
The workers went from being prone, to being on their feet with a burst of Bane from their hands. They ran for cover and jumped inhumanly high, throwing beams of Bane in their direction. Chloe extended her left palm and manifested a blue shield. The Bane struck it and the shield shattered. She turned into a spin and reacted with a two-fingered thrust, tethering one with green aether and then flinging it against a wall. It knocked the worker out.
Esmerelda created layers of blue shields in front of her and Devari, replacing each broken barrier with a new one as the workers hammered down on them. The Caster Grandmaster held her palms close, and then flipped them toward their attackers. The blue shields turned into green aether and bent around the Bane to trap them in the middle of a bubble. She inhaled through her nose and blew. The bubble launched forward and erupted into a violent burst of both Bane and aether that threw one worker into the molten trough. He screamed as his body burst into flames. Another worker hit his head on the corner of a panel and slid down with a bloody smear. Metal beams and debris started falling as the crucible overturned and dumped its contents below.
The final worker ran as fast as he could to escape, but was incinerated in liquid metal. Chloe pushed both palms out and held it all at bay with a wave of green aether, followed by Esmerelda reinforcing it with blue. Devari pulled out her Etcher, dropped down to a crouch and scratched a series of Script symbols into the floor. ‘Gong’! A rush of air expanded from the spot she marked and converted the melted metal into a hardened crust of carbon.
“Well that was easy,” said Chloe.
“Does anyone see a way out?” Esmerelda looked around the room.
Devari looked through her spectacles and pointed at a homogenized panel on the far side. “There.”
The girls walked over the mess on the floor and carefully stepped over the worker, who was now encased in a waterfall of solid material. They reached the door and Devari looked through it with the spectacles. She saw a tunnel on the other side leading up toward the surface, and another leading to a labyrinth. The noise attracted three more people who would be arriving soon.
“They’re coming,” said Devari. “This way.”
The heavy door creaked as she tried to slide it open. Esmerelda waved her hand and it effortlessly moved aside. They picked a cave and followed it as their pursuers seemingly lost them.
“I don’t like this place,” Chloe complained. “It smells, and the atmosphere is depressing.”
“I feel it too,” said Esmerelda.
Devari didn’t like it either, but she was in a far better mood to start with than the last time she was here. Having the Two Terrors was also reassuring. Though Devari’s skills as a Scripter were unparalleled, Esmerelda and Chloe were a force unto themselves.
“Abigail might be able to help,” Esmerelda suggested.
“Abigail? Why her?” Devari questioned.
“Being down here should trigger your Counter-Clause, and her power could be useful,” Esmerelda responded. “Chloe, can you protect Devari for a short while?”
“You know I can,” Chloe retorted.
“Wait. You’ll need a way back to us,” Devari took her canister out and used her Etcher to begin Scripting it. She scratched carefully and when she’d finished, the canister flickered with light and then went from the silvery sheen of Valmari steel to a golden color. “You can give it to Abigail and copy the Script onto something else. It’s connected to my brooch, but you have to come one at a time.”
Esmerelda nodded and took the altered aether canister from Devari. She opened her own canister with a push of a button, restored her Bangle with it, and disappeared within seconds. Once Esmerelda had gone, Chloe and Devari continued exploring the caves. The spectacles showed a complex network of caves above and below them, but the range was limited and intermittent.
“Can you see where to go?” asked Chloe.
“I’m trying. The Bane is doing something to the lens,” said Devari.
“Can’t you do your snatchy thing on the scepter?” Chloe wondered.
“I can if I can see it. The Script works on whatever is in front of my eyes, otherwise I’d be pulling peaches from across Valmaron,” Devari explained.
“Well, do your best then,” Chloe replied despondently.
They walked across a stone walkway into another cave system that branched off into multiple directions. Devari used the spectacles to read the composition of the walls, but the letters were scrambled. They started forming into words and short sentences that chilled Devari to the bone. The spectacles spelled things like “I hate you”, “It hurts”, and “Why me?”. She took the spectacles off and refused to read anymore, when the cave they were in suddenly rumbled.
“Haaaaawwwwww!”
Both women froze as the sound echoed through the caverns. The voice sounded like a man, but with a bestial quality Devari would identify with a heavily Scripted Unscrupulous. A hot sensation surrounded them, carrying an emotion along with it like fallen leaves in a strong breeze. Rage. It didn’t belong to Devari, and felt distinctly ‘other’. Like it belonged to something else. It reacted with their presence and made their bodies tremble uncontrollably.
“There’s something down here with us,” Devari quavered.
“Shush!” Chloe manifested blue aether and grabbed Devari’s wrist, transferring some of it to her. “That’s it, we’re flying.”
The pair of them slowly hovered off the cave floor before Chloe took them through the bends and weaves of the caves back into the labyrinth, going up to the highest one.
They landed on the highest ledge and backed into the cave connecting to it.
“Haaaaaaaawwww!” the voice was much further away this time, and the bodily shakes subsided.
“Did you feel that?” asked Devari.
“Whatever that was, I do not want to get close to it,” Chloe admitted.
“I don’t know where to go,” Devari whimpered.
Chloe held Devari by the sides of her face and looked into her eyes with resolve. “Devari, you can think your way out of this. What can you Script that will help us?”
Devari shook her head and felt feelings of panic and despair begin to creep into her spirit. It started infesting her as the voice of Warren Wager began calling to her. But it couldn’t be him, he was dead!
“Think Devari! Can you make something that will show us the way?” she raised her voice.
Chloe’s voice penetrated Devari’s paralysis, and she blinked rapidly as her wits came about. Her original desire returned to mind in a flash of inspiration.
“Flight,” said Devari.
“We can’t fly around randomly,” Chloe released Devari. “We’ll just get even more lost.”
“No,” she looked around and looked for a bit of rock or stone jutting out of the caves. She found a bulge coming out of the ledge they’d landed on and pointed to it. “Can you remove that?”
Chloe looked at the piece of mineral and nodded. She flattened one hand and held it out in front of her, then flattened the other and held it over that arm. Blue aether began forming around her, and then she swiped her higher hand forward in a single chopping motion. The rock piece popped off and was caught in a field of green aether before it floated over to Devari. It landed in her hand gently and she immediately took her Etcher to it.
“I’ve been working on a Script that lets people fly the way you and Esmerelda do,” Devari revealed. “One of my ideas involved reversing the weight of something.”
“And it worked?” Chloe looked impressed.
“No,” Devari lamented. “All it did was make the thing float on up forever. But it gave me an idea.”
She finished the Script and the symbols flashed with orange light before vanishing into the stone. Devari let the rock go, and it tumbled upward and hit the cave ceiling.
“That stone will be attracted to Valmari steel. The scepter is made out of a bigger piece than my Etcher. We can follow it to the Raven Haven,” Devari tilted her head and winked.
Chloe smiled and hugged her with a kiss on the cheek. “You are delightfully eccentric.”
The rock started rolling away on the ceiling, and Chloe caught it with a green aether lasso before it got too far.
“Devari’s pet rock,” she giggled.
They followed the stone through the caves as it guided them to a cluster of caverns. The smell changed from damp and deathly to dry and dull. This was familiar, they were getting close. In a moment of abrupt dimming, the lights on the walls dimmed until only the closest lantern could be seen. The air thinned and suddenly displaced as Abigail appeared along with the light.
“Hello ladies,” Abigail said mischievously, wearing her adventurously oriented outfit from the Rolling Rumblers.
Her brown leather vest over a white blouse and leather leggings was something Devari hadn’t seen since the Fall of Vaelonn. It was pleasantly nostalgic in some ways, but a painful reminder in others. Devari hugged her on sight. Chloe crossed her arms and smiled.
“Is Esmerelda coming back?” asked Devari.
Abigail released the hug and stroked a finger on her face. “She’s with Ava. My sister will be watching everything that happens down here, and they’re going to map out the caves.”
“She’s staying behind?” Chloe frowned.
Abigail looked at Chloe and shook her head with a slight grin. “She’ll be here the moment we need assistance.”
“Right,” Chloe looked deadpan. “You picked a good time then. Devari is leading us to wherever the scepter is held.”
Abigail narrowed her eyes, scrutinizing Devari. Her irises flickered with an orange glow for a second, and then she flinched like something registered. “You’re not the same. You’ve been naughty. Y—you…you’re not a virgin anymore!”
Devari felt herself blush as Chloe pressed her lips together tightly.  Abigail bent forward and made a knowing smile at her.  “And you didn’t tell me?”
“It only just happened yesterday,” Chloe divulged.
“You knew?” Abigail wasn’t satisfied. “Who was it? You can not leave me out of the loop!”
“It was Jaron,” Devari admitted.
The triplet dropped her jaw and gasped, staring at Devari in complete shock. She pointed at Devari and wiggled her finger. “All the things. In complete detail. Now.”
“Can’t it wait until we’ve found our way out?” Chloe murmured.
“Walk and talk then,” Abigail started to follow the leashed stone while Devari tried to withhold a coy smile. “So?”
“I loved it,” Devari gushed with a blush.
“You can do better than that!” Abigail chided. “Did you finish? Was it more than once? Did he lick your intimates into little bits?”
“Yes, yes, and yes,” Devari replied with a girly giggle.
“And how did it come about? I didn’t realize you two had feelings like that,” Abigail interrogated.
“Well…we’re not getting married or anything, but I needed him. It was too important to be anyone else.”
“I see…so it’s that sort of thing.”
Devari blinked slowly and exhaled. “He enjoyed it too, and I even got real kisses from him. I was a good girl!”
“Tsk tsk tsk,” Abigail shook her head. “Having sex is one thing, but it sounds like you two made love.”
“And what’s wrong with that?” Chloe interjected.
They stopped walking at a branch of caverns, standing in a nexus of three lantern lights.
“Nothing,” Abigail chirped. “Devari had needs and I understand that. Just try to avoid him for a while or it could get…complicated.”
“Complicated how?” Devari wondered.
Abigail sighed long and loudly. “You are never going to forget last night. You’ll need time for your feelings to settle, or you might end up having stronger feelings than you did before he left a gushing gift inside you.”
“Stop it Abigail,” Chloe blurted with a squirmy blush. “I’m getting worked up.”
“Why don’t you talk a little louder? I don’t think everyone heard,” said a voice from the shadows.
A man stepped into view from the cave ahead of them. It was Revaris Kane.




Chapter 16 - Devari

Abigail put a hand on her cocked hip while Chloe’s hair billowed at the manifestation of blue aether. Devari stood in front of Chloe and put her hands up. The gold dissipated along with the green aether. The rock on the other hand, continued rolling on the ceiling.
“Wait! It’s him,” said Devari. “I know him.”
“Great, I traded one pain in the ass for three,” Revaris quipped.
Abigail made a cheeky grin and took a step forward as her boot heel echoed in the branched cavern. “Well aren’t you a dashingly abrasive young man?”
Revaris scowled. “You look my age, and twenty-five isn’t young.”
“Yes it is. Although…in a place like this you’d be lucky to live past thirty,” Abigail retorted.
“So what does that make you, an old lady?” Revaris spat.
“Ha!” Abigail chortled. “He’s got a bit of spunk.”
“We came for my scepter,” said Devari. “May I have it back please?”
Revaris crossed his arms. “It’s gone.”
“What do you mean it’s gone?” Devari frowned.
“I mean I don’t have it,” he replied.
“Then who does have it?” Chloe questioned testily.
Revaris looked at Chloe, scanned Abigail, then back to Devari. “Hazard has it.”
“And we’re supposed to know who that is because…?” Abigail held her palm out and gestured expectantly.
“Hazard runs the Ravens. I gave your special stick to the scavvies but they couldn’t melt it down. So now Hazard has it,” Revaris explained, and then looked up at the Scripted rock. “How the hell is it doing that?”
“You tried to melt it? That’s my scepter!” Devari shouted. She composed herself and crossed her arms in annoyance.
“It stopped being yours when you left it in my room and disappeared,” Revaris argued. “What’s that thing made out of anyway?”
“You were in his room?” Chloe narrowed her eyes at Devari.
“It’s a long story,” Devari said to Chloe before talking to Revaris again. “And it’s a long story!”
“Whatever. You want it back, you’ll have to take it up with Hazard,” he replied.
“I’m getting bored,” Abigail complained. “I’ll get your scepter back. You give me ten minutes and I’ll have every one of them arranged in a neat little pile before we leave.”
The Bane swirled around his forearms as Revaris glared at the triplet.
“We’re not here to fight,” said Devari. “You don’t need to kill anyone.”
“Who said anything about killing? I was just suggesting a little nap,” Abigail replied.
“You won’t get close enough,” Revaris said grimly.
“Shall we find out?” Abigail smirked and took another step forward.
“Abigail, please. Don’t provoke him,” Devari pleaded. “He’s already affected by whatever is in these caves.”
“Affected?” Abigail questioned. “I don’t feel anything odd at all.”
“Big surprise there,” Chloe mumbled.
“Can we come with you?” Devari asked Revaris. “I promise we won’t make trouble.”
“Much,” Abigail added.
Revaris maintained his hold over the Bane, keeping his eyes on Abigail who maintained her antagonizing grin. She blew a taunting kiss and he immediately shuddered, dispelling the Bane along with it.
“You know what? Three more psycho bitches oughta liven up the haven for a day,” Revaris turned around with a sardonic eye roll. He walked away and proceeded down the correct cave tunnel.
“Are we really okay with this?” said Chloe. “We could just kick all their arses.”
Abigail giggled. “If a fight breaks out, I get to be the one that kills him.”
“I heard that,” Revaris echoed back. “And you can kiss my ass.”
The women looked at each other like they’d been caught stealing cookies from the pantry, followed by smiles. They marched after him to catch up, keeping a few paces behind him. Revaris didn’t speak the entire walk, so Abigail deliberately fell a few paces behind with a look toward Devari. Chloe noticed and joined them.
“Devari, Esmerelda asked for me specifically. What’s down here?” Abigail inquired.
“There’s a monster, and I don’t know what kind,” Devari said with a tinge of anxiety. “But you’ve destroyed Levidra with a touch.”
“I have,” Abigail confirmed.
“If your ability doesn’t work, the soothing still might. If it does then you’re our best weapon against whatever that thing was,” Devari explained.
“Sounds fun enough, but if it resists one it’ll resist the other,” Abigail replied. “My soothing is part of the same power.”
“I don’t remember the children blowing up when you touched them,” Chloe mused.
Abigail giggled softly. “I can manipulate energy. Devari locked the dangerous bits as part of her Counter-Clause.”
“And you never thought to destroy Lord Buun with it?” Chloe wondered.
“Buun had too many protections, and even I have limitations,” Abigail clarified.
“We’re here,” Revaris announced.
They stopped in front of the same metal door he’d taken Devari through the first time. She clutched her Etcher tightly in her hand as Chloe moved next to her. Abigail on the other hand? She walked right up past Revaris to the door and knocked on it. The viewing slit opened and the man on the other side glared.
“Open it Rory,” said Revaris.
“Too many women,” Rory replied.
“How is there any such thing?” Abigail responded. “Men always want to be around women!”
Rory bellowed with a nasty sort of laughter. A faint chuckle escaped from Revaris that time. “You really don’t know how things work down here.”
Devari stepped forward toward the door. Rory looked at her, but did not falter his glare. Revaris looked at her and shrugged as Chloe put her hands on her hips, tapping her foot.
“Why don’t you like women?” asked Devari.
“The only thing I like about women is havin’ sex with them,” Revaris said curtly as he crossed his arms.
“I don’t,” Rory quipped. “The last one tried to kill me.”
“They always try to kill you,” Revaris retorted.
“Yeah but she could’ve waited until I finished at least,” Rory complained. “One can come, two have to stay outside.”
“We’re both coming in,” Chloe asserted.
Devari took another step closer. Revaris visibly recoiled as Rory’s glare narrowed into near slits.
“I don’t know what terrible things have been done to you, but I want to make it better,” said Devari.
Revaris took one look at Rory, then they both cracked up laughing.
“Revy you are on a killing streak this week! Can’t beat us in a fair fight so they send a bunch of jokers to cut us off from the Bane,” Rory roared.
“I can prove it,” Devari frowned. She looked at the dents and damages to the door and then walked over to it.
She noticed the fist indentations were much larger than any normal man’s, and some of the paneling was beginning to rust. With a few strokes of her Etcher, she Scripted the door and completed the symbols with a flash of orange. Revaris backed away in alarm as the dents loudly popped back out and the rust fell away from it. The barricade was now perfect.
“What did you just do?” Revaris questioned. “Did you just fix the door?”
“I can do more than that,” Devari tilted her head and winked.
Rory looked bewildered, and exchanged a concerned look with Revaris. A series of clanky locks started turning and the door slid open. Rory, a large man in his own right, stepped aside and let them in. Revaris flinched when Abigail leaned over and kissed Devari on her cheek, waiting for the three women to enter before following behind them.
Rory looked at her with a mix of skepticism and wonder.  “Revy, who is this?”
“She’s the Princess of Valmaron,” Chloe replied.
Devari smiled at Rory, which seemed to put him off. His defensive posture was such that one would think she intended to disembowel him with the Etcher.
“My name is Devari Spellcraft.”




Chapter 17 - Devari

“Hazard ain’t gonna like this,” Revaris sat down in a small mess hall with Rory and two other male Ravens.
The room was a smaller cavern. A simple steel table stretched from one end to the other, with benches on either side of it. Lanterns sat in a row on top of it, with a box bin and a rack of cups at the end. A spigot over a metal sink produced water, which they’d helped themselves to. Two women whispered in the corner, while Revaris took one glaring glance and then ignored them. Chloe looked at the women from her seat and then stuck her tongue out.
“If you don’t avert your eyes, my friend here will pluck them out,” Chloe gestured toward Abigail.
Abigail blew a kiss at the eavesdroppers, who took the warning and left promptly.
“Why do the men avoid the women?” Devari asked while watching them leave.
Revaris bit off a chunk of what looked like tough bread. He talked while chewing. “Because the women are in charge.”
“That shouldn’t matter,” Abigail chimed in.
“What do ya want, a history lesson?” Revaris frowned. “Look, it’s real simple. When there ain’t enough women to go around, men fight over them. Everybody dies. If somebody forces themselves on a woman, she gets traumatized which makes her stronger with the Bane. She gets too strong and she starts attacking the men. They die. When too many of the men die, it affects the women and children. They die. So guess what happened?”
“Women started controlling the men,” Abigail figured out.
Revaris pointed a finger at the triplet. “Yup.”
“Then are women stronger with the Bane?” asked Chloe.
Revaris took another bite. “They can be. But that’s done on purpose.”
“Can you explain?” asked Devari.
“Men who go too long without a woman get kooky. They get real strong with the Bane, real fast. So the women keep ‘em in check by purging the pipes every once in a while, all they gotta do is guard the girls or do something useful,” Revaris answered.
“What if a man wants to get stronger? What if he says no?” Chloe propped an elbow on the table and leaned her head on her hand.
“We don’t say no. Even if we wanted to, we’d get kicked outta the covenant,” he answered.
“And how do the women get stronger?” Abigail grimaced.
Revaris glared silently for a moment, before putting his bread down. “They do things. Cruel things. To themselves and others. Do too much of it and you go numb; the Bane won’t work as well. Do just enough, and the pain makes you stronger.”
“Have you ever done that?” Devari wondered.
Revaris shook his head. “I didn’t have to. Thanks to that, I’m the strongest Raven with the Bane. Or I was, until Hazard got your stick.”
“And I assume that’s a problem for you,” Abigail taunted.
“For you too,” Revaris countered. “She’s not gonna wanna give it up. The strongest woman gets all the breeding rights, and you’ll be a threat to her.”
“Yuck,” Chloe cringed.
“We’re not interested in your men—poor little things—we have a man of our own,” Abigail declared.
“She won’t care,” Revaris said curtly.
“She won’t have to, I can get it back as soon as I see her,” Devari noted.
“She’ll fight you for it,” Rory interjected.
“She’ll lose,” Chloe snarled.
“And the whole cave system comes crashing down in a giant bitch brawl. Cheers,” Revaris raised his cup and took a sip of his water.
“Then why did you let us in?” Devari stared sharply at Revaris.
“Because you said you could do stuff,” he replied.
“I can,” said Devari. “What would you like help with?”
Revaris snorted. “Well for starters, my scar gets real itchy this time of year.”
Rory and the other Ravens joined in a laugh. The women were not amused.
“Give me your hand,” said Devaris.
“What?” Revaris frowned suspiciously.
“Give me, your hand,” Devari repeated firmly.
Revaris didn’t move, he looked at Rory who shook his head. Devari held her hand across the table, facing her palm up. He hesitantly reached forward, and put his hand over Devari’s. She curled her fingers around, and he nearly jerked his hand away.
“Now don’t move. I promise it won’t hurt,” Devari said with focused eye contact, brandishing her Etcher with the other hand and slowly moved it close.
“She’s gonna stab your hand Revy,” Rory warned.
“Will you shut up? I’m not going to hurt him,” Devari scowled before muttering. “I’m a good girl…”
The rounded, smooth tip of the Etcher glittered with the polished hard dust mixed in its mold. She kept her face on Revaris, who looked like he wanted to run. The Etcher came closer, and then she touched the tip to the top of his hand as gently as she could. Devari turned her attention to his skin, and started tracing symbols and markings that left an orange glow. The other Ravens unfolded their arms and leaned forward to watch closely, as Revaris didn’t stop looking at Devari. She finished her Script and tapped his skin, causing the glow to go through his hand and briefly highlight veins. The glow faded, leaving golden symbols tattooed on his hand where she’d drawn them.
The scar on Revaris’s face sunk back into his skin, and then vanished completely.
“Touch your scar,” Devari instructed.
He reached up and touched the skin of his cheek, and his eyes widened on contact. Revaris turned to look at Rory, who nearly jumped back.
“It’s gone,” Rory breathed.
Revaris looked at the Script on his hand, and then back to Devari. She winked.
“You bitches have three seconds to get the hell out of my covenant,” said a lithe woman behind them. Wearing all black, youthful, with long blonde hair and blue eyes. And she had the scepter.
“You must be Hazard,” Abigail smirked at the sight of her, having turned her chair around to face in her direction. “Come back later sweetie, we weren’t done talking.”
“One,” said Hazard.
“Chill out Hazz, they’re just passing through,” said Revaris.
“Two,” she continued.
Chloe abruptly stood up as golden aether surrounded her body. “Finish that count and you’ll be picking blood clots out of your stool for a week.”
Hazard glared back at Chloe, who waved her hand which sent her chair sliding away. The other Ravens froze. Abigail crossed her legs and propped her elbow on it, leaning her chin on the palm of that hand. Devari stood up slowly.
“Hazard, my name is Devari.”
“I don’t care who you are,” Hazard never took her eyes off Chloe.
“Battle of the blondes then?” Abigail teased.
“Try me,” Chloe flared her nostrils.
Hazard registered something past Chloe, and then she looked fiercely confused when she looked at Revaris. “Wait, where’s your scar?”
Rory pointed at Devari like a tattling toddler. “She took it.”
“What do you mean she took it?” Hazard questioned.
“She scribbled something and now his face is healed,” Rory replied.
Hazard made eye contact with Devari, looking both irritated and curious. “So now you’re trying to make my mate prettier?”
“I’m not your mate,” Revaris sighed.
“Get rid of the girls. You are now,” Hazard replied.
“She looks young and pretty enough,” Abigail said of Hazard. “You’re welcome Revaris.”
“Why is she shining like that? That’s not the Bane,” Hazard looked back toward Chloe.
“Because she’s a Caster, and so am I,” Devari pointed at the scepter. “That belongs to me, and I’d like it back.”
Hazard looked at the scepter, frowned, and then glared at Devari. “I’m keeping it.”
“No,” Devari stated. “You are not.”
Devari lifted her hand to reveal that she now held the scepter, and then attached her Etcher to the bottom of the handle. She tilted her head and winked. Hazard glanced at her now-empty hand and immediately snarled as the Bane surrounded her body.
“What the—! Give it back,” Hazard hissed.
“No,” Devari refused. “But if you want something else, I can help.”
The Bane vanished from Hazard’s aura, but her hostile disposition remained. “You and me, outside.”
Abigail stood up with a sigh and decided to follow as Chloe moved alongside.
“Just us two,” Hazard pointed at Devari. “We’re gonna have a little girl-talk,”
Devari handed the scepter to Chloe, who took it with both hands and clutched it tightly. She followed Hazard out into the common area where a peanut gallery of women were watching the altercation from afar. Hazard walked ahead until they were clear of the mess hall, spun around on her heel, and punched Devari in the face. She fell back onto the ground and tasted a bit of blood on her lip. Abigail appeared in front of Devari in a single shadow-step.
“Do that again, and there is nothing you can do to stop me from killing you,” Abigail warned.
“Back off tramp!” Hazard growled scornfully. “Let her fight her own battles.”
Devari got back to her feet, rubbed her lip with the back of her hand, and saw the blood there. She saw an image; a flash of a memory. She remembered falling to the floor, her back knocking the chair over in the room aboard the Leviathan. Mr. Wager wasn’t happy. She remember him shouting at her, asking ‘you think this is a game?’ as he lowered the hand he’d just struck her with. She hadn’t given him what he wanted. She tried to trick him by writing a dead Script, and he’d found out. She was a bad girl. All of those feelings came rushing back to her, and then she shrieked.
“No!”
The Bane exploded around Devari, with streaks of black flying out in all directions as the purple glow surrounded her. Abigail moved away, looking at Devari with a peculiar puzzlement. Devari glared at Hazard, who now showed a bit of concern. She’d brought out her own Bane, but it paled in comparison to the amount Devari was making.
“This is what you all do,” Devari spoke in a tranquil tone. “You just don’t care. You just take what you want. You just do what you want,” She licked the blood off her hand and started giggling uncontrollably. “You like pain? Let’s see how it looks on you!”
A mass of Devari’s Bane flew forth and bashed into Hazard, knocking her straight off her feet. With her assailant now vulnerable on the cave floor, Devari stalked slowly toward her with intent—not to kill, but to harm. To cause pain as creatively as she could. A presence suddenly appeared next to her, bypassing Devari’s aura entirely.
“Sorry Princess,” Abigail touched the side of Devari’s neck. “But this look doesn’t suit you.”
The strength immediately left her legs, and her vision blurred out as she fell into someone’s arms. The last thing she saw was Hazard looking at her like the dead had risen, and then her awareness fled her along with the light.




Chapter 18 - Jaron

“He’s down,” Ana Lee spoke softly as she cradled Jay Jay’s head. “That’s the last one.”
Jaron’s firstborn was fast asleep on her shoulder, complete with boogers and drool. The other six children had all been laid in little blue and pink cots arranged in the royal nursery, sentenced to a synchronized nap. In all honesty, watching Ana Lee lightly bounce and shush his son awakened an entirely different degree of attraction for her. The turquoise corset dress she was wearing was also particularly alluring. She’d thrown herself into motherhood so thoroughly that she alone could put all the children to sleep on the strength of her nurturing skills—she was the only mother other than Esmerelda that Jett would willingly fall asleep for.
Ana Lee smiled, winked at Jaron, shuffled to Jaron Junior’s cot, and carefully set him down. The boy stirred, but she sedated him with a little kiss on his chubby cherub cheek. Jaron waited by the door, holding it open and waving her over to make her escape. A pair of nearby nannies withheld giggles as Ana Lee skipped over excitedly. A courteous nod was given to both of them before he quietly shut the door behind her.
Two Casters and a Sentinel guarded the nursery and acknowledged King Jaron and his wife, who took their leave to an adjacent corridor leading to the royal residence. They didn’t get that far—Jaron pinned Ana Lee against the wall and pulled her face in for a kiss.
“Mmm—” Ana Lee pulled away with an enthused expression. “You know I’ve been thinking…”
“Thinking or scheming?” Jaron gave her a wry smirk.
“Scheming,” Ana Lee answered mischievously. “Ava told me how you used the Banisher to save that woman’s life, and I know even more who’d like to be rid of their Scripts…”
“I’m listening,” Jaron uttered.
Ana Lee stepped away from the wall and paced to his side, biting her lip suggestively as she did so. “Would you be averse to a meet and greet with some of my friends? I don’t expect you to do it for free of course.”
“I have no need of their money,” Jaron stated.
“Maybe they could render a favor?” Ana Lee suggested as she took Jaron’s hands, lightly swinging them between him and her.
He chuckled toward the ceiling. “I’d be no better than where they came from if I helped them in exchange for—”
“Slathering spewage, remove your thoughts from such sewage!” Ana Lee giggled at him. “I wasn’t suggesting that…not that they’d mind.”
“Then what were you suggesting?”
Jaron raised a single eyebrow while Ana Lee maintained a mild smile.
“May I show you something?” she turned down the hall and started walking, hand in hand with him.
She led him into the royal residence, then straight to their private library adjacent to the main living area. The room was square in shape, lavish much like the room that preceded it with a mantlepiece on the furthest side. A handful of chairs were set near a window on the northern wall, providing light to the entire room and the floor-to-ceiling shelving. Ana Lee tugged the curtains shut, then went to stand by the door. Her expression switched from jovial, to a fierce kind of seriousness.
Wordlessly, she went over to a bronze chest tucked under a cubby next to the mantlepiece, Scripted so that only members of the royal family could open it. Reaching inside, Ana Lee retrieved a dagger he’d never seen before.
Clearly Scripted, the exotic purple blade possessed a wavy shape with the end curving away from its wielder. The handle was bright brass, and it had a small Shodin crystal the size of a bead embedded on the tip—clearly useless for piercing of any kind. Even more unusual: its design was neither Tolian nor Valmari. He’d never seen an artifact like this. She held it out in front of her, resting it on her palm and offered it to Jaron.
He stepped forward skeptically, taking the strange thing into his hand and glancing over the numerous Scripts etched into the handle. “Ana Lee, what is this?”
“It’s hundreds of years old, and it’s from the Ziggurat,” she detailed.
Jaron lifted his gaze and glared at Ana Lee. “What are you doing with this?”
“A friend of mine found it down the street from the Annihilation you prevented,” she responded. “That dagger belongs to the Sheath Heathens.”
“Sheath Heathens?”
Ana Lee nodded. “They were a secret order of Seekers known for spying and stealing Scripts,” —she took a step closer to Jaron— “A dagger like that doesn’t cut flesh, it cuts memories. Almost nobody knew they existed, because even if you saw one, the Script on the daggers wipes your mind of any recollection.”
“How do you remember then?” Jaron wondered.
“Because I once caught a Sheath Heathen before he left my sight, and got the truth out of him before he died.”
“Died?” Jaron repeated.
“I killed him,” Ana Lee said plainly.
Jaron looked back at the dagger and rotated it in his hand, his attention drawn to the Shodin crystal blunting the blade. The color was still pale blue. “Why does it have a crystal on it? I thought Unscrupulous relied on the Miasma.”
“Not all of them were purged; some were kept from captured Casters. Jaron—” Ana Lee put her hand on the one he was holding the dagger with. “I don’t know how this got here, but if there are more of these, their owners could be anywhere in Valmaron. They could walk in plain sight, and nobody would remember seeing them.”
Jaron wrapped an arm around Ana Lee’s waist and brought her close, firmly kissing her with immense gratitude. She made a delighted squeal in response.
“You’re a dream girl, Ana Lee,” he spoke. “And you’ve helped more than you know. Arrange a meeting with the friend who found this; I owe her a reward.”
“Do you know what’s happening?” she looked at him with suspicion.
“Not yet,” Jaron admitted in a low tone. “But I will.”
“Good,” Ana Lee snatched the dagger out of his hand and gave it an underhanded toss back into the chest, which shut itself with a ‘click’ of its Scripted latch. “And speaking of rewards, I’d like one myself…one that involves turning me into your personal pincushion.”
Ana Lee was ticklish, a weakness Jaron exploited with wiggling fingers under her ribs. She screamed into a laugh and tried to push him away but Jaron caught her arm, wasting no time scooping her over his shoulder. The woman giggled profusely while being carried into the living room. The sofa would suffice—he carried her to the nearest one and flipped her onto it.




Chapter 19 - Devari

Devari awoke in a room inside the Hive with Chloe waiting next to her.
“How did I get here?” Devari asked groggily.
Chloe immediately hugged her, and then tucked the scepter next to her pillow. “We all brought you. You gave everyone a proper fright out there.”
“I don’t remember,” Devari sat up. “We were all talking, I got the scepter back, and then…”
“Hazard struck you,” said Chloe.
Devari touched the inside of her lip with her tongue and tasted a scab. “Did I faint?”
“You almost killed her,” said Revaris as he came into the room. “Your friend had to knock you out while the shorty here tried to fight the whole haven with that gold glitter.”
Chloe crossed her leg away from Revaris and looked back at Devari.
“That was some major Bane you busted out back there,” Revaris sounded impressed.
“I didn’t do it on purpose,” Devari replied
“Then you’re crazier than I am,” said Hazard, who walked to the threshold of the alcove and leaned against it. Chloe crossed her arms—her core crystal earrings took on a faintly yellow glow.
“Did anyone get hurt?” asked Devari.
Hazard looked up and laughed. “Wow girl, you really got some kinks.”
“No one was hurt,” Chloe reassured her while scowling at Hazard. “But she owes you an apology.”
“I’m not apologizing,” Hazard retorted. “I just came to say everything’s cool between us.”
“Seriously Hazz?” Revaris rolled his eyes.
“If your friends are gonna be sticking around, they’ll need to rein themselves in. We already have the Baneful out there, I don’t want something just as bad rampaging in the Haven,” Hazard responded.
“The Baneful? What’s that?” Devari questioned.
“It’s the reason we barricade ourselves in these caves. Specters don’t come down this far, but the Baneful roams around the caverns. You can’t fight it, you just gotta run,” Revaris explained.
“We’ve met,” said Chloe. “Or at least, we heard it.”
“Revy said you can help us out,” Hazard chimed in. “The other covenants won’t share resources with us. It’s basically every woman for herself, assuming they don’t work for the Matriarch.”
“Matriarch? Who is that?” Devari wondered.
“An enemy,” enmity appeared in the eyes of Revaris.
“The enemy,” Hazard added while looking nervously at Revaris. “The only one stronger with the Bane than Revaris. It’s scary.”
“I’ve fought against this Bane of yours, it wasn’t that impressive,” Chloe folded her arms.
“You’re a badass, but when you can wreck this whole underground by yourself at once, come talk to me,” Revaris blithely responded.
Chloe narrowed her eyes. The insult was not lost on Devari, but she decided not to feed into it.
“What can we do?” Devari stepped closer to Chloe.
Hazard and Revaris glanced at each other, and then Revaris answered. “Fix up the rest of the haven like you did to the door. Help us scavvy the ruins.”
“Which will do…what exactly?” Chloe questioned.
“It puts us above the other covenants. They might join us, and then we’ll have a better shot at Imogen,” Hazard explained.
“Imogen?” Devari repeated inquisitively.
“The Matriarch,” Revaris clarified scornfully. “She’s also got some of your Rumbler buddies, and those kill-sticks they came with. We only found Kayori, but she says she doesn’t know how to make weapons. She’s probably lying though.”
Chloe said nothing.
“She has to let the Rumblers go,” Devari urged.
“Let them go where? She took the things they showed up in and there’s no way she’d agree to that,” Revaris grumbled.
“You don’t understand,” Devari sat up and straightened her posture. “The Rumblers always look for their own, and they have ways of detecting your caves. The Commodore won’t stand for it”
“What’s a commodore?” Hazard inquired.
“A good man…” Devari recalled the death of Wager at Darren’s hand. “And if he thinks they’re in danger, he’ll bring men with bigger weapons and you won’t be able to stop them.”
“Great,” Hazard groaned in loud exasperation. “So either we die on the surface, or we die down here. Same ol’ same ol’.”
“I’m going to help you get closer to this Matriarch,” Devari grinned when she noticed Hazard’s foot was tapping toward Revaris. “I’ll even help you get closer to each other too.”
Hazard looked perplexed. “I’m standing right next to him.”
“That’s not what I mean,” Devari smirked.
Revaris breathed deeply. “If I die, I won’t die bored. What’d you have in mind?”
***
“I don’t see how this helps us,” said Hazard, who was holding Revaris’s hand at Devari’s behest.
Revaris did not look happy. They were standing under a metal canopy in a reinforced cavern typically used for training with the Bane. Devari had been trying to show them what physical affection was like. Abigail and Chloe had gone off to find Kayori, who had apparently hidden herself away in one of the salvage sheds.
“You’re telling me it doesn’t feel nice?” asked Devari.
“It’s weird,” Revaris answered. “And pointless.”
Devari rolled her eyes and shook her head. She walked up to Hazard, who nearly jumped out of her skin being approached like that. Devari pushed Revaris’s hand away and took Hazard’s glove off, before holding her hand herself. “It’s better when skin is touching.”
“I think we’re gettin’ off track here. The Haven needs to be strong, it doesn’t need lessons on violating personal space,” Revaris bemoaned.
“I’ve already restored half of your supports, I’m just waiting for Kayori to come,” Devari retorted. “And this will help your Haven be strong, because the bonds between each other will be strong.”
“Can you let go of me now?” Hazard’s eye twitched.
Devari groaned and walked away from Hazard. “How do you even make babies if you don’t like touching?”
“I bring a knife,” Revaris quipped.
“So you’ve never been hugged, or held?” Devari was incredulous. “You’ve never sat with someone, just to enjoy their presence?”
They said nothing. Hazard was looking increasingly disquieted, and she’d balled her hands into fists. They were trembling.
“Listen!” she lost her temper. “If I say Revaris is my mate, then he’s my mate. He doesn’t have to like me, or touch me, or do any of the stuff you’re trying to push on us.”
Devari felt a distinct irritation come over her, and then brandished her scepter. “If you want to get technical, I’m a Princess. So I outrank you. By your own rules, I can say he isn’t until you learn some manners.”
Hazard manifested a thin field of the Bane around her torso. “Are you challenging me?”
The scepter’s crystal lit up a yellow color. Devari held it out in front of her, detaching the Etcher into her other hand. “I am.”
Devari aimed the scepter at Hazard, and then projected a wave of yellow that struck Hazard in the chest and knocked her off her feet. She rolled on the ground and recovered with a burst of the Bane from her hands. She shifted into a purple haze and appeared next to Devari.
She saw it coming, and had already been gathering enough aether use to her brooch. Hazard threw a Bane-covered fist at her face, but Devari vanished beforehand and appeared near Revaris. He jumped back in alarm—worth it.
“I’ve got tricks too,” Devari winked at Hazard.
Hazard got even more frustrated, and increased the power emanating from her. She clawed the air which sent scratch-shaped crescents of the Bane at Devari. She waved the scepter to create a blue wall and the Bane struck it, dissolving it on contact and knocking Devari off her feet. Hazard released a feral laugh and then shifted again, this time into the air above her. She reacted by sending a rope of green aether to grab Hazard by the ankle and then yanked her aside. Both women got to their feet at the same time. Devari sent a purple beam, and so did Hazard, except hers was tainted with blackness. The Bane overpowered the aether, so Devari switched to yellow. It barely stopped Hazard’s Bane from progressing, causing their energies to collide somewhere in the middle.
Devari strained, which weakened her aether and caused the Bane to slowly push forward. She shook her head as the thought of losing occurred to her. First she felt fear, but that fear was beginning to morph into anger. Anger was easier, much easier. Her aether beam turned red, and halted the Bane while simultaneously causing the cavern to quake from stray lightning bolts.
“Knock it off you two, the cave’s gonna collapse!” Revaris shouted.
“Not until I win!” Hazard hissed back.
Stalactites started falling down around them as the walls around the metal supports began to crack.
“I said knock it off!” Revaris walked right into the path of the beams and drew them into black orbs in each of his hands. Hazard and Devari ceased, and Revaris combined the orbs.
He exploded the black sphere into a rippling wave of semi-transparent purple which sent both women staggering back. Hazard fell to the ground. Devari dropped her scepter, but not the Etcher. Revaris stood between them and dared them with a stern glare.
“Why’d you do that Revy? I was winning!” Hazard got to her feet with manic ferocity.
“No you weren’t Hazz, it was a tie,” said Revaris.
“Then she didn’t win either,” Hazard swept her hair back in a sassy motion.
“Not the point,” Revaris countered. “You were fighting to kill. She wasn’t. Pretty sure that makes her stronger than you.”
“You’re gonna listen to her over me?” Hazard breathed.
“No,” Revaris glared at Hazard.
“I thought you said he didn’t have a choice?” Devari retorted.
The look on Hazard’s face was nothing short of completely livid.
“Have him,” said Devari, to both the surprise of Revaris and Hazard. “But remember what happened here.”
Hazard was frazzled. She grit her teeth, grabbed her hair and stormed off with a frustrated growl. “Argh!”
Devari went to pick up her scepter, while Revaris kept focused on her. She re-attached the Etcher and looked to survey the damage that’d been done. “I’ll fix that.”
“Why is this so important?” Revaris questioned.
“If I don’t it might fall down,” Devari answered.
“No. I mean why is this so important, to you?” asked Revaris.
Devari tucked her scepter away, and stood for a moment looking at the fallen rock spikes.
“You don’t know any better, and you deserve a chance,” she replied.
“Looks like you’re forcing us to see things your way,” said Revaris.
Devari furrowed her face. “You’re being stupid. I’m trying to help.”
“Okay smartass. So we’re stupid, we don’t know any better, and we need you to tell us how to live?” Revaris argued.
Devari scoffed and turned away. “Are you saying you like living like this?”
“I didn’t say that,” said Revaris.
“Then what are you saying?”
“I’m saying you got some spit in the soup.”
Devari sharply narrowed her eyes and turned back around. “What does that mean?”
“You’re not doing this just because you’re nice. It’s personal,” Revaris observed.
“And what would you know of my reasons? You don’t even know what affection is for,” Devari countered.
“I know suffering, and I know pain. Nobody makes as much of the Bane as you do without both of those.”
Devari didn’t answer, and Revaris didn’t stop glaring at her. His scruffy face was beginning to look a little unkempt now that she thought about it. A few more days and it’d be a beard. She didn’t like it.
“You need a shave,” said Devari.
“And now you’re telling me how to look.”
“I’m telling you that you have a cute face and it needs a shave.”
Revaris laughed loud enough to shake some dust from its echo. He walked over to Devari and leaned toward her ear. “You really must be a Princess, cause you just gotta have your way.”
“Devari! That you?” Kayori shouted from the entrance. Abigail and Chloe were with her. She ran past them and Revaris with a big smile, squeezed her, and lifted her off the ground. Kayori was stronger than Devari expected someone her size to be.
“Hello Kayori, have you been well?” asked Devari.
“I been buildin’ up a storm fixin’ to get outta these stinky tunnels!” Kayori propped her fists on her hips and grinned deviously. “They said I could get me a little russle tussle in the sheets if I could fight, so I knocked a bitch out with muh wrench!”
“Kayori! Will she be alright?” Devari was appalled.
“She’ll be fine. Can’t speak for her nose though,” Kayori looked Devari up and down. “And ain’t you just a steamin’ pile of sexy devastatin’ blam blam to the face?”
That one had Devari giggling and doing a curtsy in her dress. “You like the way I look?”
“Darling, everyone does,” Abigail grinned as she walked over to them. “If we can get Kayori back to Valmaron, she can return to the caravan.”
“And I’ll tell Kip to hold his fire,” said Kayori. “Rumblers don’t abandon their own and Kip got a stick on his hip that he’s quick to grip and blam until ya drip!”
“Should I take that to mean death, or sex?” Chloe teased.
“Both!” Kayori cheered. “He got himself a new girlfriend now. She got a bitch switch the size of the Mindering Meander—don’t take but a tap to set it off!”
Revaris muttered something to himself and walked out of the cavern with a groan.
“What’s got him so bothered?” Abigail gestured at him with a pointed finger.
“He’s just a Glowering Gibson,” Devari dismissed it.
“Gibson? Who’s that?” Chloe wondered.
“The foulest grouch in the caravan. There’s a whole Rumbler named after him,” Abigail replied.
“One of us will have to give Kayori our Entangle Bangle so she can get back,” Devari changed the subject.
“I’ll stay behind,” Abigail volunteered. “I enjoy the looks I get from the others when I strut, and Ava will be watching.”
“Haaaaaaaaaaaawwwwww!”
Everyone flinched as the bellowing shout echoed from the walls. The Baneful was coming.




Chapter 20 - Devari

Revaris directed Ravens to the side walls of the caverns near the main entrance barricade as people shuttered their shops and fled. Devari went with Chloe and Abigail to investigate as the Baneful’s cries continuously crept closer. Kayori stood in the main hub with her wrench, looking ready to club something with it.
“Rory and Ronan, you two take the door. Jake, take the women into the Hive and get the boulder buster ready. You know the drill, everybody move!” Revaris instructed. His cohorts quickly got to work.
“What can we do?” asked Devari as she walked toward the Ravens.
“Get your asses back to the Hive with the other women,” Revaris marched to the barricade and looked out of the slide.
“We most certainly will not!” Abigail protested.
“There has to be a way to fight it,” said Chloe.
“Girls, I’m not doing this with you right now. I need you to get to the Hive while I lead it away,” Revaris spoke in a low tone with a grim face.
“You mean you’re going out there?” Devari ignored the instruction and walked right toward Revaris.
“That’s how this works. The Baneful comes, I go, it chases. I’ll lose it in the labyrinth, no problem,” Revaris put his hand on the barricade handle.
“Then why do you look concerned?” Abigail crossed her arms.
Revaris looked at Abigail, then to Devari. “It doesn’t usually wander this far up. It’s after something.”
“After what?” asked Chloe.
Revaris pointed at Kayori. “Her probably. There’s no Bane in her.”
“You mean this creature doesn’t like happy people?” Devari questioned.
“More like it eats happy people,” Revaris clarified.
“Haaaaaaawwwww!”
Revaris turned to Rory and shook his head. Rory and Ronan moved to flank the door, waiting for something to come through.
“I can trap it,” Devari announced.
Revaris raised an eyebrow at her and shook his head. “Get lost.”
Rory interjected. “You got a box for the Baneful?”
“I can make an unbreakable barrier that uses its own life force, but I need to get closer,” Devari explained.
“How close?” Rory questioned.
Devari looked at all the Ravens before making eye contact with Revaris. “I have to see it.”
“Not happening. Nobody’s ever gotten that close and survived,” Revaris objected.
“This beast can’t be that bad. It’s not the only thing that lurks in shadows,” said Abigail as her eyes turned crimson.
“And I can fly,” said Chloe.
All three women stood next to each other and glared at Revaris defiantly. Another voice called out from behind them.
“Wow Revy, so now the little sister wives are gonna fight the Baneful with you?” Hazard excoriated and then pointed at Kayori. “I say we give it the girl, she’s brought nothing but trouble since she showed up.”
“Sister wife? Is that supposed to be an insult?” Abigail inquired with a smug smirk.
“Back off Hazz, I got this,” said Revaris.
“No!” Hazard growled. “We can’t lose our strongest Raven, and I don’t trust them! I go too.”
“You gotta be kidding me,” said Rory.
“Haaaaaaaawwwww!”
Now it sounded less than thirty paces away, and the wave of rage followed by trembling came with it.
“Time to go. I’m going,” Revaris opened the barricade and dashed out of it. Chloe took to the air as blue enveloped her body and went out next. Abigail walked casually ahead of Devari, who was flanked by a glowering Hazard. They went out into the dark caves and followed Revaris who stopped in front of one tunnel, and then shook his head.
“Other one,” he said, before moving to the one on the right.
The lanterns flickered with an intermittent buzz as something tugged on the cord connecting them. The air was hot and thick, with the sensation of an all-encompassing rage massaging its way into Devari’s mind. She took deep, controlled breaths as everyone walked in a slow cadence. Hazard’s face showed trepidation, she clearly did not want to be here. Chloe had complete focus, while Abigail looked like it was another walk in the park.
“Haaaaaaaawwwww!”
The entire party halted and turned to look behind them. Hazard gasped and moved over to Revaris, while Devari held her Etcher steadily as she could. Tch. Tch. Tch. Tch! The sound of light footsteps scraped on the ground from beyond the shadows. The furthest lantern went out as something tugged on its cord violently.
“Hazz,” said Revaris. Hazard clung to his arm and didn’t respond. “Hazz! Take them to the labyrinth. I’ll catch up.”
Abigail walked over to Hazard and reached for her face. She was so gripped by terror that she didn’t even stop the triplet from stroking a finger on her cheek. “No more fear sweetie. Time for courage.”
Hazard suddenly released a breath she’d been holding, inhaled deeply and looked at Abigail without malice. She looked more resolute, and relieved. Abigail removed her hand and looked at Devari, winking at her.
“Follow me,” Hazard commanded.
The girls ran as Revaris stayed behind with the Bane around him. Devari saw him throw punches into the dark, sending his power down the tunnel and striking something. They made their way to the entrance of the labyrinth, with Hazard falling off a ledge. She screamed as she tipped over the stone bridge, but Abigail caught her wrist and held her up with one hand. She set Hazard back down safely, before turning to look back where they came. Voom! Voom! Revaris was still attacking it, and the noises were getting closer while lanterns went out one by one.
“Haaaaaaaawwwwww!”
If the Baneful had been any louder, it would have sounded like it was right next to them.
“Run!” Revaris shouted as he came running down the tunnel after them.
Chloe outstretched her arms and achieved the gold, transferring light to everyone and lifted them straight off their feet.
“Whoa!” Revaris tried to run in midair while Hazard frantically tried grabbing onto something.
Chloe flew up and everyone was carried onto a bridge a level above them, where they were set down gently. They all crouched down to hide as the air became thicker with heat. Revaris held a finger in front of his mouth, shushing everyone. Devari crawled to the edge of the ledge, peeking down at the mouth of the tunnel they’d just flew from. The Baneful crept closer, as pure dread began to overtake her. She watched as a hand reached out and grabbed the tunnel entrance. Its fingers were long, its wrinkled skin a deathly, decomposing pale. The hand’s fingers were curled backwards, like they had multiple joints. A long, emaciated arm then reached out to touch the beginning of the bridge below, bending and twisting in ways that were impossible for any other being.
Devari hid her face before the rest of it came out, and then started Scripting. She began tracing fiery lines of orange Script into the air in front of her. Circles over circles, squares over squares with a series of marks and symbols within and around them. The labyrinth was silent, along with the Baneful. Devari finished her Script, and the glowing symbol began brightening.
The Script rotated in midair, and then suddenly shattered. Devari’s eyes widened at the Script dissipated into nothing before her eyes.
“What happened?” Abigail came up next to her.
“The life bind didn’t work…it’s not even alive,” Devari wore her horror on her face.
Abigail narrowed her eyes skeptically and stood up. “I’ve had enough. If it walks, then it can die.”
“Get down!” Revaris shouted.
Abigail jumped off the bridge into a shadow-step, landing below into a scuffle everyone clearly heard. There were sounds of a struggle, with something crashing and smashing against the labyrinth interior. Abigail yelped suddenly.
“Haaaaawww!”
There was a sickly crunch, and then her arm went flying over the bridge. It had been torn off—which meant not only would Abigail have to regenerate, but the creature was as strong as she was.
Flying like she’d been thrown, Abigail hit the wall above them with a loud ‘oof’, crashing hard enough to break away some of the stone. She tumbled down where Devari could not see.
“Abigail!” Chloe stood up and channeled golden aether, when her body froze. Her eyes darted around in confusion as she stood paralyzed, while Hazard had pulled herself into a fetal position and clutched her head.
Revaris stood up and started raining down the Bane howling in rage before he too was frozen. Devari didn’t know what to do, and rolled onto her back frantically looking around before she saw a pair of hands clutching the bridge. It was followed by a third hand as it pulled itself up and over. Devari lost control of everything but her eyes. She tried moving, but could only manage a twitch. The Baneful was larger than any man, with thin limbs longer than two put together.
Its gaunt, human-esque body supported itself with three bony arms and two equally long legs that bent and twisted in any direction it needed. Naked and lacking a gender, it prowled on all of its limbs like something between a dog and a spider. A wrinkled, bulbous head dangled from its narrow shoulders. Thin, sparse strands of long white hair hung from its pale scalp.
And although its nearly bald head was hanging upside down, its face was right-side up where the back of a person’s head would be. Two large, glowing white circles were its eyes. No pupils or irises, and no nose to speak of. Its wide mouth was like an endless black pit, bereft of teeth and no tongue in sight. Its jaw extended so far downward it could swallow a human head in one bite.
“Haaaaaaawwwwww!”
It came for Devari first, who was filled with such terror that tears blurred her vision. Chloe couldn’t move her body, but she could still control her aether. A blast of yellow shockwave cracked the bridge and knocked the Baneful off the platform. The creature crashed loudly onto one of the bridges below, rumbling the labyrinth as rock and stone chipped away from all around them.
The paralysis that seized everyone ceased, while Devari wanted to cry.
“Haaaaawww!”
“Pretty sure you just made it mad. We gotta go,” said Revaris.
He reached down and pulled Hazard to her feet, who looked disturbed and dazed all at once. Chloe looked frustrated, glaring with a snarl as everyone followed Revaris across the bridge. The sound of the Baneful loudly bashing through tunnels echoed all around. It was moving faster than before. Devari stopped as they left the labyrinth and turned around.
“We can’t leave Abigail!” she shouted.
Revaris grabbed her by the arm. “Devari, it’s coming. Let’s go.”
Her legs wouldn’t move in forward or backwards. She felt Chloe take her hand, and then lifted off with her. They flew ahead while Revaris led Hazard after them.
They fled without care for which direction they took, going deeper into the cave system as the sounds of the rampaging Baneful followed. Chloe set Devari down and took a second to concentrate, landing along with her. They regrouped at the mouth of a large cavern, but the echoes of the Baneful made it hard to tell which one to take.
Revaris seemed to know exactly where he was, and looked hesitantly down one exit. They took one leading to a space with water pipes running along the top of the area.
The creature was catching up, so she turned around and started scribbling with her Etcher. Devari froze before she could finish, and so did everyone else. The Baneful was in the cavern, crawling on the ceiling between stone spikes with its head focused on them. It jumped down onto the floor with an eerily lightweight ‘thud’, stalking quickly over toward them when something jumped out of its shadow.
The thing struck a water pipe above and it burst open. A torrent of water poured onto the Baneful in a forceful stream, splashing onto its head and torso. The creature recoiled briefly, but then the water itself suddenly froze into solid ice around it. Abigail shadow-stepped in front of Devari with her left arm gone, picked her up and then kicked the Baneful’s head with a mighty heel that broke the ice off with it. The broken eye contact released everyone from its hold, and Chloe immediately responded by blasting a solid beam of golden aether to envelop the creature, carrying it across the cavern and exploding into a golden column. Boom! The exit collapsed on itself and the pipe completely broke open, pooling water onto the incoming cave-in.
“Go!” Revaris howled.
They ran out of the only tunnel left and escaped as the cavern collapsed behind them, leaving the bellows of the Baneful trapped behind a barricade of boulders. They kept going until an antechamber with the archway to another covenant appeared.
They stopped before going in, with Devari immediately pulling Abigail into an embrace.
“You’re alive!” Devari’s voice trembled. “I was afraid you were—”
“Bastard got lucky,” she spat with an especially irritated face.
“Abigail…your arm,” Chloe spoke with a sullen demeanor.
Abigail saw her stump and then rolled her eyes. “It’ll grow back. I just need a moment to sort it out.”
The Bane surrounded them like the eye of a storm, forcing them to halt. Black swirled within purple, starving out the little light there was. Chloe became a beacon of light, golden aether covering her like a semi-translucent laminate upon her body. A sharp sense of fear, distinct from the Baneful’s presence descended upon Devari as she looked for a way out. Abigail’s expression became distinctly fierce her eyes became coated with crimson as though they were covered in blood.
“Devari…” Abigail lowered her chin. “Get ready.”
A tentacle of purple lashed out from the surrounding maelstrom, denied by a blue shield from Chloe who flung aether from her fingers. It was aiming for Devari.
“Revy?” Hazard trembled.
“It’s not me!” he shouted.
“Devari!” Chloe called out. “Purple Popper!”
Devari nodded and thrust her scepter over her head, channelling a beam of purple aether directly into the Bane above them. It formed into a large sphere overhead, its smooth surface continuously eaten away as the Bane engulfed it. Chloe took control of the sphere by smacking her palms together and then thrusting her arms away from herself. The aether burst in every direction except a dome zone immediately around the group.
The Bane condensed into something like a massive black and purple snake in front of them. It recoiled away from the Casting technique—but it was far from vanquished.
Chloe took to the air and flew straight for its ‘head’, waved her hand in a circle and then snapped her fingers. A box of blue energy encased it and erased it, but the body quickly reconstituted itself and shot a splaying spread of the Bane out like arrows. She reacted quickly, swinging her arm across and manifesting a yellow arc to block them, but the shockwave of their collision knocked her down to the ground. A stalactite cracked away from its spot and fell straight toward her, forcing Abigail to shadow-step into the fray.
With her great strength—even with one arm—Abigail caught the rock formation before it could crush Chloe and tossed it aside like a pebble. It smashed against the floor and rolled to a stop in several pieces, before she offered a hand to Chloe.
Devari racked her brain for a solution, but didn’t know the best technique to use in this environment. “Chloe! Should I use Red Spill Kill?”
“Not here!” Chloe got to her feet as the the mass of the Bane multiplied into hundreds of appendages. “Script something!”
The Bane converged, with dozens of appendages intended for everyone there. This was not a situation where Abigail’s powers were useful—all she could do was try to cover Devari. Hazard crouched down to her knees and hid behind her arms, but then Revaris stepped in.
He shifted into the center of the group, reached up and clenched a fist. All of the Bane became attracted to his hand, forming an orb around it—he had taken control of it. A backhanded swing sent it back into the archway it came from, rushing away with the sound of a gale force.
“I’m only gonna get away with that once! Hazard, get your ass up and fight!” he shouted.
Chloe took one step back at a time, a palm held forward with a ball of golden aether in front of it. “If I have to use anything bigger, it’s going to be messy.”
Something finally clicked for Devari, and she started tracing Script in the air using blue aether as the ink.
“I need to borrow everyone’s life force, but you have to let me!” Devari shouted.
“I consent,” Chloe spoke.
“I consent,” Abigail repeated.
“Do whatever you gotta do, it’s coming back!” Revari warned.
The Bane manifested once again, far more powerfully and larger than before. It came at them with no care for their surroundings—stopped by an Absolute Containment barrier encasing the entire group in the shape of a hexahedron. Were it not for the barrier, they’d have been overwhelmed. The deathly mass continuously smashed against the rippling, ice-like phenomenon protecting them. Hazard looked around in a panic, and got up to run. Devari restrained her with a lasso of green aether, preventing her exit from the hexahedron.
“Don’t!” she bellowed. “You’ll die if you leave it!”
Hazard looked horrified, but acquiesced as Devari released her. Chloe and Abigail flanked Devari, watching the Bane look for a weakness. When it didn’t, it began thrashing against the cave walls, knocking boulders down on top of it albeit unsuccessfully.
That was when Revari moved to the front of the group and screamed at the top of his lungs. “Knock it off Imogen! You can’t kill me today!”
The Bane immediately ceased, and then footsteps echoed from the covenant corridor. A figure in a black flowing dress emerged from the archway, flanked by two male protectors in all-black—par for the course for these cavers. The sound of heels echoed in the caves, as a woman with jet-black hair hanging to her clavicle came into the light. She looked mature—maybe younger than Lady Spellcraft—and tanned, but well preserved. She would have been beautiful were it not for the way she wore her face. Her eyes were cold; bereft of anything resembling emotion save for a subtle menace. The expression alone intimidated Devari, who recognized a murderer when she saw one. She’d seen a lot of those in her lifetime. Far too many.
“It’s her,” Hazard whispered. “The Matriarch.”
“So you’re back,” the woman spoke with a grim smirk.
“I didn’t come here for you,” Revaris snarled.
The woman stared at Revaris as though she were looking through him, not at him. Her bodyguards had a similar expression, like they were extensions of her rather than people themselves.
“Why else would you be here? Isn’t your revenge long overdue?” the woman put a hand on her hip.
“Who are you?” Chloe took a step closer to the event horizon of the Absolute Containment barrier.
When Chloe spoke, the woman’s eyes shifted without her head moving, looking directly at each of them in smooth succession.  “I am Imogen Kane,” —her stoic gaze lingered on Devari slightly longer than the others, before focusing solely on Revaris— “It’s been a long time, son.”




Chapter 21 - Jaron

Ana Lee screamed with delight, running through the royal residence at full sprint while Jaron chased her. They turned a corner out of the suites and into the central building where Valmari and Tolian alike had to move out of the way lest they be caught in a twelve person pile-up. Was this the best thing for a people to witness their king doing? Perhaps not, but what were they going to do about it? Through the corner of his eye Jaron witnessed the profound professionalism of the vigilant Sentinels posted by the walls, for none of them even cracked a smile. Sephaeus trained them well.
He heard some of the Tolians laughing, and saw a handful of Valmari grinning. Some of them simply scowled however, as if the notion of a king playing with one of his beloved wives was somehow offensive. To hell with them. Jaron chased her straight into a circular antechamber with several ornate doors carved from dark wood. One of those doors led into the Atheneum: a hall brimming with books from the Knowledge Repository of the former citadel. Queen Valara frequented the place during busy hours, and she was walking straight out as Ana Lee bounded toward her.
Jaron nearly caught up when Ana Lee ran up and hid behind Valara, using her as a human-shield. The Queen immediately shook her head and rolled her eyes with a distinct grin of contained amusement.
“Valara!” Ana Lee giggled. “Chloe’s off somewhere, so now I’m his chosen tickle victim! He won’t stop; you have to help me!”
Jaron put his hands on his hips and took a wide stance, prepared to intercept at the slightest movement. He winked.
“You won’t find much benefit from my help,” Valara vanished in a puff of aether and appeared behind Ana Lee, hooking her arms behind her back. “Because I’m an accomplice! Get her Jaron!”
“I am betrayed!” was the last thing Ana Lee could say before her legs went limp at Jaron’s merciless ministrations.
Ana Lee was reduced to uncontrollable belly braying as she tried to squirm away from Jaron’s dastardly digits, successful in no small part to Valara joining in. The Queen couldn’t maintain the assault for long however, and found so much amusement in the act that she slipped into a silent cackle. Both women laughed so hard their flushed faces looked like they would burst from the bountiful blood supply. Ana Lee went down to the ground, which is when Jaron took pity on her and desisted from his devious designs. Upon releasing Ana Lee, Valara held her chest and visibly seized trying to contain her giggle fit.
The surrounding onlookers decided to give the royal family a wide berth, clearing the antechamber without too much hubbub. Jaron helped Ana Lee to her feet—Valara looked at him like she meant to eat him. As soon as Ana Lee was up, she threw her arms around Jaron’s neck and nuzzled it in a brief hug. He returned the embrace, feeling like more than the King of Valmaron—he felt like the King of Everything. Ana Lee briskly turned to Valara with a purely menacing mug. Jaron knew that look: Ana Lee was scheming again. Ana Lee took Valara’s hand and then winked at Jaron.
“I’m taking your queen for a private conversation,” she said. “No men allowed.”
Jaron tapped his forehead with two fingers and waved her off. “Take her away then.”
“I should really get back to—ooh!” Valara was cut off by Ana Lee leading her away into one of the other chambers.
Jaron chuckled to himself, and then looked up at the nearby citizenry who averted their eyes. The King quickly dignified himself and moved on from the spot. He halted when his body interpreted the presence of a threat—directed at him. With this many people around, there was no way to tell who or where it was coming from. The Soul Codex did the work; amplified by his attunement to the Slicer which together guided his steps. Intending to isolate the threat before he dispatched it, Jaron made his way out of the antechamber when the sensation stopped.
Whatever it was had gone. His steps ended along with the sense, and then he felt it again. This made no sense—an intermittent intention toward him that confused his passive defenses. Leading it away from others was the only option. Jaron maintained his alignment and walked through a series of service corridors leading to a collection of kitchens toward the guest suites. He didn’t even hear footsteps behind him, and when he turned around there was nothing. Although…he didn’t specifically remember turning around to begin with.
One moment he sensed something with ill intent, the next it vanished into nothing. It would finally remain present just before the door—Jaron made his move. He drew the Slicer and spun on his heel in one movement, turning with the goal of taking whomever’s head off. Even more puzzling: his arm stopped swinging with his crystal blade a mere inch away from the neck of his pursuer. It was a man. Tall, with long black hair and dark brown skin reminiscent of Esmerelda’s. His cheekbones were prominent along with his formidable brow—features Jaron wasn’t entirely familiar with but knew to be rare among the Valmari.
He was wearing a white trenchcoat; a Valmari Etcher. For the Slicer to stay his hand meant that this wasn’t a threat except, he was carrying the dagger of a Sheath Heathen. The man dropped the dagger and fell to one knee before him.
“Mercy Your Majesty!” he cried out. “I have come because of Devari.”
“Devari?” Jaron slid the Slicer back into his scabbard, watching as the man looked up at him. “I sensed your intent to harm me.”
“I had to get your attention. I know of the power that protects you,” he confessed.
Jaron grumbled skeptically. “Stand up.”
The man obeyed and got up, but pointed at the dagger on the ground. “Forgive me my king, but none must know I have come. I need that.”
“Pick it up,” Jaron kept his hand on the handle of the Slicer.
The man nodded and slowly crouched down to take it. Moving slowly, he turned the blade away from Jaron and tucked it into his sleeve. The Etcher took a step back—still within measure, but not close enough to get the first move should he attempt an assassination.
“What are you doing with that? Explain who you are, right now,” Jaron ordered with a stern glare.
The man bowed his head. “I am Bigsby: a friend of Princess Devari, Your Majesty.”
“You haven’t answered my question,” Jaron tightened his hold on his handle. “Why do you have that dagger?”
“Your Grace, it came from the Etchery. I took it from there. My employer—” Bigsby’s throat seized. He reached up and touched his jugular, swallowing a dry lump. “Forgive me. I am Scripted in such a way that I cannot speak or act against the house I owe my allegiance to.”
“Then why are we talking?” Jaron questioned.
“Because I believe something dangerous is in Valmaron,” Bigsby explained. “But I cannot recall specifically because the memories of my work are stripped every time I leave the Etchery.”
“An anti-memetic,” Jaron said gruffly. “If you know Devari, then you probably work for Troy.”
Bigsby looked like he’d been caught. That confirmed it.
“I smuggled this dagger out to remind myself that I needed to warn you, and it helped me get past your Sentinels. It’s repayment, for Devari’s help.”
“What did she do?” Jaron wondered.
Bigsby hesitated, reaching up to touch his own cheek. “She gave me everything I had lost. Can you give her this? I can’t solve it.”
Jaron paced to the side as a catering attendant rushed out of the swinging door with a tray of something under a chrome dome. He kept his eyes on Bigsby, who gave him a small metal marble with runes on it. After a quick glance, Jaron tucked it into his pocket.
“So you’re an Etcher…working for Troy Maximillian, who is guilty of appropriating forbidden artifacts—we know not where,” the king stated. “You know something is amiss, but you can’t say what. Very well. Carry on.”
“Your Majesty?” Bigsby cocked his head to the side in clear confusion.
“If your master has gone to such trouble, then he likely has other safeguards in place. Arresting him now would not reveal his scheme, which I need you to expose.”
“But you are The King, surely you need no further evidence?”
“People are Annihilating Bigsby,” Jaron retorted. “I cannot make my move until I know it will not put Valmaron at risk. Troy has too many friends, and I will not abide a Valmari revolt.”
“Understood…Your Majesty,” a downtrodden Bigsby replied with sunken shoulders.
“With that dagger you can remove memories, yes?” Jaron stared at the dagger poking out of Bigsby’s sleeve.
Bigsby nodded his head.
“Even better,” Jaron smirked as he slowly drew the Slicer halfway. “Abolish.”
White aether exploded out of the Slicer’s scabbard as he unleashed the Banisher, alarming a clearly terrified Bigsby who flattened himself against the hallway wall.
“Don’t be afraid,” Jaron spoke. “I won’t harm you.”
Tendrils of white light darted under Bigsby’s sleeve and found their way to his shoulder, the remaining aether simply swirling around him before it all returned into the solid form of the Slicer. Jaron tucked it shut and nodded curtly.
“I’ve removed the part of your Script that prevents you from taking any action against Troy, but the rest remains. Take my thoughts of our meeting and go. You will serve Troy, discover his ploy, and return to me when you have more. Here—” Jaron removed his signet ring and flicked it through the air at Bigsby, who caught it rather smoothly. “If you need to prove your service to anyone in the royal family, use this.”
Another ring Jaron wore was getting warm: his Royal Recall Entangle Bangle. Someone was coming. Shyuum. Esmerelda appeared before them, completely ignoring Bigsby while running up to Jaron.
“We have to leave, now,” she urged. “Devari and the others are in danger.”




Chapter 22 - Devari

“You’re his mother?” Devari breathed as she looked between Revaris and Imogen, who must have been young when she had him to look the way she did. “Why are you enemies?”
“Because I killed his father,” Imogen’s intonation was as casual as it would be if she were describing a bodily function. “And his brother.”
Chloe recoiled in disgust, while Abigail looked to be focusing on something else entirely. Devari saw the look on Revaris’s face: unmitigated enmity. She understood now—why he was so strong with the Bane.
“You can drop that shield now,” Imogen held up the back of her hand and scrutinized her nails. “You either die of starvation, or at my hand. But you will not survive this encounter, not after attacking me.”
“We didn’t attack you,” Devari protested.
Imogen held up three fingers and wiggled one with each stated clause. “You destroyed my smelter shelter, Revaris kills my Marauders on a regular basis, and now you’ve gotten the Baneful to wreck my water supply.”
“That first one was intentional after they attacked us,” Chloe spoke darkly.
“We’re not here to fight you!” Devari pleaded. “We were trying to trap the Baneful.”
“Trap the Baneful?” the Matriarch did not appear amused. “So you’re not malicious, just naive and incompetent.”
“Devari, ditch the shield,” Revaris spoke.
“I won’t,” Devari shook her head.
“We can’t use a Bangle until you do anyway,” Chloe pointed out. “Go ahead, I’ve got Gold Lightning waiting for this wench if she tries anything.”
Her reticence couldn’t be overstated, but Devari did as she was told. With a mental instruction the Script negated its effect, exposing them to the muggy environment of the Save Caves. Spluurt! Abigail’s arm grew back in an instant, minus the blouse sleeve that once covered it. Imogen’s guards instantly looked at Imogen with complete puzzlement.
“What are you people?” Imogen snarled as a wide field of the Bane surrounded her feet.
“We’re Scripters,” Devari answered furtively.
“Explain yourself,” Imogen stated.
“I can interpret the language of creation, and use it to change things,” Devari explained.
“So you’re a witch,” Imogen said simply.
“Superstition is for the ignorant and stupid,” Abigail chided. “And you don’t strike me as a stupid woman.”
“I’m not a witch, it’s science,” Devari argued.
“No, this is science,” Imogen held up a hand and her Marauders pulled Blammers out of their trousers. “Kill them.”
Chloe blitzed in front of everyone and put her hands up. Puuuum! A burst of white light appeared in front of them as a series of ‘bangs’  went off. The sound of metal clashing and dropping to the ground followed the flash. When the light cleared, Imogen’s guards were on the ground with their Blammers mangled and bent. The Matriarch shielded herself with an aura of the Bane around her body. One man stood between her, and them, and he held a crystal sword in his hand. All fear disappeared in his presence.
“Who,” Imogen hissed. “Who are you?”
“I am King Jaron of Valmaron,” he answered grimly. “And you just tried to kill my wife.”
Jaron stood in his crimson cuirass over a Tolian tunic with trousers, his classic battle garb. The tip of the Slicer remained angled toward the Matriarch. Such relief came over Devari at the sight of him that the melancholia of the caves were no match for it. Abigail had a smug smirk, while Chloe smiled brightly. The Bane swirled around Imogen, who looked neither impressed nor threatened. She lifted her hand and pointed a single finger at Jaron. An orb of dark purple crackling with black lightning appeared at her fingertip, but Jaron simply flicked his crystal sword sideways. The Bane extinguished like a candle blown by a brisk breeze. She looked mildly surprised, then narrowed her eyes in response.
“Don’t waste my time,” Jaron seethed. “I could cut you down with a thought.”
The Matriarch looked at her hand a little longer, but then slowly dropped her arm and tucked both hands behind the small of her back.
“Foreign invaders bringing their best…am I your prisoner then?” Imogen glared sharply.
“I will deal with you in a moment,” Jaron snarled, before turning his head toward everyone else. “Is anyone hurt?”
Chloe came forward and hugged Jaron, causing Hazard to cringe. Revaris stiffened while Abigail kept her eyes on Imogen. She held on tightly while Jaron clutched her head tenderly.
“I’m alright,” said Chloe. “Abigail lost her arm though.”
Jaron furrowed his brow and looked at her new and exposed arm.
“What?” Abigail shrugged at him. “I got better!”
“Abigail, come here,” said Jaron, completely ignoring Imogen’s presence.
The triplet leaned hip-first toward Jaron and stepped closer to him while Chloe took a step back next to Devari. He took her by the waist with his unoccupied arm and pulled her into him.
“Your arm might be replaceable, but you aren’t,” Jaron said smoothly.
He kissed her. Abigail cooed slightly and bit the corner of her bottom lip accompanied by a lewd look. Devari felt herself blushing.
“You shouldn’t do that,” Imogen shook her head disapprovingly. “Or you’ll attract the Baneful.”
“Excuse me?” said Jaron.
“Kissing,” Devari interrupted. “She means kissing.”
Abigail waved her hand dismissively and kissed Jaron emphatically. When she released him, he gestured for Devari next. She moved right in and hugged him.
“Thank you for coming,” she said. “I’m sorry everything went so wrong.”
“We’ll talk about it later,” Jaron said warmly. He looked at Revaris next, his face becoming more serious. “What were you all running from?”
“The Baneful,” Revaris answered. “It feeds on the happy, and hopeful.”
“I never thought I’d actually see it,” Hazard snarled. “It’s the most horrible monster there is.”
“Horrible is it?” Jaron let go of Devari and glared back at the Matriarch. “I’m worse.”
“And what will you do with me?” Imogen questioned.
“Do not speak until I have addressed you,” Jaron said tersely. “I’m still deciding.”
The Matriarch made a peculiarly petulant gaze, then folded her arms behind her back.
“Jaron, this all happened because of me,” Devari admitted. “I was trying to help, but it just made everything worse.”
“Don’t protect her,” said Chloe, who shot a look of disgust at Imogen.
“I’m not,” Devari shook her head. “We found Kayori. I just want to fix what I’ve done and get out of here. I’m obviously not wanted in this place.”
“I wouldn’t say that,” said Revaris.
Devari looked at Revaris in surprise. His eyes darted back and forth between Jaron and Imogen. Hazard’s usual glare had softened somewhat.
“You people are completely insane. And I mean straight demented, pickin’ dingleberries out your ass bonkers,” Revaris shook his head and chuckled. “But I’ve never had this much fun, and we need it right now.”
“You need dingleberries?” asked Abigail.
“Gross,” Chloe made a yucky face. “You people talk funny.”
“Stick around,” said Revaris. “I wanna see where this goes.”
Jaron nodded, glanced over at Imogen, and then looked at Devari. “What do you want to do with her?”
Devari smiled. Imogen remained impassive. Devari looked at Revaris, who was scornfully mugging the Matriarch. “I didn’t come here to meddle, but these people don’t know there’s a better way—a better world.”
“Or I could kill her,” Revaris stepped in Imogen’s direction, but Jaron blocked his path with the Slicer. Revaris flared his nostrils like he wanted to attack Jaron, but Chloe and Abigail both shook their heads to warn him. He backed off with a snarl. “She’s my mother, and you don’t know what she did.”
“If she’s your mother, then I can’t let you murder her in cold blood,” Jaron responded. “We will see justice done.”
“And what is the ‘king’s’ justice?” Imogen inquired.
“Princess Devari just saved your life. You will repay her by doing everything she asks, until her task is finished,” Jaron sheathed the Slicer.
The Matriarch nodded slowly, staring coldly at Devari. Jaron took a step closer to the Matriarch, who neither moved nor summoned the Bane.
“You might be inclined to betray our agreement, you might even think you can outsmart us,” Jaron said grimly. “My kindness has limits. Do not test me, or your little monster will be the least of your concerns.”
“Devari will need help,” Chloe interjected.
“I’ve thought of that,” Jaron tapped his belt buckle and a pouch sized satchel popped out over his pelvis. He reached in and pulled out a handful of ring-sized Entangle Bangles.
He sprinkled them around the ground while Imogen took a step back.
Within seconds, a group of Sentinels along with multiple Casters appeared in the cavern. Trixia was among them. Revaris took an alarmed stance while Hazard flinched at the sudden appearance. The Sentinels instantly took positions, swords drawn, guarding all the tunnels entering the space outside the Matriarch’s main domain. The Casters went to work establishing blue aether shields in hexagonal segments layered over each other.
“These are my Sentinels. They won’t enter your sanctuary,” Jaron said to Imogen. “But they will be watching.”
Jaron took out one more Entangle Bangle and gave it to Devari. “For Kayori.”
Imogen started laughing, but it was a slow, sinister chuckle. “You were right Revaris…this is going to be fun.”
She turned around and with a wave of her hand, the Bane washed over her fallen guards and swept into the archway. They were gone when it cleared. Imogen then turned around and disappeared through it. Abigail took the opportunity to put herself back in Jaron’s arms.
“I love it when you’re ruthless, and I love you,” Abigail smiled as she traced circles on his armored chest with her finger. “Chloe? Were you planning on having sex when we got back? My schedule just opened and I want to squeeze him in.”
“You’ll have to get past Ana Lee, but I think we’re all entitled after today,” Chloe giggled.
“Did you hear that? You have a lot of royal appointments to fill,” Abigail grinned seductively at Jaron and softened her voice.
Now it was Hazard’s turn to blush. Revaris shook his head and walked away to be alone with his arms crossed. Devari noticed Hazard watching him. She went to stand next to Hazard, who shuffled defensively at first before standing still.
“You women, and that king. You really like each other huh?” Hazard kept her eyes on Revaris.
“Is that so bad?” Devari smiled.
“No…” Hazard stared pensively.
Devari knew that Hazard needed somebody, and couldn’t resist the urge to try again.
“Go to him,” Devari urged.
“For what?” Hazard frowned at first, and then sighed. “I don’t even know what to say to him.”
“Don’t say anything. Just be there,” Devari replied.
“He might not like it,” Hazard crooned. “Come with me.”
Devari smiled, and then reached for Hazard. She looked reluctant at first, but eventually relented and removed her gloves. A quick toss and they were discarded as Hazard took Devari’s hand. They walked toward Revaris, who was facing the covenant entrance without a word to anyone. Once they came up behind him, Devari gently tapped him on his back to get his attention. He flinched from the touch, confused as she pointed to his left where Hazard came to stand. Revaris was further surprised when Hazard lightly reached toward his hand and touched her fingertips to his. He looked puzzled, then looked back at Devari. She smiled encouragingly at him and nodded. Revaris took a deep breath, intertwined his fingers with Hazard’s, and held her hand. They stayed that way. Finally.
“Thanks for lookin’ out for me,” Revaris said after a period of silence. “Both of you.”
Hazard grumbled. “All I did was act like a scared little bitch. It’s embarrassing.”
“Yeah, it was embarrassing,” Revaris teased. “I still appreciate it though.”
Hazard looked at Devari with something resembling appreciation, and then leaned her head on Revaris’s shoulder. Revaris stiffened at first, but relaxed his stance somewhat while they continued to hold hands. Devari looked back at the summoning of Shodin Sentinels with a sense of accomplishment. She’d finally done it: she was doing something helpful. She was a good girl.




