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      Sarai woke to twin shadows shining down on her from above. She blinked a couple of times in the light, confused about what was going on.

      The twin suns never shone down on her when she woke up. Her room was set up so that no matter what the time of year they wouldn’t spill through her window.

      She put a hand up to cover the light. Something pulsed behind her temples and she found herself wondering what had happened the night before.

      She felt like the night after a harvest festival when she and Tiafa had gotten into some of the beer brought in from the outlying farms even though they weren’t supposed to touch the stuff and…

      Sarai sat straight up. Her eyes went wide in a panic as everything that’d happened the previous evening came crashing down around her.

      Tiafa was beside her. She was in Tiafa’s bed, only this was very different from any other time they’d been together in Tiafa’s bed.

      The fact that Tiafa was bathed in the twin lights from above wearing nothing was proof enough of that. Sarai blushed as she thought of the things they’d done the night before, and then a thin smile crossed her face. She stretched.

      And paused in the stretch. Looked down. She was also as bare as the day she was born, and so that was enough for her to see the faintly pulsing lines running across her body in intricate patterns that defied understanding.

      If she could see those intricate glowing lines in the double light of the twin suns then that meant they had to be glowing with a dangerous intensity. The kind of intensity that had her shining like a beacon last night.

      She remembered that too, now. The light coming off of her had been so bright that she’d worried someone walking past would look up and see what was going on.

      Of course everyone in the village had been off at the square listening to the mayor giving his speech about how they had nothing to worry about. That was so typical that the Town Lord would make the poor mayor deal with something difficult.

      Sarai frowned. All those people had been out the night before, but she would have thought there would be the normal signs of life getting underway in Tiafa’s house.

      She knew those sounds almost as well as she knew the sounds in her own home. She’d been here often enough that it was a second home to her. As she looked down at Tiafa’s sleeping form she thought it might have become more than a second home to her.

      If it weren’t for the war.

      Something slammed into Sarai. Not physically, though the blow of it hitting her was so intense that it was almost physical.

      Images filled her mind and turned her stomach with their intensity. Images of that laughing raven haired woman who’d been in her mind for as far back as she could remember. Only now it wasn’t images of that woman, who could only be the Dark Lady even though Sarai refused to admit that, standing over a burning city.

      No, it was the sight of her standing over the village square cackling as she looked down at the terrified faces of people gathered together the night before the Choice to celebrate.

      Then it was gone. Sarai shook her head. That had been… different. She didn’t think different could mean anything good considering who she thought that was in the vision, but she tried to push the thought away.

      Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that something had gone terribly wrong the night before. Above and beyond everything else that had already happened the night before, that is.

      “Tiafa,” she said.

      Tiafa was still. Sarai rolled her eyes. Her friend always had been a heavy sleeper. She figured Tiafa was going to have a very bad time of it if she eventually got her wish and went into the military like she’d always dreamed.

      Sarai got the impression they were very particular about getting up very early in the military.

      “Tiafa!” she said, picking up a pillow and beating her friend with it until she finally groaned and pulled her own pillow out to use in defense.

      “What do you want?” Tiafa groaned.

      “You need to get up,” Sarai said.

      She tried not to be too distracted by the sight on display before her, but it was difficult. Sure she’d seen her friend wearing less than nothing before, but it had never been in a charged situation like this.

      Yet another thing that had changed last night.

      “I don’t want to get up,” Tiafa said. “This is my last day before the Choice. I should be able to sleep in. The whole town will be sleeping in after the celebrations last night.”

      The celebrations last night. Everyone in the village gathered in one place. The vision of that woman hovering over them.

      “Something’s wrong,” Sarai said.

      Maybe there was something about her tone as she said it, but Tiafa was immediately up and looking around. Searching the room as though she expected to see a threat.

      Sarai wasn’t sure what her friend expected to see, but after everything that’d happened the night before she couldn’t fault Tiafa for looking for monsters coming out of nowhere to attack them in her room.

      “What are you talking about?” Tiafa finally asked when she realized there wasn’t any immediate danger. “It’s just morning. We’ll have some breakfast and then maybe see if there’s some more fun to have. We only have the one day, after all.”

      She smiled a little smile that said she had a few interesting ideas about exactly what kind of fun they could have. Sarai couldn’t help but smile herself. Some of those same ideas had occurred to her.

      She wasn’t going to indulge any of them yet though. Not when she still had that nagging feeling in the back of her mind that something was terribly wrong.

      “Yeah? If we’re going to have breakfast then tell me where your parents are,” Sarai said.

      That was enough to bring Tiafa up short. She seemed to finally realize there was something odd going on here. That the normal sounds of the morning weren’t filling the place.

      “Maybe they already went to the town square with their goods for the Choice Festival,” she said.

      “Yeah, but wouldn’t they get you up to help with that?”

      Tiafa blushed as she looked at their current state. No doubt she was thinking about her parents finding them like this and wondering what would’ve happened.

      Probably her mother gushing about how she’d always wanted two daughters, honestly. Though clearly Tiafa was a little slower on the uptake than Sarai.

      “I don’t know. If my mom came in here and saw us like this…”

      She paused and thought it through. Tiafa’s mom usually came in to wake them up. If she came in this morning, though, she would have had one burned ruins of a surprise waiting for her.

      Sarai blushed as she thought of what that must’ve looked like for the poor woman. That didn’t change the fact that she couldn’t bring herself to think Tiafa’s mom had been there this morning to have that burned ruins of a surprise though.

      “We need to hurry and get out there,” she said.

      “What’s the hurry?” Tiafa asked. “It’s not like my mom would care. We’re a day to the Choosing anyways. We wouldn’t be the first people facing the Choice who went and did something crazy.”

      Sarai leaned in close and gave Tiafa a kiss, and that turned into a distraction that had both of them not thinking about anything but how nice it was to finally be in bed together enjoying one another.

      Eventually Sarai pulled away though. “Crazy, but good.”

      “Yeah,” she said, tracing a hand down Sarai’s arm. “So what would you think about forgetting all this worry and spending the day here? There are worse ways to spend the last day before the Choice. I don’t think I’d be able to enjoy the festival this year, all things considered.”

      Sarai sighed. That sounded wonderful. Like the most wonderful thing Tiafa could’ve said. It was the kind of thing she would’ve killed to hear her say just yesterday, but there was that nagging feeling in the back of her mind that kept her from doing what she wanted.

      “I’m sorry,” Sarai said. “But we can’t. We have to go.”

      She forced herself to stand and start pulling on her clothes. Clothes that were from the night before, but at least she’d changed before she headed out to escort Tiafa to Choikal’s ruins.

      “Come on,” Sarai said. “Once we’ve gone out there and I’ve put my mind at ease we can come back here and have some fun.”

      “Whatever,” she said, rolling her eyes but smiling so Sarai knew she wasn’t entirely serious in her frustration.

      That was good, because Sarai had every intention of coming back here and enjoying the last day before the Choice. She just had to go out into the village and prove to herself that nothing terrible had happened the night before as a result of everything they’d been through.
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      “Are you sure you’re going to be okay out there?” Tiafa asked, looking up and down the street in front of her house.

      “I’ll be fine,” Sarai said.

      Just to be sure, though, she held her arm up and gave it a look. The glowing lines were still there, but they were so faint in the double light shining down on them that she didn’t think there was any danger of someone looking at her and realizing something odd was going on.

      “Whatever you say,” Tiafa said.

      Her eyes turned in the direction of the Academy. Of course the couldn’t see it from here, but that’s where all the children who manifested the magic early in their life, like normal, would be sequestered. Waiting for the day they faced the Choice.

      Which wasn’t much of a Choice for them. It’s not like the military was going to waste resources by sending magic users off to die on the front lines. They would die in their own time fighting the Dark Lady, but they would have several years of training in between the moment they were Chosen and the moment they were sent off to the Twisted Lands to be killed by forces beyond even their power.

      Sarai had never been sure whether it was a good thing or a bad thing that magic wielders had several more years to think about their eventual fate. She’d always thought she wouldn’t have cared for more waiting, but now that she was facing potential death she found herself wanting nothing more than a little more time.

      “Something is wrong out here,” Tiafa said, looking around the empty street with a slight frown.

      “I told you,” Sarai said.

      Sarai couldn’t quite put her finger on it at first. She’d been over to Tiafa’s house plenty of times before, and she knew the feel of the neighborhood in the morning.

      “There’s no one around,” Tiafa whispered. “We should’ve woken up hours ago from all the people making noise in the street, but it’s as quiet as the Ghost Fields out here this morning.”

      She paused and blushed as she realized what she’d just said. Again she stared off into the distance, but this time she stared off towards the Ghost Fields. From her blank look she was no doubt thinking of everything that happened last night.

      “Sorry,” she said. “Probably not the best choice of words considering.”

      Even though she knew the area was deserted, Sarai couldn’t help but look around and make sure there wasn’t anyone to overhear. She still didn’t know exactly what had happened to her last night, but she did know that she didn’t want anyone to get any ideas that she’d been the source of all that oddness last night.

      “Come on,” she said. “We should head to the town square. If there’s anyone out and about they’ll be there.”

      “Right,” Tiafa said. “I guess that’s as good a plan as any.”

      They walked towards the town square, though the closer they got the more that sense of dread that had been threatening to overwhelm Sarai, well, threatened to overwhelm her.

      “Is something wrong?” Tiafa asked.

      Sarai blinked. Realized she’d been walking slowly. As though her feet had picked up on the reluctance her mind was sending down to the rest of her body. She sighed.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I can’t get over the feeling that something terrible happened last night.”

      Tiafa smiled. It was a comforting smile. The kind of smile that made Sarai’s stomach flutter and her heart feel like everything was right in the world. It helped that Tiafa took her hands and leaned in to give Sarai a kiss on the cheek.

      She didn’t even pause to look around and make sure there was no one around to see it. Maybe that was because she didn’t care if anyone saw. Maybe it was that she could already tell that the whole place was deserted.

      It truly was as though their village was as empty as the Ghost Fields. Sarai shivered and wished she hadn’t thought of that comparison.

      “Do you hear something?” she asked.

      She wanted to continue sharing that quiet moment with Tiafa, but there was something in the distance that drew her attention.

      “I don’t hear anything,” Tiafa said. “Just…”

      She paused. Frowned. Sarai knew she heard it as well, and she found wondered if it was a good thing that her friend heard it too. It sounded like the cawing of a lot of birds, but that shouldn’t be. They should hear the sound of the villagers gathered together to go about their daily lives and prepare for the Choice Festival. They should hear the hustle and bustle of a village that, while not as large as it had been when Choikal was there providing the lifeblood of the village, was still fairly large.

      Mostly because the villagers who lived there refused to believe their village was dying even as their young went off to die in a war that never ended. A war that’d started right on their doorstep the night Choikal burned

      “I don’t like the sound of that,” Tiafa said. “Come on.”

      They moved through the empty streets, and the more they saw the emptiness the more unsettled Sarai felt. The more she couldn’t shake the feeling that something terrible had happened, and every time she thought of something terrible happening she couldn’t help but connect it to what had happened to her.

      She turned and looked towards the city. And came to a halt that nearly knocked Tiafa over. She looked at Sarai in irritation, but Sarai was too busy looking off at Choikal to care.

      A column of smoke rose over the city. As though it had caught fire all over again. Which it had, to some degree, the night before. Those mages had been throwing around fireballs like it was nothing, after all.

      There was still that swirling mass of power over the city as well though. A swirling silent storm that glowed with the same steady green glow she saw on the Ghost Fields. The same steady green glow she’d seen on the intricate lines that criss crossed her body after the magic took her last night.

      She knew in her heart that it was all related. She prayed that the empty village wasn’t also related, but she also couldn’t shake the sure and terrified feeling that it was.

      “What are you doing?” Tiafa asked.

      “The city,” she said. “That magic is still swirling over the city.”

      Tiafa stared. She squinted for a long moment, then shrugged.

      “I mean is that really all that odd?” she asked. “The mages are doing crazy stuff out there all the time.”

      Sarai sighed. Tiafa had been there last night, but it was clear she was trying to forget what had happened in the cold light of morning.

      It was odd. Tiafa didn’t seem to regret anything they’d done with each other, which she might have expected, but she did seem eager to forget everything with a magical element to it.

      “Come on,” Sarai said, taking Tiafa by the arm and pulling her along.

      They kept on to the square, but as they drew near and turned a corner that should have led to the square Sarai stopped. They found the way blocked by a line of soldiers in livery she’d never seen before standing around looking unsure of themselves. Several of them looked like they were on the verge of leaning over and losing everything they’d eaten that morning.

      That feeling of disquiet that’d been growing in Sarai since she woke up spiked as she saw them. These were men who’d presumably been off to the Twisted Lands, put in their time, and miraculously made it back with their bodies intact. She didn’t know of any soldiers who weren’t put through that meat grinder before they moved on to other things.

