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      The fitful light reflected off of Jaska's eyes as Choikal burned in the distance.

      A pity, to be sure. There’d been so many good years spent in that city. Years when she thought she would rule the place. Years when she’d been the golden student.

      No longer. There was no chance of going back from what she'd done, but burning the city seemed the least she owed them considering what they'd done to her.

      "It can't be that bad mistress," Uinae said.

      Jaska looked down at her and the dark glow in her eyes was enough to make Uinae pull back. The look of terror in her eyes brought momentary satisfaction, but only momentary.

      It couldn't draw Jaska's attention away from what was happening just on the other side of the horizon, after all. A glow bright enough that it blotted out the stars.

      Yes. That was one hell of a fire raging. She didn't see how the city would recover from this.

      She was surprised to feel a single tear trickling down her cheek. She quickly wiped it away.

      She didn't have time for sentimentality or looking weak in front of the help. She didn't have time for much of anything, to be honest. They would be hot on her heels no matter what she did to try and throw them off her trail.

      She didn’t even have time for this. Though she smiled at that notion. Of course she had time for this. Who wouldn’t have time for the young child that was destined to destroy her?

      She rolled her eyes. Those pontificating old bitches and blowhards in their robes going on about the future and what must be. She figured what they really wanted was to scare her onto the straight and narrow path they all walked.

      Well the glow reflecting off the clouds in the far distance was proof enough how well that had worked.

      A cry brought her attention back to the business she was about. A bit of fun in the middle of all of the trouble this night.

      She looked down at the child. She was so new. So innocent. She was wrapped in swaddling and set in a small basket where her mother could keep an eye on her without getting out of her own bed.

      Jaska's eyes darted over to that bed. To two figures who stared at her with their eyes wide. Terror showed clearly there.

      She sighed. She would have to take care of that before leaving, but for now she had something far more important to occupy her attention.

      Something that didn't involve burning one of the greatest cities in the world to the ground, though that had been its own fun. It was almost a pity it was over.

      It was rare for someone to experience a moment that they knew would define their reputation for the rest of their lives and know it even as it happened. Though those moments seemed to happen to Jaska more often than most.

      Mostly she’d fallen into those moments by accident and hadn’t realized what they were until other people told her, but she assumed burning a city like Choikal to the ground would be one of those moments for sure. A moment that would live in infamy.

      She smiled. There were times when she truly loved her work.

      Still, she should also enjoy the small things. Especially when those small things could become a very big problem for those she hated.

      She returned her attention to the child.

      "Are you sure you want to do this mistress?" Uinae asked, a slight tremble to her voice.

      Jaska resisted the urge to lash out with her magic. She wanted to show Uinae the price for being so timid. But she didn't.

      Good help was hard to find, after all, and honestly at the end of the day Uinae was the perfect kind of help. Just enough spine to stand against Jaska’s enemies while turning to supple jelly whenever she looked at Jaska.

      Not to mention just smart enough to carry out orders without being smart enough to question them. Minions who questioned orders could get to be an annoyance in Jaska’s line of work.

      She wasn't going to throw away a good servant like that. Even if it was fashionable among the darker magic users in the world to dispose of assistants once they'd outlived their usefulness. Or even if they made a small mistake.

      Actually, in her experience pretty much any excuse was good enough for most dark magic users to do away with their minions in a very messy and spectacular fashion.

      Which could be terribly satisfying in the short term, but then you had to go through the trouble of hiring someone new and shoulder the cost of training them and it was nothing but work, work, work.

      "This needs to be done," Jaska said.

      "But the child…"

      Jaska held up a hand. Raised one finger. It was a small gesture, but it was enough to buy Uinae's silence.

      Jaska smiled. Yes. That combination of terror and willingness to obey orders was perfect.

      "I'm well aware of what this child is supposed to do to me eventually,” Jaska said. "But I choose to look on that prophecy as an advantage."

      She’d given this a lot of thought, after all. Any thought was more thought than Uinae typically gave any issue that flitted across her mind.

      "How can you look at your eventual defeat and downfall as an advantage?" Uinae asked.

      Jaska shook her head and made a tsking noise with her tongue.

      "How can I not look at this as a good thing?" she asked. "Look at this child! Just a little baby. It's not like she’s going to cause a party of adventurers to come knocking on my door intent on overthrowing me when she's just a wee babe, after all. That's the sort of ridiculous thing you only hear of in the stories. Stories told by second-rate storytellers, at that."

      Uinae's face scrunched up. It always did that when she was trying to think. Thinking wasn't one of her strong suits.

      "I don't understand…"

      "Of course you don't understand," Jaska said. "I don't expect you to understand. All I expect you to do is obey."

      Uinae instinctively moved into a curtsy even though she wasn't wearing a dress. "Yes mistress."

      Jaska smiled. A thin smile. Not a pleasant smile on the night she burned one of the greatest cities in the world, and Uinae recoiled from that thin smile.

      Oh yes. She might not understand, but Jaska didn’t look for understanding from her minions. Merely obedience.

      She looked down at the child. Wondered that something so small could turn into something so terrible for her eventually. Though she’d decided that if the prophecy was true, and in all her research it seemed they did have a pesky habit of coming true despite all her wishful thinking, then it was a prophecy she could twist to her advantage.

      Oh yes. This child might be the instrument of her eventual downfall, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t also make the youngling the instrument of her greatest triumph as well.
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      Jaska tried to control her disgust at Uinae’s pitiful display. She did roll her eyes. Something her minion couldn’t see since she was conveniently bowed to the ground.

      She might be bowing down in a curtsy, but Jaska could tell she still didn't quite understand exactly what Jaska was getting at. Clearly the idea of Jaska’s empire eventually crumbling was something that bothered Uinae far more than it bothered Jaska.

      She sighed. She was going to have to explain this after all. If there was one thing she hated it was explaining herself to her inferiors.

      Which made life difficult considering everyone she met was automatically put into that category.

      "You don't understand," she said.

      "I don't, but you just said I don't need to understand. I just need to obey."

      Jaska gritted her teeth. She didn't like having her own words thrown back at her, but she’d walked into that one.

      "This girl is just a baby. If the child is prophesied to defeat me that means I have a good couple of decades ahead of me, at least, before things go all pear-shaped. The one certainty about children, human children at least, is they take at least a couple of decades to even be able to wield magic, let alone be able to use it in a way that would threaten me.

      "But…"

      Another finger up. That halted Uinae in the middle of whatever inane thought she was about to unleash on the world.

      "I find comfort in that certainty," Jaska said. "If there is a prophecy that I can't be defeated until a certain someone decides to come after me that means I am free to do whatever I please in the intervening years. And nothing anyone can do will touch me in that time, because the only one who can defeat me will still be in diapers or learning how to walk or preoccupied with trying to get the opposite sex interested in her.”

      She smiled a thin smile at that last bit. If the child did manifest the ability, something that would be put in serious doubt after what she did tonight, then there was a good chance she might spend more of her time trying to get the same sex interested in her considering where she would be going once they discovered that ability in her.

      Jaska could well remember her school dalliances. Pleasant memories rendered only slightly sour with the knowledge that she may have killed some of those dalliances this dark night.

      A pity, but omelettes and breaking things came to mind.

      “Does that make sense?"

      Once more Uinae's eyes started to go wide. Finally Jaska could see understanding dawning on her face. An understanding that still wasn't complete. Uinae was nothing if not simple, one of the things that made Jaska like her as a minion, but still.

      The understanding was there. Sort of.

      "So you're saying…"

      "I'm saying no matter what I do, I can rest assured that it won't result in me getting thwarted or killed. At least not until this one is old enough to give me trouble.”

      A look of worry passed across Uinae's face. "But what if that means you get captured and held prisoner for twenty years waiting for this child to come along and slit your throat in a jail cell? Bad things could still happen to you."

      Jaska glared at Uinae. The spell to disintegrate her minion down into her component atomic parts was on her fingers before she gave it thought.

      Jaska took a deep breath and stopped. Forced herself to draw back.

      No. There was a certain elegant, if simple, logic to what Uinae had said. A logic that galled Jaska because she hadn’t thought of it herself. She’d been so busy reveling in the immunity she thought this chosen child bought her that she hadn’t come at the problem from all angles.

      Clearly she would have to be careful, even if there was a prophecy that said she was indefatigable until this child got off its diapered ass and defeated her, which seemed like it was a long way off.

      She hadn’t interpreted “defeated” as getting captured and waiting around for this child to come along and finish her off some dark day in the future, but one of several problems with prophecy was there was always plenty of wiggle room.

      Enough wiggle room that she could conceivably be crippled and defeated for all practical purposes well before her final defeat.

      Jaska looked down at the child. Bald. Smiling. A girl child, but they all looked the same to her. She smiled back at the creature without thinking, then turned to a frown when she realized what she was doing.

      Assuming the city of Choikal did manage to survive, and there was a good likelihood that was going to happen despite her best efforts to destroy it once and for all, she was going to send them a surprise that would come of age just in time to finish off what she’d already started.

      Sure she could worry that her attempt to send a surprise like this into the midst of the very people who had defied her and forced her to set fire to the city would eventually set in motion the series of events that would result in her being destroyed, but that was another problem with prophecy.

      She figured that prophecy was going to happen in its own good time no matter what she did. Why not have a little fun with it in the meantime?

      She moved her hands over the child. Wiggled them just so. It was very important to be precise with a spell like this. Lack of precision would only result in sloppy mistakes.

      That was the last thing she wanted. Especially for a long running magical spell that was going to take its sweet time manifesting. Like perhaps eighteen years.

      Just enough time for the most dangerous child in the world, to her, to become the most dangerous child in the world to those stuffed robes at the Academy who didn’t see the benefits of doing things Jaska’s way.

      A strange glow appeared over the child and settled on her like a blanket.

      Were the particulars of this spell cruel?  Maybe, but she figured a little bit of confusion and discomfort upon coming-of-age was the least she owed someone who was destined to overthrow her and put an end to all the bad work she planned on doing in this world.

      The glow spread over the child. She felt a push back and frowned. That wasn’t something she should’ve felt from a child. It meant the little shit factory was pushing back against her spell. Resisting.

      The child giggled as though it didn’t have a care in the world. Which, in a way, she didn’t. Yet she pushed back. The power was incredible, and it gave Jaska an understanding of just how dangerous this creature would be to her someday.

      It was almost enough to make her want to kill the child today, but she was well aware that the shit factory had the armor of prophecy around her. The last thing Jaska wanted to do was something stupid like trying to kill the child only to trigger that prophecy now rather than twenty years from now with something ridiculous like her killing spell bouncing back on her or something.

      It was almost enough to make her want to take the child. Raise her as her own. Mold her in Jaska’s image. Though of course she could see the inevitable end of the prophecy if she did that just as clearly as she could see the end if she tried to kill the thing now. The filthy ungrateful creature would eventually chafe under her tutelage and destroy her master. Plus if she went down that route it would mean several years of changing diapers.

      Well, of listening to Uinae complaining about changing diapers. Which would almost be more tortuous.

      No, best to leave the girl child to grow on her own and let the prophecy find Jaska in its own sweet time rather than tripping that prophetical trap today or inviting that danger in as a constant companion.

      Jaska pushed against that power, surprised that an infant would be the one thing that successfully defied her this night.

      Finally the magic snapped in place in a way that told her it was done. For better or worse. The infant might defy her without realizing what she did, but Jaska had won in the end.

      For now, at least. There was that damnable prophecy, after all.

      She’d set a series of events into motion that would likely result in her own untimely demise, she considered anything short of immortality untimely, but it would totally be worth it to see all of those stuck up prigs at the Academy coming to terms with what she’d dropped into their midst.

      It was a bomb, of sorts. Something that would challenge the very foundations of what the schools believed to be true, and she couldn't wait to see the outcome of her experiment.

      It was the least she owed them for all the trouble they’d caused her.

      She turned to Uinae. The ghost of a smile played across her face.

      "It's time for us to go," she said.

      "Are you sure it's done?" Uinae asked.

      "Would I say it was time to go if I wasn't sure?" she snapped.

      She turned to the parents who we were still lying, paralyzed, in their bed. No doubt they wondered what she was going to do to them. They had to know who she was. What she was capable of.

      The glow on the horizon was proof enough of that.

      But something stayed her hand. Maybe it was a sense of pity for them. Maybe it was a sense of pity for her future adversary. Maybe it was the sure knowledge that nothing better filled a future adversary with a sense of destructive purpose than discovering at a dramatically appropriate moment that their parents had been killed by the evil sorceress they were now bound to swear revenge on.

      Again, if she was going to have fun with this prophecy then she wanted to make sure it took as long as possible to fulfill itself. That meant not doing anything that might invite that prophecy to come knocking on her door any earlier than was absolutely necessary.

      She had shit to do, and she didn’t need the headache of this child killing her too early.

      Whatever it was, she found herself weaving the spell for memory loss rather than doing away with them entirely. They would wake up in the morning feeling like they'd been on one hell of a bender, but that was it.

      No, she'd already complicated this child's future life enough as it was. It was bad business to go around killing a chosen one’s parents.

      Maybe this moment of compassion would buy her another decade or so. It was difficult to tell with these things. Either way, her work here was done.

      "Come Uinae," she said, stepping into the shadows and shifting out of this house forever with Uinae following close behind.

      Jaska left behind what she considered to be one hell of a hilarious joke, though she doubted those stuck up assholes at the Academy would agree with her.
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      Sarai paused in the village square and took in a deep breath. It was a reminder of everything this place had been to her throughout her life.

      It was a reminder that soon all of it would be gone.

      Wars raged. People died. All far from here, of course, but that merely meant people from her village had to travel somewhere else to die rather than waiting for death to come to them.

      Waiting for the Dark Lady to come for them. As always Sarai shivered when she thought of that woman and went slightly lightheaded. Only slightly, but still, it was there.

      Sarai shook her head to get rid of the thoughts clouding her mind. Images of a dark shadow looming over her. Threatening her. Of pushing against that shadow and feeling it press in on her regardless.

      It was a nightmare that had been her constant companion for as long as she could remember. Something that never failed to fill her with dread. As though there was a darkness from her past that was barreling towards her and threatening her future.

      “Sarai!”

      Sarai smiled a thin smile and immediately all thoughts about the dangers of the past fled from her mind.

      “Tiafa!” she said, turning to see her friend running through the village square towards her. Tiafa weaved around the stand the mayor used when addressing the village.

      Sarai paused again and froze this moment in her memory. Tiafa running for her with a big smile was an experience that had played out hundreds, thousands of times before. It was something that might be nothing more than a memory in two more days when the officials came for the Choice.

      Tiafa wrapped her in a hug. A hug that had Sarai’s cheeks heating as she felt her best friend pressing against her. There was a time when she would have thought such thoughts inappropriate.

      She still did think them inappropriate on some level, but she wasn’t nearly as prim and uptight about that sort of thing as some of the people from this village.

      She glanced to the ruined walls in the distance. They were distant, and yet they were so massive that their burnt out remains could still be seen clearly even from this village that had once supplied Choikal before it burned to the ground.

      “Is something wrong?” Tiafa asked. “Are you worried about tonight?”

      Tiafa took a step back and put her hands on her hips. It was a look that was meant to distract. Sarai allowed herself to be distracted as she looked her childhood friend up and down.

      Sure Tiafa was in a simple dress. The sort of thing any village girl might wear to attract the attention of one of the village gentlemen. But of course it was different because it was Tiafa wearing that dress.

      As always Sarai’s eyes looked her friend up and down. She was fast about it, of course. The last thing she wanted was to be caught doing what she was doing. Still, she couldn’t help but think about what her friend might look like under that dress, and at the same time she couldn’t help but feel some shame for those thoughts.

      Tiafa was her friend, after all. Friends weren’t supposed to lust after friends.

      Some elders in the village would say that girls weren’t supposed to lust after other girls, too. It hadn’t been that way in the city they came from, but for some reason Sarai’s parents had saw fit to leave that city and come to this burnt out remnant.

      She’d never understand that choice, or the life that had been taken from her coming to this village that was so far from anything after Choikal burned, but it’s not like there was much she could do about it.

      Tiafa seemed to take Sarai’s hesitation for reluctance rather than her taking a moment to check out her best friend. Which was probably for the best.

      “You promised Sarai,” Tiafa said. “You can’t go back on our deal now.”

      Her eyes moved to the wall off in the distance. More particularly her eyes came to rest on some of the towers that ran along the wall.

      “Stop that,” Sarai said, wrapping an arm around her friend’s shoulders.