Chapter 23 - Devari

“What can you tell me about the creature?” Jaron asked.
“Only that it isn’t alive, and those who see it are powerless to move,” Chloe answered.
Devari, Chloe, and Abigail all stood in a circle with Jaron while Revaris talked to Hazard in a corner of the cavern. She couldn’t tell if they were arguing or if it was their normal speech.
“Why hasn’t it been back?” asked Jaron.
“It’s probably because of you,” Abigail blew a kiss at him.
“If I could get a better look at its Soul Scroll, I can think of a Script to finish it,” Devari offered.
“Don’t you have the spectacles?” Jaron questioned.
Devari felt a flutter of last night’s memory return, and then nodded her head. “It doesn’t like these caves. I’m not getting very much.”
“The power in these caves is interfering with normal crystals,” Chloe added. “My core crystal doesn’t seem to mind, but I have to use more aether to do the same thing.”
“And you couldn’t defeat it?” Jaron asked Abigail.
“We all gave it a sound lashing, but the thing is annoyingly resilient,” Abigail rolled her eyes.
“Alright. I’ll set Bangles directly in these caves, so nobody has to risk running into it,” said Jaron. “Chloe, I want you to stay with Trixy until I return. Abigail, go home. Talk to Ava about the ‘thank you’ note I left you all.”
“Is it chocolate?” Abigail asked excitedly.
“It is,” Jaron smirked.
Abigail squealed joyfully and then gave Jaron a forceful smooch on his cheek. With a second’s notice she used her Entangle Bangle and vanished.
“Devari,” Jaron turned to her. “I need you and your Raven friends to lead us back to their cave.”
“You’re just going to walk there?” Chloe questioned incredulously.
“Of course,” Jaron smiled confidently at her. “If the beast wants a taste of the Shodin Star, it’ll find itself removed from existence.”
“Oh alright. Be safe. I love you,” Chloe pecked him on the lips and meandered over to Trixia.
That left Devari alone with Jaron.
“I’m sorry for causing so much trouble,” Devari looked down.
“You’re a Spellcraft, all we do is cause trouble,” Jaron’s merciful patience with her could’ve made her cry. “But you’ve got to be careful Devari, not everyone means as well as you do.”
Devari swallowed a gulp and nodded. “So you’re not angry with me?”
Jaron grabbed her right then and pulled her into a hug. “I don’t have time to be angry, I just need you safe.”
She sunk into his embrace and smiled peacefully. Part of her wanted to talk about it, what happened between them. She wanted to know if he felt different, or if they should never speak of it again. The uncertainty began to distract her, which is when Devari decided to trust Abigail. She’d leave the subject alone. He released her shortly after and turned to look at the Ravens.
“Revaris,” Jaron called out to him. “Revaris Kane.”
Hazard stopped her conversation with Revaris, and they looked over at Jaron with skeptical stares. Revaris put his hands on his hips and walked over to them with Hazard right next to him.
“What’s up,” Revaris said it like a statement, and not a question.
“Can you lead us back to your caves?” asked Jaron.
“Revy is my mate, which makes them my caves,” Hazard interrupted. “And the route is blocked off.”
“Not for long,” said Jaron, still making eye contact with Revaris. “Can you do it?”
Revaris sighed and nodded his head with a dismissive roll of his eyes. “Yeah, no problem.”
“Do we have a problem?” Jaron narrowed his eyes.
Devari grabbed Jaron’s forearm. “He doesn’t. It isn’t personal, it’s just how the Bane makes him.”
“The Bane? You mean the power in these caves,” Jaron put together. “Do you know where it comes from?”
“Nobody does,” Revaris answered. “Only works here, and a few miles out on the surface.”
“Then why stay?” Jaron questioned.
Revaris pointed straight up. “The Firmament. It floats right over our heads and drops Specters. Let one touch you too long, and it burns out your brain. You don’t die, but you never wake up.”
“Hmm,” Jaron stared pensively and instantly noticed the look on Devari’s face when it changed. He shook his head at her. “One thing at a time.”
Jaron drew the Slicer abruptly at the same time Revaris manifested the Bane when something tapped against their feet. Everybody jumped back and looked down. It was Devari’s pet rock.
***
When Rory saw Jaron through the barricade door, he furrowed his brow and glared at Revaris expectantly.
“They just keep comin’,” Revaris quipped. “And we saw it.”
“You saw it?” Rory pulled the barricade open immediately.
“Jaron!” Kayori came running at them. She tackled Jaron into a hug, and although he didn’t go down he definitely staggered.
“Good to see you too Kayori. Devari has a Bangle for you. It’ll take you to Valmaron,” Jaron explained.
Devari handed it to Kayori, who put it on her wrist and tapped it on her big wrench.
“Ya’ll be careful about puttin’ trash in the dumpsters now. I built a bomb earlier and kinda forgot which one I stashed it in,” she beamed.
“You built a bomb?” Hazard seethed.
“Oh sh—” a Raven flew backward as one of the trash bins blasted its contents straight up with a loud echo, depositing a mess around it while everyone nearby fled the scene.
“There it was! Just walk it off, you’ll be fine! Bye now!” Kayori smiled and waved before popping out of the cave with an instant vanish. Rory jerked back from the display.
“Unbelievable…” Revaris buried his face in his palm and shook his head. “Alright, we got the Baneful off our backs for now. What next?”
“I need to return to Valmaron. But before I do, we need Devari to Script a powerful Entangle Bangle,” Jaron answered.
“Enough for how many?” Devari smiled knowingly.
“Enough to move everyone out of here,” said Jaron.
***
“That’s gonna take weeks to build, if not months,” Revaris grumbled in his chair in the mess hall of the Raven Haven.
Hazard and Rory sat on either side of him, with Devari and Jaron across. The table had been completely deserted, although there were curious if not hawkish observers waiting outside. Jaron appeared completely unbothered, while Devari personally didn’t care for the frowns aimed in their direction.
The Baneful didn’t appear or roar even once during the trek back. With Devari’s help, the cave-in had been removed and the pipe system repaired. All they had to show for it were slightly wet shoes.
“You’ll have help,” Jaron replied.
“If you want this so bad, why not use your own metal?” Rory folded his arms.
“Our mines aren’t unlimited, and our builders are busy expanding Valmaron as it is,” said Jaron.
“What about that stuff? Don’t you have more of that?” Hazard pointed at Devari, who was holding the scepter on the table.
Jaron shook his head. “Valmari steel takes Casting and Scripts to refine. It’s not easily parted with, and your people don’t have the tools to use it.”
“Don’t you get your metal from the surface? What’s stopping you from scavenging the ruins? Besides Specters I mean,” asked Devari.
“Imogen,” Revaris glared. “She has better numbers. Always has people up there bein’ a pain for everybody else. That’s how your Rumbler friends lost their rides.”
“What about the other covenants? Can’t you work with them?” Devari queried.
“Scarcity makes people stingy,” Revaris spat. “Ever since we found that underground river, the covenants basically stopped talking to each other.”
“You have a river?” Devari tilted her head inquisitively.
“Yup,” Revaris replied. “The Firmament rains down too, but Imogen took out most of the water shafts to the wells. There’s a river that runs through the Save Caves, makes pressure and everything. Everybody has their own tap, and an agreement not to mess with them.”
“The Rumblers,” Jaron proposed. “They have large machines that can work more metal in a week than my entire kingdom does in a month.”
“They’re already on their way,” Devari added.
Jaron nodded. “We’ll have to send Kayori back to them. She can convince Kip to work with us.”
“Who’s Kip?” asked Rory.
“An idiot,” Jaron retorted.
Revaris and Rory looked at each other, nodding curtly.
“And when this is done, you’re just gonna bring us all into your city?” Revari questioned.
“Not permanently,” said Jaron. “But it’ll give us time to deal with the evil in these caves, along with the Specters.”
“You’ll be able to move to the surface,” Devari smiled with a wink.
“And how are we gonna get Imogen to chill out while we do all this?” Rory asked.
“I’m going to ask for her help,” Devari held her head high.
“And when she doesn’t?” Rory pressed.
“She will,” Revaris released a fist he’d been balling. “Imogen plays the long game. She’s not about to refuse when her ass is on the line.”
Jaron rose from his chair. “Then it’s settled. Devari can coordinate the effort with you, and we’ll send wagons of food. That’s one thing we do have a lot of.”
“The other covenants should want to talk after that,” Devari grinned and stood up with Jaron.
Rory seemed excited at the notion of food, smacking his lips loudly.
“The first delivery will be here in an hour. I’m heading back to get Chloe. Devari, I need you to return to Valmaron,” said Jaron.
“Don’t worry. I’ll be back soon,” Devari winked when she saw the disappointed look on Hazard’s face.
Jaron noticed too, and shared a look of mutual understanding with Devari. He sighed. “I have an extra Bangle. Would one of you like to come?”
“No,” Revaris blurted.
“I’m with him,” Rory added.
Devari ignored them. “Hazard…would you like to see Valmaron?”
“Hazz, if you go to some fairy kingdom, you won’t have the Bane,” Revaris warned.
“I wanna go with her,” Hazard admitted.
Jaron pulled the last Entangle Bangle from his satchel and gave it to Devari. Hazard walked around the table and took it, but then noticed all the people peeking into the mess hall while she slipped it on her finger.
“Boo!” Hazard shouted with bared teeth.
The crowd scattered right away. Devari giggled. Hazard didn’t fight it when Devari took her hand into her palm and held it up. She focused enough for the both of them, and the darkness of the caves was instantly replaced with the light of the Caster Academy. They now stood around a round table with dozens of tiny blue obelisks sticking out of the top. Esmerelda was there with a group of Casters who were continuously channeling aether the Bangles fitted on them. Hazard looked completely taken aback at the room. They stood in the middle of a circular opal platform with large pairs of purple pylons arrayed around it. Orange and blue portals swirled between each of them.
The walls were painted royal blue with cherry paneling over the bottom half and golden crown moldings running along the ceiling. A series of windows on the long side of the room revealed the setting sun. Hazard looked both amazed, and concerned.
“Don’t be frightened. This is Valmaron,” Devari felt Hazard squeeze her hand.
“And who is she?” Esmerelda questioned with a sharp look.
“Esmerelda, this is Hazard,” Devari introduced with a faint smirk. “She’s from the Save Caves, and I’ll be showing her around.”
“Did Jaron pick this one up?” Esmerelda inquired.
“No, this one was me,” Devari chuckled.
“Alright…” Esmerelda walked toward the center table. “And where are you taking her?”
“I’m feeling like she should stay in the royal residence,” Devari replied.
“You’re awfully chipper for a woman who just got chased by a monster. Are you alright? Ava told me what she saw.”
“It was scary, but Jaron saved us,” Devari averted her eyes.
Hazard raised her hand and looked at it quizzically. She flicked her fingers but nothing happened. She squeezed her eyes shut and tried again, but not even a flicker of the Bane appeared.
“This place is messing with my head,” Hazard voiced.
“No,” Devari countered. “This is what normal feels like.”
***
Devari had never seen somebody eat this much. Hazard was giving Chloe a run for her money. Berries exploded onto her lips and ran down her chin as she shoveled them into her mouth. An entire tray of bread had been reduced to crumbs, and four hocks of ham had been cleaned to the bone. Hazard sat on a big red bed in the guest wing of the royal residence, with Devari sitting next to her digging in on a plate of roast chicken and baked potatoes. Hazard had since had a bath and a change of clothes into Valmari nightwear: a mulberry satin pajama dress.
“What do you usually eat?” Devari wondered.
“Moss soup. Grain sludge, and baked grain bricks,” Hazard answered with a mouthful.
“Is that it?” Devari was horrified at the cuisine.
“We get cave critters sometimes, and if you get lucky mushrooms grow in places,” Hazard inhaled a cup of grape juice. “I didn’t know these flavors even existed.”
“You’ll feel a lot better in the morning,” Devari answered.
Hazard stopped eating, a half-chewed piece of bread still packed in her cheek.
“Is something wrong with the food?” Devari wondered.
Hazard swallowed. “This life you have? I don’t get why you’d ever leave.”
Both of them remained quiet for a moment, with Devari glancing toward a roaring fireplace centered between two leather armchairs.
“I wasn’t always here,” Devari’s throat tightened, and her face relaxed into a blank expression. “I was like you once, trapped in darkness. Sometimes I feel like I still am.”
“For how long?”
“…Fifty-two years.”
Hazard slammed her hands on the bed. “How the hell—! You look younger than I am!”
“It was a Script,” Devari uttered, forlorn. “Men took from me so they could survive. I’ve been a child most of my life.”
“How did you get here?” Hazard asked after a brief silence, in a quieter tone.
“Jaron found me, three years ago. I was there when he became King. He even made me a Princess,” Devari turned back to Hazard and smiled weakly.
“Why did you take it for so long?” Hazard frowned. “Why didn’t you escape?”
“There was no where else to escape, and it was all I knew,” Devari turned her face away and closed her eyes. “Let’s talk about something else.”
“Fine,” Hazard blurted abruptly. “I don’t wanna talk about you anyway.”
“Shall we talk about you then?” Devari looked back at Hazard, who was clutching a pillow to herself. “Is Hazard your real name?”
“It is to those who know me.”
“What is it then?” Devari asked.
“I barely know you Princess. We’re friendly but we’re not that friendly.”
“I had the wrong idea then,” Devari glanced toward the door. “I’ll be leaving now.”
“Wait,” Hazard called out just as Devari began to move. “…it’s Hazel.”
Devari slowly sat back down, Hazard pulled the pillow tighter to herself. Like she’d been caught doing something shameful. Her blue eyes were sharply locked onto Devari, but her eyebrows expressed a distinct uncertainty.
“Hazel. That’s a pretty name,” Devari said in pleasant surprise.
“Do me a favor,” Hazard averted her eyes. “Don’t call me that around anyone. It took a long time to build my reputation.”
“I understand,” Devari acquiesced. “Does Revaris know your real name?”
“No.”
“I think he’d like it,” said Devari.
“I think he likes you,” Hazard gazed at her.
Devari froze. She found the notion repulsive, but felt that if she said that, Hazard would find it condescending or outright offensive. Revaris was…interesting…but little more than a nice thing to look at. Hazard on the other hand didn’t stop looking at her, with the reflecting flames flickering in her eyes. It wasn’t a glare, but more of an intense stare.
“I don’t know why you’d think that,” Devari shook her head, hoping Hazard would drop the idea. “If it’s because he’s being less mean to me, I had to make a fuss to make him stop.”
“He listens to you,” Hazard chucked the pillow away and crossed her arms while sitting cross legged. “I have to boss him around to get him to do anything.”
“Maybe he likes the choice. Do you like being told what to do?” Devari pointed out.
“Nobody tells me what to do.”
Devari giggled. “Then you’re probably more alike than you think.”
The notion seemed to please Hazard, who finally cracked a slight smirk.
“Devari,” Hazard’s voice had lightened somewhat. “I want him, but I don’t wanna have to fight you for him.”
“Hazel…you don’t have to worry. The kind of man I like is…different. I’m fairly sure he likes you more than you think,” Devari uttered as she looked away.
“Oh please. To him the idea of having sex with me is a life or death ordeal. You’re nice.”
“I think you’re nice. Or at least, you can be,” Devari replied with a smile.
“I’m carved from a different cave. He’d think it was weird coming from me,” Hazard sighed deeply. “Why am I even telling you this?”
“Maybe you trust me,” Devari winked.
Hazard looked up and blushed. “Yeah…I guess I kinda do.”
“Maybe that’s all it takes,” Devari trailed off, feeling a distinct heat forming within her. “It’s easy to be close to someone…when you trust them.”
“Then he trusts you too,” Hazard stated.
Devari didn’t want this directed at her anymore. She needed to change the subject. Instead, she giggled. “I’m going to get you that kiss.”
“He’d think I was trying to bite his face off,” Hazard retorted as she crossed her arms.
Devari didn’t know what to do with that information, and realized that Hazard wasn’t going to let this go. An idea to appease her popped into mind—she instantly grinned at the mischief involved. “Want to make a game of it?”
Hazard narrowed her eyes with a skeptical smirk. “What kind of game?”
“You keep asking him for a kiss, and I’ll keep telling him he’s not allowed. It should be very confusing for him,” Devari cackled.
“He won’t even know what to do with himself…” Hazard smiled deviously. “I was wrong about you Princess. You’re not nice, you’re evil.”




Chapter 24 - Devari

Mr. Wager banged on the door to the dark room, stirring Devari into writing faster.
“If you don’t finish with that soon Devari, you know what’s gon’ happen. Yer about to be a bad girl.”
She tore the page out and started again, trying to make a Script that could take her back to Valmaron. The only lamp in the room was dimming. She made the final mark and the entire thing erased itself. She had to start again, and Mr. Wager kept banging on the door.
“I’m gon’ count to three, and if the job ain’t done yer goin’ back to Mister Buun. One.”
Devari started Scripting again, but now the symbol wasn’t etching at all.
“Two.”
She panicked, ran to the door and pulled on the handle trying to keep it shut.
“Three.”
The door swung open and the Baneful jumped in, swallowing her head into darkness.
Devari awoke with a violent twitch, her heart pounding with her face dripping in a cold sweat. The light of a sun that hadn’t risen yet painted the royal guest bedroom in a faint blue. A few stray embers remained in the extinguished fireplace. Her new friend wasn’t comfortable being by herself in a completely new place, so Devari slept in the same bed after they ate themselves into a stupor.  She heard Hazard grinding her teeth in her sleep on the other side of the bed, and decided to go for a walk. She snuck out of the bed and out of the room without waking Hazard, wandering the halls of the royal residence in pajamas.
Devari ignored the stares of the watchful Sentinels standing she occasionally passed by, when she found herself in the master wing. She turned a corner and saw Queen Valara standing in front of a mirror in a purple silk robe, checking her hair and face. Devari backed away behind the corner, hoping that she hadn’t noticed. It was still early and she wasn’t in the mood for conversation. The thought of visiting the kitchens occurred to her, where a number of Mudmaster Hattie’s culinary creators would be preparing breakfast for the royal staff.
When she turned around to go the other way, Queen Valara was standing right there looking at her. Devari yelped and startled into a jump, putting a hand over her pounding heart. The queen’s ability to appear almost anywhere she wanted had never been more terrifying than in that moment.
“That was mean,” Devari complained.
Valara smirked. “Good morning to you too Devari. Did you sleep well?”
Devari sighed. “I’ve had better.”
“I know you have,” Valara narrowed her eyes. “Just the other evening in fact.”
She knew. The revelation froze Devari where she stood, and her mind briefly blanked.
“I was going to tell you,” Devari looked away. “Yesterday got a bit out of hand and I fell asleep.”
“I knew yesterday,” Valara revealed. “Jaron told me. Then Esmerelda. And then Abigail. Chloe was the last one.”
“Oh…” Devari uttered. “Are you upset with me?”
“I’d ask you how it was, but I already know the answer,” Valara crossed her arms. “Am I going to have to hear from Lady Spellcraft about it?”
“I don’t think so,” Devari admitted to a disappointed groan from Valara. “I haven’t changed the bedding yet but I did make it nice and tidy!”
“If she discovered foddle-squaddle, she’ll know what you two did,” Valara warned.
“There won’t be any.”
“What do you mean there won’t be any? I know he didn’t shoot it out of a window.”
“Um…” Devari looked down coyly with the simultaneous furtive fidgeting of her hands. “We got a little carried away and he said it felt really good so I sort of…encouraged him.”
“Devari, some of it comes out afterward. And I’m shocked that you let him,” Valara censured.
“It wasn’t my fault you know! I mean—I might have wrapped my legs around him, but I’m not that strong! But that’s not my point—I’m trying to say the bed should be…mostly clean.”
Valara pinched the bridge of her nose. “Devari…you do know that you could get pregnant don’t you? Try explaining that to Annika.”
“I know…but I didn’t care then,” her face became flushed. “I just wanted to feel good.”
Devari left out the part where she secretly hoped that she would be pregnant, because then Shodus would be wrong and she’d get to live out her fantasy. It wasn’t fair that everyone around her got their happiness while she had to serve some purpose. She was always serving someone’s purpose, and she’d grown weary of it. Jaron was the only one who never used her, never asked her for anything. How was it fair that he was off-limits? When would it be her turn to be happy?
The queen sighed to the ceiling and then pulled Devari into a hug. “If she finds anything untoward in your sheets, just tell her it was me. I’ll come up with something.”
“Thank you,” Devari smiled into Valara’s shoulder before they parted.
“Please try not to make a habit of this?” the queen stroked Devari’s chin. “I don’t want you breaking each other’s hearts.”
“Abigail said something like that too,” Devari replied. “And she was right. But if it makes you feel any better, I’m not as nervous talking to other people now.”
“Other people?” Valara looked chuffed. “Anyone in particular?”
“Not yet,” Devari winked.
“Alright,” Valara cocked her hips and rested a hand on it. “Just don’t bring any strangers to the estate.”
Devari nodded with a smile. “I won’t.”
“And try to avoid any more life-threatening cave encounters,” Valara raised an eyebrow.
“I will,” Devari hugged Valara one last time.
“Want me to take you back to your room?” Valara grinned mischievously and didn’t wait for an answer. A flash of blue light and they were standing outside the guest chamber. Another flash and Queen Valara was gone.
Devari was already feeling better, and decided to get some more sleep. When she got back into the room, Hazard was breathing heavily and whimpering in her sleep. Her head kept turning side to side with a look of distress on her face. Concerned, Devari walked to her side and gently rocked her by the shoulder. Hazard woke up with a yelp and started swinging her arms wildly, nearly hitting Devari in the face.
“Hazel? Hazel stop! It’s me!” she caught Hazard’s forearms and held them over her chest.
Hazard’s chest heaved from laborious panting, and then she started looking around at where she was.
“Devari?” Hazard said groggily. “Where am I?”
“You’re in Valmaron, remember?” Devari answered quietly, and then released Hazard from her grip. She moved away and sat up on the bed as Hazard backed up onto the headboard.
“What’s going on? Why’d you wake me up?” asked Hazard.
“It looked like you were having a nightmare,” Devari replied.
Hazard looked around the room like she was waiting for something to jump out. “I don’t remember. Did I wake you up or something?”
“No,” Devari looked down.
Hazard slipped out of the bed and got to her feet, combing through her hair with her fingers and scratching her scalp. “So what are we doing today?”
“Well, there’s an event I agreed to go to,” Devari cringed. “I don’t really want to go though.”
“Then don’t,” Hazard said plainly.
“I have to,” Devari rolled her eyes. “It’s being hosted by a buffoon who can’t cope with the fact that Jaron is King.”
“So let’s kill him,” Hazard made a stabbing gesture.
“Hazel!” Devari gasped at the suggestion. “He’s not even guilty of anything yet.”
“Do you like him?”
“No.”
“Then he’s guilty,” Hazard shrugged.
Devari giggled upward and went to retrieve a pair of fluffy white slippers from the foot of the bed. “It’s going to be a fancy affair. A lot of important people will be there.”
“Are you ditching me?” Hazard crossed her arms.
“Actually I was hoping you might want to come with me,” said Devari.
“Do I have to wear a dress?” Hazard grimaced.
“Yes. But before you say no—” Devari held up a pre-emptive palm. “There’s going to be food. Lots of food.”
“Count me in then,” Hazard smirked. “But I’m not wearing a dress.”
***
“I hate this dress,” Hazard complained as she adjusted the bust of her black gown. Her straight blonde hair had been arranged into wavy locks, with fire red lipstick and smokey gold eye shadow featuring black mascara.
“Do you have any idea how beautiful you look?” Devari gestured up and down Hazard’s attire.
They stood in the entrance of a grand ballroom, extravagantly decorated with white and gold finishings and crystal chandeliers. Hazard had been completely bewildered by the wagon ride over, apparently distressed that a ‘monster’ known as a horse was dragging them around. Affluent Valmari were everywhere, flitting about like birds and taking particular notice to the presence of a Princess. Hazard scowled at the incessant staring and shifted uncomfortably.
“This thing you call ‘underwear’ keeps riding up my crotch. It’s uncomfortable,” Hazard complained.
“Then take it off in the lav,” said Devari through her teeth with a forced smile.
“I’m taking it off now.”
Hazard reached under her dress, pulled down her black lingerie and then threw it across the lobby. The sound of shocked gasps came from surrounding guests as it landed on an attendant’s serving tray. When he noticed what it actually was, he panicked. The server quickly tried to get rid of it, but it snagged on a glass of bubbly and flung it at a man’s head. It exploded on impact. His wife got sent sideways as he stumbled into her, sending her crashing into a decorative glass vase near the door. The whole thing smashed on the floor as the Hazard’s underwear fell onto the woman’s unconscious face.
“Holy haberdashery,” Devari’s jaw dropped. “Let’s um…we should go.”
Devari grabbed Hazard’s hand and rushed into the ballroom while everyone was distracted by the ruckus. A Caster came to investigate, and had to visibly suppress her laughter at the scene. The Valmari hadn’t seen where the undergarment came from, but the Caster took one look at a sniggering Hazard and figured it out. With a wave of her hand, the mess was swept aside as other attendants moved in to assist the accosted couple. She walked over while Devari moved herself in front of her friend. The Caster lowered her hood, revealing auburn hair and her skin was fair. There was something familiar about her that Devari couldn’t quite place.
“Your Highness,” the Caster bowed. “I didn’t know any monarchs would be attending. Do you require any protection?”
Devari shook her head with a cordial smile. “No thank you. It was something of a surprise.” She looked around. “Have you seen Troy Maximillian? We’re supposed to be his guests.”
“The Duke’s table is currently being set. Over there,” the Caster gestured to a long rectangular table on the furthest end of the room closest to a pair of doors that led to the kitchens.
“This guy invites you out and doesn’t check to see if you even showed up? Sounds like trash,” Hazard scoffed.
Devari agreed with an eye roll. She looked around and noticed that this Caster was the only one in attendance, and she had a standard crystal.
“Excuse me but, where’s your core crystal?” asked Devari.
The Caster averted her eyes. “I’m not a part of the Academy, so I didn’t get one.”
“Oh. May I ask why?” Devari queried.
“The Duke tripled the pay for me to stay with the Valmari. I accepted,” she replied.
“I understand,” Devari replied, scrutinizing the tall Caster with curiosity. “I feel like I recognize you from somewhere. May I ask your name?”
“Everyone calls me Zizi. But my name is Zoe. Zoe Zayn.”




Chapter 25 - Devari

“Your last name, and you look like her…” Devari pieced the Caster’s identity together.
“Pardon me Your Highness?” Zoe asked.
“Forgive me for asking but, are you related to Lady Spellcraft?” Devari questioned.
“His Majesty’s mother? I don’t believe so Your Highness,” Zoe replied.
Devari wasn’t satisfied with the answer. “Let me ask you another question. Who is your father?”
Zoe tensed at the question. She deeply inhaled and sighed before she answered. “Pritchard Zayn was my father.”
“You are related,” Devari breathed. “Why haven’t I met you before?”
“I was sold to the Caste when I was young. I don’t remember much of my kin,” Zoe averted her eyes. “Excuse me Princess, but what did you mean by I’m related?”
“Pritchard Zayn is the king’s uncle, and Lady Spellcraft’s sister,” Devari looked at Zoe sympathetically. “You have three little sisters, and you’re Jaron’s cousin.”
“Princess Devari!” Troy Maximillian called out with arms wide open.
A chill ran up Devari’s spine at the voice, turning around to see the Duke rushing over from an entourage to greet them. He took her hand and kissed the top of it, before tilting his head inquisitively at the sight of Hazard and Zoe, who stood on either side of her.
“I see you’ve met Zizi,” said Troy, his eyes fixed on Hazard. “And who might this ravishing young woman be?”
“This is Hazel,” Devari introduced, while Hazard folded her arms and looked at Troy with disdain.
“Hazel? May I have the honor of kissing your hand?” Troy grinned devilishly.
“Only if you want it in the shape of a fist,” Hazard replied.
He straightened his posture with a look of mild amusement. “Is she a Tolian?”
“She, is a Raven,” Hazard responded with a glaring stare.
“A Raven?” Troy raised an eyebrow. “Why I don’t believe I’ve ever heard of that.”
“You haven’t,” Devari said simply. “She’s from beyond the barrens.”
“Beyond the barrens?” Troy looked wildly interested. “You mean you’ve found other civilizations outside our borders?”
“You could say that,” Devari looked up at the ceiling.
Troy clapped his hands and rubbed them together. “This is absolutely fantastic. Come. You must sit with me. We have so much to talk about! Zizi, thank you for welcoming the Princess. You may go now.”
“I want her to stay,” Devari interjected.
“Stay?” Troy repeated.
Zoe looked between Devari and Troy nervously, clearly confused by the situation.
“Yes. Isn’t it a Caster’s job to protect important people?” Devari tilted her head and winked at Zoe, before giving Troy a look of intensity. “From what I’ve heard, your security is not what it used to be.”
Troy narrowed his eyes and grinned slightly. “Right you are. Alright Zizi, you may stand behind the Princess. Do not speak and let no one approach.”
Troy gestured to their table as other Valmari began joining them. Devari and Hazard went next to each other, to the right of the head of the table where Troy was. There was no chair on the other end across from him. Devari and Hazard were the only women at the table, all the others were dignified looking men all older than they were.
“Great Houses of Valmaron, please join me in welcoming Princess Devari and her friend Hazel,” Troy placed his hand over his heart and bowed.
All the other Valmari followed suit, and they waited for Devari and Hazard to sit first before they did the same. Troy sat down last.
“You will all be delighted to know that there is a foreigner in our midst, one not of Rumbler or Unscrupulous origin,” Troy grinned and gestured toward Hazel.
The Valmari looked at her with a look of subdued fascination, with a few down the table murmuring amongst themselves. The man across from Hazard leaned back, looking to be twice the age of Troy with curly blue hair.
“And where does the lady Hazel hail from?” the Valmari asked.
“This is Count Moren. He is the generous sponsor of tonight’s event,” Troy explained.
“I’m from the Save Caves,” Hazard crossed her arms.
Some of the men quietly chortled, except for Troy and Count Moren.
“You live in caves?” Count Moren questioned.
“I can cave your face in if you have a problem,” Hazard scowled and leaned forward.
Troy quickly raised his palm to silence everyone before the conversation went further. “I can assure you the Count meant no offense. You see, we Valmari are currently in the business of improving the quality of life for those less fortunate.”
“Pretty sure your king is already doing that,” Hazard dismissed before frowning at the empty plates and silverware in front of her. “Where’s the food?”
“Dinner will be served shortly,” Troy replied. “And while I have no doubt that the crown is devoting its precious resources to your people, we Valmari operate autonomously. We control nearly half of the economy, and our attention is unencumbered by…Tolian concerns.”
“I don’t understand a word you just said,” Hazard sank back into her seat.
“He’s saying he wants to help too,” Devari looked at Troy suspiciously.
“The Princess is correct, we have a lot we can offer you. As a matter of fact, that is what we are here to discuss,” Troy clapped. “I have commissioned the construction of a new refuge, to replace the citadel we lost. We’re calling it the Bastion.”
“The citadel was one of a kind. It had Scripting we can’t reproduce,” a Valmari further down the table interjected.
Troy shook his head. “You underestimate us Baron Vaught.” He gestured toward Devari with a wry smirk. “You see, the Princess is an accomplished Scripter herself. In fact, her knowledge eclipses even our finest scholars.”
“That may be the case, but that much Valmari steel would deplete our capital for years,” Count Moren countered.
“Which is why it will be a fraction of the size, but with twice the interior space,” Troy revealed.
The Valmari began talking amongst themselves, while Hazard clearly couldn’t care less for the conversation. Devari on the other hand, was acutely focused on the discussion.
“How is this possible?” asked Baron Vaught.
“We have our dear departed Quartermaster to thank,” Troy locked eyes with Devari. “For all his brilliance, he was notoriously disorganized. We stumbled across one of the gifts he left behind: the concept of interior compression.”
“Compression?” Count Moren questioned.
Troy nodded slowly. “Yes. You can fit something inside another thing, and then make it smaller.”
“I can do that to a man in two minutes,” Hazard mused to herself while rubbing her fingertips on the edge of a non-serrated steak knife.
The man next to her converted a cackle into a cough, while Devari instantly remembered Jaron’s satchel.
“And who will pay for this considerable effort?” Moren sharpened his gaze.
“It’s already begun,” Troy smirked.
The others at the table began murmuring amongst themselves, turning their heads to gawk at each other incredulously.
“You would undertake such a project without consulting us first?” Baron Vaught seethed.
“I didn’t come here to sell you a dream, I came to sell you a seat. House Maximillian has made great strides with our resources alone, but it’s going to take more to complete expeditiously. Our combined fortunes should be sufficient for the task,” Troy put his palms on the table. “The Bastion will offer more than just additional space, it will have defenses against the harshest climates. And it will have the ability to move at will.”
“My Duke,” Count Moren spoke. “Even if we could Script such a marvel, the amount of aether it would take—”
“—Is a problem we will soon solve. At this very moment, we’re developing our own version of a Rumbler engine,” Troy smiled smugly.
Devari tilted her head and watched as the other Valmari nobles began debating uncomfortably.
“Think of it!” Troy lifted his arms. “The entire world at our fingertips! In time, we could form our own nation!”
“And there it is,” Devari declared derisively. “You want to be a king.”
“I am a king,” Troy flared his nostrils. “I am a man responsible for the welfare of those beneath me. Is that not what a king is?”
“You’ll leave Valmaron then?” Devari relaxed her face into an unreadable expression.
Troy chuckled. “What is Valmaron, when compared to the entire world?”
“The world huh? Then I assume you got a way of putting all the other pieces back together,” Hazard said with snark. She picked up the steak knife and started twirling it between her fingers.
Everyone at the table looked at her curiously, Troy interlaced his fingers over his face, propped his elbows on the white tablecloth and leaned forward. Even Devari had to do a double-take at the statement. She kept playing with the knife and when nobody said anything, rolled her eyes.
“All this fancy magic and you don’t know?” Hazard smirked and shook her head.
“Hazel, are you talking about the Firmament?” asked Devari.
“Nope,” said Hazard.
“And what is the Firmament?” asked Count Moren.
“A floating land above where Hazard lives,” Devari explained.
“Miss Hazel…” Troy spoke in a low tone. “Kindly explain what you meant by ‘back together’.”
Hazard glanced at all the eyes watching her, and then set her knife down. “Sure…one time some Cavers went to see where the water going to the Firmament comes from. As it turns out, there’s an edge of the world we’re not far from. And the Firmament isn’t the only floating chunk. We’re on a floating chunk, and we’re right above something big.”




Chapter 26 - Devari

The Valmari men all bowed deeply to Devari and Hazel as they took their leave. Hazard had completely cleared every plate of the full-course meal. The ballroom banquet thinned to a gathering of those beset by the effects of wine and bubbly. Devari and Hazard walked toward the exit, with Zoe following them as per the Princess’s request. Troy spoke with Count Moren near a wall, looking in the direction of the women.
“Zoe, I want you to meet your family. Will you come visit?” asked Devari.
“Why would they want to meet me? I didn’t even know I had an aunt, or cousins,” said Zoe, who seemed spooked by all the information she’d overheard.
Devari reached out and touched Zoe’s sleeve. “Not everyone is like the Valmari. Jaron will want to meet you, and so will everyone else.”
“Thank you Your Highness,” Zoe shook her head. “But I can’t. I am the Duke’s retainer.”
“Not for long,” Devari turned around and walked toward Troy, who tapped the Count’s shoulder to send him away as he met her gaze.
“I must thank you again for your attendance Princess. It was certainly enlightening,” Troy bowed. “Every noble has pledged themselves to our project thanks to you and your friend.”
Devari didn’t care, and cocked her hips while gesturing toward Zoe. “I want to take Zoe as my personal Caster. What will it take for you to release her?”
Troy curled his eyebrows upwards and looked in her direction, before returning his attention to Devari. “I would think the Two Terrors alone are worth more than every Caster in the Kingdom, not to mention your friends at the Academy. What is your interest in her?”
“I like her face,” Devari said flatly. “How much?”
“It’s not a problem of money Your Highness, I have more than enough of that,” Troy leaned back with a smug expression. “Is she important to you?”
“That’s my business,” Devari spat.
“I’m afraid it’s my business too,” Troy countered. “Zizi is privy to many discussions we’ve had in confidence.”
“Why should that matter?” Devari put her hands on her hips. “Are you guilty of sedition?”
“Ha!” Troy waved his hands in front of himself. “I might be willing to part with her, if you can tell me why this matters so much.”
Devari crossed her arms with indignation and tapped her foot. “It matters because of Jaron. She’s his cousin.”
A delighted simper appeared on Troy’s face as he looked toward Zoe. “Of course…”
“Now that you know—”
“Take her,” Troy interrupted. “She’s yours. I’ll even pay her a year’s severance.”
Devari nodded skeptically, and moved to leave when Troy took a step to get in front of her.
“Before you leave,” Troy held up a finger. “I have a favor to ask. It’s about Hazel’s home.”
“What of it?” Devari asked curtly.
“I want to survey these caves for myself. If I’m going to render my assistance, I’d like to know more about the people I’ll be dealing with,” he answered.
Devari giggled. “You don’t strike me as the kind of man to willingly walk into danger.”
“If it’s safe enough for you, it’s safe enough for me,” Troy replied.
“There’s a monster,” Devari warned.
“And I have every confidence that His Majesty’s Sentinels are more than equipped to protect the Princess along with myself.”
“If you insist,” Devari lightly shrugged. “I’ll be leaving now.”
“Indeed Your Highness. Have a most wonderful night, and take some time to consider the world you’re helping to build. If anyone is fit to rule it alongside me, it should be you,” Troy lowered his chin and smiled.
Devari inhaled deeply and walked away without a word. She went back over to Hazard and Zoe, beaming brightly at the excitement of freeing her new cousin.
“I’ve done it Zoe. He’s agreed to release you. And don’t worry about money or anything. You’ll be more than taken care of until you find something else to do,” Devari proudly declared.
Zoe looked anxious and unprepared for this moment. Troy didn’t take a second look at her on his way out.
“Protecting is what I do,” Zoe emphasized.
“Then protect me,” Devari tilted her head and winked. “And I’ll protect you.”




Chapter 27 - Devari

There were no dreams that night. Devari awoke to Hazard snuggling onto her from behind. She must have gravitated toward her during sleep, as she was already in an unfamiliar place with Devari as her only friend. From the way Hazard clung onto her, Devari knew she needed someone to help her sleep too. It was comfortable. She’d never had a friend she could do this with. Not since…Jaron. The night went more peacefully for Hazard as well, who didn’t grind her teeth as much nor did she try fighting in her sleep. Devari moved to slip out from under Hazard’s arm, which stirred her awake.
“You’re going?” she asked groggily.
“I’m hungry,” Devari answered.
Hazard was instantly alert and sat up lazily. “I want food too.”
They both smiled and then jumped out of bed. Zoe was already standing in the hall looking out a window. She turned around when Devari shut the door behind her and Hazard.
“Your Highness,” Zoe bowed her head.
“Call me Devari.”
“That would be improper,” Zoe replied with a shifting eyes.
“Zoe,” Devari took a step closer to her, looking up sympathetically to the taller woman. “I’m not your master. I wanted to purchase your freedom, not purchase you. Can you understand?”
“But you are the Princess, and I am a Caster,” Zoe raised both her eyebrows.
“Both of those are true,” Devari conceded. “But you’re also family. And our family takes care of each other.”
Zoe had a face like she was looking at a phantom. Devari continued. “We’re going to get breakfast, but I think it’s time you met your cousin. Let’s go meet the King.”
They intercepted the breakfast cart intended for their room, with Hazard snatching an apple and three boiled eggs. Devari took a blueberry muffin and offered it to Zoe, who took it graciously and dug in. Four pieces of buttered toast for Devari and the women were on their way. They went to the throne room first, but didn’t see anyone presiding. She led them to the royal residence where two Sentinels stood guard, and then pressed her fingers on a glass dome beside the door. It filled with blue light and flashed for a moment.
“What’s that?” asked Hazard.
“It’s a holo-dome. They’ll see an image of us from inside,” said Devari.
After a minute or two of waiting, the door opened. Queen Valara stood there in her royal regalia, with her three core crystal tiara across her forehead. Zoe immediately bowed down.
“Hello Devari,” Valara gracefully stepped forward and looked at Hazard and Zoe, who had since gotten to her feet. “And who are these ladies I have the pleasure of meeting?”
Devari smiled excitedly. “I’ve brought you a surprise.” She gestured to Hazard. “This is Hazel. She’s from the edge of the world beyond the barrens.” Devari took Zoe’s hand and tugged her forward a bit. “And this is Zoe Zayn. She’s Lady Spellcraft’s niece.”
Valara’s eyes widened. “Zoe…Zayn? Devari—you’ve truly outdone yourself.” The queen stepped toward Zoe and and smiled up at her. “Hi Zoe.”
“Hello Your Majesty,” Zoe avoided eye contact by looking down, smiling uncontrollably.
“And you are Hazel?” Valara turned to Hazard, who seemed somehow mesmerized by the queen’s presence.
“Yes. Devari’s friend,” Hazard abandoned a deeper tone for a decidedly feminine one.
“Then you are welcome in Valmaron,” Valara smiled sweetly, gesturing them inside. “Come in all of you, the maids have just taken the twins for morning munch.”
They all followed Valara into the residence; Zoe marveled at the furnishing and luxurious accoutrements.
“I’ll go get Jaron. Come have a seat,” Valara vanished in a flash of blue aether sprinkles, causing Hazard to jump.
“How the hell did she do that?” Hazard glanced around the room in alarm.
Devari giggled. “I honestly don’t know.”
“The queen has the power of Clairveyance,” said Zoe.
“Don’t you mean clairvoyance?” Devari questioned.
Zoe shook her head. “It’s an inherited technique from generations of Valmari queens. She can move from one place to another instantly, and the distance is limited only by her aether.”
Everyone went to sit on the couches, and it wasn’t long before one of the doors open with Jaron stepping through in a plain green tunic with beige trousers. He wasn’t wearing his crown, which he never wore unless he was on the throne during court. Valara was with him, and his face betrayed surprise at their arrival. Zoe shot to her feet.
“Hi Jaron,” Devari smiled and stood.
“Hello Devari…” he looked at Hazard and Zoe, his eyes locking curiously onto the Caster.
Devari eagerly walked to Zoe and pulled her back up as she bowed, before hooking her arm with her’s in order to lead her to stand in front of Jaron.
“Jaron…this is Zoe Zayn. We found out just yesterday. She’s Lady Spellcraft’s niece, and your cousin,” Devari introduced proudly.
Zoe looked nervous and out of place, trying not to make eye contact with Jaron, who took a step closer with a look of amazement.
“You look more like my mother than you do my uncle,” Jaron admitted, before slowly reaching to take Zoe’s hand.
She gave a shy smile at him, before Jaron gently pulled her closer and took her into a hug. Her shoulders sank as he held her, and a look of genuine contentment was on his face. Devari couldn’t see Zoe’s face, but from Valara’s teary expression it was a good one.
“Anything you want, anything at all, and it’s yours,” Jaron said before releasing her from his embrace.
Zoe sniffled and wiped her eyes. She’d been tearing up. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”
“You don’t get to call me that. My name is Jaron,” he smiled warmly.
If Devari had an extra hand she’d have patted herself on the back. She did good; she was a good girl today. She turned to look at Hazard, who’s expression had softened into dreamy wonderment at the scene playing out in front of her. When a tear streamed down Hazard’s cheek, she touched it with her finger and looked at it with total confusion. One glance at Devari and she got up without warning, rushing out of the residence and slamming the door behind her.
Jaron looked over with puzzlement, but kept Zoe in his arms.
“I’m sorry about that, that was Hazel. I’ll return, just let me talk to her first,” said Devari.
Valara moved to catch up with Devari before she reached the door, leaning toward her ear and speaking quietly.
“You’ve done a wonderful thing today Devari,” Valara kissed her on the cheek. “They will never forget this.”
The queen released Devari, who left the royal residence and followed Hazard to the end of the corridor where she stood leaning against the wall with her arms crossed and her back turned. She slowed down her stride a few paces behind her. She couldn’t tell if Hazard was shivering or crying.
“Hazel…are you alright?” Devari took one step closer.
“Yeah. I’m fine, it just got a little intense in there,” Hazard didn’t turn around.
Devari carefully stepped beside Hazard and came around her. Her eyes were shining, but there weren’t any more tears coming from her. She looked angry.
“Have I done something wrong? Are you upset?” Devari implored Hazard with doe eyes.
“I don’t know what I am right now.” Hazard chuckled and wiped her sniffling nose. “He doesn’t even know her and he just, accepted her. You accepted her. You accepted me.”
Devari reached out and pulled Hazard into a hug, holding on tight. Hazard stood there with her arms slack, tensing up and apparently either alarmed or unsure of what to do.
“I think I kind of get it,” Hazard broke the embrace. “You people are completely insane.”
“Isn’t it wonderful?” Devari laughed.
Hazard composed herself and took a breath. “I’ve never met anyone like you Devari, and I’m not sure what to make of it. I feel like…I don’t know what I feel.”
Devari smiled and pulled Hazard into another hug, who finally figured out how to hug back.
“I’m going to show you around Valmaron for a few days, maybe a week,” Devari held her hands and smiled deviously. “Then I’m going to get you a knife.”




Chapter 28 - Jaron

“Jaron—it feels strange calling you that—I barely remember your mother. I don’t know what I’ll say to her,” Zoe admitted.
They stood outside the front door of the Spellcraft estate, with Jaron and Valara having dropped everything just for the opportunity to reunite Zoe with Lady Spellcraft. Valara, standing to Zoe’s left, squeezed the hand that she was holding. Jaron stood on her right holding the other.
“How about you start with ‘hello’?” Jaron smiled at her.
And with that, Queen Valara used her power to move all of them inside the house without even using the front door—Jaron forgot his key.
“Mother! Can you come to the door please? I have someone I want you to meet!” Jaron bellowed.
“She might be too far to hear you,” Valara spoke. “I’ll find her.”
And just like that she was gone. Jaron didn’t let go of Zoe’s hand, he didn’t want to. He wanted to lavish his cousin with affection, but knew that her Valmari upbringing would find his Tolian habits overbearing. There was no need for him to know her, or have more conversations. From the moment he learned who Zoe was, he loved her. She was family, and that was all that mattered.
He led her deeper into the house and gestured to the living room, then to the dining room adjacent.
“This is where we did it,” Jaron grinned. “This is where we sat when we planned Vaelonn’s defeat.”
“The fate of the world…decided over dinner?” Zoe stared at the large wooden table, capable of seating ten people. “You make it sound like such a common thing.”
“It was,” Jaron replied, leading Zoe over and resting his free hand on the chair at the head of the table. “There’ve been many times, many tables where we talked about what to do. And now we have a new voice: yours.”
Zoe looked at Jaron with a sort of wonderment, interrupted by the sound of a rush along with an almost melodic ringing sound—Queen Valara had returned with Lady Spellcraft.
“Another one?” his mother spoke incredulously. “Are we collecting every hair color or is—”
Zoe turned around, and so did Jaron. That was when he released her hand and beamed with a gesture toward her.
“Mother, this is Zoe,” he said gently.
Lady Spellcraft looked like she’d seen a specter, hanging her mouth open with eyes firmly set upon Zoe’s. It wasn’t every day Jaron got to silence his mother, so he’d be relishing this for a long while.
“Hello,” Zoe spoke with her hands clasped in front of herself, her head tilted down a bit.
His mother stormed across the room, grabbed Zoe with both arms and squeezed her tightly. Nobody said a word. Jaron walked over to a smiling Valara who had become overwhelmed with emotion to the point of near tears. He put his arm around her and pulled her closer; she responded by leaning her head onto his shoulder. The one who did have tears was Lady Spellcraft when she finally broke the hug.
“I looked…” his mother’s warbled voice came through. “I had every Caster looking for you after Vaelonn. I thought you were gone.”
“They wouldn’t have known,” Zoe spoke with bloodshot eyes of her own. “The Maximillians never reported me to the academy.”
“They kept you? Why didn’t you leave?”
“I didn’t know you were Lady Spellcraft,” Zoe lamented. “I didn’t know I still had family.”
Zoe got pulled into another hug.
“You will always have family,” his mother replied.
Jaron felt a subtle outrage filling him, prompting him to speak in a low tone. “I have to ask: why didn’t you mention her to me before?”
Lady Spellcraft wiped her face and looked at him with a look he knew to mean guilt. “Your uncle sold her when she was young. By the time I found out it was already too late; it’s why I left the citadel.”
“And you couldn’t just buy her back?” Jaron restrained the rage in his tone.
His mother shook her head. “Casters and Sentinels were a non-entity in the citadel. Once they were taken, they were stricken from public record and prevented from seeing their families. It spared Valmari scions the embarrassment of bastard children coming to look for them.”
“The Maximillians knew who I was,” Zoe interjected. “They sponsored me right after. I don’t know how they knew.”
Everyone else stopped to look at her, and Lady Spellcraft looked tempestuous.
“That means it was arranged,” Valara offered. “The Maximillians were in business with Count Zayn.”
“Then it’s time I had a word with him,” Jaron spoke darkly.




Chapter 29 - Jaron

Jaron marched into the Valmari Vinculum without an escort, brushing straight past the lobby and heading for the archway leading up to the higher levels. He ignored the Valmari moving about in the building, but his peripheral spotted the sneers of a particular group—upper nobility mostly. It wasn’t all Valmari who were like this, but some certainly hadn’t reconciled the fact that their king was a Tolian. One flash of fury from his eyes in their direction and they instantly put on a proper air of respect. They knew who he was, and what he did. What they didn’t know is what he could do.
A step onto the proper ramp and he was brought to the entrance of Count Zayn’s office. His uncle sat behind his desk, talking to two Valmari men in a meeting of some kind. The moment Jaron walked in he noticed that Xalia was absent—probably at home with her husband. Good. That was going to make this easier.
“Get out,” Jaron commanded with a glare to his uncle’s associates.
They looked to each other for a brief moment and rose abruptly. Jaron didn’t even look at them as they fled the office post-haste. His uncle rose from his desk, looking perplexed but otherwise placid. As Count Zayn came around his desk he moved toward Jaron’s center line and bowed courteously.
“Your Majesty,” he greeted with his right fist over his heart in a Tolian-inspired salute.
Jaron stormed four paces to close the distance and punched his uncle across the face, sending the considerably taller man right into a plush chair which tumbled with him onto the floor. Typical Valmari: they had no idea how to take a hit. Count Zayn got his bearings and rolled onto his back, propping himself up on his hands to look up with wide-eyed shock at Jaron. He was bleeding over his cheekbone, and his cheek had turned red.
“Damning desolation…violence in the Vinculum?” his uncle raised a hand to touch his sore face. “But the Script preventing assault—”
“—Doesn’t mean a damn thing,” Jaron growled. “Get up!”
Count Zayn groaned as he got to his feet, brushing down his dress-coat to compose himself when Jaron pulled out the Slicer and pointed it straight at his uncle’s face. Neither of them budged an inch.
“Nephew….” Count Zayn spoke slowly. “What have I done to deserve this aggression?”
“You would feign ignorance moments away from death?” Jaron narrowed his eyes. “Troy Maximillian; you’re in league with him!”
Now it was Count Zayn’s turn to look furious. He took a step closer to the tip of the Slicer, as if daring him to strike. “I am no more in league with them than you are!” 
Jaron lowered the Slicer, but not the volume of his voice. “Then why was Zoe working for them? You sold her!”
Count Zayn’s face completely faltered, showing the first sign of real emotion he’d seen aside from the prior flash of rage. His eyebrows went up, and his tone became airy. “She lives?”
Now Jaron was getting pissed off. He stepped close and grabbed his uncle by the scruff of his collar. “Don’t act like you care. You’re no better than her former owners.”
“Former?”
“She’s free. She’s home, no thanks to you,” Jaron released Count Zayn and shoved him back.
His uncle stumbled back like his legs couldn’t support his weight—he slumped to the ground and leaned against the tumbled chair. With one hand he undid the top button of his breast-coat, and then tore the Valmari emblem patched onto his left shoulder clean off. With a growling groan he threw it aside in disgust.
“Zoe’s mother left me for another house. My wife—Mya—is a Maximillian,” he spoke in a tone of exasperated defeat.
That information came as surprise to Jaron, who had only seen his albino aunt on a handful of occasions. His uncle was rarely seen with her, and he never observed an ounce of tenderness between them. Despite the momentary honesty, Jaron’s fury hadn’t fully subsided. He remained where he stood and continued to look down at Count Zayn, who clutched his forehead like it hurt.
“That explains nothing Pritchard,” Jaron spat.
“Yes, it does,” his uncle countered. “Remember what I told you the day we met? Pedigree and perfection are everything to the Valmari. Mya has no color; she was defective. She also has no feelings of any kind, as though Shodus reached into her heart and plucked out the part that made her human—unsuitable for a Caster candidate. She could not be sold, even as a concubine.”
With a labored sigh, Jaron slid the Slicer back into its scabbard. “What does this have to do with anything?”
“The Maximillians needed someone else to bear their shame, and I needed a way to elevate our house,” his uncle closed his eyes. “We were barely above lowborn then. I was a Baron at the time. Troy’s father came to me with an opportunity: marry Mya into my family and the dowry we’d receive would give us an edge against our peers.”
“Where does Zoe fit into all this?” Jaron questioned.
“They had to be sure I wouldn’t back out of the deal. They promised to unite our houses through a mutual exchange. I would take Mya, and they would take my firstborn daughter. We would be bonded by blood,” Count Zayn removed his hand from his forehead and balled it on the floor, leaning back to look up toward the ceiling. “Instead of adopting her like they promised, they turned her into a Caster; a slave!” —his uncle spit on the floor—
“They violated the agreement we made in secret, and Annika never forgave me. I reached out to her, but she’d gotten married to Jevaan Spellcraft. She’d become a Lady. Your father despised me, but loved her. We went into business together, and I ascended to a Count. But…it was too late to get Zoe back. The Maximillians never let anything go.”
“Then why did he let Zoe go when Devari found her?” Jaron questioned, his anger having shifted from his uncle to Troy.
His uncle shrugged. “To get ahead of the inevitable I assume,” —Count Zayn got to his feet— “He’d rather discard her under the guise of magnanimity than have her taken, which I assume you’d have done once word had reached you.”
The man wasn’t wrong, that’s exactly what he would have done. Jaron leaned back in his seat and grumbled. It was unclear whether he should revile his uncle, or pity him. That decision would have to wait. The King arose slowly, taking care not to indicate any further aggression toward Count Zayn.
“You may not be an enemy, but you still owe penance,” Jaron asserted.
His uncle’s cheek was bruising a bit more fully now. “For what crime?”
“The crime of betraying your daughter for meager status—I don’t care what you intended,” Jaron paced closer and picked the Valmari patch off the floor, shoving it into his uncle’s hand. “You will make your peace with her.”
Count Zayn’s eyes trembled into terror. “Your Majesty…I cannot. She would refuse me.”
“That is her right to do so,” Jaron stated calmly. “And you will live with her decision, just as she has had to live with yours.”




Chapter 30 - Devari

Hazard looked a lot healthier, having eaten more than her fill the last handful of days. Her entire attitude had improved as well, though she was still as confrontational as ever. The tour they’d taken of Valmaron had reduced Hazard to child-like wonder—usually holding a breadstick of some kind. The young woman could scarcely process one thing before Devari dragged her off to another. Devari enjoyed showing her a larger world, like it had been done for her.
“Too small,” Hazard put a pocket knife down on the display table. She picked up another one large enough to chop through tall weeds. “Too heavy.”
The royal residence had a museum full of decorative blades and experimental designs. It was originally intended as a museum, a large chamber with bronze-framed display cases and tables to showcase Tolian and Valmari ingenuity. Being that neither Casters nor Sentinels used melee weapons, Jaron had more or less taken ownership of them for safekeeping until it became more popular.
“I like those,” Hazard pointed to a series of swords hanging on the walls. “Too big though.”
Devari glanced over a random assortment of Tolian blades, but they were more like short swords than knives.
“You need a dagger,” Jaron’s voice echoed from afar.
Devari turned around abruptly and saw Jaron standing by the entrance; she hadn’t seen him since introducing Zoe to him. All her time had been spent with Hazard. He had a grin on his face as Hazard leaned on a display case with her ankles crossed over.
“I don’t believe we’ve been properly introduced. Hazel, right?” Jaron strode into the museum while Hazard moved toward Devari.
“Hi King Jaron…I hope it’s cool that we’re in here,” Hazard trailed off. “Devari said I could have a knife.”
Devari gave a coy smile while Jaron chuckled with a shake of his head. He was probably wondering the same thing as her: what did ‘being cool’ mean outside of temperature? Caver language never failed to baffle.
“Most of these are decorative; they look better than they cut,” Jaron reached over and picked up a Tolian short-sword before giving it a quick twirl. “I assume you’re thinking about personal defense.”
“Something like that,” Hazard confessed.
Jaron put the sword down and walked up to them with a friendly smirk. Hazard clearly wasn’t used to smiling men, and shied away somewhat from the interaction.
“I wanted to thank you Devari,” Jaron gazed affectionately at her. “For what you did for Zoe.”
Devari tilted her head and winked. Jaron reached an arm out and she slid right in for a hug. Hazard frowned for a moment, but relaxed once Jaron released her.
“Where is she now?” Devari wondered.
“Valara is going over a few things with her. She’ll be getting a core crystal,” Jaron replied.
Devari felt a pang of envy, but was still happy for Zoe.
“About that dagger,” Jaron looked at Hazard. “You need something you can use in tight spaces, something you can use with your form of power…let’s go for a ride.”
***
“I get one of those?” Hazard looked like a child opening a birthday gift.
“These are just examples,” Jaron chuckled. “You’ll be getting something specially made.”
A black tablecloth covered with a spread of Valmari-style blades was shown to them by a Tolian partner. Jaron had taken them to a jointly operated Valmari blacksmith downtown. They were all bright and shiny. Other than a burst of heat coming from a marble archway leading to the forges, the building was otherwise well insulated with visible Caster shields lining the ceiling. The front room was made from simple stone, with square windows and aether lamps on the sills.
The smith stood behind a short counter with a piece of paper and showed a design of a double-edged, straight bladed dagger with a thin profile and sharp tip. The handle would have a small pommel with enough space to fit something inside.
“It matches my Etcher,” Devari smiled sweetly.
“We will make it from Valmari steel. It will maintain its edge even after scraping stone. The tip will not bend, and it will never rust. It will be center-balanced in case you need to throw it. We will Script the grip for better handling. The pommel will contain a standard Caster crystal, but you will not be able to remove it once it is installed,” said the smith.
Jaron reached into his pocket and retrieved Zoe’s crystal, handing it to the smith who then handed it to the Tolian. The Tolian smith immediately went into the back forges.
“How much coin?” asked Jaron.
“Five royales,” the smith replied.
“Five?” Jaron raised an eyebrow. “A single billet of Valmari steel costs ten.”
“It would give me pleasure to assist the crown,” the smith bowed his head slightly.
“And it would give me pleasure to pay you what it’s worth. Take fifty,” Jaron retorted.
Jaron reached into his satchel and retrieved a roll of large gold coins secured into a silver cylinder. The cylinder alone was worth at least one of them. The blacksmith took the cylinder into his palms and bowed deeply. Hazard grinned in anticipation of her new weapon, but then leaned over toward Devari with a curious look.
“Why did he haggle up instead of down?” asked Hazard.
“It’s a sign of respect,” Devari explained. “The seller offers a low price, and the buyer offers its true worth or greater.”
“This is the best thing anyone has ever bought for me,” Hazard admitted. “And I didn’t even have to threaten anyone.”
Devari smiled and touched her forehead to Hazard’s, who blushed. Jaron turned to them and nodded his head to the door, where the horses were waiting outside.
“Do I have to ride that again?” Hazard recoiled from the horse’s head.
“You don’t. I could send for a wagon,” Jaron offered.
“I was thinking I could take her to the Etchery actually,” Devari offered.
“Alright,” Jaron gave Hazard a curious look, and then got up onto his horse. “Enjoy the knife. I’m going to enjoy my wife…and maybe one of the triplets.”
Devari blushed as Jaron bid them farewell with a nodding smirk. He turned his steed around and trotted away up the street. Local pedestrians gave him a wide berth as he rode away.
“He’s not bad,” Hazard said with a straight face.
“That’s just how he is,” Devari answered with a contented smile. “I have a few broons, we can get something to drink.”
“Maybe later,” Hazard blurted. “Where can we sit?”
Devari nodded and looked to a nearby roof top overlooking the craftmen’s quarter, and then took Hazard’s hand. She drew her Scepter with the other, and began channeling aether.
With a focused blade of intent, she Bangle-Brooched both of them onto the building’s shale roof. Devari sat against a gable-fronted dormer window and faced the Caster Academy where occasional flashes of light could be seen through its round windows. Hazard crouched on top of it, sitting higher than Devari while overlooking the same view. A strong wind brushed Devari’s dark hair across her face, while Hazard’s blonde strands billowed behind her like she was facing down a storm.
“You got a good home,” Hazard said finally. “When we go back to the caves, it’s gonna be rough.”
“I’m not afraid,” Devari looked up at Hazard on her perch.
“Then you’re stupid,” Hazard looked down at her sharply. She hopped down and stood next to Devari. “When you sit at the top, you’re the one everyone comes for.”
Devari’s maintained a flat expression, tilting her head inquisitively. “Are you telling me not to come?”
“I’m telling you there’s gonna be blood. Your charity routine won’t work on everyone. Some people would rather take something than have it given to them,” Hazard answered.
“Are you talking about Imogen? You’re saying she doesn’t care about a better life?” Devari questioned with crossed arms.
“For herself maybe. You’re not gonna win her over. People like her care more about power than cooperating,” Hazard glanced at Devari’s scepter.
“What would you do? Kill her?”
“Yes,” said Hazard.
Devari scoffed and looked away. Hazard took Devari by the chin and turned her face back toward her.
“She’s like that Troy. They’re sneaky little cave critters. They wait until you’re not paying attention, and then they sting you,” Hazard warned.
“I know Troy is a schemer. I’m not helping him, he’s helping me,” Devari argued.
“If you know what he is then why is he still breathing?”
“Because he hasn’t done anything wrong yet,” said Devari.
“So you wait until after the damage is done? Why are you being stupid?” Hazard scowled.
“I’m not stupid,” Devari glared back. “I just don’t prance around murdering people.”
“Maybe you should,” Hazard retorted.
“Then why would I be any better than Mr. Wager?”
“Who?”
“I mean Imogen!”
“Because you’d be alive!” Hazard shouted.
A flicker of golden flecks manifested around them for the briefest moment. Some passerby's on the street heard the exchange and looked up at them. Hazard ignored it and framed Devari’s face between her palms, looking into her eyes intensely.
“There’s people in the caves I’ve known for years, and I don’t give a damn about them,” Hazard’s gaze relaxed into something more tender. “I’ve known you less than a week and all I know is you have to survive.”
“Hazel…” Devari put her hand over Hazard’s and smiled. “I’m stronger than you think.”
“Don’t hurt me okay?” Hazard breathed a bit heavily. “Don’t hurt me by dying like everyone else.”
Devari lost herself and threw her arms around Hazard, squeezing tightly. Somebody she barely knew cared what happened to her. Cared about her. Not because of what she had to offer, but because she was a good girl. They held each other until Hazard broke it off with closed eyes, opening them with a warm smile. Devari ran her fingers through Hazard’s hair to fix the fraying the wind had done, sharing a giggle with her.
“Catching me off guard was a dirty trick,” Hazard smirked and shook her head.
Devari brushed a stray hair out of Hazard’s face and tucked it behind her ear. She smiled and winked. “I have a good teacher.”
“You’re such a bitch,” Hazard laughed.
They backed away from each other carefully. Hazard furrowed her brow at something behind Devari.
“What’s that?” Hazard asked in confusion.
Devari turned toward the cityscape and saw it in the distance: a rising plume of black smoke coming from a large Valmari structure downtown. She knew that section, and she knew that building. The Etchery was on fire. No. No no no no no. She had friends there. What were they doing? The Etchery had more safeguards than the royal residence, she knew because she Scripted some of them herself! This couldn’t be. She had to get there, even if she had to do it block by block, roof by roof.
“What’s that?” Hazard asked while standing on her tip toes.
“A mistake,” Devari grabbed Hazard’s hand and held it tight.
Before Devari could use her brooch, she along with Hazard were suddenly pulled into the royal residence in the middle of a private portal chamber in the basement. The Sentinel Commander was there—he’d used Devari’s Royal Recall Entangle Bangle.
Her eyes widened with panic and she tried to run out, but Sephaeus held an armored arm out and caught her.
“Sephaeus please!” Devari couldn’t run, his strength was far beyond hers. “I have to help, my friends were there!”