      These men looked more put together than any of the men in the village who’d returned from the Twisted Lands. Whether or not their minds were entirely intact after what they’d seen there was something else, but that was part of the reason why Sarai was so worried.

      If men who’d been to the Twisted Lands and fought in the horrors that regularly visited men there were unsettled by something they were seeing here in her home well away from the front lines then something terrible had definitely happened.

      “What are you dong?” Tiafa asked.

      Tiafa motioned for Tiafa to look around the corner, but down low where those strange soldiers wouldn’t see her. Tiafa nodded, her eyes going wide, and peered around the corner.

      “What are Magebreaker Guards doing here?” Tiafa muttered when she’d come back around.

      “Magebreaker Guards?” Sarai asked, suddenly feeling lightheaded. “That’s what those are?”

      “Oh,” Tiafa said, putting everything together. “Oh shit. I dind’t even think.”

      “We need to get out of here,” Sarai said, that certainty that something was terribly wrong hitting her with a terrible finality.

      “Yeah, that might be a good idea,” Tiafa finally said, glancing to the corner again and then looking down at some of Sarai’s exposed skin where the faint outline of those magic lines could be seen. “That might be a really good idea, come to think of it.”

      So they turned and beat a retreat from the soldiers who served an organization whose only reason for existing was to hunt down rogue mages and bring them under control.
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      “Okay, I’m starting to get worried here,” Tiafa said.

      They stood in front of her parents’ bakery. The place should’ve been open, but it was shuttered along with everything elsen. There should’ve been people streaming in and out to get their morning bread, but there was no one.

      “The town is deserted and now your parents aren’t in there?” Sarai said. “I don’t know what to make of this, but it can’t be anything good.”

      Again she was struck with one of those strange visions. She’d thought they were finally over last night when she was able to think of the Dark Lady without feeling dizziness, but it looked like they’d merely shifted when they happened.

      She saw glowing mist hovering over the town square. A raven-haired woman hovered over the crowd laughing.

      Then it was gone and she was back in the real world. She was leaning against the bakery trying to maintain her balance, sure, but she was back in the real world.

      “Sarai?” Tiafa asked, stepping forward and wrapping her arms around her. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I guess with everything that’s happened I just…”

      She trailed off. She wasn’t sure what to say. Something odd was happening to her. It was merely the next chapter in a series of decidedly odd things that’d happened to her over the years concerning the Dark Lady, but she couldn’t shake the overwhelming feeling that maybe this time around something truly terrible had happened to people she loved because of that oddness.

      She looked at the dark bakery again and shivered. There was no way of knowing if Tiafa’s parents had been in that crowd last night. It felt like most of the village had come out there to talk to the mayor and Town Lord, to gripe at him was more like it, ahead of the festivities, but the crowd had been large enough that there wasn’t much chance of picking out individuals.

      “We need to get to the town square,” she said. “We need to see what’s going on in there.”

      “But how are we going to do that?” Tiafa asked. “There are magebreaker soldiers blocking all the entrances. We’ve already been around everywhere, and you really don’t want to draw the attention of magebreakers.”

      Her eyes fell to Sarai’s arms where there were those glowing lines criss-crossing her body. Yeah, she was thinking the same thing Sarai was.

      “That’s not the only way we could get a look down there,” Sarai said, though she didn’t like what she was going to have to do.

      “What are you talking about Sarai?” Tiafa asked.

      “We could go through one of the buildings around the town square,” she said. “We just have to get into one.”

      “But everything is locked up,” Tiafa said.

      “Everything is locked up, but that doesn’t meant we couldn’t sneak through a window on the second or third floor,” Sarai said, looking around her.

      Everything in the village was built at least to three floors. The village was still large enough that people locked their doors, but not so large that they worried about people sneaking in through the second or third floor. And most of those floors had been abandoned since Choikal burned.

      “You’re seriously talking about breaking into someone’s house so we can get to the village square?” Tiafa asked.

      “Well we don’t even need to break into someone’s house now that you put it that way,” Sarai said. “We could just go onto the roofs.”

      She didn’t bother to voice her suspicions that there wouldn’t be anyone around to be upset about them breaking into a house.

      “And how do you suggest we do that?” Tiafa asked, hands on her hips as she looked at Sarai like she was crazy.

      Sarai might be crazy. She was thinking about using forces that were probably best left untapped. Especially if there were magebreakers in the village.

      The magic had come to her the night before and she’d used it to get into Tiafa’s home, and there was nothing to say she couldn’t use that same power to get to the top of one of those buildings.

      She took Tiafa by the hand and pulled her towards an alley where they wouldn’t have to worry about someone seeing what she was about to do. Not that there was much worry of anyone seeing them considering the village felt empty, but she figured best not to take chances in case a soldier came by.

      “Sarai,” Tiafa said. “Why do I get the feeling you’re about to do something very stupid?”

      “Probably because I am about to do something very stupid,” she said, closing her eyes and trying to remember what she’d felt the night before.

      The only problem was nothing happened. Last night when she’d summoned that strange magic it’d been there waiting for her.

      Now, though? There was nothing. She looked off towards the city to where that magical maelstrom swirled, and wondered if it was something to do with being away from the city.

      What if that was the source of her power the night before, and being far from Choikal meant she couldn’t call on the unquiet dead to do what she wanted?

      Or maybe it was something else. She wasn’t a mage or a witch. She didn’t know anything about the magic or how it worked, which meant she had no idea what she’d done the night before or how she’d managed the control she’d gotten.

      Sarai sighed. Opened her eyes to see Tiafa hitting her with an odd look.

      “What’s wrong?” Tiafa asked.

      “I thought I could do it like last night,” she said.

      That was good enough for a blush from Tiafa. Sarai blushed as well as she realized exactly how that sounded.

      “I wasn’t talking about that,” she said. “I was talking about the other thing.”

      “You mean with all those creepy ghost things reaching out and feeling us up?” Tiafa asked, shivering.

      Sarai rolled her eyes. When her friend put it like that it made the whole thing seem creepy. Though she supposed getting lifted through the air by a bunch of undead spirits probably was the next best thing to creepy that they were going to find in this world and the next.

      Sarai sighed. “It doesn’t matter. I can’t get it to work for some reason.”

      Tiafa reached out and placed a hand on Sarai’s arm. She started moving that finger up and down and smiled a heart melting smile that never ceased to get Sarai very hot and bothered.

      “Come on,” she said. “Is it really all that bad that you can’t get that stuff to work for you? I mean you summoned things from the Ghost Fields to do your bidding. That’s not the kind of skill you want to go advertising.”

      Sarai heaved an even bigger sigh. There was something to what Tiafa said. Like she knew that having a bunch of ghosts from the Ghost Fields coming along and helping her out was the kind of thing that was going to freak out the villagers, but she’d been there and she’d felt what she’d done.

      She couldn’t make herself believe that the way she’d used the magic last night was wrong. Sure it was a bit frivolous using the spirits of the unquiet dead to lift her up to her best friend’s room so they could spend an evening in one another’s arms, but whatever.

      Considering some of the ways she’d heard of people at the witch school abusing their magic, up to and including letting most of Choikal burn while they saved their precious school grounds, she figured using the forces that powered the universe to pierce the veil between life and death so she could make out with Tiafa was pretty low on the list of power abuses.

      “Come on,” Tiafa said. “We’ll find another way to get in there. Don’t worry about it.”

      Tiafa leaned forward and pressed her forehead against Sarai’s. Which had the effect of causing a blush to rise as Sarai felt Tiafa moving closer and closer. As though pressing against Sarai reminded her of all the fun they’d had the night before.

      Sarai wasn’t even surprised when Tiafa’s lips pressed against hers. No, it was a welcome sensation. She opened her mouth and their tongues danced.

      Also? She totally felt something odd coming over her. She opened her eyes even though she knew she wasn’t supposed to do that kind of thing when kissing someone, and she was surprised to see that they were rising through the alley.

      Panic seized her. Panic that was overcome by the feeling of Tiafa’s lips pressing against hers. Though she did worry that Tiafa might open her eyes and realize what was happening.

      That might break the spell. Considering they were now well past the second level that would be bad. That would result in a fall that was every bit as dangerous as what they’d faced in the tower the night before.

      Okay, maybe not quite as dangerous since there wasn’t rotted wood on the alley floor that could impale them, but it still wouldn’t be fun falling from that distance.

      She closed her eyes again. Felt the pulsing of the magic running through her. Felt more alive than she had since…

      Well since last night, if she was perfectly honest. Feeling the magic flow through her made her feel alive. Feeling Tiafa against her made her feel alive.

      She figured she’d worry about the rest when this kiss was over.
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      Sarai didn’t open her eyes again until she felt something solid beneath her feet. When she did open her eyes she was treated to Tiafa looking around in surprise.

      “What just happened?” she asked.

      “Looks like I figured out how to make the magic work,” Sarai said.

      “Kissing me?” she asked.

      “Something like that,” Sarai said. “At least it seems like that’s what the magic responds to. I have no idea why, but I’m not going to knock it if it works.”

      Not to mention she wasn’t going to knock it if it gave her an excuse to plant her lips on Tiafa. She’d take any excuse to do that.

      “Okay, so we’re up on the roofs now,” Tiafa said. “What do we do now?”

      “I’d think that’d be obvious,” Sarai said. “We need to go over to the town square and see what in the nine hells is going on down there.”

      “Right,” Tiafa said.

      Only when Sarai turned towards the direction of the square she suddenly wondered if she really wanted to see what was going on there.

      There were birds all around the buildings on the square, she could see their tops from here, and they were staring down with a hunger that turned her stomach.

      She’d seen a scene like that before, of course. It was difficult to live in a village like this where the countryside and farms that used to supply Choikal were nearby and not be familiar with death.

      Though she was even more familiar with death now than she’d ever been before. She felt something pulsing like it had the night before when the magic took her, and when she looked down the lines that were exposed were pulsing bright enough that she could see them clearly in the light.

      This was all still very new to Sarai, but she had the feeling that those lines pulsing didn’t mean anything good. It was as though she could feel something in the town square drawing her.

      She shivered. “Maybe we don’t want to go over there after all Tiafa.”

      “Come on,” Tiafa said, walking across the roof and picking her steps carefully. “We’ve already come this far. We might as well see what we came to see.”

      They were still several buildings over from the town square. She’d put them up on top of a building that was on the other side of the street from buildings that butted up against the town square. Which meant they would have to walk down a little ways before they reached a spot where the buildings came together close enough that they could hop the street.

      Only now that she was up here Sarai couldn’t help but think that maybe it was a blessing they weren’t over there. Those birds, that feeling drawing her to the square, she didn’t think any of it meant anything good.

      “Tiafa, I really don’t think you want to see anything that’s happening down there,” Sarai said, running to keep up with her friend.

      She didn’t bother picking her steps carefully. Even if someone heard them up here it’s not like they could get up there as quickly as Sarai was able to. Plus she had the sinking feeling there wasn’t anyone in the buildings below to hear them.

      Unfortunately it looked like brave Tiafa was back. Maybe it was that they were walking around in daylight. Maybe it was that she was truly worried about where her parents were. Whatever it was, she strode across the roofs with a confidence she hadn’t shown since she was twisting Sarai’s arm yesterday in the village square.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Tiafa said. “Everyone probably got caught up in celebrating the Choice last night, or maybe they were up all night gathering and talking about what was toing on in Choikal. That’s all there is to it.”

      Only Sarai had that sinking feeling in her gut. She thought back to nightmares from the evening before. Nightmares that had followed the waking dream that was getting to enjoy herself quite thoroughly with Tiafa.

      Nightmares that featured the Dark Lady appearing in their town. Throwing around her magics. Magic that looked surprisingly like the magic Sarai herself was able to use. The magic she’d just used to get them up on this roof.

      The magic she’d used to fight off mages from the witch school the night before. That was good for a shiver. She knew they were out there looking for her even now, those magebreaker soldiers weren’t down there by accident, and she didn’t want to do anything that would risk them discovering her.

      She wasn’t going to be carted off to be one of their experimental games. She didn’t care if she had to go through the nine hells to escape them!

      “Tiafa,” she hissed, not wanting to get too loud since that might alert anyone who was down on the street below. They weren’t so high that they couldn’t be heard, after all.

      Only Tiafa was already there. She stopped at the edge of the town square and looked down, and whatever she saw down there had her swaying back and forth.

      It was probably a good thing Sarai was rushing up behind her. Otherwise there was a good chance Tiafa might’ve pitched forward into the square below. Which would’ve added her body to the disgusting mess of flesh already down there.

      Sarai snatched her friend back, but she also got a good view of what Tiafa saw down there. Of what could cause her normally brave friend to go completely white in the face and nearly lose her balance while standing on the edge of a great fall.

      The town square was a charnel house. It looked like someone had come through and sliced the townspeople indiscriminately. Ripped them limb from limb.