      She tried not to concentrate on how good it felt having that hand wrapped around her friend’s shoulders. Or how she wanted nothing more than to lean in and press her lips against Tiafa’s.

      It was a temptation that had been growing more and more powerful the closer they got to the Choice. The closer they got to Tiafa being taken away from her forever.

      Sarai knew she wasn’t lucky enough in life that her friend would be sent to the same place as her.

      “What are you talking about?” Tiafa asked, quickly moving her shoulder in a way that removed Sarai’s arm and had her pressing her back up against her friend in one of the damned holds Tiafa was always practicing.

      It would’ve been a pleasant sensation were it not for the pain that went shooting up her arm. Choikal’s charred walls, it was still a pleasant sensation even with the pain shooting up her arm.

      Any time she got to feel Tiafa against her was pleasure, even if it came with the pain that was Tiafa’s unique way of interacting with the world.

      “Stop playing at soldier,” she said, trying to force a giggle and not doing a very good job of it.

      “Give me one good reason why,” Tiafa said.

      Sarai looked around the village square. They were playing as they had when they were little girls, but they were getting disapproving stares now. Roughhousing wasn’t the way for young ladies who were on the verge of coming of age.

      Especially this close to the Choice. Some shook their heads as they no doubt remembered their own unique responses to the Choice, but of course the disapproving stares were by far the majority.

      “You’re making a scene, fighter,” Sarai said.

      “So?” Tiafa said. “If you’d join me for sparring more often this wouldn’t be an issue. You’d have no trouble getting out of this hold.”

      Sarai bit back a couple of curses that came to mind. Tiafa still seemed to take it as a personal affront that she’d never been much for sparring.

      Tiafa had always assumed it was because Sarai was too gentle for it or something. She grumbled under her breath about the girl from the big city being too good to spar with the rest of them.

      When that couldn’t be farther from the truth. It’s just that the truth Sarai knew in her heart, in between her legs, every time they sparred, every time she found an excuse to get close to Tiafa wasn’t exactly a truth she wanted to share with her friend.

      The truth was she enjoyed the sparring, being up close and personal with her best friend, a bit more than was appropriate.

      “Let go of me,” Sarai said, not really meaning it.

      A sniff to the side brought both of their attentions away from their impromptu sparring match. Sarai turned and blinked a couple of times before she realized who she was looking at.

      Asana stood there looking down her nose at them. Not that it was all that strange that she would look down her nose at them. The daughter of the Town Lord tended to look at everyone from her favorite perch atop her nose.

      The girl was pretty, for all that she was full of herself and who her parents were. Delicate features with striking blue eyes and golden hair that was done up in a braid that ran down her back. She wore a dress that was the latest fashion, or at least it was the latest fashion to reach their sleepy town which meant it was probably months, if not years, out of date in the more cosmopolitan reaches of the kingdom.

      But she wore it well. Sarai licked her lips and tried not to think the sorts of thoughts that always entered her mind when she saw Asana. Thoughts that weren’t appropriate to think about the Town Lord’s daughter. Thoughts she didn’t want because she couldn’t stand the girl.

      “I see the rabble are dealing with the Choice in the only way they know how,” she said with another dismissive sniff.

      Tiafa released Sarai’s arm. She felt at it and moved it experimentally a few times to make sure there wasn’t anything broken. She was going to be sore for the next couple of hours, but at least there didn’t seem to be any real damage.

      Not that she thought Tiafa would ever do something to really hurt her. At least she didn’t think her friend would get carried away like that, though she couldn’t be sure.

      “What do you want Asana?” Tiafa asked, a challenge in her voice that was unbecoming of someone addressing the Town Lord’s daughter.

      Asana’s eyes narrowed. Apparently she agreed with Sarai’s assessment.

      “I would remind you who you are talking to,” she said.

      “And I’d remind you who you’re talking to,” Tiafa said, a boldness to her voice that had always been there.

      It’s just that the boldness had never been there when addressing a noble. No, Tiafa was walking a sword’s edge, and from the manic grin on her face she seemed to love every moment of it.

      “How dare you!” Asana huffed.

      “No, how dare you,” Tiafa said, stepping forward and poking Asana in the chest. “How dare you look down on me when we’ve provided bread for your family for years. How dare you act like you’re above me when the Choice is coming in two days. You’re not the Town Lord’s daughter then. You’re just more grist for the war machine.”

      Asana’s eyes went wide, and she sniffed. Of course there was some truth to what Tiafa said. An unpleasant truth Sarai tried not to think about, but it was difficult not to think about it when Tiafa said it plain like that.

      Asana turned and stormed off, and Sarai tried not to concentrate too much on how she looked as she departed. The Town Lord’s daughter might be full of herself, but she certainly had good reason to be full of herself. She was a beauty, and even when she was leaving she was something to behold with the way her back side moved in that dress.

      “Did you have to do that?” Sarai asked when Asana was far enough off that the show was over.

      “Of course I did,” Tiafa said. “She doesn’t get to talk to us when we’re all facing the Choice. She knows the rules as well as her father.”

      “But you could cause trouble for your parents,” Sarai said, trying to patiently explain to Tiafa exactly what she’d just done.

      “How could I possibly do that?”

      “Because we are all going to be gone soon enough, but that doesn’t mean Asana can’t go complain to her father. They’ll still be around to make trouble for your family after she’s gone,” Sarai said. “Not to mention she’ll probably get work as an officer.”

      “Funny how that always works for the nobles,” Tiafa said, spitting onto the ground to let the world know exactly what she thought of that.

      Tiafa turned her attention to Sarai, and she found herself wishing for a time when Tiafa had been paying attention to the Town Lord’s daughter instead. There was something unsettling about the way Tiafa looked at her. Something that sent a shiver running down Sarai’s spine.

      “Now let’s get back to where we were,” she said, putting an arm around Sarai’s shoulder in a mirror of the gesture Sarai had used with her earlier. “Specifically I think we need to talk about what we’re doing this evening. You might be terrified of upsetting the Town Lord’s family, but that’s nothing compared to what I’m going to do to you if you back out on our trip to the wall tonight.”

      Sarai smiled as she allowed herself to be led away. Sure Tiafa might be a little crazy, but she was going to miss that craziness. She was going to miss everything about this town that had been her home, for all that it seemed hopelessly rural compared to where she’d spent her first few years.

      “I’ll be there,” she said. “Don’t you worry about that.”

      She thought avoiding the local nobility was simply good sense, but that didn’t mean she didn’t lack sense in other areas. She looked up to the burned walls and thought about the fun they might have this night.

      Some of that fun probably wasn’t the kind Tiafa had in mind, but what Tiafa didn’t know wasn’t going to hurt her.
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      Sarai paused at the edge of the village and looked around one final time to make sure she hadn’t been followed.

      There were no wisps out. That was good. Sure they didn’t typically come out until Ramaya had bathed the world in her purple light, but that didn’t mean Sarai was taking any chances.

      She stole into the night. Not that it was much of a night. The stars overhead shone brightly, providing plenty of light for her to see by even before any of the moons came up.

      She took a deep breath. The Night Flowers were in bloom and they were sending their scent out into the world. Welcoming the night as they always did.

      That was another thing she was going to miss. Especially if she was sent to one of the places where things had been so twisted by the magic that they didn’t grow properly.

      Sarai shivered and tried not to think about those places. Tried not to think about how it might not be long before she was forced to travel to those twisted wilds and destroy the nightmare creatures Jaska had sent to try and take over the world.

      Something she’d never quite managed, despite trying and trying and trying.

      Sarai felt a darkness come over her as she thought of the Dark Lady. She stumbled and put a hand to her head. Tried to think of something other than Jaska, but of course trying not to think of someone never helped.

      It certainly didn’t help with the lightheadedness that came upon her every time she thought of the woman.

      She swayed back and forth and let the lightheadedness take her. It was something she was almost used to. As much as someone could get used to something like that. Something that had left her thinking she was dying when she was younger.

      Finally it passed. She took a deep breath. Looked up at the stars and tried to draw comfort from the familiar sight. Though she found herself wondering if those same stars would shine down from the Twisted Lands, and that ruined any good mood she might have otherwise drawn from that view.

      “Idiot,” she muttered to herself. “You’re an idiot for even coming out here this night.”

      She looked at the ruins of Choikal in the distance. Particularly at the dark line that was the wall that hadn’t kept the city safe in its hour of greatest need.

      Sarai almost thought she could see a steady glow coming off of those walls. It was something she almost thought she saw whenever she looked at those walls in the night. As always she wrote it off as a passing fancy.

      It couldn’t be. Certainly some of the older folks in the village thought they could see that glow as well, but that had to be their imagination.

      Sarai sighed and moved off to the spot where she was supposed to meet Tiafa. Near the stables on the outskirts of town.

      Stables that were much larger than any business they did. Choikal’s downfall had hit every part of the village, but nowhere had it hit more than some the businesses that were dedicated to helping travelers.

      She waited outside the stable and listened to the Kwarks inside shuffling their feathers in the night. She suppressed a smile as she thought of the creatures.

      Tiafa was terrified of them. One of the few things that terrified her in this world or the next. The woman would walk into the nine hells themselves or confront the…

      Sarai stopped herself just on the verge of thinking of you-know-who and skirted around the thought. It was something she’d perfected long ago. It was as though her thoughts slid over something that was pulsing deep inside her mind. The something that caused the dizziness whenever…

      Again she stopped. Forced herself to think of watching her friend on the Kwarks. Tiafa was always so brave, but that didn’t extend to riding the creatures. She talked about how she was going to go into the military and save the world, but something told Sarai that illustrious career wouldn’t involve mounted cavalry.

      “What are you smiling about?” a voice hissed from the darkness.

      Sarai jumped and turned to see a dark figure staring out at her. Though of course that dark figure was only Tiafa come to meet her.

      “Nothing,” she said.

      “I don’t understand why you had to have our meeting at this place,” Tiafa said, wrapping her arms around herself and shivering.

      She glanced at the stable and frowned at the sounds from the birds. Gentle snoring or the occasional flap of their massive flightless feathers. Shuffling as the creatures moved in the night.

      “It seemed the most reasonable place for a meeting,” Sarai said, her eyes wide as she tried to maintain a look of innocence.

      From the way Tiafa regarded her she didn’t think her friend was buying that innocence. Oh well. With the way her arm had been hurting because of Tiafa literally strong arming her in the village square she figured a touch of discomfort was the least she deserved.

      “Well come on,” Sarai said. “I promised you I would take you to the wall and that’s what we’re going to do.”

      Tiafa stepped out of shadows cast by the stable and into the starlight. Sarai’s breath caught. She’d always felt an attraction to Tiafa, but there was something about the way she looked tonight bathed in the starlight that took her breath away.

      Perhaps it was the outfit she wore. Tiafa had never been one for the skirts and dresses that were expected of women in the village. Even when she was old enough that it was expected of her. She’d always preferred the more practical shirt and pants farm women wore when they were out working the fields.

      She wore something like that this night, but it was far more fashionable than anything a farm woman would wear. Farm clothes were all practical. They were designed for work.

      What Tiafa wore today was nothing short of stunning, and it was made all the more stunning by the fact that she was the one wearing it. It was made out of a finer material than work clothes, and it fit to her body like a dress that had been designed for fine occasions even though it was the opposite.

      Her parents could afford that, of course, but they didn’t flaunt their wealth all that often. Perhaps they’d decided to splurge on their daughter who was about to face the Choice.

      Sarai found herself staring openly. Whenever she’d stared at Sarai in the past she always made an effort to hide it, but she was having a difficult time hiding it now.

      Tiafa cocked her head to the side. She almost seemed to shiver.

      “Is something wrong Sarai?” she asked, her voice quiet and almost filled with anticipation.

      “Nothing,” Sarai said, licking her lips and unable to pull her eyes away from her friend.

      Tiafa blushed and looked down. “It’s something I bought for myself. I figured if we’re all going to be shipped out in two days what’s the point in saving the money I got from working in the bakery any longer?”

      She shrugged and looked up. She seemed almost embarrassed that she’d bought something like that for herself. Though Sarai found herself hoping that maybe Tiafa hadn’t bought this fancy outfit just for her.

      Sarai shook her head. For a moment there it had felt like she’d been overcome just the same as when she thought of…

      Again she forced her mind to slide around that thought. Though this time as her mind slid around the thought there was something new that happened. Something mildly terrifying.

      The dizziness was coming at her and she wasn’t even thinking the thing that she usually thought of when she was having this problem. No, that woman wasn’t in her thoughts, but Tiafa consumed her mind and it was the same as when she thought of that woman.

      She stumbled back and there was nothing to catch her this time.

      Nothing but Tiafa. One moment Sarai was falling, and the next Tiafa was there with her strong arms wrapped around Sarai. Staring down at her with obvious concern.

      “Sarai,” she whispered. “What’s wrong with you?”

      For that moment there was nothing wrong with her. Wrapped in her friend’s arms made her feel like there was nothing that could possibly go wrong in the world.

      Though of course there was plenty that could go wrong with the world. The world had gone to hell since she was an infant, to hear her parents tell it.

      “Nothing,” she finally managed to choke out. “I guess I’m just having some difficulty and…”

      “If you don’t want to go to the wall tonight you don’t have to,” Tiafa said. “I didn’t realize it was bothering you this much. If I’d had any idea then…”

      She trailed off and shrugged. Though honestly Sarai was having difficulty thinking much of anything with her friend staring down at her with those eyes. She shivered and tried not to think about how easy it would be for Tiafa to lean down and press their lips together.

      It would be so easy, and the thought sent another shiver running through her. She shook her head to clear it.

      “No,” she said. “No, I’m not going back. I promised I would take you to the wall, and I’m going to take you to the wall damn it.”

      Tiafa grinned. “That’s more like it! I was starting to wonder where the Sarai I knew had gone. I figured all that bowing and scraping with Asana earlier had done something to you.”

      Sarai sniffed and pointedly ignored the jab. Tiafa could ignore the nobility at her own peril, but that was one basket of trouble Sarai wasn’t going to pick up.

      “Come on,” Sarai said. “We’re going to go to that tower and you’re going to see a view the likes of which you’ve never seen before!”

      “Good,” Tiafa said, reaching out to take Sarai’s hand.

      She tried to ignore just how wonderful it felt having Tiafa’s hand grasping her own, but it was difficult. They’d held hands so many times before, and always there was the torture of knowing it was merely a friendly gesture for her friend while it was so much more for her.

      And that more than anything was why she was doing this fool thing this night. Going out into the darkness when she should have been staying in the safety of her own home.

      Because she would do anything to have a last few moments with Tiafa on their last two days before the Choosing. Before they were potentially separated forever.

      So she gave Tiafa’s hand a squeeze and moved off into the night with her friend. Trying the entire time not to think about how she would like that friendship to be so much more.
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      They moved quietly through the darkness. Sarai had done this countless times before, but she’d always been alone. She was nervous how Tiafa would react considering she hadn’t been to the Ghost Fields before.

      “I can’t believe we’re doing this,” Tiafa whispered, her voice hissing into the darkness like the roar of a dragon for all to hear.

      Not that Sarai had ever heard the roar of a dragon. She’d merely imagined it based on tales from far off lands. Stories from grizzled veterans who returned after taking a lucky arrow to the knee that let them return home mostly whole and not in a box.

      The looks in their eyes as they described the sound was enough that she knew she never wanted to see a dragon up close if she could avoid it.

      “You need to stay quiet,” she hissed. “If you make noise you’ll catch their attention.”

      “Come on,” Tiafa said. “I know the oldsters say the glow is from spirits, but that can’t be…”

      She trailed off as some of the glow that surrounded the city at night hissed out of the ground right in front of them. It seemed to almost take the form of a skeleton lurching through the darkness with a shield in front of it that hadn’t done it much good in life and a sword at its side that might’ve been used to create some of the other dead spirits around here.

      Not likely though. Most of the spirits in the Ghost Fields had been killed in the fire.

      “Is that a soldier?” Tiafa asked, her voice finally quiet enough that she wouldn’t wake the dead with all the noise she was making.

      Quite literally, in the Ghost Fields.

      “No,” Sarai said as they waited for the thing to disappear.

      Tiafa made a strangled noise as Sarai walked through the spot the spirit had just occupied, but Sarai didn’t care. She’d been out here often enough that she wasn’t overly worried.

      “The spirits don’t come back after they’ve made an appearance,” she said. “Not usually, at least.”