Chapter 31 - Jaron

Jaron walked into the Spellcraft estate with a heavy heart and an even heavier haunch of wild hog slung over his shoulder. Another Annihilation, but this time at the Etchery. The fact that it was Troy Maximillian’s section did nothing to assuage his suspicions—for all he knew Troy was trying to cover his tracks, or had gotten too ambitious trying to Script something and Unsealed the Soul Scroll of whatever they were working on.
Thankfully, Sephaeus verified Devari’s safety and had her in the royal residence. She would be safe there for now. After a day this long, he needed to eat, and Chloe needed ingredients. The woman had become a formidable cook over the years, rivaling some of the best he’d had from any Tolian woman.
The sound of his heavy boot-steps alerted Chloe, who came out of the kitchen with a symphony of smells behind her. Bread, garlic, various herbs and spices, they were all there. All they needed was the meat, which Jaron was supplying. The short-statured, short-haired blonde came up to him with a welcoming smile and kissed him at the door.
“Put that down,” she ordered with a gesture to the pork.
“I need to take it to the kitchen first,” Jaron protested.
“In a moment,” she said with a sympathetic look on her face, using her Casting to levitate the meat safely into the dining room to sit on the table.
She threw her arms up around his neck and pulled his head down for a long kiss. His arms found their way to her waist, and then she hugged him after their lips separated. Jaron already felt better just having her there in his arms.
“Whatever you’re thinking about, leave it outside,” she played with the hair on the back of his head. “It’ll be waiting for you in the morning.”
Jaron nodded and looked into Chloe’s loving blue eyes, stroking her cheek as his answer. She understood his tendency to fixate on things when they went wrong, and had a way of drawing his attention to her instead. He was in his safe place now; his refuge after ruling.
“It smells good,” he said with a smile. “What’s for dinner?”
“Stew,” Chloe replied as she stepped back and took his hand. “I just needed the meat.”
“Any plans for dessert?”
“Yes,” Chloe led him down the hallway and flicked her free hand upward as though she were gripping something, which made the meat levitate up into the air and to the kitchen ahead of them. “I want you to relax tonight, so I’m dessert.”
Jaron took a chair at the round wooden six seater in the kitchen, looking at all the freshly chopped ingredients waiting on the cutting surfaces next to the charcoal stove. A large pot was already steaming with the smell of seasoned stock made from chicken and duck carcasses from a couple of days prior. A group of red potatoes sat in a pile nearby, with a basket of bread on the table. Jaron reached for a baguette as Chloe set the hog on the side of the table nearest the stove, but then used her Casting to yank it out of his hand and float it over to hers.
“Don’t fill up on bread before I’ve fed you,” Chloe said with a wink as she took a bite out of it herself. “If you want a snack there’s cheese cubes. I’ve got Harvey tending the flowers.”
Jaron took a glance at the counter by the window and saw two piles: one white and one orange. Chloe immediately levitated the entire platter over to Jaron and set it in front of him.
“Have you seen your mother lately? She’s been gone for days,” Chloe remarked. “She usually checks in.”
“She’s been with my cousin. They’re catching up,” Jaron replied as he popped a yellow cube in his mouth.
“I heard that she’s a Caster,” Chloe began slicing pork into slivers. “I’m excited to meet her.”
Zoe wasn’t the only woman occupying Jaron’s thoughts, someone closer to home was troubling him as well.
“Chloe,” Jaron rested his hands on the table and finished swallowing his cheese cube. “I want your view on something.”
“Does it have to do with ruling?” she asked as she continued cutting meat with the casual focus of an experienced butcher.
“No,” Jaron shook his head. “It has to do with Devari.”
Chloe collected her pork shavings and went to drop them into the pot, wiping her hands using a nearby handkerchief hanging from a metal loop underneath a cabinet—one that she was barely tall enough to reach. Once that was done, she turned around and leaned against the counter attentively.
“She’s been taking a lot of risks lately—doing strange things, and I’m not sure if it’s because of me,” Jaron admitted.
“Don’t do that to yourself; don’t make it about you,” Chloe walked over to the chair next to Jaron and sat down. “Devari still has to discover who she is, you can’t blame yourself for that. I took risks, remember?”
Jaron grinned in remembrance. “I recall that it was your idea for us to get married before running off to fight Unscrupulous.”
“And what a brilliant idea it was!” Chloe beamed with pride. “I have you, I have Jay Jay, several sister-kin, and this wonderful house…I had to hurt a lot to get here, but here I am: sitting with you in our kitchen three years later. I’m free.”
Jaron reached over, took Chloe’s hand and kissed it. She still giggled like it was the first time. Just hearing her testimony made him feel that much more grateful for all that he had, and the trepidation in his heart seemed to ease a little.
“Alright, you’ve convinced me,” Jaron sighed. “I’ll let it go.”
“You know what else you can let go?” Chloe narrowed her eyes lecherously as she slipped under the table in front of him and started working his belt buckle.
“Chloe, if Harvey walks in right now—”
“Then you’d better make it quick.”
That was when someone opened the front door. Damn. Chloe groaned in frustration and got up from under the table before she could finish cleaning him up.
“This isn’t over,” Chloe kissed him on the cheek and dragged a finger under his chin as she walked away.
Jaron sighed before pulling his trousers up fast. He heard another woman greeting and some chattering, followed by a second set of footsteps coming down the hallway: heeled boots. One of the triplets came walking back in with Chloe: it was Ava carrying a bag of produce.
“There you are!” Ava bellowed at the sight of Jaron. “I went to the royal residence to give you some information but you weren’t there. I ran into a rather peculiar character who calls himself ‘Bigsby’ or something.”
Jaron stopped moving for a moment.
“What did he say?” Jaron snatched a peach out of the bag as Ava walked up to him to greet him with a peck on the lips.
“He stopped by the inn and rented a room, but left right after paying. It was very strange; he asked not to be put on the guest registry. The man said he worked at the Etchery, until today that is.”
Jaron turned to look at Ava with narrowed eyes. “Did he have a signet ring?”
“Ava, I just told Jaron not to think about those things right now,” Chloe bemoaned as she dumped some pre-chopped potatoes into the boiling pot. “I’m trying to relax him, he can be king in the morning.”
Ava set the fruit bag down on the table. “It’s not important then, I was just making conversation.”
Chloe came over to sit at Jaron’s right, while Ava sat down on the left.
“You sort of interrupted something too, but now that you’re here maybe we can try that thing you talked to me about,” Chloe simpered.
Jaron grew very excited very quickly, internally cheering at how much he loved his life and his wives right now.
“Thing? Which one?” Ava said with raised eyebrows.
“This…” Chloe sunk down under the table and got back on her knees in front of Jaron.
“Oh…” Ava grinned excitedly. “Sorry Jaron but, could you move your chair back a bit? You’re going to want to see this.”
Jaron did as he was bid, and was treated to the marvelous sight of Ava moving next to Chloe while pulling his trousers down to his ankles. This was something he never expected to witness: Chloe and Ava servicing him at the same time—the sight was incredibly exciting, enough so that he started rising to the occasion before they even touched him. The Soul Codex must have done him a favor, because nobody came into the kitchen while the girls turned him into their shared appetizer.
***
“This pork you will pine for once you’ve tasted it,” Chloe boasted proudly as she scooped a bit of soup with a wooden spoon.
Dinner was nearly done, and Jaron had been well tended to. He relaxed in his chair as every stressful thought had been sucked out of him like he was a human straw. Ava was in a lewd mood, sitting on his lap with lecherous looks as she massaged between his legs following her paired-up performance with Chloe. The triplet giggled with mischief and leaned in to give Jaron’s grinning mug a kiss.
“You really enjoyed that,” Ava stared into his eyes with a grin of her own.
“You’re welcome to do it again,” Jaron admitted.
Ava’s eyes widened. “So it’s official then? We can bring back ‘group activities’?”
Jaron chuckled at that. “What’s with you lately?”
“What do you mean?” Ava stopped massaging him.
“You’ve been awfully insistent on returning teamwork to the bedroom,” Jaron raised an eyebrow.
Ava shifted her eyes like a guilty woman and moved her naughty hand up to rest on his chest. “I’m good at it, and I would loathe for my team-based talents to go to waste. Especially if it pleases you.”
“I appreciate your devotion to my pleasure, but you’re withholding,” Jaron observed.
Ava cocked her head back and narrowed her eyes. “Why would you say that?”
Jaron glanced at Chloe, whose back was still turned, and then returned his eye contact to Ava. “I know how you are. There’s always reasons within reasons with you. Come on, tell me.”
“Why do you have to pay so much attention to little details?” Ava sighed toward the ceiling and shook her head. “Fine, promise me you won’t laugh.”
“Why would I laugh?” Jaron inquired.
“Promise,” Ava insisted.
Jaron exhaled through his nostrils. “Alright Ava.”
Ava paused and took a breath. “You’ve been with me almost every week since we got married—I love it. But the thing is…I don’t want you to get bored.”
The very suggestion offended Jaron almost more than it elicited sympathy.
“Bored? Why the hell—”
“Men get bored!” Ava argued. “You’re young, and sleeping with my sisters is just more of the same—”
“You can stop right there,” Jaron interrupted. “Don’t compare me to the one who cast you aside. And forget the notion that I think of you three as the same woman. I already had to correct Abigail on this.”
“Why are we arguing over this? I didn’t say it was rational,” Ava groaned.
“No fighting in my kitchen,” Chloe chimed in as she began serving fresh soup into three porcelain bowls.
Ava started to shuffle, but Jaron did not release her from his lap. Jaron was beginning to notice a pattern with Ava: she needed a lot more reassurance than her sisters. With that realization, he decided to take a different approach to the conversation.
“Ava…” Jaron spoke as non-confrontationally as he could sound. “I’m not going to wake up and decide I’m tired of you. That is not who I am.”
Chloe’s earring lit up as she began Casting to levitate all three bowls to their proper positions on the table, complete with spoons and a serving of bread on the side. Once everything had been set, Chloe came and pulled up her chair next to Jaron and put a hand on Ava’s thigh.
“You’re both listening with your minds instead of your hearts. Jaron, Ava doesn’t want to lose you—and Ava, Jaron wants you to know what you mean to him. All I’m hearing is that you love each other, so keep it simple and just do that. It’s always worked for me,” Chloe finished with an understanding smile.
Jaron and Ava shared a simultaneous sigh; Chloe was right. They kissed and made up, and then Ava took Chloe’s hand and squeezed it affectionately.
“Thank you Chloe. And you’re right,” Ava said in a sincere voice devoid of her usual showmanship. “That’s all it is.”
Chloe’s hair bobbed when she nodded happily and let go of Ava, who then got up and sat in her own chair on Jaron’s right.
“And Jaron—” Chloe started to swirling her soup with her spoon. “—the next time a woman shares her insecurity with you, can you be a little less defensive?”
“You’re right,” Jaron conceded and then turned to Ava, looking into her receptive golden-brown eyes. “Forgive me.”
“It’s already forgiven. I know you meant well,” Ava dipped her bread into the soup and took a brief bite.
“You’re not completely off the hook Jaron,” Chloe continued. “You might not be bored, but I still had fun so…we’re probably going to try that again.”
Ava giggled and pointed her spoon at Chloe. “I have more games we can play—I’ll tell you about them later, this soup is delectable.”
Jaron demolished his food before it had cooled, having a higher tolerance for heat than his wives. He had already been hungry when he got home, but now he was ravenous. Chloe had scarcely made it through her first bowl before Ava got up to serve Jaron another one. With sustenance supplying his mind the energy to think, he remembered his cousin Zoe…and his uncle. He and Ava wouldn’t be the only one to make peace today, he intended to see that done as well.
“Ava,” he accepted seconds from her as she came to sit. “I’m going to see my uncle after dinner. Come with me.”
“More politics?” Chloe frowned.
“No,” Jaron shook his head and reached out to his sides to take each of their hands. “Just family business.”
“And what will I contribute to this errand?” Ava wondered.
“The pleasure of your presence,” Jaron smirked.
They were rare from her, but Jaron could swear he saw Ava blush slightly. He let go of her hand and looked over to Chloe who was swallowing a slurp of her soup. “I haven’t forgotten about dessert either.”
“Good, because this dessert needs you to supply the cream filling,” Chloe winked at him.
The thought of it caused a twitch down under. Jaron immediately stood up. Ava had to rush in order to scoop her last bit of soup into her mouth—she was pulled to her feet by their still-holding hands.
“I’ll make this as quick as I can,” said Jaron.
“Would you like me to summon a portal?” Chloe offered. “There’s a Reticle not too far from the Vinculum, if that’s where you’re going.”
“Chloe,” Jaron reached for his Slicer. “Is there any reason why Sentinels can’t open portals? I’ve never seen a man do it, not even Sephaeus.”
“I’m sure they could, they just don’t like orange aether. Actually—” Chloe got up from her chair, walked up to Jaron and cupped him. “You should be able to make plenty of orange and blue aether in the mood we’re in. Want to try?”
“I want to take it a step further,” Jaron let go of Ava’s hand and stepped away to head off into the hallway outside the kitchen.
“Where’s he going?” Ava spoke after him.
Both wives followed, while Jaron drew the Slicer and held it out in front of him.
“Orange and blue, should be simple enough,” Jaron said to himself.
Chloe had him quite aroused, so orange was already taken care of. And he thought of the Noetic Reticle near the Vinculum, but he wanted more than to simply appear close by. He wanted to get this over with, and go straight to his uncle. Jaron pictured the office as he summoned forth an immense amount of aether from the Slicer, and then cut the air in front of him with a downward stroke. Chloe and Ava flinched as the space in front of him split open to reveal the visage of Count Zayn in his office. Clearly the portal was visible from his side, because he lurched back in his chair in startled alarm. That alone made the task worth it.
“Hmph. Well that was easy,” Jaron put the Slicer away and grinned at his wives, who looked astonished at his feat.
“Did you just—that’s not fair,” Chloe put her hands on her hips. “It took me an hour to master portal Casting.”
“You say that like it was slow,” Jaron chuckled.
“To be fair, he’s got a lot more crystal to work with,” Ava gestured to the scabbard on his belt.
Jaron reached back and grabbed Chloe by her forearm, pulling her close into his body so that he could give her a tongue-twisting kiss. “I’ll be back with your filling.”
With Ava in tow, Jaron stepped through the portal like it was a mere open door. The air became cooler on Count Zayn’s side, who by now had signaled for Xalia to come to his side in preparation of a fight. Her palms were lifted with blue aether hovering over her left, and purple aether in her right. When Jaron and Ava stepped through, the look on Xalia’s face went from worry to wonder. The portal snapped shut behind them.
“Your Majesty?” Xalia dispelled her Casting and took a step around Count Zayn’s desk.
“Hello Xalia. Forgive the intrusion, but I came to speak with my uncle.”
Count Zayn’s mouth hovered slightly open, like he’d just witnessed the emergence of a monster. His cheek was still bruised from the blow Jaron had landed on it days prior. Turning his face but not his eyes, he addressed his Caster with a little less vitriol than Jaron was used to hearing. “You may leave.”
“Good to see you Xalia,” Ava greeted.
Xalia bowed her head to Count Zayn and began a slow walk toward the door, stopping before passing them. “I’m sorry, which one are you?”
Ava looked up and away with a smile. “It’s Ava darling, no worries.”
Once Xalia had gone, Ava went over to a chair and reclined into it, crossing her legs toward Jaron like she owned the place. Jaron remained standing and walked to the edge of his uncle’s desk.
“You could have had that treated by now,” Jaron noted.
“I could have, yes,” Count Zayn replied flatly.
“Then why keep it? Two berries from the Mudmaster and it’d be gone in a day. One Script and it’d be gone in an hour.”
“It’s a reminder for me,” Count Zayn tilted his chin up and tucked his breast-coat down. “—and a warning to others.”
Jaron was genuinely impressed by his uncle’s sentiment; it was almost Tolian in attitude. A begrudging respect for it couldn’t be helped.
“Congratulations, you’ve finally become a man,” Ava teased.
His uncle chose to ignore the slight.
“On the topic of reminders, have you seen Zoe yet?”
Count Zayn narrowed his gaze and took a deep breath. “I have not.”
“Then I’ve caught you at the perfect time,” Jaron grinned as he deployed his belt satchel, reaching in to feel around for one of the Royal Recall Entangle Bangles he had on hand.
He knew which was which based on the feel of the notch protrusions on the outside. Jostling around in it resulted in finding every single one he didn’t need right then. The ones for his wives had little round bumps, the number of which was according to the order in which he married them. Sephaeus had a flat square, Devari a triangle, and his mother a circle.
Ava uncrossed her legs and turned around to watch Jaron finally get the one for his mother on. It was warm, which meant she was wearing it. Wherever she was, Zoe was certainly with her.
“Now is not the best time for this,” Count Zayn rose from his chair, slowly, splaying his hands out and leaning on his desk from his fingertips.
Ava closed her eyes and shook her head.
“And when is the best time?” Jaron glared.
His uncle remained silent. Slipping the bangle on, Jaron drew the Slicer and watched it light up with blue aether laced with orange. With a sideways slash he opened another portal, using his Entangle Bangle as a focus to find his mother. Count Zayn walked around the desk briskly and looked into the clear vision of Lady Spellcraft and Zoe sitting on a sofa in the nursery of the royal residence, playing with Jaron’s children. His uncle glanced back and forth between the portal and Jaron, his face furrowed into something like confusion. Jett—that little firebrand—saw the portal and ran straight for it as his mother and Zoe got up to try and catch him.
Jett ran straight through it with childish giggles as Lady Spellcraft came right after. She reached for the boy and leaned down to grab his arm, running through the portal along with him as she did so. Zoe remained behind with something of a panicked face, Casting a shield to block the remainder of the children from following them into it.
Jett completely disregarded the changed environment and ran straight to Jaron with his arms up. “Dad-dee!”
With one arm, Jaron scooped up his son, whose skin tone matched Esmerelda’s more than his. “There he is!”
His mother looked around in complete disorientation while Ava got up from her chair.
“I’ll assuage the other redhead,” she said to Jaron and Lady Spellcraft before going through the portal to speak to Zoe.
“Jaron? What in the name of—” Lady Spellcraft saw her brother standing there, instantly folding her arms. “What is this?”
Jett pointed at the portal and wiggled his finger. “Down!”
The moment Jaron set his toddler down, the kid sprinted back through the other side to rejoin his other six siblings. Taking a step closer to his mother, Jaron went to take her hand while her glare remained firmly set on Count Zayn.
“If this is some kind of intervention, there’s a reason we don’t speak,” his mother said to Jaron with a disapproving look.
“I’m not here for you Annika,” Count Zayn looked through the persisting portal. “I’m here for her.”
Lady Spellcraft glanced back, and the moment of realization manifested as horror and rage rolled into one. “You would dare speak to her now after all these years? She already has a family, and you forfeited your part in it!”
Count Zayn disregarded the verbal barb, and took a trepidatious step toward the portal. Lady Spellcraft turned to Jaron instead and put a hand on his chest with insistence.
“Jaron, you cannot allow this. She doesn’t deserve to be hurt by him again,” she implored.
“Mother, she deserves to choose how it ends. She didn’t have that last time,” Jaron spoke.
His mother had nothing to say to that. Yes! That was twice in the same week. Without another word or protest, Jaron walked arm in arm with his mother through the portal right after Count Zayn took a cautious step to the other side. Ava, with Artemis in her arms, was exchanging pleasantries with Zoe who had sequestered the children behind a grid of hexagonal green shields where the toys were.
The conversation ceased when Zoe did a double take at the emergence of her father. Her smiled soured to a deadpan expression, and then she looked between Lady Spellcraft and Jaron. Ava shushed her Artemis who was beginning to complain that she wasn’t allowed to eat her mother’s hair, flashing a quick smile at Jaron as their daughter did so.
“Why are you here?” Zoe said coolly.
“You remember me?” Count Zayn took a step forward, prompting Zoe to move back a step in response.
“I remember the last face I saw before my life changed,” Zoe spat. “Answer my question. Why are you here?”
“Because I punched him,” Jaron joked.
Ava pressed her lips together to restrain a smile, while his mother turned to him with a look of singular approval.
“To see how you’ve grown…and to beg your forgiveness,” Count Zayn’s raised eyebrows betrayed his otherwise stoic demeanor.
Zoe crossed her arms, turned her head and scoffed. “You will find no forgiveness here. Begone.”
Count Zayn didn’t move. He glanced over to Jaron and Lady Spellcraft, his shoulder sunk, but he remained present.
“Zizi—” he began.
“Don’t call me that!” Zoe’s hair billowed out as her head jerked back around to glare at him. “I hate that name, and I hate you!”
“You heard her Pritchard,” Lady Spellcraft spoke coldly. “Take your bruised face, along with your bruised ego and prevaricate somewhere else.”
“No,” Count Zayn refused, glancing toward Jaron’s sword-hand which remained well away from the Slicer.
Jaron’s mother let go of his arm and stepped between Zoe and his uncle, her hand on her cocked hip. “Is it your life’s mission to subvert her expectations at every opportunity?”
“I walk away, and the next tale you tell will be how I gave up so easily,” Count Zayn responded with a sonorous tone.
Jaron bit his tongue, realizing that they were all right in their own way. Although it was his right to lead the family, it was not his place to steer the course of this conversation. Ultimately, he stepped aside and went over to slip his arm around Ava’s waist. She rested her head on Jaron’s shoulder, conveniently placing her hair away from the clutches of Artemis.
“Unless you want the other side of your face to match, you’ll go away,” Zoe balled her fists as little sparks of red aether began glittering around her body.
“As you wish,” Count Zayn nodded curtly. “Live well Zoe. I wish I was better.”
“Get out!” Zoe shrieked as she pointed to the door, her eyes becoming bloodshot with tears.
Count Zayn turned on his heel and exchanged a look with Jaron. His eyes simmered with subdued shame and resolute rage, while Jaron gave a simple nod of respect. At least his uncle had done this much, even if it was under the implied pain of death. Jaron saw Zoe’s eyes track her father until he left the room, which is the point at which she broke down and slunk to the floor in order to cover her face and weep.
His mother went to her side and knelt down next to her, stroking Zoe’s long hair with silent reassurance. Jaron couldn’t help but feel a little bit bad, but remained firm on his decision to bring his uncle.
“Jaron,” Zoe spoke with a bubbly sniffle and looked up at him. “I appreciate what you intended but—”
“It wasn’t for you to reconcile,” Jaron interrupted. “It was for you to say what you never got to say.”
Zoe gazed at him with tearful pensiveness while his mother had a similar look of contemplation aimed at him—it was remarkable how alike they looked. After a moment to presumably gather her thoughts, Jaron watched Zoe get to her feet and compose herself. As though she knew what was about to transpire, Ava moved away from Jaron as Zoe came over and hugged him. Jaron gave her a tight embrace and held his cousin affectionately, grateful that she wasn’t angry with him.
“Thank you,” Zoe spoke.
Jaron looked ahead and saw his mother’s eyes: a pair of lightly laminated lenses that could have shed tears if he shook her hard enough. After the hug, Jaron put on his best cocky grin. “Mother, got anything clever to say to me?”
“Cheeky,” Lady Spellcraft rolled her eyes and smiled. “I’ll settle up with you later. And speaking of children who need to be punished: where’s Devari been?”
“Here in the residence I think,” said Ava. “I’ll find her.”
“I’ll go with you,” Zoe offered as they both left.
“Ava—” Jaron remembered the metal marble from Bigsby, which he’d completely forgotten about, and took it out of his pocket. “Can you give this to Devari when you see her?”
She nodded happily and took it before leaving with his cousin. That was the moment Jaron thought back to his dessert.
“Sorry mother, duty calls for Chloe. I’ll be going now.”
“Jaron don’t you dare—” Lady Spellcraft was interrupted by Zoe’s barricade unleashing the toddlers upon them.




Chapter 32 - Devari

“Are you sure you don’t want to wait for your dagger?” Devari glanced at her own scepter and then to Hazard’s empty hands. “I don’t plan on being there long.”
“The dagger can wait,” Hazard retorted. “I need to check on my cave, and see if Revy is okay.”
The portal chamber was busy with several Casters and Sentinels at work. Devari led Hazard to the portal podium in the center where she found a golden plate indicating which portal went into the Save Caves. One had been made specifically for the Raven Haven; outbound only.
“I thought you said they were delivering food to the caves. I don’t see any wagons in here,” Hazard crossed her arms, her face furrowed into a frown.
“Those go to the Freight Gate on the bottom floor,” Devari said absentmindedly as she looked to an arrangement of crystal rods near the center of the podium.
The crystal rods all had Entangle Bangles slotted on them, each one tied to the portal they were aligned with. An outer ring of aether canisters, reproduced from the three she’d received, surrounded the rods in slotted depressions. Devari slipped two Bangles on her fingers and took a canister. With their destination determined, Devari and Hazard walked to the proper portal and stepped through.Devari and Hazard arrived at the entrance to the Raven Haven, just inside the barricade where a metal scaffold had been built over it. A golden colored cross was embedded in the center of the cross-beam. Devari recognized it, and Hazard noticed it too.
“What’s that for?” Hazard questioned with a furrowed expression.
“It’s a Noetic Reticle,” Devari answered proudly. “It’ll tell the portal it’s linked to where to go, and it’s receiving aether from Valmaron. We can return much easier now.”
It occurred to her that she didn’t feel the foreboding melancholy that accompanied the caves. At least for now, it was seemingly banished. Another curious thing was that the Raven Haven was seemingly deserted. Only a handful of people were present, and they were gathered around a fire near the shanty shops.
“Where is everyone?” Hazard glared, and then marched off.
Devari followed her past the shanty shops to a cluster of cave corridors.
“Revy?” Hazard called into it.
The echo carried her voice throughout the entire network. She turned around and rushed back across to go to the Hive.
“Revy!” Hazard shouted from the top ledge, her voice carrying all the way down to the bottom.
Her movements were growing more urgent, and Hazard rushed past Devari and went in the direction of the training cave. No one was there either.
“What’s happening to my damn cave?” Hazard growled.
“Where else would he be?” Devari asked gently.
“I don’t know,” Hazard grabbed her own head and stared forward for a moment. Her eyebrows peaked suddenly. “This way.”
Hazard skipped past Devari and went to a tunnel whose entrance was hidden behind the shadow of the cavern. It went on a downward slope, getting hotter and humid as they travelled. Devari touched the wall to steady herself, it was damp. At the bottom of the tunnel it curved in the other direction into a small, rounded cavern. It was lit by a smoldering pit of hot rocks in the center and a few torches on the walls. The floor rose up in a stepped pattern, where Revaris sat in nothing but a towel and drenched in sweat. His black clothes were piled next to a basin of rippling water across from where he was sitting. It was a sauna.
“Revy,” said Hazard.
Revaris looked up at the two of them. He shaved. Devari liked his cheekbones, his shoulders too. He stood up holding a metal scoop, walked over to the wellspring and took a ladle of water. Revaris dumped it into the pit, releasing a wave of heat and steam with a bubbling hiss.
“What’s up Hazz,” Revaris said it less like a question and more like a phrase.
“Where is everybody?” asked Hazard with her hands on her hips.
“Out,” he replied and sat back down.
“Is everyone alright?” asked Devari.
Revaris shrugged his shoulders. “Maybe. Once the food got here, people started getting weaker with the Bane. Then those Sentinels set up those magic crosses and people really started getting weaker with the Bane. Then the attacks started coming.”
“Attacks?” Hazard took a step closer.
Revaris nodded. “The Baneful started coming a lot more. Three times in one day. People got scared. The other covenants panicked, and Imogen took a bunch of ‘em in. There’s hardly anyone left in the Raven Haven. I got Rory and Ronan. They’re up there protecting what’s left.”
“Revaris, I’m so sorry,” Devari walked toward him and kneeled in front of him. “This is my fault.”
His face was partially concealed by his long black strands. Revaris looked at her with a stoic expression and then shook his head slightly.
“I don’t care,” he said flatly. “I’m still strong with the Bane. You haven’t neutered me yet.”
“We’ll get them back,” Devari reached for his hands and touched them. He didn’t pull away.
“If they wanna go with Imogen, that’s on them,” Revaris stood up and walked back for another ladle. Devari moved to sit properly.
“We can go down there right now,” Hazard cracked her knuckles.
“No,” Revaris poured more water on the stones. “I think I’ll just wait for those Rumblers to show up and build my ticket out of here. What are you wearing anyway?”
Hazard looked down at the attire she was wearing. Her caver clothes had been replaced by a superior replacement. It was still black, but the fabric was replaced by a tear-resistant, stretchy material. Her long sleeves were no longer frayed, and it fit better than the original. Devari had come in a simple purple sundress, secured by tied shoulder straps.
“They made it for me,” Hazard crossed her arms. “It won’t come apart like the stuff we have.”
“Good for you,” Revaris said impassively. “There’s plenty of food. Help yourselves.”
Devari wiped a drop of sweat from her forehead. The humidity was getting to her. She interjected. “We don’t have to wait you know.”
Hazard nodded fervently in agreement.
“I gotta deal with Imogen. There’s too many people to leave behind,” he replied.
“Well I’m not leaving you behind,” Hazard snarled.
Revaris set the ladle down and chuckled. “You’ve changed Hazz.”
Devari wiped another bead of sweat from her head. Hazard flinched and frowned, looking back and forth between them.
“I’m the same girl that’ll kick your ass,” Hazard stated sternly.
“If you were the same girl, you’d be doing it instead of talking about it,” Revaris smirked and then looked at Devari. “Must have been some trip. What’d you do to her?”
“I didn’t pluck her brain out and replace it,” Devari teased.
Revaris nodded slightly. “Well, keep doin’ what you’re doin’.”
Hazard unfolded her arms and approached slowly. “You mean you like it?”
“You seem relaxed,” Revaris observed. “It looks good on you.”
Hazard licked her lips and smirked. “You’re more relaxed too.”
Revaris leaned back on his elbows. “Kinda hard not to be when your belly’s full.”
“How do you stand it in here?” Devari tried fanning her face to no avail.
“I sit still,” Revaris replied. “The pool over there isn’t hot, and it’s shallow. You girls can take it, I was almost done anyhow.”
“Wait,” Hazard interrupted. “Stay with us.”
Revaris raised an eyebrow. He looked at Devari suspiciously, who was feeling hot on more than just her skin.
“I’ll pass. I’m outnumbered, and out-dressed,” said Revaris.
He stood up and moved toward his clothes when Hazard suddenly rushed over and got in front of him. She grabbed his clothes, balled them up and threw them onto the ground.
“Hazz what the h—”
Hazard cut off his words with an abrupt kiss. Revaris froze in place while Devari swallowed a gulp. Good thing he didn’t have a knife around. After a rather sweet display of affection, Hazard looked up at him nervously.
“My name is Hazel,” she said softly.
Devari smiled delightedly at the sight. Hazard put her hands into his hair and pulled his head toward hers for another kiss. Triumph! He started getting into it and held her head to keep her there. After a moment of loud lip-locking, she took him by the hand and led him over near Devari to sit. She perched herself between the pair of them, glancing away with a bit of shyness.
“Sorry Devari, I lost the game,” she confessed.
“It was worth it,” Devari replied with a wink.
“Game?” Revaris frowned.
“She was supposed to make it hard for you to kiss me,” Hazard sighed.
Revaris spun his head around to stare at Devari. “That’s what you’ve been doing all this time? Planning kisses?”
A sudden vibration shook the caves, shaking pebbles and dust from the ceiling as they grew more intense by the second.
Devari looked around with anxiety before realizing the source came from above. “Is it the Baneful?”
“No,” Revaris glared. “It’s something else.”
Revaris ran to his clothes and snatched them up. Devari turned her back while he hurriedly put his clothes on, but knew that Hazard wasn’t looking away.
“Damn,” Hazard spat under her breath.
Once dressed, Revaris surrounded his body with the Bane and shifted out of the sauna at high speed leaving a trail of purple behind him. Devari picked up her scepter and detached the Etcher, preparing to investigate the matter herself. Hazard approached and put her hand on the scepter, staring hard at Devari’s eyes.
“I want you to leave, this isn’t your fight,” Hazard urged.
“I’m sorry Hazel,” Devari kissed her on the cheek. “I didn’t back down from a god, and I won’t run from this.”
The vibrations grew more intense, and the pair of them went after Revaris.
The caves shook with increasing violence as she reached the shanty shops, where Revaris had already made his way out of the entrance to the Raven Haven. Pebbles and loose bolts from the scaffolding fell to the cavern floor, with critters scattering about and dislodging dust all around them. Rory stood by the barricade door with a bewildered expression, while the other cavers started bustling about trying to find out where it was coming from.
A realization dawned on Devari: the shaking was coming from something big, massive even. She looked at Hazard in anticipation, who hadn’t decided between aggression or concern.
“It’s them,” Devari breathed. “It’s the Rolling Rumblers.”
The raucous rumbling of the caves abruptly stopped before any further destruction took place. A few errant stones tumbled down as cavers kept to their metal shelters.
“Revy is already on the surface by now,” Rory groused.
“Then he’s alone with Imogen’s goons and however many Specters,” Hazard pointed out.
“He’s used to going by himself,” Rory dismissed.
“If the Marauders attack the Rumblers, everyone will be in danger. I’m going up there,” Devari slipped an Entangle Bangle off her finger, expanded it, and then slipped it around the handle of her scepter. “What’s right above us, and how far underground are we?”
“We’re on the edge of the ruins, under a big one. About thirty feet down—why?” Rory’s eyes followed the aether shapes Devari traced in the air with her Etcher.
“The Noetic Reticle works on the space around it,” Devari finished the Script and the aether lines flashed a bright reddish orange. “I’m going to use an Entangle Bangle to take me straight up where there’s air, and I don’t want to appear inside a rock.”
“Take me with you,” Hazard stepped closer to her.
“And me,” Rory interjected. “Hey Ronan! Take over for me, I’m goin’ to help out Revy!”
A heavily scarred young man shifted over to them from the shanties. He had olive skin leaning toward jaundice, short black hair and eyes devoid of joy. And his coat too large for his lean frame. “You serious?”
“Yes,” Hazard crossed her arms.
“You’re going to protect him?” Ronan looked bewildered. “That’s our job, not yours.”
“He’s my mate! Like it or not, I’m going,” Hazard retorted.
Ronan contorted his face into something resembling simultaneous offense and shock. He took a cursory glance at Devari and then moved over to the blind spot behind the barricade as blue aether began gathering in the air above them. Devari’s Casting shaded the cavern in the light of the forming aether, attracting the gaze of everyone present. The others all looked up while Devari concentrated on the scepter and held it out in front of her as the aether swirled in a ring above them. Thin streams sprouted from out from it and went into the Entangle Bangle.
“You’re going to need to get closer,” Devari stated.
Rory stepped in as the aether ring lowered itself down around them, spinning ever faster while Ronan backed away. The aether ring started rotating on its axis at such a speed that it appeared to form a bubble around the trio. The power of the caves tried to insert a feeling of doubt into her mind. What if her Casting wasn’t strong enough? Revaris was probably dead anyway. No, Devari would not accept that. The blue aether flashed gold for the briefest second, and then she impressed her intention on the Entangle Bangle. They vanished instantly.
They appeared suspended in the air in a dilapidated room, a kind of lobby in one of the towering ruins. The trio fell a few feet straight down onto the dusty dirty floor. Hazard landed on her feet in a crouched prowl, Devari not so much. She couldn’t control her fall as well, and fell onto her side after her legs crumpled from the impact. Rory landed on his back.
“I said thirty feet!” Rory complained.
“I know,” Devari winced as she sat up with a pained groan “I had to be safe in case you were wrong.”
Hazard stood up as the vibrations caused encrusted substances to peel away from the walls, moving over to what presumably used to be a large window. Rory got to his feet and gave Devari a hand up.
“Devari? You didn’t tell me they were that big,” Hazard pointed at a tall, towering machine.
She and Rory joined Hazard at the window, which peered out to the vast wastes where no building remained standing above a meaningful height. It was from that elevation that they could see the Rumbler that had parked itself on the edge of the ruins, consuming debris into itself like a ravenous beast. The smell of burnt oil heralded the arrival of none other than the Mashing Mincer.
The intensely loud Rumbler emanated grinding noises and mechanical whines, evidence of the metalworking components within it. The thing had nine tall metal cylinders all bunched together in rows of three. The hull flattened out beside them into an armored carapace with a bulging square box for its head. A large ramp descended from there with a moving floor drawing in materials to a series of toothed, circular blades. Six massive wheels attached to a flat chassis, which were further supported by metal legs extending from underneath to root itself outside of the ruins.
A small fleet of specialized Rumblers—no more than half a dozen—were with it, featuring metal snapping claws and various tools designed for the sole purpose of breaking down anything it found to make processing easier. Devari saw that these Rumblers were not alone: a massive metal turtle shell big enough to swallow the Mincer rested in the distance far away from the cave cavities. The entire caravan had come, and the Leviathan was here. Devari hated that Rumbler. She spent decades imprisoned in it while trapped in a child’s body. Her first good day onboard was the day Darren Devereux shot Warren Wager right next to her.
Shoooom! A Bane user shifted in a purple blur from a building across the street and jumped into a high arc, colliding with Rory and tumbling onto the floor with him. Another one bashed through a wall behind them, attacking Devari.
“Marauders!” Rory shouted as he kicked his attacker away from himself.
Bursts of black orbs swirling with purple light came raining down from just below the ceiling, prompting Rory to react first. He threw a fist forward and sent something like black flames to catch them, but a few of them rolled through the sides and struck the floor around them, breaking it open and causing all of them to fall through toward the ground floor beneath them.
Rory, Hazard, and the Marauder all shifted harmlessly down to the ground level, leaving Devari with barely a second to use her brooch to appear at the bottom. With an upward thrust of her scepter, Devari manifested a concave blue shield to block the falling rubble from burying them all within it. The Marauders did not remain still, moving to adjacent rooms and reappearing only to send more orbs their way.
Rory batted them away like a brute, while Hazard intercepted them with black bursts she hurled like snowballs. The orbs expanded on contact before fading. There was no explosion, they simply dissolved whatever was near where they impacted. When Devari imagined what would happen if any of them had touched her, she realized that these Marauders were fighting to kill.
The notion was as disturbing as it was infuriating, so she decided to use something she knew she shouldn’t in close quarters: red aether.
“This way!” Devari shouted as she used her brooch again, this time heading toward the exit of the building.
Rory and Hazard were too busy defending themselves; she couldn’t Cast anything destructive without catching them in it. She had another option available to her: Scripting. She furiously traced her symbols in front of her while keeping the fight in sight, simultaneously attracting aether to her scepter crystal until she was finished.
“That’s enough,” Devari spoke, and then tapped the center of her glowing Script.
The two Marauders vanished into thin air and appeared right in front of Devari; she snatched them. Before they even had a chance to be confused, she stuck her scepter between them and let the red aether blast out in a cone in front of her with a glittering ‘whoosh’.
Both attackers cried out in agony as their auras failed to fully defend them from her melee-range magic, blasting them backward into the clutches of Rory who grabbed both from behind their necks. The husky man covered his hands in the Bane and squeezed, hard. Devari turned away when he heard a loud ‘crack’—Rory snapped both their necks. A ‘thud’ followed the unceremonious dropping of both bodies. As if that wasn’t enough, Devari peeked to see Hazard pounce over and claw downward like a cat—a flush of the Bane eradicated what was left of the corpses with only black scorches remaining.
“Nice kill,” Hazard complimented Rory.
Rory nodded with a grunt. “There’s more out there. Move.”
They rushed outside as a Rumbler raced down the street, firing slot-rockets to break up an obstruction in the center of it. The explosion threw enough shrapnel their way that Rory erected a black shield to safely dissolve them. Devari noticed a moving figure in the shadow of a canopy across the way, where another structure’s entrance had long since caved in. That definitely wasn’t Revaris, and another Marauder could be seen two floors above in the same structure peering down at them.
Devari got to work on another Absolute Containment barrier. With quick hands, she intuitively wrote a shorthand version of it and Scripted a barrier in front of herself. The Script itself did not vanish, but rather shrank into a glowing ring of symbols over her left wrist which served as the control key. The barrier, resembling a rhombus of clear ice, moved in front of wherever her left hand went. She re-attached the Etcher to her scepter and waved it in front of her, summoning an arc of yellow aether that splashed forward as a wave. It travelled across the street, forcing the lower Marauder to shift out into the open.
“Split up!” Rory shifted after one, while Hazard shifted up after the other.
Devari followed their movements the best she could with her eyes, watching streaks of the Bane clash and dash away from each other. They were getting farther away as the battle carried them deeper into the ruins, leaving Devari to chase after them. Devari reminded herself to breath and sharply inhaled before using her brooch to gain ground. The two Marauder’s broke away from Rory and Hazard and came toward her on opposite sides of the street—she was ready. Devari began Casting by holding her scepter straight up, sending a blooming mass of green aether out like dozens of glowing lassos. Her emotions shifted, and the green aether converted into blue before reaching the Marauders. Instead of trapping them, the ropes struck like hardened bars.
The Marauder on the left channeled the Bane and sliced through them with his flattened hand, while the other was hit in the chest and face. He crash landed onto a pile of rubble. Hazard caught up and jumped onto the fallen one on the right, clawing viciously at him with the Bane while Rory shifted straight into the side of the other for a tackle. The Marauder aimed a hand at one of the Rumblers skidding around a corner—who were obviously enjoying themselves—as though he were about to blast one of them. It was a feint.
Rory turned his head to glance at it, which distracted him long enough for the Marauder to get free, delivering a straight punch into Rory’s gut with a Bane covered fist. It destroyed the fabric over that area and sent Rory to the ground, wounded. The Bane had completely eaten away at the skin covering his muscles. As pained as his face was, he refused to stay down, and stood up with an even bigger field of the Bane around him.
“Rory!” Devari called out, before pointing her scepter at the Marauder and using Red Spill Kill on the assailant.
The Marauder didn’t shift away quickly enough, and he was bombarded by dozens upon dozens of little red aether orbs that carried him away into a building blocked by boulders, the entire barrage exploding with him in it. The front wall of the floor above collapsed on top of the blast, burying the Marauder under it. Hazard stopped mauling her Marauder and leapt away from him, joining up with Rory and Devari, who dispelled her Absolute Containment barrier.
“He’s hurt,” Devari rushed to Rory’s side to look at his wound. He was bleeding badly.
“Dammit Rory why’d you have to get caught like that?” Hazard shouted.
“The bastard aimed for the Rumblers, I took my eyes off the wrong hand,” Rory stumbled forward and was supported by both Devari and Hazard.
“Can’t you use your script-y thingy to help him?” Hazard looked at Devari first before looking around. “And where the hell is Revy?”
“I can but there’s a consequence,” said Devari.
“Whatever you can do just do it,” Rory groaned before dropping to a knee.
“Alright, I need you to roll up his sleeve,” Devari instructed.
Hazard did so, exposed Rory’s heavily scarred right forearm while Devari began Etching onto his skin. She drew two circles partially overlapping each other, then wrote a special clause into each of them before linking the overlap with specific marks. The Script formed a golden tattoo where she drew.
“Focus on healing the wound, and nothing else,” said Devari.
Rory nodded, grit his teeth, and closed his eyes. Within moments, the skin started regrowing over his abdomen, sealing itself as though he’d never been touched. The only thing missing was hair. That would grow back on its own later. He opened his eyes, expressing both shock and relief.
“I can heal now?” Rory touched his new skin.
“You can, but it will shorten your life each time. Don’t abuse it,” Devari explained.
The buried Marauder exploded out of the pile of debris with a wild whirlwind of the Bane, a massive aura rapidly eroding the ground as he stepped back outside and onto the street. He wasn’t dead, but he’d been badly burned to the point of unrecognizable, a sight so horrible that Devari wished he’d died from the fallen debris. Now she had to witness the suffering her impulsive maiming had done.
“Devari!” Hazard pushed them both down as a wave of the Bane came rushing toward them.
Hazard formed a wall of her own, causing her Bane to bash against his. She was losing. Devari swished her scepter down to create a shield between the opposing forces, but it disintegrated as soon as it manifested. Its properties reminded her of the Miasma, although far more lethal to the living. Rory got up and began hurling balls of the Bane to help Hazard’s barrier, but the Marauder was still overpowering them.
The Marauder bashed his fists together and the wave expanded in every direction to close in from above and their sides. Devari waved her scepter in a circle over her head and manifested a blue bubble. She saw the Bane eating through her shield, so she doubled down on it with yellow aether over blue, then green underneath. Hazard and Rory had to withdraw their efforts, or they’d damage the shield as well. Aether and the Bane simply were not compatible, so it was up to her now. Her layers of shields kept fizzling away, only leaving her with enough time to fortify it, but now they were stuck. Devari braced her scepter out and channeled so much aether that the glow of her crystal became a blinding blue, with Hazard and Rory only able to watch her Casting at work.
Devari knew she was supposed to be better than this, she was stronger than this. She’d been trained by Esmerelda, who was more powerful than this with an even smaller crystal. That fact bothered her. Nothing was ever good enough, there was always something wrong with her performance, and Devari was tired of it. In the chaos of a battle where she could scarcely think, a notion came to her. She was too numb to things, and Casting worked on willpower fueled by emotion. The power of Sephaeus and the Two Terrors came from their passion, and Devari didn’t have enough of that…until now.
Everyone she cared about flashed through her mind. There were personal heroes who never mistreated her, always accepted her, and always looked after her. They were her Brightstar: always piercing the darkness no matter how thick the clouds were. And now she had to be that for Hazel, who was standing right next to her. Her enemy’s desperation had made him stronger with the Bane. But not strong enough.
“Stop it,” Devari blurted.
Her shield transformed into a golden bubble around them, glittering with the power of the Sentinels and overmatching the Bane. It did not dissolve, and an upward wave of the scepter splashed the golden aether outward, defeating the Bane and sending the remnants away. Explosions erupted from where the remainder struck, dislodging metal and rust around them.
The Marauder howled in frustration as the Bane rose up around him like a tornado, growing larger with each second.
“He’s gonna attract Specters, we gotta go,” Rory warned.
All the Bane suddenly fizzled away, revealing Revaris standing where their attacker had been, the remnant wisps of the Bane fizzling away from his arm. The man had been completely obliterated
“Good kill,” Rory remarked.
“Where were you?” Hazard snapped.
“Shh!” Revaris held an arm out and turned his back to them. “We’re not done.”
“Yes we are,” Devari thought of a new Script, and immediately knelt down to begin Etching onto the ground. “I need everyone close.”
She drew a large crescent, and then overlapped it with zig-zagging lines. From there, she stood up and made a separate Script in the air in front of her, followed by two more to her sides. She tapped the symbols with the tip of her Etcher, and then flung one down in the center of the crescent. The other floated in front of her.
“What’s she doing?” asked Rory as he moved back with Hazard and Revaris.
“Flushing out some pests,” said Devari as she tapped the floating Script glyph.
Orange lines shot out of the crescent and traveled along the ground as though painted on it, winding around the ruins and spreading like an asymmetrical web.
“Found you,” Devari uttered. “That’s every living being within fifty feet of the crescent span.”
“Then we’re outnumbered,” Rory complained.
“We need to get underground,” Revaris added. “I’ve already used too much of the Bane. I—”
“Ahh!” Hazard cried out.
Devari turned around to the sight of a Specter standing behind Hazard, holding onto the top of her head. Rory reacted by thrusting a burst of the Bane at it, which staggered it but did not free Hazard. Her eyes rolled up as her arms went slack.
“Let her go!” Devari shrieked.
Devari tipped her scepter at the Specter and a torrent of both golden aether and the Bane flew from beneath Devari and drilled into the creature’s body from each side. The hand grabbing Hazard dissolved when its arm severed, which is when Rory came to blast its head clean off before swooping in to catch Hazard as her legs collapsed. Her body had gone limp.
“Come on Hazard, wake up,” Rory groaned as he cradled and shook her.
Devari dropped her Etcher-equipped scepter and ran to her side, clutching her hand and tapping it repeatedly.
“Hazel? Hazel!” Devari’s vision blurred with the appearance of welling tears.
She was still warm, but there was a distinct absence on her face, like she was empty. 
“Hazel please wake up!” her voice trembled and her tears finally fell.
This could not be. Devari had suffered longer exposure to a Specter than Hazard, there was no way it could have been that quick. Then she recalled that it had taken her by her head, which might have made the difference. Devari shook her head in rejection of what unfolded in front of her as the background sounds of battle washed out. If Hazard was gone then it was her fault. She’d brought everyone to the surface, and now both Rory and Hazard had been hurt. She tried to help, but now everything was worse. This wasn’t right. This wasn’t fair. This wasn’t what she meant to do.
Devari shot to her feet and screamed at the top of her lungs, stumbling back as an immense spire of the Bane erupted around her. Rory recoiled in alarm and pulled both himself and Hazard out of her range. Rage and despair took over as Devari howled up at the Firmament, watching as dozens of Specters emerged from its bottom and started floating down. Whatever was up there had to pay. Devari opened one hand and her scepter flew into it, and then she held it aloft as her crystal became filled with dark purple.
“Bring her back!” Devari launched a massive spiraling beam of the Bane along with red aether straight up.
It struck a multi-faceted blue shield that appeared where it was struck, releasing a shockwave that displaced the wind above them. Devari didn’t stop, the Firmament had to go. She widened the beam until it became a cone, consuming every Specter in its path and erasing them completely. She blasted at it until her emotions depleted themselves, before lowering her arm in defeat and dropping the scepter. She fell her to knees, covered her face with her hands and sobbed into them.
Revaris appeared with them in a single shift. He froze in place when he saw Hazard.
“No,” Revaris shook his head. “No no no, not this, not now.”
Rory relinquished Hazard to Revaris, who pulled her tightly into his chest and cradled her head. Her vacant expression did not change. Revaris started panting deeply, and he glared at Devari with a seething fury that nearly robbed her of her breath.
“Fix her,” he commanded.
“I—I don’t know if I can,” Devari admitted.
Revaris set Hazard down gently and grabbed Devari by her shoulders to pull her up.
“You can do anything. Fix her!” he shouted.
Devari continued weeping. “I’m sorry—I didn’t mean for this to happen.”
“What were you doing up here?” Revaris snarled.
Devari brushed off his hands and shoved him back. “What were you doing? The Rumblers didn’t need your help! You should have come back!”
“I was about to!” Revaris spat back. “The Marauders weren’t after them, they were after anybody who came up! I already took three of them before you got here! You should have stayed put, but you always interfere!”
“And you always rush off! Why do you have to do everything yourself!” Devari screamed back.
“So that this wouldn’t happen!” Revaris turned around and punched a nearby metal frame, knocking it over onto the ground. “Do you know what I’ve lost?”
Devari remained silent, and turned away to cry.
“Revy…” Rory spoke. “She’ll starve if we leave her like this. You know what we have to do.”
“No!” the Bane flared up around Revaris with crackling black lightning around him. “I’m not giving up!”
Revaris walked over to Devari and grabbed her wrist. Tightly at first, but then he quickly softened his grip.
“Don’t touch me,” Devari warned.
“There has to be something you can do. Please Devari,” Revaris released her from his hold.
Devari shuddered bitterly. “Healing her body is easy, the mind is more complicated.”
“Can’t you just write something that says it didn’t happen?” Rory suggested.
An idea hit Devari like lightning. He was right. There was something, but she’d never Scripted anything like that before. Devari turned around, looked at Hazard’s body and instantly knew what she wanted to do.
“I might have a way, but it’ll only buy us time. We have to fix whatever went wrong, or there will be a price,” Devari calmed down enough to explain.
“I’ll pay any price, just tell me what I have to do,” Revaris stared at Devari resolutely.
“It’s not that simple,” Devari shook her head. “I can write a Script that will return her to the way she was before it got her, but the life of another has to be traded until she is mended. If it isn’t fixed in time, the person who is traded will Annihilate.”
“What does that mean?” asked Rory.
Devari took a deep breath. “It means that person will no longer exist.”
“Then just pick somebody we hate!” Rory retorted.
She shook her head. “It must be chosen, or the consequences will be worse.”
“Then use me,” Revaris blurted out.
For a brief moment, Devari envied Hazard. When the foot came down, Revaris was ultimately a good person. She couldn’t take that away.
“No,” Devari contradicted. “If it fails, then Hazel will have to watch you die instead. I’ll take it.”
Revaris grabbed Devari’s hands and held them tightly, he was begging now. “There’s gotta be another way. No sacrifices.”
Devari closed her eyes and let a light smile form on her face. “It’s not a sacrifice if I’m clever—and motivated enough.”
“Whatever you guys are gonna do, you better do it quick,” Rory interjected as he looked up. “More Specters are coming.”
Everyone looked and saw them, and there were many. Devari and Revaris looked back at each other, and then he nodded in acceptance.
“I’ll get you the time,” they let go of each other and then rushed over to grab her Scepter. With the Etcher still attached to it, she drew a circle into the ground around Hazard. She encased that with a triangle, and then encased it in a square. Devari detached the Etcher as Rory and Revaris started hurling bolts of the Bane into the sky, taking out as many Specters as they could. The Specters themselves made no effort to dodge or even defend themselves, but were replaced by even more from the Firmament.
Devari Scripted two overlapping ovals above Hazard before putting in the individual symbols and markings. She slowed down to carefully consider a particular symbol, and then looked at Revaris. She put her scepter down and took out her spectacles and then used it to look at a representation of Hazard’s Soul Scroll. It appeared as pages of fiery orange text above her.
With her thoughts, she flipped through different panels of Script, until she found the one giving the exact value of Hazard’s Soul Scroll. She chose that and then looked at her own: the symbol representing her Seal. She put her mark into the Script, followed by Hazard’s. The process needed aether, so she began Casting through the spectacles and her Etcher. Pearls of blue aether began manifesting, all drawing into the enclosed symbols surrounding Hazard.
“Is it working?” Revaris asked as he thrust upward and sent crackling black lighting to rip apart three more Specters.
“I need to concentrate,” Devari replied.
It was coming along, but it was happening too slowly. The Bane was interfering, and Devari’s emotions were chaotic. More Specters were coming, with two appearing for every single one destroyed. A swarm of ghostly blue beings quickly formed, and Revaris was having trouble keeping up.
“The Bane attracts them, we’re just making it worse,” Rory waved his arm and an arc of the Bane flew up like a boomerang, cleaving a few in half as their bodies dissolved in response.
Devari ignored them, using her force of will to make as much aether as she could. The Script was slowly coming to life with brighter and brighter light, but the dread of the incoming Specters began to interfere with the speed of her Casting. She wasn’t going to make it at this rate, but she kept going, even if Hazard’s body was the last thing she ever saw.
She felt warmth on the top of her hair. Devari’s Bangle-Brooch was getting hotter, and the wind began picking up around her. A burst of aether accompanied the appearance of a woman in a classic purple robe, but one that had been shortened to the waist, revealing white leggings. It was Zoe, and she was wearing a core crystal ring above a double-Entangle Bangle.




Chapter 33 - Devari

“Zoe?” Devari breathed.
Her focus faltered for the briefest moment, but she maintained her Casting onto the Script while a second voice spoke behind her.
“Unlike yourself, she did not come alone.”
It was Ava. The red ring on her right pinky finger gave it away.  Her form-fitting black bodysuit appeared to be made of a lustrous metallic material. It glittered like diamonds every time she moved. Her mid-heeled boots on the other hand? Leather. 
Zoe got to work immediately, and aimed her palm down at Hazard, channeling aether into the Script. Ava looked up and surveyed the situation with apparent fascination.
“Well that’s interesting,” Ava glanced at Revaris and Rory, and then down at Hazard. She sighed in exasperation as her eyes filled with blood red.
With a single snap of her finger, hundreds of black spikes shot out of every shadow around them, extending far above them and impaling every Specter in the sky. When they did not falter, the spikes withdrew and began whipping around violently. The Specters were sliced into many pieces within seconds, reducing their bodies to a nebulous mass of blue light. The spikes popped into a mist of black powder when it was done, fading like a shadow in the sun. Revaris turned to stare at Ava, while Rory appeared impressed.
“What?” Ava’s eyes returned to normal. “I’m sure you were doing a fine job, it just needed to go a bit faster.”
The Script flashed fire orange, followed by a string extending from the center of Hazard’s forehead to Devari’s chest. A blue orb transferred from Devari through it, going into Hazard’s head before the entire Script condensed into a little light that streaked into a small golden tattoo onto the top of Hazard’s hand. Hazard instantly opened her eyes with a gasp. Revaris went from looking at Ava to rushing over to Hazard. Devari looked at Hazard’s confused expression with bittersweet relief. Rory stared in amazement at Hazard’s recovery while Zoe came over.
“Are you alright?” Zoe looked her over.
“I’m not hurt,” Devari answered. “Thank you Zoe.”
“Why did you leave Valmaron without an escort?” Zoe frowned.
“I wanted to get here before Troy does, and I thought it’d draw too much attention,” Devari looked away.
“Troy is coming here?” Zoe leaned forward.
“What happened?” Hazard looked between Revaris and Devari with a spooked face.
“A Specter got you,” Rory replied with wide eyes. “She brought you back.”
Revaris hugged Hazard tightly. She closed her eyes and sighed contentedly, reaching up to hold him behind his head. He kissed her. Rory flinched at the sight of the affection, looking over at Devari with inquiring confusion.
“Why are they doing that?” he asked. “I thought they hated each other.”
“I never hated Revy,” Hazard was helped to her feet. “I’ve liked him since we were teenagers.”
Revaris took a step toward Devari, prompting Zoe to turn around and block him defensively. Ava stood there with her hands on her hips, apparently more interested in looking up at the Firmament.
“It’s alright Zoe,” Devari touched Zoe’s hand. “Revaris is a friend.”
Zoe made a skeptical frown, but moved aside as Revaris walked over and made eye contact. Devari smiled weakly, and then she was pulled into a strong hug by Revaris.
“I don’t know how to thank you,” Revaris spoke.
Devari’s wits were too overwhelmed from the chaos of battle to enjoy the hug in any meaningful sense, feeling like her mind was going faster than the rest of her to the point of making her heart beat erratically. She was scared. Everything up to this point was terrifying. Just being there was terrifying.
Zoe held up her hand with her core crystal ring, Casting an orb of yellow light into her hand. “We should find somewhere safe.”
“No place is safe,” Revaris quipped. “Everywhere has something wrong with it.”
“I don’t see any more of those little ghosts of yours,” Ava remarked. “Perhaps they took my point the first time.”
“Why didn’t you use that trick against the Baneful?” Revaris glared. “And why do you sound different?”
“You’re confusing me with my sister. It can’t be helped, we’re all identical after all. That was Abigail, my name is Ava.”
“They’re triplets,” Devari added. “Abigail uses a deeper voice, Ana Lee sound very sweet, and Ava is…well she’s Ava.”
“Hazard,” Rory interrupted. “You’re the first person to wake up from that. Do you remember anything?”
“It’s fuzzy. I remember being somewhere. I remember…it was peaceful. Like I could leave, but I didn’t want to,” said Hazard.
“You went somewhere?” Devari inquired.
Hazard nodded. “That’s all I remember.”
“This is all very fascinating but, there’s a much simpler problem we need to address,” Ava interjected. “Namely, continuing this riveting conversation elsewhere.”
“I have enough aether for all of us,” Zoe remarked with a slight smile. “This core crystal is amazing.”
“Oh! Speaking of new toys, do you still have it Zoe?” asked Ava.
“I do,” Zoe pulled something made of Valmari steel from her sleeve. Hazard’s dagger.
“I assume this is for you,” Zoe held it by the flat of the blade and offered it to Hazard.
She immediately lit up and took it, before flipping it around her fingers with brilliant precision and control. Hazard giggled as she caught the dagger in a reverse grip.
“Oh this is great,” Hazard gushed.
Rory rolled his eyes and looked at Devari. “You gave her a knife?”
“Oh this is way better than a knife,” Hazard tucked it on the sash holding up her leggings, proudly allowing it to gleam in the light.
“Wonderful,” Ava began waving everyone closer. “Time to go everyone! We’ve got a lot of bodies and only so much Bangle.”
Zoe’s ring flickered from blue to orange, and she waved that hand across the air in front of her, instantly spawning a spinning pool of portal. Zoe went first, followed by everyone else one by one. Devari stepped through and a flash of orange light replaced the surface with the interior of the Raven Haven, just underneath the Noetic Reticle. Ronan reflexively surrounded his fists with the Bane and took a stance, until Revaris waved him down.
“We’re good Ronan,” said Revaris.
“Well this is rather ugly,” Ava remarked with obvious disgust.
Hazard scowled at her, but Ava simply turned her nose up.
“No worries, I’m sure your living conditions will be quite favorable by the end of this,” Ava mused. “Speaking of which, what exactly are we here to do Devari? Besides him of course.”
Ava gestured toward Revaris and Hazard.
“H—how would she know about that?” Revaris murmured while Hazard blushed.
“I’m an expert on these sorts of things. My sisters and I are a talented bunch,” Ava retorted and pointed at Rory. “For example, he hasn’t had a woman recently. Probably weeks.”
Rory grumbled and folded his arms together. Zoe shook her head and started looking around at the interior of the cavern, glaring at the cavers mugging them from the shanty shops.
“What happened up there?” Ronan questioned. “It got dusty down here after a minute.”
“Marauders. They tried to kill us,” Revaris admitted.
“Who tried to kill you?” Zoe wore her outrage on her face while staring at Devari. “They won’t get another chance now that I’m here.”
“People who answer to the Matriarch. She controls most of the caves,” Revaris said to Zoe.
All of Devari’s whirlwind emotions suddenly came into focus. Her anxiety and fear gave way to unrestrained rage. That woman: Imogen Kane—this was all her fault.
“I say we go confront that bitch,” Hazard spat.
Ava looked delightedly amused, put her hands on her hips and leaned forward. “Do we have a personal problem with this person?”
“We do now,” Devari dropped her chin, narrowed her eyes, and spoke in a smoothly grim tone. “I’m going to have words with Imogen.”
***
“Keep your guard up,” Revaris said with controlled volume. “We’re nearly there.”
Even if she hadn’t already seen this part of the Save Caves, Devari could tell from the feeling alone. They were in the labyrinth. Her spectacles now displayed dreadful messages, and the atmosphere itself felt distinctly hopeless tinged with a sort of rage. The deeper they got, the worse it felt. Devari walked side by side with Zoe and Hazard, while Ava casually strolled closely behind them with the echoing ‘clicks’ of her thick-heeled boots. Revaris led the way, having left Rory back in the Raven Haven.
“I don’t like this,” said Zoe, who was jerking her head around as if something was touching her. “I feel horrible, and scared. What’s doing this to us?”
“I don’t know yet,” Devari stated. “But I can work it out.”
“She looks okay,” Hazard balled a fist and pointed a thumb back at Ava.
“Hmm?” Ava chirped.
“Ava, why doesn’t this place bother you?” asked Devari. “Abigail wasn’t affected either.”
“The Ziggurat was hardly the place to leave oneself open to attacks of the mind,” Ava’s eyes narrowed sharply. “Isn’t that right Devari?”
Devari clutched the arm holding her scepter and shrunk her posture uncomfortably.
“In other words, you’re Scripted against it,” Zoe groused.
“Figures,” Hazard murmured.
“Actually no,” Ava replied. “Those kind of Scripts are tricky, and there are too many methods of psychic assault to cover them all. Instead, I’ve learned how to control my thoughts.”
“Casters have the same training,” Zoe retorted. “And this is still bothersome.”
“Yes darling but don’t let my divine beauty fool you, you’re a lot younger than I am,” Ava disclosed. “And besides, that’s not what this feels like anyway.”
“What does it feel like then?” Devari inquired inquisitively.
“Well for starters, this seems like we’re sensing the emotions of something else. Something so strong that everyone nearby feels it as though it were their own,” Ava explained with a palm gesture toward the space around them.
“And how are we supposed to tell the difference?” Hazard murmured tempestuously.
“You wouldn’t if you were born in it,” Ava answered. “A little experience goes a long way, and I know who I am. Ooh! By the way Devari, Jaron asked me to give you this—” Ava took out a metal marble with singular Script runes all over it. “From a mutual friend.”
Devari’s eyes widened excitedly, instantly switching to confusion as she looked at it. One mark in particular told her who created it. “This is Bigsby’s work!”
Ava nodded. “He’s alive.”
She exhaled in relief, and immediately went to looking at the metal marble to read it. “Um…are you sure this isn’t junk?”
“You would know better than I,” Ava replied.
Devari tucked the marble into her cleavage as they came around the bend of a long tunnel leading to the cavern outside of the Matriarch’s domain. A series of segmented Caster shields blocked the way, prompting Zoe to move ahead of the group. She waved her hand with a flickering flash of her core crystal ring, and the segments in the center of the shield slid aside to make an opening for them. Each of them stepped through, with Zoe closing the shield behind them.
“Who goes there?” the male voice of a Sentinel spoke from ahead of them.
Devari stepped forward as a Sentinel moved out of the shadows and into the light of an adjacent lantern.
“Her Highness, Princess Devari is here,” Zoe announced.
The Sentinels scanned the party of five before nodding curtly.
“Why didn’t Her Highness come here directly? We have a network of Noetic Reticles prepared,” the Sentinel questioned.
“I wanted to see something,” Devari tucked her spectacles away and gestured toward Zoe. “And I have an escort. By the way, has anyone seen the monster?”
The Sentinel shook his head. “It does not dare approach, although we have heard it lurking…Your Highness, please do not wander the caves without a Sentinel present.”
“She won’t, I’ll make sure of that,” Zoe stated sternly with a slight glare at Devari.
“Understood,” the Sentinel replied. “Are you taking the portal back to Valmaron?”
“No,” said Devari as she tightened the grip on her scepter. “I’m going in there.”
She pointed to the entrance of the Matriarch’s domain with a sharp look. The Sentinel glanced back at it, then looked back toward Zoe. They nodded to each other.
“One hour, or we breach,” the Sentinel warned before stepping aside.
Everyone moved forward, but Zoe kept slightly ahead of Devari on the right with Revaris on the left. The entrance was angled in such a way that they could not see into the cavern, only the flickering of flames against the stone wall.
“What’ll happen if they breach?” Hazard wondered aloud.
“Everyone in there will die of course,” Ava replied matter-of-factly.
“They sound pretty hardcore,” Revaris commented. “But I’m no slouch either.”
“Sentinels are not to be trifled with,” Zoe added. “As a group, no one can oppose them.”
“Are you sure about that? The Two Terrors are easily as powerful as any Sentinel I’ve seen,” Ava remarked.
Zoe turned her head. “I was including the Sentinel Commander when I said that.”
Devari noticed designs carved into the rim of the entrance as they approached it. It was engraved with square spirals and what looked like human skulls. Upon closer inspection, they were skulls. The whole place smelled like death, and the foreboding aura penetrated Devari’s spirit to the point of making her feel like she would not leave the place alive. They stepped over the threshold, revealing a large cavity just beyond the shortest of tunnels.
There were numerous openings throughout the cavern at random elevations, but no walkways. Presumably because of the cavers using shifting to get around. Lanterns arrayed all around the interior cast shadows into the hive-like openings, revealing the silhouetted figures of people waiting just inside. Marauders. A group of them jumped out and shifted to the cavern floor before forming a blockade of five men, each one radiating an aura of the Bane. Ava immediately stepped to the front of the group, placing herself between Revaris and Zoe.
“Leave now, or we kill you,” said the central Marauder.
“Boys boys boys,” Ava shook her head and sighed. “Let’s not make threats before we understand who we’re dealing with, shall we?”
The lead Marauder opened his palms toward Ava and flicked his wrist, sending a field of the Bane right toward them. Hazard reacted by pulling her new dagger and stabbing straight into it, dispelling the entire field of the Bane with a dense javelin of her own. It bored straight through the head of the Marauder who attacked, removing it entirely. The headless body went stiff and fell straight back.
“Don’t do that,” Revaris growled.
The Shodin crystal on Hazard’s dagger flickered as she cut it across like tearing open a bag of grain. A dense, thin blade of the Bane appeared in tandem with her movement, opening the bellies of the other four Marauders. They all went down, screaming in agonized horror. They were stunned, but not unconscious. Only Zoe turned away from the massacre.
“Can you clean that up Revy?” Hazard flashed a devious grin, clearly satisfied with her new dagger.
Revaris stepped forward, but held a palm up, and a blast of the Bane came effortlessly came forth to erase the maimed men. “More are gonna come.”
“Devari,” Ava turned to look at her. “Are we here to execute everyone, or would you prefer to meet your ‘Matriarch’?”
“I don’t care about them,” Devari said darkly. “I want Imogen.”
“Alright,” Ava said cheerfully. “Time to get her attention.”
Ava’s took a deep breath and touched the side of her throat with the tip of her index and middle finger. When she spoke, her voice echoed beyond the volume of any shout, loud enough to shake the very caves they stood in.
“Unless you want a cave full of corpses,” “Ava continued. “I suggest you go fetch your master.”
Devari took her Etcher off her scepter, and started Scripting a small spot on the ground by her foot. Orange light cut into the stone floor, and with the tip of the Etcher Devari pried out the object she carved out of it. It was a polyhedron, with incomplete golden Script in each of its facets. It was the size of an apple.
It felt like they were all frozen in time as they waited for Imogen, as the overarching dread Devari felt in the situation had somehow transmuted in a burning desire for bloodshed. Part of her wanted the talk to fail, just so she could make every one of these people suffer. She shook her head before she got too lost in the feeling, and reattached her Etcher while clutching the polyhedron in her other hand.
After an inordinately long wait, a rolling mass of the Bane rushed out of the top tunnel, plunging down in a manner reminiscent of the Miasma as Imogen Kane emerged from it. Two Marauders, each wielding a Blammer, flanked her on the left and right slightly behind her. The tall Marauder stood between them, glaring over the Matriarch’s head with his hands holding a handful of the Bane. Devari took a few steps forward, with Ava right next to her.
One Marauder aimed his Blammer at Revaris, while the other aimed at Zoe.
“Well if it isn’t the little Princess,” Imogen snarled. “If you think you can violate my domain a third time and placate me with words, you picked the wrong place.”
“Stop talking,” Devari snarled.
Imogen narrowed her glare. “Excuse you?”
“See this?” Devari held up the polyhedron. “I unbalanced its Soul Scroll in such a way that if it forcefully touches anything, it will strip the surrounding Script into itself in order to find balance.”
“Meaning what exactly?” Imogen said in a taunting tone.
“Meaning that if I drop this, this entire cave will become Unsealed and explode more violently than you can imagine. You won’t get anywhere fast enough to escape it. I call it a Palm Bomb,” Devari tilted her head and winked.
Imogen’s expression was unmoved. “Will you get on with it, or are you going to hold your piece?”
“Holding ‘peace’—what?” Devari lowered her hand holding the bomb, prompting the Marauders to flinch. “Who the hell are you to talk about peace? I never did anything to you, and all you’ve done is try to kill me.”
“I have defended my home against you,” Imogen countered.
“Oh please,” Ava interjected. “This you-made-me-do-it routine is unoriginal. If you’re going to be a belligerent bitch, at least own up to it.”
“You again?” Imogen spoke dismissively.
“That was my sister: Abigail. I am Ava Spellcraft, though in the past I went by Ava Aurora Valentine. I’m what you want to be when you grow up, and I am not impressed,” Ava looked Imogen up and down with her hips cocked.
“You think you could do it better?” Imogen smirked.
“I am doing it better!” Ava turned her nose up. “I have had more men in fearful awe of me than you could ever fit in your quaint caves.”
“And where are they now?” Imogen questioned. “You seem to be short by one or two-hundred.”
“Hundreds?” Ava held her fingers over her mouth and chortled. “My darling, I controlled thousands. And if you must know, they’re all dead.”
“Aww. Did they die from the diseases you gave them jumping from one man to the next?” Imogen taunted derisively.
“Hardly,” Ava retorted. “I prefer quality over quantity, and my ‘quality’ just so happens to be the most powerful man in the world, who killed the previous most powerful man in the world—it didn’t work out between us.”
“Ah yes…your ‘king’,” Imogen crossed her arms. “So then you’re not a slut, just a ladder-climbing whore. That’s where we differ: I don’t need a man to give me power. I am the power.”
Ava started sniggering, pointing at all the Marauders surrounding them. Hazard scowled fiercely at Imogen, who completely ignored her presence.
“You call these pathetic cretins ‘men’? They aren’t fit to lick the bottom of my boots! And let’s be honest: you’d be nothing without your little lapdogs groveling for crumbs of your cursed cooch,” Ava teased.
“You think I’d debase myself with their touch? They belong to me, and I reward them with the pleasure of watching me service myself,” said Imogen.
“Spoken like a woman who hasn’t had a proper cock in centuries. Are you alright darling? Does your vagina need mouth-to-mouth resuscitation? Assuming it still works properly,” Ava taunted.
Imogen released a shrill, spine-tingling cackle. “They should have sent you first. You’re fun.”
The Matriarch held up a hand to signal her Marauders to stand down, which they did.
“As delightful playing with you has been, Devari is here to express her grievances, not me,” Ava admitted.
“Okay Princess,” a subdued simper now dominated Imogen’s expression. “What do you want?”
“Hello?” a male’s voice echoed from behind.
Zoe flinched. Devari turned around and saw the shadow of a tall figure cast itself across the cavern wall. She knew that stature, and that voice. A man in ornate golden clothing came strolling into the cavern with his hair dyed platinum white. It was Troy Maximillian.




Chapter 34 - Devari

“There you are Princess!” Troy held his arms out. “And if it isn’t Hazel and Zizi!”
Ava groaned at the appearance of the Duke, who sauntered right on over to greet Devari with a curt bow. Revaris immediately looked disgusted, while Imogen’s amused expression became a curious one. Troy made eye contact with the Matriarch, and then looked at all the Marauders standing around.
“Oh dear…surely I’ve not arrived in the middle of a fight?” Troy trilled.
“Now is not a good time Troy,” Devari rolled her eyes.
“It never is,” Zoe added.
“Nonsense! Conflict is unbecoming of majestic creatures such as yourselves, Zizi excepted of course,” Troy spun around and glided over to Imogen.
She did not stop him when he took her hand and gave it a kiss. Her amusement returned.
“I know authority when I see it,” he slimmed his eyes. “And who might you be?”
“I am Imogen Kane,” Imogen smirked devilishly at Devari. “And who is it that addresses me?”
Troy straightened his posture and put a hand on his chest. “I am Troy Maximillian, Duke of Valmaron. I have come to assist the Princess as your benevolent benefactor.”
“And has she explained to you how things work down here?” Imogen folded her arms behind her back.
Troy’s gaze darted back and forth between Devari and Imogen, followed by something resembling recognition appearing on his face. He pointed at Hazard, who moved her dagger down to her side. Revaris observed with stoic intensity while Zoe glared directly at Troy.
“I had the pleasure of that one coming to dinner. As I understand it, you have a particular policy around mating,” Troy started looking around the caves with apparent disappointment.
“Troy, don’t you feel anything down here?” Devari questioned.
“Feel what Princess?” Troy raised his eyebrows. “Aside from a rather unfortunate aroma, I don’t feel anything.”
Imogen put her hand on Troy’s shoulder, while looking straight at Devari. “Now that someone important is here, we can get down to business.”
“I agree…” Troy grinned.
“Your Princess was just about to tell me what she’s doing here,” Imogen stepped forward. “Unless you’ve decided against following through on your promise?”
It would be so easy, Devari thought. She could kill them. She could kill everyone. None of them could do what she could, none of them would be able to stop her. They were all scum. Ava put a hand on Devari’s shoulder, using the other hand to turn her face toward her.
“Not here Devari,” Ava smiled deviously. “There are other ways of handling troublemakers.”
“Good advice,” Imogen chimed in.
Devari took a deep breath, sucking in her anger along with it. Ava put both of her hands on the Palm Bomb and gripped it gently until Devari relinquished it. Ava held it up and looked over to Zoe, who quickly reached out and summoned it to her in a bath of green aether.
“I’ll hold onto this,” said Zoe. “Just in case.”
The nearby Marauders were now focused on the newly equipped Caster, who startled them by tossing it up an inch and catching it tightly with a smirk.
Devari switched her scepter into her right hand and clicked her Etcher onto it. “You have a number of prisoners—”
“Guests,” Imogen interjected.
“I want the Rumblers released,” Devari continued.
“Who says they want to leave? I’ve taken good care of them, especially since the food arrived,” Imogen retorted.
“This is a waste of time,” Revaris spat. “Let em rot.”
“I never said I wasn’t cooperating,” Imogen slowly turned her head toward Revaris. “But you haven’t asked for anything reasonable.”
“Excuse me,” Troy spoke. “Imogen, was it? I believe Princess Devari’s concern is for the health of our friends, old and new. If you can assure their safety, perhaps we can move on to discussing the logistics of clearing out these caves. After all, you do intend to build a grand city on the surface do you not?”
Imogen held her head high and nodded curtly.
“Good!” Troy clapped. “And I happen to be in the business of building dynasties.”
“Mistress,” the taller, older Marauder chimed in. His shaggy, graying hair had been tied into a ponytail. “If we let them in, they might find—”
“That’s enough Oswald,” Imogen snapped with fierce eyes, before softening them to a deadpan expression. “Let them go wherever they like. I won’t be staying here much longer.”
Imogen waved her hand and turned away, after which the lesser Marauder’s left into the deeper caves. Oswald and the last two remained.
“Duke Maximillian,” Imogen called over her shoulder. “Come with me. I want to hear some of your ideas.”
“As you wish,” Troy turned to look at Devari with indifference. “Farewell Your Highness.”
Imogen held out a hand and waited for Troy to take it. The Bane swept up from underneath their feet, covered them in a sphere and carried them away up through the upper-most tunnel. The two Marauder’s went next, with Oswald remaining alone. He took a single look at them, bared his teeth and then shifted away after the rest.
“Great, now two people we hate are gonna be working together,” Hazard tucked her dagger roughly through her sash and moved closer to Devari.
“We should have killed them,” Revaris pointed at Ava. “You could have killed them.”
“My powers only work in defense, and mass murder doesn’t qualify,” said Ava.
“There’s another reason,” Devari said in a frustrated tone. “Killing accelerates Annihilation, and I need more time.”
Ava narrowed her gaze. “Devari…what have you done?”
Devari held out her wrist and showed the Script to her. Zoe came closer, looked at it, and made a horrified expression. Ava closed her eyes and slowly shook her head.
“We need to get you back to Valmaron,” Zoe urged.
“There’s nothing anyone can do. I chose this, and I have to fix it,” Devari replied.
“If Jaron finds out, there’s no telling what he’ll do,” Ava warned.
Devari abruptly looked at Ava with sharp conviction. “Do not tell Jaron!”
“Your Highness—I mean…Devari,” said Zoe. “Doesn’t he have the Banisher? He can erase the Script and save you.”
“If he erases this Script, then Hazard may never wake up, and I can’t undo something that far back,” Devari’s voice trembled. “I just have to cure the cause of Hazel’s condition and the Script will remove itself.”
Revaris crossed his arms and turned away. Hazard took a step closer, gently took Devari’s forearm and lifted it so she could see the Script.
“You mean you could die because of me?” her eyes wobbled.
“I didn’t have time to think of anything else,” Devari confessed. “And I don’t work as well under pressure.”
“This is serious Devari,” Ava said grimly. “Jaron still has the Soul Codex, and he’s not good at losing people. If he loses you, his anger could wash over the world.”
“What are you talkin’ about?” Revaris turned around with a scowling frown.
Ava sighed. “My husband has the power to make his deepest desires a reality, and he has quite a temper. If something were to happen to anyone he cares about, the results would be unpredictable.”
“Hold on,” Revaris held a hand up. “You mean to tell me this guy can control fate?”
“Not consciously,” Ava replied. “Not yet anyway.”
“Can’t he just change my fate?” Hazard asked, Devari squeezed her hand.
Zoe shook her head. “We don’t know what that would involve, or how many lives it would affect. It’s best not to meddle with it.”
“Great…” Revaris groaned. “Your king is a walking apocalypse.”
“I can do this,” Devari asserted. “The answer is in these caves, I just need time.”
“What do you know so far?” Ava rested her hands on her hips.
“The Specters are attracted by wielders of the Bane,” Devari detailed as she paced forward. “Which explains why they’re ignoring the Rumblers. And then there’s the Baneful that eats happy people. There’s got to be a connection.”
“Then we search these caves. Find the place where it feels the worst, and start there,” Zoe proposed. Zoe looked at something behind Devari. Everyone turned around and saw two Sentinels observing from the bend in the tunnel. “They must have heard the commotion, we were lucky this time. They’re not letting us out of their sight again without a larger escort.”
“And my powers aren’t suited for seeing into the truth of things,” Ava admitted. “We’re going to need my sister’s help.”
“Ana Lee…” Devari realized.
Zoe went through the portal back to Valmaron first. The Sentinels were coordinating a queue that had formed, allowing a change of the guard along with Tolians bringing crates to stack in the cavern outside of the entryway to the main Save Cave. Revaris and Hazard stood just ahead of Devari and Ava while they waited for their turns. The next shipment of food was coming through, and a team of Casters maintained the aether supply just behind the vortex.
“Ava,” said Devari. “There’s something Imogen said I can’t stop thinking about.”
“And what would that be?” Ava responded casually.
“It’s about Jaron…” Devari fidgeted with the staff of her scepter. “Are you only with him because he’s the king? Or is there another reason?”
Ava made eye contact, took a relaxed breath, and then turned her body toward Devari.
“Well darling—” Ava took Devari’s hands into hers. “The truth is that in the beginning, it was all about what I got out of it.”
“What changed?” Devari questioned skeptically.
“Everything,” Ava elevated her look and smiled contentedly. “He was always kind, but that’s just how he is. He enjoyed the sex, though that’s hardly surprising considering how I look. But then he started doing little things—things he didn’t have to do.”
“Little things? Like what?” asked Devari.
“He encouraged me to start singing again,” Ava cooed. “He played with me, and laughed at my silly jokes. He made time for me, like I was something precious. We became intimate in a way I’ve never known. You should have seen how excited he was when I told him I was pregnant! He picked me up, kissed me, and took me to ‘practice for the next one’. That was when I knew…and now we have a daughter more beautiful than anything I imagined.”
“Artemis really is adorable…” Devari trailed off and averted her eyes. “So then you do care for him.”
“Care for him? Devari, I love him. I don’t know how that big heart of his fits in his chest, but I know I’ll kill anyone who tries to break it. Very slowly in fact,” Ava started fanning her face with her hands. “Now look what you’ve done, you’re going to make me cry!”
“I’m sorry Ava, I didn’t mean to suggest—”
“Yes you did,” Ava interrupted and then tilted Devari’s chin up with a single finger. “You were just feeling protective of Jaron, and that’s alright. It means we’re on the same side.”
Devari smiled shyly.
“You two next,” a Sentinel gestured to Revaris and Hazard, who both turned around to look back.
“I’ll be right behind,” Devari winked at them.
Revaris and Hazard stepped through, vanishing into pearls of orange aether.
“Devari,” Ava touched her forearm. “You’ve been playing a dangerous game, and you keep raising the stakes. I want you to promise me that you’ll ask for help.”
“Ava…”
“Promise me Devari, or I will do something about it. You understand?” Ava said sternly.
“Yes…” Devari tried to look away, but Ava wouldn’t let her. “I promise.”
“Good,” Ava nodded. “And dispose of that bomb of yours when we get back.”
Realization dawned on Devari. She reached inside her cleavage where she’d kept the metal bearing. Devari jumped up in excitement and squeezed Ava tightly.
“Ava you’re a genius!” she exclaimed.
“Oh?” Ava grinned. “What have I done?”
“The Palm Bomb! The Script on it applies to every side. And this—” Devari held the ball up. “It has Script written all over it. I couldn’t solve it at first because the rest has to be finished in three dimensions!”
“Always so clever,” Ava smiled.
“I underestimated him…” Devari’s eyes became somber as she thought of Bigsby, who was off who knew where.
“It’s time Your Highness,” said the Sentinel in charge.
Devari nodded, and walked hand in hand with Ava through the portal. When they came through the other side, she saw Revaris and Hazard standing away on the far wall as personnel came to and fro. Jaron stood by the center podium, waiting for them.
Ava walked straight over to Jaron, wrapped her arms around his neck, and started peppering his cheeks and lips with a multitude of kisses. He had to blink just to avoid being puckered on the eyeball. She finished with one loud smooch and then flicked his bottom lip playfully.
“Hello Ava,” Jaron chuckled. “What was that for?”
“No reason!” Ava looked up in feigned innocence, but then looked into his eyes for a tender smile. “I just missed you is all.”
Jaron smirked at her before initiating a long kiss, clutching her posterior with both hands. “I love you too Ava.”
“And don’t you go forgetting it!” Ava giggled.
The triplet leaned closely toward the side of his head and whispered something that Devari couldn’t hear into his ear. That was when Jaron turned her around and gave her buttocks a good smacking.
“Ooh!” Ava squealed with fervent delight.
Jaron watched her hips sway as she walked away in her glittering catsuit, turning back to Devari after she’d disappeared via another portal. He approached slowly, sighing deeply with his hand on the hilt of the Shodin Star.
“More cave diving?” he questioned with a penetrating stare.
Devari averted her eyes and nodded.
“Do I need to get involved?” Jaron followed up.
She shook her head swiftly. “Not yet. I’m close to a breakthrough.”
“Good,” said Jaron. “You’re going with a larger escort next time.”
“Thank you,” Devari looked down for a moment. “I’m taking the week off.”
Jaron raised an eyebrow at her. “Working on new Scripts?”
“That and…” Devari sighed deeply. “I just need to be home for a while.”
“Good. You’ve been missed,” Jaron opened his arms.
Devari pounced over to him and sunk into his chest as he wrapped her in an embrace. She just needed to exhale. Devari noticed Revaris with his usual scowl in the corner of her eye, while Hazard couldn’t seem to decide if she was happy or bothered by the affectionate display. Jaron released Devari who was becoming a fit sniffly, but composed herself before tucking the metal ball she’d gotten from Ava into her cleavage.
“Tell me what you need, and you’ll have it,” Jaron stated.
“I need a long bath,” Devari answered. “And the authority to arrest Troy Maximillian on sight.”