      Flies buzzed all around. One of them came up and landed on Sarai, and she fought off a wave of disgust as she realized the tiny insect had no doubt been feasting on the remains of someone she knew, someone she might have even called friend once upon a time.

      She fought down the wave of nausea that threatened to overwhelm her. Looking down on that death and destruction left her wondering if this was what it felt like to look on the ruins of Choikal after the Dark Lady finished her terrible business that fateful night so long ago.

      Then something else hit Sarai that was almost as disturbing, for her at least, as the field of dead bodies in the town square down below.

      She’d just thought of the Dark Lady and nothing had happened. No wave of dizziness. No sense of being overwhelmed. There was nothing.

      She was as normal as could be, and there was something about feeling normal when she thought of the Dark Lady that was more unsettling than the obvious death down below.

      “Burned ruins,” she breathed. “What did this?”
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      “Something terrible,” Tiafa said, staring at Sarai with a terror that was straight out of the previous evening.

      “You can’t think that I had something to do with this, can you?” Sarai asked. “I was with you last night!”

      Again she remembered that dream featuring Jaska appearing above the gathered villagers and unleashing her magic. Only as she looked down below she was starting to think that perhaps that hadn’t been just a dream after all.

      Though what if she had done this? What if she’d lashed out with her magic even as she dreamed about Jaska doing the same? She didn’t know enough about what had happened to her to know for sure if that was even possible, and that twisted her stomach even as the thought terrified her.

      Sarai fell to her knees as she looked at the death and destruction down below. She didn’t recognize anyone, but at the same time there was a twisting in her stomach that told her she had to know some of the people down there. Even if they were unrecognizable.

      The entire vilage had been gathered down there the night before. They’d seen them and then slipped away so she could have her fun with Tiafa. People she’d known her entire life. Friends.

      Family.

      With a sick twisting to her stomach she wondered if her parents had been down there. She wondered if Tiafa’s parents had been down there. And even as the thought crossed her mind there was a certainty that yes, the entire village had been down there and that likely meant her parents and Tiafa’s had also been taken by whatever dark terror had run through the town the night before.

      They hadn’t been there this morning. She’d thought it was odd they weren’t there waiting for them in the morning. It would have been an awkward situation, to be sure, but at least they would have been alive to greet them.

      Now she was fairly certain that Tiafa’s parents were down there among the muck and gore that had been the people of this village just the night before, and she wondered what could have possibly done something like this even as she was certain she knew.

      Those creatures hadn’t attacked her the night before, but it looked like they had attacked something.

      She couldn’t help herself. She leaned over the building’s edge and added the contents of her stomach to the disgusting mess already down there. As she looked she thought she could see the remains of a hand and maybe someone’s face among the death down there, and that only made her lose even more of everything she’d eaten that morning at Tiafa’s.

      When she was done she turned to look at her friend, but Tiafa was down on her knees staring off into nothing.

      Sarai walked over to her and put a hand on her shoulder, though she was almost afraid of how Tiafa would react. Terrible things had happened here last night. Even as she was having one of the most wonderful evenings of both their short lives, at least she hoped Tiafa had enjoyed it as much as she had, the people of their village had been screaming and dying out here.

      Sarai wasn’t sure there was anything they could’ve done to stop it even if they were here with those people, other than die themselves, but it added an extra layer of guilt for her that they’d been enjoying themselves while everyone else was dying.

      Tiafa looked up at her, and the intensity of her glare was enough to make Sarai take a step back. There was something deeply unsettling about the way she glared at her.

      “Tiafa…”

      “You did this,” she hissed. “I thought maybe you had it under control, that maybe you knew what you were doing when you were messing with those powers, but you’re no better than the Dark Lady!”

      Sarai hissed as Tiafa said that name, but again there was no reaction. Just as there’d been no reaction the night before. The fact that naming the Dark Lady wasn’t resulting in the usual dizziness that she’d always felt before worried Sarai more than anything.

      What if she had done something? What if it did have something to do with that woman? What if this was all her fault?

      It twisted and ate at her insides to know that magic she couldn’t control might’ve done this to people she knew and loved because she didn’t know what she was doing.

      “Tiafa,” she said, licking her lips. “You have to know I wouldn’t do something like this. That I wouldn’t intentionally…”

      “What do I know about you?” she said, wiping a tear from her eyes. “You’re not the person I knew growing up. Anyone who could consort with the dead…”

      Anger rose in Sarai. Anger that caused the criss-crossing lines to move up her body. As though that strong emotion was enough to summon them. Perhaps it wasn’t only lust that could cause a reaction.

      That was interesting to note, but there were far more important things to worry about right now. Like Tiafa and what she was accusing Sarai of doing.

      “You have to know that I wouldn’t do something like this,” Sarai said. “The Dark Lady herself might’ve been out there last night, but it wasn’t me.”

      Of course the very idea of the Dark Lady gracing their small village was ridiculous and terrifying at the same time. For all that people used her memory as a cudgel to get young children to behave, the fact remained that she was safely trapped behind the front lines out in the Twisted Lands thanks to the constant effort of the king’s armies and the mages.

      She wouldn’t have been here last night. Couldn’t have been here last night. Only there were those dreams. Those visions of something terrible happening in the town square, and now here she was staring down at something terrible that had happened in the town square.

      “There’s something up there!”

      The voice came from down in the town square below.

      “Did someone survive?” Sarai asked, not quite daring to hope.

      “It’s the magebreakers searching for what did this,” Tiafa growled, looking up at Sarai with an intense glare that made her take a step back.

      Something flew past them. Sarai looked over in curiosity, not quite comprehending what that could be. There’d been a hissing noise that sounded like something from the practice range out of town and…

      An arrow was lodged in the roof next to Sarai. She stared, still uncomprehending, her mind unable to conceive of a world where someone might be firing at her. Then another arrow landed next to the first, and it became obvious that yes. This was happening.

      “Tiafa! They’re firing on us!”

      Sarai dove out of the way as more arrows landed, pulling Tiafa down to the roof along with her.
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      “What in the nine hells are you doing?” Tiafa growled, not sounding at all like the woman Sarai had known last night. Or even like the woman she’d known this morning, for that matter.

      “Someone down there is firing on us!” she said, still scarcely able to believe it. “Do you want to still be standing when an arrow flies through you?”

      “And you think being down here on the roof is going to somehow magically save us from an arrow falling on us?” she hissed.

      As though to drive her point home, an arrow landed in the roof right next to them and stuck. Sarai looked at it and couldn’t help but imagine what it would’ve felt like if that arrow was buried in her rather than the roof.

      Not a pleasant thought. No, not a pleasant thought at all.

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

      Tiafa surprised her by shoving her off. Sarai let out another surprised squeak as she rolled towards the edge. She had a fleeting thought for how unfair it was that she’d survived everything the night before only to find herself dying in a fall off of a roof in the boring village she’d grown up in.

      Only she didn’t make it to the edge. Sure she kept right on rolling, but she stopped. Not because she came to a natural stop either. No, one moment she was rolling, and the next there was that green mist floating around her with spectral hands reaching out of it and stopping her before she went over the edge.

      Sarai looked over that edge and down into the town square below. Her heart thudded in her chest. She’d be dead without the magic saving her, but at the same time that magic wasn’t helping her all that much.

      Because she could see the source of the shouting and all the arrows now. There were magebreakers down there. Her heart seized, and it was all she could do to keep from crying out in terror as she looked down at those men and women who were sworn to hunt down rogue magic users.

      They were pointing up to the roof now. She thought she could see a faint glow around several of them. That would be the magic dampeners. Those allowed the magebreakers to take on mages and witches even though those mages and witches typically had nine hells of an advantage in a fair fight.

      They simply made the fight unfair.

      A soldier raised his bow to fire on Sarai and she knew this was it. This was going to be her death. They thought she’d caused the death and destruction in the town square below, and now they were going to kill her.

      Of course it was entirely possible she had caused the death and destruction in the town square below without realizing it. It was entirely possible that killing her would bring justice to the person who’d killed her village.

      She refused to believe she was the one who did it, but she was also willing to admit she didn’t know enough about how magic worked to know whether or not it was possible for her to inadvertently cause that carnage below in her sleep as she dreamed of the Dark Lady killing the villagers.

      Oddly enough it was a magebreaker who saved her life. They rather violently shoved the bow and arrow down. The soldier looked surprised, then flinched away as the magebreaker pointed up to Sarai on the roof and started gesticulating wildly as he screamed at the man with the bow and arrow who’d clearly screwed something up.

      That was good for sending another chill through Sarai. After all, if they weren’t trying to kill her that meant they were going to try and take her alive.

      She only had the stories to go on, but she had the distinct feeling that being taken alive by magebreakers would be an even more unpleasant experience than being killed by them. At least the magic she’d seen told her there was a life after death of some sort.

      A life in the custody of the magebreakers though? That would be the kind of living torment that made the nine hells look pleasant in comparison.

      “We need to get out of here,” she shrieked, no longer worrying about keeping quiet considering they already knew Sarai and Tiafa were up here.

      “What are you talking about?” Tiafa asked, her voice low and dark.

      Sarai wheeled around and got her second shock of the day. Or rather her fourth shock when she really thought about it. Waking up next to Tiafa had been the first pleasant shock. Finding the town empty except for magebreakers had been the second. Seeing all the death below had been the second and third.

      Now seeing Tiafa standing on the rooftop with a knife out as she stared at Sarai with pure hatred was the fourth shock, and it was the least pleasant of all the shocks Sarai had endured.

      More shouting came from below, followed by thuds against the building. As though the magebreakers were trying to get into the building so they reach the roof, but whoever owned the place had locked it up before the village meeting the night before so they would likely have to break the door down to get in.

      That or search the muck and mess down there to find the key, but something told Sarai they weren’t going to take that route. She had moments at best to get off of this roof and make her escape.

      And her friend was standing there with a knife in her hand and blood in her eyes as though she wanted nothing more than to kill Sarai.

      Wonderful. Simply wonderful. Sarai knew she was risking bringing down more wrath of the universe on her head, but she couldn’t help but wonder just how this day was going to get worse from here considering the time she was having.
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      “Tiafa,” Sarai said, holding her hands up in a defensive posture she’d learned on the sparring grounds.

      Not that it was going to do her much good if it came down to a fight. She was well aware that Tiafa was her better when it came to fighting. She was well aware that she hadn’t spent nearly as much time as her friend on those sparring grounds which meant she was woefully out of practice.

      Not that it mattered. Tiafa lived and breathed sparring. She’d also trained with the weapons in preparation for joining the military. It had always seemed a touch ridiculous to Sarai considering the survival rate for soldiers in the Twisted Lands and how easy it was for random magic and chance to end someone before they had a chance to use any of the skills they’d learned.

      Still, Tiafa had learned, and that was a problem for her now.

      “I don’t know what you did to those people down there,” Tiafa said, her voice suddenly hard. “I don’t know if it was an accident or if those spirits really did take you and you’re possessed or something, but you need help Sarai. The kind of help a person like you can only get from the magebreakers.”

      Sarai almost could’ve laughed. Almost, but the whole situation was too serious and too ridiculous for her to see much humor in it.

      “Are you insane Tiafa? What would make you think I’d ever do something like that down there?”

      “Because I saw what you did last night,” she whispered. “I saw those things that came to you. I saw how you used them like it was nothing. That’s not normal, and I should’ve known it wasn’t normal but…”

      She trailed off. A single tear trickled down her cheek. She reached up and wiped it off, then returned her glare to Sarai. That glare hit harder than anything else that’d happened over the past crazy night and day.

      “I didn’t do it,” Sarai whispered.

      “You can’t know that,” Tiafa said. “You don’t know anything about any of this, and you can’t say you didn’t do it. You can’t say for sure you didn’t kill them.”

      Her every word was a slap to Sarai’s face. Because she was absolutely correct. Sarai had no way of knowing that she hadn’t accidentally killed everyone she knew. It said a lot about how crazy her life had become in the past day that she could actually consider the thought that she’d accidentally killed a large chunk of the village without realizing what she’d done, but there they were.

      A pounding on the other end of the roof brought Sarai out of her thoughts. Tiafa looked to a small square door in the roof, and Sarai’s gaze followed. That small square was just enough for a single person to fit through and get up to the roof. The sort of thing someone would use to make repairs.

      Or the sort of thing the magebreakers might use to get up on the roof to exact their revenge against Sarai for what they thought she’d done here the night before.

      She turned to Tiafa. Panic still filled her. Regret over where this had gone. More than anything, though, she was filled with the certainty that she wasn’t going to let them capture her. Not the magebreakers, not the mages, no one.

      She’d seen what she could do the night before. There was still that powerful magic swirling over Choikal in the distance. There was the sure knowledge that she had a power that was unlike anything she’d ever conceived of before last night, and she would use that power to keep herself away from trouble.