      “But if that wasn’t a soldier from the battle then what was it?” Tiafa asked, her eyes wide as she glanced over their shoulder to where the glowing “soldier” had disappeared.

      “That was probably a constable who was caught in the fire,” Sarai said. “There was a whole different city outside the walls. It ran almost all the way to your village. That’s why the Ghost Fields extend so far and why the farmers go out from the village rather than towards the city.”

      “But…”

      “Also, everything you ever heard about a battle taking place here is hog slop,” she said. “This wasn’t a battle. People were caught in a magic fueled firestorm and killed, but there was no fighting the flames. Unless you’re talking about the mages. They were the only ones who could do anything. Not that it helped the common citizens of Choikal.”

      A woman appeared in front of them. She appeared to be holding children and she was wailing in agony. Tiafa let out a choked cry as she realized what she was seeing, the echo of a tragedy that had played out nearly two decades prior with an unfortunate ending, but Sarai barely noticed it.

      She’d spent a lot of time traveling the Ghost Fields at night. She was drawn to them for some reason. Which meant she was thoroughly inoculated to a tragedy that had happened when she was an infant.

      “Come on,” she said.

      “But how do you know all this?” Tiafa asked.

      “I know all of it because people talk about it when they don’t live in the shadow of Choikal,” Sarai said. “This was a place where people lived and eventually died because they could make a living being near the city even if they couldn’t be within the safety of the walls, and people still talk about that outside your village. My parents talked about it.”

      She looked up at those walls. Even now, two decades later, they were intimidating. They were conspicuous in the way they blotted out the starlight in that direction. The spires of long abandoned guard towers thrust into the skies like skeletal fingers.

      “So they all burned?” Tiafa asked.

      “Yup,” Sarai said. “Walls aren’t much use if the fire takes everything inside and out. Certain people were thorough in their work.”

      “The Dark Lady,” Tiafa said, her voice quiet.

      Sarai hissed, but it was too late. The dizziness struck her as it always did. Of course most of the time people made wards across their person or otherwise reacted negatively to a mention of that woman, which usually made it easy for Sarai to cover up her own unpleasant reaction.

      Not so now, however. The feeling was so intense here this close to the city the woman had burned that she fell over. She’d spent most of the day trying to avoid thinking of the woman and now Tiafa had said her name.

      Though it was far worse than that. She looked up and her breathing came in quick gasps as the mist gathered around them. A glowing mist that seemed to have a life of its own. Great banks of it swirling around them with outlines of the spirits of the dead appearing within glowing a faint green.

      “What in the nine hells is that?” Tiafa asked.

      “Her,” Sarai growled.

      “Jaska is here?” Tiafa cried out, loud enough that the ground glowed fitfully for hundreds of paces around them.

      “Don’t say that name!” Sarai hissed. “They don’t like it when you mention her!”

      Sarai looked up at the spirits coalescing around them. Sure the villagers were afraid of the things, but in her experience the spirits left her alone by and large.

      Her personal experience with docile spirits had been enough to make her think that maybe some of the stories the villagers told about how dangerous the Ghost Fields could be after dark, not to mention how much more dangerous it got when you got into the city where the magical fires had really twisted things, were so many fireside tales told to terrify young children and keep them away from the very real dangers of the crumbling burnt out buildings within the city.

      As she looked at the spirits now she found herself thinking maybe there was something more to those stories.

      Or it could simply be that Tiafa had been stupid enough to bring up the Dark Lady’s name. Sarai noticed long ago that just thinking of that damnable woman was enough to make the green spirit energy pulse, and she’d never said the name.

      She’d never wanted to find out what would happen. Though it looked like she was going to find out now. She’d assumed the spirits wouldn’t care for someone bringing up the woman who’d destroyed them in magical fires, after all, but she couldn’t be sure.

      She didn’t know enough about the Ghost Fields to make a guess. All she had was her experience to go on, and right now her experience was telling her they needed to get the nine hells out of this place.

      She grabbed Tiafa’s hand. She didn’t think about what she was doing grabbing her friend’s hand. There wasn’t the usual delicious torture at Tiafa’s touch. No, she was more concerned with getting them out of whatever danger they’d just found themselves in.

      She pulled Tiafa forward. Towards the mist coalescing around them. The mist that seemed to be filled with the souls of the restless dead.

      “What are you doing?” Tiafa shrieked. “You’re bringing us closer to the ghosts?”

      “Trust me,” Sarai said. “Either we get through that mist or you can stay here with them.”

      “But you’re going away from the village!” Tiafa said, her voice entirely too loud and making the glow pulse brighter. “Why would you go away from the village?”

      In a way it was satisfying for Sarai to hear her friend freaking out. On the other hand she didn’t exactly enjoy hearing her normally brave friend losing it in the face of something Sarai had faced down countless times.

      On the other hand it was amusing. Yeah, that was the word for it. She yanked Tiafa along, right into the one thing that seemed to terrify her more than anything, more even than the Kwarks, and she felt a rush as they pressed through the dead with her friend shrieking behind her about how everything she was doing was going to get them killed.

      Maybe, but at least they were having fun. It would be a better death than being reduced to nothing out on the front lines in the Twisted Lands.
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      “You’re crazy!” Tiafa shrieked.

      “Would you shut up already?” Sarai asked. “If you keep screaming like that you’re going to draw the wrong kind of attention.”

      Tiafa’s eyes went wide. Her mouth shut. Blessedly it didn’t feel like there was much more irritation coming from the glowing dead mist. It was mostly behind them now, along with the dark shadows inside that glowing mist.

      As though the glow wasn't enough trouble to begin with.

      Getting away from the unquiet dead was enough to make Sarai start to think about the situation they found themselves in. More specifically she found herself thinking about Tiafa’s hand in her own. How her blood was pulsing behind her ears as they ran.

      She was so distracted by the feel of Tiafa that she almost didn’t notice when a larger shadow than she’d ever seen before loomed before them. It was huge, hulking, and didn’t look like any of the ghosts she’d encountered.

      She’d spent enough time out here in the Ghost Fields that she thought she knew everything that lived out here, even though nothing could really be said to “live” in the Ghost Fields. This thing was new, though.

      Something massive shambled out of the darkness and slammed into them. She stumbled back, but Tiafa was thrown back and went sliding in the grass. She let out another scream, then curled up in the fetal position.

      Sarai stared in wonder. Tiafa had always made such a production about being the bravest. She’d always been the first one to make it to the top of a tree. She’d always been fearless when it came to climbing the bluffs outside the village.

      She’d always been fearless when it came to challenging someone. She said she was merely doing what needed to be done, and it was odd to see her reduced to gibbering terror.

      Something looming out of the darkness in the Ghost Fields probably was a good reason to feel a bit of gibbering terror. Though oddly enough Sarai didn’t feel any of that.

      She knew she should’ve been afraid at being confronted by something straight out of the stories told to keep children out of the Ghost Fields, but more than anything she was curious.

      This was something new, and she felt like it was intruding on her domain. Not the other way around. She’d grown used to the soft glow out here. To the spirits of the restless dead that lurked about lamenting their untimely demise at the hands of that woman.

      This was new though, and rather than terrifying her it made her more excited.

      “What are you?” she whispered.

      The hulking darkness took a step forward. Close enough to the glow from the fog behind them that she could get a good look at it. The thing was terrifying, but she also couldn’t help but think it was beautiful in its own strange way.

      It was a monstrosity made out of bones. Presumably the bones of those who had died here. There were plenty of bones to work from. That glowing mist held it together at the joints and it regarded her with curiosity. Not malice.

      Though there'd certainly been some malice in that hit they took.

      There were also shadows coming off of the thing. A roiling darkness that seemed to mix with the glow, but when she stared at the thing she could see through those shadows to what was underneath.

      She reached out to touch the thing. She knew it was an idiot fool idea, but she couldn’t help herself. She wanted to know what made this new curiosity tick.

      The darkness seemed to pull away from her. Well then. That was even more interesting. The shadow stared down at her, and if anything she thought it seemed surprised.

      Not what she was expecting from a hulking shadow monstrosity looming over them in the middle of the night, but she’d take it. At least the thing wasn’t attacking.

      “What are you?” she asked.

      The thing shuffled from side to side, then a scream split the night. Sarai was so startled by the scream that she stumbled forward. Right into the thing. Which promptly fell to pieces.

      She stared at the bones. Oddly enough her first impulse was to apologize to the creature for what she’d done, but there was no creature left for her to apologize to. Sure the thing had been mildly horrifying, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d just done something terrible by destroying the creature.

      She turned to Tiafa who'd pulled herself up and was staring where the creature had been. She seemed truly terrified. Not that Sarai could blame her. That was the reaction she was supposed to have to a big scary monster confronting them, after all.

      Sarai was pretty sure that scream had come from Tiafa and not from one of the many dead monstrosities that lived in the Ghost Fields.

      “What was that thing?” Tiafa asked. “You walked up to it like it was nothing.”

      There was something in Tiafa’s voice that stopped Sarai before she could tell her friend the truth that she had no idea what that creature was and she would’ve rather not run into it in the first place. Admiration. Sarai liked being admired, especially when that admiration was coming from Tiafa, and so she decided to act like running into the thing was exactly what she meant to do.

      “It was nothing to worry about,” she said.

      She wasn’t sure if that was the truth, but Tiafa seemed to take the lie for truth so she figured that was going to have to be good enough. For now.

      “I don’t know if I like being out here,” Tiafa said. She looked longingly to the village, then back to Sarai. “But that was pretty amazing how you handled that thing.”

      There was something more to her voice now. A tone that sent a shiver running through Sarai’s body. There was interest there. The sort of interest she’d always hoped to hear from her friend, but never dared dream would actually happen.

      Tiafa smiled. She stood and brushed herself off. And just like that she was the calm and collected Tiafa Sarai had known her entire life. Not the terrified girl who assumed the fetal position the moment she saw a monstrosity that shouldn’t be crawling out of the darkness to confront them.

      Tiafa held her hand out. Clearly Sarai was supposed to take it. She did, and it was like a bolt of magic passed between them as she held her friend’s hand.

      “Let’s go,” Tiafa said with a smile. “That was incredible, and I want to see what other incredible things you have waiting for me.”

      Sarai grinned. She was on uncertain ground tonight. She had no idea what that thing was or why it hadn’t attacked her like it had Tiafa. She had no idea why the thing fell apart when she touched it.

      But Tiafa was here and she was suitably impressed, and like all young people who were trying to impress the object of their affection Sarai suddenly didn’t care about potential danger so much as she cared about impressing her friend in service of maybe convincing that friend to become more than friends.

      “Let’s go,” she said, trying to sound more confident than she felt. “You’re going to love the tower.”

      Tiafa grinned as they moved off through the Ghost Fields, though they seemed strangely quiet now. She could see the glow of the unquiet dead off in the distance, but not near them.

      Sarai would take it if it meant no more interruptions to their fun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            Stolen Moments

          

        

      

    

    
      Tiafa turned and smiled at Sarai in the darkness. She was beautiful in the bright starlight. Even with the darkness of the wall rising behind her.

      And her smile held promise after the Ghost Fields. All the promise in the world.

      The promise of things that could never be, for that matter. After all, in two mornings they faced the Choice. The king’s officials would come, and there was a good chance Tiafa and Sarai would be separated.

      Perhaps for good.

      "Come on," she said. "What are you waiting for?"

      Sarai stopped and took a deep breath. Allowed herself to enjoy this moment after the brief terror of the Ghost Fields. She was starting to come to terms with the knowledge that this was one of the last moments they might have together. She was going to miss this.

      But below that enjoyment of the moment was a longing that was difficult to describe. A powerful feeling that Sarai needed Tiafa in her life. But she was terrified to say the words she needed to say.

      Sarai scrambled up the hill behind Tiafa. Though it was less a hill and more a gentle slope that led up to the burnt out city walls.

      Those burnt out remnants were all that remained of the great city. Well, that and the Academy. Supposedly an oasis of green lushness amidst the remnants of destruction. Green that had been defended by mages who hadn't defended the rest of the city, and the people in it, from the all consuming magical fires. Green drenched in the blood of Choikal, bought and fueled by magic that had the villagers whispering two decades on from the disaster.

      And there were still the villages around the city, of course. Some of them had been spared the flames, and they still existed to support the school.

      Though they were supposedly a shadow of their former selves if you listened to the oldsters in the village tell it.

      Sarai was never sure how much of that was that the village was genuinely a shadow of its former self and how much of that was that people had a tendency to never think things were as good as they'd been when they were younger.

      Right now she was young. Sarai knew she was living out what had to be the best days of her life. Because she was with Tiafa, and that's all that mattered. That made this night one of the best of her life.

      Even if looming over it all were the dark possibilities that came with the Choice. The almost sure knowledge that she would be forced to fight. To go off and throw herself into the never ending grindstone of the front lines on the war with…

      Best not to think about who they were fighting on those lines. A small wave of dizziness hit her, but not enough to incapacitate her.

      "Here it is," Sarai said.

      She took in the tower. It looked imposing in the darkness, though of course it was only a burned out remnant like everything else around here.

      But the worst of the fires must have spared this particular tower all those years ago. Shortly after she’d been born. When…

      Sarai paused again. Tried to push back the dark thoughts that threatened to invade her mind. This tower had been spared when the city burned. Yes, that was it. No need to go thinking about who caused the city to burn.

      "Are you sure it's safe?" Tiafa asked.

      Her voice was quiet. Reverent. Her family was from this area. They hadn't moved here later like Sarai’s parents had.

      Her parents had always claimed there was something about the old town that made them uncomfortable. Something that was a reminder of something unpleasant, though they never seemed to be able to articulate what that unpleasantness was.

      But Tiafa being raised around here meant the terror of Choikal’s burning was within living memory rather than being something that had been heard of and tutted over from a safe distance where the true terror of that night wasn’t truly felt.

      Though even with that reverence Sarai thought it was a ridiculous question. They were talking about exploring a burnt out ruin that hadn’t been maintained for decades as it fell into disrepair and was exposed to the elements.

      "Of course it isn't safe," she said.

      Tiafa’s eyes were wide pools of collected starlight. She was so beautiful. Even looking at Sarai fearfully in the night.

      "Then why…"

      Sarai pushed a finger to Tiafa’s lips.

      Sarai got bold. Boldness felt like something that had been seriously lacking in her life, but there was something about this night that changed everything. The eve of her birthday. Two nights until the Choice was made.

      Two nights until perhaps the last day she would ever see Tiafa. It wrenched her heart, and it made her willing to do things, say things, that she never would have dreamed of before.

      It’s not like it mattered when there was a very good chance she was never going to see Tiafa again in two nights’ time, after all. Especially when the reason they wouldn’t see each other ever again was partially because there was a very good chance at least one of them would be pressed into the military where they wouldn’t have long to live regardless.

      All the more reason to take advantage of what little time they had. All the more reason to live now while she could.

      "Nothing in life is ever safe," she said. "The ruins of this city are proof enough of that. How many people in there…"

      Sarai trailed off. The point she was trying to make seemed to get through to Tiafa though. Life was too short to not say what you meant. Something that was pressing on her mind with the Choice looming large in her mind.

      Tiafa smiled, and some of the old confidence that always surrounded her seemed to return. Tiafa reached out and took Sarai’s hand. She didn't even say anything about Sarai’s finger on her lips silencing her. No, she simply smiled and it melted Sarai.

      "You're right," she said, leaning forward to nip Sarai’s finger which sent a shiver running through her. "And I trust you."

      They stepped into a large gaping hole in tower. Sure they were stepping into the ruins of a dead city that terrified most of the inhabitants of their dwindling but still large village, but to Sarai the night suddenly seemed full of possibilities.

      Of course she was going to have to keep an eye on their surroundings. That creature they’d seen in the Ghost Fields was something new to her, and she’d spent a good deal of her youth exploring these fields.

      If there was something out there that looked that terrifying then she didn’t want to think about what might be inside the city’s walls. They weren’t supposed to be safe during the day, let alone at night when the dead came back to the world looking for vengeance.

      Sarai had always thought those to be exagerrations, but that was before she saw one of those tales come to life and walk the world. Sure that walking horror hadn’t ended up being too horrifying, but its very existence had shattered her belief that stories of terrors within the city were just stories.

      Though as she looked at Tiafa she found herself thinking more of the stories they might make tonight and smiled as they moved into the darkness together.
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      They stepped through, but as always Sarai stopped and turned to look at the scene outside.

      There was a bell in a field down the slope that had presumably made the hole in the side of the guard tower once upon a time. A big bell. Like it had come from a temple of some sort.