Chapter 35 - Devari

A Valmari attendant opened the door to the largest guest suite in the royal residence. Devari and Hazard immediately looked at Revaris to check his reaction. He let out one chuckle. One.
“You don’t like it?” Devari narrowed her eyes and tilted her head curiously.
“I must already be dead,” Revaris remarked. “Nothing I’ve seen since we got here makes any sense.”
“He likes it,” Hazard pursed her lips together.
“Get him a bath. I’ll see you later,” Devari winked.
Hazard nodded and hugged Devari excitedly. Once Revaris wandered into the room, Hazard quickly shut the door behind them. Jaron was waiting out in the hallway, looking off toward the window. Devari approached him with a deep breath, suppressing her nervousness.
“Thank you. This will mean a lot to them,” she said.
“Hazel must mean a lot to you,” Jaron commented.
Devari nodded. “She’s become a good friend.”
“You even brought Revaris.”
“I had to,” Devari stated. “They’re in love, they just don’t know it yet.”
Jaron turned away from the window and paced to the wall and leaned against it. “From what I’ve seen, I thought it was you she was in love with.”
Devari felt her stomach flutter with nervousness. “She’s got some…confusing feelings toward me. I’m trying to be her friend.”
“Nevermind,” Jaron shook his head and straightened off the wall. “Your new friends, can they be trusted?”
“They can,” Devari confirmed. “It’s Troy we can’t trust.”
“Troy is a coward. He wouldn’t move against me without certain assurances, which he doesn’t have,” said Jaron.
“I’ve been watching him,” Devari stepped closer to Jaron and implored him with a look. “He’s been currying favor among the former foreigners, and now he’s in league with Imogen Kane. He won’t stop until he has what you have, and I feel like he sabotaged the Etchery.”
Jaron ran his fingers through his hair and sighed. “You have to be careful about this. He holds a lot of influence in the court, and the Valmari have jurisdiction over their own members.”
“But you are king,” Devari frowned. “If he’s guilty, why does it matter?”
“Because he’s not a Tolian. If he were, I could execute him just because I don’t like his shoes. But when it comes to the Valmari, I need more than accusations.”
“The Jaron I know doesn’t wait for permission to do what he wants,” Devari spat bitterly.
“The Jaron you know still thinks things through,” Jaron said simply.
“People are missing or dead because of him,” Devari seethed.
“Then I need you to prove it,” Jaron replied. “Without putting yourself in danger.”
“Fine,” Devari conceded. “Then I will.”
Jaron’s eyes narrowed suspiciously, and he lowered his chin to peer into her eyes. “What else is wrong?”
Devari felt exposed, and shook her head reflexively. “It’s nothing.”
“Devari?”
“You can trust me,” she touched her fingers to his chest. “I promise.”
Jaron reached up and took her fingers into his hand, maintaining eye contact. “I am listening Devari. Trust me to do what I do, and take the week off like you said. Are you ready to go home?”
“You are
home,” Devari said without thinking.
Jaron cracked a smile and pulled her in for a hug. They stood like that for a few moments as she allowed his embrace to chase away her anxieties long enough to relax her shoulders.
“I can never thank you enough for what you did for Zoe,” Jaron rocked her as the hug endured.
“You don’t have to thank me for anything Jaron. Ever.”
He answered by kissing the top of her head. She squeezed him tighter and then looked up at him with a quivered breath.
“Jaron…just kiss me. What could it hurt?”
He put his lips on hers so fast that her head was nudged back by the force of it. She inhaled loudly through her nose and held the side of his head while he held her hips tightly. They got carried away, and their lips met repeatedly with a bit of tongue to go along with it. Damn that Shodus, this was perfect. Why couldn’t they have this? The intensity reached a crescendo, forcing her to break it off as abruptly as it started.
“I’m sorry,” Devari panted and took a step away from him. She was dizzy. “I just meant a quick one.”
“Me too…” Jaron admitted.
They fell silent for a minute, but then Jaron made a peculiarly mischievous expression.
“Want to see something?” he asked as he drew the Slicer from his hip, changing the subject.
He held the crystal blade in front of his face, closed his eyes, and began manifesting orange aether into it. He turned to his right and cut the space in front of him. The very air split open to reveal the image of the Spellcraft estate within it. He’d made a portal.
Devari’s eyes widened in disbelief. “When did you learn how to do that?”
“Yesterday. Chloe taught me,” Jaron smirked. “It’s because of you. I decided I needed to get around faster, in case there was any more trouble.”
Jaron put the Slicer back in its scabbard and gestured into the image. Devari looked at it, curiously scrutinizing the glowing white and orange outline around the portal. He went first, causing the portal to ripple as though he stepped into a pool of water. She came through right after him. The passage was effortless, like stepping through an open door. The hottest part of the day had passed, with the afternoon sun casting shadows through the canopy of trees inside the main gate. A brisk breeze carried the smell of pine and maple with it, soothing Devari’s senses with its passage. They walked through the gate and Devari shut it with a quick flick of her scepter, which she returned to her side as they went up the ‘S’ shaped walkway toward the front door.
The dogs started barking as they came within a few feet of the door, before being banished by the sound of a snapping finger. Lady Spellcraft opened the door before either of them had a chance to open it. Her expression was stern, focused solely on Devari.
“Jaron,” Lady Spellcraft began. “Your sons are with Sephaeus in the yard. He’s decided that teaching toddlers how to do push-ups is a proper method of babysitting. Interrupt the training session will you? Thank you kindly.”
“You’re in trouble,” Jaron whispered as he stepped into the house.
Devari gulped nervously and came into the house as Lady Spellcraft shut the door.
Jaron wasted no time heading down the central hallway and disappearing behind the free-swinging kitchen door. Devari stood in front of Lady Spellcraft with a bit of fidgeting, before she stepped around Devari and led her into the sitting area where Zoe was on a dark green sofa with cherry wood trimmings. Lady Spellcraft did not sit, stopped in front of Devari and turned around with an impenetrably restrained glare.
“Tell me if I understand this correctly,” Lady Spellcraft said in a level tone. “You took nearly all of my son’s wives across the world to fight cave monsters, you came back to reunite me with a niece I haven’t seen since she was four, and then you run off without even giving me a chance to hug you? Devari Spellcraft, are you running a fever?”
Devari didn’t realize she’d been holding her breath until she laughed in a combination of dread and relief. Lady Spellcraft embraced Devari tightly and kissed her on both of her temples. Afterward, she took Devari’s hand before lightly smacking the top of it enough to sting. Devari froze in place while Lady Spellcraft pointed a wagging finger at her face.
“You’re getting off easy. If this were the old days, I could have you flogged,” Lady Spellcraft said with a smug grin.
Devari wanted to cry, but not because she was hurt. She was happy.
“I’m sorry mother…” she trailed off with a sniffle. “I’ve been misbehaving.”
“You’re damned right,” Lady Spellcraft agreed. “Have a drink with us. We were going to the lounge for some Doubly Bubbly.”
“Adult drinks?” Devari felt a pang of excitement.
“If you’re done conducting yourself like an unabashed brat, we can treat you like an adult on a probationary basis,” Lady Spellcraft playfully bopped Devari on the nose with a finger.
Devari heard the murmuring of familiar voices, followed by a laugh from Esmerelda. The front door swung open as the Two Terrors entered with Ana Lee. Esmerelda was carrying a beige tote bag filled with something making jingling noises.
Zoe stood up at the sight of the Caster Grandmaster alongside her prodigious apprentice.
Lady Spellcraft noticed and walked over to her, taking her hand and squeezing it. “Relax sweetie.”
“Hello ladies,” Ana Lee greeted as she locked eyes with Devari, who smiled back.
“Where is she?” Chloe started looking around. “I’ve been waiting all day to meet her!”
“It’s true,” said Esmerelda, who rolled her eyes. “She took her class through their paces at twice the speed today.”
“Girls,” Lady Spellcraft walked forward hand-in-hand with her niece. “This is Zoe.”
Esmerelda set the bag down as Chloe came over to her and looked her up and down. Zoe shrank her posture a bit. Chloe hugged her to Zoe’s visible astonishment.
“It’s good to have another sister,” Chloe said sweetly before dropping one eyebrow suspiciously. “Are you sure she’s not your daughter?”
“I’m sure,” Lady Spellcraft laughed quietly.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you Zoe. I feel like I’ve seen you around,” Esmerelda stepped forward and gave a quick hug, as Zoe was looking a bit overwhelmed with all the attention. “Although I have to ask…where have you been all this time?”
“The incorrigible Count gave her to the Caste, even though I was perfectly willing to take her myself,” Lady Spellcraft said with a distinct disgust.
“Is that why you never speak of him?” asked Devari.
“It’s why I never spoke to him,” she replied. “And it’s the reason I left the citadel.”
Chloe took the much taller Zoe’s hands and looked excitedly up at her. “We have a lot of time to make up for. Wait until you meet the Sentinel Commander.”
“Sephaeus?” Zoe leaned in with a confused expression. “He’s here? What else don’t I know?”
“He lives here now,” Esmerelda said with a confident simper.
Zoe looked at Esmerelda with bewilderment.
“He’s quite harmless I assure you,” Ana Lee interjected while inspecting her bright blue nail polish. “So long as you don’t sit in his chair, raise your voice, or stare at him while he eats.”
Devari heard the creaking of the back door open, followed by Jay Jay and Jett running into the house from the kitchen. Jaron and Sephaeus marched right after them. Jay Jay stuck his arms up and ran to Chloe, who scooped the boy up as Esmerelda did the same for Jett. Ana Lee touched Devari on the shoulder with a smile as she walked by.
“I spoke to Ava. We’ll talk,” she whispered on her way to Jaron.
Sephaeus crossed his arms and observed the gaggle from behind Jaron, who was quickly assaulted by a hug and a kiss from Ana Lee. She would not leave his arms. Esmerelda put Jett down and retrieved two model figurines of Sentinels, one for each boy.  They immediately began fighting each other for the right to possess both, running off just as Esmerelda went to intervene.
“We’re taking the lounge. No boys allowed,” Lady Spellcraft announced. “But first—Sephaeus, come over here. I want you to meet my niece.”
“I know who she is,” Sephaeus observed Zoe with an immovable expression.
Lady Spellcraft made a disapproving face. “And you also know how to introduce yourself properly.”
Sephaeus snorted at the retort before walking over. Zoe shriveled on his approach. He extended his hand, shaking Zoe’s after a moment’s hesitation from her.
“What class were you ranked before the citadel fell?” Sephaeus asked.
“Sephaeus!” Chloe put Jay Jay down and looked at him with outrage. “You don’t just ask a Caster what her ranking is!”
A visible glimmer of confidence found its way to Zoe’s face as the handshake ended. “It’s alright, I’m not ashamed. I was rated First Class.”
Chloe nodded her head with a look of approval.
“Good,” said Sephaeus. “I teach the gold to the best of Casters, perhaps you will join them.”
Lady Spellcraft rolled her eyes and took Zoe’s hand. “An abysmal greeting, but I’ll credit you for the effort of doing so without straining your back.”
“My back is fine,” Sephaeus grumbled.
“So is mine, but it better not be later,” Lady Spellcraft snapped back.
“Mother!” Jaron let go of Ana Lee and shook his head fervently. “Not appropriate!”
“Jaron…” Lady Spellcraft sighed. “I have seen more beds soiled by your unspeakable acts of debauchery than any mother alive. You’ll get over it.”
Zoe giggled before being led away by Lady Spellcraft. Jaron pinched the bridge of his nose and exhaled exasperatedly.
“I have to bury my ears in a graveyard somewhere,” Jaron started walking toward the door while Devari silently laughed at his reaction. He stopped when Ana Lee called to him.
“Jaron?” Ana Lee chirped. “You forgot something.”
Ana Lee blew a kiss at him. Jaron started to move his arm when Chloe’s hand suddenly jerked in the way and clutched into a fist.
“Aha!” Chloe stuck her tongue out. “I got it!
Ana Lee rose to her feet and pointed accusingly. “That was for Jaron! Give it back!”
Chloe pretended to tuck it underneath her shirt, and then ran away in a fit of giggles. Ana Lee made a devilishly competitive face and went after her. There was a loud thump down the hall, followed by a high pitch scream. The sounds of a scuffle followed, and then Chloe marched back into the room with a mouth-shaped bruise on the side of her neck. She walked right up to Jaron and pointed at it with an appalled grin.
“She bit me!” Chloe exclaimed.
Ana Lee returned to the room shortly after, pouting with her arms crossed. “She ate it!”
“Come here,” Jaron laughed and held his hand out for Ana Lee’s, who didn’t stop pouting as she came over. “I’ll get it back for you.”
Jaron put one hand behind Chloe’s head, pulled her in, and kissed her deeply. Chloe giggled mischievously before running off with a satisfied smirk. Then he pulled in the pouting Ana Lee, wrapped his other arm around her, and kissed her next. Ana Lee got carried away, reaching up to lightly touch his face while pressing her hips into him. She made little moaning sounds and whimpered quietly when the kiss ended, licking her bottom lip and making a big doe eyed expression at him.
“Better?” he asked.
Ana Lee bit her lip and smiled with a bit of pink in her cheeks. “Almost. Have I told you how much I love you lately?”
Jaron answered Ana Lee with another peck. “Even if you had, I never tire of hearing it.”
“Good…and have I also told you that Esmerelda is taking the children to galavant in a grove?” Ana Lee gave him that look she taught Devari.
“That’s convenient,” Jaron smirked.
Ana Lee started playing with the extra green fabric on the shoulder of Jaron’s tunic. “While she helps with the children, I’d like to help you with your royal duty to sire more.”
“I like your plan, only I don’t need an excuse,” Jaron swept her hair and tucked it behind her ear, before lifting Ana Lee’s chin and kissing the tip of her nose. Her eyes fluttered shut, which is when he lightly kissed her lips. “Come on Ana Lee. Let’s go make another baby.”
Ana Lee balled her fists, held them up and shook them in triumph. “Yes!”
Jaron scooped Ana Lee up into his arms, who turned to look at Devari with a slightly embarrassed expression.
“Apologies for running out on you Devari, but I require my husband’s touch. You understand,” Ana Lee made a knowing smile.
“Go on,” Devari waved her off. “Take your time.”
And with that, Jaron carried Ana Lee upstairs. Devari decided not to eavesdrop on their lovemaking, even though it wouldn’t be the first time Devari overheard the two of them together. At this point, she’d heard all of them. Ana Lee was a particularly vocal woman. Apparently orgasms came rather quickly and frequently for her, which might have explained why she was the most attached out of all the triplets. That and the fact that she was the sweetest of the three. Even Devari couldn’t help feeling a bit of infatuation with her at times. She couldn’t tell who she envied more in that moment: Ana Lee or Jaron.
It was time to get drunk.




Chapter 36 - Devari

Devari made her way into the lounge where Lady Spellcraft was waiting, looking to try an adult drink. Bangles the cat had already found his way in, sitting on Zoe’s lap with all three dogs laying around the ‘L’ shaped sofa.
“Traitor,” Devari murmured with a smirk.
Lady Spellcraft sat on the bend next to Zoe with a glass crystal flagon, three tall-stemmed glasses tucked in between her fingers. She crossed her legs toward her and set the glasses down gracefully on the table in front of her. Devari sat next to Lady Spellcraft, across from Zoe. One by one Lady Spellcraft poured a bubbly pink drink, handing the first to Devari. She peered down into the glass and smelled something like berries and spice. Lady Spellcraft was already working on hers as Devari took a sip. The strength of the flavor took her off guard at first, and she coughed. It wasn’t as bad as she thought it’d be, but it wasn’t great either. The flavor was sweet at first, before becoming a bit more sour at the end the longer she held it in her mouth.
Zoe made a delighted expression as soon as she sipped it.
“What do you think Devari?” asked Lady Spellcraft with a look of amusement as she had more.
“It’s not quite juice,” Devari admitted. “But I like it.”
“You’ll like it more by the time you’re through with that glass,” Lady Spellcraft grinned as she took a sip.
“I already like it more,” said Zoe as she raised her own to her lips.
Devari took another drink, this time with a bigger gulp. A distinct buzz went off inside her head mere seconds after she swallowed. It surprised her, so she took another one to see if it’d do the same thing. It did, except this time her body became warm and she felt a little floaty. Oh she liked that. She really liked that.
“So Zoe, have you given any thought about what you want to do now that your life is your own?” Lady Spellcraft reclined against the seat backing.
Zoe drank from the glass and looked at Devari. “Honestly I hadn’t gotten that far yet. I’m going to protect Devari during our adventures.”
“And what was that like?” Lady Spellcraft questioned.
“Utter shite,” Devari impulsively confessed.
Zoe almost shot bubbly out of her nose and leaned forward with a barely contained mouthful. Lady Spellcraft chuckled as she took another sip.
“Meet anyone interesting?” Lady Spellcraft wondered.
“A boy, and a really nice girl,” Devari finished her glass.
Lady Spellcraft poured her another one. “Tell me about them.”
“Aunt Annika,” Zoe spoke. “Should we really be interrogating her when she’s like this?”
“Is there a better time?” Lady Spellcraft flashed a mischievous smile.
“The girl likes me,” Devari flashed a self-satisfied simper and slumped back with her drink.
Lady Spellcraft looked unmoved.
“I see…” Lady Spellcraft replied. “Is that all that happened while you were gone?”
“Troy is there now. He’s a quenchless queefing quim, and I hate him,” Devari swirled her glass and watched the bubbles form a funnel in her drink.
“Me too,” Zoe said into her glass as she raised it to her lips.
Lady Spellcraft looked to her niece inquisitively. “What can you tell me about him?”
“Nothing that nobody else hasn’t already said. He’s so envious of my cousin that he’s trying to mimic everything he does to have his own fiefdom,” Zoe said with burnished bitterness.
“Everything?” asked Lady Spellcraft.
“Everything except grow the stones to challenge Jaron himself,” Devari added. “Did you know he proposed to me?”
“That must have been a dreadful encounter,” Lady Spellcraft opined.
“It was though!” Devari was halfway through her second drink, Lady Spellcraft and Zoe were halfway through their first. “But it’s alright. I’m going to catch him in a crime, and then everybody will see him for the fraud he is.”
“I’d pay to see that,” Zoe finished the last of her glass. Lady Spellcraft poured another for her.
“Devari, what do you want to do?” Lady Spellcraft swirled her drink without sipping.
“Right now? I want to have sex. Lots of it. And I want more of whatever this is,” Devari held up the remnants of her glass.
“I’ll drink to that,” Zoe took another swig.
“Maybe later,” Lady Spellcraft dismissed. “Zoe, did you come into conflict when you were with Devari?”
Zoe was about to take a drink, but stopped. “We did, but we won.”
“Did anyone die?”  the Lady pressed.
Zoe took a long breath, and then drank. “Yes, but we all survived.”
“And you’re going back?” Lady Spellcraft narrowed her eyes.
“We are,” Zoe admitted. “But we won’t be alone.”
Lady Spellcraft finally took a drink of her own. “Devari, when’s the last time you ate?”
Devari leaned forward in her seat with an epiphany. “Not since this morning. I’m hungry.”
“There’s a platter full of bread, jerky, and berries in the kitchen. Go help yourself,” said Lady Spellcraft.
Although Lady Spellcraft phrased it as a suggestion, Devari knew it was really a command. She didn’t mind though, because all of that sounded absolutely brilliant at the moment. She set her glass down and hiccuped.
“Excuse me mother. Thank you for the drink,” Devari turned on her heel and left the lounge.
She’d spent what must have been an hour engorging herself in the kitchen, clearing an entire basketful of blueberries, strawberries, and cherries. She took a long blink, and the sky went from light to dark when she opened her eyes. She’d nodded off. And she was still a bit buzzed.
Devari got up from the kitchen table and pushed her way out of the swinging door, looking down the hall to see if anyone was there. All she heard was Jaron and Ana Lee coming down the stairs, with Ana Lee trying to tickle Jaron.
Devari smiled a bit, watching as they went to the door.
“You’re leaving?” asked Devari.
Jaron noticed her, glanced at Ana Lee and nodded. “I have to preside over a scheduled dispute. I’m already late.”
Ana Lee didn’t allow Jaron to go easily, pulling their lips together again once his hand reached the door handle. She held onto his waist so he wouldn’t go anywhere.
“You should delegate all the boring parts of ruling so you can spend more time with us,” Ana Lee suggested.
“I’ll need an ally I can trust before I do that,” said Jaron.
“I know, I’m just being greedy,” Ana Lee smiled.
“Ana Lee…I love you,” Jaron quickly tickled her tummy which got her to release her hold on him. “I’ll see you later.”
“Before you leave!” Ana Lee made an obvious check for Lady Spellcraft and lowered her voice. “I wasn’t supposed to say anything, but Valara invited me for some wine and to share your bed with you. At the same time.”
Jaron raised an eyebrow. “Was this your idea?”
“It was hers,” Ana Lee smirked proudly. “I was showing her a little trick—no I won’t tell you which one—and she wanted more of it with you there. So when she mentions a special bottle she’s been saving, don’t refuse.”
Jaron chuckled toward the ceiling. “Alright, I won’t then.”
“And don’t make Valara feel self-conscious when we…put on a little show for you.”
“A show?” Jaron’s eyebrow peaked with intrigue. “What kind of show?”
“You want me to spoil the surprise? Alright. I’m going to spell my name on her with my tongue.”
Jaron gulped. “What?”
“Fine—simple terms…I’m going to lick her vagina while you watch. Bye now!” Ana Lee opened the front door while his expression was locked in shock. She pushed him out and shut it in his face.
Devari covered her mouth and gasped in scandalous amusement while Ana Lee pressed her back against the door and giggled before coming over to Devari and laughing with her.
“That was mean,” Devari teased. “He’s going to be thinking about it all day.”
Ana Lee beamed. “Oh I’m going to haunt his dreams.”
“And it truly wasn’t your idea?” Devari narrowed her eyes with skepticism.
Ana Lee took Devari’s hand and led her over to the living room sofa. They sat down with one final check for Lady Spellcraft. She leaned in close enough to speak only a little bit above a whisper.
“It was Valara’s idea…” Ana Lee replied. “Although promising her a life-changing orgasm may
have been a little manipulative. I’ve been wanting to see her naked for ages.”
Devari’s jaw dropped. The sheer scandal.
“What? Wouldn’t you?” Ana Lee raised both of her eyebrows. “Valara is gorgeous.”
This line of conversation was beginning to make Devari feel very hot, flushed, and flustered. An urge within her was needing to be satisfied, and Ana Lee’s antics were just making it worse. She needed to change the subject, fast.
“Are you really going to have another baby?” Devari brightened her eyes.
“Without the Codex blocking it, yes. I’m quite fertile at the moment!” Ana Lee smiled. “But enough about that. I’m told you need my help, and that it requires my powers.”
“I do,” Devari replied. “But it might involve killing someone.”




Chapter 37 - Devari

“No.”
“What do you mean?” Devari frowned at Ana Lee.
“You’ve been drinking, and I know you’d never call for the death of another in your right mind,” said Ana Lee.
“I’m not asking you to assassinate anyone, but they might attack us first,” Devari confessed.
“That isn’t the point,” Ana Lee grabbed Devari’s wrist and held it up, holding the Script in front of her face. “You can’t cheat the Script Devari. Any death you cause will make it worse, even if it’s done by someone else. You know that, even better than me.”
Devari lowered her gaze. Then she hiccuped. “Sorry.”
“If I need to kill someone, I’ll do it on my own terms. Not because you asked me.”
“You’re right,” Devari admitted as Ana Lee let go of her. “I still need your help though.”
“I’m aware,” Ana Lee replied. “You want to know what I make of those caves.”
“I do,” Devari nodded, staring off absent-mindedly.
Ana Lee’s eyes narrowed, and then she smirked. “There’s something else isn’t there?”
“Jaron can’t be everywhere at once, but Troy has friends everywhere now,” Devari said through tightened teeth.
“Before you go any further, you should know that Jaron specifically asked me not to get involved in political matters,” Ana Lee advised.
“And you do everything he says?” Devari raised an eyebrow at her.
“A little white lie here or there…” Ana Lee smiled slightly. “But if it’s something he’s serious about, I won’t go against him like that. And neither should you.”
Devari tilted her head and thought about what she said. “That’s fair…we have to do something though. Weren’t you both just mentioning allies?”
“We were,” Ana Lee leaned back and looked down her nose at Devari with intrigued amusement.
The haze of the Doubly Bubbly finally lifted enough for an idea to come upon Devari. She winked at Ana Lee in response. “Doesn’t one of your taverns attract a lot of people from the Ziggurat?”
“Rumblers too,” Ana Lee confirmed.
“Do you know someone? Someone popular?” asked Devari.
“I know several. What are you suggesting?”
“The refugees have no official go-between that I know of…” Devari trailed off.
“They go to their Tolian Barons,” Ana Lee countered.
Devari held up a finger and shook her head. “Troy is already meddling by trying to speak for them. If they had some sort of direct access to the crown—”
“It’d put a spanner in the works,” Ana Lee finished. “I understand perfectly.”
Devari nodded excitedly. “Can we do it?”
“I’ll have to talk to Valara after our…jubilant libations. She’s the best diplomat in Valmaron, she’ll know how to arrange it. And I’ll introduce you to a friend of mine.”
“Right now?” Devari asked as Ana Lee stood up.
“Now? It’s nearly sunset,” Ana Lee giggled.
“Exactly,” Devari grinned. “That’s when everyone goes to taverns.”
“Don’t you have something to work on?” Ana Lee pointed at Devari’s wrist.
Devari looked down at it and then rolled her eyes. “I can’t concentrate right now, and I want more adult drinks.”
“Annika would hunt me to the end of the world if I brought you to a tavern without her knowledge,” Ana Lee replied.
“Which is why I will be going with you,” Lady Spellcraft spoke as she entered the living room.
Devari shot to her feet as her pounding heart nearly jumped into her throat. The sudden arrival even made Ana Lee flinch. Lady Spellcraft stared at both of them sharply and put her hands on her hips.
“Looking for more trouble are we?” she asked the two of them with a knowing smirk.
Zoe appeared from behind Lady Spellcraft, coming around to stand next to her.
“I wasn’t—I mean I—” Devari stammered.
“If I believed for a second that you could go more than five minutes without getting into some sort of mischief, I’d be peeling your remains from the street by morning. Besides—” she pointed a finger at Ana Lee and curled it inward to summon the triplet closer. Ana Lee obeyed and strutted over. “We seem to have run out of bubbly, and I haven’t been to a tavern in years.”
Ana Lee put her hands together and looked immensely pleased. “Well this is exciting; Lady Spellcraft making an appearance at the Loitering Lush!”
Devari shuffled nervously, but relaxed at the sight of a tender smile from Lady Spellcraft. Ana Lee sauntered in a circle around Zoe, pinching and pulling at her Caster robes.
“If we’re going to receive your patronage, you won’t be going like this,” Ana Lee teased.
“And how will I be going?” Zoe looked down at her attire.
Ana Lee stood up straight, blew a kiss to Devari and then smiled back at Zoe. “In style.”
A carriage arrived an hour later with one more surprise from Lady Spellcraft: Mudmaster Hattie. She would be going with them. Ana Lee adorned herself in a glittering azure gown, while Lady Spellcraft dropped her auburn hair into long locks over a modest, dark green dress. Devari had been fitted into a purple one with simple straps over the shoulders. Mudmaster Hattie had taken the time to fit her rotund frame into a gathered, pickle green gown with scrunchy shoulder coverings and lace ties down the front. Her graying hair was still as frizzy and untamed as ever. Zoe had been completely dolled up at Ana Lee’s insistence. Her figure was fitted with a sky blue, ankle length pencil dress with short sleeves. She required nothing else except matching button strap shoes, and Devari thought she looked ravishing. Some of her hair had been tied into large braids that wrapped behind her head into a bun shaped like a flower, with the rest of it hanging down to her shoulder blades. She truly could have been Lady Spellcraft’s younger twin.
Ana Lee gushed in anticipation as they walked out of the front gate. The carriage was of Valmari design: white painted exterior, purple paneling around the bottom and on the doors, with golden trimmings on the edges of its frames. It was longer than a typical carriage, with room to comfortably seat six. A Tolian coachman in a bright green tailcoat sat on his raised perch on the front, holding the reins to two white mares. Hattie waved exuberantly at them from the open door of the coach, rocking the suspension of the wheels in the process. Lady Spellcraft got in first, sitting across from Hattie. Devari got in next and sat next to the Mudmaster, while Zoe and Ana Lee sat on either side of Lady Spellcraft. Hattie leaned toward Devari beaming mischievously at her. Once all five women were seated, the carriage began to move.
“How delightful,” she said to a blushing Devari. “Your first night out on the town, and with your mother no less! We’re going to have to bring a broom just to brush off all the eligible bachelors!”
“Hattie, we’re not going so we can pick up men,” Lady Spellcraft crooned.
“Speak for yourself,” Hattie giggled. “It’s business for you, but a pleasure for me!”
“I always thought you were married?” Ana Lee gestured toward the ring on Hattie’s finger.
Hattie looked down at it and waved with a scoff. “My husband passed away many years ago, everybody knows that.”
“Then why do you still wear your ring?” Devari tilted her head inquisitively.
“These fingers of mine have swelled along with the rest of me since I first put it on. I’ve been meaning to have it removed, but it’s simply too tight for me to slide off!” Hattie shifted her eyes comically. “So then, who are we going to meet?”
“A friend of mine manages the establishment as a barkeep. She’s a bit disagreeable, but she’s respected among the locals,” Ana Lee explained.
“And you wish for her to be your ambassador?” Lady Spellcraft looked at Ana Lee skeptically.
“She’s actually quite popular despite her demeanor,” Ana Lee disclosed as she adjusted the bosom of her dress.
“Is she a Rumbler?” asked Devari.
“She’s from the Ziggurat, and she’s Scripted. Pretty, but rough around the edges. We used to be enemies actually,” Ana Lee giggled as Zoe raised an eyebrow.
“What kind of situation are we walking into?” Zoe questioned.
“Rumblers looking to bed the formerly Unscrupulous, an occasional Tolian drunkard, and Morgan rejecting everyone’s advances,” Ana Lee clarified.
“And who is Morgan?” Lady Spellcraft inquired.
“The one we’re going to see: Morgan Jane Varae.”
“And she’ll agree to help us?” Devari probed.
Ana Lee shrugged. “That I can’t help you with, I’m just making the introduction.”
“This all sounds quite contemptuous, are we getting into a brawl?” Hattie bounced in her seat excitedly.
Ana Lee laughed. “Why, do you want to?”
“Of course!” Hattie gushed. “I am Tolian after all.”
“Hattie, no,” Lady Spellcraft closed her eyes and shook her head slowly. “Last time you broke three noses and took a man’s leg off.”
“It was a peg leg!” Hattie protested. “Somebody else had already chopped it off!”
“Why did you take his wooden leg?” Devari wondered.
“So I could beat his wife with it,” Hattie giggled. “She was the one I was after, he just happened to be in the way.”
“We might be safer than I thought,” Zoe complimented to a coy simper from Hattie.
The remaining trip was a gossipy affair, with Hattie informing everyone of how she caught one of her employees fornicating in the bushes. Lady Spellcraft let it slip that Sephaeus slept with his eyes open, and Zoe exposed Troy’s habit of scratching his butt-hole when he thought nobody was watching. Apparently the Duke had never quite recovered from his anal episode at the hands of Quartermaster Quartz. They arrived to a bustling part of town with the sounds of boisterous laughter and off-key singing on the sides of the street. The coachmen opened the door to usher the ladies out one by one, where he was handed a single gold royale by Ana Lee. Lady Spellcraft elected to pay him a tip of two silver slips from a small clutch she’d brought with her.
“I will await your return,” the coachman bowed.
“I’ll carry these,” Hattie took all the women’s clutches and roughly shoved them underneath her gown.
Ana Lee dropped her jaw with shocked eyes. “Where did you just put those?”
“In the safest place they could be!” Hattie beamed. “I have big pouches sewn into the inside of my dress. You never know when you might want to snack on an apple.”
Zoe looked upward and smiled into the night sky, before adjusting her Caster ring as Devari looked around the street. The cobblestone streets wound around a small obelisk in the center of a fountain. The top of it had a Noetic Reticle embedded on the bottom. Pedestrians who had paid the Caster Academy could use them to get to their home neighborhoods safely. A pair of Casters stood near it making conversation with some of the inebriated townsfolk.
A large cabin behind them served as a gambling game house, with more buildings of similar style going all the way up the street. Oil lanterns hung from every one. In front of them was the Loitering Lush, which had been constructed from smooth bricks of carefully placed gray stone. The windows were round with wooden frames and bright lanterns set on their sills. It was two stories tall, with a rounded wooden double-door carved with decorative paneling. Golden Script had been etched into a circular embossment in the center, one that Devari read as a ward against Entangle Bangles. The party of five crossed the street as a group of male Rumblers whistled at them from down the street. The women ignored them.
Ana Lee moved to the front of the group and turned to the rest. “Now ladies, I’m going to be making myself scarce after you meet Morgan. Just be yourselves and act natural.”
“Where are you going?” Devari asked.
“I’m one of the owners, so I’m going to own it,” Ana Lee flashed a sassy grin. “And one more thing: don’t look into Morgan’s eyes for longer than you need to, or you’ll fall in love with her.”
Ana Lee pushed opened the door to reveal a short corridor ten paces long. The floor was a long stretch of black carpet, with dark amber walls and a matching ceiling. A long mirror went down the length of both walls with little pearl sized aether lights embedded above them. In the center of the ceiling was a transparent tube of red aether flowing from a four-pointed golden collector above the entrance, all the way down to the end.
The words ‘Loitering Lush’ glowing above the inner entrance were like hot forging metal. An inconsistent brightness gave the banner an appearance of a slight smolder, like a flame that never fully went out. Devari figured out how they did it.
“Is that Wirefyre?” Devari smiled at the decorative styling the sisters had chosen.
“It is,” Ana Lee replied as they walked down the hall foyer.
“This is more elaborate than any Tolian tavern I’ve seen, and we haven’t even gotten to the bar yet! I bet the drinks will be delicious,” Hattie mused.
“If they have a good Ginge Binge, I might come back,” Zoe glanced at the aether flowing over their heads.
“We have that and Jinx Drinks!” Ana Lee announced proudly.
“What’s a Jinx Drink?” asked Devari.
“Liqueurs that have been Scripted to temporarily burden the drinker with…amusing side effects. They were popular in the citadel,” Lady Spellcraft explained.
They reached the door, which was made from two oppositely oriented spirals, one perfectly fitted into the other.
“Beloved friends and family—welcome to the Loitering Lush,” Ana Lee giggled.
A quick touch of her fingertips, and it spun open from the center into a space hidden within the archways, revealing a deceptively larger interior. A concoction of Cedarwood, Jasmine, and Lavender scented the entire place. Amber was the dominant lighting set against a bright purple backdrop being cast from a grand chandelier in the center of the room, with aether lanterns arranged in a spiral away from it to the edges of the room. It hung above a circular bar, with a column shaped shelf in the middle. The shelving was stocked with all kinds of bottles and glass shapes of every color. A little swinging door allowed the barkeeps in and out. As Devari looked around, she noticed that the areas on either side of the corridor they’d come through had round tall tables, built of dark wood and surrounded by stools with little lumbar supports.
The same stools surrounded the bar, and it was only the first one. There was a second bar overlooking the first floor on a massive balcony that occupied the rear quarter and wrapped around the sides. Fractal lights shined on the exposed ceiling from the chandelier. Both bars bustled with activity, with Rumblers and Tolians taking up much of the first floor. Devari saw the majority of the women up on the second. It was absolutely mesmerizing.
Devari saw that even with the populated place, their presence drew attention. Zoe’s dress was particularly eye catching in this lighting, distracting a Tolian who was arm-wrestling with a Rumbler. The Rumbler won. Despite the mixed crowd, there were even a few groups of Valmari tucked into booths along the edges of the space. They mostly kept to themselves, seeming more interested in using the place as a venue than interacting with the other patrons. The sound of muffled music from string instruments came from somewhere through a doorway under the winding staircase leading up to the second bar. There were also women of varying ethnicities bringing trays of food and drinks to tables, the pleasant scent of the place always remained.
“I should have come sooner, you’ve made a tavern I’d never want to leave!” Mudmaster Hattie licked her lips.
“I like it,” Devari said breathlessly.
Ana Lee rolled her eyes with a sassy smile, and then waved everyone over. “Morgan is usually on the upper level.”
“I’m in no rush,” said Lady Spellcraft. “I think I’ll have a drink now.”
“Me too,” Zoe agreed. “My buzz is wearing off.”
They all went to the bar in the center, looking for an opening in the mostly male crowd. As the shortest woman among them, Devari found one and quickly took it. A dark scruffy Rumbler with a gruff voice turned when she bumped into him. Zoe was right behind her. Ana Lee came around the other side and tapped the man on his shoulder.
“Excuse me sir, but would you and your friends mind making a little room for us?” Ana Lee requested.
The Rumbler turned around and looked at Ana Lee and Zoe with interested eyes, looking from head to toe. Lady Spellcraft shifted closer as Hattie remained behind Devari.
“Well ain’t you a fine piece?” his short and stocky friend said to the right of him. “How about ya let us buy ya’ll a drink instead?”
Another Rumbler made room for them, but moved closer to Zoe. “And maybe a little dance too?”
“No need,” Lady Spellcraft chimed in to the frowns of the pack. “These ladies will be buying their own drinks tonight.”
“But you can buy me a drink!” Hattie piped up.
“Who asked you?” the darker Rumbler grumbled. “What’s with the old ladies?”
“Excuse me?” Lady Spellcraft put her hands on her hips.
The Rumbler looked at Lady Spellcraft’s chest, then her face, then her chest again. “Well you still look mighty fine but the fat grandma gotta go.”
Ana Lee inhaled through her teeth nervously and shook her head. “Oh dear…”
“Do you know who you’re talking to?” Zoe scowled at him.
Lady Spellcraft held up a hand. “That’s alright Zoe. I can handle a harem of harrowed haggards.”
The group of men started forming up beside each other, almost like they were getting ready for a fight.
“Oh lovely!” Mudmaster Hattie stepped forward, gently pat Devari on the shoulder and stood on the other side of Lady Spellcraft. “But if you want the young ones you’ll have to prove yourself against a real woman first. Shall we do it sweaty, or bloody?”
“Whatever man. We ain’t fightin’ no old hag,” the big Rumbler growled.
“Not so fast,” Lady Spellcraft stepped closer to him. “You owe me an apology. First for your vile attempts at tact, and secondly for insulting my friend. Twice.”
His cohorts looked excited at the challenge, chuckling amongst themselves.
“Go away lady,” the Rumbler seethed and glanced around at them.
“I’m afraid I’m going to have to insist,” Lady Spellcraft maintained a firm stare.
The Rumbler looked at the shorter man to his left and burst into bellowing laughter. “What’s in it for me?”
Lady Spellcraft turned toward Hattie with a smirk, who winked back. “Your dignity for starters…I won’t have to humiliate all of you in front of all your friends.”
“Oooooh,” his friends instigated.
“Listen chickie—”
“Chickie?” Lady Spellcraft glared.
“I’d be perfectly willin’ to show ya’ll a good time, but ya got no sense of fun or adventure,” the Rumbler criticized.
“Not helpiiiing,” Ana Lee said in a sing-song voice.
“Upside down or backside up?” Lady Spellcraft blurted.
“Pardon?” the Rumbler scratched his curly hair.
“It’s a game. Pick one. If you win, I’ll let you take them home with you,” Lady Spellcraft gestured toward Devari and Zoe.
“Mother?” Devari raised her eyebrows while Zoe cocked her head sideways.
“Don’t worry Devari, he won’t make it past the first round,” Lady Spellcraft smirked.
“Yer on,” the Rumbler took off his leather vest and hung it on a stool. “Upside down.”
Lady Spellcraft turned to Ana Lee. “Two Flirter Inverters please.”
Ana Lee giggled mischievously and turned to a blonde haired bartender, who had already come around to watch the exchange with heightened amusement. One nod and she got busy.
“My name is Annika, and this is the part where you tell me your name,” Lady Spellcraft stated.
“Why do ya wanna know that?” the short Rumbler asked.
“Because in Tolian culture, it’s considered polite to exchange names with an opponent before you defeat them,” Hattie held her head high and pursed her lips with a narrow grin.
“Aw dang bro, she’s a Tolian,” the Rumbler to the left of their leader groaned.
“Thought she was a Valmari dame,” the one to the right commented.
“You’re half right. As far as you’re concerned, I’m both,” Lady Spellcraft retorted.
“Ya don’t look so tough to me,” the leader taunted. “The name’s Alonzo. And what’s this game you’re about to lose at?”
The bartender put two glass spiral tubes on the counter. She then went to a shelf behind her and retrieved a pink bottle shaped like an inverted triangle, with cherub wings swooping out of it. The wings had Script etched into the feathers. There were three corks: one on top of the central vessel, and one near the tip of each angel wing. The bartender carefully plucked a cork out of a wing and poured a clear liquid into each twisting glass. She filled each one only a fraction of the way before following it up with the pink liquid from inside the triangle section. As soon as the pink drink touched the clear portal, it flashed like a purple flare and divided into two colors once full. Half of it was a glowing pink, and the other half was neon green. The colors twisted round each other like two tornadoes, immersed in clear bubbly liquid.
The bartender proudly lifted both glasses and handed them to Ana Lee, who gave both to Lady Spellcraft. She smelled both of them, and then offered one to Alonzo.
“That looks awfully suspicious bruther,” his shorter friend warned.
“Shush,” Lady Spellcraft said without looking at him. “Drink this, then walk three paces.”
Alonzo chuckled and took the glass. “It’ll take a lot more than this to get me that wasted.”
Lady Spellcraft clinked her glass with his and then hooked her forearm around his own. “Bottoms up then.”
Alonzo smiled as they stayed linked like that before gulping down their drinks. After they’d cleared them, they unhooked their drinking arms and placed their glasses on the counter.
“Dang girl, was there any alcohol in that?” Alonzo laughed and turned to walk.
He immediately fell over and hit the ground, knocking his stool over with him. Lady Spellcraft chuckled at him, took a deep breath, and took three careful steps next to the Alonzo. She walked over and looked down at his head with a smug grin.
“I win,” she said as Zoe giggled with Ana Lee and clapped.
Devari looked from the bottle to Lady Spellcraft while Hattie reached down and pulled the man up with one arm. She pushed him into his buddies who had to hold him up until he could properly coordinate his legs.
“What the hell was in that? I ain’t even drunk!” he bemoaned.
“It’s a Jinx Drink,” Lady Spellcraft rested a hand on her cocked hip. “This one reverses the way you control your body for ten seconds. Left is right, and backward is forward.”
“How did you do that?” asked Devari as she walked over to Zoe, who was giggling to herself while Ana Lee leaned on the counter and exchanged a look with the bartender.
“Skills my love,” Lady Spellcraft winked at her.
“That wasn’t fair, ya’ll already knew what to expect,” Alonzo complained.
“Are you asking for a rematch?” Lady Spellcraft looked at Hattie and laughed.
“How about the hard stuff?” Hattie stepped forward and looked at the bartender. “A flagon of Tolian Tonic?”
“I’m going to find Morgan,” Ana Lee nodded to the bartender. “You girls have fun.”
Hattie took the flagon along with two short glasses and carried them over to a nearby table. Zoe wasted no time pulling up multiple stools to surround their chosen battleground. Devari sat next to the Lady Spellcraft, who propped her elbow on her leg and rested a chin on her hand. Zoe stood next to Hattie, being oogled by Alonzo’s group.
“A good ol’ fashioned drink off eh? Now there’s a game I can get behind! Besides her of course,” Alonzo looked at Devari like she was a haunch of hog. She cringed.
“Now then Alonzo, I want you to pay close attention,” Hattie filled both shot glasses with a liquid so clear it could have been water. “This is Tolian Tonic, the strongest drink in all of Valmaron. If I poured this into a hearth, I could burn down a house.”
“Sounds like my kind of sauce,” Alonzo said to the chuckles of his friends.
“Lovely!” Hattie picked up her glass and slid Alonzo’s over to him. “My name is Harriet Hensworth, and you are going backside up!”
Devari was wanting a drink of her own, and got down from her stool in order to head over to the bar, when a woman came walking toward their group. She wore a simple black sweater and black shorts. Her skin was similar to that of the Brood Triplets: untouched by a tan but a bit warmer in tone. The woman’s hair was the deepest black she’d ever seen, short enough to only reach just past her ears. She kept it swept toward one side, creating sharply angled bangs over her forehead. There was a babyfaced quality to her cheeks, which had good cheekbones hidden beneath them. She was quite pretty in fact, easily on the level of any courtesan she’d encountered before. If this was the kind of competition the triplets were up against, it was no wonder they used to be enemies—she gave them a run for their money. As she came up to Devari, her most striking feature became apparent: her eyes. They were the brightest amber, reflecting the light around them in a violet flash like a cat looking at a lamp.
“Is your name Morgan?” Devari asked as the woman came to stand in front of her.
“Ana Lee says you’re looking for me,” she said dryly. “So here I am.”




Chapter 38 - Jaron

Jaron had his head propped up on his palm, his elbow digging into Ava’s pillow while he watched her and their daughter. They were in her personal lodging above the Brood Bed & Breakfast, and Ava was singing. Artemis laid sandwiched between them, blinking slowly with an infantile smile on her cherub face. She was drifting to sleep—with a voice like Ava’s it was no surprise that she would.
Ava’s singing voice was a magnificent masterpiece crafted by the divine itself. There were no lyrics to speak of, just lovely vocalizations that ranged from smooth and soft, to powerful vibrato. The way she lost herself and closed her eyes was hypnotizing in and of itself, to say the least of her actual performance. She stroked their daughter’s hazelnut highlighted dark hair, soothing her one clump of strands at a time. The sheer beauty of what he was witnessing felt like he’d ascended to the transcendent.
Artemis finally dozed off, but Ava continued the song as she scooped her up and made off into the other room. Her voice carried through—in muffled form until she finally returned absent a slumbering one year old. Ava did not stop abruptly however, and completed the last run of the high note she crooned out.
Jaron took a moment to appreciate all that she was—Ava was something special. Behind all of her sultry bravado was an artistic, fiercely intelligent woman on par with the best of them.
What she lacked in formal education, she made up for with cunning and experience.
“Come here,” Jaron called to her with a grin.
Ava wasted no time crawling into the bed and prowling to him, the rise and fall of her posterior resembling the stalking of a cat. She got right up next to him and cuddled her bare feet against his, much to his enjoyment.
“Would you like me to scratch your back?” she asked.
“No,” Jaron shook his head lightly. “You’ll put me to sleep, and I’m looking at your face.”
Ava touched her cheek like she was probing for something. “Why, is there something on it?”
“There is,” Jaron smirked. “Abundant beauty.”
She stopped touching her face, squeezed her lips together and put her hand on top of his thigh. “Trying to wield charm are we?”
Jaron put his hand under her loose fitting red shirt and caressed her waist, enjoying the softness of her pale olive skin. She wiggled her toes and ran them up toward his ankles.
“I can stop talking,” he quipped in a deeper voice.
“By all means, continue to flatter me,” Ava flashed him a sultry smile. “But there might be consequences. You’re very nice to look at, and I love you in ways that might surprise you.”
“Surprise me, how?” Jaron wondered.
Ava slid her hand up his thigh, over his torso, and then stopped when she reached his neck. “I watch you sometimes. Not when you’re doing anything particular but…I watch you.”
“Because I’m nice to look at?” Jaron joked.
“Because you exist.”
He didn’t know what to say to that one. While Jaron considered himself fairly effective at giving compliments, he wasn’t as adept at taking them. Criticisms he could handle—he was used to those, they made him better, but sincere praise was still a bit foreign to him. Ava moved her hand to rest it over his heart.
“I like keeping busy with the inn and my shops because they’re fun, and they pay for a lot of our personal extravagances,” she continued. “But none of that feels as good as our family.”
“I’d have you at my side at all times if I could,” Jaron admitted.
“And I’d do it if you asked,” she responded. “I get one day a week where I don’t have to share you, and a third of it you spend presiding over petty disputes.”
“Petty to us maybe, but they’ll escalate if I don’t,” he countered. “And I’m working on the time thing.”
“Work on it, don’t work on it—I’m not telling you what you should do. But what I’d like, is a day where you don’t leave the house…or my sight.”
Jaron felt his heart do something like a somersault, then took Ava’s hand off it so he could intertwine his fingers with hers. “You will have it. Soon. I promise.”
If anyone else had seen the smile on his wife’s face, they might have fallen in love with her right then. When Ava leaned in, so did Jaron. Their lips met gently, with one kiss leading to more, until the only way for him to express his affection was to take off her clothes and make love to her.




Chapter 39 - Devari

Devari sat with Morgan at the bar, the pair of them facing each other as the bartender served glasses to both of them. Lady Spellcraft and Zoe were with Hattie, who was going shot for shot with Alonzo at their table. His friends cheered loudly every time they smashed their glasses back onto the table. Morgan picked up her glass and swirled it under her nose, looking at it rather than Devari. She gave off a peculiar aura, like there was an unknown depth that others couldn’t quite reach. The triplets all felt that way to varying degrees, except Morgan seemed a bit more intimidating. She looked young too, like she was around Esmerelda’s age. Devari took a sip of her drink and nearly fainted from how sweet it was. Citrus and berry intermingling with the bitter sting of a strong alcohol she couldn’t identify. If it went down any easier, she could have swallowed the bottle.
Devari glanced at Morgan’s eyes, and then averted them when she remembered Ana Lee’s warning. When it became clear she wasn’t going to talk first, Devari decided to speak.
“Your eyes…who wrote that Script?” she wondered.
“I did,” Morgan took a drink.
“And do you like it?” Devari continued.
“Not anymore,” Morgan made sharp eye contact. “Is that what a Princess came to talk to me about?”
Devari looked over to her glass on the bar, trying to maintain the pleasant feeling the alcohol was giving her. “No. I’m just making conversation.”
“I’m really busy, can you tell me what you want?” Morgan took another drink.
Devari tilted her head curiously. Another uproar of cheers from Hattie’s table and one of his friends had joined Zoe in taunting Alonzo. His upright stance was now leaning to one side. Lady Spellcraft was looking at Devari from across the way, returning her attention to the game at hand when she noticed they were being watched.
“Tell me what you want first,” Devari rested her arm on the bar, consciously avoiding the act of fidgeting.
“Strange question,” said Morgan. “What makes you think I’m not satisfied with what I have?”
“Because I’m the Princess of Valmaron, and I’m not satisfied,” Devari admitted.
“Alright, you got me there,” Morgan gestured to the bartender and their glasses were promptly topped off. “My life is better than what it was, but I’ve still got some complaints.”
“Name some,” Devari felt the emboldening properties of adult drinks taking effect.
“I’d rather know what you’re after first,” Morgan narrowed her eyes. “Everything has a price, and I know you have one.”
“Fine,” Devari sighed and took another drink as the bartender left to service someone else. “I want someone to represent everyone who left the Ziggurat.”
Morgan raised an eyebrow and took a larger gulp of her drink this time. “We have representation.”
“You’re lying,” Devari made sharp eye contact. Morgan did not look away.
She wasn’t going to win any staring contests, and looked up over Morgan’s head before anything happened.
“This isn’t the Ziggurat you know,” said Devari. “I’m not plotting your demise or anything like that.”
“I know who you are,” Morgan said in a low tone. “And I know where you’re from. You’re not like the rest of us. You didn’t leave the Ziggurat on your own, you were exiled.”
“So were the triplets,” Devari retorted.
“And they’ve looked out for us ever since they showed up on the caravan. I know what they’re about, but I don’t know what you’re about. Your Scripts made my life a living hell the entire time I was there,” Morgan countered.
Devari drank the rest of her drink in one go and placed it down roughly. Her glass tipped and rolled away from her hand. The bartender quickly came and caught it before it fell onto the floor.
“That wasn’t my fault. That was his,” Devari trailed off as her drink was refilled.
Morgan finished hers off quickly and got another as well. Another outburst came from Hattie’s table. Ana Lee was nowhere to be found, and Devari was growing frustrated. This conversation had gone from neutral to uncomfortable all in the span of a few sentences, and she was beginning to dislike Morgan.
“Is this you trying to make up for what happened? You escaped him, but that doesn’t change who you are,” Morgan condemned.
“You don’t know who I am,” Devari said flatly.
“Yes I do,” Morgan answered. “You’re Lord Buun’s daughter.”
Devari froze in place, and looked around the tavern to see if anyone had overheard them. A flash of fury arose in her spirit, and she clenched a fist next to her glass while carefully trying not to knock it over again.
“Don’t ever say that again,” Devari said severely. “You don’t know anything about me.”
Morgan’s expression didn’t falter, and she casually took another drink while facing the Princess.
“I was there. I saw what happened,” Morgan admitted. “You’re the only one who survived. All the others went insane and died, and then you were gone.”
“I don’t want to talk about this,” Devari flatly stated.
“What happened?” Morgan pressed on. “He stopped fathering children after that. Why didn’t he kill you?”
Devari leaned back and stared up at the ceiling, watching the fractal lights being projected onto it. She unclenched her fist and took a drink.
“He gave me something,” Devari confessed. “If I died, it would return to him. So he gave me away.”
“And do you still have it?” Morgan wondered.
“I have enough,” Devari glared at her.
Morgan crossed her legs and pulled a stick of tobacco out of the waist of her shorts. She popped it in her mouth and then opened her palm in front of it. A ball of flame appeared over it, which she used to light the stick. It vanished when she closed her hand. Morgan took a drag, breathed it in, and then blew it up and over Devari’s head. The smell was less than pleasant.
“Do you have to do that?” Devari complained.
“Sometimes,” Morgan replied. “It relaxes me.”
“Your breath must be awful,” Devari crossed her arms.
“Only if I did it habitually,” Morgan smirked. “So what’s the game? Are you trying to help us take over Valmaron or something?”
“I’m trying to stop someone else from taking it over.”
“Who has the power to do that? Didn’t King Jaron kill your father?” Morgan ashed the stick onto the bar.
“Don’t call him that,” Devari seethed.
“You’re asking me to help a kingdom that doesn’t do enough to help me,” Morgan responded.
“It’s trying to help you now,” Devari glared.
“Hmph,” Morgan took another drag and dropped the tobacco stick into the remains of her own drink. “And what do you want me to do?”
“Not much at this point, you’ve been completely obnoxious,” Devari pushed her drink away.
“I just like to know what I’m dealing with before I make a deal,” Morgan explained.
“If you’re not interested, you could have just said so,” Devari avoided Morgan’s eyes.
“If I wasn’t interested, I would have walked away before you even sat down,” she countered.
“Then what is your answer?”
“You haven’t made an offer,” said Morgan.
Devari groaned and glanced at Hattie. Her face was getting pink, but Alonzo was worse.
“My offer involves meeting the queen. If it goes well, you can bring your grievances straight to her,” Devari detailed.
“And what do you get out of all this?” Morgan wondered.
“Your word that you never align yourself with Troy Maximillian,” Devari stated with stern eye contact, brief as it was.
Morgan took a deep breath and grinned. “So that’s what this is about: making amends with scorned women…will I meet the king?”
“Not if you plan on looking at him,” Devari stared sharply.
Morgan leaned closer, maintaining eye contact. Damn her eyes were beautiful. Devari felt a flutter in her stomach, and jerked her head sideways.
“See what you just did? That’s exactly why I wouldn’t,” Morgan said as she leaned away. “Everyone either avoids looking at me, or they become temporarily obsessed. It stopped being fun decades ago.”
“If you want it gone, I can alter your Script,” Devari crossed her arms.
“I’ve changed too many lives with it,” Morgan shook her head. “If I did that, I’d become Unsealed.”
“If it’s possible, I’m the only one who can do it,” Devari offered.
“I offend you and you still offer to help me?” Morgan raised her eyebrows. “You’re not what I expected.”
“Which was?”
“An evil little Empress-in-training,” she said with a smile.
“Backside up!” a chorus of voices shouted from Hattie’s table.
Alonzo had fallen onto the ground face first, with his exposed butt-crack peeking out of the top of his trousers. His friends had all moved to Hattie’s side of the table, cheering and laughing. She’d won the game, along with all of Alonzo’s friends apparently. Lady Spellcraft smiled proudly as Zoe giggled in girlish joy.
“She got you bruh-ther!” the short Rumbler shouted at the unconscious Alonzo.
“Hattie! Hattie! Hattie!” they all chanted and cheered for her. 
Hattie visibly hiccuped with a bit of drool coming down her awkwardly smiling face, with one eye halfway shut and an unsteady sway in her posture. Morgan looked over at the scene, laughed a little bit and then turned back to Devari.
“I’ll agree, but I want something too,” Morgan revealed.
“Of course you do,” Devari slid off her stool. She hiccuped and realized in that moment that she was a tiny bit more buzzed than she thought. Morgan waved her hand and her discarded glass was taken away.
“If I do this, I have a score to settle…” Morgan began. “I want to bring Troy down too.”
“What did he do?” Devari leaned forward.
“He looked into my eyes too long, and he doesn’t handle rejection well.”
Devari and Morgan shared a mutual smirk of understanding, then a crowd started forming around them.
“I need to check with someone,” Morgan put out her smoking stick and stood. “There’s a bar upstairs that isn’t as crowded. I’ll meet you there.”
Devari looked to the rear staircase leading to the second, nodding to Morgan before walking across and making her way up. It was mostly women up here, Scripters at that. Some of them had Scripted themselves so extremely that they no longer resembled humans, but animalistic beings. One of them had a face like a stone serpent, with thick white cords of something resembling hair. Another one had the face of a feline, with a tail to go with it.
Whatever abilities they had given themselves, their altered appearances were the price of such extensive changes. Devari couldn’t help but think if she had written those Scripts, they could have kept their human appearances. The Brood Triplets were certainly better Scripted than anyone she knew, although they were from a time when Vaelonn’s expertise was more readily available. The Scripters around the bar were segregated into various cliques, many of whom were staring straight at her. Devari decided to ignore them, and walked straight to the bar where a dark woman without eyes or hair was stood behind the counter. Her shirt was a long sleeve, iridescent silver material.
“Hello,” Devari said to her as she pulled up a stool and set her scepter against the bar next to her.
“I wondered if you’d come up here,” the eye-less bartender spoke.
“How did you see me from up here?” Devari was fascinated.
“I sacrificed my eyes to see everything,” she replied with a glimmer of a grin.
“Is your Script syntactic or quantitative?” asked Devari.
“Excuse me?” the bartender replied with an uncanny smile.
“Did you write what you wanted like a wishlist, or did you alter your Soul Scroll using a formula?” Devari elaborated.
“You’re asking if I knew what I was doing,” the bartender distilled the meaning. “And the answer is no. I gleaned what I could from what I had.”
“Would you like them back? Your eyes I mean,” Devari didn’t know which part of the bartender’s face to stare so she watched her mouth.
The bartender leaned over the bar and brought her mouth close to Devari’s face. “Are you her? I mean…is it you?”
“My name is Devari.”
The bartender recoiled backward, and then turned her head side to side as if she were looking around. Without hesitation she rolled up the silver sleeve of her right arm and showed the golden Script on her arm. Other Scripters sitting nearby took an interest and started whispering amongst each other. Devari didn’t like it.
“Ignore them,” the bartender spoke. “Scripters are used to hiding their advantages from each other. Old habit.”
Devari noted the suggestion and leaned in to read the Script. She understood it in seconds. “I knew it. You used a runic adjuster to balance your Soul Scroll anyway it could. That works better on objects than it does on people.”
“Can you correct it or not?”
Devari retrieved her Etcher and went right to work, using shorthand to reduce the amount of skin she would end up using for the new additions. Circle over circle, followed by two overlapping triangles and she’d made a new grid. The new runes she wrote glowed with orange aether, until she closed the Script with a single swipe. All of the Script on the bartender’s arm, old and new, began glowing bright red and rearranging itself on her skin.
The entire Script moved itself into a line of symbols and text underneath her wrist, taking up only a few inches of space. Then the bartender lurched backward and clutched her face, causing the other bar patrons to rise to their feet defensively. Brown hair sprouted out of her bald head, coming to fall down until it came past her shoulder. The barkeep dropped her hands, revealing an imprint of an eye-socket, which then separated with a single slit each. Eyelashes grew from it, with eyebrows over those. She slowly opened her eyes, revealing glowing golden irises. She stared at Devari like she’d seen a ghost.
Devari on the other hand, tilted her head and winked. “All better. You should be able to use your omnisight at will instead of all the time now.”
“I haven’t opened my eyes in thirty years…” tears were already forming under them. “Thank you, Your Highness.”
“Still trying to mend the world are you?” said Morgan’s voice.
Devari turned around and saw Morgan standing there, sharing a smirk with the bartender.
“I saw something I could help with, so I did,” Devari replied with a haughty voice.
“You should have fixed Evelyn’s eyes in private…I’ll be downstairs when you’re done,” Morgan turned on her heel and left.
It took three seconds for Devari to know what Morgan was talking about. She was being surrounded, and a queue was forming. None of them said anything, but she knew what they wanted. A smile formed on Devari’s face, and she flipped her Etcher up and pointed to a lady with orange skin and six fingers instead of ten. “Alright, what do you need?”
Devari made a lot of new friends over the course of an hour. A multitude of Scripters with a myriad of problems all came to have their Scripts rewritten, most of which were the cosmetic changes that came with some of their abilities. They surrounded her like a celebrity, with some of them leaving the Loitering Lush to fetch their friends. The tavern itself had begun to fill up and become more lively as those with new Scripts celebrated with food and drink. She was down to her last client: a Mimic whose shapeshifting had gone awry, causing her features to mix and meld with everyone she’d copied. The removal of that ability returned her appearance to the one she was born with.
Triumphant over the maladies inflicted by defective Scripts, Devari got off her stool with a gracious smile as everyone beamed at her with many thanks and platitudes. She should have done this sooner, but avoided the Scripter population at large in case of angry reprisals from those who knew her identity. The experience was more rewarding than she hoped.
“Have a drink with us, our treat,” said Evelyn as Devari finished up.
“Sorry ladies, but I have to be seeing Morgan now,” she replied. “I hope you enjoy.”
A collective ‘awww’ came from the group, who were more than amicable enough to give her a wide berth as she came off her stool. With scepter and Etcher in hand, Devari went downstairs to a jumping and dancing crowd around the bottom bar. The heavenly scent of oils used to aromatize the tavern was now competing against a plethora of open bottles and Jinx Drinks. She saw Morgan sitting over by a corner booth away from it all, nursing a small cup. Devari promptly went over while giggling at somebody who had imbibed a drink that made their hair rapidly switch colors. They were playing a game where they had to bet on what color it would settle on next.
Morgan pushed a seat out for Devari, scooting herself to the edge of the booth to greet the Princess. Devari set her things down on the table with a cheeky smirk.
“At this rate, I’ll be more popular than you,” Devari teased.
“Maybe,” Morgan smirked. “I have a friend on the way if you can wait. Her Script has her in quite a state.”
“I’ll stay,” Devari reassured.
Morgan took a sip of her drink. “I have a way of getting closer to Troy. Most of the Mimics in Valmaron had their Scripts removed as a condition of their asylum, but I still have one I can count on. If you can help her.”
“I’m sure I can but, why do you need a Mimic?” asked Devari. “I have a Counter-Clause over the kingdom that prevents shapeshifting.”
“Which is why I need you to write an exception, like the one the triplets have,” Morgan replied with sharp eyes. “I need someone who can get close enough to Troy to spy on him, someone who won’t betray us.”
“You don’t trust your other friends?”
“I don’t trust anyone. But I trust this one to get the job done, after we correct her condition,” Morgan stated.
“And what is her condition?” Devari folded her arms and leaned back in her seat, tilting her head expectantly.
Morgan took another drink. “It’s a Domination-Clause; another Mimic stole her identity. But since you can’t Mimic a dead person, she was left in a state of unlife so that nobody would recognize her. It’s really bad.”
“How bad?” Devari leaned forward slowly.
“Her life-force was taken from her body and put in a phylactery. She’s basically a Wight at this point. It makes her nearly immortal, but she can’t heal. Her body has horrid scars and deformities, so she doesn’t go out. Can you help?”
“It shouldn’t be difficult…” Devari tapped her finger on her chin in thought. “Although freeing someone from a Domination-Clause also frees the person who wrote it from their recompense.”
“Recompense?”
“You can’t change a Soul Scroll without the permission of its owner, but there are some ways you can. Doing so inflicts a high price on the one who wrote it,” Devari explained.
“I don’t think she’ll mind,” Morgan retorted. “Speaking of which, she’s here.”
Morgan nodded upwards toward the door as a tall being entered. Almost as tall as Sephaeus from what she could tell. Her face was hidden behind a black veil, and her body concealed by a large gray robe with a dark shawl over it. Both hands were tucked into the sleeves, and her head turned in their direction as Morgan waved her over. The Scripter came to their booth with a stiffened gait, coming to sit on a second chair in front of Devari and Morgan’s booth. Through the thin veil, Devari could scarcely make out the decrepit features of her face. The smoothness of her skin had long since gone, and her head remained tilted down not only as a consequence of being taller than everyone, but from a distinct aura of shame. Her shoulders did not move, because she wasn’t breathing.
“Hello,” Devari greeted. “I’m Devari.”
The woman lifted her head enough to peer at Devari, and then at Morgan.
“It really is her,” Morgan nodded back. “She’s going to give you back your body.”
“May I see it?” Devari asked politely.
The woman looked back to Devari, and with a reticent slowness, pulled something out of her sleeve. Her hand was gray, wrinkled, and deathly in appearance. The middle finger had either fallen off or been severed, and clutched in them was a little black box covered in golden Script. She handed it to Devari, who noted that the box was still cold to the touch. The Script was small and there wasn’t enough light, so she set her Etcher down on the table and pulled her monocle from her cleavage. She rotated the phylactery and examined it with the monocle to read it in its entirety. Once she understood it she put down the monocle, picked up her Etcher, and started Scripting. Morgan sat still and watched intently, along with the obscured eyes of the woman she was helping. She wrote around each side, rotating it in tandem with her writing before finally finishing with a tap on the top of the box.
As though it had been ready to burst, the sides of the box flew open like a loosened latch and a wispy white light came out of it. It instantly flew into the woman’s chest, who was thrust against her chair as her head leaned back and her arms went slack. The white light glowed through her garments, circling the center of her being before fading away completely. Morgan shunted forward in apparent concern, but Devari held up a hand to stop her from interfering.
“She’s alright,” Devari winked at her. “Trust me.”
The woman’s body relaxed in her chair, and then her chest heaved as she took a full breath. Her missing finger grew back as the skin on her hand began to smooth itself out. The color changed from a pasty gray, to a lively bronze. She rolled up her other sleeve and saw the same thing happen to her other hand. Holding both hands up in front of her, she looked at them and rotated her palms inward. Her body started seizing, and the sound she made was an unsteady combination of laughing and crying at the same time.
“May I see your face?” Devari smiled. “You should look just the way you did on the day you changed.”
The Scripter nodded, and then grabbed the hem of her veil to pull it over and off her head. The face Devari saw caused her to freeze and her eyes widened as both shock and fear ebbed into her. She couldn’t believe what she was looking at: a pair of sapphire eyes she’d looked into before. A signature bronze tan with blonde hair falling below her shoulders—Devari knew exactly who this was.
“Riveting ruses…” she breathed. “Ketra?”




Chapter 40 - Devari

“You’ll need to avoid the king,” Morgan finished the last of her first glass as she poured one for both Ketra and Devari. “Especially after what Devari just told us.”
“I’ve never even met him,” Ketra said with a subtle seethe, looking at Devari afterward. “Or you.”
“I know,” Devari conveyed sympathy through her face. “You’re not guilty of her crimes.”
“I don’t even know what Jaron looks like,” Ketra took a drink. “And I don’t care to.”
“You might,” said Devari as Morgan raised an eyebrow. “It could be written in your Script.”
“And how would you know that?” Ketra spat.
“Our meeting can’t be coincidence,” Devari replied and reached out to touch her hand on her lap.
Ketra took a deep, shaky breath at the contact. She had another drink. “And what do you need me to do?”
“We need you to Mimic someone who can get close to Troy Maximillian,” Devari explained.
“You know I have to touch a person’s skin before I can Mimic them, do you not?”
“I do,” Devari grinned. “And you already have.”
Everyone looked down at Devari’s hand resting on Ketra’s. Morgan started chuckling.
“Are you asking me to kill him?” Ketra gazed at Devari with a fascinated expression.
“No,” Devari shook her head roughly. “I’m asking you to make it easier for us to spy on him.”
“You’re leaving something out,” Morgan chimed in. “What if Ketra is seen by your family? I don’t imagine His Majesty will be very keen to let her live.”
“She’ll live,” Devari said reassuringly, keeping eyes locked on Ketra. “I promise he won’t hurt you.”
“And did my Script tell you that?” Ketra asked with a skeptical face.
“I’m telling you,” Devari asserted as she straightened up to take a sip from her drink. She did so without taking her hand off Ketra’s.
“Why do you care what happens to me?” Ketra said in a voice that was more curious than accusing.
“I want you to have a chance at something better than you’ve had,” Devari squeezed her hand. “I don’t need any other reason than that.”
Ketra made a quizzical expression at Morgan, who shook her head with an amused grin.
“Infuriating, isn’t it? ” Morgan giggled. “They’re all corrupted. Ana Lee hugs me now.”
“And you’re still alive?” Ketra noted with a shocked face. “Just what kind of people are the Spellcrafts?”
“The good kind,” Devari relinquished Ketra’s hand and sat back. “So will you help us? I understand if you decide not to.”
Ketra looked like someone had gutted her, and then flashed a slight smile. “I suppose you could force me if you fancied. But I choose to help.”
Devari smiled joyfully. “Thank you Ketra. And if you don’t mind my asking, where have you been all this time?”
“I’ve been hiding her,” Morgan answered flatly. “We fled the Ziggurat together.”
“And my fertility…” Ketra trailed off. “Do I have that back too?”
“You do,” Devari nodded. “You’ll be able to age and conceive now.”
“And why does
that happen? I assume you of all people should know,” Morgan said as she shared a simultaneous sip with Ketra.
“Why does what happen?” Devari tilted her head as she joined them in the social.
“The halted aging. I understand that immortality and reproduction are linked, but I’ve never seen a man keep his youth that way,” Morgan observed.
“Oh!” Devari giggled. “That’s because men get power in exchange for their seed, but it burns them out. When we sacrifice the power to create life, the vitality of our entire line is added to us instead.”
“Then I won’t be doing it again,” Ketra stated ruefully. “Finding someone who actually wants a family with me will be challenging enough.”
“You think so?” Devari chirped. “You’re quite beautiful.”
“Men don’t like tall women,” Ketra dismissed.
“Valmari don’t, but Tolians do. I think they actually prefer them,” said Devari.
“Tolians don’t want women with a past like ours,” Morgan added.
“I don’t feel like that’s true,” Devari said through a nervous expression. “And you didn’t choose to be born in the Ziggurat, but you did choose to leave. That has to count for something.”
“So you’re a philosopher of the human heart now?” Morgan chuckled into her cup.
“The Sentinel Commander taught me to pay attention,” Devari recalled fondly. “And what I see are a lot of lonely people too afraid to rely on each other. Which gives me an idea…”
“Oh no,” Morgan rolled her eyes. “Are you about to add ‘matchmaker’ to your list of occupations?”
Devari shifted her eyes around mischievously. “One thing at a time. What I can say is that there’s going to be a lot of changes in Valmaron soon, and new people in it.”
Ketra looked intrigued, while Morgan’s amber eyes nearly drilled a hole in the side of Devari’s head. The thought of the crack in her wrist snapped Devari’s attention back to the present. The sharp tip of anxiety stabbed her stomach, causing her to stand abruptly.
“I should be going,” Devari said hurriedly. “My mother will be wondering where I’ve gone.”
Ketra rose to her feet as well, towering over Devari like she was a child. “How will I reach you?”
“Um,” Devari attached her Etcher to her scepter. “I have to introduce Morgan to Valara tomorrow. Can we meet after?”
“We can,” Ketra affirmed. “When?”
“I have to work that out,” Devari replied. “I’ll send a Holosphere.”
“No need,” Morgan imposed. “I’ll bring her with me when I go to meet the queen.”
Devari nodded briskly and then looked toward the room where the music was coming from. When she turned back, Morgan and Ketra had already gone.
“Rude…” she said to herself before heading into the other section.
Hattie danced about in the music room cradling a drink in one hand, and a roasted chicken leg in the other. The short Rumbler was acting as her dance partner, having been won over by her decisive but dodgy victory over Alonzo. He couldn’t really dance with her, but more so dance around her. Her complete lack of sobriety made her wobbly movements dangerous to come into contact with. Every time her hip bumped into him, he bounced off like a child and fell onto the floor. The first time it happened, he flew into a wooden chair, broke two of its legs off, one of which went flying into the bard’s head. The splintered bit split his forehead completely open and nearly ruined the show. Thankfully Hattie had a few healing berries hidden underneath her gown, which the blinded bard almost didn’t eat when he mistook them for testicles.
He was now singing a song he’d made up on the spot about her. The lyrics detailed an embellished sexual encounter with a woman twice his age and twice his size who would give him a concussion by breaking the headboard with his face. He named it ‘A Splitting Hensworth’.
Lady Spellcraft had found a dance partner in Zoe, who had quite a few moves of her own. The remainder of Alonzo’s crew clapped in tandem with the band, cheered at them and drank to the sight of Zoe’s figure.
A procession of people formed an aisle of dancers and took turns spinning each other down it, trading off with a new partner after every one. Lady Spellcraft had since picked up the bard’s lute, plucking at its strings like a harp in her lap rather than playing it properly. She’d since changed the tempo to something upbeat that the rest of the band quickly improvised to. When it was Hattie’s turn to spin, everybody got back. Way back. It didn’t end when it was supposed to, and she crashed onto a table and waddled around trying to get back up.
“I’m alright!” Hattie insisted. “The floor is uneven!”
The commotion distracted Devari from noticing something in the corner of her eye. Whatever it was had Lady Spellcraft abruptly getting to her feet to march over to Zoe and the bard. Apparently he’d kissed her, because she stood there touching her lips with a look of shock. Lady Spellcraft shoved the lute back into his hands and took Zoe’s hand instead, leading her away from the crowd to a collective ‘aww’ from onlookers, Hattie included. Lady Spellcraft dragged Zoe with her on her way to Devari, taking her hand as well.
“It’s all I can do just to keep random objects out of your vaginas,” Lady Spellcraft scoffed in disapproval. “He didn’t even tell you his name.”
“He had a name!” Zoe protested.
“Your ‘private curtain call’ does not qualify as an introduction, and bards do not stick around long enough for an encore,” Lady Spellcraft led them out while Hattie clumsily tossed a handful of broons and silver slips at the band. She shuffled after them with her Rumbler friend in tow, who she was dragging by the wrist.
“Oh come now Annika!” Hattie implored. “Let the girl have a little fun, I know I am!”
Lady Spellcraft stopped, turned around and raised an eyebrow at Hattie. “Your fun has been unconscious for five minutes.”
Everybody looked down. Hattie had been dragging a limp body that smelled of vomit.
Hattie seemed to be weighing options in her mind, and then pursed her lips. “It still counts so long as he wakes by the time I get him home.”
“If praying for his pecker to resurrect is your idea of a good time—”
“It is,” Hattie nodded.
“I’m going to find Ana Lee. We’re going home,” Lady Spellcraft turned to face Zoe. “And we are going to have a little talk about a certain singer.”
“I wasn’t going to sleep with him,” Zoe argued. “He kissed me in the heat of the moment, that’s all.”
“Here—” Hattie used her free hand to grab her gown and shook it roughly until everyone’s purses fell out between her legs. “If I bend over I may never rise again. You’ll have to pick them up yourselves.”
Zoe waved her hand and all of the bags levitated into the air on a bed of green aether. Devari snatched hers while Lady Spellcraft took hers and Ana Lee’s.
“Hattie, you can have the carriage. We’ll use a portal,” said Lady Spellcraft.
They left the music room and went back out into the main area where Alonzo had been perched on one of the bench seats against the wall, his head straight back with his mouth wide open. The rest of his friends had since abandoned him to entertain two Tolian girls at the bar. Hattie dragged her bounty over to Alonzo, knocking over two stools and a table, grabbed his wrist too and pulled him along with his friend.
“Better bring a spare,” said Hattie. “Just in case.”
“Leaving already?” Ana Lee came down the staircase behind them.
“We are. Everyone has become lecherous, and Sephaeus is waiting for me at home,” Lady Spellcraft announced.
“How come you get to have sex but she doesn’t?” Devari complained.
“Because I’ve known Sephaeus for longer than ten minutes.”
“Then if I stay for ten more, am I in the clear?” Zoe made a cheeky grin.
Lady Spellcraft chose to ignore her. Hattie had already hauled the two Rumblers out of the Loitering Lush.
“I had Jaron earlier,” Ana Lee smiled. “I’m quite satisfied.”
“Be that as it may, this delightful space is no place for a married woman to wander alone,” Lady Spellcraft countered.
“I was going to stay with my sisters, but I don’t mind taking a guest room if you’re inviting me,” said Ana Lee.
“I’m inviting you,” Lady Spellcraft replied.
“Alright,” Zoe sighed. “Outside then. But I am coming back sometime.”
“Me too,” Devari gushed.
Lady Spellcraft disregarded the rebellion and led them all outside. A group of people outside moaned in disappointment when they saw four women in dresses on their way out instead of in. Zoe led the charge to the Noetic Reticle, where the pair of Casters were amusing themselves at a drunkard’s expense.
“Good evening ladies,” Lady Spellcraft greeted them as she began retrieving coin to give to them.
“Hello,” said a ginger Caster with curly hair, who looked at Devari curiously. “Is that—is that Your Highness? And Lady Spellcraft?”
“Leeta?” Devari recognized her.
“It is you!” Leeta reached out to take Devari’s hands.
The Caster who was with her bowed her head and then looked to Leeta. “You know them?”
“Not well, but we’re familiar,” Leeta admitted with a polite smile to everyone. “I fought alongside Princess Devari back then…in the citadel.”
Everyone fell silent for a moment, all but Zoe.
“You’re from the Dirty Dozen,” Zoe blushed slightly.
Leeta nodded with a curt but warm smile. “I’m sorry, but I don’t think I know your name.”
“I’m Zoe. I’ve only just joined the academy.”
“She’s my niece,” Lady Spellcraft introduced.
“Oh? Well I’m delighted to meet you,” Leeta looked around as a queue started forming. “Where are we sending you?”
“The Spellcraft estate,” said Devari.
“There aren’t any Reticles near enough to it,” Leeta lamented.
“We have Entangle Bangles,” said Ana Lee. “We just need the extra aether.”
“Right. No worries then,” Leeta and her partner started Casting with a circular torrent of orange aether, forming a portal within a matter of seconds. She turned to Zoe and noticed her Caster ring. “That’s a core crystal! Are you one of the elites?”
“I suppose I’ll find out,” Zoe admitted. “I’m going to meet Trixia soon.”
“Well just so you know,” Leeta shifted her eyes. “There’s a vacancy in the Dirty Dozen, one we haven’t filled…but if it’s King Jaron’s cousin, Trixia might consider it.”
With the end of the exchange, along with a few silver slips from Ana Lee and Lady Spellcraft, they stepped into the portal and vanished from sight.