      “If they see both of us up here they’re going to do the same to you that they did to me,” Sarai said. “You have to know that.”

      Tiafa’s eyes darted to the door. It started to splinter as whoever was on the other side of the thing used some sort of force to try and get through. It wouldn’t be long now before they were on the roof and it would all be over.

      Sarai had no intention of being captured, but she also knew that she was too new with this magic. She had no idea how to truly defend herself, but she would do her best.

      Finally Tiafa growled. Turned and ran, and Sarai moved to follow her. She wasn’t sure what her friend was doing, she was well aware there was a possibility Tiafa might not care about getting turned in and so she was leading Sarai to her doom, but something that told her Tiafa wouldn’t do something like that to her.

      She might be terrified of Sarai, of what had happened here the night before, but they were still friends. There was still everything that’d happened the night before. There was still their whole lives spent together.

      “What are you doing?” she huffed as they approached the building’s edge.

      “Getting us out of here,” Tiafa said, no sign of huffing and puffing in her voice.

      Because of course there wouldn’t be any sign of that. Tiafa kept herself in shape. She lived at the sparring ground. Something as simple as a short sprint across a roof wouldn’t be anything for her.

      The trap door to the roof splintered open behind them. Sarai didn’t bother to look behind her. She didn’t want to see how close the pursuers were, but more than that she was terrified that if they saw her face then it would all be over.

      Tiafa surprised Sarai by vaulting across an alley between buildings. It seemed like an impossible distance to cover, for all that it was the simple length of a narrow alley.

      Still, the fall to the bottom was about as long as the fall from the top of the guard tower the night before. Sarai knew if she misjudged she would break most of the bones in her body.

      Then she wouldn’t have to worry about being apprehended. All she’d have to worry about was how long it would take her to join all the restless spirits in the Ghost Fields.

      “What are you…”

      Only by the time she reached the edge it was too late. She tried to slide to a halt, and that was her doom. One moment she had momentum on her side, and the next moment she tried, and failed, to put a stop to that momentum as it carried her over the edge. Her arms cartwheeled in a desperate attempt to keep from going over that edge, but she knew it wouldn’t be enough.

      With a cry she fell forward, glimpsing Tiafa’s wide-eyed fearful stare as she went, and then gravity asserted itself and pulled her down.
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      Sarai cried out in terror as she saw the alley coming up to meet her. The only comfort she had was the sure knowledge that if something had happened to her parents the night before, at least she would be with them soon.

      She’d always assumed she would get to the other side well before her parents because of the war, and that they would meet her some far day in the future. That was how it worked with so many unfortunate families these days.

      Now it would appear they were both going to die on the same day. Or within the same night and day, at least, assuming her parents had died the night before. She figured she would find out one way or another very shortly.

      Only there was that power that had seized her. The very power that had her terrified that she’d done all of this the night before. The power that had allowed her to survive so many things that should’ve been impossible, and it would seem that she was about to do it again.

      That power wouldn’t let her die so easily. She wasn’t sure if she should be relieved or terrified that the power wouldn’t let hre die so easily.

      The mist appeared around her again as the maelstrom in the sky above pulsed. Skeletal translucent arms reached out of that thick green mist and grabbed her around the arms. Lifted her up and pulled her away from the ground. Back up to the roof.

      Which wasn’t quite where she wanted to be, but she figured it was better than the alternative.

      “Damn it, I don’t need your help right now!”

      The creatures looked at her in the closest she figured a bunch of undead spectral skeletons could get to confusion. They looked for all the world like puppies that had been kicked away by an uncaring master, something she’d seen several times over the years in the village, and it almost made her feel bad.

      Almost, but not quite. They were the reason for her current predicament, after all, and there was a rage burning in her. A rage that pulsed deep inside her, and seemed to fill the creatures around her as well. Their eyes almost seemed to glow red as her fury grew, and that was enough to cause her to quickly push down on that negative emotion that threatened to overwhelm her.

      She didn’t want to see what happened when those creatures’ eyes turned red and they were filled with fury rather than confusion as to why she wanted them to abandon her.

      She stood there taking in deep gasps to remind herself that she was alive. She’d lost count of how many times she’d been near death and overcome it somehow, and while she should have taken a moment to celebrate the fact that she was alive, her moment of respite was brief.

      Something whizzed through the air beside her. They were shooting at her again, damn it. She’d decided she didn’t like being shot at.

      Sarai gritted her teeth and turned back. Saw that several magebreakers had made their way to the roof and were kneeling with their bows out. The first one to get an arrow off, the one she’d felt whizzing past her head, was nocking another arrow with a look of grim determination on his face even as another one was ready to loose.

      Grim determination to kill her. Or, even worse, to incapacitate her so they could capture her. Her eyes narrowed. She was not going to be captured!

      Only she was afraid to use the magic. She looked at the residual traces of the green death magic that had surrounded her. She looked to the roiling cloud over Choikal in the distance. A cloud that hadn’t dissipated despite it being well into the next day.

      She could use that power. It whispered to her. Begged to be let loose. It told her she could have that power and so much more if she would only give herself over to it.

      She shook her head. She wasn’t going to give over to those voices. She couldn’t shake the certain feeling that somewhere in those voices was the Dark Lady having a laugh at her expense, and she wouldn’t be anything like that evil woman!

      She certainly wasn’t going to do anything that woman wanted her to do. Especially when she had more than a sneaking suspicion that everything that was happening to her here today was a result of some cruel joke that woman was playing on her.

      So she turned to run. If she ran she wouldn’t have to worry about hurting anyone with the magic. If she ran she wouldn’t have to worry about tapping into that power that seemed so desperate to be released. If she ran then she…

      Would run straight into the fist that was heading for her face as she turned. She had a moment of shock and surprise, and then her entire world bloomed with pain the likes of which she’d never felt before.

      She’d never been one for sparring. She’d never been one to get in a fight. She always preferred trying to talk her way out of fights, and she very rarely got in a position where someone would fight her anyway.

      So it came as a surprise when she was confronted with her first ever fist to the face.

      A moment later she stared up at pure blue. She blinked a couple of times as stars danced in front of her vision. Stars that were different from the faint stars that still showed through the daytime sky even though the sun was up providing its own light.

      These stars moved. Danced. Seemed to mock her as they moved merrily back and forth.

      Tiafa appeared over her. Okay. Apparently Tiafa had decided to jump back over to this building, and not becuase she was willing to face the magebreakers to save Sarai. Her fists were clenched and white, and her jaw was set. Her face had drained of all color, and she stared down at Sarai with pure disgust.

      Well then. On the bright side it would seem that the magebreakers hadn’t caught up with her. Sarai figured that was good. On the other hand it would seem that Tiafa had decided she was going to take Sarai in herself.

      Which wasn’t good. Burned ruins why did her life have to keep getting more and more complicated?
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      Sarai reached up and rubbed at her eye. She couldn’t be sure considering she’d never been in a fight like this before, but that felt like it was going to turn into one nine hells of a shiner before this was all said and done.

      “What in the burned ruins are you doing?” she growled.

      Something moved through the air over them. Tiafa stood there like it was no concern of hers that someone was still firing arrows at them. Then again she’d spent far more time at the practice yard than Sarai, so maybe being shot at by arrows was second nature to her.

      She turned and saw more of the magebreakers flooding the roof, but they seemed to be holding back. Aside from the arrows, that is, but even the fact that they were okay with using ranged weapons but not approaching her directly spoke volumes.

      Almost as though they were afraid to approach her. Now there was an interesting thought. The magebreakers weren’t supposed to be afraid of anything. It was sort of a requirement when their job required regularly hunting down rogue witches and mages.

      But there was something about her that had them holding back.

      That was almost more terrifying than the thought that they were chasing her. These were the magebreakers. They were known for hunting down people who showed the ability to use magic but hadn’t been formally induced into the kingdom’s path for sending them to the witch school, and yet they were afraid of her.

      Did they think she was the Dark Lady or something?

      Sarai turned back to Tiafa. Her friend stood there with her fists clenched. She certainly wasn’t terrified of Sarai, for all that she’d been terrified the night before when it was the two of them alone in that tower.

      “I’m bringing you to justice,” Tiafa said. “I don’t know if you were the one who did this last night. I do know that if it was you then you didn’t do it on purpose.”

      “Well thank you so much for that confidence,” Sarai growled, suddenly irritated with her friend for a multitude of reasons that warred inside her. “But you’ll forgive me if I don’t plan on going quietly!”

      She lashed out with her magic. She wasn’t sure what she was doing or even how she was doing it. All she knew was she had power she could wield, and she was going to use it to make sure she was never taken captive.

      This time Tiafa did seem surprised as spirits rose up from below and pulled her down to the roof.

      “Stop!” Sarai cried out, terrified at what she’d just done to her friend.

      She’d meant for the spirits to do something, but clearly from the way they were reacting to her she needed to be more clear about what it was she wanted them to do.

      The spirits looked up at her from within their mist and seemed confused, but they stopped just short of pulling her down through the roof.

      “Hold her there. Don’t let her go until I’ve made it clear of the top of this building,” Sarai said, wondering just how far the spirits would be able to follow her directions.

      After all, they were the glowing skeletal remains of people who’d died in Choikal’s magically fueled fires. She wasn’t sure how much intelligence they truly had. Assuming they had any intelligence to begin with.

      They nodded though. Which was creepy, but it would work. As long as they could follow directions she might be able to make it out of this.

      “Thank you,” she said to the spirits, then turned to Tiafa who was struggling against those spirit and looking at Sarai with a fury that shot straight to her core. “And I’m sorry, but I’m not letting them capture me so they can take me and run their experiments on me.”

      Though she didn’t have a plan for how she was going to keep them from capturing her and running their experiments on her. She was free, for the moment, and she hadn’t thought much beyond that.

      Arrows shot through the air again. Sarai looked acros to where the magebreakers were gathering. It would seem they’d finally reached sufficient numbers that they felt comfortable advancing on her.

      Well she was going to show them she was no easy meat. She’d knew some of what she was capable of, even if she wasn’t sure how she was doing it. She waved her hand and more spirits rose out from the roof to claw at them. She tried thinking of what she wanted them to do rather than calling it out so the magebreakers could hear and maybe do something about it.

      She closed her eyes and thought of the spirits scaring the magebreakers, but not doing anything to actually harm them. They might be trying to take her captive, they might be doing their best to ruin her life, but she still didn’t want to hurt them. Not if she could avoid it.

      Something held her back from harming them, for all that they didn’t seem to have any issue with trying to harm her.

      The magebreakers held ranks surprisingly well considering they were being rushed by the unquiet dead, and they switched their attention to firing their arrows at the dead creatures coming at them rather than firing at her. Which wasn’t exactly what she’d hoped for, but it was a pleasant surprise.

      Meanwhile she used the opportunity of their distraction to turn and run as fast as her legs would carry her. Which wasn’t as fast as, say, Tiafa who’d spent a good chunk of her life practicing for something like this, but it would have to do.

      Her legs pumped and she reached the edge of the building, but there was no hesitation this time. No, she knew what she could do, and she felt exhilaration rather than terror as she threw herself over the edge and hurtled down towards the street below.

      Ghostly arms appeared around her and held her aloft. Moved her down until she gently touched the street. She looked around, but the only person to see what she’d done was a lone magebreaker soldier holding a spear that was utterly inadequate for the fight that’d just come calling.

      He stared at Sarai with wide terrified eyes. As though he’d seen the reincarnation of the Dark Lady herself appear before him floating with the power of the dead. Which might not be too far from the truth, but Sarai tried not to think too hard about what that truth might mean for her.

      She didn’t have time to do much thinking . No, she was still in serious trouble. Even if she had managed to escape the immediate danger of the magebreakers trying to kill her. She knew they wouldn’t give up that easily.

      She worried that nothing short of killing them would stop them. That’s what it would be, if it came down to it. The alternative was them killing her, and she wouldn’t let that happen.

      Movement from the building she’d just leapt from drew her attention. Movement that turned out to be a lone figure in a dress that wasn’t at all practical for climbing trying to shimmy down one of the drains, and actually doing a pretty good job of it for all that she shouldn’t have been able to do anything of the sort.

      “Tiafa,” Sarai growled.

      She was surprised at the annoyance and irritation touching her voice. So much for the spirits holding her down, though as she thought about it she realized she had only instructed them to hold Tiafa down until she was clear of the building.

      She was going to have to start being a lot more specific with her instructions.

      Regret filled her as she watched Tiafa shimmy down the drainpipe. She was looking at a friend who’d been her one and only love, after all. Her obsession for so many years. But she had that shiner to remind her of what Tiafa thought of her now. Whatever they might’ve been to one another last night, they weren’t any longer.

      It was time to give up that hope. It had flared briefly the night before, and now it was over. Now it was time for her to put away that hope and move on to other things.

      Like survival.