      Not that Sarai had ever ventured into the city to see where the bell came from. She swayed and held her hand against the destroyed wall because she knew what was coming.

      She could imagine that night. The city wreathed in flames. Some temple spire burning to the point that eventually the bell fell and went crashing through the tower’s solid stone construction as though it was paper. The holes in either side of the tower were proof enough of the violence and fury of that night.

      That had to have been a terrible night. Especially considering the terror it had visited on the people in the village. A terror they still felt today.

      But she didn't feel any of that terror. She hadn’t been here, after all. All of that had been far from her when she was young. Her family hadn’t been a part of it, and she certainly had nothing to do with towers or the Dark Lady.

      And there was that feeling she knew was coming. She couldn’t avoid thinking about the Dark Lady when she came into this tower, so she’d learned to prepare for the inevitable. She didn’t want to fall to the hard stone floor and hurt herself when the feeling overtook her.

      No one in the village would ever come to the edge of the city to look for her if she went missing, after all. Though she did have Tiafa with her tonight.

      Sarai suppressed the involuntary shiver that always hit her when she thought of the Dark Lady. The dizziness that always threatened to overwhelm. She couldn't explain it. She didn't understand it.

      As always she tried to tell herself that their fates weren't intertwined.

      She told herself it was the same nervousness every child in this region felt. After all, Jaska had done things so terrible that the entire countryside was terrified of her return. Not that she would have any reason to make a return now that she'd laid waste to Choikal.

      Not when she was supposedly contained by the vast armies dying in the Twisted Lands to keep her out of the living kingdoms.

      Still, Sarai couldn't help the feeling that things were somehow more personal between her and the Dark Lady given the way her body reacted whenever the woman was brought up.

      Also? It was totally something she never brought up to anyone. Ever. She knew something like that was something she had to hide. Including from her friends.

      So she held herself against the wall and pretended she was looking out at the view. She hoped Tiafa wouldn’t come so close that she would realize something was wrong.

      The last thing Sarai needed was for someone to go accusing her of having an affinity for the Dark Lady. She'd seen what that led to. A branding at best, and getting burned alive at worst.

      This time the shiver had nothing to do with strange feelings Sarai got whenever she thought of the most evil woman the world had known in a living age.

      "What's wrong with you Sarai?" Tiafa asked.

      Tiafa smiled and her eyes gleamed with what little light made it into the darkness.

      The moons were still hiding behind mountains in the distance. For the moment. Which was a pity. Sarai had always enjoyed the sight of the first moon, and she'd hoped Ramaya might come out to bathe them with her gentle purple light on the evening of her birthday.

      No such luck so far though. Walking through the mist shrouded Ghost Fields had an extra level of creepiness with no moonlight to show them the way.

      Sarai grinned. "Sorry. My mind was in another place."

      "There you go again. Always dreaming," Tiafa said. "One of these days that's going to get you into trouble!"

      She wagged her finger but the smile on her face said she wasn't being too serious. She never was serious about much of anything. Unless, of course, it was training. The girl had an obsession with learning weapons and how to fight.

      But a bubbly excitement about everything in the world was one of the things Sarai was going to miss if they were separated.

      Sarai felt a pang coupled with a longing that had been there for most of her life as she thought of being separated. Of no longer being near Tiafa. She’d always thought it was terrible living in relative safety for so long with the sure knowledge that safety was going to be shattered soon enough, but that was life for the young.

      Tiafa reached her hand out to Sarai’s. Sarai looked at it, thinking about all the times she'd touched her friend’s hand and felt a stirring. Something that always ashamed her even as it excited her.

      But there was none of that tonight. Perhaps it was her impending birthday. The coming of adulthood. The coming of the Choice.

      Whatever it was, Sarai took Tiafa’s hand without hesitation. Felt the same fire that ran through her body every time they touched.

      Was that a shiver Sarai felt coming from her friend? Sarai couldn’t be sure. Perhaps it was wishful thinking, but then again perhaps not.

      "Come on," Sarai said, forcing a smile once the familiar wave of dizziness passed. "I promise you're going to love this."

      She could move up the steps even in the darkness. It was no problem for her even though Tiafa hesitated.

      One of the advantages of not being a local was her parents didn't have the same superstitions the locals had about getting too close to Choikal. Particularly the south side of the city where superstition said the ghosts could get a little more rough than in the center or closer to the Academy on the north side.

      One of the advantages of growing up without superstition was Sarai didn't have any of the worries about the supernatural or ghosts. They existed, sure, but they weren’t something to be feared. They were mundane. Not real magic. Sure she'd heard of real magic happening near the city ruins, but in her practical life experience real magic was always something that happened in far off places or in far off times.

      At least she’d thought it was something that happened far away until tonight when she saw that monstrosity. She didn’t think of spirits of the dead as being particularly remarkable or interesting because it was something she’d always known.

      That monster tonight, though… Well it had her thinking. It had her worried.

      Still, even with tonight’s experience she didn’t overly worry about magic coming along and ruining her life. That was something that happened far away. Not here.

      What she did feel was the rush of being young and in the company of a beautiful girl who she loved. She felt like nothing could touch her this night.

      "Follow me," Sarai said with a grin as she led a reluctant Tiafa higher into the tower.
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      Sarai took the steps several at a time. She knew exactly which ones were safe and which ones were dangerous, and she stopped and helped Tiafa make her way up in several spots where the gaps between the steps were large enough that there was a very real danger of falling into the yawning blackness below.

      Which would have been bad. Really bad.

      After all, she needed Tiafa in one piece when Sarai got her to the top of the tower where she might finally be able to steal the kiss she’d been hoping for ever since she first felt the stirrings of interest in women in general and in her friend in particular.

      The idea of stealing a kiss felt ridiculous every time she thought it, but if there was ever going to be a chance then it was this night. After that…

      Well she tried not to think about that just as assiduously as she tried not to think about that woman. Life was better that way.

      So she carefully made her way up the steps. She figured Tiafa couldn’t very well kiss anything if she was lying moaning in a broken heap at the bottom of a long abandoned guard tower.

      Finally they reached the top. Sarai turned and looked through the massive window that looked out over the kingdom.

      It was much better than view going in the other direction. That was equally impressive, but it looked out over the ruins of Choikal, and Sarai wasn't in the mood to put Tiafa in a terrified state of mind.

      No, Sarai had far more interesting things in mind.

      Luckily Tiafa seemed far more interested in the view illuminated by the stars than the view behind them illuminated by an even more powerful ghost light than what they’d seen in the Ghost fields. The stars burned bright tonight with no clouds to block them, giving off almost as much light as the full moons. And there were so many that dotted the sky.

      Right now Sarai was far more interested in what that starlight was illuminating though.

      "So what do you think? Is it everything I told you?"

      Honestly there were times when she’d almost regretted telling Tiafa that she came here. Especially when Tiafa had made it clear she wanted to join Sarai here. Only now as she looked at the wonder on Tiafa’s face she was glad she’d opened her big mouth if it gave them this shared moment.

      Tiafa stared in astonishment. Sarai enjoyed the view as well, though it wasn’t the view Tiafa was enjoying.

      The landscape didn't hold a candle to the beauty of Tiafa’s face. She was truly something to behold. Especially by starlight.

      Standing up here always made her feel like the entire kingdom was hers. Sarai loved coming up here and sitting and thinking. Staring off at distant lands and wondering what might be waiting for her out there if she was lucky enough to be accepted to one of the Choices that wouldn’t result in her being carted off somewhere that would result in her immediate death.

      Unfortunately there weren’t many paths from the Choice that didn’t result in a messy immediate death, and the ones that did typically only postponed that messy death.

      There were even times when she would turn and look at the ruins of Choikal. Try to imagine what the burned-out husks had looked like when they were part of a great city. Even in its ruins, abandoned for the entirety of her life save for a few months at the beginning when she was too young to remember, it was something to behold. Even burned out she could see a hint of the splendor the city had once held.

      Even if it had been far too long since it had been inhabited by anyone but the ghosts.

      There were times when Sarai even found herself wondering what it would be like to see the witch school. The Academy. Not that anyone around here bothered to watch themselves when they called it the witch school.

      Sure the mages were supposed to be notoriously touchy about that name, but what was the point in watching your tongue when they never came to Sarai’s small village and their supposedly vaunted magics that allowed them to see people maligning their school never seemed to make them appear?

      Well, they did come at least once a year during the Choice, but that was about it.

      Sarai was pulled back to reality by a hand taking hers. She looked down and her eyebrows shot up. That wasn't a handhold because she needed a steady hand going up or down a hill. That wasn't a hand grasping hers because Tiafa needed somebody to guide her up the stairs of a dark guard tower.

      Tiafa favored Sarai with a smile that tore through her body like the fires that had consumed Choikal once upon a time. And suddenly it felt as though everything was perfect. She felt as though this was the culmination of everything she’d ever hoped for over the years.

      She’d dared to dream Tiafa might be interested for so long, and now her best friend was holding her hand and looking at her with the interest she’d always hoped for.

      "It is beautiful," Tiafa said. "But I don't think it would be half as wonderful if I wasn't here sharing it with you."

      Sarai smiled. She couldn't help herself. It was a goofy grin. She was overcome with an emotion that was entirely unfamiliar to her.

      It was like a sort of twisting in her stomach. Like she was feeling queasy, but in a good way. It was a tingling in her scalp. It was butterflies dancing in her midsection. It was…

      Wonderful. Everything she had hoped for when she took Tiafa out here. Everything and more.

      "And I think it's wonderful that you're here with me," Sarai said.

      Tiafa stared at Sarai, her eyes unblinking. Sarai felt like this might be a moment. The opportunity she’d been waiting for most of her life. She felt a strange desire coursing through her. A strange confidence.

      It was like nothing she’d felt before. And so she leaned closer. Took a chance she’d never been brave enough to take before, but Tiafa was so beautiful and this moment was so perfect.

      A purple light bathed them as Sarai leaned in for a kiss, and it added to the perfection. Off in the distance the town bells chimed midnight as Ramaya finally peeked out over the mountains and blessed them with her glow.

      It really was a perfect moment. The bells chiming midnight heralding the start of Sarai’s birthday. The moon's glow washing over them. Sarai leaning in for a kiss and Tiafa closing her eyes. The sure knowledge that this was happening and it wasn’t a dream.

      And so of course that would be the moment when everything went to Choikal’s flames.
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      This was it. This was the moment. This was what Sarai had been waiting for, hoping for, praying for, anticipating for so very long. It would be one perfect moment before they were separated.

      One perfect moment they could remember as they were thrown into battle in a far off land.

      Only in that perfect moment something went wrong. Tiafa paused. Sarai opened her eyes and saw something odd in her friend’s expression.

      Had she not hesitated then maybe it would've continued to be one of those perfect moments. Maybe she would’ve leaned in to kiss Tiafa and there wouldn't have been any problem.

      But of course Sarai did hesitate, and that hesitation was enough for everything to go wrong.

      Tiafa squinted. As though she was having trouble really seeing Sarai even though the starlight from above coupled with the purple light of Ramaya provided plenty to see by.

      "Are you…"

      "What's wrong Tiafa?" Sarai asked.

      "There’s something…"

      Tiafa gasped. Her hands moved to her mouth. She took a couple of steps back. As though she was looking at something terrifying.

      She was looking at Sarai in the same way she’d looked at that horrible twisted creature in the Ghost Fields.

      Sarai couldn't understand what was happening. It wasn't supposed to be like this. This was supposed to be her moment.

      Sure in her nightmares it was like this. She got right up to the moment of truth, the moment when she would finally get to enjoy that kiss with Tiafa, and something happened to destroy that moment.

      Only this was real life. It wasn't supposed to happen like in Sarai’s nightmares. She took a step forward, partly because she wanted to know what was wrong and partly because she was worried Tiafa would take too many steps back and hit a rotten part of the wood that had been burned through and might fall through.

      She should’ve warned Tiafa about that when they came up here. Why hadn’t she?

      Because she’d been too distracted with the promise of what might happened. So distracted that she didn’t warn her friend of the dangers lurking up here.

      "Tiafa, what's…"

      And then it hit her and she understood why Tiafa was looking at her the way she was.

      It was unlike anything Sarai had ever felt before. It was intense. It was all over her body. It felt delicious and painful and incredible and it was more than her body could take. She almost blacked out.

      When Sarai opened her eyes Tiafa was still staring at her with a mixture of terror and astonishment. She took another step back, back towards that dangerous part of the floor that would give way under her. That part of the floor that had nearly killed Sarai when she first explored this ruin years ago.

      And Tiafa was much heavier than Sarai had been when she first explored these ruins. Which meant if she did step on that floor it was going to be the end for her.

      Sarai tried to hold a hand up, tried to stop her, but it didn't work. Sarai fell to the ground. She rolled over and stared up, her body shaking and convulsing.

      The light of the moon bathed her and Sarai felt herself start to change.

      She’d heard of this. And in that terrible moment Sarai realized something with a clarity that had never hit her before.

      Magic wasn't something that happened in some far-off place. No, magic was very real, and it had visited her this night. It was odd. It was something that was supposed to come to someone gradually, when they were younger, but this was a sudden wave that came and knocked her over when the water had been otherwise calm.

      Others were hit with a gentle ebb and flow of magic until it finally took them, but she was being hit with a massive wave that was pulling her under.

      She didn't know why. She didn't know how. All she knew was it was happening, and she couldn't explain it. She couldn’t stop it. The magic was here, and it might kill her.

      She needed to stop it so she could tell Tiafa about the danger, but when she opened her mouth all that came out was silence. A silent scream into the night. Into an uncaring universe. A scream that cast light on the ceiling as the magic left her body.

      Her body was on fire. It felt like she’d been sleeping on her arm wrong, only it was a feeling that was moving all over her body with tiny little pinpricks that weren’t localized to an arm or a leg she’d been lying on the wrong way.

      Again Sarai opened her mouth. Again she tried to scream, but only let out a strangled gargling gasp. Again the magic puffed out of her mouth along with the scream.

      Fear seized her. How could this be happening to her?

      She hadn’t done anything to bring magic down on her. She hadn't done anything to attract the attention of the spirits that supposedly lived in the city.

      Other than walking through the Ghost Fields for most of her life, but that wasn’t supposed to be how that magic worked. Sure the villagers talked about monsters that could rip someone limb from limb, but there were no tales about magic touching a person after spending time in the Ghost Fields.

      And even the whole “ripped limb from limb” thing was probably just a tale considering she’d been going there for years and there’d been no limb ripping. Not even tonight with that strange creature.

      But what if violating this tower one too many times was enough to draw vengeful attention? She’d been here before, true, but not nearly as often as she walked the fields. Choikal was dangerous, the burnt out ruins were treacherous even without vengeful spirits and monsters lurking among them, so she’d never gone very far into those ruins.

      Sarai looked around. Tried to see the glow that was supposed to come with a spirit visiting. But there was nothing.

      No. That wasn't right. There was a faint glow. It seemed to be coming off of her skin though. Not from any spirit consuming her. Faint lines were tracing in her skin like an intricate tattoo. Lines that glowed with the same green that surrounded her.

      Yup. Fucking magic.

      She looked up at Ramaya. The green glow seemed to dance in time with the purple light.

      And then with a final gasp it was over. Sarai collapsed to the ground and stared out of that window. Up at the purple light of Ramaya that was starting to mix with the green light of Cherloz as it peeked over the mountains in the distance.

      Sarai couldn't think. She was a mass of sensation. Everything felt wrong. Little explosions of numbness bloomed on her skin then disappeared.

      There was something important. Something Sarai should be remembering. Something that…

      Sarai turned. Held her hand out to Tiafa. She cried out, and for a wonder her voice worked.

      "Tiafa! Don't take another step!"

      She knew she was too late even as the words escaped her lips.
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      What just happened? What in the burned ruins was wrong with her? What had the charred ruins of Choikal done to her? Why was Tiafa still taking steps away from her even though Sarai just told her to stop?

      She didn't have time to truly contemplate any of that. No, Sarai scrambled across the ancient rotted and burnt out wood floor. She had to reach Tiafa before she took another step. Before she…

      Tiafa stopped. Her foot was placed on the edge of danger. Sarai knew because she’d tested every inch of the floor.

      She should’ve told Tiafa about the danger. Should’ve mentioned that she needed to watch where she stepped. That there were portions of the boards that were dangerous. That she’d explored it all in the daylight when there was no danger of missing a step and falling through.

      Not like tonight in the darkness where it was difficult to make things out.