Chapter 41 - Devari

Devari awoke early the next morning in a dizzy spell and a parched mouth. The effects of the previous night’s activities had caught up with her, and she wanted to swallow a bucket of bacon grease on top of salted gherkins. She hadn’t even changed out of yesterday’s dress, having toppled face-first onto her bed before being swallowed into a spinning maelstrom of compromised consciousness. Food was necessary. And water. Lots of water. She crawled out of bed and slipped into her pajamas and covered it with a robe before making her way out into the hallway. As she descended down the stairs, she heard someone talking outside of the front door. It was the voice of a man talking to himself. Devari peered out of the nearest window and saw a vaguely familiar man in brown trousers with a white tunic and matching brown vest over it.
Whoever it was, they hadn’t yet worked up the nerve to knock. Devari went to the door and swung it open herself. The man went rigid as his monologuing was interrupted. The sun shined from just over his head, Devari moved to the side enough to get a better look at him.
His hair was a thick brown mop, swaying sideways just in time to avoid blocking his vision. His bone structure was appealing enough, although she didn’t much care for the little goatee on his chin. She couldn’t place whether he was a Tolian or Valmari. His features looked as though a fair-skinned Valmari had intermingled with someone of distantly Oriental origin.
“May I help you?” asked Devari.
“This is the right place!” the man smiled as soon as he got a good look at her. “I remember you.”
“I’m sorry, where do I know you from?” Devari yawned.
The man suddenly swung a lute from behind his back, flicked his head so his hair moved aside and began to strum as he belted out a ballad.
“I searched throughout the city
For a woman with bright red hair
Her lips dealt me a wound I thought could never be repaired
And then I finally saw it
Her shiny Caster ring
I ran my arse right to her door so she could hear me sing—Zoe!”
The bard lowered his lute, his eyes awestruck at the appearance of Zoe who had come to the door just behind Devari.
“Who is the lousy lout making so much noise this early—you?” she said as she pulled her night robe shut with panicked abruptness.
“You remember me!” he straightened his posture and flattened the front of his brown tunic vest.
“I was tipsy, not utterly inebriated,” Zoe folded her arms.
“Even better for me,” he flashed a flirty smile. “That means you knew what you were doing.”
“You mean what you were doing. We were dancing and you just…kissed me!” 
“And you kissed back as I recall, right before your mother—”
“She’s not my mother, she’s my aunt,” Zoe retorted with averted eyes.
“Strong stock you have,” the bard leaned forward and smirked at Zoe. “The sight of our babies will send all of Valmaron into a pit of envious despair.”
“I’m not having your babies,” Zoe retorted.
“How did you know where to find us?” Devari tilted her head and smiled at Zoe.
“Ah, well…” he brushed his hair back. “I followed you outside and overheard your conversation with Leeta.”
“That’s despicable,” Zoe blurted out.
“Not as despicable as you being whisked away without knowing my name,” the bard held his lute out and bowed as though thanking a crowd after a performance. “I am Barton.”
“Barton the Bard? I find that a bit on-the-nose,” Zoe simmered.
He stood up straight. “It’s actually my middle name, fits with the whole persona. My given name is Tegan. Tegan Barton Bander, and I’ve come to serenade you at a garden of your choosing.”
“Thank you Tegan, but last night was just a fluke,” Zoe replied. “And my aunt warned me against your type.”
“Type? What’s that supposed to mean?” Tegan rested his fists on his hips.
“I’m not some sleaze you can have for a night and then vanish forever.”
“That’s what you think of me? You think I came all this way just to have you once?”
Zoe frowned at him. “Goodbye Tegan.”
He blocked the door with his hand as Zoe moved to push it shut. “W-wait that’s not how I meant it!”
“And what did ‘Barton the Bard’ mean by it?” Zoe cocked her hip to one side and crossed her arms.
Tegan sighed. “What I meant was…I’ve seen nearly every majestic creature under the sun. But its light was but a shadow compared to the look on your face as you danced to my song. Even without your perfect blue dress, I worry my eyes would go blind were I to gaze upon your smile for too long.”
Zoe was blushing, but her eyes were skeptical. “Is that what you say to all your lovers?”
“You inspired me to make it up just now. I’m a lyricist not a plagiarist, not even of myself,” said Tegan. He tucked his lute behind him. “So did it work?”
“You should go with him,” Devari winked at Zoe. “He did come all this way after all.”
Zoe inhaled deeply through her nose and shook her head to the sky before making eye contact with him. “Alright Tegan. Meet me at the Caster Academy by noon, I’ll be there.”
She didn’t give Tegan a chance to respond, and shut the door in his face. Devari smiled as Zoe looked to be at a complete loss at what just occurred. Devari was about to speak, but Zoe held up a finger and wagged it before pointing right at her. “Not a word of this to Aunt Annika.”
“Only if I’m invited to the wedding,” Devari joked.
“I’m going to get you back for this,” Zoe’s nose wrinkled into a snarl as she unleashed a toothy smile. “First you secure my freedom, and now you’re already trying to find me a husband.”
“Am I doing a good job?” Devari smirked.
Zoe stepped closer and hugged Devari for the first time. “This is better than I deserve.”
“It’s the least you deserve,” Devari countered.
It wasn’t long before Chloe came down to storm her way to the kitchen in order to cook something up. Devari and Zoe went with her, extraordinarily hungry and itching to tell her about their night at the Loitering Lush. Details of Hattie’s antic caused Chloe to drop her spatula on more than one occasion. When the topic of Revaris and Hazard came up, Devari recalled that it would be Revaris’s first day in Valmaron.
“Will you be showing them around?” asked Chloe as she flipped a link of sausage onto its side.
“If I can. I have so much to do. I’ve got to introduce Morgan to Valara,” Devari realized how much she had put on her plate, not to mention how much food she’d literally put on her plate.
“I’d start with your Scripts,” Zoe suggested with a knowing stare, forking a tiny potato into her mouth.
“I don’t have any classes to teach until later,” Chloe added. “Do you need help with something?”
“Can you get the Etchery records from Trixy?” Devari popped a piece of bacon into her mouth and quickly chewed it.
“You won’t turn up anything,” Zoe scowled. “Troy has certainly covered his tracks better than your cat covers his droppings.”
“I won’t be looking for what’s in them. I’ll be looking for what’s not in them,” Devari specified.
“Such as?” Chloe propped her head on her hand.
“I had to look over a lot of records after the citadel fell,” Devari replied. “The pages are Scripted to record anything etched near them. If anything is missing, it’ll be unbalanced.”
“What will that tell you?” asked Chloe.
“Depending on how it’s unbalanced, I’ll know what kind of Script they were working on,” Devari tilted her head and winked at Chloe.
Chloe was too busy looking at Devari to pay attention to her plate. She went to cut into a sausage and nicked her own finger, bleeding onto her handkerchief.
“Ouch! Picketing pitchforks…” she groaned at herself. “Do we have any of Hattie’s special produce?”
“No worries, I can help,” Zoe reached over to Chloe and picked up her hand.
Devari watched with a puzzled expression as Zoe began hovering her hand back and forth over Chloe’s. Her Caster ring lit up first with orange light, then with green light, and then the orange bled back into it just enough to create an olive color. Chloe gasped in abject shock as Zoe’s focused intention led to the closing of her wound. All that was left was a single drop of blood that had already spilled by the time Zoe was done.
She released Chloe’s finger and smiled warmly. Chloe looked at her finger wide-eyed, then held it up so Devari could get a better look.
“It’s like the Abuse Juice!” Chloe exclaimed.
“I was one of the Casters who helped the Quartermaster make it,” Zoe said with a glimmer of pride.
“But how did you do that?” asked Devari. “I’ve never seen a Caster who could do that.”
“It’s rather rare, like Chloe’s power of flight. It’s why Troy paid so handsomely to keep me after the citadel fell…” Zoe revealed. “I have the power to heal.”
***
“Are you sure you’re alright?” Ana Lee asked with a faint giggle.
“Too much of the drink, she’s cropsick,” Morgan replied.
A sharp headache accompanied the ray of sunlight bouncing off the helmet of a Sentinel, standing guard along with a partner in front of the door to the royal residence. Devari held her scepter in one hand, clutching her book to her chest with the other. The fruit stands were open, but Hattie was notably absent, and she personally sold those. Although alcohol counted as a poison, Zoe couldn’t use her healing ability because there was no wound to work on. Or at least, that was the claim. Devari believed she was letting it happen for her own personal amusement, or punishment, given the wily look she’d gotten from Lady Spellcraft on their way out. Zoe had gone to the Caster Academy to be evaluated by Esmerelda, leaving Devari to go get Morgan along with Ana Lee. Morgan tried shielding her eyes using her hand, but the Sentinel who was too shiny at the moment took issue with it.
“Reveal your face,” he said.
Morgan moved her hand, but then lowered her gaze to the ground to avoid eye contact. The Sentinel looked from Morgan to Devari, narrowing his eyes with a distinct aura of suspicion.
“It’s alright,” Ana Lee assured her. “They’re safe from you.”
“Safe from what?” the Sentinel questioned.
“It’s her eyes. They’re Scripted,” Devari explained to him before turning to Morgan. “Sentinel armor is Scripted too. Your power won’t work on them.”
Morgan looked up and met the stare of the Sentinel, while his comrade turned to see as well. After a few moments of direct eye contact, the Sentinels looked at each other skeptically before looking at Ana Lee.
“Proceed,” they moved aside and opened the door to the residence.
Once the women had made it inside, Morgan looked back briefly before looking at Ana Lee with mild disbelief.
“The King’s security leaves much to be desired, letting me in with Scripts like this,” Morgan criticized with a glimmer of sass.
“The Sentinels aren’t for his safety, they’re for everyone else’s. There’s no safer place than Jaron’s presence,” Devari responded.
“Or more dangerous,” Ana Lee added.
Morgan looked at them with an impressed expression, acquiescing with a sighing shrug. Devari glanced down the hallway to the guest wing, and then turned back to the others.
“Is Ketra coming?” Devari wondered.
Ana Lee and Morgan exchanged a look. Ana Lee answered, “Not today. She needs more time to adjust.”
“You spooked her with your story,” Morgan said flatly.
Devari sighed toward the floor. “Alright. You two go on without me, I’ll catch up.”
“Oh no you don’t,” Ana Lee looked mischievous. “I want to meet them.”
“Them? You mean her girlfriend and her girlfriend’s boyfriend?” Morgan giggled.
“That’s not what they are,” Devari frowned.
Morgan walked straight past Devari in the direction she looked. “So where is it?”
Devari reticently pointed her scepter down a long hallway stretching in front of a series of windows. “That way.”
Ana Lee chased after Morgan in a hurried giggle while Devari scrambled after them. They went toward the large red double door entrance to the State Suite, where Valmari of repute would often stay during the Brightstar Passover. The door alone was nearly as regal as the royal condo, though less grand in terms of security. There were less Scripts etched above the door frame. The holodome might have been a little too much for Revaris to handle at the moment, so Devari knocked ten times on the door. Room service would have only knocked thrice. After a short wait, the door cracked open and Hazard peered out.
Once she saw Devari, she swung it open and smirked.
“I wondered when you’d be back,” she said, before glancing at Ana Lee. “Is it Ava? Or is it Abigail this time?”
“Actually, I’m Ana Lee,” she chuckled.
Hazard looked at Morgan and her expression dropped.
“This is Morgan,” said Devari.
“She another one of your girls?” Hazard had a faint glare.
“Oh…you like Devari,” Morgan noted to a shared look between herself and Ana Lee.
“I don’t have any other girls,” Devari said with mild tempest. “Where’s Revaris?”
“He’s training,” Hazard leaned against the door frame and crossed her arms, looking Morgan up and down. “We ate so much food that his muscles are suddenly filling up. He doesn’t know what to do with himself. Hey—what’s the deal with her eyes?”
“Don’t look too long,” Devari moved herself in front of Hazard. “She makes people fall in love with her.”
“She use it on you?” Hazard kept trying to look, but Devari moved her head in the way.
“I’ve been careful,” Devari tucked her scepter behind her book and used her now free hand to squeeze Hazard’s cheeks. “I came here to see you.”
“Mmm hmm,” Hazard glared at Morgan the entire time.
An entranced stare replaced Hazard’s glare as she froze suddenly. Devari furrowed her brow in puzzlement at first, when she looked back at Morgan who seemed to be in recognition of something.
Hazard looked at Devari like she was begging for something, folded her arms and started shaking. “Oh no. No no no no, I can’t—”
Ana Lee’s smile faded as she looked from Hazard to Morgan, then back to Hazard again. “Oy…”
“Take a deep breath. It’ll pass,” Morgan said slowly.
“It’s happening, isn’t it?” Devari voiced as a wave of worry came over her.
Hazard took one step back, and then pounced onto Morgan with a feral hunger in her eyes. Nobody saw it coming as Hazard wrapped her hands around Morgan’s neck and lifted her head to her face.
“You’re mine, bitch!” Hazard hissed as she licked Morgan’s cheek.
She slammed her back down and roughly grabbed Morgan’s breast with one hand, and pulling her dagger with the other. She slid the blade underneath Morgan’s sweater, but was pushed off with great force before she could cut it open. Morgan sprung to her feet like a cat, her Unscrupulous strength still intact, looking from Devari to Ana Lee with confusion. Devari shook her head and didn’t know what to do, when Ana Lee suddenly walked up behind Hazard and grabbed her by the back of the neck. Hazard yelped and slowly fell to her knees as Ana Lee’s eyes filled with blood red.
“It’s alright,” Ana Lee crooned. “I’ve got you.”
A flash of fuchsia burst from where Ana Lee touched Hazard, and then she was calm. Hazard dropped her dagger at the same time Devari dropped her belongings and came to her side. She grabbed the sides of her head and looked into her eyes, she was disoriented, but seemed to be alright.
Devari looked up at Ana Lee as her eyes returned to normal.  “What did you just do to Hazel?”
“I’ve cured the effect,” Ana Lee said simply.
Relief and wonder came in equal parts at the revelation. “You can do that?”
Morgan dusted off her sleeves, looking otherwise unbothered. “Why do you think we were enemies? It was a pain in the arse at the time. Speaking of, why the hell did you attack me?”
“Girl you really gotta watch where you aim those eyes,” Hazard took a breath. “I was going to take you whether you wanted it or not.”
“Not a very civilized bunch are they?” Ana Lee commented.
“No. We’re not,” said Revaris from the doorway.
Everyone turned to look. He was in his black trousers, but no shirt. It was like Hazard said: he was filling in. Revaris walked past them, scowled at Morgan briefly and then reached down to help Hazard to her feet.
“Our women don’t ask for sex, they take it,” Revaris said as Hazard and Devari blushed simultaneously.
“And what do the men do?” asked Ana Lee.
“We try not to die,” he answered.
“Not to make fun of your mating rituals,” Morgan began. “But if she ever does that again—”
“She won’t,” Revaris turned his back to Morgan and shielded Hazard from seeing her, before reaching down to pick up her dagger.
He gave it to her and then took Devari’s scepter, handing it to her as well.
Ana Lee scanned Revaris curiously. “Devari, did your friend attack him like that?”
“She didn’t have to,” Revaris retorted.
“She should,” Morgan interjected with a sly grin. “You’re something to look at.”
“Calm down,” Hazard warned. “I’m not sharing with you.”
Revaris turned and looked at Morgan. “You’re not my type.”
“I could be your type in ten seconds if I wanted,” Morgan retorted.
“You don’t know me,” Revaris looked away from Morgan and smirked at Hazard. “I could need you every hour of every day, and still wouldn’t touch you.”
“Strong boast. Let’s not test it though,” Morgan folded her arms. “You’re not my type either.”
“You just said he was cute!” Devari objected.
“He is,” Morgan looked bored. “But I like to be wanted, not needed.”
Devari took a deep breath through her nostrils and reached down for her book. “I’m fixing your eyes, you just wait,” She looked at Revaris and Hazard. “Will you two be alright a while longer? We have to talk to Valara.”
“We’re good,” Revaris nodded.
Devari nodded and then glanced to Ana Lee and Morgan, who started moving away. Revaris touched Devari by her bicep before she got away.
“Hey,” he said. “Thanks for stopping by.”
Devari smiled. “I just wanted to see my friends.”
With a quick wink to both of them, Devari caught up with Ana Lee and Morgan. They went down the hall toward the royal side.
“I can teach you a trick you can pass on to…enhance the experience for them,” Ana Lee chirped.
“Everyone doesn’t need to have sex the way you do,” Morgan murmured.
“Maybe not everyone,” Ana Lee conceded. “But you do. Maybe one day you’ll come to your senses and let me show you where the pleasure treasure is hidden.”
“I don’t understand,” Devari glanced at Morgan before turning to Ana Lee as they walked. “What are you talking about?”
“Morgan is of the opinion that her pleasure doesn’t matter as much so long as her victim—I mean partner—finds satisfaction,” Ana Lee scoffed. “She’s what the courtesans used to call a ‘giver’.”
When Devari looked back at Morgan, she was rolling her eyes and ignoring Ana Lee. Devari felt a little bad for her. “You know in Valmaron…there are people who know how to please you.”
“That’s what I keep telling her!” Ana Lee exclaimed.
They finally arrived on the other side of the palace, and found Valara in the library. She was teleporting around with a set of books she placed on a large stately table. The sight of her mode of travel managed to get a slight reaction out of Morgan.
“Hi Valara,” Ana Lee called out to her.
Valara stopped in mid-air and floated near a top row of shelves too high for any man to reach without a ladder. She looked at them quickly before appearing in front of them in a flash of blue light, which caused Morgan to back up slightly.
“Hello everyone,” she greeted, looking at Morgan with a welcoming face. “And who might you be?”
“I’m Morgan,” she averted her eyes and crossed one arm over her stomach to hold her other wrist.
“Morgan…Morgan Varae?” asked Valara.
Morgan looked genuinely surprised. “You know me?”
“I know of you,” Valara went to set the book she’d found on the table. “Your name came up in the registry after a few accidents with your Script. It’s your eyes, right?”
“Yes,” Morgan looked at Ana Lee, who simply shrugged back at her.
“And have you’ve shown it to Devari yet? She’s quite clever,” said Valara, while exchanging a wink with Devari.
“It’s not an easy fix,” Morgan confessed. “If I try to remove it, I’ll be Unsealed.”
“You underestimate my sister,” Valara opened a large green tome and started flipping through pages, making check marks with a pen she was holding. “Scripting has come a long way since she joined us. May I see it?”
Morgan looked at them with a bit of hesitation, and then rolled up her right sleeve to show a series of large golden Scripts tattooed on her arm. Valara glided over to look at it, but did so without touching.
“Hmm,” Valara squinted her eyes. “I see. Well, it shouldn’t be that hard.”
Devari peered over, read the Script, and then started laughing. “That’s it? I can fix that with a Counter-Clause.”
“A Counter-Clause?” Morgan raised an eyebrow.
“It wouldn’t be immediate,” Devari cautioned. “But you can re-balance your Soul Scroll by doing some good in the world, like a kind of redemption.”
“So if I help you with Troy…” Morgan trailed off.
“You could be saving lives, and it might lift your curse,” Devari finished.
Ana Lee walked over and put a reassuring hand on Morgan’s shoulder. “You girls get familiar, I’m going to see Jaron.”
“Again?” Devari replied with surprise. “You just saw him yesterday.”
“So what?” Ana Lee cocked her hips defiantly while Valara simply giggled. “Why is everyone always so surprised that I like spending time with him?”
“Just go Ana Lee,” Valara waved her off. “Tell our husband I have a bottle I want him to try later, and that you’ll be spending the night.”
“Yes!” Ana Lee ran over and kissed Valara on the cheek. “I promise that by the time I’m through your legs will be—”
“Ahem,” Valara tilted her head toward Morgan and Devari.
“Right,” Ana Lee muttered as she backed away with red cheeks of excitement. “I’m also going to tell him that you said to take the day off and devote a few hours to the Two Terrors.”
“Oh?” Valara’s eyes widened in a mixture of comic shock and interest.
“Ava and I hogged him yesterday, so I want to make sure Esmerelda and Chloe get enough attention before we steal him for the night,” Ana Lee looked up with a face that communicated self-satisfied pride in her own ingenuity. “He’ll be good for at least three more sessions before he’s spent.”
“You know we’re standing right here, right?” Morgan complained.
“Leaving!” Ana Lee promptly sauntered off and left the library.
Valara shook her head and laughed, leaning against the table while Devari giggled along with her.
“No offense Your Majesty, but sex is mostly all I’ve heard anyone in this family talk about,” Morgan observed.
“None taken,” Valara set her pen down. “It takes a lot of the king’s time, so we have to stay on top of it.”
“And him,” Devari joked.
“At least you’re having fun,” Morgan conceded. “So what do I do now?”
“That depends. What do you intend?” Valara replied.
“She wants to be an ambassador to the refugees,” Devari interjected.
“They’re not refugees anymore, they’re citizens,” Valara smiled at Morgan. “But I take your meaning. Now what’s this about Troy I heard you mention?”
“He’s plotting something, and people are already getting hurt,” Devari explained.
Queen Valara’s smile faded to a bit of a scary glare.
“It’s true,” Morgan added. “He’s been rallying Scripted women to his cause, and some of them have been disappearing.”
“Disappearing?” Valara repeated.
“I don’t see them anymore. They don’t come to the tavern, and I don’t see them in town. Nobody notices because nobody cares about us,” Morgan elaborated bitterly.
“I didn’t know that…” Devari said quietly.
“I assume you told the Barons about this?” Valara asked with a measured tone.
Morgan shook her head. “They said ‘whores go missing all the time’. I get ignored, even when it’s happening by the dozen.”
The queen’s eyes started to glow red, causing Devari to feel a pang of fear at its appearance. She composed herself by closing her eyes and taking a deep breath. When she opened them, her eyes had returned to their usual dual-color of blue with a fiery inner-iris. She walked to Morgan, took her hands and held them. “I will not allow this to stand. I’ll have the papers drawn up, but as of this moment you will have a voice. I’m appointing you to the court.”
“As a Baroness?” Morgan wondered.
“Higher,” Valara held eye contact. “A Countess.”




Chapter 42 - Devari

“You were right to bring her,” said Queen Valara. “This is completely unacceptable.”
Devari sat next to Valara in a chamber full of golden scrolls from floor to ceiling, where Morgan was being attended on the other end behind a dense desk. A Valmari jurisconsult was going over particulars with her, having her sign a series of documents that were Scripted for authenticity. Various other workers went about the business of organizing and reviewing everything going in and out of the room. A row of comfortable chairs sat near the entrance, where Devari and the queen sat.
“What will happen now?” Devari asked as she watched Morgan glance up at them. She waved.
“A few things,” Valara waved back. “She’ll be given proper authority over certain districts, mostly the ones she knows. Their tax tributes will go into a treasury she will control, and she’ll be awarded a house. But unless she pays the Casters, she’ll have to form her own local watchmen.”
“Is there anything else we can do?” Devari tilted her head, the queen shook hers.
“I’ve leveled the playing field, but I can’t be seen showing favoritism,” Valara replied.
“Is there anything I can do?”
“You’re already doing it,” Valara smiled and squeezed Devari’s hand. “They’ll need to monetize something though, the crown can’t bequeath wealth onto individuals. But it can purchase valuable services from the nobility…I feel like the Maximillians could use some competition.”
Devari realized what Valara was saying, and started beaming. “I’ll write some new Scripts.”
“And if you could come up with a better way of record keeping, that’d be something the crown would pay a lot for,” the queen gestured to all the scrolls in the room.
“What will happen to the Barons she’s replacing?” Devari wondered.
“The Valmari will be dismissed. The Tolians will be executed.”
Devari’s eyes widened as the fear of Annihilation seized her soul. She clutched Valara’s hand in a bit of a panic. “You can’t execute them.”
“It’s not up to me,” Valara closed her eyes. “It’s their way.”
“Let me talk to Jaron then,” Devari urged.
Valara straightened in her seat as she looked up pensively. “Jaron rules with compassion, but he’s still a born and bred Tolian. His outrage alone would guarantee their deaths.”
“Can’t Morgan decide?” Devari pleaded. “She’s a Countess now.”
“Are you trying to balance her Soul Scroll?”
“I am,” Devari left out the part where her own needed balancing.
“Devari…” Queen Valara shook her head and exhaled loudly. “I suppose there’s room for some interpretation. As champion of the grieved parties, Morgan can claim rights of retribution according to Tolian customs.”
“Thank you Valara,” Devari couldn’t help but spring out of her seat and plant a kiss on her cheek.
“Just this once though! And only because it’ll be Morgan’s first act as Countess,” Valara responded. “If I issued decrees every time someone was to be punished, the Tolians would accuse us of weakness. It takes more than a slap on the wrist to keep their respect.”
Morgan came walking over with a scroll in her hand, and a satisfied simper to go along with it.
“Is it finished?” asked Valara.
“Yes,” Morgan nodded her head into a bow. “Thank you Your Majesty.”
Valara rose to her feet, Devari did too.
“If that’s all, I have to be going before Princess Devari pulls me into any more mischief,” the queen smiled one more time. “Do the best you can Morgan, it was a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”
Queen Valara’s body transmuted into innumerable wisps of blue aether, and then she was gone. Morgan watched as the aether fell like ashes, where they vanished upon contact with the white and blue marble floor. Devari took her book along with her scepter off her chair, tucking them both under her arm. She wished she knew how to do that too.
“She’s got poise,” Morgan said of Valara. “And she’s prettier up close.”
“She’s really special,” Devari said softly.
“Maybe you are too,” Morgan said straight faced. “Your Highness.”
Devari smirked at Morgan, feeling a little coy as she glanced down at her book. “I should be going as well. I need to Script.”
“Do you need help?” asked Morgan.
“Not unless you can do polyquadratic calculations,” Devari responded with eye contact.
“I don’t know what you just said,” Morgan rested a hand on her hip. “But not everything comes down to numbers. The meaning matters too.”
Devari dismissed the comment out of hand. “There’s a portal chamber in the lower sanctum.  Which district do you live in?”
“Northeast Bazaar,” Morgan tapped her foot. “But the home I’m getting is in Rabot Row.”
“That’s a nice area,” Devari commented.
“Mmm hmm,” Morgan crossed her arms.
There was a brief silence. It was awkward. Devari tapped her book with the staff of her scepter after remembering Valara’s suggestion. “Troy’s house made a lot of its fortune selling Scripts. If you have any ideas, I can try Etching something for you.”
“If you can conceal our Scripts, or at least make them smaller. A lot of people want that,” she explained as she glanced at the golden Script peeking out of the sleeve of her sweater.
A flash of inspiration came to Devari as her muse had officially went berserk. She tilted her head and winked. “Portable Scripts…can I still find you at Loitering Lush?”
“I’m not quitting my job, so I’ll be around,” Morgan replied.
“Alright,” Devari smiled. “I’ll see you later then.”
This was the inspiration she needed, and she took off without another word giggling to herself. She had to tell someone, her heart was too full of joy to keep it to herself.
Devari excitedly made her way out of the scholarly segment of chambers adjacent to the throne room, rushing out toward the main foyer. She had several ideas she wanted to Script, and all of them would help in more than one way. They were making her think differently, and it was giving her hope. She was making progress, and she was bringing about change. Devari almost bumped into a pair of patrolling Sentinels and ended up having to spin around them with a smile. The grand door to the royal residence opened just as she about to turn left into the guest wing, and two people stood arm-in-arm at the entrance.
Devari came to an abrupt halt as her eyes took in the chilling sight of her enemy proudly walking in stride with another. It was Troy Maximillian, and Imogen Kane was with him.
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“Princess Devari!” Troy cheered.
It took every ounce of restraint Devari had not to attack the both of them where they stood. They stopped in front of her as the entrance was closed behind them. Imogen’s black flowing dress had been replaced with a superior replacement. No longer frayed anywhere, she wore one of a similar material to the bodysuit Ava wore in the Save Caves. It looked like countless tiny segments of lustrous black metal weaved into clothing rather than any fabric she recognized. As soon as she made eye contact with Devari, Imogen grinned self-assuredly. She looked different; less weathered and with a healthier weight on her. Pristine in fact.
“What’s she doing here?” Devari said through touching teeth. 
Troy exchanged a look of amusement with Imogen, and then let out an embellished sigh.
“Well Your Highness, I have decided to take your sage advice and marry a foreigner. Imogen is to be my wife, and her people are to become my subjects,” Troy smirked.
“Our subjects,” Imogen corrected.
Somehow, Devari wasn’t surprised by the ploy. They were both rotten.
“Isn’t she a little old for you?” she glared at Imogen, who maintained a sly grin. “I thought you preferred young ones.”
“She is fertile, and still attractive even by our standards. We’ve even restored her skin and removed those unsightly stretch marks!” Troy rebuffed. “But this is a time of celebration! Not only am I relieving you of the honor of being wed to me, your assistance with the Save Caves is no longer necessary.”
“I’m not finished there,” Devari blurted as Quartz’s crystal flickered a tiny bit of red.
Imogen put a hand on Troy’s chest and leaned against his shoulder with looking sharply at Devari. “Yes you are. The Duke is more than equipped to handle the relocation.”
“Yes indeed,” Troy echoed. “Although, you will need to complete your survey of the caves quickly. The area will fall under Valmari jurisdiction by next month, after which the crown’s assets must withdraw from the nation that is to establish itself there.”
“That isn’t your decision to make,” Jaron announced.
Troy and Imogen both let a scowl slip as they looked behind Devari, who turned around and saw them: King Jaron and Queen Valara had arrived. They walked down the central walkway and came to stand in front of Devari. They mirrored each other’s positions, with Valara standing opposite of Imogen on Jaron’s right. When Imogen saw Valara, she cringed slightly.
“Your Majesties,” Troy performed a deep bow. “Please forgive the apparent impertinence, but I have legal precedence to do so.”
“If and when I withdraw from the Save Caves is at my discretion. Valmaron isn’t subject to your whims,” Jaron spat.
“Our dominions are protected by basic property rights. If my betrothed wishes for her property to join with mine, I am permitted to take the territory as my fief,” Troy argued.
“Except Imogen doesn’t own the territory, it’s contested. Revaris Kane’s covenant proves that,” Jaron retorted.
“Imogen’s claim supersedes his. Her domain existed before his, making him a vassal of the Matriarch,” Troy replied. “An admittedly unruly one that is.”
“Any territory controlled by the Valmari is subject to the Kingdom of Valmaron by default. They don’t become your citizens, they become mine,” Jaron snarled.
“Ah yes, about that,” Troy reached into his pocket and pulled out a small scroll. “This is a notice of secession. The complete articles will be filed at the conclusion of our nuptials, but a few Great Houses of Valmaron will be forming a new entity that will incorporate itself in the lands above the Save Caves. We will no longer be subject to your rule.”
Valara held out her palm. The scroll vanished out of Troy’s hand and appeared on her own via Clairveyance. Devari couldn’t help but notice that she’d copied her signature snatch. The queen unrolled the little scroll and looked it over for a few moments, and then handed it to Jaron. He didn’t bother reading it, and simply tucked it into his pocket.
“The King has kept his word so far,” Imogen said with a snarky tone. “I assume he will obey his own laws as well?”
“His Majesty is a most honorable man. I assure you my dear fiancé that he will not interfere,” Troy said as his lips curled into a devilish grin.
“Yes he will,” Valara interjected.
Troy’s head recoiled before he shook it with a chortle. “I’m afraid he can’t my queen.”
“Unwelcome subtext aside, your monster attacked members of the royal family,” Valara pointed out with a complete lack of irritation in her tone.
“That’s hardly my fault,” Imogen dismissed. “It acted of its own accord.”
“Which is why we’re not leaving until it’s been punished,” Jaron said tersely.
“The crown cannot indefinitely occupy another nation just to slay a single beast,” Troy scoffed.
“It isn’t a nation yet,” Jaron replied.
“After today, it will be,” Imogen countered.
“A nation operating within another kingdom’s borders? Don’t get bold, Troy,” Valara warned.
“If it eases your discomfort, we can expedite the construction taking place there by devoting our wealth to its completion. Although…” Troy rolled his eyes. “It would require the Valmari to call all of their loans for repayment. We can halt frivolous spending, withdraw it from Valmaron’s treasuries, and have our new capitol built post-haste.”
“Are you threatening our economy just to get your way?” Jaron questioned with a smirk.
“Not at all!” Troy clapped. “I am merely presenting alternatives if a reasonable compromise cannot be reached.”
“Except, you have no alternatives,” Valara crooned. “The currency of Valmaron is also the property of Valmaron. You don’t own it. If your house becomes a malefactor to the kingdom, then we’ll have no choice but to strip you of your title and confiscate all of your holdings.”
“What’s she saying?” Imogen narrowed her eyes.
“She’s saying she’ll bankrupt us,” Troy seethed momentarily, before gesturing around. “But such a thing cannot be done without cause, and could be considered an act of aggression.”
“Attacking my family is an act of war,” Jaron spat. “I’ve granted Imogen the benefit of her ignorance, but if you or your-wife-to-be try to prevent me from bringing the Baneful to justice in any way, that makes her its accomplice. And it makes you an accessory.”
“So will it be a wedding today? Or treason?” Valara asked as every Sentinel present started to flank them.
“Your Majesties—” Troy started turning red.
“How do you want to do this Troy? Our way?” Jaron reached for the Slicer and slowly slid the crystal blade a few inches out of its scabbard. “Or your way?”
The Sentinels stood like statues behind Troy and Imogen. Imogen did not take her eyes off the king and queen, while Troy seemed to be having a little bit of trouble controlling the pace of his breath. He was visibly frustrated, and his usually pasty face found an entirely new color as his cheeks practically throbbed with crimson.
Imogen pat Troy on the chest. “Excuse him, the Duke is just excited to start our new life together. You don’t have anything to worry about. Isn’t that right Troy?”
Troy stammered a bit while glaring, and then looked away with a curt nod.
“I’m looking forward to Princess Devari’s future visits,” Imogen swept the back of her dress to the side. “And if you’re feeling generous, you can help with the Specter problem too.”
Jaron pushed the Slicer fully into the scabbard, prompting the Sentinels to stand at ease. Devari decided to step forward, coming around to Jaron’s left to face Troy and Imogen directly.
“Imogen,” said Devari. “I thought you said you don’t need a man to give you power.”
Imogen smirked. “I don’t. Power begets power. Your own king and queen are demonstrating that.”
Devari shifted her attention from Imogen and looked at Troy. “You know she murdered her last husband, if he even was that.”
“Terrible accident that,” Troy grimaced with a haughty tone.
“She’s trying to say I’m using you,” Imogen giggled for the first time in front of Devari.
“Oh Your Highness, your concern for my wellbeing is beyond heart-warming, but that’s what marriage is!” Troy clapped. “If we had nothing to offer to each other, matrimony as an institution would not exist.”
“And are you marrying under her customs, or Valmaron’s?” asked Valara.
“Ours of course!” Troy was back on his game. “We are taking a few liberties with the letter of the law to respect her culture. Imogen Kane will keep her last name, along with any daughters we may produce. Our sons however, will be Maximillian.”
“And what does the Matriarch know of our wedding customs?” asked Valara.
“I’m not a historian of your people,” Imogen waved off the question.
“I am,” Valara turned to stand sideways, facing Jaron with an incredibly devious expression. “You know, before the time of the Prayer Lair there was the First Night Rite. Did you know that according to custom, the King of Valmaron may bed any woman on the night of her nuptials?”
Troy was back to pasty pale again. “You mean—he can’t have my wife!”
Valara made an innocent looking face and rested her chin on her finger. “The King wouldn’t keep her of course. You’d get her back after the he’s had his way with her, although she may end up pregnant after repeated seedings. His Majesty is quite virile!”
Jaron and Valara shared a boisterous laugh, and Devari couldn’t help but join them. The only person who didn’t appear to be bothered was Imogen, who seemed to be entertained by the lewd discussion.
“I’m joking Troy,” Valara finally said.
“Oh well,” Imogen opined to a scowl from Troy.
“I see…” Troy said exasperatedly. “A bit of humor at my expense then.”
“Do you think the queen’s joke was in poor taste?” Jaron questioned as Valara rested her hands on her hips.
“I would never say anything of the sort against Her Majesty,” Troy replied, looking completely checked out of the conversation. “May we have our wedding now?”
“You may. And congratulations,” Jaron stepped aside. “But remember the queen’s joke…I can take everything from you.”
Troy stopped before passing Jaron, exchanging an intense stare with him. Jaron had a slight smirk on his face, while Troy looked to have a kind of calculating enmity. “Duly noted. Your Majesty.”
Imogen pulled Troy by their linked arms and proceeded out of the hall. Devari watched them walk away without looking back, as Jaron and Valara kept watch on them until they passed out of eyeshot.
“That was more satisfying than I imagined. Can we do it again?” Valara eyes gleamed with delight.
“I’d prefer to just kill him next time,” Jaron retorted. “He’s been put in his place for now, but he’s getting more brazen.”
Devari couldn’t help but agree with the sentiment, though she chose not to voice it. Jaron and Valara turned to her, their faces showing considerably more seriousness.
“I can go back sooner if you need,” Devari offered.
“No,” Jaron said flatly. “Take the week off like you said. I won’t have you rushing on their account.”
“Devari, what can we do to help you?” asked Valara. “This has gone beyond a little adventure in the barrens, now it’s been brought home.”
“I’m sorry,” Devari looked away. “I didn’t mean to start trouble.”
“Don’t blame yourself, trouble is what we do,” Jaron said with a smirk. “Troy would have made a move sooner or later. And on that subject, I want you to introduce Revaris to the Sentinel Commander.”
“Revaris, meet Sephaeus?” Devari gulped. “Is that really a good idea? I feel like they’re too alike to get along.”
Valara looked to Jaron, who shrugged back.
“Revaris the strongest of his people, right?” Jaron asked.
“Other than Imogen, yes,” Devari responded.
“And you trust him?”
“I do,” Devari replied, remembering that they fought together more than once now.
“If he’s going to be your ally, then he needs to be trained to standard,” Jaron lowered his brow and sharpened his gaze. “And he’s going to need a weapon.”
“You’re going to make him a sword?” Valara raised one of her eyebrows.
“Not make, have,” Jaron clarified. “I’m going to give him Excelsior.”
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“Wiles Unscrupulous, not playing fair, better beware when she walks by you
My heart’s soil, she is the seed, grow-ing faster
She knows not the scent of her hair, vines like a snare they trap my senses
I won’t yield and Zoe relents. But. The fight’s not over, I assuuume
For errors made there, is no roooom
The path before me, is a toooomb
There. Fore. I. Must. Bloom”
Tegan strummed fervently as he picked up the tempo for the song he was performing in front of a few giggling members of the Dirty Dozen. Revaris stood apart from them with his arms crossed while Hazard played with her dagger next to a training dummy.
They all waited in the backfields adjoining the Tolian training grounds, where the Caster Academy held joint training drills with the blademen and prospective Sentinels. Zoe chose not to go to a garden, and told the bard he could sing wherever she was. He wasted no time trying to woo her with his lute, much to her embarrassment. Devari liked his singing voice, which he could project loudly even while outside.
The Dirty Dozen remained on the sidelines while Devari kept next to Zoe. Trixia stood across from them, holding a wide footed stance. Meanwhile, Esmerelda observed from a distance.
“He’s got talent, I’ll give him that,” Trixia mused.
Zoe sighed into the sky. “Don’t encourage him. He’s already convinced himself that we’re engaged.”
“He’s convinced me too,” Devari simpered with her scepter clutched in front of her. “I’m sorry but, what am I doing?”
“This is one of the Sentinel Commander’s drills,” Trixia explained. “You are my quarry, and Zoe is your protector. If anything I use touches you, then Zoe fails the exercise.”
“Am I allowed to use Casting?” asked Devari.
“Not yet, but you will. Esmerelda asked me to train you in her stead,” Trixia replied. “Sephaeus will be here soon as well. Now, are you ready?”
Devari braced herself as Zoe moved her left foot back to thin out her profile. She nodded. Trixia drew an ‘X’ shape with her hands, leaving a trail of purple aether in her wake. With a light push she put her palm against the back of it, causing another, even larger ‘X’ to appear in the air above them. It came down as though to flatten them, but Zoe managed to catch it in a web of blue aether.
“Not yet,” Trixia closed her hand and the purple aether bled down through the openings in the web.
Zoe reacted by clutching her hand which pulled the web down into a solid sphere to catch all of the errant aether, and then pointed all the fingers of that hand at Trixia. The technique jutted forward, and Trixia raised both her palms to manifest a geyser of green aether, catching it like a ball on a string. It pulled against the elastic energy, and was flung back at Zoe and Devari.
With little time to respond, Zoe crossed her arms in front of her with her thumbs and first two fingers pointing forward. Two yellow spikes shot up diagonally across her and impaled the sphere before it reached them. Trixia still had one more trick, and made a clutching motion, which took control of the yellow aether and swirled it into the blue and purple sphere. It began expanding, a moment’s notice away from exploding. Zoe grabbed Devari and ducked down underneath a dome of orange aether. The mixed technique burst above them, but the aether it released mixed into the orange dome and joined with it, becoming thicker and brighter as it did so. She’d turned the energy of Trixia’s attack into energy for her shield.
Zoe opened her palm and called all of the energy into a ball over her palm, stood up and aimed it at Trixia.
“Hold!” Trixia held up a hand. “Too much aether.”
Zoe dispelled the ball into little wisps of blue, getting back to her feet slowly. Devari straightened up along with her, tempted to try something like that herself.
“You’re a good duelist. I’ve never seen anyone use orange defensively before,” said Trixia turned to grin at Esmerelda. “That was risky.”
“Healing takes a lot of orange aether,” Zoe replied. “So I’ve worked with it a lot.”
“That’s good,” Trixia complimented. “You’re exceeding expectations.”
“Thank you Trixia,” Zoe bowed her head.
“Call me Trixy,” she smiled. “Devari, are you ready for your turn?”
“Me? Defend Zoe?” Devari chirped. “Alright…”
Devari stood at the ready as she heard the sound of coins chinking into Tegan’s feathered brown hat as he crooned. The man never stopped working the crowd apparently. She was brought to attention when Trixia threw a green lasso to grab her scepter while she held it. It was instantly yanked out of her hand.
“I wasn’t ready!” Devari complained.
“If you can’t focus, you can’t Cast,” said Trixia.
Devari frowned and walked over to pick the scepter up from the ground. “I want to try again.”
She stared at Trixia with firm eye contact, who looked to Zoe and shared a mutual nod. Trixia sent another green lasso, and it wrapped around the scepter once more while Devari tugged back on it. Her crystal began glowing a bright blue as Devari tipped it down to touch the stretching lasso with it. The color of blue bled into it, turning it from elastic to rigid. With one hand near the top, and the other near the pommel, Devari spun her scepter in front of her and shattered the now-blue aether like ice.
The shards dissolved harmlessly, earning an approving nod from Trixia. Esmerelda smiled proudly while she watched. She wasn’t finished however, and pointed a pinky along with her index finger at Devari. Orbs of yellow aether came next like little Blammer shots. Devari swung her scepter down and brought with it a cascade of orange aether, which spun into a funnel toward Trixia. It carried her yellow orbs along with it and moved to swallow the leader of the Dirty Dozen, who turned on her heel and waved a blue shield over herself.
The funnel pulled pieces of the shield away like a tornado upon a roof, so Trixia responded by creating a bright flash of yellow that banished the orange aether straight upwards.
“I see you took note of Zoe’s tactics,” Trixia crossed her arms. “You’re a fast learner.”
“Sentinel Commander!” Zoe breathed as Sephaeus came onto the scene.
Trixia lowered her hands and stood at attention as he strolled toward them in plain clothes, holding a wooden training sword in each hand. When Tegan noticed his captive audience straightening up as Sephaeus approached, he turned around to see what the fuss was and frowned.
“Show’s over I suppose,” Tegan put his hat back on with the money still inside it. “It wouldn’t be a gig without a grouser.”
“Hi Sephaeus,” Devari smiled at him as he walked up to her and Zoe.
“Devari. Zoe,” Sephaeus nodded once to each of them and then looked at Revaris standing by the Dirty Dozen. “That him?”
“It is,” Devari confirmed.
Sephaeus walked off without a word, Revaris uncrossed his arms and stood squarely straight as he approached. The Sentinel Commander stopped roughly ten feet away from Revaris, and they both glared at each other silently for a few moments. Devari glanced at Zoe, who had a bit of a worried expression. The Dirty Dozen were leaning forward as if to eavesdrop on something, while Hazard had stopped stabbing the dummy to watch them.
After a long pause, Sephaeus threw one of the training swords at him. Revaris caught it by the handle and flipped it to the proper grip, taking a quick look at it before holding it low at his side.
“Can you fight?” Sephaeus questioned.
“Can you teach?” Revaris retorted.
“Hmm,” Sephaeus sounded. “Follow me.”
Revaris went with Sephaeus to the next lot over as all the women flocked around Devari.
“I’ve got ten broons that say Sephaeus has him in three moves,” said Leeta.
“I’ll take that bet,” Trixia smirked. “I’ll give him…four.”
“Two,” Zoe interjected.
“I’ll hold the pot!” Tegan swept off his hat and held it in front of him as coins were dropped in.
Revaris squared up with Sephaeus, taking a low guard with his sword. Sephaeus held his out in front of him, and waited. Revaris took a quick feinting step, but Sephaeus neither flinched nor moved. The next step wasn’t a feint. He lunged at Sephaeus who stepped aside and smacked Revaris on the back with the flat of his waster.
“Ooh!” all the women cringed in sympathetic discomfort.
“Seeing as Zoe and Leeta bet against the brash beau, they split the pot with Zoe taking two thirds,” Tegan announced with a smile. “Do the lovely ladies want to give Trixia a chance to win her money back?”
Zoe glanced at Tegan with apparent annoyance at first, but then flashed a quick smirk.
“Alright,” Zoe added five broons to the pot.
Trixia put ten more in. “He won’t make that mistake twice. Three moves—no wait, two.”
“I’m in,” Leeta added to the pot as well.
“For or against?” Tegan jingled the money.
“For,” she answered.
Revaris went after Sephaeus again with an overhead strike. Sephaeus did the exact same thing and stepped aside, but Revaris switched directions in mid-swing, crossing blades with Sephaeus as he blocked. Sephaeus broke the lock and stepped back before swinging across at his waist. He clipped Revaris right under his belly button.
“Argh!” Revaris groaned in frustration.
“I believe that was three moves,” Trixia smoothly turned her head to Zoe with a sassy grin. “I win.”
Zoe pulled a silver slip and dropped it into Tegan’s hat. “Sephaeus disarms him this round.”
“Come on Revy…” Hazard said to herself.
Both men took their starting positions, with Revaris taking a deep breath. Sephaeus attacked this time, and Revaris deflected it away from him before slashing back across. The Sentinel Commander ducked underneath it and swooped low at his leg, but Revaris angled his sword down and blocked it fully. They disengaged and Revaris went down from overheard while Sephaeus went up. Their swords collided in the center, cracked in the middle and broke apart into a shower of large splinters. The tips of their wasters flew away from them and stuck themselves into the ground. It was a draw. Sephaeus straightened his posture, looked at his broken waster, then tossed it aside.
“I’ll get better ones next time,” he grumbled.
“I’m not going anywhere. Let’s get em now,” Revaris replied.
Sephaeus tilted his head slightly, and then nodded upwards with his chin toward a rack of more training equipment. Revaris saw it and went with the Sentinel Commander toward it.
“Now that’s a fight!” Tegan hooted.
Zoe rolled her eyes and shook her head with the slightest of smirks. Tegan noticed.
“What? I may be a bard but I am Tolian,” he grinned. “You should see me with a sword, and I’m not just talking about the one between my legs.”
Zoe scoffed and punched him in the chest with obvious zest. Tegan staggered back a step and brushed off his tunic with a chuckle.
“I’m going to interpret that as foreplay,” Tegan teased.
“Deigning dingbats…you know that I can literally blow you up?” Zoe retorted.
“You could,” he gave a cheeky smirk. “But who would recite a sonnet to you after sex?”
“We haven’t had sex, you dirty flirty forlorn floozy,” Zoe crossed her arms and turned pink in the face.
“We’ve kissed, I’ve met your family, and now you’ve punched me. I’d call that progress,” Tegan teased.
Zoe didn’t have a retort for that one, prompting a scandalous giggle from the others.
“Well then!” Tegan emptied the coins into the hollow of his lute. “Seeing as nobody won, the house keeps the pot!”
“You’re such a cad,” Zoe said with rolled eyes.
“Sorry sweetheart, I didn’t lose the bet, and the house always wins,” Tegan winked at her.
Zoe crossed her arms in a huff, though she couldn’t help but crack a little smile.
“Does that mean no more songs?” asked Leeta with a pouty face.
“I can absolutely play music with a lute full of coin, it’ll be like a tambourine!” Tegan shouted proudly. 
“I want to fight Trixia again,” said Devari.
“So do I,” Zoe admitted.
“I’ll take you both on,” Trixia smirked confidently as the gaggle of girls broke up.
“I better get a turn,” Hazard grinned at Devari, who winked back at her.
The sound of something fast whistled in the air above them. Everyone stopped momentarily to look up so they could see what it was: a human figure swooping down through the air toward them encased in an outline of blue aether. It was Chloe in flight. She flew in an arc over them before somersaulting forward and dropping straight down feet first. Just before she hit the ground at full speed, she stopped abruptly only a few inches above it and floated.
All of the Casters present stared in a combination of what resembled both astonishment and envy. Devari understood, because she wanted to fly too.
“I’ve got to learn how to do that,” Zoe said breathlessly.
“I am going to learn how to do that,” said Trixia.
“Hello Chloe,” Devari smiled. “Are you here to help with the training?”
“I’m here to watch,” said Chloe. “Jaron’s coming—oh no…it’s them.”
Esmerelda lost her color as they approached. A large group of girls in dresses colored like a peacock feathers of varying patterns, paraded out of the back door of the Caster Academy, where Devari and the others were training with the Two Terrors along with Zoe. The youngest among them was still a teenager, and the eldest sister walked out in front sporting large brown curls and a tan like a Tolian. Sephaeus and Revaris ignored the incoming stampede while Hazard looked over and completely froze like she’d seen a Specter. Tegan stopped playing his lute and grinned in sheer joy at the larger audience now arriving.
“Who the hell are they?” Hazard gestured at them with the pommel of her dagger.
“Those are Queen Valara’s sisters,” Chloe said in a monotone. “All of them.”
Once they reached the grassy knoll, they all lightly pulled the hems of their dresses up so as not to sully them with soil. Esmerelda stood forward and held her palm up, signaling them to stop. All of them were talking at the same time, and somehow they understood each other by answering mid-sentence.
“Hello there Esmerelda,” said the eldest while looking mischievously at Revaris as he sparred with Sephaeus. “Is that the foreigner?”
A chorus of greetings erupted from the sibling assembly, with Devari having no idea who was saying what.
“Hi Esmerelda!”
“Hello!”
“Hi there.”
“The new man shouldn’t wear black in the sun!”
Esmerelda sighed. “Emma, you know that the training grounds are not for visiting. We’re already pushing it with the bard.”
“We know!” the eldest said as the sisters somehow giggled in complete unison.
It was so eerie that Hazard writhed from the sound. Devari thought it was amazing how their personality differences were more apparent when separate. When together, the sisters were so closely knit that they all started acting alike. Even Valara did when she was around them.
“Hazel, I’d like you to meet the Princesses of Valmaron,” Devari introduced them.
“I thought you were the only Princess?” Hazard replied.
“No, she’s just the newest one,” said the eldest sister with a proud grin. “My name is Emma. This is Amy, Aerie, Judith, Paloma, Heidi, Helga, Hilde, Mariam, Tasha, Jessica, Raen, Kendra, Faye, Dorna, Casey, and Teal.”
Even now Devari only remembered half of that. Hazard nearly dropped her dagger.
“And why are you looking for Revaris?”
Emma laughed. “Is that his name? Don’t worry we’re not here to steal him. Most of us are married or engaged, except Teal. She’s only sixteen.”
“Fifteen!” said the youngest one, who looked like a miniature Valara.
“Wasn’t your birthday two weeks ago?” Emma replied with a perplexed expression.
“No that was Faye,” Teal pointed at a Princess with a light-brown bowl cut.
“I thought Faye was next week?” Emma chimed.
“No, Raen is next week,” said Faye as she pointed at a wavy haired Princess with what they called a Persian face, although no one could explain what a Persian actually was.
“Kendra is next week!” Raen protested. “Spring first darkest birth, winter night came out white! You know that.”
“Whatever,” Emma shook her head. “It was easier when we were all on the same floor of the citadel. Anyway little dove—”
“What’s a dove?” Hazard had sharpened eyes that were prepared for an insult.
“A beautiful white bird—” Emma responded smoothly as Hazard smiled in response. “As I was saying, we’re not really here to see your cutie…we saw him yesterday from a back window. We’re actually here to see him use Excelsior. Does he have it yet?”
“Not yet,” Chloe shook her head.
“Can you at least tell us what it looks like?” asked a Princess with a snazzy mass of blonde braids going down to her shoulder. 
“No one knows what it looks like,” said Zoe. “Only the King has access to it.”
“We know,” Emma replied. “Father used to marvel at its design, but wouldn’t show us.”
“Is it really that special?” Devari tilted her head inquisitively. “I never heard it mentioned until Jaron did.”
“Sephaeus would know more about it,” Esmerelda looked at him trying to hammer through Revaris’s defense. “Jaron wouldn’t need it because he has the Shodin Star. All I know about Excelsior is that it was made for a King, and it’s Scripted.”
Devari became intrigued. “Scripted? What kind does it have?”
Esmerelda shrugged. “We don’t know, only that the King of Valmaron has to remove it from its box.”
“Well we just happen to know that he’s getting it today,” Emma held her head high with a smirk. “Valara told us.”
“Will Her Majesty be coming?” Zoe’s eyes perked up.
“She is actually,” Emma gushed. “She’s curious too.”
White light flashed in the middle of the training grounds, grabbing everyone’s attention as the air split open in the space where it appeared. Sephaeus lowered his waster and Revaris did the same. Jaron had just cut open a portal, stepping through with Queen Valara right next to him. Though they’d gone without their crowns, the queen still wore her tiara of core crystals. They came with no Sentinels or guards of any kind, but King Jaron had a second scabbard on his waist, secured to him by a segmented golden belt. It’s pieces were angled squares, with the middle buckle being a diamond shaped clasp. There were etches on it, which Devari instantly identified as Soul Script.
The sword sheathed in the black scabbard had an equally black handle with a textured grip comprised of tiny red rhombus plates. The hand-guard and rounded pommel were clearly Valmari steel, Scripted to the point of becoming golden. The ends of the hand-guard curved slightly upward. A red gem was set underneath the pommel, secured by a caged bezel.
The Dirty Dozen came rushing out of the Caster Academy, coming to form up over by the Two Terrors. They, along with Zoe, bowed at the appearance of the monarchs. Esmerelda and Chloe simply smiled. With only friends and family around, Valara indulged herself by giving Jaron a kiss on the cheek. Jaron’s pleased expression at the smooch quickly hardened as he walked toward Sephaeus and Revaris. Devari wanted to go over to them, but felt it was a better idea to stay back with the rest of the Princesses. She knew male aggression when she saw it, and found it best to let them do what they did.
Once Jaron had gotten close enough, he stopped and planted his feet to square up with both of them.
“Hello Revaris,” Jaron said in a somewhat raspier tone before addressing the Sentinel Commander. “Have you gotten the measure of him?”
Sephaeus nodded. “I have. His technique is sloppy, but he has skill.”
“How sloppy?” asked Jaron.
“He has a problem with aggression,” Sephaeus replied. “Much like you once did.”
Jaron cracked a slight smirk, but then went back to more a stoic face. “Is he fit to use a real sword?”
“He’s good enough,” Sephaeus said curtly.
“Let’s find out then,” Jaron grabbed the diamond buckle and rotated it.
The belt unclasped itself and shortened until only one segment remained along with the black scabbard. Jaron held it up and waited for Revaris to take it. The belt extended to the perfect length around his waist as he equipped it, before he placed his hand on the handle. With a single step back, Revaris pulled the sword free with the smoothest ‘schwing’ sound. The blade itself was vermillion red, roughly two and half feet long. A line of Script ran up the center line of the double-edged blade, ending a little above the balance point.
“This is Excelsior,” said Jaron. “It was made in the Fourth Era, just over six hundred years ago.”
Revaris held Excelsior with the blade pointing straight up as he admired it. Devari glanced at Hazard, who was clearly envious of the weapon. All of the other Princesses along with Queen Valara marveled at the sight of it. Even the Two Terrors were mesmerized by its appearance. For an artifact crafted by mankind, its beauty rivaled the Shodin Star itself.
“Why is it red?” Emma wondered.
“I can find out,” Devari brandished the monocle from a tiny hook on the bust of her dress and held it over her eye. A series of letters appeared on the monocle lens as it inspected the effect, revealing the true nature of its composition. “It’s Shodinite. Solid aether, like breath into ice. Excelsior’s blade is made of it.”
“There’s something like that described in the Queen’s chronicles, from Queen Angelica’s time,” Valara detailed. “Only there it’s called the Anathema.”
Their gossip was broken by the continued conversation between Jaron and Revaris.
“What’s it do?” Revaris held the blade close to his face to look at the runes.
“You might say it was made to kill gods,” Jaron answered. “It was intended to counter something called the Miasma. It can trap nearly any power it cuts, and make aether from it. Any strength you have will improve tenfold, and the aether you make can be put to purpose. The Bane should work with it.”
“This thing is light, and clean. Like you never used it.” Revaris waved Excelsior down to hold it low at his side.
“Nobody did,” Jaron admitted. “It was forbidden by Vaelonn and replaced with Sentinels.”
“And what’s a Vaelonn?”
“Something that no longer exists,” Jaron said grimly. “Now…I’m lending you this sword, but I want you out here every day with the Sentinel Commander until you master it.”
Revaris glared at Jaron.
“Don’t get comfy telling me what to do. I’m not your soldier.”
Jaron’s eyes became cold, his face completely removed of all emotion. “You are staying in my house, eating my food, and involved with someone close to me. As long as you’re in my kingdom, you’ll do whatever I tell you to.”
A sharp shiv of dread entered Devari through the stomach. Sephaeus slowly turned his head to look at Devari, while Chloe and Zoe shuffled a bit closer to her side. Valara and Esmerelda didn’t budge, watching them intently instead. She felt very hot in the face, with a bit of undirected anger to go along with it. Revaris returned Excelsior to its scabbard and then threw it to Jaron. He caught it, but didn’t change his expression. Sephaeus stepped forward in anticipation, a severe expression on his face. Revaris turned his back on Jaron and started marching.
“Revaris,” Jaron called after him. “Walk away from me, and you won’t be welcome in Valmaron.”
“Then I’ll leave,” Revaris turned his head enough to speak over his shoulder, before he continued moving toward Hazard.
Queen Valara vanished in a flash and reappeared next to Jaron. She held his wrist and shook it lightly. Jaron simply shook his head, but Valara kept staring at him. Devari was furious, at both Jaron and Revaris. Hazard looked at her with a look of genuine anxiety.
“Come on Hazel,” said Revaris. “Let’s go.”
Hazard moved closer to Devari and intertwined fingers with her. “Revy, don’t do this.”
“I was good before I got here, and I’ll be good after,” Revaris spat.
Sephaeus crossed his arms and simply watched as Jaron and Valara began having a private conversation. Chloe looked sympathetic in contrast to Esmerelda’s censuring expression.
“Come sisters,” said Emma. “We should let them work this out.”
“That goes for us too. Dirty Dozen, with me,” Trixia ordered.
More than half of the group had cleared when they left, leaving only immediate family members and Tegan, who was clutching his lute like a defensive pillow.
“So that’s it then?” Devari started shaking as her stomach thrashed about in a tantrum. “You’re just going to leave like this didn’t happen?”
Revaris subdued his glare to look at Devari, but stood firm.
Hazard twisted her face into one that would have burned a hole in his head if it could. “I’m staying with Devari, and you are too.”
“I’m not staying where I’m not wanted,” said Revaris.
“Nobody said that,” Devari argued with contained contempt. “He just asked you to train with Sephaeus, and you’re acting stupid about it.”
“You said this guy gets what he wants, and he obviously doesn’t want me with you,” Revaris folded his arms.
“It’s not like he told you to stop, he just said you gotta step up,” Hazard held on tighter to Devari’s hand, as though to keep herself from attacking him.
“And I will, but I’ll do it my way,” was his response.
“What’s your problem Revy?” Hazard shouted. “You said you would—”
“It’s fine Hazel,” Devari interjected in a voice devoid of feeling. “If Revaris wants to leave, I won’t force him to stay. His ego is obviously more important than me.”
Jaron and Valara were still talking off to the side, and although they weren’t shouting, Valara was certainly being spirited, and now Hazard had gotten angry enough to let Devari go and punch Revaris straight in the face. He took it with barely any acknowledgement, the man was a lot tougher than he looked. Devari’s vision locked onto Jaron, and she stormed over to him to interrupt whatever they were talking about.
“Why did you do that?” Devari asked breathlessly.
“If he won’t work to protect you, then he shouldn’t be here,” Jaron said flatly.
“Why are you so angry with him?” Devari stared narrowly and put her hands on her hips. “You aren’t treating Tegan like that, and he’s wooing your cousin.”
A flash of recognition formed on Valara’s face, who looked at Jaron acutely. “Devari, maybe we should talk about this later, in private.”
“No,” Devari refused. “I want to talk about it now. You’re being more than protective, you’re being…territorial.”
“I’ve always been that way,” Jaron looked over Devari’s head at Revaris and Hazard, who were arguing even louder now.
The Two Terrors were standing by Zoe and Sephaeus, who was looking increasingly annoyed by the exchange.
“Not like this,” Devari said to instant eye contact from Jaron. “You’ve been different since that night.”
Valara closed her eyes and sighed. “This is just making things worse.”
“What would you have me say Devari?” Jaron growled.
“I just want to know where this is coming from,” Devari folded her arms. “Is this about us? Did that night change your feelings for me?”
“It wouldn’t matter, ” Jaron stated. “I am Tolian, and I’ve never been with someone I didn’t care for.”
Valara frowned. “You didn’t have that problem when ‘Ketra’ was all over you.”
Jaron turned his head toward Valara so quickly that she recoiled. “And I’ve paid for that.”
“I’m sorry…that was uncalled for,” Valara replied softly, dropping her eyes from his before turning to Devari. “Look—Jaron just needs a bit of time to sort his feelings out. That night is still fresh for him.”
“And it was everything to me!” Devari peered up at him with teary eyes, not knowing whether she was angry, happy, or sad. “Don’t ruin it.”
“At ease!” Sephaeus blared, causing everyone to flinch like they’d been struck by lightning. Even Jaron gave pause. “You’re all acting like children.”
Sephaeus marched with purpose over to Jaron, his heavy footsteps stomping so hard into the ground that his boots left deep impressions in the dirt. Once he got there, his massive arm reached forward and snatched Excelsior out of his hand. Devari had never seen Sephaeus so angry, it was scary. The Sentinel Commander then walked back over to Revaris, who had since silenced his quarrel with Hazard, and shoved the sword into his hands with a forceful push into his chest. When Revaris glared at him, Sephaeus got in his face and bumped chests with him. As big as Rory was, Sephaeus was even bigger. He was by far the largest man anyone had ever seen. Even Hazard backed away from him as he squared up with Revaris.
“You aren’t leaving Valmaron or Devari’s side. You will submit to training, or I will break you like a tree branch,” Sephaeus turned to glare at Devari and Jaron sequentially. “And you two are going to give each other a hug, then you will separate until I say you can talk to each other. And if a word of this gets out to Annika—” the Sentinel Commander’s voice became darkly grim. “I will punish you so severely that you will spend your days fleeing my shadow. Does anyone have a problem with that?”
Nobody said anything, which is when Sephaeus looked back at Revaris and shoved him back with one arm.
“Don’t touch me,” Revaris snarled.
“Do something about it, boy!” Sephaeus got in his face with wildly open eyes. “I’ll even give you the first blow.”
Revaris started gritting his teeth and balled a shaking fist, but he did not move. The Sentinel Commander stared him down like he intended to kill, which meant he definitely did.
“Revy stop,” Hazard grabbed Revaris by the arm and looked imploringly at Sephaeus. “He’ll do it! He’s gonna do it.”
That was when Revaris averted his face, dropping his gaze from the Sentinel Commander’s eye level. He relaxed his fist after that.
Sephaeus turned to stare daggers back at Jaron and Devari, drew his wooden practice sword and pointed it at them. “I said hug, now!”
Devari jumped right into Jaron and clutched him. Jaron returned the embrace and wrapped his arms around her while Valara pinched her lips together trying not to smile too hard.
Jaron looked from Sephaeus to Devari, who suddenly felt that familiar flutter of her heart every time he held her. “Forgive me Devari.”
She teared up and rested her head on his chest, discarding most of her anger which was replaced by a thick mess of feelings she couldn’t quite distinguish. This whole fight was so stupid. They were being stupid. She was being stupid. She just wanted everything to be okay, and for that particular moment it was. When they parted, Sephaeus and Jaron held eye contact for a few moments. They shared a mutual nod, and then Jaron released her. She wished he hadn’t.
“Don’t forget what’s important, or why we’re here,” Sephaeus said a bit quieter, but loud enough for everyone to listen. “Now get out of my sight.”
There was no argument from anyone; Sephaeus had spoken. And when Sephaeus told you to do something, you did it.




Chapter 45 - Devari

“Damn it all,” Devari crinkled up the parchment she’d been working on and threw it behind her. “Now I’m starting to sound like Jaron.”
The sun had gone down. She’d since returned to her study at the Spellcraft estate, getting straight to work on decoding Scripts now that her Soul Scroll had started unraveling. Hazard didn’t want her to leave, and she didn’t want to go, but Devari needed space to think. She couldn’t do that with Hazard doting on her, as much as she enjoyed Hazard’s affectionate side.
As for the Scripting, she was running out of runes to use. She tried several permutations of her Palm Bomb Script hoping to balance her own Soul Scroll by absorbing another, but there was no equivalent exchange. Every attempt resulted in failure. Even if the trade looked equal on paper, the glyphs wouldn’t accept them. The Script needed a particular rune, not just one of equal value. She groaned loudly in frustration, which was immediately followed by a knock at the door.
“Come in,” Devari blurted before dropping her Etcher on the desk.
She got up and started running around to pick up her discarded papers, gathering them into a ball on the crook of her arm. The door creaked open as Sephaeus stood there in the doorway. He was not the person she wanted to see right then. She especially didn’t want to talk about what happened with Jaron, but she was getting too worked up to work either. Her nerves had rolled into a giant bundle of brain drain. Sephaeus closed the door behind him, walked to an empty seat and sat down. Devari knew what that meant. She put the papers on her desk and came over to the nearest seat with a sigh, looking up at the ceiling while wondering what she’d done to deserve this situation. Once she sat, an explanation started pouring out.
“Before you say anything, I was the one who started it. Jaron—”
“I’m not here to talk about that,” Sephaeus interrupted.
Devari bit her tongue and tilted her head inquisitively. “Oh…then what did you want to talk about?”
Sephaeus leaned forward slightly, eyes locked onto hers. “You’ve been in here for hours, and you haven’t spoken to anyone.”
“I have a lot to work out.”
“Whatever you’re doing, you’ve never taken this long to Script,” Sephaeus observed. “You’re either working on something powerful, or you’re stumped.”
A bitter chuckle escaped Devari, she glanced at the book on the desk and shook her head sardonically. “I never thought I’d actually miss having the Mind of Vaelonn.”
Sephaeus raised an eyebrow. “Did it make that much of a difference?”
“Yes,” Devari admitted, balling her hands in her lap. “I’m clever, but I’m on my own. When I had the Mind the answers just came, like it was doing all the thinking for me. I could never remember all of it, which is why I wrote the book. When I read it now, all I see is how much I lost…and it’s just a portion of what I used to know.”
“What do you need to finish what you’re doing?” Sephaeus questioned.
Devari was grateful he didn’t ask for specifics on what she was working on. Sephaeus was not the sort of person you could lie to successfully. He always knew more than he let on, and he had a way of compelling people to be honest with a look, a talent he shared with Lady Spellcraft.
“I need a rune I haven’t used before, but I don’t remember what it is, if I ever knew it at all.”
“I’ve seen your book Devari. There’s enough knowledge in it to keep us busy for twenty lifetimes, but there’s no index,” Sephaeus grumbled.
“I didn’t make it with an audience in mind,” Devari lamented.
“Then get one,” Sephaeus rose to his feet. “Valmaron has many Scripters. If one mind isn’t enough, use several.”
She rose to her feet, having suddenly gone from not wanting to talk to Sephaeus, to being grateful he was there. Now she didn’t want him to leave, and she didn’t want him to think less of her for what happened earlier.
“Can we talk about it? Jaron I mean…” asked Devari.
Sephaeus took a slow, deep breath through the nose. “What’s to talk about?”
“It was just once…” Devari revealed. “I thought it wouldn’t change anything, and it did. I’m still happy that it happened, but I miss the way things were.”
“If you love him, then do what he tried to do. Keep. Your. Distance,” Sephaeus warned. “Finish your mission, then figure out how to be friends again.”
A tear escaped her before she realized it was coming. She nodded. “Yes sir.”
“Come,” Sephaeus took a step closer to her, put one of his massive arms around her back and pulled her close. “You are unique, but you are not alone. There is a difference.”
She hugged him back, although her arms didn’t fit all the way around him for how thick his torso was. If she balled into the fetal position she could have fit inside it. Sephaeus put his hands on Devari’s shoulders and gently moved her back to tilt her chin up with the curled knuckle of his first finger.
“Tomorrow morning; training at the academy. You and your friend will be working with Zoe, and Revaris will be working with me,” he stated.
Devari signaled her obedience with two nods, and then thought back to yet another issue she still hadn’t resolved. Taking a step back to fret about nervously, Devari remembered Ketra. After today she knew for certain it was still a sore spot for Jaron, and she didn’t know quite how to handle it.
“There’s something else too…”
“Go on,” Sephaeus crossed his arms.
“Ketra—the real Ketra. She’s alive.”
Devari quickly looked at Sephaeus to see his reaction, but there was none. Not a flinch or even a twitch of his eyebrow.
“What of it?” he asked simply.
“You knew?” she turned the rest of her body toward him.
“I am the Sentinel Commander, or have you forgotten?” Sephaeus narrowed his eyes. “The safety of the kingdom is Jaron’s responsibility, but the safety of this family is mine. Countess Varae reported it to the triplets, who reported it to me. I’m well aware of her restored state.”  
Of course he knew, why was she even surprised? “Does Jaron know?”
“No. Neither does Valara.”
“So what do I do?” Devari began fidgeting with her hands as a heat rose in her chest. “I feel like she can help us…but I don’t want to upset Jaron.”
Sephaeus uncrossed his arms. “I will send for her; she will meet you at the academy by noon tomorrow. Bring her to the queen and she will decide how best to proceed.”
“I will. Thank you…”
Sephaeus put a hand on her shoulder, stroked her cheek once, and then started making his way out of the room.
“Wait!” Devari called out.
He stopped right in the threshold of the door and turned around. “Something else?”
“It’s just… I’m sorry if I ever acted poorly,” Devari looked down. “I’ve never known what it’s like to have a father, and you’re the closest thing I have to it. Would it be okay if—if I started calling you Dad?”
The giant of a man formed a bit of a smirk, and then turned around and left. That meant yes. Devari smiled to herself and spun around happily. She’d made Sephaeus smile. She was a good girl. A sharp, burning pain suddenly pierced through her left wrist. She yelped and crumpled to her knees as she dropped her things to clutch at it. The pain turned into itching, one that she couldn’t help but scratch frantically. Devari looked down at the spot she’d felt it, just underneath the Script she’d written to save Hazard.
There was a tiny black crack in her skin, so small that one would have to be looking for it in order to notice it. It neither bled nor revealed any flesh beneath it. The blackness of it wasn’t even a shadow, it was simply absence. A void. When she traced the newly formed mark with the tip of her finger, there was no sensation of any kind. As soon as she realized what it was, her heart began pounding as dread seized her spirit. Her Script…it was starting. Annihilation had begun.