      So she turned to run.
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      “Sarai, wait!” Tiafa called out.

      Sarai didn’t want to turn and look at her friend. She didn’t want anything to do with Tiafa. Not after she’d punched her and left her with one burned ruins of a reminder that they were no longer as close as they’d been just this morning when they were heading to the town circle in love and without a care in the world.

      Well, without a care save for the impending Choice. That was still out there waiting in the future, though the more Sarai looked around the more she thought it wasn’t something that was going to be waiting in her future.

      “What do you want?” Sarai growled.

      “I want to help you!” Tiafa said.

      Sarai paused. There was a part of her that didn’t believe a word Tiafa was saying. There was that punch to think of, after all. There was also a part of her that wanted to take Tiafa up on the implied offer. To hold her in her arms and feel her body pressed close against her. To have a repeat of all the wonderful things they’d done the night before.

      But she didn’t trust her friend. She didn’t trust anyone who could go from being terrified of her to acting like she cared so quickly.

      She was up to something. Sarai wasn’t sure what that something was, but she didn’t care for it.

      “You hit me!” she cried out. “You ripped my heart out! You think I wanted this? Any of this?”

      Magic swirled around her as she said it. She knew that could be dangerous now. She’d seen what she was capable of doing. Terrible things. Things that reminded her of some of the horrible stories she’d heard about the Dark Lady.

      Again she was struck with how odd it was that she didn’t stumble or feel the world spinning around her when she thought of the Dark Lady. Again she wondered if there was something seriously wrong with her. If maybe there was a connection to Jaska.

      Even thinking her name, a name no one dared speak, wasn’t enough to bring that odd feeling upon her. That more than anything terrified her.

      “Let me help you,” Tiafa said.

      Tiafa took a step forward, and while she took that step forward Sarai allowed herself to fantasize that her friend really did have her best interest at heart. That all Tiafa wanted to do was help her so they could go back to what they were. She wasn’t sure exactly what that was, but she did know it was something special. That it was something she’d liked.

      Then movement from the rooftop behind her caught her eye. Movement that said there were magebreakers up there preparing to take her on once again. Maybe they weren’t willing to get near her so they could fight her directly, she’d heard the stories and thought she might simply lay down and die if it came to that, but they were willing to confront her from a distance.

      She’d only seen the magebreakers so far, but there’d been soldiers from the witch school guarding the twon circle earlier. She had no doubt there’d be mages and witches from the witch school swarming the remains of her town in short order. Combing over every bit of the place trying to find whoever had done this.

      They were setting up to fire again. Tiafa glanced to the side, and Sarai realized what she was doing. Her friend wasn’t trying to stop her because she was worried for Sarai. She was trying to slow her down so the magebreakers would have more of a chance to move in on her and maybe get in a lucky shot.

      Fury filled her, and the mist and the spirits surrounding her were getting more and more angry right along with her. Like they were attuned to her emotions and not the other way around.

      “No,” she said, taking a couple of deep breaths and trying to calm herself.

      Arrows flew through the air. Straight for her. They would be killing shots if one of them landed, but she had no intention of letting any of them land. No, with a thought the spirits moved out and caught the arrows as they flew, breaking them in two or tearing them to shreds as they saw fit.

      “I don’t know what you think you’re going to accomplish by following me Tiafa,” she said, feeling like her heart was being ripped out with her every word. “But I can guarantee you it’s not going to be what you think. Leave me. They haven’t seen my face yet. We can still be done with this.”

      “I can’t leave you,” Tiafa said, pleading in her eyes. Yet again Sarai dared to hope that maybe the reason Tiafa couldn’t leave her was because she was so in love with her, but then her friend’s face hardened. “Not after what you’ve done. Not until they’ve had a chance to see whether or not what you did last night is something that can be controlled.”

      “Goodbye, Tiafa,” Sarai said, and it was more of a goodbye than Tiafa could ever know.

      After reaching the heights of wonder with her friend the night before, after experiencing something she never could have imagined, she was finally bidding her friend goodbye. Letting go of that dream right after she’d achieved it, because with all the changes that had happened the night before there wasn’t a chance they would be able to continue. Not with things standing as they did now between the two of them.

      “Sarai,” Tiafa growled, all pretense of being her friend dropping.

      Because of course that was all it had ever been. A ruse to try and get her to stand still long enough for the magebreakers to do their work.

      “I’m warning you!” Sarai called out. “If you take one step closer…”

      Mist gathered around her. Mist that brought to mind what she’d done in the Ghost Fields. Mist that said it was not a good idea for Tiafa to try and cross her. It was not a good idea for her friend to take another step closer.

      The dead stepped out of that mist. It obscured her from the magebreakers, but it didn’t matter. Their arrows were snatched out of the sky before they had a chance of reaching her.

      She felt a heady exhilaration at what she was doing, and wondered if this was what it felt like for the Dark Lady when she used her power. It was said that she would laugh as she destroyed, as though she enjoyed the mere act of destroying, but Sarai wasn’t comfortable comparing herself to that woman.

      She pushed those thoughts away, and with pushing those thoughts everything collapsed around her. The mist. The spirits. Arrows flew around her from where the magebreakers were still firing, and Tiafa was still there staring at her with a mixture of horror and anger that filled her with dread.

      So she did the only thing she could think in that moment that the magic had seemingly abandoned her. She turned and ran again. Away from the magebreakers. Away from Tiafa.

      Not because she worried what they might do to her. No, after what she’d just done she was worried about what she might do to them if they managed to corner her.
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      Footfalls on the cobblestones behind her told her everything she needed to know. Tiafa didn’t have the same terror of the creatures that everyone else did, and so she was following Sarai.

      Maybe it was that she’d seen the creatures and what they could do up close the previous night. Maybe it was that she thought Sarai wouldn’t actually do anything to hurt her.

      Whatever it was, she was a bold one following Sarai. She frowned and imagined a wall of the dead appearing behind her. If anything would stop her friend from following that would be it.

      She smiled. Satisfied that might be enough, but the footfalls continued as she felt a stitch in her side that said she wasn’t going to be able to make it much farther at this pace.

      “Damnation,” she growled. “Why did I never spend more time out at the practice field?”

      It was something she was starting to regret now, for all that she’d felt the same fatalism as everyone else when the thought of the practice fields came up before. What was the point in going out there to train when most people who visited those fields were killed almost immediately upon reaching the front lines in the Twisted Lands?

      She was so preoccupied with losing her breath and that painful stitch in her side that she wasn’t paying close attention to where she was going. So she didn’t realize she’d taken a wrong turn until she saw great barriers in front of her stopping her from moving ahead.

      Right. She’d come around to the village circle. She’d done it without thinking. The village circle was the place everyone went when they were trying to get through town quickly, and she’d done it without thinking about what she was doing.

      And now that had trapped her. Because there were wagons and splinters of what looked like buildings that’d been torn down in the destruction the night before ahead of her, and someone pursuing her from behind.

      Blessedly the wreckage blocked the view of what was in the village circle, but it couldn’t block the stench that told the tale of what had happened there the night before.

      Sarai fell to her knees and very nearly lost everything she’d eaten the day before and that morning before heading out with Tiafa. Back when the world had seemed so simple, for all that there was so much craziness that’d happened near the ruins.

      At least this morning she’d still thought everyone in the village was alive. At least this morning she didn’t have to worry that she might’ve inadvertently killed everyone she’d ever known and loved in the village while lashing out with her magic the night before without realizing that’s what she was doing.

      She turned. Tiafa strode out of the green mist that had followed behind her. She stood proud and tall, and didn’t seem to care that she was surrounded on all sides by the spirits of the dead. Those dead hovered around her. Looked down at Tiafa and then up to Sarai. As though they wondered whether or not Sarai wanted them to take care of her friend.

      “It doesn’t have to be this way Sarai,” Tiafa said. “You can give yourself up now and they will go easy on you. I’ve read about what the magebreakers do. They have to know you didn’t intend for any of this to happen.”

      Sarai laughed. It was a hollow laugh that contained all the futility of her current situation. Backed into a corner. Being hunted by her own friend on one side and the magebreakers on another. The hunter in front of her and the death and destruction of everything she’d ever known behind her.

      It wasn’t exactly how she’d imagined the day before the Choice going. She’d hoped it would involve a lot more spending time with Tiafa in her room, but here they were and there was nothing for it.

      “You know I’m not going with them,” she said.

      “Then I’ll take you,” Tiafa said. “I don’t care what you try to do to me.”

      There was finally something there. A little quaver to her voice. There was fear there. A fear she was overcoming, and it was something that sent a flush of desire running through Sarai. Followed by regret.

      Here was this beautiful woman so willing to stand up to anything that she was even willing to take on the dead, and the only problem with that whole scenario was taking on the dead themselves meant taking on Sarai.

      Damnation.

      That terror was only there for a moment before it firmed into something else. Resolve. Tiafa was always one to do what had to be done. The way she threw herself at her training when everyone else knew it was pointless was proof enough of that. Facing down impossible odds had never been anything to stop her, and Sarai knew that meant there was nothing she could say to stop her friend now.

      “If you won’t come willingly then you’re every bit the monster I thought you were,” Tiafa said. “I don’t have to like this, but I will do everything I can to stop you!”

      And with that Sarai knew that any chance there might be that they would be able to fix this was gone. Tiafa was committed to her action. What she’d seen down in the village circle had changed her.

      Then again it had changed Sarai as well. She still wasn’t sure what she’d done, or if she’d even done it, but everything about the past night and day had changed her. She knew now that she didn’t have to accept what fate had in store for her just because that’s what everyone said she had to do.

      She didn’t have to give in to the mages, or the magebreakers. She didn’t have to accept the Choice if she didn’t want to. As mist swirled around her once more she knew she could solve this, and she didn’t care what it took.

      “I am sorry it’s come to this,” she whispered.

      “I’m not,” Tiafa growled, and she ran forward, a snarl on her face that said this was not going to be pleasant for either of them.
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      Tiafa raised a fist in a move Sarai had seen time and again on the practice fields. Only every time she’d watched Tiafa from a distance, wishing she had the courage to go out onto the practice fields and knowing she really wanted nothing more than to be close to Tiafa, her friend had only looked like this when she was serious.

      Deadly serious.

      She stood her ground this time though. She’d run enough this day. She’d already shown she could control this magic, and if that’s what it took to free herself from her friend then that is what she would use.

      She hated that Tiafa had called her a monster. She was not a monster! She didn’t ask for any of this. Feeling dizzy when she thought of the Dark Lady’s name. Running from the Choice even though she knew it would come no matter what she had to say about it. Walking among the Ghost Fields and feeling more at home there than she ever did among the living.

      It did not mean she was a monster. It simply meant she knew more than the rubes who inhabited this town and lived in perpetual fear of something that was done to them twenty years ago.

      Tiafa raised her hand for a punch, but she cartwheeled and her fist moved through thin air as Sarai stepped to the side. It was a lurching motion, not at all as practiced as some of the moves made by those who were more adept from their time on the practice field, but it worked.

      Tiafa stumbled forward and lost her balance. It helped that Sarai motioned for one of the spirits to move in and trip her up. One moment the spirit was in front of Sarai, and the next it was down in front of Tiafa sticking a bony foot out and tripping her up like one of the children playing a trick in the village circle.

      Children who had been caught in the slaughter the night before. The image filled her mind, the terror they must’ve felt as they watched their parents ripped to shreds in front of them and knew they had to be next. As they watched with wide eyes as the horror their parents had spoken of for years came to life, or undeath, in front of them and destroyed their world before destroying them.

      Sarai stumbled back. The magic flickered around her, and for a moment the spirits around her seemed more furious. Flames wreathed them, as though they were wrapped in the very thing that had destroyed them so many years ago. Sarai felt an impossible heat, like the oven in Tiafa’s bakery, but so much more powerful. Like it was a flame storm that was being caused by ancient magical fires that had consumed a city.

      She shook her head and reasserted her control. Looked at the spirits. As she reasserted her will on them those fires abated, but she was still left with the terror of what had happened. The terror that if she lost control for even a moment there was a very real danger something bad could happen.

      Those fires were new, and it worried her. Not as much as the worry of being taken by Tiafa or the magebreakers, but it was still there.

      “Help her up,” she said.

      One of the skeletal creatures moved down to help Tiafa, but she fought the thing. A hit in the shins sent it clattering to the ground where its bones burst apart and then it faded into mist that returned to the magic surrounding Sarai.

      She felt the pain of it. It was a distant pain, but she could still feel the pain when her creatures were hit or destroyed. It filled her with a fresh rage. Another creature dove through the air towards Tiafa, and those flames returned. Tiafa turned in time to see the flame-wreathed monstrosity coming for her and she cried out in terror.

      Sarai wished she could find some satisfaction in that terror, but all she found was emptiness. Emptiness and terror at what she was doing. If she was causing her old friend, the one she thought was the love of her life, to cry out in terror like that then didn’t that make her the monster Tiafa was saying she was?