      Only Sarai realized with a sinking feeling that she was too late. She scrambled towards Tiafa, but her frien’ds foot came down on that board. There was a sickening crunch as the boards disintegrated under her. Tiafa let out a cry as the floor crumbled.

      Sarai scrambled as fast as she could go on all fours, which admittedly wasn't terribly fast. But somehow she got there in time to grab Tiafa’s hand and hold on before she disappeared into the darkness.

      Sarai winced in pain as something pressed into her arm. A piece of the floor that’d given way and turned into a jagged stake.

      Burned ruins that hurt!

      Tiafa’s touch was still like fire against Sarai’s skin. Only there was a mixture of adrenaline and fear now to mix with that fire.

      What if she fell? Even if she did manage by some miracle to hit the stairs they wouldn't survive her slamming into them in a fall.

      No, Sarai’s hold was the only thing keeping Tiafa from certain death.

      Tiafa stared up at her with fear in her eyes. Sarai wasn't sure if that was fear from the fall or if it was fear from looking at her and the change that’d come over her.

      Tiafa’s eyes darted back and forth, her breath came in quick ragged gasps, and Sarai tried not to notice the way her chest rose and fell in a most distracting way in the moonlight filtering through the open window. Sarai tried not to think about how they were both just a few rotted boards snapping away from falling to certain doom.

      Yeah, there were far more important things than noticing Tiafa’s beauty. Like getting her out of this predicament.

      Her beauty wouldn't last very long if she was smashed against the bottom of this guard tower, after all. Then she would join all the spirits out in the Ghost Fields. At least that was what the oldsters said happened to people foolish enough to die within sight of the burned walls.

      "I don't know what's happening here, but I’m still me," Sarai said.

      Sarai locked eyes with Tiafa. Hoped she saw something in those eyes.

      Tiafa had to know that this was still Sarai even if the magic had taken her and she was covered in those intricate glowing green lines. That Sarai wouldn't do anything to hurt her.

      That look was enough. Tiafa nodded. Threw her other arm up and around Sarai’s.

      The only problem was Sarai wasn’t strong enough to pull her up. It was difficult enough holding her in place, and Sarai could feel Tiafa slowly slipping away.

      It would only be a matter of time before she slipped out of Sarai’s grip. Sarai had only delayed disaster for a little while.

      Despair filled her as Sarai realized that her effort to save Tiafa wasn’t going to be enough. She tried desperately to pull Tiafa up, but it was impossible. Even a surge of adrenaline wasn’t enough to overcome the simple fatal gravity of the moment.

      Sarai stared into the gaping darkness below. That gaping darkness would kill Tiafa. She’d slip out of Sarai’s fingers and fall and Sarai would hear the sickening crunch of her bones breaking against the bottom of the tower.

      It might not even kill her right away. Sarai might be forced to watch her slowly fade away. Or maybe Sarai wouldn't. If Sarai’s Choice meant being carted off to the Twisted Lands then there’d be no coming back any time soon. Even if she went somewhere closer it’s not like she would have an opportunity to see Tiafa past the Choice.

      They wouldn’t let her stay to remain beside a friend she’d maimed. No, if anything the fact that she’d been partially responsible for something like that on the verge of the Choice would put her in one of the nastier work details.

      That thought terrified her. Sarai didn’t want this to be Tiafa’s last moment. She didn’t want to face a punishment detail that would result in years of drawn out torture rather than a quick and merciful death in the Twisted Lands.

      This wasn’t going to be her friend’s last moment.

      She stared into that darkness. For some reason it didn’t seem as dark down there as before. Sarai could make out the walls. Maybe it was Ramaya’s light filtering through the tower, though she’d never been able to see the interior by that light that before.

      Usually Ramaya’s light was a comfort. This night it was nothing of the sort though. This night Sarai knew it merely illuminated her friend’s impending death.

      Grim determination filled her. That wasn't going to happen. Sarai wouldn't allow it to happen. The thought of Tiafa being smashed against the bottom of the tower was enough to fill her with a sure knowledge that she’d never let that come to pass.

      Adrenaline surged, just like the one she’d gotten when she’d made that impossible scramble across the room to grab Tiafa. And with that surge of adrenaline Sarai was filled with a power unlike anything she’d known before. Suddenly Sarai felt stronger than she’d ever been before.

      Tiafa’s eyes went wide again. The glow that surrounded Sarai grew more intense. Sarai pulled up, and to her surprise she was able to lift Tiafa easily. The strength hadn’t been there before, and then it was.

      That wasn’t just adrenaline saving her.

      Sarai could see everything below clearly now. Partly from that glow that was growing stronger and stronger, but mostly because it was like Sarai could see in the dark now.

      Amazing. Odd, unexpected, and amazing. She figured if weird stuff was going to happen to her this night then it might as well be weird stuff that worked in her favor.

      Sarai had a moment to stare in astonishment, and then the wood she was on gave way beneath her.

      Apparently their combined weight was too much even for the firmer wood she’d been spread out on. Damn.

      She felt another moment of panic. Saw Tiafa crying out in terror. And then they were falling into that glowing abyss.
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      They fell, but Sarai refused to accept it. She looked around in confusion as she tumbled through the dark air. She knew it wouldn't be long before she slammed into the ground. Before she felt her bones breaking along with Tiafa’s.

      But there was that glow. It seemed brighter. Warmth wrapped around her.

      As though that light was trying to tell her everything was going to be okay despite all evidence to the contrary. The glow was the bright green that matched what she’d seen out in the Ghost Fields.

      Sarai thought she could almost see figures in that green glow. Like the hint of the dead moving through the mist in the Ghost Fields.

      And with that glow Sarai felt herself slowing. She looked in astonishment as the glow moved out and surrounded Tiafa. She stared at Sarai with equal astonishment.

      Sarai wasn’t knocking anything that was slowing their fall, but it was a shock.

      This had to be magic. The thought terrified her as much as it excited her.

      This sort of thing was supposed to manifest far younger. The people who were going to be Chosen for the witch school were always obvious, and they were always sent off to their own special lessons early on. She’d never heard of anyone manifesting this late in life.

      She’d just come of age, damn it. She’d expected to be sent off to the armies to die in the name of a conflict she didn’t quite understand fighting the twisted armies of a woman who made her dizzy every time she thought of her.

      She never thought something like this would happen to her. She never thought she would manifest. She shouldn’t be manifesting this late in life.

      Yet here she was floating through the air proving to be one hell of an outlier. This wasn’t the magic from the Ghost Fields, and it certainly wasn't some old weapon left behind from before Choikal’s fall.

      No, this was all her. Sarai was making this happen. Somehow. Impossibly. But it was happening.

      Those ghostly hands moving in the glow reached out for them. Tiafa tried to struggle when she realized what was reaching for her, but they held with a firmness that wasn’t to be denied. She looked at Sarai, her eyes wide, and then they rolled into the back of her head as she passed out.

      The dead passed in front of Sarai. Skeletal creatures in mist that reached out and pulled her up even though they weren’t attached to anything themselves.

      They moved up. Instead of falling they floated towards the hole created by their fall through the floorboards. They moved over the jagged edges and the creatures in the mist placed them down lightly by the window where this all had started.

      Sarai looked around. Shook her head. Damn. Talk about a surprise!

      Tiafa fell back against the wood that had so treacherously betrayed them. Her breath came in deep ragged gasps, but she was still passed out. Not for long, though.

      Her eyes shot open. They were wide and filled with the terror of the dead. From the way she stared up at the ceiling with her eyes wide and the light of Ramaya bathing both of them in its gentle purple glow it was clear she needed a moment to process everything that had just happened.

      Maybe more than a moment.

      Choikal’s burned ruins. She wasn’t the only one who needed a moment to process everything that had just happened. Sarai looked at the gaping hole that had done its best to kill them.

      She couldn’t believe they were still alive. That simply wasn’t the sort of thing that happened to people like her. Mostly because the magic wasn’t something that was supposed to take her.

      She’d been sure she would go off to die in the Twisted Lands. To be honest the idea of going to the witch school was more terrifying than the thought of facing the Twisted Lands. Going off to die for the military would almost be preferable than going there.

      Especially with the strange fits that took her whenever Sarai thought of… her.

      Being conscripted was terrible, but at least there was a path laid out for her there. If Sarai was lucky she’d come back from that time in the military with a skill. If she was unlucky she’d come back in a box after being killed in one of the numerous fights with the dark lady’s armies.

      If she was very unlucky then there wouldn’t be enough of her to put into a box to ship home for her parents to cry over.

      Sarai didn’t care about that now, though. Or that she’d been given a brief respite from potentially going off to die fighting in a never ending war.

      She crawled over to the burnt out edge of the window. Once upon a time there’d been glass there. The old people in the village told tales of all the guard towers gleaming in the sunlight during the day and twinkling in the starlight at night as the massive windows reflected the light.

      No more. There was just a burned out husk now. The remains of a frame that had once held a massive piece of glass that had long since disappeared.

      Not for the first time Sarai wondered what the city might’ve looked like then. And she was glad she hadn’t been around to witness the city in its glory since that would mean she would be around to witness the destruction.

      “Sarai?” Tiafa’s voice rang out in the darkness.

      Sarai turned to Tiafa, and the dread she felt was a very different and far more immediate sort of dread.

      Tiafa had witnessed the magic taking Sarai, and the shock of it had been enough to cause her to shy away from her.

      Yet there was another part of her that had a difficult time believing that the magic taking her was the only part of it. There’d been true terror in Tiafa’s eyes as the glow overtook Sarai, and that couldn’t mean anything good.

      What if there was something more than the glowing lines she saw? What if the magic had twisted her and she was like one of the lost souls in the Twisted Lands that didn’t even realize it?

      “What do you see Tiafa?” she asked, dreading the answer.
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      Tiafa stepped forward. Or it would be more accurate to say she shuffled forward, spreading out her weight as much as she could across the wood planks below.

      Sarai guessed Tiafa had learned the same lesson she had when she first explored this place. The footing could be treacherous up here. Sarai didn’t think this part of the floor was particularly dangerous, but then again she could also understand why Tiafa would be hesitant to test that considering what just happened.

      “I saw the magic take you,” she said. “And then you used it to save me. You used those things to save me.”

      She surprised Sarai by wrapping her in a hug. A hug Sarai wasn’t complaining about, mind you, but it was still a surprise.

      It was particularly a surprise for the feeling that hit her as she wrapped her in that hug. Sarai had hugged Tiafa before, but it had never felt like this. No, this was a hug that was different because there were strange sensations running all over her body. Almost as though there were sensitive lines covering her and…

      Reluctantly Sarai pulled away from the hug. She wanted nothing more than to feel Tiafa against her, but she also wondered why in the burned ruins she would be feeling everything with such a heightened awareness.

      Sarai looked down.

      Her eyes went wide. She thought about the strange feelings that had come over her. The strange tingle that seemed to run across her whole body in that moment the magic took her. The lines that criss crossed her exposed skin glowed as she stared down with fascination and horror.

      It had felt odd, but she’d thought it was simply her mind reacting to the magic taking her. Now, though, she found herself wondering if maybe there wasn’t something else going on here. If maybe there had been something to that overwhelming feeling that her body was changing.

      Sarai felt at her clothes. They felt different too. Wrong, somehow. As though everywhere they brushed against her they were lighting a fire, and she wasn’t sure if that was a good fire or a bad fire.

      All she knew was she had to get them off. She didn’t have a care for Tiafa standing right in front of her. No, she saw a faint glow under her clothes, and she had to see what had happened underneath.

      She had to see if those lines were still there.

      “Sarai,” Tiafa said, and then she stopped.

      There was a catch to her voice. As though she was having trouble getting out whatever she’d been about to say.

      Sarai’s brow furrowed. Why would Tiafa be having trouble getting out whatever she’d been about to say? What was going on here? What had gone wrong? Was it that she was stripping?

      Sure it was a little more intense stripping in front of Tiafa now, but it wasn’t like they’d never been down to their skivvies in front of each other before. It didn’t stop Sarai either. She needed to see.

      When she finally pulled off her dress she saw something astonishing. Her body glowed with the same faint green she’d seen in the Ghost Fields. The same faint green light that had surrounded them as those spirits lifted them to safety.

      That green magic ran all over her body in faintly glowing and pulsing tattoos. They seemed to be growing fainter with each passing pulse, timed with her own blood pumping, but they were still there.

      Sarai very nearly passed out. That could have been bad. Falling on this rotted wood was not ideal, but Tiafa was there to catch her.

      Sarai placed a hesitant finger on one of those faint lines. It glowed fitfully, but seemed to increase in power as she touched it. And wherever Tiafa touched her as she caught her felt as though it burned with a bonfire of pleasure.

      She felt lightheaded again. The only thing holding her up was Tiafa’s strong arms. Strong from all the hours she’d spent in the village practice yard over the years learning to fight. Sarai smiled. If anyone could protect her it would be Tiafa. Lovely Tiafa. Strong Tiafa.

      “What happened to me?” Sarai whispered, tears coming to her eyes.

      Admittedly the witch school was close mouthed about what happened once an Initiate joined them, but she’d never heard of something like this happening. She didn’t like that what she was experiencing was out of the ordinary.

      It felt wrong that the magic would single her out. The last thing she needed was to be singled out by the witches and mages at that damned school.

      “I don’t know,” Tiafa said. “I thought the magic was supposed to take you earlier than this, but here it is. And those things… What you did there was more powerful than anything old Sirl ever did.”

      Old Sirl. The village wizard. A man who would come and utter incantations over the crops for good luck, for all the good it did. Sarai had never put much stock in him or his tricks, but now she wondered.

      And she knew the last thing she wanted was to see the old man. Not and risk him knowing her for what she was. Sure it was rumored he’d never even finished his time at the witch school and that was the reason he was a hedge wizard in a village barely clinging to life just outside a ruin, but Sarai couldn’t be sure.

      Even a hedge wizard could recognize some magic, after all. The last thing she needed was to be recognized.

      This all seemed like some great prank the universe was playing on her. She shook her head and the world spun around her as a laughing raven-haired woman appeared in her head. Why was her mind filled with the sudden image of a raven-haired woman laughing over a crib?

      Sarai shook her head to push that image away. She’d never seen that raven-haired woman before in her life.

      Everything about this was impossible. Sarai looked over to Tiafa who bit her lip.

      Oh how Sarai had longed to get that look from Tiafa, but she was biting her lip and looking at her out of fear now.

      She’d never shown interest in her before as more than a friend, certainly not with the heat she’d hoped to capture two nights before they were separated, so she wasn’t sure why she thought it would suddenly happen tonight.

      Given everything else that had happened this night it suddenly seemed like a foolish hope. The magic had taken her and her life as she knew it was over.

      That ending had simply come two days earlier than she was expecting.
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      Tiafa’s eyes were still as wide as the moons hanging in the skies above. Sarai looked down at the transformation.

      Those magical forces had left Tiafa intact, which made Sarai wonder if they were magical forces that were native to Choikal’s ruins or if she’d been hit by some ancient curse that was after her in particular.

      Then again there were no mages or wizards or witches who seemed to truly understand why the magic took some and not others. Perhaps it was simply her curse to bear.

      The idea that she’d been cursed seemed impossible. It’s not like she’d ever made an enemy of anyone who would be capable of performing magic like this. At least Sarai was pretty sure she’d never annoyed someone who’d be capable of doing something like this.

      The only mage she knew was old Sirl, and he hardly seemed like the type to hold a grudge.

      Again there was that flash of the raven haired woman standing over a crib laughing as though she’d just heard the most incredible joke in the world. Then it was gone and it was back to Sarai standing there wondering what was wrong with her.

      It was as though the Dark Lady herself had come out of the darkness to do something to her. Though that seemed impossible. She was far off fighting wars. She was…

      Sarai was thinking about the Dark Lady and it wasn’t knocking her on her ass. Now that was odd. She’d never been able to think of that woman without losing her balance or falling to the ground before, but it was like the magic taking her was enough to get rid of those dizzy spells for good.

      That worried her even more than anything else that had happened.

      “It’s true, isn’t it?” Tiafa asked, still with that odd look in her eyes. “The magic did take you!”

      “It did,” Sarai said.

      Sarai was surprised when she felt arms wrapping around her. That wasn’t something she’d expected either, but then again there wasn’t much of anything expected that seemed to be happening on this night.

      Nothing had gone as planned. Though feeling Tiafa’s hands around her went a long way towards making her feel better about nothing going as planned.