Chapter 46 - Devari

Devari thrust her scepter directly up, Casting a spray of blue aether that rained down in a radius around her. They burst like bubbles into iridescent energy that soaked into the white floor of the training room in the Caster Academy, before Quartz’s crystal suddenly flashed red. Every spot where the aether had touched suddenly began glowing with undulating red, exploding upward in little spires powerful enough to vibrate the shield dome protecting the rest of the chamber. After the successful Casting, Devari lowered her scepter to hold it in both hands.
Her emotions still ran high, and she needed to be ready. One more day and they’d be returning to the caves. There’d be no better time to practice Casting.
“Right…I need to know how you all do that,” Hazard glanced at her dagger.
“Casting is about emotion and purpose,” Zoe explained. “Your thoughts tell the aether where to go.”
“I mean that basically sounds like the Bane, except it only has two colors,” Hazard scrutinized the crystal inside her pommel, tapping it with her finger nail with a light ‘ding ding’.
“Every power in the world is controlled by noetics in some way,” Devari said coolly as she scrutinized her scepter.
“I don’t know what that is,” Hazard said flatly.
“She means you have to use your mind,” Zoe responded as she began manifesting blue aether around the hand that wore her Caster Ring. “The tricky part is getting the right feeling.”
“Is that why you’re not as good in the caves?” asked Hazard.
“Yes. Feeling that way works against us, but I can still use Casting as long as I concentrate,” Zoe admitted. “You can call aether with your thoughts, but the right feeling attracts more of what you want.”
“I know red is anger, and yellow came when I was feeling forceful. But how do I get the other colors?” Hazard flicked her blade down and looked at Zoe, waiting for her answer.
Zoe took a long sigh, making eye contact with Devari. “Orange comes from desire. You can use it to change things. Green comes when you feel strongly, but aren’t angry or sad. It binds things together. Any feeling can call blue if you focus. It repels and lends energy. Purple is about compassion and will. It influences the mind, which is how we stun people with it.”
“And what was that bright yellow stuff?” Hazard crossed her arms inhaled deeply.
“You mean the gold? It does most of what the other colors do, but it comes from a fierce need to protect. It’s also the strongest. The only people I know who can use it have been in love.”
Devari tucked her scepter under her arm and went to brush her hair with her fingers, nearly dropping it as she did so.
“Don’t you ever get tired of carrying that thing around?” Hazard muttered.
“Where else would I put it?” Devari wondered.
“Literally anywhere,” Hazard started pointing around the room. “You have all this fancy magic and you can’t just stick it on your back or something?”
A light turned on in Devari’s head. She went straight to Hazard and gave her a hug. “You’re right. My pet rock!”
“Your what?” Zoe frowned.
“I wrote a Script that attracts a thing to another thing,” Devari replied as she started Scripting the hem of her dress with her Etcher.
A flash of orange light and the Script she’d written began rotating and moving its way up her clothes and around to her back. She couldn’t see it, but she felt the warmth of the settling Script rest on the middle of her back before cooling. She slipped her scepter over her back and let go. It stayed right there. Devari tilted her head and winked. Just then, Trixia entered the training chamber through a rounded archway. Ketra was with her.
“Excuse me Your Highness, but there’s someone here who says you’re expecting her,” Trixia looked Ketra up and down, seemingly bewildered by her height.
Hazard slowly looked up from her legs to her head. Ketra’s body was completely covered in a loose fitting brown robe, although it was tight enough to give a clear indication as to her figure. The veil and shawl was long gone however.
“Devari…” Hazard sounded annoyed. “Who is she?”
“I am Ketra,” she answered with an impassable face.
“She’s a friend,” Devari claimed with a courteous smile.
Hazard narrowed her eyes. The leader of the Dirty Dozen immediately spotted it.
“Save it for your Casting, girl,” Trixia sternly warned, before looking at Zoe. “Speaking of such, how is their progress?”
“Her technique needs work, but if this were the citadel Devari would be stronger than any of us without core crystals,” Zoe bragged proudly.
“I still can’t fly,” Devari lamented with a sour face.
“That’s a rabbit we’re all chasing,” Trixia blurted with her arms crossed.
“I’d rather have Zoe’s healing,” Hazard remarked. Zoe smiled at that one.
“Is Sephaeus still outside?” Devari felt a combination of anxiety and excitement on Ketra’s behalf.
“He is. Training Revaris,” Trixia answered.
“I need to talk to him,” Devari revealed.
“That would be dangerous. The Sentinel Commander is wearing his armor,” Trixia advised. “I will get his attention.”
“How will you do that?” Zoe questioned.
Trixia smirked as she formed a portal. “By throwing aether at him.”
She stepped in and the portal vanished behind her. Ketra took a breath and walked into the training dome, surveying the room with evidently enamored eyes. Devari had to remember that she wasn’t used to going anywhere, and all this would be new for her.
“Can she fight?” Hazard gripped her dagger more tightly.
Ketra slowly looked down at Hazard with a vacant gaze. “I can.”
“What can you do?” Devari wondered.
“I have speed. I have strength. And I can do this—” Ketra stood still, and didn’t move.
Devari, Zoe, and Hazard all waited for something, but Ketra simply stood staring at them without so much as blinking. They started glancing at each other quizzically and shuffling closer to each other.
“You’re just standing still,” Devari observed.
“Am I?” said Ketra’s voice from right behind them.
They all jumped in alarm and turned around to see Ketra standing where they weren’t looking. When Devari turned back to where Ketra had been, she was now gone.
“That was creepy,” Hazard stated. “What was that?”
“I can move to another place while leaving the light of my body behind,” Ketra explained.
“You control light? Sounds like a cheap trick,” Hazard retorted.
“It is,” Ketra conceded. “But a useful one for getting around unseen.”
“Or killing someone from behind,” Zoe added.
Ketra nodded her head. “I can also change your feelings with a touch.”
“I think Ash might have copied that,” Devari noted.
The comment earned a quiet scoff from Ketra. “Hers was a pale perverse imitation. She would have Unsealed herself if she had my ability.”
“Then what’s the difference?” asked Sephaeus.
The Sentinel Commander stood just outside the shield dome. Devari didn’t know when he had arrived, but she nearly yelped from the sound of his voice. Ketra’s eyes immediately acquired concern.
“Sentinel Commander! How did you get there without alerting us?” asked Zoe.
“You weren’t paying attention,” he replied with crossed arms.
His armor had been been given new enhancements since the last time Devari saw it. It was still styled like the First Sentinel, with smaller pauldrons for mobility and the pear-shaped crystal embedded in the chest. Like the new generation of Sentinels who eschewed shard dust, Sephaeus opted for core crystals in addition to the one he already had. Except he had two, one on the top of each forearm. His gauntlets also had normal crystals embedded onto each knuckle.
Sephaeus was already skilled with crystals and with that much of it, he was easily many times more powerful than he used to be by Devari’s reckoning. He wasn’t wearing his helmet however, stepping into the dome with heavy thudding footsteps.
“Answer the question, Ketra,” he said with a glare.
Devari could hear a gulp from Hazard, who exchanged a look with her before glancing at Ketra. She was immobile.
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Sephaeus looked to his left, and Ketra appeared there. The one standing near the others had now vanished.
“So you can see through it,” Ketra said quietly. “I was going to answer your question.
Sephaeus remained where he was. “Do it from there.”
Ketra moved her hands behind her back slowly, standing calmly near the Sentinel Commander who did not turn to face her. “I don’t just take feelings, I also give them. I can soothe, create confusion, or inflict terror. If I need to, I can use what I take to heal.”
“Yourself, or others?” asked Zoe walked toward them and put Devari behind her.
“Both,” Ketra replied.
“Then we have two healers now,” Devari smiled victoriously. “Who wrote your Script? That’s quite a bit for one person.”
“The triplets inspired it. It’s easier to transform energy than making separate powers.”
“Devari,” Sephaeus spoke. “Do you know what her presence could cause?”
“I don’t understand,” Zoe looked sideways at Ketra. “Why is she significant?”
“Hers is the form of one of Jaron’s worst enemies,” Sephaeus clarified.
Devari nodded slowly. “That’s why I came to you first. I need Valara to see her, because she’s going to be a witness against Troy. Can you help?”
Sephaeus made a grumbling sound, and then nodded. “If it is written into our Scripts, then I will see it done.” He pointed at Ketra’s face, and a tiny light suddenly glowed on the tip of his armored finger. She leaned back a bit, and then the light blinked before fading completely. “She’ll be permitted to enter the royal residence, but you will have to take her.”
“What about me and Revy?” Hazard crossed her arms.
“Master Gokiy is working with Revaris as we speak. You will train with Zoe, and then you will face the Dirty Dozen,” Sephaeus replied.
“She’s going to fight all of them?” Devari was aghast.
“Not fight. Survive.”
Devari could have sworn there was a tiny smirk on the Sentinel Commander’s face as he said it. He blitzed out of the room shortly after the statement, leaving Devari and Ketra standing there dumbfounded.
“Well then…” Devari pulled her scepter from her back and looked at Zoe and Hazard. “I’ll see you both in a little while.”
Zoe gave a bit of grin while Hazard frowned as Devari turned to manifest a portal. She took herself through it along with Ketra, emerging at the boundary of the property to the royal residence and the walkway leading up to it. She’d meant to put them a little closer, but the protections around the residence prevented that. As for the portal chamber inside, it was outbound only. When they reached the front door, the Sentinels allowed them to pass without incident. Once inside, Ketra looked everywhere but straight ahead. Valmari were coming and going as attendants went with them. An occasional pair of Casters passed by, with various queues of individuals coming out of the entrance to the throne room.
“You’ve done well for yourselves,” Ketra commented.
“It looks like the court just concluded. They have to be close, ” Devari turned to look at a nearby holo-dome. “This way.”
Devari led Ketra to a golden podium almost as tall as she was. Its design was like a decorative pillar, with a translucent dome on top of it. A misty mass of blue aether was contained within it. Once in front of it, Devari placed her hand over the dome and impressed her desire upon it. She thought of Queen Valara, and the dome filled with blue light. Devari removed her hand as a portion of the mist transferred through, shaped itself around both of them, and then condensed itself into a little blue pearl. The thing flew off, with Devari turning quickly to see where it went.
“It just captured both of our images, and it’s going to the Queen,” Devari said urgently as she pointed down the corridor the Holosphere flew to.
Devari took Ketra’s hand and led her away, moving hurriedly without breaking into a full run. Once they’d reached the royal residence, Devari went down the long hall to the main suite entrance. A pair of Sentinels waited halfway down it, and the orb was just sinking through the door. Worry started to fill Devari, as she knew the holosphere would have announced itself by now. They got within five paces of the doors when a radiant blue burst out in front of them. Devari nearly fell down, with Ketra instantly pacing back from it. It was the Queen, and she was engulfed in aether.
“You!” Valara hissed as her eyes along with her entire body glowed with blue light. The Queen started floating toward Ketra like an ethereal huntress, halting only when Devari got in the way.
“Valara no!” Devari moved in front of Ketra and held her arms out. “This isn’t Ash!”
“Explain yourself!” the killing intent did not vanish from the Queen’s eyes, which remained firmly aimed at Ketra. Her glow remained as the Sentinels began approaching.
“Ketra is the person Ash pretended to be in order to trick Jaron. She’s never met any of us, and she wasn’t there when any of it happened.”
“And you came here? What is the meaning of this?” Valara looked livid.
“I didn’t set out to find her,” Devari argued. “We met when I went to see Morgan. She’s going to help me handle Troy.”
Valara’s eyes returned to normal as her glow relented. When it was apparent that the Queen would not attack, Devari stepped aside and lowered her arms.
“This is the real Ketra? Then it is the will of Shodus…” Valara said softly, looking at Devari intensely. “I don’t know how you keep finding all these people Devari, but there must be an anointing over you.”
“Do you think it’s safe for Jaron to see her, or is it too soon?” asked Devari. “I can’t hide her forever.”
“I don’t think it’ll ever be the right time Devari,” Valara closed her eyes with a somber expression.
“Then I shouldn’t have come,” Ketra spoke. “I’ve never even met the man, yet everyone tells me that the sight of me could bring danger.”
“We shouldn’t talk here,” Valara glanced around. “Let’s go to the library, Jaron doesn’t go there often.”
“Doesn’t go where often?” Jaron opened one of the doors.
A chill ran up Devari’s spine as Jaron pulled the door the rest of the way open. It was too late. His eyes immediately found Ketra’s, and they went wide. King Jaron looked like someone had gutted him. His face spoke of betrayal, shock, and rage. The floor shook and the lighting dimmed. The aether lamps blackened like an eclipse as red bled from the walls of the hall. Black tendrils of the same writhed out of it and began forming webs over the ceiling. The two Sentinels standing guard summoned golden aether over their drawn swords, glancing around in confusion. Horror at the scene forming around Devari gripped her, and she immediately felt that she’d made a grave mistake. Ketra took a step back, while Valara took a step forward.
“Jaron…” the Queen moved between Jaron and the others. “This isn’t what you think.”
“What is this?” he growled roughly.
“This isn’t Ash,” the Queen explained. “This is Ketra.”
“You’re not making any sense.”
“Mimics can’t copy the dead,” Devari offered with a heightened breath. “This is the real Ketra, and she was a victim too.”
“This a trick,” Jaron drew the Slicer. “I won’t allow it!”
It explosively transformed into the Banisher with a whirlwind of white aether. The handle of the Shodin Star gleamed brightly in its light. The air itself became dense, like something unseen was denying their free movement. It pushed against Devari and forced everyone to shield their faces from the power he gave off. Even the nearby Sentinels could not proceed, and had to plant their stances just to be there. Valara burst into blue light, but her Clairveyance carried her nowhere. She appeared exactly in the same place she started.
“Get away from them Ketra,” Jaron warned in a calm voice that echoed loudly.
Ketra obeyed, except she stepped forward laboriously through the force coming from Jaron.
“He’s too angry. Stay away!” Valara shouted to her.
“Jaron, please calm down,” Devari pleaded. “Don’t punish her because of me!”
His eyes searched Valara’s, then Devari’s, then back to Ketra. Suddenly, Ketra was no longer standing in front of Devari, she was in front of Jaron. He might have been able to predict when an attack was coming, but she wasn’t attacking him, she was clutching him. Both her arms wrapped tightly around Jaron, with one hand on the side of his face—he went completely still.
Devari then recalled that Ketra had power over emotions; she was forcibly calming him down. Without so much as a visible breath the Banisher returned into the form of the Shodin Star. The white aether sealed itself back into the core crystal blade, the manifestations forming in the hall faded into nothing. As for the nearby Sentinels, they kept looking at each other with apparent uncertainty of whether to intervene or keep away. After what they just saw, Devari didn’t blame them for keeping away.
She’d never seen Jaron like that before, and it scared her. That light was the same power she knew he used to defeat Vaelonn. It was as awesome as it was terrifying, and it resided in the hands of a man with a formidable temper. The Sentinels finally nodded to each other, and then moved into position behind Ketra.
Devari saw his eyes turn distinctly red, although nothing fell from them. He balled his fist at first, but eventually relaxed his hand. Ketra’s face softened. She seemed comfortable doing it, like she was greeting an old friend. When she let him go and took a cautious step back, Jaron didn’t look happy but his face didn’t look as tense either.
“Your touch…you used a Script to soothe me, didn’t you?” Jaron stared at her.
“I took your fear of me away.”
“You even smell the same,” he remarked in a notably less severe tone.
“Mimics aren’t just copies, they’re the same body in another place,” Devari blurted.
“That’s what makes it such a violation,” Ketra added. “Our—her child would have looked like me.”
“Why are you here?” Jaron croaked. “How are you here?”
“To help Princess Devari,” Ketra said gently. “I don’t know the rest, I can’t alter destiny.”
A brief silence followed her statement. Queen Valara moved to Jaron’s side, reached for his cheek and turned his head to face her.
“He can…” she said with a tender gaze. “I feel like you still regret what happened, and my words yesterday reminded you of that. Maybe—maybe the Codex called for her, and Shodus answered.”
“You’ll never see me again. Today was an accident,” Ketra averted her eyes.
“No, it wasn’t. Valara is right,” Jaron confessed with a tight throat, sheathing the Slicer as he said it. “You’re free to go.”
The Sentinels backed off. Devari released a breath she hadn’t noticed she was holding. “Thank you Jaron. I’m so sorry—”
“It’s fine,” Jaron’s eyes were devoid of any emotion. “I never knew her, and I don’t know this person either.”
“Devari, if you don’t need anything else, I’d like to talk to Jaron alone,” Valara walked over toward him.
“Alright…” Devari spoke.
She slowly began turning around along with Ketra, but couldn’t leave it at that. Even though Sephaeus told her to keep her distance, the look she saw on Jaron’s face haunted her.
“Jaron!” she turned back around abruptly. “Are you angry at me?”
The King and Queen stopped at her voice, both of them turning to look at her. Jaron looked at her with a face she couldn’t quite place.
“No,” he answered. “I know you’ve never tried to hurt me.”
“But have I?” she pressed a bit tearily.
Valara squeezed Jaron’s arm.
“You haven’t,” he said plainly, and then walked back into the residence. The Queen remained behind after Jaron went inside.
“Ketra?” Valara spoke. “I would like to speak with you. Would you come by in an hour?”
The tall woman showed surprise at the question, exchanging an uncertain glance with Devari. “Am I in any sort of trouble?”
“Not at all,” Valara shook her head. “I just want to talk. Over tea, if you don’t mind.”
Ketra slowly nodded back to the Queen. “As you wish, Your Grace.”
The Queen smiled back warmly, and then retreated behind the door before shutting it. Ketra breathed loudly and faced Devari with a censuring face.
“You almost got me killed,” Ketra sassed. “Though it may be a fair trade for giving me my life back.”
Devari chuckled awkwardly. “That must have been a strange encounter for you.”
“It was…” Ketra looked back at the door and stared at it intently for a long time.
“Ketra? Are you alright?” Devari wondered.
Ketra turned back and shook her head. “There was something nostalgic about that.”
“I thought you said you’ve never met,” Devari observed.
“We haven’t,” Ketra countered. She touched herself on the chest, slid it up to her neck and closed her eyes with a light exhale. “I’m not sure how, but I think Ash left something behind when she used my body. It remembers him.”
Devari tilted her head curiously. “Remembers…wait—can you explain that a bit?”
“I don’t understand it,” Ketra admitted. Her hand moved from her neck and down to her lower abdomen, resting just over her womb. “Touching him felt familiar, like I’ve done it before…” Ketra shook it off. “So Princess…what are you planning now?”
A sharp reminder of her Unsealed state appeared in her mind. Devari had everything she needed; everyone she needed. There was nothing left for Devari to do now, except return to the edge of the world. She was sick of waiting for things to happen, especially with her Soul Scroll Unsealed. It was time to finish this. “I’m going to find the source of the Bane.”




Chapter 47 - Jaron

“You invited her back? Why would you do that?” Jaron had his fists resting on his hips in a wide stance.
Valara sat comfortably at the seat of a small dinette table, chrome in appearance with countless decorative etchings over its surface. A porcelain tea set had been put out on it, in a private lush lounge just outside the kitchens. The lounge itself was divided into circular booths with red plush padding over wooden paneling with the usual crown moldings near the top and bottom. Theirs was at the furthest end of the room, tucked behind an open beige curtain tied to black pillars on each side of the booth. The pillars themselves curved into each other at the top, forming a marble arch of sorts. All the other booths had been emptied; cleared for the convenience of The King and Queen.
“To talk of course,” Valara took a sip of her tea, her pinky finger sticking out as she did so. “Please sit down, she’s going to be here soon.”
“You haven’t answered my question,” Jaron glared slightly.
“Yes I have,” Valara set her cup down on the table and reached out for Jaron with both arms.
He sighed in exasperation and came closer, taking her hands at her visible insistence. She started doing the pleading thing with her eyes that she always did when she was determined to get her way. What a dirty move. It was one of her best weapons against his defenses.
“We know she’s not Ash, so why not just leave it at that?” Jaron questioned.
“Because like it or not, we’re connected,” she replied. “I just want to get to know her, and for you to get used to her presence.”
“I don’t want to,” Jaron objected.
“That’s exactly why you need to,” Valara squeezed his hands more firmly. “When you can look at her without seeing Ash—without hurting—then I’ll know you’ve healed.”
Jaron’s shoulders rose along with his deep breath; he released it with the internal acquiescence he experienced in response to her reasoning. “So you’re doing this for me?”
“Everything I do is for you,” she smiled sweetly at him.
Damn it. Jaron moved closer, bent over and kissed his queen. She smiled through the kiss and hummed happily.
“Now would you please sit down?” she repeated.
With a lightened mood, Jaron did so next to her with his back to the booth. Their chairs formed a triangle so that when Ketra arrived she’d be in front of them. Reaching for his tea cup, Jaron gulped down half his drink in one go while watching the Sentinel-protected entrance. The tea was floral, sweet, with a hint of green citrus.
Treachery was foot; this was a relaxation brew. He’d had this before because Hattie grew a private crop and gave some to his mother. He was never allowed to have any unless clearing it with her first.
“This is my mother’s recipe. She gave it to you? She never gives her recipes to anyone,” Jaron questioned with exaggerated outrage, setting his cup on its saucer.
“I’m the Queen of Valmaron,” Valara giggled. “I always get what I want—just like my husband.”
An amazingly tall, voluptuous figure stepped between the Sentinel pair flanking the threshold of the lounge entrance. It was Ketra. Her clothing was modest: a beige thobe-style robe with a brown sash securing the middle close to her waist, accentuating her wide hips. The bagginess of the top portion did little to conceal the presence of her flagrantly formidable bust. It had no sleeves, exposing her arms and hands which featured no jewelry of any kind. As for her face: the aloof, stoic expression he was well familiar with looked at him from a distance. Her deep tan skin was like bronze, making her sapphire eyes and blonde hair even more striking features.
The Sentinels turned their heads to face her—she was taller than them by half a head. They allowed her inside with a wave, and then watched her from behind as she stepped through. Her height became more apparent as she approached in her simple sandal strapped shoes, a woman so tall she would tower over most men. Except for the Sentinel Commander. None were taller than that man. Given the similarities in their ethnic features, they probably hailed from the same stock, whatever that was.
Ketra came to the table and stopped just before reaching her chair, before bowing her head courteously.
“Hello Your Majesties,” she greeted with her sonorous, alto voice.
She avoided eye contact with Jaron, who did not shy away from looking at her despite his reticence to do so.
“Hello Ketra,” Valara replied with the faintest hint of a disarming smile, obviously projecting her aura of ethereal authority. She gestured to the empty chair. “Please sit with us.”
It was a marvel that the chair had enough surface area to uphold the woman’s rump, Ketra managed to sit down though. She had to cross her legs away to keep from kicking anything.
“Thank you for joining us,” Queen Valara reached for the kettle and clasped the handle. “Would you like some tea?”
Ketra tilted her head curiously. “You would serve me tea?”
“I serve all of Valmaron,” Valara smiled gracefully and poured Ketra a cup.
The Tolian in Jaron had to interject, masking a scowl. “We’re not above something as simple as pouring you a drink.”
Valara tapped the teapot spout on the edge of Ketra’s cup and set it down. Ketra accepted it and slipped a long finger into the handle to bring it to her lips, watching them as she took a sip.
“There are more than a thousand former Seekers in Valmaron,” Ketra spoke. “What have I done to earn an audience with you? After our…introduction?”
“Straight to the point—alright,” Valara replied and placed her hands into her lap. “How long were you…removed?”
“Twenty years,” Ketra stated, resting her cup on the palm of her other hand.
Valara put her hands on the table; Jaron felt distinctly uncomfortable, like his stomach wanted to roll over.
“Twenty years?” Valara repeated incredulously.
Ketra nodded. “With all due respect Your Grace, you still haven't told me why I’m here.”
Queen Valara giggled. “You’re a shrewd woman. Jaron points it out when people prevaricate too.”
Ketra finally made eye contact with Jaron, averting her eyes when it lingered. Jaron sighed at the comparison, and then took another sip of tea.
“When I met your impersonator, I felt something wicked about her from the beginning,” Valara admitted. “I don’t feel the same from you.”
“And how would you know my intentions?” Ketra responded with another sip of tea.
“I’m seventh generation Valmari royalty,” Valara said matter-of-factly. “I’m a natural judge of character.”
“I make you uncomfortable,” Jaron blurted out.
Ketra shifted her eyes over to him and stared peculiarly. “I make you uncomfortable as well.”
“You’re rather guarded,” Valara observed.
“I have to be.”
“Which brings me to why I’ve invited us all here,” The Queen withdrew her hands into her lap and sat back. “Think of this as necessary exposure.”
“Exposure?” Ketra cocked her head.
“For both of you,” Valara elaborated. “Ketra, we are not blind to the struggles of our citizens, least of all you. But there are some who would exploit that for their own gain.”
“You mean Duke Maximillian,” Ketra reckoned.
Queen Valara nodded her head slowly. “Devari said you were going to witness against him. How exactly would you do that?”
“I have powers well suited for getting close to people,” Ketra explained.
“Such as?” asked Jaron.
Ketra took a long pause, and sipped her tea before answering. “I can bend light to my will, and I’m a Mimic.”
Jaron immediately scowled; Valara held her hand up before he could speak.
“Bend light? Could you explain that?” she asked.
“I can move to one place while appearing as though I’m somewhere else. And I can also do this—”
Ketra held up her hand and a bright ball of yellow appeared over her palm, brighter than aether, with an undulating quality to it before the light solidified. She squeezed it in her hand and it popped into the form of what resembled a hilt-less blade of pure light. The Sentinels guarding the room immediately began approaching, stopping halfway through the lounge when neither Jaron nor Valara appeared alarmed or threatened.
“I call it ‘Arcus’,” Ketra explained.
“You’re well Scripted for that to work in here,” Valara pointed out.
“You would have to deny light itself to stop it. It was made to counter the shadow,” Ketra replied.
“To counter Ava you mean,” Jaron realized. “Why didn’t you use it on the caravan?”
“A displaced soul can control a body, but it doesn’t own it,” said Ketra. “I was powerless.”
“But you’ll help us now?” asked Valara.
“Do I have a choice?”
“You do,” Jaron affirmed.
“Not for free of course. You will be richly incentivized,” Valara noted.
“Incentivized…how?”
Jaron and Valara exchanged a mutual look.
“You will be given room and board here in the residence, along with a stipend: five royales a week tax-free. And you will report directly to the crown.”
“Five royales a week?”
“Is that not enough?”
“Not enough? It’s more than I’ve seen all year…” Ketra remarked.
“Oh. Lovely. Do you accept?” Valara continued.
“What happens when this ends—when this business with Troy is concluded?”
“If Troy is indeed guilty, and you help us foil his scheme, the reward would sort you for life,” Valara made a wry smile. “And perhaps you’ll have some new friends to go with it. Do you accept?”
“I do, Your Majesty. Thank you,” Ketra bowed her head.
“And another thing,” Valara held up a stiff finger. “I never would have admitted this to your facsimile, but you are…well-endowed…to say the least. Talk to Ava and she’ll have some clothes made for you. A woman deserves to feel beautiful.”
“I will,” said Ketra, looking at Jaron up and down. “When do I start?”
Valara held her hand open and a sealed scroll appeared in it. “Take this to the requisition office, the Holodirectory in the atrium will show you where it is. Then meet us for breakfast at sunrise.”
Jaron restrained an incredulous protest in front of Ketra, choosing to stare a hole into the side of Valara’s head instead.
“Breakfast?” Ketra repeated. “Why?”
“To talk about your first task. And for the pleasure of your company,” Valara voiced.




Chapter 48 - Jaron

“You should have seen his face,” Valara said with a giggle, reclined in her purple plush armchair in the reading room of the royal residence. “You should have seen her face! It was like putting food on the floor and telling the dogs not to eat it.”
Esmerelda sat in the next chair over with her legs crossed toward the queen, across from Jaron who was trying to read the Creature Chronicles in peace. He’d finally gotten to the chapter where some of the earliest members of the Unscrupulous had used Scripts to turn themselves into dragons, though they Annihilated rather quickly afterward and thus relegating the method to a last-ditch effort to take one’s enemy down with them. The artwork in particular had been done by a Tolian painter, and then later preserved using Scripts so that the colors remained as vibrant as the day a brush laid them down.
“I need to see what this woman looks like,” Esmerelda said with a mischievous glance in Jaron’s direction.
Much discussion had been done on the topic of Ash in the past, but nobody ever spoke of the form she used aside from a brief mention of another body. Jaron knew his wives refrained out of respect for him, but apparently his queen had decided it was fair game now.
“She’s tall,” Valara lifted her arm and held her flattened hand as far above her head as it would go. “Almost as tall as Sephaeus.”
Esmerelda uncrossed her legs, placed her hands on her thighs and leaned toward Jaron with a laugh. “How did you even put it in?”
“We were lying down,” Jaron said in exasperation.
“Everything’s proportional, so these—”
Valara lowered her arm and cupped her own breasts. “They’re huge!”
“And this woman…exists?” Esmerelda raised an eyebrow.
Valara emphatically gazed sideways at Esmerelda with a slow nod. “It was terribly awkward, for them.”
“And what do you make of her attitude toward Jaron?” Esmerelda inquired.
“She was a bit squirmy at times,” Valara noted. “Certainly a reaction of some kind. I couldn’t tell if she was afraid or aroused.”
“Both wouldn’t surprise me,” Esmerelda quipped.
Jaron turned the page in his book. “I’m pleased to know how much enjoyment you’re having at my expense.”
“Oh come off it Jaron, I deserve some amusement. And you’re going to have to confront it eventually,” Valara spoke with an understated sigh. “Especially now that she’ll be living here.”
“She’s living here?” Esmerelda furrowed her face.
“In one of the guest chambers, yes,” Valara elaborated. “Morgan says she’s trustworthy. And from what I saw of her Scripts, she’s quite powerful.”
Esmerelda leaned back in her chair, gazing at Jaron until he finally caved into the attention and looked up at her.
“Yes Esmerelda?” Jaron spoke.
“All these schemes and political ploys…I dislike them. It reminds me of the citadel,” Esmerelda admitted.
Jaron breathed in deeply and slammed his book shut, placing it on the table next to him. “I don’t like it either. If it were up to me I would take Troy into custody and be done with it, but without knowing the extent of his treachery it could split the kingdom in two.”
“Like King Jerome the Third,” Valara chided.
“I don’t know who that is,” said Jaron.
“He’s from the Fourth Era, and the only Tolian king we’ve had other than yourself,” Valara detailed. “He rose to power when the Unscrupulous split from the Valmari. The moment he took the throne, he became distrustful of everyone and everything. Mass executions of anyone suspected of going rogue. People got desperate, writing reckless Scripts to the point of rampant Annihilations. Valmaron nearly fell, and he was murdered by his own children.”
“Sounds like he got what he deserved,” Jaron grumbled.
“Maybe…” Valara conceded. “Or maybe he was just a wartime king who didn’t know when to put down his sword.”
“There’s a lesson there,” Esmerelda interjected.
“What lesson?” Jaron frowned. “I’m not a wartime king.”
“Aren’t you?” Esmerelda voiced. “You’ve been at war from the day we met. And now that you’ve had a taste of peace, you’re fighting to keep your sword sheathed.”
Jaron paused for a moment to think on Esmerelda’s words, and couldn’t help but laugh. “This reminds me of a conversation I had with my mother that very same day: I told her the fight doesn’t end, it just changes.”
Valara remained silent. Esmerelda rose from her chair and sauntered to Jaron with the smooth swaying of her hips. She came and sat down on her knees in front of him, reaching for his hand and taking it into both of hers.
“Let me unburden your mind from these myriad machinations,” Esmerelda tilted her head and smiled at him. “Fly with me.”
“Jaron can fly again?” Valara sat up excitedly.
Esmerelda shook her head. “Not yet. I’m going to take him up.”
Jaron locked eyes and smiled at Esmerelda, feeling a wave of anticipation emanate with every beat of his heart. “Alright then. Let’s go.”
Jaron stood on the roof of the royal residence just above the front door, standing hand in hand with Esmerelda on his right with the most brisk of breezes blowing on their backs.
“Are you ready?” Esmerelda looked at him with an almost taunting sort of sass. “I’m going to go fast.”
Jaron nodded and looked forward confidently. “Do your worst.”
A warm feeling spread from Esmerelda’s hand and covered his entire body, instantly blunting the feeling of the wind hitting him. He felt it as pressure, but it didn’t quite touch him, leaving his eyes undisturbed. His boots left the roof, the both of them hovering a mere inch over it as though weightless. They took off; going from stillness to speed in an instant.
“Whoa!”
She laughed in jubilation, her long black hair billowing back as they rose straight up until the royal residence looked no larger than a toy horse beneath them. All of Valmaron became a vista, the massive circle of a kingdom with four large lanes in the cardinal directions, all linked by streets shaped like overlapping rings within rings.
Their flight path suddenly took them careening forward, Esmerelda twirled them in a spin with their linked hands as the central axis. Jaron had no control over them and his entire body screamed in alarm, but he trusted Esmerelda. She leveled them off and dipped down, swooping up and down, left and right with the most carefree face. Instead of fear, it triggered an overwhelming burst of joy in Jaron’s heart—freedom. He remembered this feeling, a distant memory of a sensation no man or woman could ever understand unless they were in the air.
Esmerelda let go of Jaron’s hand, and then he fell. He had no time to even fathom what was happening, only the sight of the sky as she suddenly burst down with an aura of golden aether in order to catch him by the hand after a quick tumble toward the ground. The moment her fingers touched him, he was aloft again. She wasn’t done however, and a rope of green aether extended from her core crystal bracelet to coil around his arm.
“Esmerelda you little—!”
She looked at him mischievously and then pushed him out, spinning him around and around while tethered to her by the glowing rope. He lost all semblance of direction, distance, or speed as she released the hold which sent him flying backward through the air. Her body vanished into a blitz as the golden trail of her trajectory brought her right back into him, where she held him by his ribs and kept him in flight again.
Jaron finally received mercy when Esmerelda halted their movement in mid-air, the pair of them levitating high above the city. She leaned her face close, breathing hard from evident excitement. Even Jaron couldn’t help but feel the rush of the ride she’d just taken him on. He clutched her forearms—maybe a bit too tightly—expecting her to do something devious again.
“When we get on the ground I’m going to—”
She kissed him, cutting his words off at the source. Damn it all.
“If it’s the ground you want, I know a spot where you can teach me a lesson,” Esmerelda spoke into his ear after peeling her lips away from his.
Jaron lost himself in a visceral urge to manhandle his wife. He reached up, grabbed Esmerelda by the neck and forced her face in front of his. Her eyes became entranced —she tucked her bottom lip under her teeth, making the faintest of whimpers in response. She regained composure and then dropped them both down feet first toward the north, then reoriented them into a head-first flight by the garden groves. A flock of birds rushed past them as she floated them down below the tree canopy, halting over a wide pond full of waterlily pods. Jaron had a vague recollection of where he was, though he was unaccustomed to this perspective.
Esmerelda let go of him, but he continued to hover absent her touch—an old skill she used to levitate Valara’s royal carriage in the past. Embraced in a blue outline glowing from her body, Esmerelda floated back a few feet and pointed to a thick brush of reeds by the shore.
“Do you remember this?” she said with a nostalgic smile. “This is where you brought us all the day we met in person.”
Jaron’s eyes flashed open and he immediately remembered: this was the pond he first took Valara to on their eighteenth birthday. He’d not been here in so long he’d almost completely forgotten it existed.
“I’d never seen such a beautiful thing, none of us had,” Esmerelda continued as she hovered in a slow circle around Jaron, who remained suspended above the center. “Everything you achieved, before and after you took the throne, you did doing things your way.”
“Are you suggesting that I collect Troy’s head this very minute?” Jaron questioned.
Esmerelda floated back over to him and took his hand. “You don’t have to shrink to fit the crown, make the crown grow to fit you.”
“Like an Entangle Bangle,” Jaron chuckled.
Esmerelda said nothing, maintaining an affectionate smile while the pair of them floated mere inches above the water.
“It’s settled then. Troy will spend tonight in a stockade,” Jaron sighed. “Thank you Esmerelda.”
“For being right?” Esmerelda shifted her expression into the slightest of smarmy smirks. “You’re welcome.”
“For being my conscience,” Jaron replied.
“Your mother is your conscience,” Esmerelda touched underneath the hem of his shirt.
“You’re wrong,” Jaron contradicted. “When my reason speaks, it does so using your voice.”
He placed his hands on her waist and gently pulled her in, preparing to kiss her. She smiled—then she stopped levitating him and dropped him right into the pond. Jaron floundered around under the water for a few moments from the shock of being abruptly immersed. He followed the sunlight on the surface and swam up to breach it, spewing water out of his mouth to the sound of Esmerelda laughing profusely.
“Ooh, you really want to get in trouble today!” Jaron swam toward the shore while Esmerelda followed him overhead.
The moment he made it there, a group of frogs scattered along with a fox that had been hiding. He climbed up and crunched the reeds underfoot, completely soaked and soggy. Every bootstep made a ‘squish’ sound as he marched through the reeds and to the clearing of grass on the other side. Esmerelda landed ahead of him, her hands resting triumphantly on her hips. Clearly, she was quite pleased with herself.
“You know if I truly wanted to catch you, I could, right?” Jaron peeled his shirt off and twisted a dripping mess out of it.
“I wasn’t planning on escaping,” Esmerelda stepped closer to Jaron, glanced around at their surroundings, and then put her arms over his shoulders. She gave him the kiss he originally intended to give her, slipping her fingers behind his belt and tugging on his trousers. “These clothes need to dry.”
Orange aether began to appear in the air around them—thousands of little lights appearing and flitting about like glowbugs, giving the scenery around them even greater majesty.
“You first,” Jaron retorted.
Esmerelda obeyed by raising her arms up, allowing him to pull her top over her head to reveal the lack of undergarment beneath. His readiness instantly twitched to attention at the sight of her bare teardrop breasts, her dark caramel skin smelling of the sweet spices she used in her hair. He went for her leggings next, sliding them down as she shimmed side to side to make it easier for them to fall. She’d barely stepped out of them before getting on her knees to drop Jaron’s trousers in kind, before taking them off along with his boots.
A fly buzzed near her face, causing her to wave it off and accidentally smack him on his tip.
“Oops!” she giggled and looked up with a sultry smile. “I’ll kiss it better.”
And kiss it she did, all the way down the side before backing up to take it into her mouth. He received a pleasant lathering from her tongue, before she slid it out of her mouth to turn around, getting on her hands and knees. Jaron didn’t wait to get behind her, tightly squeezing her hips and driving into her with a single stroke. She let out an abrupt cry, and then covered her own mouth with one hand so as to not alert anyone.
“Ignore them, they’ll stay away,” Jaron rumbled.
Esmerelda nodded and put her hand down, bracing herself with her buttocks arched higher than her head as Jaron took all of his passion out on her. His mind relaxed and his body felt wild, watching her bounce off him, held in place only by the strength of his hands. His skin began to dry of the pond water, which is when Esmerelda thrust her own body back to push him into a seated position.
He slipped out of her, she turned around with a ravenous expression—she wanted to ride. With a single finger he found the tie restraining her hair and freed it so that it would flow out in all its glory. Now he could enjoy the sight of what she did next. He laid on his back—never-mind the dirt—and saw her lean back with her hands propped on his shins. From there she opened her legs so he could not only feel what she was doing, but watch.
Esmerelda’s guttural moans declared her pleasure as the aether around them began to intensify to the point of shading the grove in its light. From that perspective, she looked like an angel of bliss. This dazzling, occasionally frustrating, and perpetually opinionated woman. And he loved every inch of her. The trees began flowering, unleashing purple petals with a life-bloom of greens and pinks, with the reeds over Jaron’s head growing tall enough to bow away from him.
Jaron looked down to watch himself disappear into Esmerelda repeatedly, which incited his excitement to a rapid onset of pleasure. The rising aether began to swirl around them, bringing with it a warming wind. The visual coupled with his desire brought him off the edge. Esmerelda slowed down at the moment of his final thrust, having long since learned how to please him when he came. After spilling all that he had inside her, Esmerelda fell forward to lay on top of him, her hair splayed out to all sides and her breathing laborious.
He held onto her leg with one hand, the other holding the back of her neck. The aether in the area fizzled out, taking with it the ethereal lighting the forest had been imbued with. Only now, the grove had now sprouted to life as though the spring bloom itself had set foot there. As the light died down, Esmerelda lifted her head to look upon Jaron, smiling contentedly at him. Mischievous minx. With a grunt of satisfaction, Jaron sat up with Esmerelda still on his lap. She slid her hands from his shoulders up to cup his cheeks, kissing him affectionately. Jaron held onto her hips and laughed to himself at the subversion of his expectations.
“What’s funny?” Esmerelda questioned with a skeptical glare.
“You,” Jaron replied. “You’re as beautiful as you were the day I met you. Maybe more so.”
Esmerelda smirked from the side of her mouth. “I doubt I’ve changed much. Valmari age slower than Tolians.”
“You disappoint me,” Jaron grinned. “I expected a pithy remark.”
“I’ll make it up to you,” she dipped her head forward and kissed Jaron on the shoulder, slowly gyrating her hips before his fading firmness fell out. “I can’t say mean things when you’re inside me.”
Jaron had no answer to that, but his attention was drawn to the appearance of a holosphere dropping beneath the tree canopy straight toward him. Instead of the usual blue, it flickered with intermittent red—an emergency. Esmerelda noticed it next, and hid her face on the nape of Jaron’s neck as it hovered just before them.
“Apologies beloved, but I have to take this,” Jaron wrapped his left arm to cover Esmerelda’s bum and tapped it with the first finger of his right hand.
The holosphere burst into the form of Ana Lee, wearing her protective catsuit. Not only was she visibly dirty, but there was blood on her clothes.
“Jaron!” she cried out.
Esmerelda perked up and turned her head around. “Ana Lee?”
Uncaring of modesty, Jaron moved Esmerelda aside and rose to his feet with equal parts concern and anger. “Ana Lee why are you bleeding?”
“It’s not mine,” Ana Lee shook her head. “It’s from the people in the caves. It’s Devari she’s—you have to come quick!”




Chapter 49 - Jaron

Jaron expeditiously marched down the royal wing of the residence with the Two Terrors walking alongside him, Chloe at his left, Esmerelda on his right. A pair of Sentinels stood guard outside an unused room down the way from the royal suite, one corridor over from the arena. The door immediately swung itself open the moment he got in front of it—he didn’t even have to slow down. His eyes locked on the moment he saw her: Devari lying unconscious on the bed that had been made for her. Zoe was there at her bedside, in full Caster garb, along with Ana Lee who was still in her blood-covered garment. No one else was present, because no one else knew yet. What was worse: Devari’s entire left arm had black cracks running all over her skin—she was slowly Annihilating.
A plethora of questions instantly cut through the rage he felt at the lack of answers. Why was she Unsealed? Why hadn’t he been told? And what in the hell was she doing in the Save Caves with Ana Lee? The triplet recognized his rage on sight, and nearly leapt off the edge of the bed to come toward him.
“I can explain this,” Ana Lee said with her hands up.
Jaron restrained the urge to shout, he took a slow deep breath. “Come here first.”
Ana Lee moved straight to Jaron, who took her into his arms. He held her tightly, rocking her back and forth for a moment, the smell of blood rubbing onto his tunic.
“Now tell me what in the hell happened,” Jaron held Ana Lee at arm’s length with firm eye contact.
Ana Lee glanced over to Zoe, who averted her eyes downward. “We went to the Matriarch’s cave; Devari wanted to find the source of the Bane. All I had to do was ‘charm’ her minions and they led us right to something. And what we found there…”
“What did you find?” Jaron clenched a fist.
“I don’t how it got there,” Ana Lee shook her head. “But we couldn’t kill it. It’s some kind of corruption, given form, and it got Devari…”
“What do you mean, got her?”
“It chose her,” Zoe uttered. “Whatever it is, it did something to Devari and we couldn’t stop it. She went mad. She started slaughtering Imogen’s Marauders. I healed as many as I could…then she went to sleep.”
Chloe covered her mouth with both hands. Jaron walked to the side of the bed and sat down, looking over Devari’s unconscious face. He looked at her arm, covered in black cracks spanning all the way up to her shoulder, a grim expression forming on his face.
“Why is she Unsealed?” Jaron seethed.
“She Scripted something to save her friend, Hazel I think her name is,” Zoe replied. “I was there, but I didn’t know what she was doing at the time.”
Jaron abruptly rose to his feet and pointed at the door, which swung open wildly, bashing itself against the wall. The Two Terrors flinched and huddled closer together. The Sentinels guarding the room immediately turned to peer inside, their postures at the ready.
“Bring Revaris and Hazel in here, now!” Jaron commanded before turning back to glare at Zoe and Ana Lee. “You knew of this and didn’t tell me?”
Zoe rose from the bed and glanced at Devari before coming around to approach Jaron. “We thought it best not to trouble you unless it got serious.”
Jaron took a shuddering sigh, licking his teeth like he wanted to bite something. His chest felt hot—he stood extremely still. He didn’t even twitch a finger, because if he moved he might have destroyed the entire room. Nobody spoke the entire time they waited, and Jaron had to consciously calm himself with the reassurance that he had both the Banisher and the Soul Codex.
“Fortunately,” he snarled. “Her condition is not a problem. I can remove whatever she did with the—”
“—Hazel will die if you do,” Revaris interrupted from the doorway.
Jaron spun his head around and saw Revaris there, Hazel standing just next to him with the Sentinels closing the door behind them.
“Devari!” Hazard ran to the bed and knelt down with horrified eyes, looking over her from head to toe and touching her face. “We should have gone with her!”
Jaron looked from Hazard, to Revaris with a stern glare. “What do you mean she’ll die?”
“A Specter got to Hazel,” Revaris replied.
“You haven’t answered my question,” Jaron retorted.
“Specters come from the Firmament above the ruins. They’re attracted to the Bane. One of ‘em touched Hazel. If you undo what Devari did, Hazel will be in that bed and we won’t be able to wake her up. Ever.”
Jaron drew the Slicer instantly. “I don’t care. I won’t let her Annihilate just for you.”
Revaris had Excelsior with him, and drew it from his own waist in a quick stroke. The Two Terrors, along with Ana Lee and Zoe instantly moved to surround them, while Hazard stood up straight and reached into her leggings to find her dagger. Jaron kept his eyes on Revaris.
“Put the sword away Revaris,” Jaron warned. “You won’t win, even with that.”
“Make it so they both live, or I’ll take my chances,” Revaris held his ground.
The door to the room suddenly opened, causing everyone to jerk their heads toward it in attention. Jaron narrowed his eyes the instant he saw who it was: Imogen Kane.
“My apologies Your Majesty,” said the Sentinel who let her in. “This woman claims knowledge of the Princess Devari’s condition.”
“You,” Revaris turned Excelsior away from Jaron and toward the Matriarch instead.
Imogen stepped through the threshold, her eyes focused upon Devari with the coldest of glares, before raising her chin to look into Jaron’s eyes. “I know what this is, if you’re interested…”
Jaron’s spirit grew increasingly agitated, but Imogen’s timing was too convenient. “I don’t care what it is, I’m about to abolish it.”
Revaris lowered his stance, but keeping Excelsior out in front of him.
“Let me kill her,” Revaris snarled.
The Sentinels immediately walked into the room, the larger one stepping forward. “Drop the sword. Now.”
“Everyone in your kingdom will die unless you listen to what I have to say,” Imogen spoke calmly.
“Jaron…” Esmerelda uttered as the core crystal on her bracelet began to glow with the light of her Casting. “This is going to be messy.”
“Enough!” Jaron shouted, causing all of the light in the room to dim temporarily. “I want everyone out of this room except these three.” —Jaron gestured to Imogen, Revaris, and Hazard— “Ana Lee, you stay too.”
Zoe was the first to begin moving, avoiding eye contact with Jaron before he caught her on the wrist on her way past him. He pulled his cousin into a hug and held her tightly, nodding to the Two Terrors who shared an understanding expression.
“Thank you for being there for Devari,” Jaron spoke quietly. “Go with Esmerelda and Chloe. We’ll speak later.”
Zoe sniffled quietly, and then pulled back with her eyes slightly red. “Thank you cousin—I mean Jaron.”
Jaron lightly put his hand on the small of Zoe’s back and guided her toward his Caster wives, who promptly took their leave along with her. The Sentinels did so in kind. The moment the room cleared, Jaron turned his attention back to Imogen. “Explain yourself, quickly.”
Imogen tucked her arms behind her back and took a slow step toward the bed. “Your princess will wake up on her own, but she has the Bella. I felt it when it chose her.”
“The what?” Hazard spoke before looking at Revaris. “Did you know about this?”
“I didn’t know it had a name, I just knew there was a place only Matriarchs were allowed into,” he replied.
“There’s the Baneful, and then there’s the Bella. I had it, but now she does,” Imogen spoke with scorn.
Ana Lee moved from behind Jaron to stand next to him, her eyes flickering with an orange glimmer. “She’s being truthful.”
“Continue,” Jaron demanded without taking his eyes off Imogen.
“The Bella is attracted to pain—the pain of women,” Imogen detailed. “It’s pure suffering and rage. Whoever has it becomes strongest with the Bane.”
“Then what’s the Baneful?” Jaron questioned.
“I don’t really know, or care,” Imogen shrugged. “What I do know is that a new Baneful will come, and it’ll be as strong as the pain your princess carried before she took what belonged to me. She won’t be the same when she wakes up.”
“You were always rotten; you didn’t need the Bella,” Revaris snarled.
“I did what I did to get the Bella,” Imogen rolled her eyes. “And if that means saving your little princess, so be it.”
“And if you don’t get your precious Bella back?” Jaron growled.
Imogen’s eyes shifted from Devari to him. “I’d be disappointed. But if you want to save my son’s little girlfriend, you’ll have to destroy whatever the Specters are coming from, because we can’t get there.”
“Then you’ll be disappointed. You, along with your new husband have already forfeited your freedom,” Jaron lowered his chin. “Guards!”
The Sentinels came in immediately.
“Take this woman into custody,” Jaron ordered. “Carefully.”
The pair of Sentinels immediately manifested a light aura of golden aether around themselves, moving toward Imogen on her left and right.
“Disappointed, but not defenseless!” Imogen’s eyes flashed into a wide eyed look of murderous intent.
She raised her outstretched arms on either side of her, clawing the air as the core crystals on the Sentinels suddenly lit up a dark purple. The golden aether they were making instantly ceased. Imogen cackled as both Sentinels were blasted against the wall by purple and black, eroding the surface of their armor.
“The Bane? Here?” Hazard breathed.
Jaron lifted the Slicer and manifested golden aether around himself just as Imogen reached toward both Revaris and Hazard. The crystals on the bottoms of both their blade hilts turned the same color, and then needles of black and purple shot out in every direction right from the hilt.
“No!” Jaron swung the Slicer downward, dispelling the Bane before it reached everyone but Revaris, who was pierced in multiple places through the chest.
“Gah!” Revaris went down to one knee, dropping Excelsior to the floor.
Within the briefest flash of a moment, Imogen spun in a circle as the Bane swirled around her, and then shifted forward to burst through the window, taking Devari’s scepter with her.
“That bitch!” Ana Lee plucked a piece of glass out of her hair. “I’ll catch her.”
“No,” Jaron declared. “Find Zoe and heal Revaris. This wench is mine.”
A mass of golden aether swirled up around Jaron as he attuned fully to the Slicer. He was going to catch this woman, and she was going to pay. Blitz.




Chapter 50 - Jaron

Imogen had to die, she wasn’t even trying to dodge any part of Valmaron as she fled. The Matriarch had encased herself in a bubble of the Bane and was simply ripping through buildings one after the other in a straight line, taking no care for what she broke or who she injured. And she was heading to the northeast: toward the Valmari Vinculum. Jaron was fast, but if he travelled any quicker it would’ve overwhelmed his mind’s ability to keep up, and he couldn’t risk the collateral damage that Imogen was so keen to cause. Instead, he cut the air in front of him and vanished into a portal of his own making.
Jaron appeared ahead of Imogen and immediately pointed the Slicer straight forward. Time itself seemed to slow as he registered the manic look of wanton glee on Imogen’s face, who reacted in time to veer off to his right before she could impale herself. The Bane surrounding her burrowed a trough in the cobblestone street as she strafed sideways and came to a skidding halt, holding the scepter in her hand. Its crystal maintained a deep purple hue, which signaled to Jaron that the Bane was aether—just another form of it.
Imogen looked to her left and right as alarmed pedestrians began scattering. Some however, didn’t scatter fast enough due to their own curiosity. A pair of Casters stationed up the street began moving toward them, summoning blue aether around themselves as they moved to assist their king.
“There’s nowhere for you to go Imogen,” Jaron seethed. “You’re already going to die, don’t make it messy.”
Imogen smiled like a devil, and then reached toward the Casters who were coming to flank. Their Casting immediately ceased, along with the aether they were making. The core crystals on both of them lit up the same color as the scepter, followed by columns of the Bane erupting from the ground around Imogen.
“I said stop!” Jaron thrust the Slicer upward, emitting a bright flash of white that caused a translucent shockwave like clear water.
It not only dispelled the majority of the Bane, some of which flew into nearby buildings and removed whatever they touched, but it knocked Imogen to the ground as well. The Casters then regained their control over their crystals, looking to each other quizzically before staring at the conflict before them.
“Get away!” Jaron shouted to them. “No Casters or Sentinels are to get close!”
The Casters knew not to insist. It was a standing order in Valmaron for everyone’s safety: should the king ever personally participate in combat, he is not to be helped unless he asks for it.
This didn’t deter Imogen, who got back up and shunted the scepter above her, releasing a maelstrom of blackened smoke with purple embers spread all around them. Jaron summoned golden aether around himself, but could feel a grating vibration against it.
The street beneath them, along with all the buildings caught in it, were beginning to rot and corrode from it. He couldn’t see where Imogen was, except for a glowing hue of purple light from the scepter itself. He heard a windy rushing sound, and then his impulse turned his head to the left. Imogen emerged in an instant like some sort of enthused wraith, swinging the scepter like it were a club as she cackled.
Jaron blocked it with the flat of the scepter, bracing it with both hands and staggered back. She vanished again, moving through the obsidian mist with malevolent laughing, obscuring her movements with only her sounds to reveal her placement. The speed with which she moved however, disoriented his ears. Imogen was everywhere, and assaulted him continuously from random directions. Each time she attacked, she disappeared before he could counter. It was getting tiresome.
He tracked her through the Bane with his eyes, but was unprepared for the black tendrils that shot forth like a spear. Even though he sensed it coming, his body was in an awkward position. He couldn’t dodge it, her constant shifting had only been a distraction. Jaron was struck from every direction at once, stressing the defenses of his golden aura. They were wearing it thin, but did not get through—that was reserved for a larger one that came flying through.
Jaron sensed it coming for his skull, and he managed to move just enough for the Bane spear to get him right in the shoulder. Most of it disintegrated on contact with his golden aether, but the remaining bit pierced through and lodged itself in his flesh before vanishing like smoke. He should have worn his armor today.
“Agh!” Jaron recoiled back as his left arm was rendered useless.
Now he was getting angrier, putting a layer of red aether over his golden one. Imogen jumped out again, hitting him on the back of the head with the scepter again, but the red aether exploded on contact and knocked her back. He however, fell to one knee and regained enough focus to swing the Slicer sideways and make a clearing in the middle of the mess with a burst of blue.
“Is this all you’re capable of?” Imogen taunted from obscurity. “I’m disappointed.”
“You’ve drawn first blood,” Jaron announced. “You’ll regret that you did.”
Jaron flipped the Slicer upside down and stabbed it into the ground, imbuing the ground around him with golden aether until it nearly reached the fronts of the buildings on each side of the street. People had cleared, but there was no way to prevent the damage he was about to cause.
“Forgive me,” he said to himself, hoping the Valmari steel on these structures would hold up.
Boom! The entire space they were fighting in erupted upward into a golden column of light, dispelling the Bane as well as catching Imogen in it. The rending of metal and rock signaled the collateral damage he’d caused, along with a whirring sound coming from the Matriarch—she’d covered herself in a black cocoon. It peeled away from her like the skin of an orange, showing that she was unharmed. Damn. If this dragged on any longer he was either going to faint from blood loss, or more of Valmaron would be damaged or destroyed. He pulled the Slicer out of the now-immolated ground and held it out in front of himself, tip facing Imogen. His aura had dropped.
“You either can’t kill me, or won’t,” Imogen taunted as she shifted right up to him and grabbed him by the throat, digging her nails into his skin. “What’s the matter boy, afraid to hit a girl?”
“I’ve killed far worse than you,” Jaron glared at Imogen as red aether began forming around him, forcing her to release him and move a safe distance back. “I’ve killed monsters, I’ve killed men, even a god. But I’ve never killed a woman before.”
“Can’t bring yourself to do it?” she retorted.
“Maybe,” Jaron pointed the Slicer at Imogen. “But for you? I think I’ll sleep just fine. Abolish.”
The Slicer’s blade exploded into the white wispy form of the Banisher, gathering around him with the hilt as its focal point.
“You’d change just for me? How sweet,” Imogen hissed, her fingers curled into a permanent clawing posture at her sides.
“I won’t sully Valmaron with your bloodstain, you will cease to exist instead,” Jaron warned. “I will purge you from this world.”
“And the moment you do, the Bane I’ve gathered since I came here will turn your entire kingdom into a crater,” Imogen warned.
Jaron stayed his power, narrowing his eyes as more red aether joined the white he was controlling. “What did you say?”
“I lost the Bella, but not what I learned. I can reach every crystal in your kingdom, which I’ve been doing every single night,” Imogen snapped her fingers and pointed upward. A massive sphere of swirling black with purple lightning bolts appeared over Valmaron, so massive it blotted out the sun—casting most of the entire kingdom in its shadow. “As of right now, none of your people can control their crystals. Not even your queen. I can feel them. She wears one on her heart I think? Even if you can stop this, can you stop everyone with a crystal from being ripped apart by the Bane?”
Jaron’s face became hot, and his heart started pounding. It would be so easy to cut this woman down, but even he couldn’t be everywhere at once. Stopping the power above Valmaron was one thing, but doing so without bringing harm to others was another issue entirely. He knew he had the power, potentially, he just wasn’t sure if he could make it in time.
“You were going to die Imogen. But now you’re going to suffer,” Jaron dismissed the Banisher back into the form of the Shodin Star, and re-sheathed it while tapping the Royal Recall Entangle Bangle on his left middle-finger repeatedly. “I want you out of Valmaron. I will let you walk away, but only if you spare my kingdom. But if even a single Shodin citizen dies, humanity will redefine cruelty after what I do to you.”
“Now you’re speaking a language I respect,” Imogen grinned. “Alright, I agree.”
The massive ball of the Bane above instantly shrunk itself to the size of a pea before vanishing in a puff of purple. The speed at which she could manifest it was so fast that even Jaron found it terrifying.
“Imogen Kane!” a voice shouted from the ramp of the Vinculum.
It was Troy Maximillian. The Duke made his way down with the hurried pitter patter of his heeled shoes, coming over to stand next to Imogen.
“Darling!” he said with a wide-armed gesture. “I thought we agreed this would be a last resort?”
Imogen didn’t even look at him. “Your king and I were having a difference of opinion, we’ve since come to an understanding.”
“Delightful!” Troy ignored Jaron’s presence completely. “Ahem, as for that bountiful supply of energy you so generously displayed, the Bastion is now ready to receive it…if you would oblige.”
Imogen rolled her eyes and then stuck a finger to point at the space in front of Troy. What she manifested resembled black Shodinite, having compressed all of the Bane into a space the size of a thimble. Troy reached into his breast-coat and withdraw a flat square of Valmari steel no larger than a coin, clearly Scripted, and held it underneath the orb. A pyramid of Absolute Containment sealed the thing on every side except the bottom.
“Excellent,” Troy then looked over at Jaron. “Now that the threat of imminent destruction has passed, it’s time to wrap up loose ends, am I right?”
A shimmering, straight dagger suddenly protruded from Troy’s sleeve—he stabbed Imogen right under her ribcage, just beneath her heart. She didn’t even scream, she just winced and crumpled to the ground as Troy pulled his bloody blade out of her. She touched her wound, and then looked in shock at the sight of her own blood, scowling at Troy before falling over and dropping the scepter—still alive but weakened.
A wounded Imogen and an exposed Troy all in one place; convenient. Jaron took a step forward with a forming smirk, but then Troy suddenly held up an Entangle Bangle adorned hand and vanished from sight.
Sephaeus immediately appeared on the scene in full armor, standing right over Imogen. “I came as soon as I got the signal—I assume she is the problem.”
“And Troy. They were accomplices,” Jaron approached the Sentinel Commander while a group of Valmari formed outside the entrance to the Vinculum. “I want him found and arrested, and all his assets seized.”
One after the other, groups of Sentinels began appearing on the scene and immediately took up positions well outside of the radius. Sephaeus put his hand on Jaron’s bleeding shoulder, firmly, but not entirely indelicate. Jaron winced, but couldn’t move his arm.
“Looks like she got you,” said Sephaeus, who pulled a silver vial from the side of his armored waist-belt. “Have some.”
Jaron took the vial and popped the top off with his thumb. Essence of Aether: an attempt to make Abuse Juice but thus far was only good for reinvigorating a body, not outright healing it. He drank the clear liquid, which was basically water, and then poured the rest on his wound. That would be enough until he could get to Zoe—or Ketra.
“Was she really that powerful, or were you holding back?” Sephaeus questioned.
“She was the real thing,” Jaron admitted. “But I waited too long to give it my all…it’s been a while.”
“Help me…” Imogen breathed weakly.
An immense anger filled Jaron’s heart, who drew the Slicer from its scabbard. Every Sentinel, including Sephaeus produced weapons the moment the king’s weapon was drawn. Jaron stalked over to Imogen, whose breaths were short and shallow, and then pointed his weapon at her face.
“You would dare ask me for mercy after what you’ve done?” he snarled.
“Walk away Your Majesty,” said Sephaeus. “I will handle this.”
A single tear fell from Imogen’s eye. “Please…”
“I promised she would suffer Sephaeus,” Jaron lowered the Slicer. “And she will.”
Jaron closed his eyes and brought himself fully into the present moment, beyond emotion and thought. He breathed deeply, connecting with what it is he truly wanted. Errant thoughts would occasionally intrude. Some said to kill her, others said to torture her. No, none of these solutions suited what his spirit was truly calling for. His anger subsided just enough to give a clear picture, and then he knew what he wanted to do. He felt the Soul Codex awaken in him the moment he did.
“Imogen Kane,” Jaron spoke with words forming of their own accord. “I sentence you to life without power—I have taken yours.”
A cool breeze passed over them, and then what remained of the purple glow within the scepter faded entirely. Jaron tucked the Slicer back into his scabbard, and all of the Sentinels put their swords away in response.
“She’s been cut off from the Bane,” Jaron said to Sephaeus. “As Shodus wills it.”
Sephaeus nodded curtly and then pointed at one of his underlings. “Get this woman to the infirmary.”
The Sentinel nodded to two others next to him, all three came to remove any rings they could find before she was taken away.
“Send for Ketra,” Jaron spoke wearily.
“Ketra?” Sephaeus snapped his fingers and pointed to two more Sentinels before making a series of hand signals Jaron wasn’t familiar with—their manual commands differed greatly from those the Tolians employed. “Why her?”
“She has healing powers, and Zoe is busy with Revaris,” Jaron replied.
Sephaeus simply nodded before announcing to remaining Sentinels present, “Troy Maximillian is now a fugitive of the crown. Carry out your search immediately.”
“I need you to do something else Sephaeus,” Jaron took a look around at the damage that had been done to their surroundings. The Valmari had since gone back into the Vinculum, and the nearby townspeople were slowly making their way to their vandalized buildings. “I want those caves under our full control by nightfall, but they are not to get close to whatever corruption Devari found.”
“And if those people resist?” Sephaeus inquired. “How should my men proceed?”
Jaron turned to Sephaeus and met his eyes,
sweeping his hair back with a sigh. “With prejudice.”
The Sentinel Commander held the look silently for a moment, and then nodded as he turned to leave. “As you command.”
“One last thing,” Jaron called after him. “Bring me the man staying at the inn, I need to talk to Bigsby.”




Chapter 51 - Jaron

Jaron waited outside of a private infirmary in the Vinculum which was now kept under guard by Tolian blademen in addition to Casters and Sentinels. The infirmary itself was a series of spherical pods connected to a central corridor. The entire level had been cleared so that only Imogen would be on this level. If she so much as breathed incorrectly, a multitude of methods would be used to swiftly end her life on sight. Although she could no longer attune to crystals, Jaron decided not to underestimate her a second time.
Surely the entire kingdom would be unsettled by what had just transpired, particularly when a giant orb of destruction appeared over it only to vanish as quickly as it came. Jaron searched every corner of his mind for answers, linking everything he knew with what he saw. For Imogen to summon the Bane using crystals was incontrovertible evidence that it was in fact, a form of Casting. But that also meant there had to be crystals somewhere in those ruins.
The door opened, Ketra emerged with visible surprise that Jaron was still there waiting there for her. She healed him the moment she’d been summoned to save Imogen. Ketra stopped in the threshold briefly, before stepping out completely as the door was shut behind her.
“You surprise me, Your Majesty,” Ketra spoke with a bow of her head.
“Is she healed?” Jaron questioned.
“The dagger was made from quicksilver,” a look of mild ire appeared on Ketra’s face. “She was poisoned, but death no longer circles her.”
“Then it was good enough,” Jaron turned toward the hallway leading out of the emergency wing. “Walk with me, if you would.”
Ketra nodded and went with him. Jaron stole a glance at her as they walked past door after door. Although he remained focused on the task at hand, a tiny sliver of his brain took notice of the newly tailored clothing Ava had commissioned for her—the woman looked good. A simple beige blouse and lilac leggings with flat black boots, as if she needed to be any taller. He shook his head—now wasn’t the time to admire her.
“May I ask you something?” she broke the silence.
“Go ahead,” Jaron affirmed.
“Why not kill her?”
Jaron stopped walking, Ketra did too.
“Her son holds the strongest vendetta,” he sighed deeply. “Now that I’ve taken what she values the most, I leave her fate to him.”
“That sounds like a Tolian sentiment,” Ketra chided.
“It is a Tolian sentiment,” Jaron retorted. “What would you do?”
“Slit her throat and let her watch the sheets soak with her own blood,” Ketra replied flatly.
Jaron threw his head back and laughed loud enough to startle a Medicmaid walking by, shaking his head as he resumed his stroll. “If Revaris doesn’t kill her, she’s all yours.”
Ketra was not amused. “Why are you still talking to me?”
Jaron tilted his head and frowned. “I don’t know what you mean.”
“I gave you my report, and with Troy missing I’m not of much use to you.”
“Let’s be clear about something—” Jaron stopped walking again with a singular stomp of his boot. “Firstly: I choose to make conversation because we are human beings, and not transactors. And second? I did have a task in mind, but perhaps it would be better to release you from service instead.”
Ketra held up a hand and shook her head slowly. “I didn’t mean it like that. I meant I’m a reminder of things you’d rather forget.”
Jaron relaxed a little, and relinquished his momentary impatience in favor of understanding. “You are not Ash. I’ve made peace with that.”
“Maybe I haven’t…”
“Meaning what?” Jaron probed.
Ketra averted her eyes. “It’s not important.”
“Yes it is,” Jaron asserted. “Finish your thought.”
She put her hands on her immense hips and cocked them to the side. “You are entitled to many things—you’ve had many things, but my mind is not among them, Your Majesty.”
This felt too familiar. Jaron held a glare with Ketra, who did not falter in her stance or expression. “You’re right. Why am I talking to you? You’re completely insufferable when we aren’t having s—”
Damn it.
Ketra’s eyes widened. She quickly straightened her posture and leaned over him a bit, almost threateningly. “Go on Your Grace, say it.”
“No,” Jaron refused, knowing full well Ketra already understood where he was going with it.
“This was a bad idea,” She leaned away and took a step back.
“I agree.”
“It’s finished then?”
“Are you asking or stating?’
“Asking.”
“Then no. I need you to draw Troy out, using Imogen as bait.”
“I see…” Ketra looked back down the hall from whence they came. “You want me to Mimic her.”
Jaron nodded. “In public, where every Valmari can see. It will get back to him, and he will surely panic if he believes she is now in league with me.”
“That actually sounds…fun,” The faintest smirk appeared on Ketra’s face. “When do we begin?”
“You’re going to need her old clothes,” Jaron pointed out.
It took only a moment for Ketra to return to the room to retrieve Imogen’s black gown, having already checked for clandestine Scripts of which none were found. They’d even taken the time to wash most of the blood out of the fabric. When Ketra came back, the gown folded in her hand, she stopped in front of Jaron with an expectant face.
That face then began to drop down to Jaron’s eye level as her height decreased. Her skin lost its color, blackness bled into her blonde hair, and her bones moved until the face looking at Jaron was no longer Ketra’s, but Imogen’s. He felt a bit repulsed at the process, but restrained the urge to scowl at the transformation. Ketra looked down at how excessively roomy her proper clothes had become, and then cocked her head sideways with the faintest frown.
Jaron realized she was waiting for him to turn around, which he did. He heard the frumpy plopping of clothes on the floor, followed by the sound of skin slipping into something a bit tighter. When it stopped, Jaron felt two taps on his left shoulder.
There she was: Ketra in full costume as Imogen, with nary a difference between her and the real thing.
“Are we simply going for a walk, or shall I put on a bit of a show?” asked Ketra-Imogen.
“Do your best,” Jaron replied. “We’re going outside.”
Jaron reached for the Slicer, which prompted Ketra-Imogen to take a cautious step back as he drew it fully and cut the air in front of him. What opened was a portal directly to the lobby of the Valmari Vinculum, where countless denizens stopped to peer at the phenomenon manifesting before them.
“That’s one way to get their attention…” Ketra-Imogen remarked, before stepping closer to hook her arm with Jaron’s.
“What are you doing?” Jaron looked her up and down skeptically.
Ketra’s usual disposition benefited her here, because the degree of apathetic irritation she expressed was perfectly in line with what he’d seen from the Matriarch thus far. “Appealing to Troy’s sense of jealousy and paranoia.”
Jaron had to grant her that one, and went through the portal along with his accomplice. The Valmari gathering around it jumped back when their king emerged with who they believed was the Duke’s wife. Their curious looks immediately contorted into puzzlement and wonder, but nothing resembling outright shock. While seemingly convinced, the majority of passerbys continued on as if nothing was amiss.
“They’ve certainly noticed,” Jaron spoke discreetly.
“You need more than that; you need insult to injury,” Ketra-Imogen inhaled deeply, and then turned to face Jaron. “Kiss me.”
Jaron turned his face toward her with a visceral, nearly undefinable sense of discomfort. His answer was forceful, but discreet. “What?”
“There’s a man to your left who hasn’t stopped watching us,” Ketra-Imogen remained in character. “Make it brief, but do it before he leaves.”
Jaron was going to do it, but Ketra-Imogen was quicker. Her hand swept up, pulled his face toward her, then she kissed him. Jaron Spellcraft was kissing Imogen Kane. On the lips. That elicited a series of gasps from around the lobby. The pucker noise from their lips parting was unbearably loud, an experience he never wanted to repeat with anyone even resembling the Matriarch.
“Your Majesty?” said noble from the back of the group, the same man Ketra-Imogen indicated: Count Moren. He stepped forward with bewilderment aimed at Ketra-Imogen, keeping his eyes below hers. “Shouldn’t the Duke be informed that his wife has…recovered?”
“I stopped being his wife the moment he stabbed me,” Ketra-Imogen spoke in a scathing tone.
Count Moren looked flustered as several members of the group departed. “Surely this must be a misunderstanding.”
“And what business is it of yours, Count Moren?” Jaron narrowed his eyes. “And where is this ‘Bastion’ I’ve heard about?”
The man held his hands up in an awkward shrug. “Forgive any offense Your Majesty, I was merely expressing concern at an incident that affects us all. As for your second question, I don’t know if I have any information worth giving.”
“You may not have information, but I do,” Ketra-Imogen spoke testily. “His Majesty will be receiving my testimony, along with my hand. Now, leave.”
Count Moren turned red, shifted his eyes to each of them, and sidestepped away like he had somewhere to be quite urgently.
“Well done Ketra,” said Jaron as he wiped his mouth. “Let’s get to the residence. Bigsby is waiting.”
One Entangle Bangle later, and they both vanished from the Vinculum and appeared in the portal room of the royal residence. Ketra was quick to return to her original form, which made Imogen’s gown into a pencil-dress that was much too tight.
“I need to change,” Ketra looked down with subdued disgust. “Where do you want me? To meet you—that is.”
Jaron wanted her in something modest sooner than later, because that was much too distracting. “In the conclave. Ask any Sentinel and they will bring you.”
Ketra nodded and began to turn—when a tearing sound heralded the arrival of an overstretched sleeve. Her misfortune, trivial as it was, managed to cut through the cascade of concern Jaron was harboring for both Devari and Valmaron itself. Just long enough so that a single chuckle escaped Jaron’s nose. He wanted to taunt her—king’s prerogative—but decided that her walk of shame would be its own reward.
“Wretched weavers…” she cursed under her breath before exchanging a final look with Jaron, and then walked away stiffly in a vain attempt to prevent the series of ripping sounds that accompanied each step.
***
“I did not witness that woman’s power with my own eyes, but commanding crystals at such distances wasn’t a Script,” Bigsby noted. “I’d need to test the other two guests.”
Jaron sat at the head of a long oval table. Every one of his wives were present, along with Sephaeus and Ketra. Revaris and Hazel had also been invited, though they sat more closely huddled than the others.
“You think they can do the same?” Jaron wondered.
“In the past, a Caster once controlled her crystal from another room. It’s uncommon, but one can be trained to attune from further away if no other option exists,” Sephaeus spoke.
“Then let’s find out,” Esmerelda took her bracelet off and set it on the table in front of her. “Hazel, can you feel this from where you’re sitting?"
“I don’t know what you mean,” Hazard folded her arms, crouching on her chair rather than sitting.
“Casters always feel where their crystal is when they attune,” Chloe added. “It’s like a tingling feeling in your mind, but with a sense of direction. Do you feel that?”
Hazard shrugged.
“I do,” Revaris spoke. “It’s not strong, but I notice it.”
Esmerelda glanced over to Valara before taking her core crystal back.
“And when you’re at home, where do you feel that?” Valara questioned.
“Up,” he replied.
“That’s it? Up?” Valara repeated.
Revaris nodded. “That supposed to mean something?”
“It means your people have learned to use crystal from a distance, which means our powers are two forms of the same,” Sephaeus grumbled. “But for you all to wield it at the same time, it would have to be large.”
“The Firmament,” said Ava. “I saw it floating over their home when I was there.”
“What is it exactly?” asked Jaron.
“A broken piece of the world, floating—just like our Two Terrors can do,” Ava elaborated. “And it’s where those Specters come from.”
“Then that’s where I’m going,” Jaron affirmed.
Hazard slammed her hands on the table. “What. About. Devari?”
“This is about Devari,” Revaris barked.
“No, this is about finding more shiny rocks!” Hazard jumped up and out of her chair, knocking it over as she stormed off.
Revaris groaned and slouched back in his seat, folding his arms and looking everywhere but at people. Now that Jaron learned what he needed from them, he decided he didn’t care for their presence any longer.
“Your mother is in the Vinculum, hidden away from others” Jaron spoke to Revaris. “If you wish to confront her, the Sentinels are under orders to let you pass.”
“And if I decide to do more than confront her?” Revaris snarled.
Everyone at the table looked to Jaron, who paused briefly as he looked toward the ceiling. “Then clean up the mess when you’re done.”
Revaris grinned and shot up out of his seat to walk out of the room. He didn’t even bother to shut the door behind himself, Esmerelda had to do it with a wave of her hand.
“Well that was mean,” Ana Lee giggled.
“You didn’t tell him the Vinculum is Scripted?” Sephaeus spoke.
“When he finds that he can’t lift a finger, he will speak his heart instead, which I suspect he’ll want more than murder. At first that is,” Jaron replied.
“There’s still the matter of Troy,” Ketra spoke.
“That’s true,” Abigail remarked. “Although, what are you doing here Ketra? I thought we were keeping this in the family?”
“Zoe can heal others, but not herself, so Ketra is coming with me,” Jaron replied as he stood up. “And so is Sephaeus.”
“Your Majesty,” Bigsby began “We still have to—”
“When I return,” Jaron interrupted. “Remain in the residence until I do. Use Royal Recall if needed, but right now I’m going to that Firmament.”
“Jaron,” Valara rose to her feet. “What happens if…if there’s nothing to be done out there?”
“There has to be,” Jaron replied softly. “But if I have to choose between Devari’s life or Hazel’s…then it’s already decided.”