      What was wrong with her? Why was she doing this? What was this strange anger that seemed to pulse within her?

      “Leave the girl alone,” a voice said from behind Sarai.

      She turned. She couldn’t see much in that direction because of the magical mist gathering in the street, but now that she was looking in that direction she could definitely feel something moving in that mist. She could feel a lot of somethings moving in that mist, for that matter.

      Somethings that shouldn’t be there considering there was a barrier of destroyed buildings behind her blocking her way into the circle, but as she looked she thought she felt something moving in that mist. Something that wasn’t her magic.

      “Who are you?” she called out. “What do you want from me?”

      Shadows appeared in the mist, and for a moment she worried that it might be the Dark Lady come to claim her, but no. That was impossible. That voice belonged to a man, and whatever was said about the Dark Lady, all the stories agreed she was beautiful with a silver tongue. Not gruff and ugly.

      Though Sarai imagined that with a few decades of the story changing the Dark Lady would become as black and ugly in appearance as she was in deed.

      “Who are you?” she called out. “I’m warning you! Stay away from me!”

      Figures resolved in the mist. They looked like they were as unconcerned by the dead surrounding them as Sarai was about traveling through the Ghost Fields.

      The man standing at the front of the magebreakers regarded her with no small amount of curiosity. Others stepped into the light of day next to him wearing robes, which explained the barrier moving. Mages and magebreakers working together. She could see more shadows in the darkness behind him as well.

      “Listen little one,” he said, his voice sounding kindly. “I know you don’t want to do this. I know you don’t want any of this. It’s always the same with your kind. I’m not sure how the mages missed you, but I can guarantee you we will be able to help you.”

      Sarai fell to her knees. This was the first kindness she’d been shown since this morning when she thought she’d killed everyone. Though she still refused to believe that she’d actually done that. She also refused to believe that any kindness being offered was genuine, but that didn’t stop the emotion of the moment from washing over her and hitting her with a moment of weakness.

      “I didn’t do it,” she whispered.

      “Of course you didn’t,” the man said, taking a step forward. A mage in robes, a pretty woman with white hair and a face that seemed too young for that hair, moved beside him. She stayed silent, but she did move her hands and a glow appeared in front of them that parted the mist and sent more of that pain running through Sarai.

      Sarai was so overcome with the emotion of the morning, the anticipation of being with Tiafa that morning changing to the fear of seeing what had happened in the village circle becoming the terror of the magebreakers chasing her and the anger and fury that she wouldn’t let them capture her, that she didn’t do anything as they approached.

      It all came over her in a moment and tears streamed down her face. After all, she was just a young woman from a small village, for all that she liked to think she was better than some of the people in this small village because she came from a larger village when she was younger. For all that she’d made the journey from that larger village well before she was old enough for that village to influence her in any way.

      And this morning had been overwhelming. She looked up at the man. She still didn’t trust him, but if what he said was true…

      “Help me,” she whispered, her desire for that help suddenly overcoming any terror she might’ve felt at what they could do to her.

      She wanted to believe him, even as every part of her body was screaming at her that she was making a terrible mistake in a moment of weakness that would affect her for the rest of her life.

      A life that wouldn’t be long if she let them take her.
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      “You need not worry any longer child,” the magebreaker said, glancing between her and Tiafa. “Call them off of your friend there.”

      He kept moving forward. Sarai licked her lips. Turned to look at Tiafa who was staring in turn at the old man moving closer to them. She seemed almost as afraid of him as she was of the dead surrounding her, now that the magebreakers were close.

      So much for all those big words about what Tiafa would do to Sarai given the opportunity.

      Sarai frowned. Did Tiafa know this man? She spent far more time down at the practic yard which meant she spent more time with the travelers who occasionally came to the town to teach skills they said young fighters would need when they reached the Twisted Lands.

      So why was Tiafa looking at this man with such terror? Sarai turned back around and was surprised at how close the man was. He was almost on her, and that pretty woman was there as well with a glow held between her hands.

      The magebreaker held a hand out in front of him. The sort of gesture that one of the stablehands might use with one of the Kwarks when they were getting out of hand and threatening to use their claws.

      Her eyes narrowed again. He thought she was a dangerous animal and he was trying to soothe her, but she’d been around the handlers working with the Kwarks often enough that she also knew nothing good ever happened to an animal that allowed itself to be soothed.

      At least not if that animal valued its freedom. The Kwarks might be too stupid to realize they were losing their freedom, but Sarai knew better.

      “Don’t take another step closer,” she said. “And call your men and the mage off.”

      The man looked over his shoulder and bellowed. It was loud enough that it made Sarai jump. She hadn’t been expecting that.

      “All of you stay back!” he said. “Stand clear of the mist. I don’t care if you have to walk to the edge of the city to get there!”

      He glanced at the mage and frowned. “I’m afraid I don’t have any say in what she does.”

      Sarai frowned. Walk to the edge of the city to get there? Was the mist really spreading out that far? When he said “the city” was he referring to Choikal, or the edges of their small village? Had she really called up magic that powerful?

      “There,” the man said, turning back to her and smiling. Though he never stopped moving closer.

      “I said stop coming near me,” she said, glancing to the mage. “Both of you.”

      The mage simply smiled. There was a strange yellowish cast to the magic between her hands. Like the light of the enchanted items the magebreakers used to negate the magic of the wild mages they hunted.

      There were more shadows gathering in the mist behind them as well. Those weren’t her spirits either. No, she could feel them moving through the mist now that she knew what she was looking for. It was a faint feeling, the same as when she felt what was happening to one of the ghostly creatures she’d summoned, but she knew there were far more people moving through there than would be accounted for if the magebreakers were following this man’s orders.

      And they were moving towards her.

      “You’re lying,” she said, surprised at how calm she felt. Tears still streamed down her face, inside she was still a maelstrom of emotion, but outside she was calm. A calm that surprised her. A calm that said she knew what she had to do here, and it was going to be the thing she’d feared all this time.

      But she would do it, because they’d pushed her into it.

      The man smiled and made his move. The move he’d been setting up since the moment he started moving towards her. The move he no doubt thought would finish off a dangerous mage who didn’t have control of her powers, but she saw it coming and she was able to do something about it.

      The magic surged from deep within Sarai. The storm moved within her, and she wondered if it was the same storm that had coursed through her the night before lying in bed with Tiafa thinking that everything was finally going right in her life for a change even as everything went to shit around her.

      Clouds gathered. Magic swirled above her. Magic that looked like it was ready to come down and do away with these pompous asses who thought they could actually take her.

      Sarai was surprised at the thought. She’d never thought of the magebreakers or mages like that before. Always before they’d been a source of fear, but as that magical power coursed through her and the magical storm gathered above like it had the night before she felt like throwing her head back and laughing.

      Of course there was a part of her that worried about that impulse. That seemed like the kind of thing that, say, the Dark Lady would maybe do. At least it was the kind of thing she was always doing in whispered stories told by the unfortunate bastards who lived through her attacks and came home mangled and broken with nothing to their name but those stories of the terror that’d been visited on them before they were mangled and broken.

      She didn’t care though. She was going to break these men and women. If they thought they could take her on then she was going to show them just what it meant. She was…

      Pulled to the side by something that came moving out of the mist fast enough that she couldn’t see it before she was pulled into the mist along with it. She tried to lash out, but she’d been working the magic and it seemed to sputter and die as she was surprised.

      For a panicked moment she worried that perhaps it was one of the magebreakers who’d snuck up from the side. She’d been so focused on the ones in front of her that she hadn’t bothered to look to the sides. She also worried that maybe it was Tiafa, but it felt wrong for all that it also felt like a woman holding her.

      She was pulled towards one of the buildings that still looked mostly intact as it loomed out of the undead mist she’d created.

      A hand moved up to her face and held fast over her mouth. She thought about biting that hand to try and break free, but just before she could put that thought into action she realized there was something wrong, something off, about the hand around her mouth.

      It was soft. Feminine. The body behind her was also soft and feminine. Perhaps a little hard as well in spots, but it was the kind of body she wouldn’t mind pressing herself against.

      Panic was replaced by hope as she was pulled back into a building and the mist closed in where she’d been standing. Creatures moved in the mist, looking at her and nodding, and then the screaming started. No doubt the magebreakers were about to meet what was in that mist, and from the sounds of their screams they weren’t enjoying the experience.

      The door slammed shut behind her and she whirled around, thinking that surely she was going to see Tiafa standing there smiling at her. Maybe she’d finally had a change of heart. Maybe the sight of saria being confronted by the magebreakers was too much for her and she’d decided they were going to be together after all.

      Only when she got a good look it wasn’t Tiafa standing there.

      “Asana?” she breathed. “What in the Twisted Lands are you doing?”

      She meant it two ways. She was curious what Asana was doing here in particular, rescuing her, but she was also curious how Asana was still alive. If the village lord’s daughter was alive then it meant there was also a chance other villagers had survived the night before.

      Asana looked her up and down, but there was none of the arrogance that was usually there. No, she was breathing heavily and looking at Sarai as though she was genuinely afraid of her.

      Yet she’d pulled her through that door and slammed it shut. The sounds of screams and weapons clanging along with a whooshing sound that could only be magic against magic came through the door, and Sarai figured they didn’t have long before the magebreakers were taken care of or they broke through. Either way it didn’t seem like a good idea to be anywhere near where that fight was happening as that fight came to an end.

      “I had to try and save you,” Asana said. “You were standing there looking at the magebreakers like an idiot.”

      Sarai opened her mouth, but the words died on her lips. She’d been ready to protest that whatever Asana thought about her, it wasn’t true. Only hearing Asana talking about her like she believed her, like she knew something about everything that’d happened over the past night and day, was a surprise.

      “What do you mean?” Sarai asked. “You’re not going to run from me?”

      “You were the one calling the magic, weren’t you?” Asana asked, and suddenly there was something else there. An eagerness as she leaned forward. A light in her eyes that said she was excited about the idea of Sarai calling the magic.

      Her eyes moved down over Sarai again. Sarai looked down as well, and self-consciously tried to cover up the parts of her that were showing. The parts that were covered with those glowing lines that revealed what she was.

      “What if I was?” Sarai asked.

      “I’ve always dreamed of doing something like that,” Asana said. “I mean the magic has come to me, but it’s not nearly as powerful as it was with my mother and…”

      She trailed off and looked away. Like she was ashamed that the magic hadn’t come to her with the same strength that it had with her mother. Sarai had some idea that was something nobles cared about, but it was something that had been so far from her world as to be impossible to fathom until now.

      “You want this curse?” she asked, reaching up and wiping a tear from her cheek as she thought of everything that’d happened. As she thought of her world crashing down around her just when she’d thought everything was perfect.

      “Of course!” Asana said. “It is a blessing!”

      “And you saved me even though you think I killed all those people?” Sarai asked.

      “But you didn’t kill them,” Asana said, and she was so matter-of-fact about it that Sarai knew she was telling the truth.

      At least she thought she was telling the truth. Of course Sarai knew it was the truth, but it was still a surprise to hear that truth coming from someone who had no reason to believe it. And for the first time since all this madness had started she felt something new and odd.

      Hope. A glimmer, to be sure, but it was there and she welcomed it.
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      The screaming was growing louder outside. Sarai couldn’t shake the feeling that they didn’t have long. That the moment that screaming stopped something bad was going to happen.

      The magebreakers were supposed to be the best at what they did, after all. They were supposed to be made up of crazed men and women who had no problem wading into the depths of the Twisted Lands so they could fight monsters and mages on their own territory and learn best how to fight them on the home front as well.

      She didn’t know how well her creatures would do against trained men who’d tested their mettle against the worst the Dark Lady had to throw at the world. She had a vague unease that was coming to her through the magic still pulsing through her that things weren’t going all that well for the undead on the other side of the wall.

      “We need to get out of here,” she said, taking Asana’s hand and pulling her towards the other end of the room.

      For a wonder the noble girl didn’t turn up her nose or try to pull away from that touch like she might have before. Sarai had seen it happen often enough, though it was usually with boys from the village who thought they had a chance to have a roll in one of the hay barns with a noble girl before they were sent off to die for the glory of the kingdom.

      “Where are we going?” Asana asked.

      “I was hoping you had an answer for that,” Sarai said. “Maybe we could get out of here the same way you came in?”

      She moved through the home, for a home it was for sure even though there were no occupants. Which was something Sarai tried not to think about. No occupants could mean that they were out on business, but Sarai had a difficult time believing that’s where they were today.

      No, if there was no one in this home this morning, a home that looked like it had been left the way it was the night before, then she had a good feeling that they’d been killed the night before. Especially considering they lived so close to the destruction in the circle.