      “It’s going to be okay Sarai,” Tiafa whispered in her ear.

      Tiafa’s voice was so close. Her breath was warm magic more intense than the real magic that’d taken her. Sarai thought she could almost feel Tiafa’s lips coming close to her ear, and she shivered.

      Tiafa seemed to take that shiver to mean that Sarai was afraid, and she wrapped her arms around her even tighter.

      “You don’t need to shiver like that. It’s going to be all right,” she said. “Trust me on this. You’ll simply go to the witch school and they’ll…”

      Panic seized Sarai. She thought about stories she’d heard over the years. Whenever someone got struck by the magic there was one thing that all the stories agreed on: nothing terribly good happened to those poor bastards.

      There might’ve been some ancient time when people who were taken by the magic got to live out their lives with the hundred wishes they were given or the magical talking fish they’d discovered or a harp that provided them with endless contentment or whatever in the burned ruins was promised them, but that wasn’t something that happened in these modern and enlightened times when the magic had been reduced to a science by those dabblers and meddlers at the witch school.

      Which meant if they found out about Sarai, if they discovered her condition and the unusual circumstances that caused it, then Sarai would be as good as guaranteed to be carted off to one of their towers or dungeons where they would poke and prod her to an untimely and unnatural end.

      Sure when the Choice came there were many who were sent off to the school to study, but those were people who’d had the magic come to them when they were young. They were the ones who’d been studying basic magery, as was appropriate, for some time.

      Not like her. This was unasked for. She had no idea what to do. No training. No idea how she was going to escape this fate.

      She pulled away from Tiafa. Sure on the one hand it was very nice to feel Tiafa pressing against her, but on the other hand the terror of that moment was too much for her to contemplate.

      The thought of being carted off to the witch school not as an Initiate, but as an experiment was beyond horrifying. Everyone had heard stories of what the mages did down in the dungeons beneath the academy. Those stories were very detailed about the horrors that waited down there for anything that caught their attention.

      Some people extended that to not wanting to catch their attention as an Initiate, much less as an experiment, but Sarai would settle for the latter.

      “Oh gods in their high towers,” Sarai said, tears coming to her eyes. “They’re going to find out about this. They’re going to take me off to their towers if I’m lucky and likely their dungeons because I’m not that lucky and they’re going to…”

      A hand on her shoulder brought her back from the dark place her mind was taking her. She wasn’t sure she wanted to be brought back to reality considering it was a reality where she was looking at the very real possibility of being dissected.

      Tiafa looked at her with that enigmatic wisp of a smile she always had when she looked at the world. As though she knew something everyone else didn’t.

      It was something that had always drawn Sarai to her, and she found herself more drawn to her friend now than ever.

      To Sarai’s surprise Tiafa got down on her knees in front of her. Gods she looked so beautiful. The light of the moons shining down on her only served to reinforce that beauty.

      “It’s going to be okay,” she said. “You can trust me on this. The mages aren’t going to cart you off to do experiments on you in their deep dungeons.”

      “How can you be sure of that?” Sarai asked.

      “I can be sure because…”

      She paused. Turned away from Sarai and looked out over the moon kissed landscape. She was taking much longer than Sarai thought was strictly necessary to gather her thoughts, which could only mean she was working through the realities of this situation in much the same way that Sarai already had.

      When Tiafa turned to look at Sarai again it was clear she’d worked through those realities and come to some of the same conclusions Sarai had already reached.

      They weren’t good conclusions.

      “Yeah, it’s that bad,” Sarai said. “They’re going to see me as some sort of experiment. They’re going to figure out new ways to torture me to try and figure out how in the burned ruins this happened.”

      She could see her future playing out before her, and it wasn’t a future that looked particularly pleasant. Even if she wasn’t captured she wasn’t sure what would happen when she walked back to the village with tattoos criss-crossing her body that glowed with the same faint eerie light of death as the Ghost Fields.

      Nothing good would come of those lines, of that she was certain. She’d be lucky if she was burned at the stake as a servant of the Dark Lady.

      Burned ruins!
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      “You don’t know that,” Tiafa said. “All you know is you’ve been taken by the magic. They say it can take odd forms when it comes, and that it doesn’t even take with everyone. So how do you know this is permanent?”

      “I know because…”

      Sarai stopped. She didn’t know anything about magic. Which is to say she didn’t know any more than the average villager who’d heard all the same stories Sarai had growing up.

      The witch school was always very careful about keeping anyone taken by the magic away from others. No letting out their secrets.

      Stories had grown in the telling since there was no longer regular contact with the mages at the witch school. Not like there’d been back when there was a city between the village and the school.

      Oddly enough having Choikal reduced to a burnt out remnant of its former glory made for less contact between the mages and the outside world rather than more even though there was less city between the two locations.

      Less city. More ghosts and monsters. That tended to put a damper on any contact unless it was aided by heavily armored caravans moving through Choikal’s ruins.

      Though it felt like the mages wanted as little to do with the world as was possible in this new age when people were less trusting of magic than ever. Mostly thanks to everyone being conscripted to go and fight the magical monstrosities Jaska had created in the Twisted Lands.

      Not to mention the memory of a major city burned to the ground by one of their initiates.

      “What are we going to do?” Sarai asked, looking at Tiafa and wishing this all could’ve been as simple as it seemed when she put together this plan.

      Find one of the many guard towers that dotted the burnt out city walls that was still in good enough shape that it could support their weight. Climb that tower for some alone time with Tiafa in the hopes that Sarai might get some small token of affection before they were ripped away from each other for good.

      It had all seemed so simple. It had all seemed so easy.

      It was all so ridiculous. She wasn’t sure why she thought it would be easy. She wasn’t sure why she was so convinced nothing bad or magic related could ever happen to her, for that matter.

      The burnt out hulk of Choikal was proof that magic could come into anyone’s life without warning and do terrible things.

      A hand on her cheek brought her back from her worries. It was a surprisingly delicate touch. Not the sort of touch Sarai would’ve expected from Tiafa given the terror in her eyes when she saw her undergoing the transformation, but exactly the sort of tender touch she’d been hoping for when this all started.

      “It’s going to be okay,” Tiafa said. “Believe me on this. I’m not sure how, but it’s going to be okay.”

      “How do you know?” Sarai whispered.

      “Because I know. Because I won’t let anything bad happen to you. Because…”

      Then she really surprised Sarai. Perhaps the magic was still working its spell, only this time it had decided it was going to work that spell in Sarai’s favor rather than leaving here with a new set of magical tattoos she had no idea what to do with.

      Whatever the reason, Tiafa leaned forward and planted her lips on Sarai’s. The surprise lasted for a moment and then it was replaced with a strange warm feeling that coursed through her body.

      Kissing Tiafa felt amazing. Tiafa melted into her, and before Sarai could think about what she was doing she’d wrapped her arms around Tiafa and lost herself in the moment.

      She couldn’t help herself. It felt too good. It was everything she’d ever hoped for all her life and now it was happening, and it turns out the only thing that had to happen to make this possible was a complete transformation thanks to forces Sarai didn’t understand.

      Easy, right?

      Yeah, right.

      But that kiss. Oh that kiss. It was the kind of kiss she’d heard about in stories. It was the kind of kiss that traveling bards making their way through the village told of. It was the kind of kiss that made her toes curl and set her body on fire with the sort of desire that Sarai never knew could possess a person.

      In short, it was wonderful.

      Tiafa pulled away and searched Sarai’s eyes for some reaction. Any reaction. Sarai wondered what she was expecting. Sarai certainly hadn’t expected Tiafa to kiss her like that.

      “What was that for?” Sarai asked.

      Tiafa looked away. It was difficult to tell by the faint light of the moons and the stars above, but Sarai could almost think she was blushing. What could she possibly be embarrassed about?

      “It’s you,” she said. “It’s always been you, and being on the brink of death like that. Seeing the magic taking you and knowing we’re all going to be taken in two days…”

      She trailed off, but it hit Sarai exactly what was happening here. There’d been so many times when they were on the verge of a perfect moment where they might finally share that kiss she’d been hoping for her whole life, only for those moments to fall apart like leaves blowing in the wind.

      Sarai giggled. “So all it took was almost certain death for you to finally decide to kiss me?”

      The realization hit her like a section of the Choikal wall finally giving way and falling down on some poor unsuspecting traveler.

      That was something that had happened from time to time. There was a good reason why all the roads had been moved well away from the city where the burned out walls could do less damage if they collapsed.

      That and the ghosts that came out at night, which was bad for what little tourism the village did get.

      “I guess,” she said. “I’d always hoped to keep it hidden until we made it out of the village. They’ve been less approving of that sort of thing since Choikal burned than they were back when the city was still there. At least that’s what my parents tell me.”

      Sarai reeled. She couldn’t believe it. The girl she’d always wanted, and Tiafa was just as into Sarai as Sarai was into her.

      She’d heard of that happening, of course. It’s not like they were uncivilized in this part of the world even if the village had settled into older less approving ways since the city’s destruction thanks to more open minded younger people either leaving to find their fortune elsewhere or being killed at the front lines in the Twisted Lands, but it was surprising to have it happen to her.

      Sarai had difficulty believing she could be lucky enough that her friend would enjoy women. Yet here they were.

      “So what do we do now?” Sarai asked, and this time she wasn’t just talking about the magic.

      “I don’t know,” Tiafa said, her mouth coming down on Sarai’s cheek and making her blush. “I just don’t know.”

      Sarai found herself in an odd position. On the one hand she very much wanted to care that her whole world had changed. That there was something that had gone terribly wrong and potentially changed the entire direction of her life.

      And yet at the same time there were those lips pressing against her, and she found it difficult to think of much of anything while Tiafa was kissing her.

      As they fell back to the hard burned wood floor all thoughts left her and for a moment she wasn’t worried about the magic.
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      “Tiafa? What are you…”

      Sarai trailed off as something wet flicked out and ran along her neck. She was already extremely sensitive to Tiafa’s touch, but when her tongue made contact with one of those glowing lines it was as though lighting jumped through her body.

      Sarai arched her back and gasped. She didn’t know something could feel that good. She squeezed her eyes shut and wondered if she’d be able to survive this perfect torture.

      Tiafa might be torturing Sarai, but she was more than happy to continue. Especially since she’d discovered something new to play with.

      She’d been hesitant at first, as though she was just as unsure of what she was doing as Sarai was of what was being done to her, but once she discovered what she could do with those lines she treated them like the new plaything they were.

      Tiafa’s hands moved down along Sarai’s body. Exploring. Sarai’s clothes were in a pile off to the side so her friend had complete and total access.

      Almost complete. Sarai wasn’t totally exposed, but as close as made no difference.

      She could tell every moment when Tiafa’s hand brushed against one of those lines. It sent another one of those charged bolts running through her body. Every time it happened she arched her back and cried out. She squeezed her eyes shut.

      “I’ve only done this a few times before,” Tiafa whispered. “But I want to make you feel good Sarai.”

      Sarai’s eyes shot open. Tiafa had done this before? She felt a flash of jealousy as she wondered who it was. The revelation that there were other girls in the village who felt the same way she did, or at the very least who were willing to play an experimental game, was a shock.

      It made her wonder how much fun she’d been missing out on over the years because she was terrified of admitting what she truly felt to her friend.

      “What are you…”

      Tiafa quieted her by pressing her lips against one of those lines. This time Sarai kept her eyes open as she arched her back, and so she was treated to what happened when Tiafa kissed one of those lines and filled her with pleasure.

      The glow grew more intense. It pulsed in time with her quickened pulse as the pleasure crashed over her and threatened to overwhelm her. And it only got more intense as Tiafa’s hand moved down, down.

      Through it all Tiafa kept up that same intense attention with her mouth. Her touch seemed to be everywhere. Kissing a magical line sent that sensation across Sarai’s entire body and magnified it. Her hand danced across Sarai’s body down below and her mouth danced across it up above. Her tongue moved and it was magic.

      Maybe she’d only done this a few times before, but to Sarai it felt like Tiafa was an expert. This wasn’t at all the fumbling kiss she’d been hoping for when she lured her friend up here. It was so much more, and she loved it.

      The glow grew more intense. Brighter. A mist started to gather around them and she wondered what was happening even as she found that she didn’t care as long as Tiafa kept doing what she was doing.

      Her mouth opened. She gasped. Mist continued to gather. Dark things swirled in that mist, but she couldn’t be sure if they were there or if it was simply her mind filling in the blanks while it was being short-circuited by Tiafa and her surprisingly skilled hands.

      Tiafa hadn’t even touched Sarai between the legs. No, her hands were tracing along those glowing lines and it was as though they were wired to the pleasure centers in her mind.

      She wondered what would happen if Tiafa went for the ultimate prize and worried she might pass out from the intense feeling.

      Something was happening. Something big was coming, and given everything that’d happened so far this night with the magic she wasn’t sure if that something was going to be a good something.

      But she didn’t want it to stop. Tiafa surprised her by pressing her lips against her in that magical spot between her legs, and that was it. Whatever had been threatening to break crashed over her like the massive waves she’d seen in her old town when she snuck out against her father’s wishes to see what the ocean looked like in the middle of a storm.

      Sarai threw her head back. Let out a gasp. Her hips thrust up and her back arched and for a moment she forgot about the world. For a moment she was a bundle of sensations where Tiafa touched her.

      Where Tiafa touched the magic that had criss-crossed her body with those strange glowing tattoos.

      Something exploded inside her, but at the same time she knew that something had exploded outside as well. She knew then that there was something deep inside her that had been held back all these years. The process of breaking down that barrier had started when she felt the magic taking her at the moonrise, but now there was something more to it.

      Power washed over her. She opened her eyes and was surprised to see three shafts of light shooting out. Two from her eyes and one from her mouth. Then her whole body was covered in the light.

      Tiafa cried out and squeezed her eyes shut, but she didn’t stop those magical things she was doing. No, she kept right at it. As though she knew she was doing something special for Sarai. Her own breathing was picking up and it felt like she was close to something too, but Sarai couldn’t be sure because she was too overwhelmed with everything that was happening to her.

      Finally, blessedly, disappointingly, it came to an end. Sarai looked down at her body and saw the tattoos glowing fitfully, but they weren’t beating in time with her pulse any longer.

      “Burned ruins,” Tiafa breathed.

      “What was that?” Sarai asked.

      Tiafa hit her with an odd look, but then her face quirked into a half smile.

      “You really have no idea what that was?”

      Sarai blushed and turned away from her friend. When she got down to it she did have a pretty good idea of exactly what that had been. It was just that admitting it was admitting she wasn’t as experienced as her friend. Plus she was pretty sure that didn’t happen with the magical accompaniment for most people.

      Though she wasn’t sure why she should be embarrassed. She thought about how it’d felt. Wonderful. She thought about why she should be ashamed and couldn’t come up with a good reason.

      Especially when they were about to be sent off to the Twisted Lands to die for the glory of their nation in a never ending battle with Jaska.

      Huh. There it was again. Or rather there it wasn’t again. The strange sickness that had hit her in the past when she thought of that woman wasn’t there.

      If anything that was more worrying than anything else that had happened tonight. If she felt sickness simply thinking about the Dark Lady and now that sickness was gone?

      She didn’t think that could mean anything good.

      “Is something wrong?” Tiafa asked.

      Sarai looked at her friend. Thought of what they’d just done. Thought of everything that had happened this night and how things could be very wrong if she decided to look at it from that perspective.

      But she couldn’t. Kissing Tiafa, feeling those wonderful things, had turned this from the most terrifying evening of her life to the most wonderful evening of her life.

      The only thing that could destroy it was the thought that in two days they still faced the Choice. That despite everything that had happened they might still be separated. That there was a good chance that separation would involve Sarai being carted off by the mages.

      “Everything is wonderful,” she whispered, and she reached an arm around Tiafa and pulled her in for another kiss that quickly became so much more.

      Though they were both careful to avoid the side of the tower floor that was burned out. Some of the things they were doing could very much risk collapsing that beneath them.
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      Sarai wasn’t sure how much time they spent up in that guard tower. She knew it had to be a while, though, because when the sound of voices in the distance finally brought her out of the delicious place she’d gone with Tiafa the moons had moved high enough that they could no longer be seen through the window.

      There was something odd about those voices. Sarai sat up, her eyes wide.

      “Something’s wrong,” she said.

      “What are you…”

      Tiafa’s eyes went wide as well. She heard them too. There shouldn’t be voices out there. Not in the middle of the night. Not voices that were calling out to one another and not bothering to hide that they were out there.