Chapter 52 - Jaron

“You should wear better armor,” Sephaeus commented, staring straight ahead at the portal.
Jaron stood to the left of the Sentinel Commander, who was fully adorned. As for Jaron himself? He still preferred something more lightweight, his crimson cuirass in this case.
“You chose strength, I chose speed,” Jaron remarked.
“Speedy way to get yourself killed,” Sephaeus mused.
Jaron chuckled to himself and turned to look at Ketra, who was on his left. She said nothing, and looked away after their eyes met. They all stepped forth, moving into the portal which led through a winding tunnel of iridescent light, zipping through at an unimaginable pace before depositing all three right on top of the Leviathan. A small metal rod sticking out of it had been installed, with an Entangle Bangle affixed to it. From here they could see everything. The wind smelled of rust and rock, and the ruins were unlike anything Jaron had ever seen.
They looked like they could have gone on forever, with countless squared towers scraping the sky with their high heights. This was the old world: the world before Valmaron. And there in the sky above it was the Firmament. The immense halo of water being fed by arches streaming from the horizon was by far one of its strangest features. In the moment, the world felt enormous, frighteningly so.
“Sephaeus…are you seeing this?” Jaron breathed.
“Hmm,” Sephaeus responded and pointed to the floating mass of land. “That’s too far to blitz. I’ll have to fly.”
Golden aether exploded out of the back of the Sentinel Commander’s armor, taking the shape of angelic wings. He turned his head toward Jaron, a stoic sternness about him.
“What are you going to do, carry us?” Jaron chided.
“No,” Sephaeus flapped his wings once, sending a powerful gust away from himself. “I will go up, and use a bangle from there.”
“Right…” Jaron almost felt silly for not thinking of such a simple solution.
Sephaeus held his palm open, and with the other gauntlet he snapped his fingers once which caused a drop of golden metal to fall into a bangle shape right into it, solidifying on contact. From there, the thing split into two identical pieces. Jaron took one, and Sephaeus kept its twin.
“I don’t have one,” Ketra pointed out.
Sephaeus looked Ketra up and down once, and then turned his back. “Stay close to Jaron.”
One flap and he took off into blisteringly fast flight, moving high up into the air before bounding toward the Firmament itself. To this day, Jaron found the technique to be remarkable—Sephaeus was the only Sentinel who could do it. Not even the original fraternity were capable from what he was told. Much like Valara and the Two Terrors, the Sentinel Commander’s power was in a league all to itself. Ketra took a step forward and crossed her arms while watching Sephaeus get far enough so that only his soaring wings could be seen.
“Why can’t you do that?” Ketra questioned.
“I haven’t flown since killing Vaelonn,” Jaron replied.
“For lack of desire or lack of skill?”
Jaron ignored the slight. “Keep close like he said, or you’ll be left behind.”
“I’m already close,” she protested.
“No—” wrapped an arm around Ketra’s waist and pulled her into him. “This close.”
“I see…” Ketra rested her right arm over Jaron’s shoulders and exhaled slowly.
“Is something the matter?” asked Jaron, feeling a twinge of warmth in his gut at the close proximity.
“Did you ever hold her like this? My imposter I mean,” Ketra probed, her eyes digging divots in his brain.
“No. This is new,” Jaron admitted. “Does it make you uncomfortable?”
“I was uncomfortable when I kissed you in another woman’s body,” Ketra blurted. “This is tame.”
“Oh throw it down a ditch,” Jaron looked up toward the Firmament with a sarcastic sneer. “You enjoyed it.”
Ketra curled the corner of her mouth up into a bit of a sassy smirk. “And is that something you two indulged in?”
“Once,” Jaron decided to address the question in jest. “Then she ran me through with my own blade.”
She flinched. Ketra tilted her head down inquisitively to peer at him. “Does it still hurt to think about?”
“It used to,” Jaron dismissed. “But kissing Imogen Kane’s lips was far more painful. I doubt I’ll ever recover.”
Jaron was surprised by the sound of a quiet giggle coming from Ketra—he hadn’t expected to make her laugh, nor did he expect to discuss the subject of Ash so irreverently.  Perhaps it was because it was Ketra that he found himself oddly relaxed about it. Holding her felt rather pleasant too, much as he hated to think about it. Before they conversed any further, the wings of Sephaeus vanished over the top of the precipice. The air around Jaron and Ketra warmed up, the light dimmed, and with an instant ‘whoosh’ their environment completely changed.
A misty forest now surrounded them, cold and pale green. Silent. Something like a wall of fog obscured their vision beyond a certain distance, and the air felt wet. Behind them was the floating flowing water not far from the outward edge, where the Rolling Rumblers could be seen far below in the distance. Jaron noticed he was still holding Ketra, who was looking up to the canopy of the woods but still had her arm around him also. He was not entirely ambivalent—it was comfortable.
“Ketra,” Jaron spoke as he released her waist.
“Hmm?” she looked down at him with a mild look of curiosity, and then saw where her arm still was.
Sephaeus summoned a stake of golden aether into his hand and marched to the nearest tree, using it as an Etcher while drawing Scripts into its bark. When he was finished, the tree vibrated suddenly, and then the color of gold bled from where he Scripted it and turned the entire tree into the same color along with the leaves. Ketra let go of Jaron as it finished its transformation.
“This will serve as a Noetic Reticle,” Sephaeus explained. “Let’s proceed.”
The three of them moved toward the dense mist, listening for any sign of movement or life. The deeper they got, the thicker the mist became up until the point they reached a distinct threshold of it. They would not know what was on the other side until they passed through. Sephaeus held up a fist to halt them, and then summoned an orb of golden aether and sent it through. Nothing.
“I’ll take this,” said Jaron as he drew the Slicer. “Get behind me.”
Both the Sentinel Commander and Ketra took a step back. Jaron held the blade in front of his face, causing it to light up a shimmering blue. With a single swing of it, the mist scattered like a gale though smoke. What lay on the other side, was truly stunning.
A vista of purple, green, and blue greeted them on the other side. Violet flowers dotted the rolling plains along with pink petals sprouting from green reeds and tall trees. The air was thinner, but brisk with gentle breezes. The smells were earthy, sweet, and outright intoxicating. But these were not its most impressive feature. Further inland, rising high up above their elevation was an entire mountain range—made of solid crystal.
“It’s beautiful,” said Ketra.
“All the crystal in Valmaron could fit in the Caster Academy. This is madness,” Jaron spoke.
“It explains the source of their power, but nothing else,” Sephaeus remarked.
“There,” Ketra lifted her arm and pointed toward a series of blue lights moving about in the distance, near the base of the mountains. “They look like…people.”
“Specters,” Sephaeus grumbled. “This is what we came for. Get ready.”
Jaron cut the air in front of him and opened a portal right into the fray near the base of the crystal mountains. Sephaeus manifested his aether great-sword, while Ketra summoned her Arcus. With all three of them now armed with blades, they stepped through and prepared for battle. Upon reaching the other side, the feature-less, blue wisps of human shaped beings completely ignored their presence as they wandered about aimlessly. Some dove into the ground and vanished, never to reappear while others walked right past them.
“They don’t seem to be aware of us,” Ketra mused.
“Revaris said they target those with the Bane,” Jaron recalled.
Blue aether began gathering ahead of them, and then a Specter manifested into being out of the mountain and began walking about.
“Your Majesty,” Sephaeus spoke and turned toward Jaron. “I believe I understand.”
Ketra dispelled her Arcus as Jaron moved to face the Sentinel Commander, whose eyes continued watching the Specters.
Sephaeus continued, “I believe these phantoms are some form of defense against the corruption of the Bane.”
“But are they emerging of their own accord, or is someone making them?” Jaron pondered.
“Crystals respond to consciousness,” Sephaeus explained. “Shodus tends to work through people rather than miracles.”
“Then there’s someone here,” Ketra offered. “How are we to find them?”
“Without a specific person in mind, I cannot create a Script to seek them out,” the Sentinel Commander held his chin between his fingers.
“I might have a way,” Jaron realized.
Jaron lifted the Slicer with the flat facing forward, closed his eyes and went within while attuning. He would clarify his will, and then imprint upon the Slicer with the same. All he wanted in that moment, was to find whoever or whatever was on this giant floating rock. His fingers released their hold on the handle, and the Slicer hovered in place in front of him as he opened his eyes.
“Not too fast now,” Jaron said aloud to it.
The Slicer tilted away from him and travelled tip-first like a slow arrow, moving no faster than they could follow with the most casual of strolls.
“Not bad,” Sephaeus nodded and kept pace.
“Have you always been able to do that?” Ketra inquired.
“In a way. Usually I throw it,” Jaron replied.
With Sephaeus remaining vigilant, the trio ventured uphill across the plains as every Specter ignored their presence. It took them around a crystal mountain into a lush zone of immense trees with spiral-shaped purple growths going around their green-covered trunks. Some of the spirals sprouted out of the ground like trees of their own, made of a material Jaron did not know.
He got closer to one and tapped it with his finger—it was solid and warm. This sensation was familiar, because the blade of Excelsior was the same way.
“Sephaeus, look—” he waved them over. “I think this is Shodinite.”
“Naturally occurring…” Sephaeus noted. “This place is thick with aether.”
Ketra held up her hand, and dazzling sparks of yellow and purple aether began to move around it. Her eyes had a relaxed, absent-minded quality to them. She looked to be enjoying herself, like she’d found paradise. She started playing with the aether, waving her fingers and causing the aether to follow them—she was Casting, with the entire Firmament acting as her focus. Jaron was astounded at the ease with which she was doing it, as he’d never seen a Scripter wield aether in this way before.
Sephaeus became subject to the increased power as well, as his great-sword shaped manifestation of golden aether had grown brighter. Not only that, its edges had become so infused that it went from smooth to a flowing jagged shape. The Sentinel Commander seemed to be focusing incredibly hard, to the point that he stopped walking.
“What’s wrong Sephaeus?” asked Jaron.
“This place…my core crystals…the excess aether is becoming difficult to control,” he admitted. “I need a moment.”
Everyone, including the floating Slicer halted. Sephaeus held his construct out in front of himself, and then braced the hand holding it with his other arm. He closed his eyes and the ground vibrated as an unimaginably immense cloud of golden aether arose within the forest, drawing itself into his weapon. Little by little it sped up, until they were like golden needles rushing into one point.
A formidable warmth emanated from him, the sky began to thunder with bolts of electricity darting between the clouds, and then there was a bright flash of gold. It encompassed the entire forest, blinding Jaron and covering the Sentinel Commander in the same.
“Sephaeus!” Jaron called out through the brightness.
The light faded, when it did the Sentinel Commander was holding a solid golden great-sword—he condensed it into pure Shodinite!
“There,” Sephaeus spoke with a peculiar look of approval. “I will need to Script it to hold its form, but it’s under control now.”
“Did you just make golden Shodinite?” Jaron breathed.
“With a thing like that, you have all of your aether to spare,” Ketra observed.
One side of the Sentinel Commander’s mouth curled up in a devious smirk. He knew what he now had, no doubt about it.
“It never fails with you,” Jaron grinned. “You really have to have the biggest.”
“A thing like this should have a name,” Sephaeus pointed it straight up like it weighed little, looking the blade up and down. “I will give it mine: Stormborne.”
“I was told Sentinels gave up their last names when they gain the gold…” Ketra spoke.
“You are correct,” Sephaeus turned around and looked at Ketra with mild surprise. “I did give it up, and now it belongs to this sword. Let’s move on.”
They continued on, with the Slicer guiding their way through an area of the forest with large swathes of almost fluffy short grass. As they entered the deepest part of the forest, less and less Specters wandered it until they came upon a strange tree, whose bottom looked like a man-made structure grown from a tree.
It had two window-like holes with rippling purple energy concealing the interior. In between those windows was a large round opening with the same energy deeply set under a kind of archway—and there were Scripts carved over the whole thing.
Ketra summoned her Arcus, Sephaeus stood at the ready, and Jaron reclaimed the Slicer into his hand. This tree had to be ancient, and there was certainly someone inside.
“Oy!” Jaron shouted. “Is anyone in there?”
No response.
Jaron wasn’t going to spend all night waiting outside of a tree, and took a step forward with the Slicer raised.
“Be careful,” Sephaeus warned. “We don’t know of its defenses.”
“If that barrier is aether, the Slicer will defeat it,” Jaron replied.
He walked up to the entrance, lined up the Slicer, and plunged it into the energy. Friction came against it, like dipping a stick into a rushing river. Jaron held the Slicer true however, infused his own will and aether only to twist the blade. The result was a burst of translucent purple powerful enough to knock Jaron off his feet, forcing Sephaeus and Ketra to brace themselves where they stood. He did not stay down for long, and quickly got to his feet to see that the barrier was successfully removed, though he didn’t know for how long. Without any sort of boobytrap or similar danger acting against them, Jaron went inside first while both Ketra and Sephaeus not only had to bend quite far down to get inside, but couldn’t even stand up straight.
In the back was a single, rounded portal embedded in the wall, but the landscape was unlike anything he was familiar with. Snow and spring co-existing in the same mountain range, but that wasn’t the only thing. There was a person—a young man, sleeping inside of some sort of clear tomb with Scripts all around. His hair was the brightest blonde, and his attire was a simple white tunic and black trousers. He had no shoes. Resting on his stomach was a geometric shape of some kind—Absolute Containment—with blue a orb contained within it. There was one Script on his wrist: the same kind of key Jaron had seen used for other Absolute Containment barriers. A dial made out of something resembling Wyrefire seemed to be counting something.
“So this is the person making the Specters…he’s not even awake,” Ketra commented.
“Then he is protected by his dreams,” Sephaeus added while looking over the Scripts on the container, then his eyes narrowed grimly. “This man has been here for a hundred years.”
“A hundred? He looks younger than I am,” Jaron looked in astonishment. “We need to wake him up.”
“Without knowing who he is?” asked Ketra.
“He’s making the Specters. We stop the Specters, we stop Devari from Annihilating,” Jaron argued.
“You may stop the Specters yes,” Sephaeus began. “But it does not follow that their effect will be reversed. Not if there’s a different cause at the root of it.”
“I don’t care,” Jaron raised the Slicer over the container. “I’m starting with this.”
Ketra covered her face and turned away as Sephaeus shielded his own with his arm. Jaron swung down and struck the container once, and it shattered like ice into flimsy shards onto the floor. The young man’s blue eyes instantly opened wide. He looked at them one by one, then jumped up and darted across the room with his object in hand.
“W-who are you? Why did you wake me up? Where’s my brother and sister?” he questioned rapidly.
“At ease,” Sephaeus spoke. “Who are you? And what are you doing here?”
The stranger clutched his object a bit more tightly, looking between them not with a sense of panic, but confusion. After glancing at Stormborne, he stood up straight and tucked his artifact under his forearm with his Script key held over it. Jaron decided to put the Slicer back into his scabbard, and stepped ahead of Sephaeus and Ketra.
“We’re not here to hurt you. I am King Jaron, of Valmaron,” he introduced himself and gestured toward the other two. “This is Ketra, and Sephaeus. They’re not here to hurt you either.”
“You’re using swords,” the stranger said in more of complaint than an accusation. “Which is weird.”
“Will you tell us your name?” Ketra said in a smooth, airy voice.
He looked at Ketra, clearly marveling at her height let alone her voluptuous appearance, and took a breath. “My name is Tristan. And I wasn’t supposed to wake up until we could put Earth back together.”




Chapter 53 - Jaron

“You’re telling me our world is called ‘Earth’, and that you come from the larger part of it?” Jaron sat at the little round table with an apple from his satchel, which he handed to Tristan.
“Yes. It’s in bad shape, maybe worse now,” Tristan crunched into it and looked shocked from the first bite. “This is a good apple—we’ve taken steps to fix it, but had to wait.”
“Wait for what?” Sephaeus questioned, his sword propped against his chair next to him.
“For the Scripts to mature,” Tristan said simply. “This tree took centuries to grow.”
“And what is this tree?” asked Jaron.
Tristan took another bite. “Just a normal tree with a door.”
“The Scripts on this tree are far from normal,” Ketra wondered.
“You don’t know how to do it? You are really tall by the way,” Tristan narrowed his eyes and pointed at Sephaeus. “Are you related?”
“What did you mean ‘do it’? Do what?” Sephaeus interjected.
“We wrote our wish on the seed, then waited for nature to make it happen. Sometimes it takes a while, so you go to sleep and wait however long it takes for that thing to happen. That’s how I was born.”
“Wait—” Jaron shook his head. “You’re all over at the place at the moment. Are you saying your birth was Scripted?”
Tristan nodded. “They wrote the wish, and I was born five hundred years after.”
“Why?” Sephaeus questioned.
“We needed people with special gifts, so we could survive up here,” Tristan replied.
“Up here?” Jaron leaned forward.
“You really don’t know where you are?” Tristan took another bite. “You’re in orbit: high in the sky over the Earth, and it’s a mess. All the crystals are here, but the world broke up too fast to get to them.”
“The Mythic Cataclysmic…and how did you get up here?” Sephaeus spoke.
“By waiting for this tree to grow,” Tristan stated. “That door you call a portal is its fruit. Once it opened, we had a way to reach this place, but it would take another hundred years for it to open again. They sent me.”
“And what is your purpose here?” asked Jaron.
“My brother and sister would know what to do next…they were supposed to come for me. I didn’t know there’d be people up here,” Tristan admitted. “I don’t even know if my family is still alive.”
“And what is that artifact?” Sephaeus pointed the Tristan’s encased orb.
Tristan tightened his hold defensively. “You can’t have it. It’s mine.”
Sephaeus interlaced his fingers together. “What can you tell us about the Specters and the Bane?”
“I don’t know anything about that. I never left this tree,” said Tristan.
Jaron groaned and got to his feet. “We need to get back to Valmaron. If waking Tristan stopped the Specters, Devari might be better now.”
“And what of him?” Sephaeus gestured toward Tristan.
“I’m not leaving him here,” Jaron replied. “We’ll take him with us.”
“I need to get home,” Tristan protested. “I have to find out if my family survived. Earth is in bad shape, and it could be worse by now.”
“We don’t have the time to take you, nor can I trust that your people won’t be hostile to us,” Jaron spoke. “I’d prefer a guest, but I’ll take a prisoner.”
Tristan made a thoughtful face, not looking particularly threatened, more conflicted than anything else. He started bouncing his right leg up and down repeatedly, and then got up to look at the portal.
“If I go with you,” Tristan turned his head to look at Jaron. “Then you have to help me.”
“I will,” Jaron nodded. “If you are to be trusted.”
“Then let us return to Valmaron quickly,” said Sephaeus, who stood and retrieved Stormborne. “Even if her curse is cured, there is still the matter of the Bella. Tristan, clear your mind.”
“Why?” Tristan asked.
The Sentinel Commander held up his left hand and clenched a fist as the core crystals on his gauntlet knuckles began glowing gold. “Or this will be bumpy.”
Ketra took a step closer to Jaron, who remained next to Sephaeus as he gathered aether. The process took but a second, and in an abrupt flash they were back in Valmaron. Tristan glanced around himself quickly, showing disorientation along with wonder. They now stood in the portal room of the Caster Academy, but the activity had changed. A distinct sense of emotional discomfort had taken hold, something resembling fear and rage. Sentinels and Casters were moving in concerted groups, which Sephaeus was the first to point out.
“Something is here,” the Sentinel Commander spoke and marched to the window.
From a glance Jaron noticed that the sky had gotten cloudy, and rushed over to see. This was no ordinary overcast day, something odd was forming. A mass of rolling black clouds had appeared over the entire kingdom, with a purple lightning flashing within it.
“The Baneful,” Jaron spoke. “It’s coming.”
“The Casters will already be making shields for the city, I will organize the Sentinels accordingly,” said Sephaeus.
“Go,” Jaron gave him leave and then turned around to look at Tristan. “You’ve caught us on a bad day.”
“Who are you people?” Tristan looked with a look of complete admiration. “There’s beautiful women everywhere.”
“I can keep an eye on this one,” Ketra offered.
“Do that,” Jaron nodded. “Stay here in the academy, you’ll be safe here.”
Jaron moved away from the window, but Ketra touched him on the shoulder before he could get past her.
“I can take your fear…to help you when the creature comes,” she spoke.
Jaron nodded, and then reached to take Ketra’s hand. She held his hand over her palm, and then placed her other on top, keeping firm eye contact with him. Instantly he felt the very emotions in his body begin to mix and move, cooling from a hot anxiety to a clarified calm. When the task was done, Ketra let go of him.
“That was…helpful. Thank you Ketra,” Jaron acknowledged, but couldn’t resist the urge to taunt. “That almost makes up for the Imogen kiss.”
Ketra took a step closer, leading with her hips, slowly leaned down to get face to face, holding eye contact with Jaron.
After a second’s hesitation, Ketra closed the distance and kissed him right on the mouth. Jaron instinctively puckered back against her full lips. This was strange; both familiar and foreign at the same time.  He knew these lips once, but the presence Jaron felt behind them made it an entirely new entity. Unlike the kiss he got from her imposter, Ketra’s felt more meaningful—sweeter.
It also lasted slightly longer than their kiss in the Vinculum, not that he was counting. More than a friendly peck to be sure. Their lips parted with him standing stunned, and her straightening to full height. Jaron didn’t want to admit it, he could scarcely believe it himself, but Ketra’s kiss didn’t bring with it a visceral revulsion or traumatic memory like he would have expected. It was actually pleasant, even enjoyable.  Jaron felt his ears ringing and his stomach burn with a mix of something like anticipation.
“What was that?” he asked.
“Consider it redemption,” Ketra replied with narrowed eyes. “Since you clearly keep thinking about it.”
“What makes you think that was better?” Jaron raised an eyebrow.
“I know it was better,” Ketra folded her arms and looked over his head. “You didn’t wipe your mouth this time.”
Tristan stifled a nasal chuckle.
“I’ll come up with something clever to say later,” Jaron took a breath as he internally replayed what just happened, and then made off to leave the portal room when a horrid, immensely loud sound shook the entire academy.
“Haaaaaaaaaaawwwww!” 




Chapter 54 - Jaron

Standing on the roof of the Caster Academy, Jaron watched along with the Dirty Dozen—and Zoe—a protruding funnel of black and purple began to precipitate like sludge on the outskirts of the city. It came down slowly from the clouds outside a massive blue barrier erected by hundreds of Casters. It wrapped around for miles, and nearly twenty feet high. Hundreds of crosses made of golden aether floated in a grid all around the barrier, providing a source of additional aether for it. Sephaeus himself hovered high above the shield, his golden wings fully outstretched with no need for flapping.
The mass looked to be no larger than a small Rumbler—at first—but then it ballooned with the sound of thunder and continued to expand at an alarming pace. The Dirty Dozen began murmuring amongst themselves, while Jaron kept the Slicer at the ready. With Jaron’s family sequestered in the residence, the remainder of Valmaron’s aether-wielding population had been brought to bear.
“Your Majesty, should we attack?” asked Trixia.
“Not yet Trixy,” Jaron replied. “Abolish.”
The Shodin Star’s crystal blade exploded into the ethereal form of the Banisher, prompting the surrounding Casters to back away from the release of power, being careful not to have their existence blotted out by it.
“Baneful…” Jaron spoke with disgust. “Not in my kingdom.”
Jaron simply pointed the Banisher forward, and the white aether blasted forward like white lightning. An entire portion of the growing mass was wiped away into nothing. That didn’t seem to be enough for it however, because the mass continued to swell.
“Your Majesty…” Trixia spoke. “It’s still growing.”
“Thank you Trixy, I see that,” Jaron spoke curtly. “If wounding it doesn’t work, this time the whole thing goes.”
Jaron began waving the Banisher in a wide circle before him, summoning more and more of its power while keeping it closely gathered. And then he froze. His body stopped moving, and he couldn’t budge even an inch. What was this? The only thing he could move were his eyes, which met the gaze of the creature that emerged from the sludge like a freshly born thing. The shield wouldn’t be tall enough, because the monster was massive—fifty feet tall at least.
Hunched over like a man crawling on all fours, the Baneful’s decrepit appearance was almost human-like, but with a third arm protruding from its back. Its head hung down like it was bowing, but its face was on the back of its head, oriented so that its mouth was below its eyes when looking straight at it. If the thing had stood up, it’s face would be upside down and backwards. Its mouth agape, with white strands of dangling hair, the thing’s eyes were focused purely on him.
“Your Majesty?” Trixia called out to him.
“Jaron?” Zoe moved as carefully as she could to be beside him, which he saw in his peripheral vision. “Something’s wrong. It’s doing something to him!”
“Then we will do something back,” Trixia uttered. “Casters of Valmaron, attack!”
Several streams of red aether arced overhead from behind Jaron, splitting apart to spin around the Sentinel crosses. Their power was expanded and bolstered with each spin, picking up speed and firing straight at the Baneful like massive javelins. The assault exploded upon the Baneful’s back and arms, bashing it to and fro like it was being punched. The staggering broke its eye line of sight with Jaron, and then he was able to move again. He stumbled back in surprise and quickly steadied the Banisher so that its energy would remain focused above the hilt.
“Jaron!” Zoe came to his aid. “What happened?”
“I couldn’t move when it looked at me, I wasn’t expecting it,” Jaron explained. “Everyone keep it occupied, I need to kill it quickly!”
“Can’t you use the power you had against Vaelonn?”
“The Codex only gives me the power I need,” Jaron admitted.
The Baneful was being knocked around, but didn’t have a single scratch on it. Jaron growled under his breath and held the Banisher straight overhead, spraying white aether like a fountain before it spun into a whirlpool of energy. With one downward stroke, it all burst forward into a beam and rushed straight at the Baneful. In what looked like second before contact, the Baneful abruptly broke apart into a cloud, contorting around the incoming beam before blowing to the south and reforming into solid form.
“Haaaaaaaaaaaawwwww!”
The Baneful looked in the direction of the academy and then began its eerie gait in their direction. If it got any closer, it would be setting foot in Valmaron.
“Damn,” Jaron muttered. “It’s not going to make this easy.”
A winged, golden streak of light darted across the Baneful’s wrists, and then a column of that light exploded upward to engulf the entire creature. Boom! Sephaeus attacked it, swooping up high with Stormborne raised straight up. One of the Baneful’s arms shot out of the burst of gold aether, but the Sentinel Commander avoided it with a flying blitz to the side.
He brought Stormborne sideways to bat the giant’s hand aside, exploding it on contact. The initial destruction cleared and the Baneful moved through the clearing smoke, with its hand reforming out of the purple smoke. It was like attacking a mirage; the thing wouldn’t be harmed, nor would it remain still for Jaron to Banish it. Another volley of aether came from the city—this time purple—amplifying themselves on the crosses before lancing toward the Baneful to no effect.
“I can’t catch it like this,” Jaron spoke. “I have to get closer.”
The Banisher returned to Slicer form before he turned around and moved toward the levi-lift, but Zoe ran after him and grabbed his sleeve.
“Let me come with you. We can protect each other,” Zoe insisted.
“Your place is with Trixia and her Casters, they may need your healing,” Jaron replied.
The sound of screams rose from the city as Jaron turned to see the Baneful ignoring the aether being flung at it, charging into Valmaron with its massive hands and feet crushing buildings. Sephaeus soared over to it and plunged Stormborne into its side, which caused its torso to explode open without any entrails or blood to speak of. The thing simply reformed out of the dark smoke. It swiped at him like he was an insect, missing entirely as a plethora of golden chains splayed out from the Sentinels on the ground, wrapping around the Baneful’s entire body.
The golden chains hog-tied themselves around its feet and hands, and the the Sentinels making them began blitzing underneath it, causing it to fall over and crash onto the structures it was over.
“Haaaaaaaaawwww!”
It struggled violently, its joints contorting like it was breaking its own limbs to move in unnatural ways in its bid to escape. The Sentinel Commander bolstered the bind with multiple large rings around its neck, wrists, and shoulders. Despite this, the Baneful continued to fight. Jaron saw his opening, but the moment he thought to Banish it, the monster melted into smoke again. This was no ordinary beast—it had some form of intelligence. All they’d been able to do thus far was knock it around and temporarily trap it. He needed a way to keep this thing still long enough to finish it. If aether wouldn’t work, maybe Scripts would.
Jaron turned to Trixia. “Change of plan Trixy, I need everyone moving away from this thing!”
The Dirty Dozen began murmuring amongst themselves with outraged faces.
“Abandon you in the middle of battle?” Trixia protested. “If this beast binds you again—”
“Trixy,” Jaron stepped to Trixia, took her hand, held it up and kissed the top of it like she was a proper lady. “I can’t focus if my friends are in danger. Make as many portals as you can and lead everyone west. Take my cousin and get away from here—for me.”
Trixia took a deep breath and nodded her head. “Yes my king,” —she turned to her group— “Dirty Dozen, with me! Zoe, that includes you.”
“I’m not in the Dirty Dozen,” Zoe pointed out.
“You are now. We’ve been the ‘Excellent Eleven’ long enough,” Trixia replied as she waved to the others.
Zoe spun her head around to look at Jaron with both shock and joy, her eyes glistening like she wanted to cry.
“Go on,” said Jaron.
The ground shook from the thrashing of the Baneful, and it must have been looking at Jaron, because he froze again. This time however, Zoe denied it. She pulled Jaron into herself and fell down with him, concealing their bodies behind the parapet. His control returned to him, with Zoe checking Jaron’s eyes with anger in her own.
“Stare at this you son of a whore!” Zoe shouted.
Zoe thrust her hand up and sent an orb of blue that burst open into a wall of aether. It joined with the parapet and expanded its height by more than triple their own. The shield was completely opaque—Esmerelda would have been proud.
“Dirty Dozen, help her out!” Trixia shouted as the entire group held their palms out and energized it to expand further to the sides.
“That’s the last time I let it do that,” Jaron snarled before getting to his feet with Zoe. “Thank you. Now run.”
“Cousin—Jaron,” Zoe’s spoke in a trembling tone. “I just got my family back, and I will not have it broken again!”
Jaron took Zoe by the shoulders and gave her a kiss on the cheek, next to her mouth so that she could kiss his cheek at the same time. Not as a goodbye, but cherishing the beautiful person he wished was in his life much sooner.
“Go,” was all Jaron said.
Zoe nodded and went to rejoin the Dirty Dozen. Trixia squeezed three fingers together and pointed them at everyone, blasting orange lightning onto their bodies which created an aura around their boots. With one last nod to Jaron, who had gotten down into a kneeling position, the Dirty Dozen took off full sprint and jumped off the roof. They all went up into a high arc as their weight became nearly negligible, gliding down to another roof to make their escape.
Since the Baneful seemed to be targeting him specifically, Jaron stayed down and plunged the Slicer down into the roof. But instead of stabbing through it, it simply sunk in like it was made of water. He swiped it across, and fell down through a portal he’d made immediately below him. His body was shunted down, but he entered the portal room of the academy standing right-side up. The change in orientation was jarring, causing him to stumble forward a step before looking around for signs of Ketra and Tristan. He didn’t see either one, making his way through to find out where they’d gone.
“Ketra!” Jaron shouted while darting out to the curved corridor leading around to the staircase.
His search took him downstairs, where a large mass of citizens were seeking safety in the lobby as several Casters tried to control the panic and funnel them into the deeper bunkers. He saw her standing by a window watching the conflict, literally standing head and shoulders above the rest. Tristan was with her, but being a little shorter than Jaron, he would have never spotted him in the crowd.
“Ketra!” he called out to her.
She didn’t hear him, so Jaron ran back upstairs and sliced open another portal right behind her. Tristan, who was facing his direction flinched his neck back and then pointed at him. Ketra, who was looking over the crowd still hadn’t noticed. Jaron rolled his eyes and wrapped his arm around the front of her waist from behind, and then pulled her back.
Apparently, touching Ketra when she wasn’t expecting it was how you got elbowed in the face. Jaron’s head jerked straight back and he shuffled away to the sound of ringing in his head. She turned around and saw who it was—she covered her mouth with both hands in clear surprise. Tristan came through while cringing. Jaron shook his head to the taste of blood from behind his lip, which was now oozing onto his tongue. Ketra stepped close and started inspecting him, but Jaron held his hand up keep her away as the portal closed behind her. That one hurt.
“Stop—stop, let me look at it,” Ketra reached for his face while hunching over in front of him.
Jaron groaned in a combination of frustration and embarrassment, but eventually accepted her assistance. She touched his lip with her thumb—it burned—and her usually subdued expression demonstrated a certain level of sympathy. Tristan had gone on to look out the window, more interested in the conflict outside than Jaron’s mishap.
“It’s not bad, but I can heal this,” Ketra assured him as her eyes surveyed his face. “Don’t startle me like that next time.”
“It’s just my lip, I’ll heal it later,” Jaron spoke.
“Don’t be absurd,” Ketra lightly wiped some blood off his mouth. “I hurt you, so I’ll mend it.”
She put her hand on his cheek, holding the front of his chin with her thumb and her eyes fluttered shut. He felt a tingle in his mouth, and then the pain was gone. Licking his lower lip, Jaron found no cut of any kind, and then swallowed the remaining blood left in his mouth.
“Thanks,” Jaron spoke. “I want you and Tristan back at the royal residence.”
Ketra crossed her arms. “Why?”
“Have you seen what’s outside?” Jaron pointed toward the window Tristan looked out of. “It’s getting farther into the city, and people are panicking. ”
“Can’t you destroy it?”  Ketra questioned.
“I need it stop moving first,” he answered. “If you can find your friend, she can go with you.”
“Morgan…” Ketra made a face like she’d realized something. “That silly little she-devil, you have to stop her.”
“Stop her from what?” Jaron questioned.
“She’ll confront that monster,” Ketra blurted. “To break her curse.”
Jaron groaned. “I’ll make sure she stays out of the way. Now go.”
“You should let me help,” Tristan spoke casually from the window.
Jaron raised an eyebrow. “You can’t hurt it.”
“I can hurt anything,” Tristan responded.
“Haaaaaaaaaaaawww!”
Everyone turned their heads to look out at the window; the Baneful was moving in their direction. Its hand was already reaching toward the window, its massively limbed fingers broke through the window and tore a hole out of the building. As rubble and debris fell around Tristan, its hand went past Jaron and reached straight for Ketra. She looked frozen in place.
“Ketra, move!” Jaron shouted.
Its hand closed around her and squeezed tightly—Jaron roared. He cut straight down and not only severed the Baneful’s wrist, but blasted the entire wall next to it clean off the building. It moved its stump out, with a trail of smoke beginning to reconstitute itself into a full arm. As for the hand that grabbed Ketra: it took broke into smoke, only she wasn’t there. No body, not even a drop of blood.
As the worst began to fill his imagination, he turned and saw Ketra suddenly pushing a fallen wall away from Tristan who had been trapped. An illusion? Then he remembered her ability to control light: Arcus.
That was good enough—there was no more time to think. Jaron ran toward the window, cut the Slicer down in front of him and went through the portal he’d made to appear outside of the Caster Academy at ground level. The gargantuan Baneful moved its head to look at Jaron, and he, along with every fleeing person around him froze in place. Not this time.
With his concentration flowing into the present, Jaron awakened the Soul Codex and decided enough was enough. This thing was not going to waylay his movements. He left it all up to Shodus: either let him die here, or break that thing’s power over him now.
Jaron jerked forward and felt the full movement of his body—he was free. Thunk. The ground shook as its arm plopped down onto the neighboring street, with its extra arm reaching across toward Jaron.
“You want me?” Jaron spoke. “Try to catch me.”
Jaron blitzed up the road to lead it away, appearing a full city segment away. He turned around to notice the Baneful watching him, but refusing to chase. It tilted its ugly head and seemed to be thinking, and then began reaching toward random pedestrians—and eating them.
“No!” Jaron screamed.
A series of golden chains from the Sentinels and Sephaeus himself manifested all around it, thoroughly wrapping and trapping it, but it broke down into smoke again. The Baneful appeared in the air directly above Jaron, already reaching to catch him. With his own body attuned to the Slicer, he blitzed toward its back foot and stabbed the thing directly in the ankle. Given that the size difference made it like a toothpick, he blasted golden aether into the wound and blasted the entire thing clean off.
Golden aether seemed to be the only color affecting it, aside from the white it kept avoiding. It balanced itself on its other limbs, and Jaron immediately unleashed the Banisher straight up toward its torso. It shielded itself using its right arm, which vanished in a flash of white as it lurched the rest of its body away and broke down into smoke once again.
This time, when it appeared deeper in the city, it was missing that arm. Now he knew: he could erase it, and the Baneful was aware of it. Wounding it only seemed to aggravate the creature, which was now thrashing about recklessly. Sephaeus flew overhead in pursuit as platoons of Sentinels blitzed past him, this time hurling lances of aether to assault it.
The Baneful’s gaze turned to the Sentinels, and every one of them were locked into place. Only Sephaeus, who was raining down blows onto its back, was safe from it. It snatched a Sentinel like a figurine waiting to be played with, and then shoved it into its black maw only to chew twice and spit the mangled corpse out. Jaron’s rage reached a boiling point, and the Baneful swept its arm across and casually killed countless more while flattening every building in front of it. A maelstrom of red aether appeared around Jaron, laced with both gold and black. The gold and red aether stayed with him, but the black suddenly went to the Baneful and merged with it.
Then it started growing, becoming slightly larger. The next thing Jaron heard was a roar from Sephaeus, causing golden flames to erupt all around with the Baneful at its center. The ground cracked from the stress of their appearance, as the Sentinel Commander had clearly become enraged at the loss of men. The Baneful continued to grow, which is when Jaron realized it was feeding on anger. And there would be no end to it, because every passing second deepened the absolute fury in Jaron’s heart. Not only was he having difficulty catching it, he was making it stronger.
There was only one thing to do: Jaron had to allow the full force of the Banisher upon the Baneful, and control it as best he could not to catch anyone else with it. There had to be a way to catch this thing, whatever it was. The golden flames formed a ring of energy around the Baneful, blocking its sight of the Sentinels, who immediately began to blitz chaotically around it, dodging its gaze wherever possible.
“This thing is an Aspect!” Sephaeus bellowed.
Whoosh! Something flew in and struck the Baneful in the side of the head, causing it to spit out a mangled corpse. It reached down and casually bashed more of them, then swept its arm across to completely flatten dozens of buildings with a single motion.
Jaron’s rage reached a boiling point, which is when he heard a roar from Sephaeus. Golden flames erupted all around the Baneful, cracking through the ground and shaking it apart. The flames stretched into countless streams to wrap around the entirety of the Baneful, searing against it like divine fire. The Baneful became smoke again, bursting free of the golden flame and moving deeper still into the city, in the direction of the royal residence. Jaron snapped. The weight of his anger broke through the floor of his subconscious, and then his mind expanded into a state of nothingness.
No.
Jaron’s arm moved of its own accord, reaching forward with his hand clutched like he caught something. The smoke immediately stopped proceeding, and then Jaron performed a pulling gesture, causing the Baneful mass to double back. One final motion like he was tossing something aside, and it flew overheard to crash land in the outskirts. Jaron’s thoughts returned to him, the state he was just in having fled as soon as it arrived. He wished it had stayed, because the last time he felt like that, the last time he had power like that…was against Vaelonn.
The Baneful reformed itself once more, its eyes transfixed upon Jaron. Its mouth trembled in apparent fury as it flew into a raging roar once more.
“Haaaaaaaawwww!”
Fwoop! Something fast, and dark suddenly darted overhead and smacked right into the side of the Baneful’s head again. He looked up saw a purple, feminine figure, resembling some kind of devil. It flapped its wings to get in front of the Baneful, who then snatched the being out of the sky before it immediately froze. Jaron couldn’t see what was happening from here, and cut a portal open to the nearest roof for a better view. The Baneful continued to remain still, holding something up to its face and staring at what was no longer a devil, but a woman. A woman he recognized: Morgan Varae. He realized what was happening: her Script! The Baneful was being affected by the eye contact, and wasn’t moving at all. This was it, he unleashed the Banisher and began gathering a great white blight to remove the thing in one blow.
He would have to time this correctly, or Morgan was going to die as well as she’d be frozen from the Baneful’s gaze. The sound of a loud dreadful crackling suddenly came from behind Jaron, and then a beam of what he saw as chaotic, sparkling orange light tore straight through the side of the Baneful, carving out a large piece of its pelvis and rendering it crippled. It let go of Morgan, who transformed back into the winged devil and flew away. The Baneful itself however, did not reconstitute. It tried to crawl away, seemingly unable to heal from whatever it had been struck with. In that split second, Jaron swung the Banisher down, and sent everything he had to cover the thing in a wall of white, which then compressed into itself until nothing of the creature remained.
They won. Jaron turned around to look where that strange beam had come from, and he saw Tristan standing on another roof. He was holding his blue orb, which was re-encasing itself in its Absolute Containment.




Chapter 55 - Jaron

“Thank you for your help Morgan,” Jaron said to the blushing Countess, making full eye contact with her. “You deserve to be a Duchess after this.”
Jaron, along with the Sentinel Commander, Ketra, and Tristan all stood in the broken square where the Baneful breathed its last. Tristan was sitting crouched on a pile of rubble, while Ketra stood next to Morgan. Sephaeus stood next to Jaron, opposite of Ketra.
“Your Majesty is giving me more credit than I deserve,” Morgan averted her eyes.
Ketra covered her mouth and stifled a giggle.
“That form you assumed to challenge the Baneful—” Sephaeus spoke. “It looked like a Cursed state.”
“It is,” Morgan didn’t look at either of their eyes, and nodded slowly. “My punishment for compelling so many men to love me, was a form that nobody could love.”
“What causes it to awaken?” asked Jaron.
“Conflict,” Morgan replied, holding onto the hem of her black shirt. “Or sex. If I try either one, my curse awakens…Devari said I might reverse it by saving lives.”
Jaron exchanged a look with Sephaeus, and then looked back at Morgan who averted her eyes again.
“I don’t think I can remove curses—those are the will of Shodus—but we will do what we can to help you,” said Jaron.
“You can have the Grace I got from hurting that thing,” Tristan interjected from his perch.
Sephaeus turned first. “Grace?”
Tristan stood up and walked toward them, holding up his artifact. “Here.”
The blue orb inside of his polyhedron barrier began glowing, prompting Sephaeus to reach for Stormborne—now on his back—while Jaron’s hand lingered by the hilt of the Slicer. A warm purple flame arose from it, went straight through the Absolute Containment barrier and fluttered over to Morgan. She looked concerned at first, and held her palm up as though to stop it, but the flame sunk right into her skin and illuminated her entire body in a brief warm light.
Morgan inhaled sharply, looking at her arms in brief alarm before the light faded. After it went, Morgan looked peculiarly at Tristan while Ketra took a step forward.
“What was that?” Ketra questioned.
“I told you, it was Grace,” Tristan explained. “If I get more I’ll give it to you.”
Morgan looked up at Ketra with a mystified frown on her features.
“And what is ‘Grace’?” Sephaeus asked.
“I know it’s what you get in exchange for something else,” said Tristan. “The more you have, the more you can do with a Script.”
“That thing you hit the Baneful with—” Sephaeus lowered his tone. “It looked like the power Annihilation releases.”
“It is,” Tristan held up his artifact. “This is my Soul Sphere: the Broker. Anything I destroy gives me Grace.”
“So that’s why you could hurt the Baneful, you were Annihilating it,” Jaron glared at Tristan.
“And he can get around the balance problem…” Sephaeus narrowed his eyes. “You’ve used this before?”
“Yes,” Tristan glanced over at a passing Caster. “That’s why Elevon needs me.”
“What’s ‘Elevon’?” Jaron questioned.
“It’s where I come from, on Earth,” Tristan replied. “It’s floating too, but it’s connected to the rest of the world.”
Sephaeus grumbled and leaned toward Jaron. “This boy is dangerous.”
“I agree,” Jaron took a step toward Tristan. “I’m going to need you to give me that. I can’t allow you to keep something that destructive in Valmaron.”
“Well you can’t keep it, I was born with it. It goes where I go,” Tristan yawned. “And if you kill me, it’ll go crazy without anybody to control it. I have to keep it boxed.”
The implication visibly shook everyone there, but Jaron was having none of it. He didn’t want to Banish this man, but he was not putting his kingdom, his family, in jeopardy.
“Are you suggesting that you have the ability to Annihilate everything, and that we can’t do anything about it?” Jaron clasped the hilt of the Slicer.
Tristan looked at Jaron for a long time, glanced to Sephaeus and the others, and then made eye contact with Jaron again. “I mean—you could probably do something about it. You have white aether. I saw it.”
The Sentinel Commander put his hand on Jaron’s shoulder, slowly shaking his head. Jaron understood, softened his grip on the Slicer and moved his hand away.
“You’ve done Valmaron a service, but I can’t risk its safety on your word,” said Jaron.
“Your Majesty,” Morgan spoke. “Let me.”
Ketra clutched Morgan’s arm. “Don’t do this Morgan, not again.”
Morgan looked up at Ketra, with something resembling regret in her eyes. “I have to.”
The Countess approached Tristan, and Sephaeus turned his back on what everyone knew what was about to happen.
“Tristan, was it?” Morgan said in a friendly tone. “I like your eyes. Can I look closer?”
“Sure,” Tristan got off the debris and stood up, looking a bit confused.
Morgan went right up to Tristan and stood in front of him. Their eyes met, with Morgan almost his height, and as he stared his expression slowly began to change. He went from confusion, to limerence. His shoulders relaxed, and he smiled.
“I have to say: you’re beautiful,” Tristan breathed.
“Thank you,” Morgan looked down with a coy expression. “My name is Morgan. Can we be friends?”
“Friends?” Tristan seemed to think about it. “I’ve never had friends—besides my brother and sister.”
“No friends?” Morgan looked momentarily saddened. “Well I don’t like that. Can I hold your hand?”
“Sure!” Tristan reached out, and Morgan held it.
The Countess turned around to face Jaron, looking nervous and sad at the same time. “Your Majesty, Tristan seems like a nice boy—how old are you?”
“Nineteen,” Tristan boasted.
Morgan nodded. “He seems like a nice young man. He’s new here, and doesn’t have any money or a place to live. Can he stay with me?”
Jaron closed his eyes and took a breath, understanding in supreme gratitude what Morgan was doing, and the sacrifice she was making. “Morgan…this is the second time you helped Valmaron, and it will not be forgotten. Go in peace; the Sentinel Commander will grant you anything you need.”
“You’re letting me stay with you?” Tristan looked at Morgan with delighted surprise.
Morgan turned toward Tristan and flashed him a smile. “I have a spare room now that Ketra’s moved on.”
Sephaeus turned around with a solemn expression and moved toward Tristan and Morgan. “Come. You will need Entangle Bangles, and new clothes.”
The pair of them went with Sephaeus, who was able to transport all of them with one bangle given the sheer amount of aether at his command. Once they vanished, Jaron took a breath and turned to look at Ketra. She was staring absent-mindedly over his head, only making eye contact when he cracked his knuckles.
“You don’t approve of her choice, do you?” Jaron probed.
“Morgan is her own woman,” Ketra crossed her arms. “I’m not her mother.”
“But you are her friend,” Jaron pointed out. “And mine.”
Ketra’s eyebrow flinched when he said that. “I see…we’re on good terms then?”
“We are,” Jaron nodded. “If you ever need something, ask and it will be given to you.”
Ketra uncrossed her arms and held them behind her back, pivoting her hips forward. “I do have one request.”
“Name it,” Jaron blurted.
“Meeting Devari—and you—has made my life…interesting,” Ketra took a step closer. “I would like to keep helping you both, if that’s possible.”
Jaron smirked. “I’ll think of something.”




Chapter 56 - Jaron

“Still no change,” Jaron grumbled as he looked at Devari’s left arm as she lay asleep. “It wasn’t enough.”
Jaron sat on the bed next to Devari, along with Valara who was on the other side petting her hand. Her eyes glistened red, but she remained silent. The Princess had since been moved into a new room, pending repairs of the one she was originally in.
“But it wasn’t for nothing,” said Sephaeus. “We now know the Baneful was an Aspect.”
Valara perked up after the Sentinel Commander’s words.
“What is that?” Jaron frowned.
“An Aspect is a formation of pure mind within a Shodin crystal, manifested in physical form,” Sephaeus explained. “In the past, they formed from the crystals of Casters after extensive bloodshed. Quincy Quartz is the first person to discover how to become one by choice.”
“And how do you know that’s what the Baneful was?” Jaron probed.
“It was impervious to everything but the gold, and you were able to Banish it. A creature made of aether can only be harmed by a higher energy,” Sephaeus detailed. “The Bella must be the feminine part of it, using Matriarchs—and now Devari—to anchor itself in this world.”
“Yes but—for an Aspect to be this powerful, it would have to be made from more souls than there are in the whole of Valmaron, maybe the whole world,” Valara pointed out.
Sephaeus nodded. “It exists beneath ruins so vast that countless millions could have lived there. If something disastrous were to occur—like the Mythic Cataclysmic—that many suffering souls would surely create an Aspect as powerful as the Bella.”
“Shodus must be trying to heal it,” Valara realized. “Maybe that’s what he wants Devari to do…to give them peace.”
“I’ll Banish the Bella then, and it’ll be put right,” Jaron affirmed.
“No,” Sephaeus shook his head. “Even if you destroy the Bella’s point of origin, it still exists within Devari. We will need another way.”
“Damn it!” Jaron got up and punched the wall. “And do we get it out of her? It’s attracted to deep pain, and few understand that the way Devari does.”
Valara got to her feet. “Do we know where the Bella is?”
Sephaeus crossed his arms. “No. The Marauders surrendered, but they won’t show us where it lay hidden. My Sentinels are still searching.”
Devari’s scepter gleamed in the corner of Jaron’s peripheral vision; he knew what he needed to do.
“I need everyone to leave,” said Jaron. “I’m going to talk to Quartz.”
Valara exchanged a look with Sephaeus, and then stood to go around the bed. The Sentinel Commander left unceremoniously, but his queen went to him first. She framed his cheeks and moved in for a tender kiss.
“You can save her Jaron, I know you can,” she spoke as their foreheads touched. “I love you.”
Queen Valara stepped backward, holding the tips of his fingers before taking her leave as well.
Alone in the room with Devari, he went over and picked up the scepter. With a single breath he attuned to it, the full measure of his will and desire impressing upon it a single goal.
“Quincy Quartz,” Jaron spoke. “Come forth.”
The scepter immediately shined the brightest blue, so bright that the entire room was cast in its light. Squinting his eyes, Jaron pointed the scepter away from him, watching as a stream of aether flowed into a single form and coalesced into the specter of Quartermaster Quartz himself.
“King Jaron! About time you called me!” Quartz pushed his glasses against his face by the bridge. “Very prudent. Very necessary.”
“You told me Devari had a purpose, and now she’s Annihilating,” Jaron snarled.
“She does, and she is,” Quartz walked toward the bed and looked down at her unconscious face. “Regrettably, your actions contributed to that.”
“My actions?” Jaron rose his voice. “I did what was asked of me: I told her we couldn’t be together.”
“Alas, you did. But you also experienced carnal knowledge of her, which has altered the course of things,” Quartz replied.
Jaron stepped back and slumped onto the chair next to the bed, rubbing his forehead and gritting his teeth. “You’re saying I killed her, by being with her that night?”
“There is still hope for her, however it will come at a cost,” Quartz sat down on the bed, causing the fabric around him to glow slightly. “You see, had you two refrained from mating, she would not have gotten close enough to her new friends to sacrifice herself for them. She sought comfort from the fire of her own feelings, but all is not lost!”
“What do I have to do?” Jaron asked in convicted resignation.
Quartz held up a finger. “Trust in Shodus, for there is still much to be done. There will be pain, there will be tears, but in the end you will all find peace. Oh and…when Chloe gets here, do lavish her with affection. I heard her prayers when you faced the Baneful. Very worried. Very sweet.”
“Chloe? What—”
There was a knock at the door, which quickly opened as his wife came into the room as prophesied. Chloe ran straight to Jaron first and gave him a hug, holding him tightly. Quartz had vanished from the bed, leaving him alone with her. Remembering what was said, he held tipped her chin up and kissed her passionately. He felt her smile into his lips and sink herself right into him.
He ran his fingers through her short blonde hair as her lips pulled away, staring into her blue eyes with all the feeling he could muster. “Hey Chloe.”
She smiled sweetly at him and then grabbed both of his hands. “You scared me.”
“I know I made you wait once, but I’ll always come home to you. Always,” Jaron affirmed.
Chloe teared up and embraced him again. “You don’t know what last time did to me.”
Jaron held her tightly, giving his wife the time she needed to settle down before she looked up at him.
“Does Zoe know you’re back yet? She was crying when I saw her,” Chloe shared.
“Where is she?” asked Jaron.
“In the conclave with Esmerelda,” Chloe replied.
“Let’s go,” Jaron took one more look at Devari, and then followed Chloe hand in hand.
Jaron found her right where she said, sitting in a chair right in front of Esmerelda, who was petting her hair and holding her hand. Her back was turned to him. The moment they stepped into the chamber, Esmerelda lit up and smiled.
“I told you not to fear, he’s back,” Esmerelda said as Zoe straightened up and turned around.
His cousin jumped out of her seat and ran over to him, nearly tackling him over from the hug she gave him. Chloe was quick to dodge while Esmerelda rose from her seat and came over as well. It was a bit crowded, but Jaron managed to turn his head far enough to kiss Esmerelda while Zoe clung to him and shivered like a freezing breeze had struck her.
“I love you with all my heart,” Zoe said as she wiped her eye with her head on his shoulder. “Let’s not do that again.”
“I love you too Zoe,” Jaron smiled as his chest filled to bursting with affection, and then let her go.
Her red hair was a bit wild from all of the activity, which she had to brush out of the way while sniffling. “It’s not that I didn’t believe in you, it’s just—”
“I understand,” Jaron reassured him. “I’ll always come back. And I will never abandon you, any of you.”
“I was only worried for a little bit. Esmerelda never lost faith though,” Chloe pointed out.
“That’s because my husband knows that if he ever suffers defeat, I’ll kill him,” Esmerelda teased.
Jaron laughed and grabbed Esmerelda by the neck—she gasped with a smile—then pulled her in for a fierce kiss. Zoe recoiled from the display of affection, while Chloe bit her bottom lip and started rubbing the skin beneath her belly button under her bright blue blouse. Jaron recognized that body language: she wanted him. It was practically impossible for him to be affectionate with any of his other wives without triggering Chloe’s jealousy—or arousal—which meant he’d be extra busy later. Zoe averted her eyes albeit uncomfortably, albeit with the smallest of smiles.
Jaron heard the door to the conclave swing open behind them. Bigsy came bursting in with Devari’s book with Ava right behind him. The group split up to make way for them.
“I found something!” he spoke with uncharacteristic fervor.
“Found what—what are you doing with that book?” Jaron asked with a light snarl.
“Valara let him borrow it to look over while you were away, to help our efforts,” Ava replied.
“To think this was in your possession all along…” Bigsby had enthusiasm in his eyes, with a tinge of frustration. “The things we could do with such knowledge—”
“Bigsby, focus,” said Jaron.
“Yes Your Grace,” Bigby went to the long table and set the book upon it, opened somewhere near the middle. “These runes I’ve never seen, but I may be able to use them to solve the riddle of the small sphere—the one I gave you to give to Princess Devari. I couldn’t before because we simply didn’t have the runes.”
“Why is this sphere important?” Esmerelda questioned.
“Troy was having us make them, without giving us details on what they were going into. I believe the other Etchers were making spheres apart from us, and that these make up a larger Script,” Bigsby detailed.
“Devari said something about Scripting in three dimensions,” Ava offered. “But this doesn’t help Devari.”
“I’m doing both. It will take time to reverse engineer the Script from this. I never saw the artifacts stolen from the Ziggurat, other than the daggers,” Bigsby finished.
“Jaron,” Zoe began. “Can’t you find Troy? With your power, you can do nearly anything.”
“I tried, like with Tristan. Somehow it’s blocked,” Jaron said with beleaguered frustation.
“Who is Tristan?” Esmerelda folded her arms.
“Have a seat,” Jaron sighed. “I have a lot to tell you.”
***
“This…” Bigsby leaned back into his chair. “Everything will change. Everything is changing. He speaks Omni too?”
“As fluently as the rest of us. His dialect is closer to ours than the Rumblers, and less crude than the cavers,” Jaron replied.
“Then Vaelonn must have influenced their use of language too,” Esmerelda observed.
“So Ketra kissed you,” Chloe brought up with scrutinizing eyes. “Twice.”
“That’s what you got from all that?” Jaron said incredulously. “The first time was for show, the second time was an apology.”
“Don’t be daft,” Chloe folded her arms. “She’s obviously attracted to you. I just didn’t think she’d do anything about it.”
“Chloe, time and place,” Jaron frowned.
Esmerelda decided to follow Chloe’s line of conversation. “It’s hardly a surprise. I feel like any woman in Valmaron would if given the chance.”
“Don’t enable her Esmerelda,” Jaron rolled his eyes. “And I think every woman in Valmaron is an excessive claim.”
“It’s not,” Zoe chimed in. “From the outside looking in, you’re more than a man. I almost fainted the first time I met you, and you’re my cousin.”
“Great,” Jaron looked toward the ceiling. “Now you too.”
“I’m not flirting or anything, I’m just saying you’re kind of amazing,” Zoe continued. “I’ve never seen Caster culture so devoted to a single person. You should hear what they call the academy when no men are around.”
Chloe giggled. Esmerelda pressed her lips together to poorly conceal a smile.
Jaron narrowed his eyes. “And what would that be?”
“The Bride of Jaron,” Zoe grinned.
“Lecherous lasses…” Jaron pinched the bridge of his nose.
“I’m not sure how I feel about Morgan using her Script on this Tristan character,” Ava spoke.
“If she breaks his heart, he could turn on us,” Esmerelda said with the tensing of her hands.
“Oh I wouldn’t be worried about that. Morgan is quite skilled at stringing men along,” Ava dismissed. “I’m worried that if she isn’t careful, it could worsen her curse. It might be better to Banish him altogether.”
“I’ve thought about that,” Jaron admitted.
Bigsby looked supremely uncomfortable at the conversation taking place, while the Two Terrors maintained solemn expressions.
“What’s stopping you?” Ava propped her elbow on the table and rested her head on her palm. “Guilty conscience?”
“It’s more a strategic hesitation than a moral one, although I dislike the notion of murdering someone who helped us,” Jaron admitted. “This place he comes from—Elevon—has a greater grasp of Scripts than we do. The power they must have with this Grace they get from him, might surpass Valmaron’s. If Morgan can get him to cooperate with us, combined with Devari’s book, we can be ready for them.”
“It sounds like you’re expecting a war,” Ava responded.
“Their designs go back hundreds of years, and we don’t know how much influence Vaelonn had on them. For the moment, Tristan is more useful to us alive,” Jaron explained.
The room fell silent for a moment, with Bigsby glancing down at the book repeatedly.
“Your Majesty…we could get more of this ‘Grace’ if he Annihilates the Bella,” Bigsby suggested. “We could use it to save Princess Devari.”
“It’s no good,” Jaron shook his head with lament. “The Bella is within Devari too. We have to get it out of her to remove it completely.”
“What about Imogen?” Esmerelda wondered.
“What about her?” Jaron replied.
“If we can get it to go back to her, then—” Esmerelda made a gesture of slitting her throat with her finger.
“That’s not a bad idea,”Ava aimed her palm up and pointed her upside-down finger at Esmerelda. “Weren’t we planning on killing her anyway?”
“You’re all talking a bit too casually about this,” Chloe frowned. “I don’t like it.”
“And how else are we to talk about it?” Jaron responded. “We can mourn later, or we’ll be mourning Devari instead.”
“I suppose…” Chloe shrugged.
Jaron got to his feet, at which point the others stood too. “Ava, put the book in Devari’s room when Bigsby is done for the day. I’m going to offer Imogen a deal.”
“What kind of deal?” Ava wondered.
Jaron lowered his chin with a grim mood. “The kind she can’t refuse.”




Chapter 57 - Jaron

Jaron walked into the hidden location within the Vinculum where Imogen was being held, having gone alone to see her. The Sentinels posted outside of it bade him entry, and when Jaron walked in he was both shocked and disgusted at what he saw.
Revaris Kane was there, on the bed with Imogen with his head in her lap. She was petting him, like one would stroke a small child—or a dog. Imogen herself had a sickeningly pleased expression, too pleased. The sight of it instantly incensed him for reasons he couldn’t even fully articulate to himself.
“What in the infernal hell is this?” Jaron growled. “What are you doing?”
“Giving my son what he’s always wanted: a mother’s love,” Imogen replied.
Jaron pointed an accusing finger at Revaris, who moved to stand up to Imogen’s visible chagrin. “Revaris Kane, what madness would possess you to seek affection from such a creature? What would possess you to believe it?”
“She lost the Bella. She’s changing,” Revaris defended.
Imogen smiled, but something about it was twisted. Insincere.
“The only thing she is changing is her tactics. Without her power, she knows she’s vulnerable, and is using you to stay alive,” Jaron replied.
“You don’t know shit,” Revaris blurted.
“Don’t I?” Jaron smirked. “Alright then. Imogen!” —he looked right at the Matriarch— “What if I offered you safe passage back into the caves, to reclaim the Bella?”
Imogen glanced at Revaris, who began to look horrified, and then to Jaron again.
“I would refuse,” she said curtly.
Jaron chuckled sardonically, he knew she was lying.
“Unless—” Imogen held up a hand. “You could get rid of it afterward. I assume that’s what this is about? Saving Devari?”
Revaris visibly relaxed his shoulders following her statement.
Jaron wanted to cut the woman down right then. “You’re good. You’re really good, but I am not deceived. Even if Revaris is foolish enough to believe this act of yours.”
“Can you get rid of it or not?” asked Imogen.
“Yes,” Jaron replied with firm eye contact.
Imogen stared back silently for what felt like a solid minute, narrowed her eyes, and then sighed. She reached for her son’s hand and pulled him closer.
“Hold on—” Revaris began to look both livid and suspicious. “If you can get rid of the Bella, why not just do it to Devari? Why involve mom?”
“I need it exposed first,” Jaron lied. “I can’t do it while it’s in her body.”
Revaris exchanged a look with Imogen, who shifted her eyes back to Jaron’s with a sort of knowing grin.
“Then I’ll do it,” Imogen agreed.
“Mom—” Revaris began.
“Don’t worry Revy,” Imogen tilted her head. “If I succeed, then he’ll have to spare me. Won’t you?”
“Revaris, leave,” Jaron ordered.
“No,” Revaris replied defiantly.
“Get out; final warning,” Jaron drew the Slicer.
“Revy, do as he says,” Imogen urged. “Go visit your girlfriend. King Jaron just wants to talk.”
Revaris hesitated, but acquiesced with a nod. As he went to move, Imogen grabbed him by the wrist. She reached up with her other hand and reached toward his head, which he leaned down so she could reach. Imogen put her hand behind his neck and pulled him down to give him a kiss on the cheek. Then she turned his face and kissed him on the lips—much longer than a mother ought to—with her eyes closed. A detestable sight that made
Jaron want to vomit. When she’d finished, Revaris walked slowly around Jaron’s raised Slicer, a glimmer of a glare in his eye as he made his way out.
As soon as the door shut, Imogen slid her bedsheets off to reveal something even more appalling: she was naked.
“You vile—did you and Revaris—” Jaron accused.
“No,” Imogen said plainly. “They took my clothes when I was admitted, and never bothered replacing them.”
“And why are you showing me?” Jaron growled as he tucked the Slicer away.
“Because if we’re going to be negotiating honestly, I want everything on the table,” her eyes became notably intense.
Imogen spread her legs wide, reached down, and started playing with herself while her other hand came up to massage her own petite breast.
“Cut it out Imogen,” Jaron averted his eyes. “You can’t seduce me.”
“I’ll tell you everything you want to know, and do whatever you ask me to do, but you have to watch,” Imogen replied, sliding closer to give a better view.
Jaron looked angrily into Imogen’s eyes. “Why the hell do you want that?”
“Because I have no power over you, but I do have information. And if you want it, this is what I want from you.”
“Then this is about control,” Jaron seethed at the shameless depravity of this woman.
“Everything is about control,” she smiled.
“And this game with Revaris?”
Imogen rolled her eyes and shrugged. “How I bond with my son is my business. Now are you going to look or not?”
“I am looking,” Jaron crossed his arms.
“At my eyes, but I want you looking at my pussy,” Imogen enunciated with a devious smirk.
She waited until Jaron looked, slid a finger into herself, and started to spread her slickness over the rest of her—apparently recently—bald skin. Her other hand pinched her nipple, eliciting a moan. “That’s better. Now we can talk.”
Jaron despised the involuntary reaction his body had to her display, which Imogen was clearly reveling in. He brought his focus to the task at hand however, blankly staring with his awareness on his peripheral where he could read Imogen’s face.
“Where is Troy?” he questioned.
“In the Bastion, with the power I gave him,” Imogen took a pleasured breath and raised her hips just above the bed. “Look at it.”
“Where is it?”
“It’s here—” she crooned lightly.
“Where?”
She started becoming more immersed in what she was doing than the conversation, rubbing in faster circles. It was arousing him, which made him angrier.
“Imogen!” Jaron shouted.
Instead of startling, she moaned. “It could be anywhere, but you won’t remember seeing it.”
“The dagger Script…” Jaron realized to himself. “What’s he going to do with it?”
“Take…Elevon,” Imogen started breathing heavier.
“Elevon?” Jaron was seized with shock. “How does he know of it? Focus Imogen!”
“Maps…drawings…Ziggurat,” Imogen started rubbing the center of her sensitivity rather furiously, her face looking intoxicated and irreverent.
“And what happened to the Scripters—the women?”
“I’m close. Keep looking at it,” she whined.
“What happened to the Scripters?” Jaron repeated. “Are they alive?”
“Yes!” Imogen arched her back, her mouth dropped open, and she climaxed with a deafening cry toward the ceiling, squirting her mess onto the bed like she didn’t have a worry in the world.
Her body fell slack onto the bed at the conclusion of her orgasm, her breasts rising and falling with laborious breaths. Jaron hated the fact that not only did he witness it, a part of him even liked it. He knew she was trying to throw him off balance, which he realized actually worked because she barely told him anything useful. All she’d done was try to debase him by servicing herself in his presence. This foul, twisted, malignant bitch.
“Are you done?” Jaron vociferated in frustration.
“Almost,” Imogen pulled a leg up from behind her knee, posing lewdly, then sucked her fingers clean before patting her puffy pink privates, maintaining eye contact. “It’s pretty, isn’t it?”
“If you say so,” Jaron looked away from it.
Imogen put her leg down. “That’s all I know. I’ll be ready for the Bella when she wakes. And thanks for helping me come like that—I couldn’t have done it without you.”
She started cackling. Jaron turned around in growling disgust and stormed out of the infirmary without another word.
***
Jaron marched into the royal residence and nearly slammed the door shut behind him, perturbed and frustrated. He’d checked on Devari one last time before coming, and thus far her Annihilation had spread from her arm, up to her shoulder. They were running out of time, and he was growing increasingly tempted to employ other methods.
He remembered his conversation with Quartz, and that he should trust in Shodus. It was easy enough to understand within the mind, but his heart had not accepted it yet. On the one hand, Shodus had given him so much already. He had six beautiful wives, each of whom were more precious than the whole of the world. All six of them had born him wonderful children, and he was the ruler of an entire kingdom. The kingdom. Beyond all of that he had the Soul Codex, giving him a way to achieve all things if he but mastered his mind and intention. All that, and he still found it hard to trust that Shodus would save Devari. At this point, he wasn’t sure how. He wanted to take matters into his own hands, but for all he knew that could make matters worse.
Jaron walked into the bedroom and sat on the bed, kicking off his boots as his fingers slid through his hair while he clutched his head in contemplation. He could try to use Tristan, but he had no idea how much destruction would have to take place in order to acquire the Grace to balance Devari’s Soul Scroll. To make matters worse, Tristan had all but promised more Grace to Morgan, who too was in need of balancing lest she Annihilate if her eyes were cured of their effect. It was all a damn mess. Nightfall had come, and all court appointments had clearly been cancelled that day given the appearance and subsequent defeat of the Baneful.
He told himself he had a good plan: put the Bella in Imogen and destroy it entirely. That would correct what the Specters were trying to fix, thus freeing both Hazel and Devari from a terrible fate. Imogen on the other hand, was not be trusted. She was a malevolent, sadistic creature, who used her sexuality to bend men to her whims. He’d had enough of that in his encounters with the false Ketra.
Ketra…the real one…she wasn’t so bad. He actually rather liked her. The real thing wore her face far better than Ash did—she was actually more beautiful than the Mimic he once knew. In his short acquaintance with her, she’d already gone into danger alongside him and showed her quality. Much like the triplets before her, she was an example that not all Scripters were rotten to the core. A bit morally ambiguous to be sure, but noble in their heart of hearts. He dismissed Ketra from his mind when a flash of Imogen’s display went through his mind.
Jaron groaned—the woman burned that image into his mind on purpose, for no other reason than her own sick amusement. Her orgasm was going to be replaying in his head for a good while, something he was not going to want to relive when he was finally forced to cut her down. Then it clicked: maybe that was the point—make her harder to kill when he’d witnessed her in such a state. Decoding the nature of feminine wiles was not a thing he had any further interest in doing, so he quickly stood up and began stomping toward the bath for a hot soak. He pushed the door open, and there she was: Valara. Finally, a beautiful sight worth seeing. She was sitting on the edge of an in-ground bath the size of a small pool, wearing a fluffy white towel while applying lotion to her legs. Her immensely long hair had been tied into a bun, and she’d lit a series of oil candles that gave a rushing aroma of rose nectar.
“Jaron,” she said gently while getting to her feet. “Are you alright? You look a bit…disturbed.”
“I went to question Imogen Kane, and she pleasured herself in front of me,” Jaron spat.
Valara’s eyes widened, a look of aghast amusement on her face. “Alright, I need to let that sink in. What—how? Did you walk in on her and she tried to hide it?”
“It was worse,” Jaron replied. “She showed me everything and refused to speak unless I watched her have an orgasm. I think she had an orgasm because I was watching. Who the hell does that?”
“She sounds like an exhibitionist. A malevolent one to be sure. Alright, in the bath with you. Let’s talk,” Valara slid over to make room, as the bath was already full of steaming water.
Jaron discarded his shirt and trousers and stepped in, submerging himself up to his shoulders as the heat penetrated his overworked body. A deep exhale signaled his relief, and then Valara’s legs came down on both sides of him as she sat behind and started massaging him. Her white towel went plopping down nearby, allowing him to rest his head against her naked tummy. While Valara worked his shoulders, he reached for her feet and started playing with her toes—they weren’t ticklish but she enjoyed it.
“The death toll today was—” Jaron began.
“Too many, but it could have been worse. Can we leave it at that?” Valara finished. “What did you find out there?”
Jaron went down his list. “Where do I start? I found out that the world is called ‘Earth’. I found out that more of it still exists somewhere beneath us. I found a young man who comes from it. I found more crystal than we’ll ever need in a hundred lifetimes. And I talked to Quartz; he says Devari can be saved, but didn’t say how.”
“Wow…” Valara breathed. “And I thought I had news when Emri said ‘Dada’.”
“She said my name?” Jaron perked up.
“While you were off fighting the monster,” Valara said proudly.
“That is news!” Jaron smiled as his eldest daughter’s chunky cheeks flashed through his mind. “Today has been…eventful. For better or for worse.”
“What are we going to do next?” Valara inquired.
Jaron sighed as Valara squeezed his traps hard enough to vanquish a knot he’d been holding onto. “One thing at a time. I still have to deal with Troy. I don’t know what he’s using, but I can’t find him. I should have killed him the last time I saw him.”
“You didn’t know how far it was going to go,” Valara placated.
“It doesn’t matter. Esmerelda was right: I should’ve done things my way from the start.”
Valara gently pushed Jaron, prompting him to slide forward as she got into the water behind him. With a lean forward, she pressed her breasts against his back and kissed the side of his neck. “You’re just trying to be a good king, and you are a good king. You’re a good husband, and a good father. Troy is just a smear on the bottom of your boot.”
Jaron hung his head lower as Valara started massaging the back of his neck up to his scalp. Damn she was good. 
“I want peace…but right now that looks like conquest,” Jaron confessed over his shoulder. “I thought Vaelonn would be the last thing…but the world keeps getting bigger.”
“Then make it smaller, by ruling it,” Valara replied.
Jaron turned his head in surprise. “You want me to go to war? Again?”
“If that’s what you want to do,” she clarified. “I learned to trust you a long time ago.”
Valara wrapped her arms around Jaron’s torso and laid against his back with the gentle splashing of water. “I know your Tolian heart. You cannot idle for long, and you deserve to have what you’ve given us.”
“Which is?” asked Jaron.
“Everything,” Valara responded. “You keep limiting yourself like you can’t have it all, but I believe that you can—that you should.”
“Like Ketra?” Jaron narrowed his eyes suspiciously.
“I’m just trying to get you to warm up to her,” Valara giggled. “It’d be good for your spirit.”
“Maybe,” Jaron admitted. “It seems like you’ve taken a liking to her.”
“My instincts have always been right,” Valara retorted. “I feel like she’d be a good fit.”
“Good fit? Are you trying to match us? It wouldn’t be the first time. Triplets,” Jaron commented.
“And the results vindicate me. Those women adore you,” Valara boasted. “I’ve never seen you so happy. I’ve never been so happy—to have a family like this. It’s the family my mother never got to have…”
Jaron paused at the mention of the late Queen Beatrix. Not being able to save her was one of his greatest regrets. In just two encounters with her he learned not only of her great virtue, but of her sorrow. He wished she could see the queen Valara had become. After hearing a quiet sniffle behind him, Jaron turned around in the water and looked at Valara, whose eyes had become slightly bloodshot. Her naked magnificence instantly incited his desire, and he went in to kiss her. With their lips pressed together, he reached behind her head and let her hair down before picking her up by the thighs to set her on the edge of the bathing pool.
“I will have it all,” Jaron asserted. “And so will you.”
Slowly, deliberately, he laid her down on the towel she’d discarded and climbed on top of her, grazing his fingers from her neck down to her clavicle. She let out an airy moan and wrapped her legs around him—he kissed down to her breasts and took a nipple into his mouth. His other hand reached down to ready himself for her, and she held the back of his hair once he moved back up to gaze into her sparkling eyes. Their eye contact communicated several sentiments inside a sliver of a second: ‘I love you, I need you, let’s make the world ours’. Jaron pushed inside her in one smooth thrust, feeling her sublime tightness cling to him as their mouths fell open and their
eyes fell shut.




Chapter 58 - Jaron

“This girl can eat,” Chloe commented with amazement as Ketra put down her tenth truffle.
Breakfast had been served in the private dining room of the royal family. It was large enough for every one of them, but it had a smaller, separate area within a rounded alcove for children ,which is where they decided to set a round table to sit. The big table was being used by attendants as a staging area for drinks and extra servings of fruit, bread, cheese, and truffle. Chloe had elected to join them, sitting on Jaron’s left. Ketra sat across from Jaron, with Valara across from Chloe on his right.
As much of a glutton as Chloe was known to be, Ketra ate three times as much—and she was still hungry.
“I’ve always been like this,” Ketra replied as she held her goblet up to her face. “And this food is…exceptional.”
“It’s probably because you’re so tall,” Valara noted. “Sephaeus eats more than any of us, although Jaron seems to have a separate realm to fit all the bread he consumes.”
Jaron had just stuffed a fluffy piece of flatbread as Valara said this, prompting a giggle from all of them. Even Ketra cracked a little smirk as she drank.
“Ketra,” Chloe popped a grape into her mouth. “I heard you kissed Jaron.”
Ketra coughed and had to set her drink down, clearing her throat as she wiped her mouth. Jaron immediately rested his forehead on his palm, preparing for the worst.
“There were…extenuating circumstances,” Ketra said after a pause.
“That’s no fun,” Chloe said with a devious face. “I want to know if it felt better kissing him with Imogen’s lips or yours.”
“Chloe you are a mean little minx,” Valara tried not to smile but failed miserably.
“Shh!” Chloe to put her elbow on the table and lean forward with her head propped up.
Ketra crossed her legs away from Chloe and put her hands on her lap, visibly uncomfortable and looking to Jaron for apparent guidance. “Is she going to attack me if I don’t answer correctly?”
“No,” Jaron went for his nectar. “At least not with the intent to kill.”
“I’m just teasing,” Chloe sat back and rolled her eyes with a smile. “You don’t have to answer.”
Ketra averted her eyes back to her food, and start picking at a pile of bacon. “It’s alright, Abigail worked it out on sight and was far worse about it.”
“She wasn’t too ill-spirited I hope,” Valara took a drink with both hands on her cup.
“Her comments were more lewd than cruel, which is an improvement,” Ketra replied. “She used to be lewd and cruel.”
“I’m glad I never met her when she was like that,” Chloe giggled as she reached for Jaron’s hand to hold it.
“Being around all of you changed her,” Ketra replied as she went for yet another truffle. “Apparently His Majesty is good at…loving things.”
“Can you call me something else?” Jaron complained. “That’s too formal, and this is just breakfast.”
“What would you have me call you?” asked Ketra.
“By my name,” he said in return.
His wives looked at each other with a sort of restrained mischief. Ketra made eye contact with him and looked inquisitive, keeping silent for an awkward length before nodding her head.
“Alright…Jaron,” she spoke. “May I ask how Princess Devari is?”
The mood at the table instantly changed, though it did not sour completely.
“We await her awakening,” Jaron said simply. “But when she does, your powers might be helpful.”
“How?” Ketra replied.
“The force that’s taken over her is attracted to pain. If you can turn her sorrow into happiness long enough to get it to go to someone else, we would be….” Jaron trailed off.
“Beyond grateful,” Valara finished for him. “You won’t just be saving our family, you’ll be saving everyone in those caves.”
“What you are trusting me with—” Ketra spoke quietly. “…is no small thing.”
“I want my sister back,” Chloe voiced. “All you have to do is touch her.”
The table went silent, with the only noise being the attendants removing empty plates to replace them with fresh ones. Jaron found himself staring at Ketra, realizing that he’d been relying on her for the most critical commissions of the crown. Despite all their abilities, and all their power and strength, she was the lynchpin—the cure to a broken heart.
“Ketra,” Jaron spoke.
“Hmm?” she perked to attention.
“I’ll give you anything you ask for, even if we fail. I just ask that you try,” he uttered.
Ketra stared into his eyes, while his wives stared at hers.
“I will help,” she finally replied. “For Devari…and for you.”
Ketra abruptly stood up.
“Leaving already?” asked Valara.
“I feel warm, and would like to go for a walk,” Ketra responded. “Thank you for breakfast, Your Grace.”
She gave a curt bow and turned to leave. Chloe stared right at her arse as she did so, and waited until she was out of earshot to spin her head around to stare at Jaron.
“If that woman’s torch burned any hotter she would have had sex with you right on this table,” Chloe declared with a glare. “Porked butt-lets on top of my pork cutlets.”
Valara immediately broke into laughter.
“How could you possibly know that?” Jaron groaned. “The woman is less readable than invisible scribbles.”
“A woman knows right away if she likes a man. If she didn’t like you, she never would have kissed you,” Chloe picked up her fork, stabbed a ham cutlet, and stuck it in her mouth. “Even as subterfuge.”
Jaron was skeptical, albeit intrigued.
“It’s true! The moment you took us home you were already doomed,” Chloe said with a sneer. “If I’m wrong, I’ll cook naked in an apron for a week.”
“How is that a punishment?” Jaron grinned. “I can barely keep my hands off you as it is.”
Chloe giggled. “But if I’m right…I propose the Seven Heavens.”
Valara’s jaw dropped.
“Seven Heavens—is that a celebration?” Jaron looked at them from side to side.
The queen cleared her throat. “You could say that…it’s a Valmari tradition of sorts.”
Jaron narrowed his eyes. “What kind of tradition?”
“Chloe, would you like to explain?” Valara started giggling.
“Seven is an auspicious number in Scripting, or so I’m told. Anyway—when a Valmari king gets his seventh wife, he beds them all,” Chloe held up a finger. “In one sitting.”
Jaron’s face almost dropped to the floor. He rested his head back and exchanged a look with Valara, who looked most amused.
“I’m good, but seven at once is pushing it,” said Jaron.
“They make special Jinx Drinks for the occasion,” Valara clarified. “One for you and one for us.”
“How many Valmari customs revolve around the king’s sexual shenanigans?” Jaron leaned forward.
“Um,” Chloe looked up. “Fourteen I think. Wait until I tell you about the Grateful Eight.”
Jaron lost his composure and bellowed a belly laugh, one so loud and long that both Chloe and the queen were drawn into his levity. Then he realized there was a more critical question.
“Chloe,” Jaron wiped a laugh-induced tear from his cheek. “My precious Chloe, explain to me how the Seven Heavens is your reward if Ketra likes me.”
“Because, my clueless husband,” Chloe beamed suggestively at him. “the drink they give the women causes never-ending orgasms during sex.”
“And why haven’t we used this already?” Jaron glared at Valara.
“Because it has to be shared among seven women to work, and it can’t be used too many times or the body gives out,” Valara explained. “The one they give you causes you to make seed so fast that it hurts if you don’t come frequently, but you wouldn’t have to recover and it’d feel as good as your first time.”
Jaron had to admit: the concept was more than enticing, it sounded fantastic, but it also sounded like he was being setup for mischief by his wives. He wasn’t going to question it though, right now his short-statured Caster wife occupied his thoughts.
“So basically,” Jaron shifted his eyes to Chloe. “No matter the outcome, I still win.”
Chloe nodded happily and reached to take his hand again. “We still win.”
“Speaking of winning…” Queen Valara put her hands on the table. “Imogen has spent her life looking for the upper hand, much like her ex-husband—short-lived as that was—and now she’s looking for another victory.”
“She’ll be dead before she gets the chance,” Jaron groused.
“I think she already senses your intentions,” Valara highlighted. “People like that have scary survival instincts.”
“If she knows, then why flip that coin?” Jaron contemplated.
“Because if she doesn’t cooperate, she dies. If she cooperates, she has a chance to scheme her way back to power,” Valara replied.
“Be careful,” Chloe dropped her chin. “She knows you need her.”
“If you were in my place, how would you prevent her from holding Devari’s life as hostage?” Jaron raised an eyebrow.
“Put her faith in another ace,” Chloe said simply.
Valara snapped her fingers. “That’s actually a really good idea.”
“Care to clue me in?” Jaron crossed his arms.
“Right now, Imogen believes her best leverage is Devari,” Valara sighed. “What if she thought she had another option, the one she thought she lost?”
“I’m not following,” Jaron shook his head.
“Offer what Troy promised her,” Chloe balled her fists.
“She’d never believe that,” Jaron spat. “We’re already enemies.”
“She will if you’re convincing enough,” Chloe argued.
“The moment I suggest it, she will wonder why,” Jaron countered.
“She injured people, and damaged property—certainly threatened Valmaron—but no one actually died from your conflict, so a pardon wouldn’t be unimaginable,” Valara spoke with a slow cadence. “She could believe it.”
“And if she asks for some sort of tangible assurance, what then?” Jaron exchanged stern glares with Valara and Chloe. “She’s already been betrayed by Troy.”
“Then you’ll do whatever it takes,” his queen responded. “Isn’t that what you decided last night?”
Jaron took a deep breath, uncrossed his arms and put them on his knees with an affirmative nod. “Whatever it takes.”
Valara smiled faintly at him, and then rose to his feet. His conscience was bothering him, but he couldn’t argue with what needed to be done. Part of him was beginning to think his principles were luxuries he could no longer afford, not if he wanted to protect his family. Not if he was to bring Tristan’s people to heel. If his Valmari wives were saying this, what would the triplets think? Jaron decided to find out.
“I love you,” Jaron picked up Valara hand and kissed it, then did the same to Chloe’s. “Tell me when Devari wakes, it should be soon.”
Jaron took his leave and waited until he was out of sight before switching his Royal Recall Entangle Bangle with the one for Ava. With a single thought he vanished from the royal residence and appeared right in the Brood Bed & Breakfast, where Ava moved about in a stock room looking over shelves for something. He’d appeared right behind her, and she was glorious: black and red bustier gown. He decided to surprise her: a hard smack right on the arse.
“Ooh!” she startled and fell back into him.
Jaron caught her with a laugh, which elicited a giggle from her as well. He held onto her hips and gave her a kiss on the neck as she reached up and held the side of his head to herself.
“There she is,” he spoke in a smooth, low tone.
“I knew you were there, but I thought you’d be in the residence waiting for Devari?” Ava voiced.
“I’m making plans before she wakes,” Jaron glanced up at the shelf full of towels she’d just been reaching for. “Am I interrupting something?”
Ava spun around and leaned right into him, putting her arms up and around his neck to give him a kiss. “Time with you is never an interruption, it’s everything else that interrupts. Besides—we’ve had an uptick in guests now that those beset by the recent destruction are being given a discount to stay here.”
“How charitable,” Jaron smirked from one side of his mouth.
“Hardly,” Ava began kissing his neck. “I’m just taking advantage of an opportunity.”
Jaron ran his fingers through her hair while returning his own set of nibbling smooches to her own neck, giving her a few before stopping to look her in the eye. “That’s actually what I’ve come to talk to you about. I have a dilemma that requires a more…amoral approach.”
“Oh?” Ava’s eyebrows went up curiously. “Well in that case, let’s get out of here. I’m getting stuffy.”
Ava took his hand and led him out of the stockroom to a sitting area in a large hallway, tucked off in the corner where a wedge shaped table jutted out of the wall. They sat there with Ava crossing her legs toward him, showing off her rather brand new brown leather boots.
“What do you need?” Ava said with a bit of a mischievous expression.
“I need Imogen’s help to get the Bella out of Devari. We destroy the Bane, then her Soul Scroll will be Sealed. I intend to execute her the moment it’s done,” Jaron revealed.
“That makes sense. Though why not use the boy—Tristan?” Ava inquired.
“I want to unleash him on Troy’s Bastion and get the Grace, only I can’t find it. Whatever Scripts he’s using are confounding the Slicer. I’ve put the Soul Codex to purpose, but without knowing exactly what it is, I’m led the long way around.”
“Maybe not that long,” Ava licked her lips. “Bigsby had made some progress on that puzzle, and it seems to be some sort of key. Although it would go much faster if we had Devari’s help.”
“There’s another part to this,” Jaron spoke. “Troy wants Elevon, the place Tristan comes from. Morgan has Tristan under control, but Elevon wants the Firmament, which has too much crystal to let them have it. The only choice I have, is to control all of it.”
“My husband…Jaron Spellcraft…first you save the world, and now you’ll take it all over?” Ava looked impressed, almost excited. “You’ll get no argument from me. It’s about time you embraced everything you could do.”
“There’s more. Revaris has decided he wants his reconciliation more than revenge. Once I slay his mother, I will make an enemy of him and everyone he leads. I can conquer them too but…I’d rather not drive another wedge between Devari and I.”
“Then don’t slay Imogen, control her instead. You can use her as a vassal against Elevon,” Ava suggested.
“Even if I could, how else am I to destroy the Bane?”
“Do we even know the Bane is the problem?” asked Ava. “Erase the Script dooming Devari; we can find a way to preserve that cave-girl the same way Tristan’s people preserved him. It will save Devari, and give you time. Be selfish.”
Jaron paused, considering what Ava was saying and finding no fault with any of it. His mind traced the logic through to its conclusion, and then he made his choice.
“Imogen—the Matriarch…how would I control her? I was going to—as a ruse—offer her everything Troy promised her: more power and territory,” Jaron waited for a pair of patrons to walk by them in the hallway. “—but we have nothing binding us, nothing to establish trust.”
“You’d be surprised how much you can trust an enemy when you need each other,” Ava replied and reached over to intertwine her fingers with Jaron’s. “Be vicious, reliable, and unyielding. Then she’ll have no choice but to obey you faithfully.”
“You and your sisters have met the woman. What do you make of her?” he asked.
“That woman’s heart is an endless pit. She’ll never be full no matter how much you pour into it,” Ava touched a finger to her chin and looked up thoughtfully. “She’s not entirely cold though—quite the opposite actually. I think she suffers from a ‘nymphonia’ complex.”
“Nymphonia?” Jaron furrowed his brow. “What’s that?”
“It’s a word we had in the Ziggurat. Nymphonic women have an insatiable lust, but she wasn’t doing it with anybody in her caves for some reason. I’m certain her frustration helps make her so powerful with the Bane.”
“Then I might be able to use that against her,” Jaron pulled Ava’s hand to his lips, and gave it a grateful kiss while staring her in the eye. “I’ve made my decision: Imogen Kane will be mine to control.”