      Sarai waved a hand and a door in the back flew open. Unfortunately there were magebreakers waiting on the other side of that door. They were facing away, clearly they weren’t expecting someone to come through the ground level of a home that’d been abandoned due to its owners expiring the night before, but to their credit they were quick on the uptake as soon as they realized someone was coming through the door behind them.

      “It’s her!” one of them shouted.

      “Get her!” another shouted, raising his weapon and holding it up as it started to glow.

      “That’s your plan?” the first one shouted, sounding more terrified than anything now. “Get her?”

      Sarai waved her hand again to try and close the door, but something pushed back against her. She held her hand up and mist gathered around her as she pushed against the door, and the faint outline of the unquiet dead who were pressing against the door to close it for her appeared.

      Only there was something else out there. She almost thought she could feel the presence of powerful magic on the other side of that door pressing against her. Another mage. Or maybe the one she’d been fighting before. She had no way to tell.

      “What’s wrong?” Asana asked. “Why aren’t you doing something?”

      “There’s something on the other side of the door pressing against me,” she said.

      “They brought a mage,” Asana breathed. “Father said they would be bringing mages from the city after everything that happened the night before, but I never thought it would happen like this.”

      “Yeah, well it’s happening,” Sarai said, holding her hand out and trying her best to get the door to slam shut. Whatever was on the other side of that door was powerful, but she knew she was more powerful.

      She’d brought down a storm on Choikal the night before and commanded the unquiet dead around the city. She’d disrupted a caravan coming from the witch school. She would do something against this mage, damn it all!

      The door slammed shut as more spirits gathered around it and finally pressed in with enough force to counter the magic pressing against her. Sarai breathed a sigh of relief, but she knew it wasn’t going to be long before the mage on the other side managed to break through.

      “I don’t suppose you have any other ideas of how to get out of here?” Sarai asked, turning to Asana.

      Though when she turned to look at Asana her breath caught. It was difficult to not have her breath catch as she looked at the noble girl, though she corrected herself. They’d all come of age, after all, reached their twentieth year, and that meant that Asana was now a noble woman.

      For all that she would have to go through the same service that everyone else had to. Everyone had to do their part to fight the Dark Lady.

      Sarai tried not to think too bitterly on that, of course. The service Asana would be pressed into would no doubt be some cushy post where she didn’t have to lift a finger or do more than writing dispatches or pass on intelligence to officers and nobles who actually had the power to make decisions.

      Nobles never had to truly put themselves in danger when they were doing their service. It was funny how things always seemed to work out that way.

      Sarai shook herself out of those thoughts and looked up. Thought of everything that’d happened on the roofs today and wondered if those could possibly still be safe.

      “I don’t think we can go up there,” she finally said with a sigh. “Magebreakers will be all over the place trying to catch me and Tiafa.”

      “Where is Tiafa?” Asana asked.

      Sarai’s mouth turned down. There must’ve been something about the dark look on her face, because Asana took a step back. As though she was genuinely afraid of what Sarai might do to her. It was the first time genuine fear had flitted across her face, though it wasn’t there for long.

      “She decided she’d be better off somewhere else,” Sarai spat out.

      Though there was a part of he that worried about Tiafa. She had been in that magical mist where all the fighting was happening, after all. She pushed that thought away though. Tiafa had made her choice.

      “So it’s just the two of us.”

      “Right,” Asana said, taking a deep breath and then suddenly looking more like the noble woman she was as she stood a little straighter. “Well if you’re done trying to escape via paths that are being watched then perhaps it’s time for us to actually make our escape?”

      Sarai hit her with a sharp look. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean we’ll get out of here the same way I got in here,” she said. “Through the tunnels beneath the village.”

      Sarai cocked an eyebrow. “The tunnels beneath the village?”

      “Absurdly spacious tunnels that are a holdover from when this town provided supplies to Choikal. Come. There’s no time to explain the complicated history that put those tunnels down there. All you need to know is they’re down there, and we can use them to make an escape.”

      “If you say so,” Sarai said, though she wasn’t sure what to believe. This all seemed so insane. She’d never heard of tunnels beneath the village before, but Asana had lived here her whole life so if there was anyone to trust on this it was her.

      Even if Sarai was still worried that Asana might be leading her to a trap. Or maybe this was some plot on the part of the magebreakers to get her to drop her guard so they could capture her.

      “Come,” Asana said, pulling Sarai towards stairs. Though these stairs went down rather than up. They reached the cellar which was cooler than the rest of the house, and filled with provisions for a decent sized family.

      Again she was hit with a feeling of guilt as she thought about the family who no doubt had lived here up until the night before. Then she pushed down on that guilt. She hadn’t had anything to do with what happened to them, and she wasn’t going to start feeling guilty about something that was beyond her control.

      Even if it looked like the authorities were more than happy to blame her for everything that had happened here the night before. She tried not to think of that too much either.

      “Here we are,” Asana said, feeling along the wall and pressing against it in a spot that seemed no different than any other spot on the cellar wall. A rune glowed with blue magic and the stone pushed back, revealing stairs leading farther down into the darkness.

      Sarai stared in astonishment. She could scarcely believe she might actually make it out of this. She’d been prepared to die. Or maybe be captured, though she’d hoped to die before they managed to take her. She’d certainly intended to take as many magebreakers as she could along with her as she went to whatever was waiting for her in the great beyond.

      “How is that possible?” Sarai asked.

      “It’s something that only the nobility really knows about these days,” Asana said, looking at her with that same twinkle that’d been in her eyes earlier when talking about the magic. “So do you want to escape, or do you want to wait for those magebreakers and mages to come through? Even father can’t stand up to them, you know. Not that he’s able to any longer, but…”

      She trailed off, and Sarai figured that couldn’t mean anything good. If she was talking about her father like he couldn’t help any longer then that probably also meant no one else in the village would be able to help any longer.

      Burned ruins that was a terrible thought.

      Sarai sighed. She didn’t have much choice, so she followed Asana down the narrow stairs that spiraled down deeper beneath the town, wondering at the strange twists and turns that had brought her to this moment with the pretty noble woman who’d never exchanged more than a few words with her for the entirety of their lives, and now here she was leading Sarai to her rescue.

      Maybe.
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      “I can hardly see a thing down here,” Sarai said.

      Asana reached out and took her hand. Sarai blushed at the familiar touch, and tried not to think about how it was a noble woman who was touching her.

      She’d never thought she would be into that sort of thing, but there was something about the forbidden nature of that touch that was doing something for her in the moment. Or perhaps it was simply that her own death seemed so close, and her body was willing to take whatever it could get in the last moments before the magebreakers captured or killed her.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, trying to keep the tremor out of her voice and knowing she wasn’t doing a very good job of it.

      “You have to navigate mostly by touch down here until your eyes adjust,” Asana said. “You get used to it after awhile. It’s not like there’s anything dangerous down here. Just some faint magic left over that used to light the tunnels when they were still in use, though there’s less and less of that as the years go on.”

      “You seem to know a lot about these tunnels,” Sarai said.

      “I spent a lot of time down here sneaking around,” Asana said.

      Sarai had trouble imagining a noble girl spending her time down in secret dark tunnels beneath the village, but Asana moved with a confidence that said she wasn’t terrified of these dark tunnels so perhaps there was some truth to what she said.

      Sarai looked at the tunnels around them, and then thought about Asana touching that stone up above and the rune glowing as the world was closed off from them. There was no getting out of here unless Asana let her out.

      Sarai shivered. She’d never been one to deal with tight spaces poorly before, but she’d also never been buried beneath the ground in a dark tunnel with no way out.

      “Is something wrong?” Asana asked.

      “I don’t like being down here,” Sarai said, surprised that she didn’t like being down here in the dark even as she was also surprised at how honest she was being with this woman she’d barely spoken to before.

      “You’ll get used to it, I promise,” Asana said. “I’ve been using these tunnels for most of my life and I know them like the back of my hand.”

      She placed Sarai’s hand against the wall. It was solid stone, and it didn’t feel wet or anything like Sarai would’ve expected, though she wasn’t sure why she would think that an underground tunnel would be damp. Especially considering how far above the water table the village and Choikal were. She’d heard enough farmers complaining about needing assistance from the mages to dig wells deep enough over the years, but that thought brought another wave of guilt and sadness as she realized those farmers probably were no longer among the living.

      “You place your hand along the wall and use that to navigate usually,” Asana said, providing a welcome distraction from those thoughts. “But I’ll guide you. Much faster that way, and something tells me you want to get out of the village as quickly as possible.”

      Sarai opened her mouth to say that was the last thing she wanted. There was something deep inside her pulsing with the magic running through her that wanted to return to the village circle and give those magebreakers and mages a piece of her mind at the business end of the magic she’d so recently gained control over, but she knew that probably wasn’t a good idea.

      She knew the destructive potential that magic held, and she didn’t want to cause any unintended damage, after all. Even if those chasing her deserved it.

      She also knew the magic meant she didn’t have to wander through the darkness under the city. She held her hands out and summoned a glowing green mist with a little wave that seemed to just come to her without thinking about what she was doing. It rose to the level of their feet and filled the tunnel with a glow that showed her exactly where they were going.

      Asana looked at her in the darkness, and again there was that admiration there. She looked Sarai up and down with an interest that surprised her, though Sarai couldn’t be sure if that interest was because of her or because of what she was doing with the magic.

      Sarai blushed and looked away. She couldn’t overcome years of being told that the nobility were better than her, for all that she’d always told herself she didn’t put much stock in that sort of thing.

      “Amazing,” Asana breathed. “If only I could do something like that, and you do it with no effort at all!”

      Sarai kept looking away. She wasn’t sure how she seemed to know, without thinking about it, what to do to get the magic to come to her. That was a thought that led to a place she didn’t want to think about any more than she had to.

      “Please just lead the way,” she muttered.

      Asana turned and they moved through the tunnels, but that didn’t stop her from letting loose with a steady stream of babbling that almost had Sarai wishing that the magebreakers had captured her and prevented her from having to endure this.

      “I mean if I was able to do something like that with the magic then it wouldn’t be long before I was running the kingdom! With that kind of power you could challenge the Dark Lady herself!”

      Sarai missed a step, and chided herself when she realized why she’d missed that step. She’d been unconsciously preparing herself for the dizziness that inevitably came when someone brought up the Dark Lady, though of course that dizziness didn’t bother her now. Not after last night when it seemed to have left her as the magic took her.

      Again she wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing. She couldn’t help but think that it had something to do with all the craziness surrounding her and the magic.

      “Trust me, you don’t want this,” Sarai said.

      Asana turned and looked at her, and again her eyes darted up and down. Sure Sarai had seen Asana appreciating some of the girls in the village before as much as she appreciated some of the men, she’d even seen Asana trying to sneak looks at her when she thought Sarai wasn’t looking, but it was still awkward to have a girl as pretty as the noble woman staring at her like that.

      There was a part of her that felt like she didn’t deserve that kind of attention. Not from a noble. There was another part of her that felt like even indulging in that look was the same as betraying Tiafa, for all that Tiafa had made it abundantly clear that she didn’t want anything to do with Sarai.

      “My best friend has abandoned me, and I’m being chased by a bunch of magebreakers and mages who think I killed everyone in the village the night before,” Sarai said, the bitterness creeping into her voice despite her best effort to hide it.

      “But you didn’t do any of that,” Asana said.

      Sarai stopped at that. It was a touch eerie being down here in these cramped tunnels with the mist glowing at their feet and only extending a little past them in either direction. Though she did have to admit that it lent Asana a certain beauty down here in the darkness.

      Not that Asana needed any sort of special lighting to look beautiful. She was far from the spoiled noble’s daughter who looked like something that would be more at home in a pig sty.

      “You keep saying that,” Sarai said. “What makes you so sure I didn’t have anything to do with what happened last night?”

      “Well that’s simple,” Asana said with a shrug. “I saw everything that happened, and you didn’t have anything to do with it.”

      Sarai stared at Asana in astonishment. She wasn’t sure which was less believable: that Asana had seen everything that happened the night before and not been killed, or that she’d seen everything the night before and hadn’t been driven mad by what she’d seen.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” Asana asked.

      “How were you able to see everything that happened and you weren’t killed yourself?” Sarai asked.

      Asana shrugged again. “I wanted to see the festivities, but father wouldn’t let me stay out late. So the moment I got back to the manor I snuck out through the tunnels so I could watch from one of the air shafts. It’s a tight fit, but I can just do it if I dress properly. Which isn’t very proper as far as what father thought a lady should wear, but what he didn’t know wasn’t going to hurt me.”

      Sarai’s astonishment was growing by the moment. She was really having trouble believing that a noble woman would be willing to sneak through tunnels like this and then shimmy up through an air shaft. It made her skin crawl thinking about squeezing through something so tight. Thoughts of getting trapped with no one to find her ran through her head.

      She also wondered where these air shafts were. They had to be pretty well concealed if she’d been living here her entire life and had never noticed one of them.

      “So you saw everything through an air shaft?” Sarai asked.