      Also? They were coming from the wrong side of the wall. Though that made a certain twisted sort of sense. It’s not like villagers would approach the ruins at any time of day, let alone in the middle of the night when the Ghost Fields glowed.

      “They’re coming from the city,” Tiafa said.

      Sarai scrambled to her feet and walked over to the window looking into Choikal. She was treated to a sight that stopped her breath even as she tried to comprehend what she saw.

      The same green glow that had surrounded her pulsed in the swirling clouds over the city. Those clouds and the glow seemed to be growing more and more powerful and gathering into a twisting maelstrom.

      It reminded her of storms that hit when the cold of the early year met the warmth of the growing season, though there was no wind accompanying this. It was simply green clouds roiling in silent fury.

      “What’s happening out there?” Tiafa asked, coming up behind Sarai.

      “I don’t know,” Sarai said. “But it can’t be anything good if there are people out there searching for us.”

      “What makes you think they’re searching for us?” Tiafa asked.

      Sarai looked out over the burned ruins of Choikal. Ruins that looked like skeletal fingers clawing for the sky in the darkness.

      The shouting picked up. Clearly someone down there was excited about something. A fitful flickering light rounded a corner in the distance and she saw a party of people dressed in the uniforms of the witch school.

      Her eyes narrowed. They had a full party. Guards. Mages. Witches. The full retinue that came when the mages came to the village as part of the Choice, but there were so many of them. Not to mention they were two days early for the Choice.

      Green mist gathered out there in the city, but it parted around the party. As though the unquiet spirits wanted nothing to do with the magic that had put them there.

      And as she looked she almost felt that she could see them up close. Like merely concentrating on them was enough to draw them closer.

      She frowned. That was new as well. She thought it must have something to do with the magic. And as she looked she could see them pointing at her. Maybe they could do the same thing she was doing.

      Maybe they could sense the magic within her.

      “They see us,” she said, a note of alarm coming to her voice.

      “What?” Tiafa asked. “How could you possibly know that?”

      “Just trust me on this,” she said. “We need to get out of here. Now.”

      The party from the witch school broke into a faster trot. Kwarks called out in the night. Clearly the large birds didn’t care for being out in the charred city ruins. From the shouts the people were making they didn’t care for the experience either.

      “Oh no,” Tiafa said. “They do see us. What could…”

      She trailed off. When Sarai turned to look at her friend she could see her looking her up and down.

      Normally that would’ve sent a shiver and some heat running through her. Especially considering what they’d done with each other this night.

      Not now, though. No, Tiafa’s stare made it abundantly clear to her exactly what it was the mages were looking at when they shouted and picked up the pace. They didn’t need to use special vision or some strange mage ability to pick her out from a distance.

      They could see Sarai from the glow. From the criss-crossing lines that ran all over her body. Maybe she didn’t know exactly what was happening here, but from the way they were coming for them it was clear they had a pretty good idea of what had happened to her.

      And she didn’t think anything good would happen when that group reached the tower. At least not if they were still there when the mages arrived.

      “We need to get out of here,” she hissed. “Now.”

      Sarai quickly gathered up her clothes. She looked at them for a moment and then decided she didn’t have time to throw them on. No, they needed to leave.

      She felt something pulsing deep within her again. Not quite as intense as when she’d been with Tiafa, but intense enough that it felt like there was something that needed to be released. The mist gathered around them again, and it was almost as though she could hear voices in that mist speaking to her. Beckoning to her.

      As though they wanted to do her bidding. She thought of stories where spirits and demons pretended they were under someone’s control. Right up to the moment that they revealed it was all part of a plan to steal someone’s soul by ripping it out through their back end.

      Not that she had much of a choice if she wanted to get out of here fast. An idea formed in Sarai’s head. She wasn’t sure if it would work, but it was the only chance they had.

      She grabbed Tiafa around the waist and pulled her over to the opening that had almost killed them just a short while ago. A seemingly short span of time that felt like an eternity after all they’d done in here this night.

      No, they’d been distracted with each other for quite some time.

      “Um, what are you doing Sarai?” Tiafa asked. “Because that’s sort of the scary hole in the floor that almost killed us earlier.”

      “Trust me,” Sarai said, not even sure if it would work.

      She knew she didn’t want to risk being caught by the witch school, though. All the thoughts she’d had about being locked away in some tower or being secreted away to one of their dungeons where they could torture her under the guise of experimenting came back, and she knew that death would be better than being caught.

      Not that she really thought this would kill her. She wouldn’t dare do something dangerous with Tiafa in her arm. Not without a good reason, at least.

      “Sarai!” Tiafa cried out, sensing what she was about to do.

      But Sarai was decided. She felt a strength pulsing through her as the magic and the spirits surrounded her. Filled her.

      She only wished she could guarantee that those spirits were beckoning her because they truly wanted to do her bidding, and not because they’d discovered a mortal foolish enough to listen to them and leap to her doom. She desperately hoped she wasn’t about to do something very stupid.

      “What are you…”

      Tiafa’s last protest cut off in a strangled scream as Sarai threw them off the edge of the hole they’d made. Only this time she didn’t feel the fear that’d seized her the last time around. No, this time she felt exhilaration. This time she felt alive.

      This time she knew, somehow, that she wasn’t in any danger. That the same magic that’d saved them the last time would save them again.

      Tiafa’s surprised strangled gasp turned to a whimper of terror as she realized what was happening. Hands reached out of the mist. Ephemeral spiritual echoes of the people who’d worked in this guard tower once upon a time.

      They’d served the city even though it hadn’t done the city a damn bit of good, and now they were serving Sarai. She wasn’t sure how it was possible, but it was happening.

      Hands touched her and she felt a tingle where they made contact. Tiafa burrowed against her and she luxuriated in the feel as they moved slowly and gently to the ground. Slowly, but still faster than the time it would’ve taken them to go down the stairs.

      When they reached the ground she turned to look out the other side of the guard house. There was a gaping hole there leading into the city. A hole she’d never explored because her bravery had always ended at exploring the wall and the guard tower.

      They’d made it to the bottom in record time thanks to her shortcut. The only problem was their pursuers were already closing in.

      Mist gathered in tendrils. Low to the ground, but glowing with that pulsing green light that was so strange and terrifying.

      And yet.

      There was something about it that felt familiar now. Something about that light that felt right. She somehow knew it was working for her, and not against her. This wasn’t one of those stories where magic or spirits from beyond were trying to trick her.

      She was in control. Not the spirits of the unquiet dead. Not the mages coming for them. Her. Sarai. She could use this magic.

      “We’re too late,” Tiafa said.

      “No,” Sarai said, standing tall even as the pursuers pointed to her. The shadows were pushed away as light pulsed from her tattoos. “No. I’m not letting them get us!”

      The third magical explosion of the evening pulsed out from her.
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      The magic pulsed out. She could see it because the mist surged out like a crashing ocean wave that overtook the soldiers and mages that threatened to capture them.

      The magical mist certainly didn’t part around them. Not when she was directing it and bending it to her will.

      Sarai stood in amazement at what she’d done. Men were knocked off of screaming Kwarks. They cried out in the night, the terror plain in their voices.

      She even thought she might have heard some of them screaming about the Dark Lady returning. That would’ve been enough to make her laugh if it wasn’t terrifying enough to make her want to cry.

      She wasn’t the Dark Lady. She didn’t know what had happened to her, but she wasn’t Jaska. She would never be like that woman.

      “What did you do Sarai?” Tiafa asked, awe touching her voice now rather than fear. “If I could do that on the front lines…”

      “We’re not going to do anything on the front lines,” she said. “We’re going to get the burned ruins out of here.”

      Sarai stopped and smiled. The burned ruins were a common curse around the village, and it felt a little odd to say they were going to get the burned ruins out of here when it was literally the burned ruins they were getting out of.

      Something flashed out of the mist in the distance. A bolt of electricity that shot to the skies. Sarai watched it, incredulous.

      She’d seen lightning before, but never like that. Never coming up from the ground. It moved slow enough that she could tell it was coming from the ground rather than being an instant lance of power that came down from the gods themselves.

      Which told her there was magic being used there. If there was magic then that meant they were trying to defend themselves. If they were trying to defend themselves then…

      A roiling ball of fire flew out from the mist, and whoever fired it off didn’t have any trouble with aim like the person who threw the lightning bolt.

      Sarai stared in awe as it came towards them, then something hit her in the side and she slammed to the ground. The wind was knocked out of her and Tiafa was on top of her, though it wasn’t nearly as pleasant this time as it’d been a little earlier.

      “What the…”

      The fireball slammed into the tower and stone fell around them. Sarai cried out as chunks of stone slammed down around them. One particularly big chunk looked like it was about to crush them, but just before it hit something came out of the mist. Something huge. Something that should have been terrifying.

      It looked like the creature she’d seen earlier, huge and made of bones, and it caught that giant chunk of stone like it weighed nothing.

      Sarai shivered. She’d never been more glad to discover something was on her side. It could’ve ripped them apart if it wanted to. Instead it was saving her.

      The thing tossed the rock to the side, then walked over to the entrance and held its massive arms up. A crack was moving up the wall there and the whole stone structure was about to fall down around them.

      They were right by the exit, but unfortunately that was the exit that led into the city. They could escape, but that escape would take them right into arms of the mages or the more monstrous things that supposedly lurked in the ruins.

      Sarai honestly couldn’t decide which would be worse.

      “We need to get out of here. Now!” she shouted.

      She wasn’t sure where she found the will to act, but suddenly she was hit with determination. She’d already escaped death enough times this night that there wasn’t a chance she was going to let crumbling architecture do her in. There also wasn’t a chance she was going to be in the city when the tower came down.

      She wasn’t going to die such a mundane death when there’d been so many fantastical things trying to kill her this night.

      She grabbed Tiafa and pulled her. Tiafa let out a cry of her own and looked up at the cracking and crumbling structure, but once she realized the danger they were in she found her legs and ran with Sarai.

      They sprinted out into the Ghost Fields, only there was something different about them. They were unlike anything Sarai had ever seen before in the many nights she’d spent in this place.

      The fields were alive, though even as the thought crossed her mind she realized how ridiculous it was. Everything out there was dead and had been dead since she was a young girl, but something had made the dead very angry this night.

      The unquiet dead were out in full force. Not merely the hint of spirits, but actual creatures. Hints of darkness boiling in the glowing green mist that was gathering around Choikal like a solid wall. The spirits of those who’d been killed in the burned out ruins were out in force tonight.

      “Burned ruins,” Tiafa said. “What happened here?”

      All the creatures were streaming towards the guard tower. Tiafa let out a cry as it seemed like they were headed directly for them, but the undead streamed past them and through the rapidly crumbling tower.

      More screams filled the night from the other side, but the tower came down between them and any mortal pursuit. Dust blew out and a dull glow rose. A dull orange glow. Not the green Sarai had seen for most of the night.

      The fireball must’ve set something alight in there before it collapsed the tower, and the whole thing was about to go up in a spectacular conflagration.

      “We need to get out of here,” she said. “It won’t be long before they have people on this side of the tower, and we don’t want to be here when that happens.”

      “Agreed,” Tiafa said.

      Sarai took Tiafa by the hand and had another one of those moments where she couldn’t believe this was actually happening. She couldn’t believe this night had actually gone this well.

      Sure the night had involved being almost attacked by the dead spirits that inhabited the Ghost Fields. Sure part of that evening had involved nearly dying by falling through the floor of an abandoned guard tower. Then the magic had taken her and there was also the bit where they were chased by mages, witches, and soldiers who’d obviously come to the outskirts of the city from the witch school when they realized there was something strange in this particular burnt out neighborhood.

      Still, on balance she couldn’t help but think that the evening had gone well. She’d shared that incredible moment with Tiafa, after all. Something that went beyond anything she’d dreamed of in her fantasies when she thought of going out to that burnt out ruin.

      And now she was escaping hand in hand with Tiafa as they tried their best to avoid the mages and witches from the witch school.

      It was exhilarating. It was incredible. On balance it was a pretty good night.
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      They moved through the silence of the Ghost Fields, pausing at the edge to put Sarai’s clothes back on. She’d been so caught up in the moment that she hadn’t cared that she was running across the Ghost Fields wearing practically nothing, but the closer they got to the village the more embarrassed she got about her state.

      It was like a spell had been broken, but judging from the way Tiafa looked at her as she dressed there was at least one spell cast this night that hadn’t broken completely.

      “What are we going to do about those?” Tiafa asked, nodding to the faint glowing lines still running across Sarai’s skin.

      “They’re not as obvious now as they were in the guard tower,” Sarai said. “Maybe by the time we get to the village they’ll be gone.”

      “Maybe,” Tiafa said, though she didn’t sound so sure.

      Sarai wasn’t sure either. After all, she knew nothing about this magic or what it could do or why it’d decided to take her of all people.

      Sarai almost thought they were going to make it back to the village without incident. Almost, but the closer they got the more obvious it was that something was going on.

      She cursed. If the village was sleeping then she wouldn’t have to worry about those lines. They grew fainter with every passing second, but they were still there.

      Normally at this time of night most lights in the village would be out. She knew because she’d snuck out to the Ghost Fields often enough that she had a feel for the village after dark.

      It wasn’t the kind of place that had much of a night life. Even the inn closed early. Everyone had work to get to in the morning. Even the drunks didn’t have too much time to spend in the sauce since they all had work to do the next morning.

      Only tonight the lights twinkled. Tonight it was clear something had roused the village, and as she turned back to Choikal she had a pretty good idea what that something was.

      The Ghost Fields glowed brighter than she’d ever seen before. She wondered if it was as bright as the nights after the flames took the city.

      The oldsters in the village who’d been around to witness the burning said the Ghost Fields had glowed with the sorrow of the dead for months after, and it was only years after that things finally settled down and people felt safe enough to venture close and retrieve things.

      Not that there were many who were brave enough to even do that, and no one had been near the Fields in years as far as she knew. No one but her, that is.

      She’d always discounted that, thinking stories had grown in the telling over the years. Now, though, she saw what the Ghost Fields could look like when they were in their full fury.

      “This isn’t going to be easy to explain,” Tiafa said.

      “We’re not going to have to explain anything,” Sarai said.

      “But the whole village is awake,” Tiafa said. “My parents will be up and they’ll know I’ve been out. This isn’t going to end well.”

      Sarai gave her friend’s hand a squeeze. Though she had to wonder if friends still accurately described what they were to one another. Something had changed between her and Tiafa this night, and while she loved that change she also couldn’t help but feel a touch of melancholy at it.

      Nothing that’d happened this night changed the fact that they were going to be forced into the Choice. One more day, one more night, and then it would come. They’d be sent to far flung outposts of the world and probably never see one another again.

      Unless there was a life after this one since that was the most likely fate for anyone after the Choice.

      Sarai wasn’t going to think about that. It was too much on top of everything else that’d happened this night.

      “No, that’s not going to happen,” she said. “We’re going to go back to the village, and we’re going to pretend we were there this whole time.”

      She looked to the lights with worry. If the people weren’t out in the streets then her new plan would be useless, but there was only one way to find out.

      “Come on,” she said, taking Tiafa by the hand and surprising herself at how she was so easily taking command. Yet another of the many changes that’d come over her this night.

      They slipped through the village border easily enough, and to her relief she saw that people were out in the streets. No one gave them a second look as they slipped into the crowds. She turned to Tiafa and gave her hand a squeeze.

      Tiafa smiled. She looked down as well. Down to where there would be glowing lines on Sarai’s arms, but when she looked down herself the lines were so far gone that no one was going to see them in the glow of torchlight bouncing off the walls.

      The worry over getting discovered might be over, but it didn’t change the new worry over what was happening in the village. That glowing light was still swirling in the air over the city, and there was also something new. Something that hadn’t been seen in Choikal since the night the city burned to the ground.

      The fitful glow of a fire in the distance. Sure it was only a fire in that one guard tower and not the entire city going up in a conflagration, but it was still enough to worry the people around them.

      They whispered. Looked over their shoulders to the rise in the distance. To the city. Sarai could see in their eyes that they were reliving that fateful night from so long ago. She could see the terror that was always there when they talked about that night.

      It was enough to make her shiver, and she knew that what was happening in the city had nothing to do with the Dark Lady.

      Even though the name of the Dark Lady was on everyone’s lips.

      They followed the crowd until they reached the central village square. The mayor stood on the platform that’d been put up for the Choice wiping sweat from his balding head. Sweat that reflected the light of a great bonfire that had been set up behind him and the torches of villagers standing before him.