Chapter 59 - Jaron

Jaron walked into the infirmary where Imogen was being held, more as an impromptu prison than for actual healing at this point. It was the only place with the Scripted security to prevent her being found, and this time the Sentinels on guard were in the room.
“Leave us,” Jaron ordered with determination.
The Sentinels nodded and did so silently, with Imogen sitting on the bed with a stack of books next to her, wrapped in her bedsheet.
“Back so soon?” she spoke with a mildly amused simper.
“How do you know how to read?” Jaron looked at the tomes.
“I don’t,” Imogen admitted. “I asked for something to occupy my boredom, and that’s what they brought me. And what brings you here?”
“I’ve come to make you a better offer,” Jaron snarled.
“Does it involve sparing my life?” Imogen narrowed her eyes. “We both know what you’ll do once your precious Princess is free of the Bella.”
Jaron crossed his arms. “If you knew, why did you agree?”
“Because I planned on exchanging Devari’s life in exchange for mine, or just have you killed,” Imogen replied plainly.
“You’d fail,” Jaron said grimly.
“Maybe against you, but your Princess? Tsk tsk tsk, she might not survive the ordeal,” Imogen admitted. “But if you’re here with a better offer, we might avoid that altogether.”
Jaron silently cursed the path he had to take, but he reminded himself that it was necessary. “I will spare your life, and allow you to keep the Bella. I will restore your connection to crystals—but you, and your people, will answer to me.”
Imogen shook her head. “So we’re back to threats. I go back to the way things were, but now I have to answer to you? You’ll have to do better than that.”
“The Specters are gone, and the Rumblers are renovating those ruins as we speak. You can move to the surface, and live in the sun again,” Jaron countered.
“Hmm,” Imogen stood up from the bed, keeping the bedsheet wrapped around her. “My power only reaches where crystals are. I’d be stuck in the same place, with more exposure to my enemies. That’s not good enough.”
Jaron restrained a frustrated groan. “Then what do you want?”
Imogen pushed the books off the side table, knocking them all to the floor before turning toward Jaron. “I like the taste of your kingdom’s food, the smell of the air, and the color of the trees. I don’t want to go back to what I had, I want what you have. But you’re not willing to give that to me, are you?”
Jaron hoped it wouldn’t come to this, but here they were. “Then this is my final offer: Troy will die, and I will take Elevon in his stead. That is where you will make your home, and you will be given crystal to preserve your power.”
Imogen’s face instantly relaxed into a look of actual interest—she took a step closer to him. “And I assume…you want me to help you conquer it?”
Jaron nodded. Imogen narrowed her eyes as the corners of her lips formed the slightest of smirks, tilting her head while she looked him up and down.
“That is what Troy promised me…only he wanted me to share power with him.”
“We will not share power. You will have dominion over your own people, but you will fight for me. You will have crystal, but I will not teach you how to write Soul Script. And if you try to betray me—”
“I won’t,” Imogen held up a hand, and then took another step closer. “But I have to ask: what would stop you from betraying me once you have the whole world? Am I supposed to believe your word? Troy gave me his word. He gave me a ring—though we never mated—then stabbed me in the side when I gave him what he wanted. What makes your word any better?”
“I have nothing stronger to convince you,” Jaron crossed his arms.
Imogen stepped closer, bringing herself just two steps away. “You do have something: your eyes, and your body.”
“Explain.”
“You’re not like me. I can lie without feeling anything, but you’re an honest man. Your eyes don’t lie, and neither does your body,” Imogen dropped her bedsheet covering, standing naked before him. “I’m submitting to you, and only you, but you have to prove that you won’t abandon or betray me. You have to be vulnerable, and let me see you. I want to—need to mate. That’s the deal.”
Jaron looked her up and down, and then met her gaze with a glare. Another, more basic part of him fought for control: the part that wanted to win. This was conquest. She was a predator, but she was agreeing to be his prey. “This won’t change anything.”
“Yes it will,” she countered. “If you won’t give me your body, you won’t give me a kingdom either.”
Best to get this over with, whatever it took. Whatever it took. Imogen reached out to take Jaron’s hand, which he pulled away at first, but allowed her to take hold of it and lead him to the edge of the bed. She sat down in front of him, and then slid his trousers down with her gray eyes looking up at him. His body certainly wanted this—he was ready—but his mind was at odds with a deeper part of him. The moment she said she submitted to him, he felt like he was winning a deadly game, one with everything at stake, and it was intoxicating.
Once she’d slid his pants all the way down— his shirt and boots stayed on—Imogen laid back properly on the bed, pulling Jaron with her and putting his hand on her breast. Begrudgingly, he put his tip against her pleasant wetness, bracing for sensation.
“And when you come, don’t spray me like I’m some rag hag,” Imogen demanded, but in a softer tone.
“Ask me nicely. Where do you want it then?”
Imogen’s eyes narrowed and her mouth curled into a smile.
“Inside me, where I can feel it. Please?” she voiced airily.
Jaron didn’t answer. Now incited beyond all temptation, he entered her. Damn, she actually felt good—better than he hoped. He didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of any pleasured sounds, but his breathing gave him away. Imogen smiled when he started pumping her, never once taking her eyes off his. They stared each other down, as though a single blink would result in death.
Now it wasn’t about hate, but about dominance. They were enemies. She only existed to obey him, and he did this to cement the fact that her life, her body was now subject to him. It was completely entrancing, and incredibly satisfying. His pace picked up alongside his pressure. For Imogen’s part, she got wetter as he had his way with her. The longer he was in her, the better it was.
His ego was no longer involved; this was sex. Imogen started moaning properly, but Jaron only allowed himself an occasional grunt. He decided to put her submission to the test, and show her who was in control. Roughly handling her breasts was met with moans. Damn it, she wasn’t supposed to like that, he wanted to hurt her. So Jaron grabbed her face, his fingers digging into her cheeks. Instead of showing pain, she started sucking on his thumb. This too, only pleased her.
Imogen kept eye contact, even as she whimpered and moaned. Jaron grabbed her hair, clutching her scalp to assert himself. When she responded positively once more, he let go of her head and straightened up to grab her legs instead. He lifted her entire lower body up by the thighs, watching himself plunge into her spread while her breasts bounced toward her head. Imogen touched herself furiously, mouth agape and clearly pleased.
“That’s it,” she hissed. “Right—there!”
Imogen clutched the bed with both hands and screamed as she came. As if her tightening weren’t enough, the imagery was starting to get to him. A plateau of overpowering pleasure began ebbing from the base of his loins, resonating like a tuning fork. His hardness grew to the point of pain, going full depth on every following thrust—it was about to happen.
“You’re close…” she moaned. “Do it.”
“Don’t speak,” Jaron rasped.
“Please? Cum for me. Cum in my pussy.”
Her begging set him off. Jaron broke his vow of silence and started cumming inside her. A lot. It was like his orgasm chose to be this strong out of spite, forcing him to groan long and loudly. The devilish grin she formed with her tongue sticking out of her mouth was like some sort of wanton fiend. He almost couldn’t stay inside her from how raw it felt, but wanted the satisfaction of finishing in a woman he despised—to see his seed inside his enemy.
Imogen finally closed her eyes when he pushed in to the base to enjoy the remainder of his climax. With one hand still holding her up, he grabbed her breast with the other and squeezed it for his own sake. His higher mind finally returned, bringing a question with it. Did he really have to like it that much?
Another voice in his mind answered: yes. Because it felt good to be the king. He decided not to pull out yet, to wait it out until he decided he was done with her. Imogen lifted her arms and reached out for him, so he set her down and laid on top of her like she wanted, withdrawing just enough to drive his seed back into her in order to make a point. She responded by using her inner muscles to squeeze his failing firmness, like she was massaging it.
“Want me to stop?” Imogen smirked at him.
“No. Keep doing that,” Jaron ordered, drunk on the power she’d given him over her.
She obeyed, pleasuring him in silence while he gave little strokes to enjoy his afterglow. He was being selfish, just like Ava suggested. Imogen’s hips started pivoting, like she was trying to milk him despite his near-flaccidness. The heat of the moment, along with Imogen’s constant clenching brought an unexpected gift: an oozing orgasm inside Imogen. He didn’t even bother to hold back moaning as he came again. Imogen stuck her tongue out once more, using her squeezes to keep him inside until he was completely spent and too sensitive to move.
“Feel that?” Imogen whispered. “You just promised me the world. This is how we talk, this is how I want you to control me.”
“We are not equals,” Jaron spoke without thinking.
“We are not equals,” Imogen repeated with a nod.
“I own you now,” he claimed with a rumbling growl.
Imogen smiled with menace. “Yes you do…and you’re going to take good care of me…King Jaron.”




Chapter 60 - Jaron

Jaron walked hurriedly down the corridor on his way to Devari’s room, feeling a certain sense of satisfied resolve that everything was about to fall into place. Imogen had sworn fealty to him, giving him the pawn he needed. As negotiations went, it could have been far worse. Now he simply needed to remove Devari’s Script, keeping a hand on the Slicer as he turned to the door and stepped inside—Devari was awake.
She was there in her nightie, sitting up on the bed going through her book of Scripts. And she wasn’t alone. Revaris and Hazard were both present. Hazard was asleep at the foot of the bed, like she was Devari’s cat. Revaris was on the floor, sitting crossed-legged with his back to the bed like some sort of guard dog, with Excelsior in his lap.
“Devari—” Jaron halted just inside the door, relieved and nervous at the same time as she looked up and smiled at him. “You’re awake.”
“I am,” she spoke, her tone a bit deeper than he was used to hearing from her. “Hello Jaron, did you miss me?”
She sounded almost the same, but there was something off about her. Her entire demeanor seemed pleasant enough but there was an understated danger to it—like she could snap at any second if she wanted. Even her eyes were a bit manic, like she didn’t want to blink or squint even slightly. Jaron immediately attuned to the Slicer, slipping into state as he took a cautious step forward.
“How are you feeling?” Jaron questioned.
“Hmm,” Devari looked over to the back of Revaris’s head, and then reached forward to pet Hazard’s hair. “Did you know that Hazel and Revaris are my best friends? They said it’s because I’ve been so good to them. They’re going to protect me, and do anything I say.”
Hazard was still fast asleep, and Revaris stared directly ahead.
“Devari, what have you done to them?” Jaron closed the door behind him.
“She didn’t do anything,” Revaris grumbled. “All she did was help so we could be happy. Devari is special, she’s good, and Hazel loves her. I love her.”
“Aww,” Devari reached over roughly mussed his hair with a pleased expression. “He’s so cute. Jaron isn’t he cute? I asked them to have sex with each other and they did, right in front of me! Can you believe that? Don’t worry, I only watched. It reminded me of when we had sex. That was so good.”
“Can we talk? Privately?” Jaron looked cautiously at Revaris and then to Hazard, who was now waking up.
Devari tapped her finger to her lips and looked up pensively. “Alright. Revy, Hazel? Can you excuse us?”
Hazard scowled at Jaron, and then looked at Devari with almost pleading eyes. “Are you sure? I don’t wanna leave you.”
“I said excuse us,” Devari demanded sternly as her eyes flashed with fury.
Revaris licked his teeth and reluctantly stood up while Hazard made a bit of a sad face as she got out of the bed to stand next to him. The pair of them watched Jaron with their heads on swivel until they left the room and closed the door. Devari then smiled sweetly and hopped out of bed to come give Jaron a hug.
He embraced her fully, feeling relief and dread in equal parts. Now he needed Imogen, to get this thing out of Devari.
“I asked the guards not to tell anyone else I was awake,” Devari looked up at him. “I wanted to surprise you.”
“Everyone’s been worried, you went days without food or water. They had to use special tubes,” Jaron pointed out.
“A little longer won’t hurt them,” Devari smiled as she skipped away from him, walking to the bed to grab the book. She tore a page out of it. “Here you are.”
Jaron looked skeptically at it and stepped forth to take it from her. “What is this?”
“For Bigsby—to fix the mistakes he’s been making,” Devari looked off to the side with a haughty eye roll. “I saw his notes. That Script I’ve been trying to solve? I had another look and realized Morgan was right: the runes don’t add up because they can’t! It’s just a message. It basically means: ‘as Shodus wills it’, which isn’t very helpful at all! How am I supposed to solve an unsolvable Script? Quartz is so silly sometimes…”
“As Shodus wills it…” Jaron spoke under his breath, realizing that the message was intended not for Bigby, but for him.
Quartz had given Devari a message, before it was actually needed. A sudden onset of faith bolstered his spirit, giving him confidence that all would be well and that Shodus was working behind the scenes on all their behalves. He felt almost silly for doubting now, as if there should even be any after the victory they enjoyed over Vaelonn. Bolstered and emboldened, Jaron put his hands on Devari’s shoulders.
“We’re going to fix your Script Devari, and Hazel will get to live. I promise. I’ve been to the Firmament, and I found the source of the Specters,” he revealed.
Devari’s eyebrow flinched, and then she held up her afflicted arm. “I’m still Annihilating.”
“Not for long,” Jaron assured. “There’s another way to help Hazel. I’ll use the Banisher, and she can go to sleep until we get the Grace to wake her up.”
Devari swatted his arms off her shoulders and stepped away.
“I can’t let you do that. I promised them, and I have to keep it. I’m a good girl,” she uttered.
“For Revaris?” Jaron glared.
“Revaris is just a distraction, he never touched me.”
“So then this is about Hazel,” Jaron stated.
Devari scoffed and went over to the dresser where a simple purple and black floral dress waited for her. She pulled her nightie off right in front of him and started changing. Jaron looked off to the side, when she suddenly turned around to face him naked. She grinned.
“It’s nothing you haven’t seen before,” Devari giggled before slipping into her dress. “And I found another way that doesn’t involve trusting any source of Grace.”
“You know what Grace is?” Jaron breathed.
“I know of it, but it’s random. If I could write a Script to get it, I would have by now,” Devari folded her arms.
Jaron stepped closer to her, noticing that she recoiled slightly. “That’s what I’m telling you Devari: we have a way to make it now. We just need to remove the Bella first.”
Devari looked hopeful for a brief moment, but then she frowned. “Why do you want the Bella? It’s mine.”
“It isn’t you Devari,” Jaron replied.
“It is me. It helps me. Everything used to hurt, and this makes it so that it doesn’t. No, I don’t want to give the Bella back,” Devari refused.
“You don’t want to give up the Bella, and you don’t want me to heal you. What is your plan then?” Jaron was growing agitated at the influence within Devari, and he was beginning to think he would have to do it by force.
“The way to fix me, is us,” Devari changed from annoyed to happy immediately.
“What are you saying?” Jaron lowered his chin.
“The Soul Codex; anyone carrying it can’t Annihilate. If you got me pregnant—”
“You know it doesn’t work that way,” he interrupted. “Jay Jay is the last inheritor.”
Devari closed her eyes and shook her head. “Your other boys have it too, it’s just dormant. You can choose to awaken another…” —she took a step closer to him— “You can choose to give me a son, and my Soul Scroll would be in abeyance until our baby is born. More than enough time to mend me.”
Jaron froze. What she was asking—it couldn’t be that simple. It was never that simple. A smile formed on Devari’s face as she took his hands and put them on her waist.
“You see? We can still be together,” she implored.
“This all happened because we were together,” Jaron closed his eyes and clenched his teeth. “We can’t…not yet. Shodus commands it.”
Devari pushed away from him with anger and rejection spilling from her eyes. “Shodus is wrong. There’s a way we can both get what we want!”
“Shodus can’t be wrong. He said you’d be alright in the end, we just have to trust the divine Script.”
“So you won’t have sex with me…even if it means I get to live?” Devari looked betrayed.
“It might sentence you to death.”
“You’re not listening!” a storm of the Bane suddenly appeared around Devari.
The scepter by the bed was glowing a dark light—blackened like a solar eclipse.
“None of you get it! You’re all so stupid!” she raged on as tears fell from her furious face. “Why does Shodus hate me? What did I do wrong? I did what everyone told me to do! I tried to be a good girl and what did it get me? Pain!”
The Bane lashed out around the room, dissolving furniture and pieces of the wall like it were nothing. Jaron instinctively drew the Slicer as a tendril of purple shot out at him, blocking it with the flat of the crystal blade.
“Stop it Devari! Let me help you!” Jaron waved the Slicer and dispelled the next tendril that came for him.
The Bane abruptly ceased, with Devari’s face going from fury to pure grief. The pain in her eyes was so sharp it split Jaron’s heart in two.
“Goodbye Jaron…I love you…so much…”
She looked at the window, and then the entire wall around it exploded outward as the onyx element of the Bane smashed into it. With her brooch firmly set in her hair, Devari grabbed her scepter, her book, and then vanished out into the cool air. Revaris and Hazard barged into the room immediately following the event, looking livid.
“Where’d she go? What did you say to her?” Hazard howled.
Revaris grabbed her hand. “Let’s go.”
They shifted right past Jaron, who didn’t try to stop them. His arm shook as his mind replayed the sadness on Devari’s face. She was too far gone, and there was no choice anymore: he had to save her by force. With three taps on his Royal Recall Entangle Bangle, Sephaeus appeared in the room with two Sentinels beside him only seconds later. The towering man scanned the room in about two seconds, and then looked sternly at Jaron.
“Devari ran,” Jaron replied. “Lock the city down.”




Chapter 61 - Jaron

“We were caught off guard,” Trixia reported from her seat outside the now-destroyed portal room of the academy, holding a wet rag to her bloodied forehead. “She was too powerful.”
“She’s gone back to the ruins, with those people,” said Zoe as he moved from another injured Caster, to Trixia.
Zoe went to work healing as Trixia winced from an obvious headache. Esmerelda stood facing the rubble made in the destruction, with Chloe at her side holding her hand.
“I’ll get her back,” Jaron declared. “Even if I have to force her.”
“You’ll need help,” Chloe blurted. “We’re going with you.”
“No you’re not,” Jaron contradicted. “If she’s using Scripts on top of her Casting to fight, then I’m the only one who can resist her.”
“I was always afraid of this,” Esmerelda spoke softly. “—of what she could do if she really wanted.”
“Jaron, she has the scepter and Excelsior,” Chloe breathed.
“I know. But I need you two here, defending our family if Troy decides to emerge. Devari is too dangerous for anyone else to face, but I won’t be going alone,” Jaron took a breath. “Imogen Kane and Ketra are coming with me.”
“Imogen?” Esmerelda spun around with a firm frown. “Why her?”
“Because my powers have been restored,” Imogen answered from beyond the doorway as she came into the room wearing a full cave-resistant bodysuit with protective black plates covering her major organs, escorted by two Sentinels. “And I’m the best one to bring as the Matriarch…and maybe his concubine when this is over.”
“Concubine?” Esmerelda snarled. “Jaron you can’t be serious.”
Ketra came into the room next wearing a similar outfit, her eyes locked onto Imogen’s smug expression. Chloe looked disgusted, but resigned. It was she after all who suggested that Jaron make use of her in the first place.
“It’s only natural. Jaron needs a woman who can do the things he can’t, or won’t,” Imogen stretched out her arms. “Don’t worry, you won’t be seeing much of me.”
“No one will,” Ketra said darkly. “If you defy him even once.”
Imogen turned around and looked up at Ketra with something of an impressed expression. “You again? Jaron has a taste for the strongest wives he can find, hasn’t he?”
“I’m not his wife,” Ketra crossed her arms. “But I am someone you should fear.”
“Stop fighting,” Chloe said with a clenched jaw and a slight aura of red. “I want. My sister. Back.”
Esmerelda moved quickly to Jaron, glaring at Imogen before looking into his eyes with an imploring face. “Are you really going to trust her?”
“I don’t have to trust her,” Jaron replied with a curt look at his new concubine. “She belongs to me now. Isn’t that right?”
Imogen nodded her head slowly.
“Say it,” Jaron commanded.
She didn’t hesitate to obey. “Yes my king. I belong to you.”
“Good girl,” Jaron growled before looking back at the Two Terrors.
His wives raised their eyebrows, looking quite surprised. Ketra smirked a bit, and her cheeks became a tinge of pink. With a bit of an approving nod, Esmerelda kissed Jaron like she was staking her claim to all present.
“She might be a bitch, but at least she’s a trainable one,” Esmerelda conceded.
Imogen smirked and ran her hands down between her legs with a lecherous look at Jaron.
“A bitch in heat apparently,” Chloe added.
“How are we getting back to those ruins?” Ketra changed the subject.
“She didn’t just destroy portals,” Trixia rejoined the conversation, having been healed and back on her feet. “She’s blocking them with some sort of Script, we haven’t found where it is yet. The bangles in this room aren’t working either.”
“She’s trying to stop us from following her,” Chloe said sullenly.
“Then she probably discarded her Royal Recall,” Jaron spat. “But there are others: the Rumblers.”
“You think she’ll attack them?” asked Ketra.
“I don’t know what her plan is,” Jaron admitted. “She’s…erratic. Unpredictable. And she’s still Annihilating.”
“The Bella does what it can to defend itself,” Imogen spoke.  “Whatever she’s up to, it’ll be destructive.”
“Then I’m done waiting,” Jaron drew the Slicer, causing everyone to move away from him. “She might be able to block your portals, but she won’t block mine.”
Jaron stepped past the Two Terrors and moved to the middle of the rubble, bringing his attention to the tree Sephaeus Scripted on the Firmament. Holding the Slicer in a stance in front of him, he shut his eyes and invoked everything he was feeling.
Feeling the air around him stir and swirl around him, orange, blue, and gold shined behind his closed eyelids. He needed all the aether he could get, channeling the full measure of what he could manifest quickly before opening his eyes. The room had since been cast in the light he was making, so bright he would have shielded his eyes were his hands not needed on the hilt. The room itself began shaking, with the floor rumbling enough to begin bouncing the debris off the floor. He kept going.
A sudden pressure expanded from the surface of his skin. He turned to look and every other person there was being pushed back. The Two Terrors had to take to the air just to hold themselves in one place. The Dirty Dozen, Zoe included, all watched with astonishment as the air continued to thicken with aether.
Little bolts of lightning crackled about, sparking on the floors and ceiling, with Jaron returning his full concentration to the Firmament.
“Now,” Jaron spoke, slashing down mightily to split the air open in front of him.
The air burst open with a massive portal large enough to completely partition that entire part of the room, with air rushing into it from the image of the Firmament surface on the other side. The golden tree still stood—Devari hadn’t destroyed it. He’d been successful, and now all that was left was to step beyond. Looking over his shoulder, he called out to Ketra, ignoring Imogen.
“Come with me,” he said in a blaring tone of voice.
Ketra glanced sideways at Imogen, and then stepped forth with the Matriarch not being one to fall behind. Ketra came to his right, Imogen to his left, and after one look of longing back at his wives Jaron stepped through.




Chapter 62 - Jaron

“A view from the top of the world,” Imogen spoke as her black hair flew in front of her eyes, looking over the Firmament’s edge before turning around to gaze narrowly at Jaron. “If this is the first of many gifts, I look forward to the next one.”
Ketra juggled an orb of light between her fingers, playing with it like it was a marble. Jaron for his part, looked beyond the ruins to the caravan outside of them, finding no indication of battle or untoward destruction. As for the ruins themselves however, quite a few structures had been knocked over, their heights leaning onto adjacent towers.
“Jaron,” Ketra spoke as she took a leery look at Imogen. “I felt her instinct when I used her body. She will devour you, if you aren’t strong.”
Imogen covered her mouth with straightened fingers, indulging the slightest of giggles.
“Hold on—” Jaron reached instinctively and took Ketra’s hand before she wandered anywhere. “Mimics can feel a body’s memories?”
There was a peculiar hesitation on Ketra’s part, while Imogen walked closer with an analytical look of vested interest.
“Yes. My mind was mine, but the body holds wisdom,” Ketra dismissed her light orb. “All Mimics feel this.”
“Then you’re even more important than you think,” Jaron grinned and let go of her. “Can you become Devari?”
Ketra seemed to exhale in something resembling relief, and then her eyes became intrigued. “I can. Why?”
“It may be useful later, especially if the Bella comes with it,” Jaron replied.
The realization visibly dawned on Ketra as an extended stare into his eyes, followed by a nod.
“You turned into me?” Imogen tucked her hands behind her back and stepped closer to peer up at Ketra. “What else did you find out?”
Ketra matched Imogen’s cold stare with one of pure apathy. “Tell him yourself.”
“Tell me what?” Jaron questioned with suspicion.
Imogen had a straight-faced stare at Ketra, tilting her held her head high with a haughty sort of posture.
Jaron attuned to the Slicer and bid it to tell him which way Devari was. It floated as soon as he released it, angling its tip around to point back at him—toward the Firmament forest. “She’s up here.”
“I want the Bella first,” Imogen spoke as she pointed toward the ruins. “That’s down there.”
With a bit of a grimace and ire to go along with it, Jaron looked at Imogen like she was an insistent brat. Ketra wasn’t any more amused, staring deadpan with the mildest of pursed lips. Jaron thought about how to get down, and then recalled that he’d ordered construction in the caves.
“There should be a Reticle down there. I’ll make a portal. Stand back, both of you,” Jaron grabbed the Slicer out of the air and swung it sideways.
Just as hoped, an entrance had been opened, but not to Imogen’s cave, but to the Raven Haven. The other must have been destroyed. There people in the haven all noticed the portal the moment it appeared. Jaron saw a face he recognized: Rory. He was the big friend of Revaris. Then there was another: Ronan. They, along with many other of the cavers began to manifest the Bane—about to attack them through the portal.
A stream of black and purple came bursting through, forcing Jaron to deflect it with a wave of the Slicer. Ketra summoned Arcus, and hurled a flattened lance of light straight through it. Jaron saw it collide with one of them and knock them back. Another wave came through, but this time it attacked the edges of the portal itself. They were trying to close it.
“I don’t have time for this,” Jaron rasped as gold aether flashed around his crystal blade.
“Wait,” Ketra clutched Jaron’s wrist and pulled him out of the way of the portal. “Killing could them could kill Devari faster.”
Jaron glanced at his portal and saw it faltering, they had to move quickly. Damn it. So much for a quick invasion.
“I’ll handle it,” Imogen said as she stepped in front of Jaron and moved casually into the portal.
“She’s here!” Rory’s voice shouted from within the portal.
Jaron and Ketra were right behind her, watching as all the Ravens panicked and started running away from Imogen as she stalked slowly forward. The only ones brave enough to stand and fight were Rory and Ronan. They did what they could, and smacked their fists together to bring walls of the Bane crashing down at her sides. All she did was raise one hand, and the Bane stopped instantly. She wiggled her finger, and it swirled in the direction of her gesture before she pointed forward and returned it to them. Rory and Ronan screamed as they were overtook, in clear agony as they were both sent to the ground completely burned. Alive, but unrecognizable.
“Damn it Imogen,” Jaron saw the other Ravens fleeing deeper into the caves, who clearly wanted nothing to do with this fight.
“Careless,” Ketra spoke bitterly as she went to Ronan first and knelt down, touching his exposed flesh in a clear effort to heal.
“You said not to kill them, so I didn’t,” Imogen countered.
Rory was coughing and gagging, in seemingly critical condition as he balled his fists. Jaron came down to Rory’s side, breathing a regretful breath as he watched the man suffer. The Slicer warned Jaron of danger, and then the man suddenly grabbed his throat. Jaron immediately flushed out an aura of golden aether around his body, which saved him from the immediate emergence of the Bane from Rory’s hand, which now had new skin growing on it. In fact, new skin was growing over his entire body—he was healing! The golden Script he saw appear on a fresh patch gave it away: Devari bestowed regeneration upon him.
Jaron grabbed Rory’s wrist and grit his teeth, pulling the Slicer back preparing to cut his arm off. A new choking sound came from Rory when he was suddenly released Jaron and was lifted up. A quick jump back—Jaron wouldn’t let that happen again—and he brought the Slicer to bear when he saw that Ketra had grabbed him from the back of his throat like an unruly dog, with one arm. The woman’s strength was on par with that of the triplets, a welcome sight.
“Down,” Ketra spoke, lowering Rory and squeezing so that he cried out and kneeled.
“Ketra let him go,” Jaron ordered.
Rory was released, but Ketra did not relent from stepping on his back and keeping him from standing again. Jaron knelt down and glanced at Ronan’s unconscious but recovered body on the ground, and then looked at the bulky man.
“We’re not here to fight you,” Jaron spoke.
“You brought her!” Rory pointed at Imogen.
“And she is mine, as are you. Stand him up,” Jaron got to his feet.
Ketra complied and lifted the man by his armpits, which he quickly shoved her off with a loathsome look.
“What is this?” Rory glared at all of them, with a particular hate toward the Matriarch.
“You’ve all been squabbling amongst each other and hiding from the Baneful. As of today, that luxury no longer exists. I have killed your monster, and am granting this domain to Imogen as her fief,” Jaron explained. “You’re coming out of these caves, and being given better lives.”
Rory touched his throat and shot a rueful glance at Ketra, apparently not knowing she was a woman until that very second when his eyes widened at her superior height. He looked down to Ronan next, then started looking around the cave, like he was searching for something.
“Don’t bother,” Imogen warned. “Nothing you try will make it past your fingers.”
“You’ve screwed us all,” Rory spat.
“I’ve sentenced you to more than any of you would ever get yourselves, fighting over squalor. Now, where is Revaris?” Jaron questioned.
“I thought he was with you,” Rory groused.
“He’s lying,” Imogen chirped. “My son has been here, hasn’t he?”
Rory refused to look at Imogen, or answer. Ketra summoned Arcus, a sharp one, and held it under Rory’s chin.
“We’d rather not kill, but one death wouldn’t hurt, would it?” Ketra smirked at Jaron.
“If you’re going to kill me, get it over with,” Rory closed his eyes.
Ketra lowered her blade of light. “Oh, I wasn’t going to kill you. You see boy—” Ketra kicked behind Rory’s knee and forced him to bow— “You can heal, that means I can hurt you. Again. And again. I wonder how many arms you can regrow before you snuff your own life out? Perhaps I’ll start with your little prick?”
Even Imogen reacted to that one, crossing her arms and watching with apparent approval. Jaron was impressed and a bit concerned simultaneously, as he’d never seen this side of Ketra. If anything, she had just as much experience with the darkness as Imogen did—being former Unscrupulous. Knowing that didn’t necessarily dismiss his reservations, but he remained steadfast.
Jaron exchanged a mutual look of knowing with Ketra, nodding to her as she pointed Arcus at his loins. A bead of sweat fell down Rory’s brow, and then he surrendered. One might say, he caved.
“Alright!” Rory pointed at Imogen. “They went to her cave.”
“Who is ‘they’?” Jaron probed.
“Revaris. And Hazard. They said there’s something down there they gotta get,” Rory confessed.
“Let’s go,” Jaron immediately went on the move, heading right for the exit.
Ketra and Imogen followed closely, but Rory roared after them before they left the haven.
“You!” Rory pointed an accusing finger at Ketra. “It’s not little, it’s big!”
Jaron snorted under his breath, Imogen had no reaction, and Ketra simply shrugged. Without keeping watch out for the Baneful, navigating the caves was far faster. Not fast enough however, for Imogen.
“I don’t like all this walking,” the Matriarch stopped just outside of the interconnecting bridges.
“Then crawl,” Ketra quipped.
“My covenant is right below us,” Imogen held out her hands as the Bane began creeping from the ground toward her hands. “We can take a shortcut.”
“No,” Jaron shook his head. “You might cave us in.”
“Someone already took a shortcut,” Imogen pointed to a large hole leading down a rock slide. “Avoiding your Sentinels no doubt.”
“Ketra,” Jaron turned to her. “Those Sentinels are trapped here without a working Reticle. Can you find them? They’re just through the tunnel ahead of us, beyond the water pipes.”
She looked where Jaron pointed, and then nodded her head. “I won’t know where to go after.”
“Pick the highest hive hole, and follow it to a water-filled chasm. Look for a stone block with a different color from the rest, and push it over,” Imogen explained exasperatedly.
“That’s it?” Jaron raised an eyebrow.
“That’s it,” Imogen replied.
“It’d better be. Here—” Jaron slipped off his Royal Recall. “They can use this to return to Valmaron, they’ll just need a little extra aether.”
Jaron placed it into Ketra’s palm, pushing her fingers shut around it with his other hand. Looking up into her eyes, he wanted to say something more to her, but didn’t know exactly what. She met his gaze for a moment, and then turned to leave with a flip of her blonde hair. Once the impressively built woman was out of sight, Imogen grabbed Jaron’s face to turn him toward her instead. She had a feral, ravenous sort of look about her, and kissed him where he stood. He let it happen for a second, and then grabbed the wrist she used to move his head, stepping back from her.
“What are you doing?” Jaron snarled.
“Enjoying our new arrangement,” Imogen said with a sharp stare. “I’m wet.”
“Imogen, focus,” Jaron uttered before going to look down at the recently opened hole into the covenant. “What would possess you to ask for sex here?”
“Your tall woman mentioned my body’s instinct, want to know what it is?”
He was disinterested, all he could think about was getting this done.
“How far down is that?” Jaron flicked a bit of yellow aether down for lighting, but it disappeared down the tunnel once it got too far.
“Not far,” Imogen replied before putting her hand on her waist. “Anyway, I find weak men repulsive, and they’re all weaker than me. Except you.”
“I’m flattered,” Jaron said sardonically.
“You should be,” Imogen simpered as she got closer to him. “Power is the only thing that moves me, that arouses me. And when I need it, I need it all the time.”
Ava was right. Jaron now understood what she meant by how to control her, and how to speak to her. The woman wasn’t acting needy, she was needy. Imogen was like some kind of addict, and he had become her newest drug. Ketra’s warning had been spot on as well. He decided he’d need to slip back into his less-than-cordial persona to get Imogen back on task. He grabbed her by the throat and pulled her face close to his. Her eyes went into some sort of trance as he did so, clearly enjoying it. Thankfully, he was already accustomed to dealing with brats—Esmerelda had shown him plenty of that.
“I said focus. We can have sex when this is over,” Jaron stated, hovering his lips just in front of hers to tease a kiss. “I might even want to lick you.”
That answer seemed to placate Imogen, but her sharp stare didn’t desist when he released her. She extended her hand to Jaron, and tilted her head toward the tunnel.
“My way, or yours?” she asked.
“Mine,” Jaron answered as he took her hand and surrounded them both with golden aether.
The Slicer went back in its scabbard and they both stepped off the ledge. The pair fell down but a foot before moving into a blitz straight down through the tunnel and following it down a bit of a ramping slide. It cracked in transit from the force of their swiftness, caving in like a mouth trying to close on them. They shot out at the bottom and landed in an incredible cavern, with a terrible sight of corpses strewn about.
“My Marauders…” Imogen spoke. “Revaris has been a naughty boy.”
It was a mess: missing limbs and random parts strewn about, mostly burned. These might have been inflicted by Sentinels when he gave the order to take control of the covenant. Apparently it wasn’t much of a fight; he didn’t see a single piece of Sentinel armor anywhere. Those were the lucky ones—they would have been destroyed rather quick. The unlucky ones seem to have fallen from stab wounds: Excelsior.
Hazard’s dagger likely played a part in it as well. There had to be at least two dozen men felled before Jaron arrived at a narrowed tunnel where Marauders were on the ground, moaning and wincing in pain. Apparently they stopped killing and started wounding, presumably for Devari’s sake. The sight of so many maimed men made Jaron sick to his stomach. He didn’t deal them any blows directly, but he was directly responsible.
Was he even allowed to feel sorry for them? To do what he planned there might be more of this, a lot more. Imogen moved to the front and led him through the tunnel, taking care not to step on any of them until a man called out.
“Mistress…” the voice said weakly.
It was an older, taller man with thin strands of gray hair, looking like the Crypt Keeper drawings he’d seen in the Creature Chronicles. He wasn’t one of them, he was just old. And ugly.
“Is that you Oswald? You survived,” Imogen spoke with antipathy. “Where are the others? Where’s my covenant?”
The man reached up, his hand bloody. “He came with a weapon—I couldn’t stop him. The rest hid…I was loyal, I protected it. Help me…”
“Yes Oswald, you were loyal…and absolutely pathetic,” Imogen scowled as she stepped right on his wound, prompting an agonized cry from the man.
“That’s enough,” Jaron pulled her off him. “If you won’t grant a swift death, then leave him.”
He deployed his satchel, and pulled out three vials of concentrated blueberry juice, from Hattie’s garden. He saved one for himself and knelt down to help Oswald to drink some. It was the closest they had to Abuse Juice; not instant but effective. Jaron put the other two vials into Oswald’s hand, who looked at him with pained confusion.
“Give these to the survivors and get out,” Jaron stood back up and returned his satchel into its buckle state.
They moved on, with Jaron feeling disgusted with what he just saw.
“Have I upset you?” Imogen asked in an almost hopeful tone. “Oswald will forgive me, he always does.”
“I don’t think highly enough of you to expect better behavior,” Jaron blurted.
As they moved further in, the feeling of outright melancholy and rage tainting the air began to build, so sharply it was almost thick enough to touch. The tunnel opened up into a large space, one where there was no light save for a bright purple haze emanating above and below the thing they came for. Jaron didn’t understand it, how it even got there, or what it even was.
“Imogen,” Jaron spoke. “What am I looking at?”
The Matriarch’s expression was an anachronism of emotions: cold eyes with a pleased smile. “This is the Bella.”




Chapter 63 - Jaron

Hovering in the middle of the massive cavern, suspended by nothing was the Bella before them. It was shaped like an open eye—an oval on its side. Covered in a skin of dark stone, its front was split open to reveal a deep blackness with purple tendrils swirling within it. The blackness wasn’t hollow, but had both material and form, like a liquid form of the Bane. The Aspect was large enough to fit several homes, with a deep vibration coming from it in waves as though it were breathing.
Jaron didn’t want to get any nearer to it, his entire body felt like it rejected the Bella’s very existence. Imogen on the other hand, marched forward and reached upward to it.
“My Bella…what have you been up to?” she voiced.
Jaron pursued her, coming up just behind her with his hand on the Slicer, prepared to draw. Imogen continued to reach up, but nothing resembling any sort of response came.
“Get out Jaron,” said Revaris, who stepped out from behind a rising spike of stone. Hazard was with him. “Mom, come here.”
“Don’t get in my way Revaris, I need this,” Imogen spat.
“We all need it,” Hazard replied.
Imogen lowered her hand and peered through the low light—she must have noticed it too. Jaron saw their eyes; they weren’t normal. Both Revaris and Hazard still had eyes, but they were of the same color and composition as the Bella itself. They were changed somehow, corrupted.
“What is this?” Imogen hissed.
“It’ll all make sense soon mom, just come here,” Revaris reached out to Imogen with one hand, and Excelsior in the other.
“I want to know now,” Imogen seethed.
Hazard pointed straight up at the Bella. “It’s them, everybody who died. They wanna come back. They’re gonna live with us. Everybody gets to live.”
The energy of this place began to overwhelm and provoke Jaron’s own sense of emotion, causing his spirit to react in a cacophony of chaos. He laughed straight up toward the cavern ceiling, his voice echoing across its walls.
“So that’s it then?” Jaron grinned at Revaris. “It’s been looking for the perfect person to bring its power through, and now it has her.”
“Devari,” Imogen spoke scornfully.
“She holds the most Bane,” Revaris replied. “Now the rest of it can come out. No more Specters, no more death. We get to live forever.”
Imogen took a step back, behind the safety of Jaron’s reach.
“It’s controlling them. She’s controlling them,” Imogen turned to look at Jaron with finality. “I don’t want the Bella anymore. You can destroy it.”
“With pleasure,” Jaron drew the Slicer.
“No!” Revaris swung Excelsior down, releasing a thin cascade of concentrated Bane right at him.
Imogen failed to control it, let alone stop it. In all of a split second, Jaron cut across the incoming attack. He felt it give, but the force behind it was enough to buckle his arms. It redirected to the cavern wall, blasting a chunk out of it as the whole thing began to quake and shake. Hazard pounced next, shifting upward and bringing her dagger down to send a spike of the Bane toward Jaron.  He sliced it away to dispel it, but Revaris was already charging in.
Imogen raged, and clawed her hands across to swipe Hazard out of the air. Revaris turned in alarm to look at Hazard, who managed to defend herself from Imogen’s assault, which gave Jaron a clear opening. He blitzed right up to Revaris and brought the Slicer down toward his head. Revaris blocked it by bringing the flat of Excelsior up, and being taller than Jaron he had more leverage. What was more: his strength was now ten times greater with the weapon Jaron had given him—he couldn’t even budge Revaris with brute strength alone. Golden aether formed up around Jaron, and then he kicked right into his opponent’s gut. Revaris flew away, landed on his back, and rolled into a recovery stance.
A crosscut of Excelsior was met with a mirrored movement from Jaron, sending their respective energies clashing between them. The resulting contact exploded the ground they stood on, causing it to crack and crumble. Hazard was putting her dagger to good use, slicing through Imogen’s waves of the Bane but being on the back foot. The girl was quick and agile, shifting around while Imogen more or less remained in one place. It was like trying to swat a fly—a psychotic, well armed fly.
Revaris seemed to be choosing between attacking Jaron, or stopping his mother from fighting his girlfriend. The Tolian in Jaron grew insulted, causing him to blitz around to take his back.
“I’m your opponent!” Jaron shouted as he slashed a wave of golden aether at point blank range.
He shouldn’t have done that—he forgot that Excelsior could absorb aether. The crimson gem in its hilt now brimmed with bright light, and Revaris was quick to send it back. Jaron thrust the tip of the Slicer forward, cutting through the counter-attack while Revaris shifted away to move just within measure on his right. Their blades collided so loudly that the sound caused dislodged stones from the ceiling to fall down around them, forcing them to part lest they be crushed.
Jaron’s hands hurt from the amount of vibration Excelsior sent through the Slicer when they crossed swords, he would need to finish this quickly. Revaris was wild brute force, trying to kill quickly while Jaron’s seasoned swordsmanship parried and deflected his attacks. His body knew what to do, and the Slicer guided him out of danger, but he wasn’t being given much of an opening to put Revaris down without killing him.
Imogen was starting to have trouble keeping up with Hazard’s speed, and in her frustration started screaming as tendrils of black shot in every direction. Jaron waved the Slicer to counter it with blue aether, scowling at her reckless behavior. Revaris absorbed the Bane in his vicinity, while Hazard was pierced in the leg. She went down with a yelp, dropping her dagger to the ground while Imogen quickly shifted right on top of her to snatch it up.
“Hazel!” Revaris called out, and then flew into a rage of his own.
He raised Excelsior above his head, summoning a funnel of the Bane around his body with the charged crystal serving as a beacon of red at its center. Jaron brought up his own golden energy, feeling the rush of battle filling his Tolian heart with enjoyment as he attuned fully to the Slicer. Revaris unleashed the full measure of his power as massive flames made from the Bane appeared in a circle around Jaron. Revaris stabbed downward, and a blade made of the Bane erupted from beneath Jaron’s feet, bashing right into his aura. Jaron was knocked right into the air, and then batted back down as Revaris followed up with a downward strike. His giant blade of the Bane did whatever he did, with a third attack knocking Jaron toward the wall.
He had the wind knocked out of him, saved only by the cushioning his golden aura provided. Revaris slashed downward—Jaron dodged. The entire wall segment of the cavern behind Jaron’s former position exploded, forcing him to move back out into the open. Revaris was more powerful than Jaron thought. If their powers continued to collide in this place, the whole thing was likely to come down. It was time to fight smarter, not harder.
“Imogen!” Jaron shouted.
The Matriarch, who was seconds away from executing Hazard using her own dagger, reached forth to take control of the Bane Revaris had summoned. If there was one thing she still had over him, it was command over that. She pulled it away from Revaris, exposing his body and leaving him with only the power he’d absorbed into Excelsior.
Jaron decided to use a trick he’d learned from Sephaeus, and aimed the Slicer right at Revaris with the flat facing up. He rotated his wrist, turning the blade like a key. Rings of golden aether appeared around Revaris and bound him in place, constricting his arms. The binds were sloppy—squeezing him tighter than Jaron intended, but Revaris dropped Excelsior and went down.
A quick blitz right up to him and Jaron finished the fight with a bubble of purple aether around his fist—which he knocked Revaris out with. He kicked Excelsior away and then pointed at Imogen, who still had the dagger.
“Don’t!” Jaron warned.
Imogen looked at the weapon, and then rolled her eyes with a shrug. She dropped the dagger to the ground and kicked it across to Jaron. The darkness of the cavern changed to one of light as an orb of bright yellow flew into the place like an aether flare. It was Ketra. A trail of light suddenly flew into the room along the floor, coming to manifest as Ketra herself between Jaron and Revaris.
“How long were you out there?” Jaron asked her.
“A while,” Ketra replied. “I thought it best not to interrupt a Tolian in the middle of a fight.”
“Smart girl,” Jaron mused.
Ketra looked up at the Bella with a distinct aversion. “So this is it?”
“It was,” Jaron spoke. “Abolish.”
Jaron unleashed the Banisher and sent a column of white straight up into the Bella, which released some sort of shrill scream as it became nothing. The white aether drilled straight through the cavern ceiling, boring a massive channel straight through all the way up to the surface, bringing new sunlight into the darkness.
“It’s just Devari now,” Jaron affirmed as he looked at Revaris and Hazard.
“No,” Devari’s voice echoed throughout the cavern, coming from Revaris and Hazard’s mouth.
Ketra’s eyes went wide—she went and grabbed Hazard’s sleeve and yanked it up. Nothing there. She went for the other side and found it on her left arm. There was a familiar looking Script there: the same one Ava shared with Abigail and Ana Lee. Devari had been watching the entire time through their eyes.
Jaron suddenly felt himself get pulled backward, and then the darkness of the cavern was gone. He now stood on the Firmament, in the fields before the crystal mountains where Devari stood, looking furious. Her eyes were the same dark black with purple swirls, and her entire body was covered in black cracks, some of which were emitting fiery light. With her Etcher in one hand, and the scepter in the other, she tapped them both together to create a high ringing noise. Both Excelsior and Hazard’s dagger appeared floating in the air at her sides, reminding him of Ash’s daggers. On top of all that, she was wearing the glasses.
“It’s not just me,” Devari dictated. “It’s just us now.”




Chapter 64 - Jaron

The sight of Devari in this state broke Jaron’s heart. He refused to wait a second longer to fix her. The moment he raised the Banisher, a Script appeared in the air before her, and it was suddenly snatched from his hand and into hers. That trick was far more annoying when directed at him. He reached forward to call it back, but she let go of the scepter—which remained floating—and another Script was triggered which caused her to snatch it back once more.
“I unlocked this, and I can lock it just as easily,” Devari stated.
“Devari, don’t!” Jaron shouted, and then recalled the Banisher with such force that she was pulled forward and fell on her face.
The Slicer returned to Jaron’s hand, and immediately put his intention toward the Soul Codex, petitioning for advantage and willing it to comply. Devari got back to her feet with pained breath.
“You’ll not do that again!” Jaron blared. “I’m here to save you Devari, not hurt you.”
“I don’t need your help!” Devari shrieked, causing the crystal mountains to faintly emit a dark purple as ominous clouds appeared in the sky over them.
A massive beam of red aether launched from her palm as she thrust it forward, heating the air and the leaving an inferno in its wake. Jaron’s body moved of its own accord, compelled by the Slicer to blitz aside. Devari suddenly vanished—her brooch no doubt—to move further away as Excelsior and Hazard’s dagger flew at him like Bane covered arrows.
Jaron blitzed forward and swung the Slicer up, deflecting them away before changing direction to move in a wide circle strafe. Something snared Jaron’s boot, and he was pulled out of his blitz and held in place. He looked down and saw a glowing Script in the grass, no doubt placed there before his arrival. Devari started Scripting rapidly in the air ahead of her, while Jaron willed himself to be immune of the snare’s effects. The one drawback of this, was that he had to be aware of a Script’s effect before he could counteract it, otherwise his overcoming it had to come about indirectly.
The temporary stoppage gave time for Devari to blast a beam of red aether, but this time it connected. Even with Jaron’s golden aether around himself, there was pain. There was damage. Some of his clothes burned away and he screamed, falling to his knees as smoke rose from him. Excelsior and the dagger came again, shooting little pellets of orange aether that swirled around him like a tornado before sticking to him like pollen.
He got back up and bellowed at Devari. “Don’t make me do this, stop!”
Her floating blades turned off sideways mere seconds before they could have stabbed him, circling him as they wove a web of green aether to layer on top of the orange aether attached to him. Jaron’s eyes widened when he realized she wasn’t trying to kill him, she was trying to subdue him. Whatever power she was putting to purpose against him, it was no more than what he could withstand. With the amount of Scripts she could have employed, all of them had been non-lethal up to this point. Devari was still in there somewhere, the Bella hadn’t taken over completely!
With a mighty roar, Jaron summoned more golden aether and let the Slicer free, letting it go after Excelsior to swat it down first, before going after the dagger to sever the tip of its blade clean off. Jaron fought against the aether on him, bursting out it and reclaiming the Slicer into his hand.
He cut downward, sending a yellow wave at Devari before blitzing toward her flank. Fissures split the ground up and the Bane tore up through it, forming walls like a maze that Jaron dodged and juked before black lightning struck from the skies. There was no dodging everything— his arm was struck by a black bolt, burning off his entire left sleeve, and then some. He screamed and fell forward, dropping the Slicer as his technique was effortlessly blocked by her mass summoning. His skin was an angry red that stung to the touch, bleeding from muscle that had been exposed.
“Damn it all. Devari!” Jaron shouted as he got to his feet.
“You can’t win,” she responded with a flick of her hand.
Excelsior came at him from behind. Jaron stood waiting, his mind concentrating on the Slicer, which began rattling on the ground before flying to intercept it. He tilted his head to let it pass, hearing the sound of his sword colliding with Excelsior with a loud pang. Immediately following this, he summoned an aura of golden aether which rose to the sky in a smooth spire. In response, a mass of the Bane swept out from around her like miasma.
“Sorry for this Devari,” he said under his breath, and then thrust his palm up which caused a burst of gold underneath her feet.
Boom! He heard a scream, not of pain, but of rage. The explosion cleared, and the mountains began glowing red. Now he was in trouble. What must have been thousands of streams of red aether appeared in beams and flew after him. Jaron blitzed away, leaving a trail of gold behind him. Mercifully, only some of the red beams went for him, the rest indiscriminately flew everywhere else.
He jumped and twirled through the air, narrowly avoiding the assault which sundered the ground. What he couldn’t dodge, he had to defend with wide swipes of gold aether in order to counter them. The raw amount of power at her command however, was still making it through in concussive explosions. He was being knocked around with only his golden aura to hold his body together. Devari thrust her scepter forward, launching yellow beams that ricocheted off what seemed to be Absolute Containment barriers to come at him from different sides.
Jaron was struck, being knocked to the ground as the remaining yellow blasts bombarded him. He sent all of the aether he could muster forward to shield himself, but the ground around him couldn’t sustain the destruction—he was sinking into it. Devari suddenly ceased her assault, which gave him the time to get back to his feet. She suddenly appeared right in front of him, and fired thin beams of red aether directly from the lenses of her glasses. Jaron lifted both his forearms and blocked it, her energy attempting to bore into his and forcing him to brace backward one step at a time.
“I know it hurts!” he shouted as the splitting of their aether splashed all around and ignited wild fires in every direction. “None of it is fair!”
“You don’t know me!” she shrieked. 
The crystal mountains themselves then started glowing red, and the ground around them began separating into separate chunks, with them sharing the largest piece as the Firmament broke apart piece by piece. All this rage, all this pain, it suddenly clicked in Jaron’s mind: he was never going to win. Not like this. It wasn’t about logic, or understanding, or even right and wrong. Devari, and the Bella, were expressing what they felt. This wasn’t about talking them out of it, he had to accept it. He had to accept her pain, and maybe that would be enough.
“Abolish.”
The Banisher unleashed itself and sent torrents of white aether to surrounding Jaron’s body, forcing Devari not to advance. The moment he summoned it forth, all of the varying colors of aether, the Bane included, were rendered naught upon contact with it. Now nothing could touch Jaron from beneath or around him, giving just enough of a gap that he could see ahead. Devari kept trying to blast through with her beams, adding the scepter to go with it. Her screams were rage incarnate, echoing across the darkened sky as black light tore across the plains and formed dark blazes.
That was when Jaron waved his hand, and a small tendril of white aether struck her glasses and erased them. She covered her face, giving him a split second to drop all of his defenses in order to take a step close to her. He took one of her hands and held it against his chest firmly, glaring right into her darkened eyes.
“I can take it. All of it,” Jaron spoke. “Your pain, your rage, your fear. Lash at me all you want! I’ll still be here for you.”
His arm stung profusely with an entire layer of skin missing. Devari then called Excelsior back into her hand, switching from the scepter which held itself aloft. She brought the sword up to his neck and leaned in, glaring intently with a trembling snarl.
“I can use your Soul Scroll to save mine, and as many as I need after that,” she hissed. “You won’t kill us.”
“I don’t want to kill you, I want to free you.” Jaron said as sweat poured down his face. “But if you really think killing me will make you feel better…then ask yourself what you’ll have left.”
Devari, as the Bella, seemed to stop and consider this, standing with Excelsior to his throat with a trembling hand. Everything around them burned, with billowing smoke clouding his view of the space around them. Blood from his wounded arm began to trickle, and the heat made the exposed flesh burn. Her breathing sped up, and then the wind picked up as she started hyperventilating. Her eyes closed as tears fell from them. She dropped Excelsior to the ground and the scepter fell as well. When her eyes opened again, they were normal. She fell to her knees and wept bitterly—it was her again. Jaron immediately got down with her. He wanted to touch her cheek, but his free hand was useless.
“It hurts Jaron…it hurts so much. I can’t—”
“It’s almost over,” Jaron tapped an Entangle Bangle he had on his pinky finger three times. “I’d never abandon you. I love you Devari.”
“Oh Jaron!” she threw her arms around him, sobbing into his shoulder as they held on through the pain. She sniffed loudly and took a quivered breath. When she backed up to look into Jaron’s eyes, the darkness was returning. “I can’t hold her for long.”
“We can,” said Ketra, who had just appeared behind Devari and pinched the nape of her neck.
Devari’s mouth opened in pain, and then the darkness from her eyes vanished along with the dark clouds. It was working.
Imogen stood next to Ketra, watching as Devari’s agonized expression turned to one of something like relief—peace.
Ketra let go, and Devari fell forward into Jaron’s arms, before Ketra became Devari. From the moment the transformation occurred, the darkness filled Ketra-Devari’s eyes as a haze of black came out of Devari and went into her Mimic. When it was complete, Ketra-Devari looked curious, wondrous even.
“Ketra,” Jaron stood up slowly with Devari in tow. “Are you alright?”
Ketra-Devari tilted her head and winked. She turned to look at Imogen with tranquil ambivalence. “We don’t have a lot of time. Hurry up, this Bella bitch is convincing.”
“Gladly,” Imogen said with a step closer.
Ketra-Devari closed her eyes, and then breathed outward as the haze went into Imogen’s mouth. The Matriarch inhaled sharply like breathing for the first time, and then Ketra abandoned Devari’s form in favor of her own. Imogen smacked her lips like she’d just eaten something delicious, but her eyes did not become dark. Devari cried out and fell back down as the glow from her deterioration grew.
“I’ve had enough of this,” Jaron snarled. “Abolish.”
The Banisher returned with its vibrant white, and raised it over his head.
“Wait,” Devari blurted out.
“Devari, I will not sacrifice you to save Hazel,” Jaron asserted.
“It’s not that,” Devari shook her head. “As long as I live, the Bella will look for me. Imogen won’t keep it.”
“I know,” Jaron replied in a snap decision.
With one wave of the Banisher, Jaron blasted Imogen with the white light and washed every trace of her away—erasing her in a single instant. Imogen Kane was no more. Ketra’s eyes showed surprise after the abruptness with which Jaron dispatched the Matriarch, while Devari froze in shock.
“I’ll miss the sex, but not that much,” Jaron remarked.
Quick and painless: the best he could do. It was a good death. Better than the one she deserved after all the suffering she’d caused—at least that’s what he told himself.
“You were inside her…and then you killed her?” Devari asked through a pained but wide-eyed stare. “Jaron, that’s…”
“A small price to pay to destroy the Bella,” Jaron spoke as he prepared to turn the Banisher on Devari. “And save you.”
“You made that look easy,” Ketra remarked with her arms crossed.
“It wasn’t…and it will haunt me,” Jaron confessed. “But if I stopped to think about it, I wouldn’t have done what was needed.”
There was a momentary silence, but the judgement seemed to vacate Ketra’s eyes. Devari simply stayed quiet and glanced where Imogen had once stood.
“Was the sex good at least?” Ketra changed the subject.
“You were better,” Jaron stopped moving for a second, and then groaned in pained annoyance. “Damn it, that was Ash. Apologies Ketra, what I meant to say was—”
“No no, it’s alright,” Ketra giggled a bit and put her hands on her hips. “I accept the compliment, even if it was directed at my vagina.”
Jaron breathed a sigh of relief, exchanged a little smile with Ketra and then began channeling more white aether.
“Alright, let’s see this done,” Jaron lifted the Banisher, bringing his attention to whatever Script that Devari used on herself to save Hazard.
“Stop,” an echoing voice emerged from the Devari’s scepter: Quartz’s voice.
His specter manifested from its large crystal, forming his body in the flash of an instant. His smile was warm, looking upon Devari like a long-lost friend.
“Quartz, don’t get in my way,” Jaron pleaded. “Not now.”
“There is another way to heal her. You can remove the Script she used to save Hazel, but that won’t prevent Devari from Annihilating,” Quartz lifted a finger.
Jaron lowered the Banisher and immediately filled with fury. “Why?”
“For the same reason one mustn’t use Script to fly. Some forces are beyond the control of man,” Quartz answered.
“As Shodus wills it,” Devari echoed the earlier message, holding on her stomach in clear upset.
“Precisely! But Devari will not be leaving us. Not permanently that is,” Quartz nodded, and with a wave of his hand the crystal mountains lit up bright white to blind all those present. When it faded, the Firmament had returned to its former beauty, like no battle had ever occurred. “Shodus renews all things.”
Devari’s eyes widened, looking between Jaron and Quartz with something like hope and fear all rolled into one.
“I don’t understand,” Jaron dropped the Banisher to the ground, which became the Slicer once more.
“Ketra, pick up the scepter for me will you?” Quartz requested.
“I don’t why this ghost is talking to me, but alright,” Ketra shrugged and crouched down to pick it up.
Quartz tapped the crystal once, and it started glowing white. Devari clutched onto Jaron, while Ketra held it the scepter away from her face.
“You see Jaron, Devari is Cursed. She gave life to death. The suffering wrought at the hands of Warren Wager—enabled by her Scripts—means that Devari too must pay penance. Very regrettable. Can’t do anything about it.”
“She’s done everything she can to make it up! She was just about to sacrifice herself to stop the Bella!” Jaron raged.
Quartz nodded happily. “A fact not lost on Shodus! Thanks to her sacrifice, the Bane and every soul comprising it, is at peace. Devari’s curse must run its course, but not without reward! Very clever. Very convenient.”
The Quartermaster held out his hand and the Etcher flew into it, at which point he began writing a Script on Devari’s cracking arm.
“What are you doing?” asked Devari.
“Preserving all that you are, so that you might return,” Quartz replied.
Devari gasped, and then a blue undulating orb with wispy light swirling around it came out of her chest. It hovered just in front of the tip of the Etcher, with Quartz carefully holding it in front of him with his other hand cupping underneath it.
“Her soul?” When Ketra saw it, she recoiled with angry eyes. “That’s the same thing Ash did to me.”
The soul resonated with a faint, almost choral feminine sound, like it was singing. It was beautiful. Devari gazed at it in tears.
“Indubitably!” Quartz affirmed. “However, there’s no Domination-Clause to be had here. No no, this is a higher thing. Devari will be put into the scepter, to be joined with Shodus until all of her pain and suffering is redeemed. She will know peace, and when the time comes she will return to all of you without a shred of the trauma she now holds. That is her reward.”
A tear fell from Jaron’s eye. “For how long?”
Quartz looked up and bounced his head left and right. “Oh it’s hard to say. A month? A year? Very soon I promise you that!”
“Then I will wait for you,” Jaron turned to Devari. “Until I see your smile again.”
Ketra started tearing up, actively composing herself with deep breaths. If there was something she meant to say, she kept it to herself.
Devari eyes leaked profusely, and then she hugged him one more time. She wiped her eyes and nose once. “Goodbye Jaron.”
“No, not goodbye,” Jaron smiled at Devari as his vision blurred with unshed tears. “I’ll see you later.”
She nodded to him, and then looked toward the crystal mountains. “Take care of Bangles, and tell the others I love them. Tell them: I was a good girl.”
Jaron looked at her face one more time, and saw only bravery. Devari walked forward, holding onto Jaron’s hand until the last second, their fingertips being the last thing to touch. Her stride took her toward the mountains, her body growing brighter with her back to the rest of them. As distance was put between them, the energy emanating from her began writhing around her. And then it happened.
Crakuum! Jaron shielded his face from the flash, a wall of wind struck them hard enough to flatten grass, and then she was gone. Nothing but a burnt patch of grass remained from where she stood. Jaron fell to his knees, buried his face in his hands and cried. Ketra knelt down next to him, still holding the scepter, but used her free arm to pull his head toward her—embracing him. After a moment of silence, a high pitch humming sound drew Jaron’s attention to Quartz putting Devari’s soul into the scepter. The white light shimmered brightly, releasing something like the smell of her hair, and then it faded.
After snatching the Slicer in a fit of frustration, Jaron rose to his feet and put it back in its scabbard. He looked at Quartz with a solemn face, angry but refusing to express it. It wasn’t up to him anymore. All he could do was wait.
“When she returns,” Quartz attached the Etcher to the bottom of the scepter while Ketra held it. “the vitality she gave to Warren Wager will be restored, and she will live a full life.”
“It damn well better be soon Quartz,” Jaron glowered.
“You will be rewarded as well. Gifts all around!” Quartz announced proudly.
“I don’t want any gifts, I just want her back,” Jaron spat bitterly.
“You’re going to want this gift,” Quartz wagged a finger. “When the time comes, you’re going to want a favor—a big one. And if you ask for the right one…you might just get it.”
Jaron said nothing.
“Well then,” Quartz pushed the bridge of his spectacles. “I better be going. You all still have a lot to do, what with Elevon and all. Oh and congratulations on your new baby!”
“Baby?” Jaron frowned.
The Quartermaster just stared blankly at him. “You’ll be finding out sooner or later. Until we meet again Jaron Spellcraft, King of Valmaron!”
Quartz vanished in a wisp of white, dropping the Etcher and returning to the scepter, and then its light was completely gone. Jaron took a deep breath, then turned away. As beautiful as this place was, he hated it now.
Ketra put her hand on his cheek and carefully moved in front of him, pulling him into a long hug. “Would you like me to ease your grief?”
“No, I need to feel this.”
Jaron closed his eyes and shook his head. “Thank you Ketra…for everything you’ve done for me—”
“Was no obligation,” she stated.
“Name anything you want, and it will be yours.”
“Not today,” Ketra gave him a reassuring pat on his chest. “Today is for Devari. You can make time for me tomorrow.”
Jaron nodded. “Tomorrow then.”
Ketra offered Jaron the scepter—he took it and cradled the thing as though it were Devari herself. Ketra didn’t speak, collected Excelsior and the dagger for him, and followed Jaron on his trek back to the golden tree. She tucked both weapons under her left arm, while Jaron tightly held the scepter in his right. He reached out instinctively with his other hand, and Ketra immediately took it and intertwined her fingers with his. Her touch healed his arm.
“What will happen to the cavers?” Ketra asked softly.
“Nothing.”
“Nothing?”
“Like you said: tomorrow.”
Ketra nodded and squeezed his hand. “Tomorrow.”
That was the last thing they said, before walking quietly the entire way back—hand in hand.
***
“It’s not fair,” Chloe sobbed.
She held onto Esmerelda, both of whom sat on the small sofa of the lounge in the Spellcraft estate. Valara on Chloe’s other side, wrapping her arms around both of the Two Terrors with her own tears falling silently. Lady Spellcraft silently stood staring out of a window by the bar, with Sephaeus standing next to her and his huge hand on the small of her back. Jaron stood against the wall behind the sofa, his arms crossed with Ava, Abigail, and Ana Lee all hugging him without a word.
The faint sound of their children playing in the next room was all but background noise—they were well attended by Harvey the house aide.
“She was always a good girl. Always,” Esmerelda spoke in a trembling airy tone.
“Don’t talk about my daughter like she’s dead,” Lady Spellcraft stomped her foot and turned around, her face red with long since dried tears. “She’s just sleeping…for a little while.”
Jaron felt numb. He didn’t care about anything else, all he wanted was for Devari to come back. He missed the way she chased the cat, the way she would feed the dogs despite being repeatedly told not to. He thought of how she would spend hours writing funny little Scripts to shape apples like tiny butt-cheeks, or hug Sephaeus when he was trying to be serious.
More intimate memories followed those: their private conversations where she shared her dreams, the feel of her body on his when he used to cuddle her to sleep, the time he made love to her…
“I’m going to throw a big party when she comes back,” Ana Lee spoke as she broke away from the group hug, her eyes faintly pink but otherwise jovial.
“I’m going to have a bunch of cute little outfits made for Bangles,” Ava joined in, stroking Jaron’s face with a sympathetic gaze before patting his chest and moving away.
Abigail stepped back from the gathering and cracked her knuckles. “I’m going to teach her how to knock someone out in one punch.”
Chloe laughed through her tears, while Esmerelda closed her eyes and smiled. The queen released her hold on them and straightened up her posture.
“I suppose I could give her some of my histories—she reads faster than I can,” Valara offered.
“I’m going to ground her so that she can’t leave my sight until she has a husband,” Jaron’s mother announced as Sephaeus pulled her close to his side.
“And she’ll have one,” Jaron declared. “Because I’m going to marry that girl.”




Epilogue - Tristan

Tristan walked through the market with Morgan in the bright of day, carrying a basket of fruits on her behalf. This was fun. Totally great. They were supposed to be having a picnic together, but he couldn’t help eating the fruit as they were purchased—a marching munch! Morgan led him through the bustling streets over to a dirty path where a grassy knoll hiked up to a tree with a wide canopy. He had a blanket draped over his arm, which he set out under its shade and put the basket—what remained of it—on top. Morgan had a friendly smile and started popping black berries into her mouth. Tristan crunched on an apple.
“What’s gonna happen to all those people you guys found under the Firmament?” Tristan crunched away.
Morgan looked up and shrugged. “They’re being moved to the surface last I heard. The Rumblers are building a city there.”
“They have no powers anymore, right?” Tristan took another bite.
“Right,” Morgan nodded.
“Is King Jaron ever gonna ask me for help? Aren’t people still missing?”
Morgan put her hand on Tristan’s hand and smiled, staring intently into his eyes. He enjoyed when she stared into his eyes. She was so beautiful. What a generous, amazing, lovely-povely woman. He wished he could kiss her. Who wouldn’t? She was perfect.
“He knows you want to help, but first you have to enjoy Valmaron. You’ve been sleeping a long time, and that winter you live in doesn’t sound fun,” Morgan replied smoothly.
“It wouldn’t be that hard…” Tristan mumbled as he looked over to the markets and peered to the fields in the distance, distant where he saw a giant pyramid bigger than any building he’d seen in Valmaron. It was mostly black, with purple lines flowing up to its golden upper half, with a red capstone affixed to the top of it. “I mean they’re right there.”
Morgan glanced over, but seemed to be staring past it rather than at it. And it wasn’t just her, everyone ignored it like the thing wasn’t even there. Weird. Without another word, Morgan went back to eating like she hadn’t seen anything at all. A holosphere flittered down through the canopy and floated  right next to Tristan’s head. He peered onto its imaged surface with a squint and immediately stared in excitement.
“It’s my brother and sister! It finally came back!” Tristan punched the grass in excitement. “My family, they’re alive!”
“That’s wonderful,” Morgan touched Tristan on the shoulder and got to her feet, picking up the now-empty basket. “I’m going to get more fruit and give you some privacy.”
“Don’t be gone too long,” Tristan said with a rush of almost manic disappointment, disliking it when Morgan wasn’t around.
Morgan did a flirty wave with all of her fingers wiggling before heading down the hill. Tristan turned back to the holosphere and tapped it, making it pop like a bubble into two people. Tristan jumped to his feet; maximum excited. The holo-dome managed to fit both of them into the image. On his left was a young man, older and taller than Tristan, wearing a black fitting over a white trench-coat with a high collar. The holo-dome portrayed him as pale, which he was, along with his platinum blonde hair, and his eyes were an accurate blue. The other: his sister, had an identical aesthetic, but her long hair was snowy white.
“Testament! Tempest! I thought this thing wouldn’t work,” Tristan enthused.
“Tristan? What are you doing awake?” his sister questioned.
Testament held his hand up, signaling Tempest to stop. “It’s fine. He saw this coming.”
“He saw this coming too? You mean he’s awake also?” Tristan questioned.
Testament and Tempest both nodded.
“He’s here,” said his sister.
“You need to come home Tristan, where are you?” asked Tempest.
“In this kingdom called Valmaron. It’s awesome, there has to be at least close to a million people up here. My girlfriend Morgan—”
“Girlfriend?” Testament crossed his arms.
“Well,” Tristan shrugged. “She’s not my girlfriend yet, but we’ve been spending time together.”
“Let me talk to him,” said another voice.
Testament and Tempest stepped back and vanished, and in their place emerged an imposing man. He was as tall as Testament, with a full muscular build hidden beneath a long-sleeve white shirt perfectly fitted like a tailored suit, featuring a high rigid collar around his neck. His pants were the same, with snow white boots. The man himself was light skinned, lighter than the Tolians he’d seen around but with more of a tan than Testament or Tempest. His eyes glowed an intense blue light, and his bald head was immaculately well polished. Tristan flattened his hand, held his palm downward and held it over his right chest in salute. The imposing man had no expression of any kind, looking down at Tristan with those intense glowing eyes.
“Good morning Tristan, I see you’ve been enjoying yourself,” his voice was powerful blaring baritone, a presence unto itself. “Make no attempt to escape; I will tell you when to come to Elevon. For now, indulge yourself in their culture. Learn about them. When the time comes, I will meet their king face to face. Do you understand?”
“Yes—I will—I’m happy you’re all alive. And thank you for picking me…” Tristan bowed his head with profuse gratitude and respect. “…Lord Buun.”




A note from the author

How about that, you made it. I know it was a doozy this time around. Hope you had fun, because we still got another book to figure all this out. Jaron Spellcraft still gets the lions share of POV chapters of course, but he can’t be everywhere at once, even with the Soul Codex.
If you liked this story, kindly leave a review before you take your leave.
By now I hope you’re ready for Book 3 in the Shodin Chronicles: Ender Mender. I put up the trailer on the website, so go ahead and drink a little hype-sauce while you wait.
Until next time.
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