      “I don’t like this,” Sarai said.

      “Me either,” Tiafa said.

      “Please!” the mayor said. “Please if you would all calm down for a moment.”

      That was good for a roar from the crowd. Clearly they weren’t in a mood to calm down.

      “We won’t calm down!” someone shouted from the crowd.

      “They’re doing it again!”

      “The witches and the mages will come for us! They’re going to burn us this time!”

      That confused Sarai until she remembered that some of the oldsters still believed the mages from the witch school had intentionally set fire to Choikal and then blamed it on the Dark Lady as an excuse to go to war.

      Which, to Sarai, was proof that there was every sort of crazy out there willing to spout their craziness. Not that many listened to that brand of craziness, but that didn’t stop them from trying to foist their unique brand of crazy on the world.

      “We don’t know if the Academy had anything to do with this!” the mayor said. “If you would simply wait then we can have word from them and I’m sure they will explain everything to our satisfaction.”

      “Burned ruins we’re waiting for them to explain!” someone else shouted.

      “Time to call the Breakers! Show them their kind isn’t welcome in this village! We won’t have with their kind!”

      There was more murmuring and shouting from the crowd. Sarai stood there watching them, but eventually she realized that nothing terribly productive was actually happening.

      The mayor would tell the people that the Academy would have an explanation for what had happened this night, and then the people would shout at him that he needed to do something.

      She did shiver every time someone mentioned calling in the Breakers. Those were the last thing they needed in their village. Almost better the Dark Lady herself would come to grace them with a personal visit than those.

      Especially given the changes that’d come over her this evening.

      “We’re not going to learn anything here tonight,” Sarai said.

      “I think you’re right,” Tiafa murmured, low enough to not be heard by anyone else.

      “Let’s head home. I don’t think anyone knows,” Sarai said.

      She was intentionally vague because the last thing she wanted was for someone to hear her mention anything they’d done tonight and put together their sneaking out with the strangeness over the city.

      Tiafa smiled. “Good idea.”
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      They reached Tiafa’s house first. Sarai felt odd. They’d done this so many times before, but usually it was Tiafa walking Sarai to her door.

      Lots of things had changed this night. Not the least of which was that Sarai seemed to be the one taking everything in stride while Tiafa was having difficulty adjusting.

      “This night was interesting,” Tiafa said.

      “Yes, it was,” Sarai said.

      She turned to look out across the village. More particularly to the glow in the distance. The fire seemed to have spread, though she couldn’t tell if that was because it was spreading naturally or if it was a result of the mages out there still throwing their spells around because they thought they were under attack.

      Though considering how they’d attacked without stopping to ask questions first, Sarai couldn’t help but feel some small measure of satisfaction that the mages might be caught in a firestorm of their own making.

      She tried not to think about the image of a raven haired woman that flashed through her mind along with that thought.

      “Whatever happens after this,” Tiafa said. “I want you to know this is a night I’m going to remember for the rest of my life.”

      Sarai forced herself to smile. That came very close to the thought that they might not have much of a “rest of their life” if they got poor results in the Choice.

      “Me too,” she said, leaning forward and kissing Tiafa. She figured if there was a possibility they could both be dead in a few months then she was going to enjoy the time she had left.

      Tiafa blushed. She opened her mouth and it seemed like she was on the verge of saying more. Hope blossomed within Sarai. The hope that perhaps they might have a little more fun along the same lines as what they’d done out there in that city.

      But no. Tiafa smiled one more time then opened her door. All the lights were on, but Sarai didn’t see Tiafa’s parents around. Which had her wondering, again, whether or not she should take advantage of that.

      But no. There was always the worry that her parents might come back. There was no way to be sure that the villagers would spend the entire night griping at the mayor and trying to get him to bring in the Breakers.

      She suppressed another shiver, and by the time the shiver was over Tiafa had closed the door and any opportunity that might’ve been there was gone.

      Sarai sighed. She thought perhaps it was better this way. They had what had happened at the tower, after all. That was a perfect moment, and in some ways she was happy they were leaving it at that perfect moment.

      Though there was that fire that burned inside her. A fire that had her wanting to do so much more. She looked at the abandoned street all around her.

      There were lights on all around, but she figured most everyone was going to be down at the town square trying to figure out what to do about this sudden new disaster brewing in Choikal. Considering the terror she’d seen in villager’s eyes when they talked about what had happened at Choikal she thought it was a wonder they weren’t all running in terror.

      Sarai came to a decision. She turned around. Back to Tiafa’s house which was stuck between so many other houses in a long row. She imagined what it would’ve been like to be in rows of houses like this in Choikal so many years ago. Watching the fires moving from house to house because there was nothing to stop it, until eventually the whole thing became a firestorm that couldn’t be stopped.

      No magic needed for that horror. Nature would do all the work from a certain point on. Though the fact that those fires were fueled by a dark fire hadn’t helped.

      There was a firestorm raging inside her this night. A fire in the pit of her stomach that needed to be satisfied.

      So she took a step towards Tiafa’s house. She barely noticed the glowing mist that surrounded her. The hands that reached out of that mist to provide a solid foundation as she stepped up to her friend’s window.

      There’d been times when she simply stood in the street staring up at Tiafa’s window. Usually before they were to meet one another. Times when she’d wondered what it would be like to be in that room with her friend.

      Sure they’d had sleepovers, tortured affairs that reminded her of what she couldn’t have, but it was all different tonight. They only had a little time before the Choice, and she felt like it was a waste of everything that’d happened tonight if she gave up.

      She stood at the window for a moment, supported by nothing but the magic and the spirits of the long dead and the not-so-long dead. At least she assumed that’s what was happening here.

      She knew she had to be fast. It wouldn’t be long before someone came along. She couldn’t stand here all night and watch her friend, though as she looked in the window she felt a blush.

      Tiafa was getting out of her dress. Tiafa had seen Sarai wearing practically nothing earlier in the tower, but the reverse hadn’t been true. Sarai’s hand paused, gathered in a fist, on the edge of rapping against the window.

      She wasn’t sure how Tiafa would take it, but she knew she had to do this. She’d hidden from this for too long. It was time for her to take something she wanted in life. Especially when there was a worry that life might not last all that much longer.

      She tapped against the window. At first Tiafa didn’t seem to recognize that there was someone at her window. Why would she expect someone to be tapping at a window on the second floor? Or maybe she thought it was a bird and ignored it.

      Sarai could see the realization slowly dawning on Tiafa’s face though. The knowledge that there shouldn’t be a bird tapping on her window at this time of night. She turned slowly and jumped when she saw Sarai standing at her window.

      Tiafa rushed over and threw the window open. Her eyes were wide as she looked up and down the street, no doubt thinking the same thing Sarai had been thinking when she made sure the coast was clear.

      Tonight was not a good night to be seen wielding magic.

      Tiafa’s eyes moved down to what was holding Sarai up, and if anything she seemed more terrified. Sarai felt just as nervous floating in the air bathed in the green glow reflecting on Tiafa’s house. When she looked down those lines were back and glowing with new power.

      Idly Sarai wondered if that had something to do with how aroused she was thinking of Tiafa. She’d never heard of magic that operated on principles of lust like that before, but the amount of knowledge she didn’t have about how magic worked could fill libraries.

      “What are you doing up here?” Tiafa said. “If they see you in the mood they’re in tonight they’ll kill you!”

      “Maybe,” Sarai said, but she felt the beginnings of something new deep inside her. The sure knowledge that there wasn’t anyone in this village, maybe not even the Breakers, that could harm her. “Then again maybe not. That’s not important.”

      “What could possibly make this not important?” Tiafa asked. “You need to go.”

      “No, I need you,” Sarai said, her voice ragged as the words left her lips.

      Tiafa blinked. Then smiled.

      “That’s why you came back?”

      “Of course,” Sarai said. “I need you. More than I’ve ever needed anything.”

      Tiafa looked up and down the street one final time. No doubt making certain there wasn’t anyone watching who might call the authorities or something, which would have put a cramp on their plans for the evening.

      “Come in,” she said, that smile never leaving her face.

      Sarai grinned right back at her. She’d expected nothing less, but there’d been some doubt. She stepped into Tiafa’s room, fully intending to enjoy every moment of one of the last two nights she had before her life changed forever.

      Though when she thought about it her life had already changed forever. Now it was a matter of whether or not she was going to let those other changes happen.

      She wrapped her arms around Tiafa and they fell together on her friend’s bed, and this time it was nothing like those chaste nights of pure torture they’d spent together.
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      Jaska looked out on her dark domain and sighed. The problem with her dark domain was it wasn’t nearly as large now as it had been just a few years ago, and that was a problem.

      Spreading evil throughout the world via her unholy minions was supposed to be a growth industry, and with the way the free nations of the world had banded together against her sending never ending numbers of their young and best to be killed in the grindstone that was the border between the dead and the living it simply wasn’t growing as it had.

      Jaska smiled. Basically everything had been going to plan ever since that night when she burned Choikal to the ground and started this whole interminable war that was slowly destroying the world as everyone knew it.

      “You seem very happy for someone who just lost a mile of territory along the front lines,” Uinae said.

      “Well of course I would,” Jaska lied, as always instinctively hiding her irritation at her continued losses. “How many times do I have to explain the plan to you before you understand it?”

      There were times when Jaska suspected her minion forced her to repeat the plan over and over again simply because she liked to frustrate her mistress, but most of the time she was willing to admit to herself that yes, her assistant and second in command truly was that dense.

      “I know your explanation. It’s just that I still don’t see how losing territory constantly is a win for you,” Uinae said.

      Explanation? Rationalization was more like it.

      “Of course you wouldn’t,” Jaska said. “You’re an idiot. Every step we give up is a step that is scorched and destroyed and twisted with my dark magic. Even if they managed to take it all back from me tomorrow there isn’t a chance they would be able to use it for anything productive for generations.”

      That was a positive, but she’d much rather her forces were expanding her sphere of influence, death, and destruction rather than thoroughly rescorching earth that’d already been well and truly scorched the first time they crossed it.

      “Right,” Uinae said. “Doesn’t that mean you can’t use it either?”

      “Well yes,” Jaska said. “But we’re the bad guys, remember? We don’t have to worry about using the land for farming and things like that. All we have to do is keep killing their young so we can build an army of the undead and unleash it on them when they think they’re victorious.”

      “But what about the child?” Uinae asked.

      Jaska squeezed her eyes shut and resisted the urge to destroy Uinae where she stood. Reducing the woman to ashes would be so easy, but as always she refrained.

      Mostly she refrained from destroying her minion out of habit these days. She hadn’t seriously considered killing Uinae in nearly a decade, though she came close this time.

      “I don’t think that child is ever going to follow through on her threat,” Jaska said. “I know you keep bringing her up because it’s the only way you ever win an argument, but…”

      Jaska paused. She sensed something in the distance. The far distance. Around the curve of the planet so she shouldn’t be able to sense it, but of course geography and the curve of the planet was hardly a limit in detecting magic that powerful.

      “Huh,” she said. “It would appear tonight might be the night you’re proved right Uinae.”

      A shiver ran down her spine at that. So many years of waiting. So many years of wondering if this would be the day. So many years of torture she hadn’t anticipated when she first loosed her little joke on the world.

      It was almost a disappointment that the moment had finally come. Almost, but she had work to do.

      Jaska closed her eyes. Thought of where she wanted to be. She heard Uinae asking something about what was wrong, but pushed that thought out of her mind as she felt herself shift.

      In an instant she stood on a grassy field with a small village to one side and the burnt out ruins of Choikal in front of her. Though those ruins looked more like they had the last time Jaska had visited this place in the flesh.

      Which is to say they were on fire. She watched fireballs fly through the air and lightning called down from the skies. And above it all there was a glowing swirling maelstrom of magical energy that seemed to be begging to be released, but it hung there.

      Jaska delicately felt at that swirling energy, and cried out in surprise as she was almost pulled into it and torn to pieces by the sheer power on display in there. She pulled herself away.

      She’d seen a maelstrom of magical energy like that once before. On the night when she summoned the power to burn Choikal. Only this was more powerful than anything she’d used to burn Choikal by an order of magnitude, and someone else had somehow summoned the magic to themselves.

      Jaska felt something she hadn’t felt in a good long time. Since she first learned about the prophecy that would result in her eventual defeat.

      Unease. A twisting in her stomach. The sure knowledge that the prophecy and fate might catch up with her after all. Soon, the child would just be reaching her eighteenth birthday, but at least she could say it had been a good run.

      And besides. If she didn’t miss her guess those fireballs flying through the sky and lightnings being called down meant those imbeciles from the Academy were trying their best to fight off something that wasn’t even there.

      Because she felt something off in the distance, but it wasn’t coming from that maelstrom. It was a magical counterpoint, almost as powerful as the potential magical energy on display over the city, and it was pulsing from inside that village.

      Jaska turned. To anyone else it would look like a normal village that had been roused by the strange things going on in the ruined city next door, but to her she could see the telltale signs of a hell of a lot of magic being thrown around.

      She was sure the mages out there in the city could feel it as well, but they were close enough to that maelstrom that they couldn’t feel the subtle distinction between what was happening over their heads and what was happening in the village below.

      That and they were idiots. Of course they wouldn’t be able to see what was obvious to her. That was part of the reason why she’d burned their damn city down around them.

      Jaska smiled. Then she threw her head back and laughed. She couldn’t help herself. It looked like her joke nearly two decades ago was finally paying off, and she was going to get to witness the opening chaos that little joke had caused.

      It couldn’t have worked out more perfectly. Sure there was the tiny problem that the one person in the whole world who could supposedly defeat her had come into a hell of a lot of power, but if she didn’t miss her guess that power was going to cause more trouble than the burning inferno of Choikal before this was all done.

      She figured if there was a chosen one out there destined to stop her then the least she could do was make that chosen one’s life as difficult as possible.

      Speaking of. The hint of a smile curled up at the edges of her lips as she thought of some more fun she could have this night at the expense of her future adversary. The girl had come into her power, so there was no point holding back form giving her a reason to go after Jaska.

      It was time to let loose.

      She closed her eyes. In a moment she was in the village. Standing below a small home in a row of small homes. It brought to mind the night she’d burned Choikal, with one key difference.

      There was a bright glow coming from the windows. A glow that confirmed her little joke had finally come to fruition. She smiled. That was good to know.

      Also? She heard shouting in the distance. A low rumble, as though there was a large group gathered somewhere near. That also brought to mind that fateful night. She closed her eyes again and found herself standing atop a building in a town square.

      “The Dark Lady is no worry of yours!” a balding sweating man on a platform in the middle of a crowd shouted. “None at all! She’s stuck behind her armies in the Twisted Lands, and that’s all any of you need to worry about!”

      “The mages will bring the Dark Lady again!” someone shouted. “Burn them all!”

      “Now how many times…”

      Whatever the balding man had been about to say was cut off as Jaska stepped off of the building and over the crowd. First one, then a few, noticed a woman in dark robes walking over them. They all stared up in terror until eventually she stood over the sweating bald man.

      She regarded the crowd. Smiled. Held her hands up and began working a spell. A glow that wasn’t all that different from what she’d seen in that room started at her hands, and a mist gathered with creatures moving within.

      “Hello everyone,” she said, looking at them all. “I’m afraid I have good and bad news for you.”

      They stared. She’d hoped someone would give her the line she’d been looking for. She shot a glare at the bald sweating man. He seemed to realize something was expected of him, so he cleared his throat and spoke despite the fact that his nightmares had just walked into their midst and was hovering over him.

      “Um, what would that be?” he asked.

      “Well the good news is there is no chance the mages at that school will ever bring the Dark Lady down on you,” Jaska said. “We don’t really get along after what I did to Choikal.”

      A gasp from the crowd. Surely some of them had hoped she wasn’t who they thought she was, but she’d just confirmed their worst nightmares. Though oddly they didn’t run. That was a curious response Jaska had noted many times in a long career filled with death and destruction. The tendency for people to freeze when they saw their worst nightmares walking.

      “And the bad news?” baldy asked.

      “The bad news is there are no mages necessary to bring my attention,” she said. “And unfortunately you’re all about to have a very bad night in service of a long running practical joke I’m playing on one of your residents.”

      She moved her hands just so. The monstrosities that’d been gathering in the glowing mist above the villagers, a mist they’d ignored because they were so terrified at seeing the Dark Lady in their midst, descended on those unsuspecting villagers.

      Jaska smiled as the screams started. Oh yes, this was going to make the joke so much more amusing than it already was.
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