      “I didn’t see everything,” Asana said, her eyes growing distant as she no doubt thought about what she’d seen. “The air shaft view wasn’t that great. You only get certain angles, and people were getting in the way, but I saw her.”

      Asana stopped and shivered. It was a shiver Sarai recognized all too well. The shiver of someone who’d just been forced to mention the Dark Lady, only this was far worse.

      “So she was here last night,” Sarai muttered, low enough that she thought she couldn’t be heard, but Asana nodded.

      “She was here last night,” Asana said. “And she was cackling and saying something about a joke she was playing on someone.”

      Asana looked right at Sarai as she said it. There was no doubt she had her suspicions as to who the Dark Lady was trying to play a joke on.

      Sarai blinked and leaned against the wall. She was suddenly in danger of falling, her legs had turned to jelly listening to Asana, and she needed something to help hold her up as she processed this new revelation.

      “Why would she want to play a joke on me of all people?” Sarai asked, hardly believing that one of the most powerful and deadly rulers in the world had a personal interest in her.

      “No idea,” Asana said with another one of those fatalistic shrugs. “But the Dark Lady has taken an interest in you for some reason, and I’d be willing to bet it has something to do with the magic taking you and being so powerful in your hands.”

      Sarai’s head spun as she thought of the possibilities and wondered what she’d gotten herself into.
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      Sarai forced herself to take several deep breaths. Sure she’d heard stories from some of the older people in their village. Stories that said the Dark Lady would take a personal interest in someone’s life if they did something to draw her attention.

      Sarai had never put much stock in those stories. They seemed like the sort of stories old people told younger people to try and keep them in line.

      Only here she was being confronted with the sure knowledge that the Dark Lady had taken a personal interest in her for some reason. The only question she had was why, but she didn’t think that was a question that was going to be answered any time soon.

      With the way things were going for her currently there was a good chance it wasn’t going to be answered before the magebreakers managed to pull her apart piece by piece, and that wasn’t a pleasant thought.

      Suddenly the walls all around them felt like they were pushing in on her, and she knew she had to get out before she lashed out with the magic and did something they both might regret. The last thing she wanted was to pull a building or part of the town down on top of them, for all that it would likely be a quick solution to her problem.

      The Dark Lady couldn’t torment her if she was dead, after all.

      “We need to get out of here,” she finally managed to get out. “I need to get out of this village. Away from these people. Away from everything that’s happened.”

      “Of course,” Asana said, still staring at her with a look that said there was more than a noble’s interest in one of her subjects behind this rescue. “There are stairs up to the surface in another hundred…”

      “Go,” Sarai said, sending the magic out ahead of them in that glowing green mist that lit the way. “Please. I don’t know how much longer I’m going to be able to stand being down here.”

      “Of course,” Asana said after a moment’s hesitation. “This way.”

      So they moved through the tunnels until they found an alcove. Asana pressed her hand to the stone and another rune glowed blue as a door hidden in the stone pulled open. Sarai stared at it with some hesitation, going to the surface meant going back to where the magebreakers were searching for her, but ultimately she had no choice.

      She had to get out of here, and that meant going up that cramped staircase that spiral up into darkness.

      “I’m surprised there haven’t been more people who’ve discovered these tunnels,” Sarai said as she kept one hand against the wall while walking up.

      “It’s like I told you before,” Asana said. “It’s something that only the nobility knows about these days. Mostly because the runes only respond to noble blood touching them.”

      “That sounds almost like something that was designed to allow someone with noble blood to escape if there was an uprising or something,” Sarai muttered, not really thinking about what she was saying until it was too late.

      She turned to look at Asana and get an idea of what she thought of that. Though it occurred to her that it was ridiculous to worry about what the noble woman thought of past rebellions. With the power she had surging through her it wasn’t like there was anything the noble woman could do to stop her. She was a one woman uprising with the power she wielded now.

      To her surprise Asana actually smiled. It was a surprise seeing anything like that from the noble woman, but as long as she was helping Sarai escape she wasn’t going to knock it.

      “You’d actually be pretty close to the truth,” Asana said after a moment’s thought. “There were networks like this that led to Choikal for all the towns surrounding the city back before it burned. Supposedly the old royal family did their best to escape through those tunnels, but they never made it.”

      She grew quieter at the end. Sarai frowned. She’d been thinking more about the occasional commoner uprising that swept through the villages, though even that hadn’t been a common occurrence since Choikal burned and the war with the Dark Lady began. There were too many commoners being sent off to the Twisted Lands to die for the glory of their king to think about rebelling against that new king back home.

      “Right,” she said, turning and looking at a blank stone wall. “If you would do the honors?”

      Asana moved up and pressed her hand against the stone. Again the rune glowed, and again the door slid open revealing a shop of some sort. Sarai thought she recognized it, and then when she stepped out she realized that of course she recognized it.

      It was a place she’d been so many times growing up. A place she’d been this morning. There were all the familiar spots she and Tiafa had played when they were younger, because of course it was Tiafa’s home.

      Rather they’d come out in the bakery on the first floor, but still. It would seem the world still had a few cruel jokes left to play on her before the day was over.

      “Is something wrong?” Asana asked, stepping out into the shop. “I was never sure exactly where this came out. I was planning on getting us closer to the city’s edge before we came up, but I suppose it will have to do.”

      “Nothing’s wrong,” Sarai muttered, not believing the lie even as she said it. From the look Asana gave her she wasn’t believing it either, but she held her tongue. Though she did look at Sarai with some of that arrogance she’d expect from a noble woman.

      “Are you sure there isn’t a problem?”

      Sarai wheeled around to the source of that voice. She’d know that voice anywhere, just as she’d know where she was even if she’d been struck blind. The feel, sound, and smells of the place were too familiar.

      Though there wasn’t the familiar smell of baking bread, because Tiafa’s parents weren’t here. Which could only mean one thing, but Sarai didn’t want to think about that.

      She also didn’t want to think about Tiafa standing there on the stairs leading up to her room staring at Sarai with a hatred that made her want to take a step back.

      “What are you doing here?” Tiafa asked. “Come to kill me like you did my parents? Are you going to finish the job you started back at the circle with those horrors attacking the magebreakers and the mages? And what’s she doing here?”

      That last was aimed squarely at Asana. Asana, for her part, responded in the only way she knew how. She drew herself up and took a deep breath as she looked straight down her nose at Tiafa, for all that Tiafa was standing over them because she was sitting a little ways up on the stairs leading to the second level where her family lived.

      Had lived.

      “You do not talk to your local nobility like that, even if your parents…”

      “Stuff it,” Tiafa said. “I don’t give a damn what kind of blood runs through your veins. If you’re helping that one then I’m going to gladly spill it to get to hers.”

      That got Asana to shut up. She looked genuinely surprised that someone would dare talk to her like that. She looked to Sarai as though expecting some help from her, but Sarai was rooted to the spot and unsure what to do.

      “I don’t want to hurt you, Tiafa,” she said.

      “Of course you don’t,” Tiafa said. “Just like you didn’t want to hurt anyone the night before, but that didn’t save my parents did it? Just like you didn’t want to hurt anyone when the magebreakers were hunting you, but that didn’t stop you from loosing your monsters on them, on me, like you did on the village the night before.”

      “I was with you all night!” Sarai growled even as she blushed remembering some of the things they’d done. “How could I have hurt anyone if I was with you all night?”

      “I don’t know,” Tiafa said. “That magic has distance. You did something to kill those people while you distracted me. You killed my parents!”

      “We don’t know that your parents are dead,” Sarai started, but Tiafa cut her off with a chopping motion.

      “I went through the circle while I was escaping your monsters,” she said. “Don’t tell me about what did and didn’t happen there last night. Don’t even try to pretend you didn’t know exactly what you were doing as you cut them down with your magic while you were using me here. Why did you do it?”

      “But she didn’t,” Asana said. “It was the Dark Lady come to our village.”

      “Sure it was,” Tiafa said, rolling her eyes and letting out a derisive sniff. “The Dark Lady in the form of this bitch right here before us. Honestly. As though the most powerful woman in the world would come to our village to kill people for no good reason. She’s trapped in the Twisted Lands. Everyone knows that.”

      “Obviously she’s not as trapped as the king and his mages would like us to believe,” Asana said with a sniff of her own.

      “She did have a good reason,” Sarai muttered, for all that she still had no idea why the Dark Lady would want to torment her in particular.

      “I’m sure you did,” Tiafa spat. “But I don’t have to wait around to find out what it is. All I care about is that you’re going to get what’s coming to you. You’ll pay for your crimes, and I can rest easy knowing I had some small part in making sure you paid for them.”

      Sarai looked up at Tiafa sharply at that. She was making no move to come down the stairs, but she sounded certain that she was going to be responsible for Sarai getting captured.

      Then she saw it. Something Tiafa had been fidgeting with the entire time they were talking. She’d thought it might be some small piece of dough she was playing with, something she did quite often when she was home and trying to think, but of course there was no dough for her to play with here since there was no one around to prepare the stuff.

      No, she was playing with a small gem that glowed with a light all its own. She moved the thing around in her hand over and over again, and when she looked down at the gem and then up to Sarai she smiled a quite unpleasant smile.

      “That’s right,” she said. “The magebreakers said you might come back to one of your familiar places, and they wanted to make sure they had a way to figure out if you were visiting the scene of the crime, as it were.”

      “What have you done?” Sarai breathed.

      Only she could hear shouting in the street outside that told her exactly what Tiafa had done. The magebreakers and mages would no doubt be out there gathering their strength, summoned by the twin to that glowing gem that would let them know exactly where to find her.
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      Tiafa stood and made her way down the stairs. Even with that look of complete and utter disdain painting her face, Sarai couldn’t help but be taken by her beauty.

      It was impossible to stare at a face she’d loved for so many years and not be taken. Even when that face was staring at her with hatred and annoyance mixed together with triumph and perhaps a touch of regret at what she was forced to do.

      “Don’t look at me like that. I’m doing what needs to be done,” she hissed. “I’m doing what has to be done to take care of a problem like you. You’re not going to hurt anyone else ever again, and we’re not going to have a second Dark Lady rising from Choikal’s ashes!”

      She was practically spitting as she said that last bit. Any hint of regret that might’ve been there a moment ago was gone now. She stared with the eyes of a fanatic, and Sarai raised a hand against that hatred.

      Tiafa lunged for Sarai as she raised that hand. Sarai knew what was coming if Tiafa managed to make contact with her. Her arm would be put up behind her back as she was put into a hold she wouldn’t be able to get out of. She’d never been able to get out of Tiafa’s holds.

      She’d always loved not being able to get out of Tiafa’s holds before, but something told her everything would be different this time around.

      Only spirits appeared out of a glowing green mist that appeared up between them and grabbed Tiafa by the arms. She tried to struggle against the ghosts, but she couldn’t fend off the spirits. No, all she could do was kick and stare at Sarai with pure hatred.

      “You’re not getting away with this!” Tiafa said.

      “Getting away with what?” Sarai screeched at her, finally reaching a breaking point.

      Her anger flew out and the spirits surrounding Tiafa started to glow an angry red color. They also started pulling on Tiafa like she was an insect some child had found and wouldn’t it be interesting and fun to pull those wings off and see if it kept squirming?

      Tiafa grunted and her eyes went wide with surprise and horror. She stared at Sarai as though she couldn’t believe that it had come to this.

      Sarai had a moment of disdain of her own. She couldn’t believe Tiafa would have the audacity to attack her, then act surprised when she defended herself. It was the same as with those magebreakers.

      They were doing their best to try and kill or capture her, so why should they be surprised when she did her best to fight back?

      “Do it then,” Tiafa growled. “Have them pull me apart. It’s about what I’d expect from something like you.”

      Sarai was on the verge of telling the spirits to do just that. Then a hand on her shoulder pulled her back to reality. At least reality as it had been for the past few hours.

      She wasn’t sure it was reality she wanted to live in, but it’s not like she had much choice in the matter.

      “You don’t have to do this,” Asana said, looking at Sarai with a surprising amount of tenderness. Then she looked to Tiafa and all that tenderness was gone as she glared with a hatred that surprised Sarai.

      “She’s not worth it. Not worth it at all.”

      Sarai held herself on the verge of doing something terrible to Tiafa for another moment, then sighed and willed the ghosts holding her to keep their peace.

      Only there was a moment when it seemed like the spirits were going to pull Tiafa apart and it didn’t matter what Sarai had to say about it. That red glow had surrounded them again, and it was almost more than Sarai could control.

      Tiafa grunted in pain but didn’t cry out, she was too proud to cry out in pain even on the verge of death, and then a moment later the redness left the spirits and they were back to their normal green selves.

      Sarai let out a small sigh of relief. She might be angry with Tiafa, but that didn’t mean she wanted to hurt the poor girl.

      “I would never hurt you, Tiafa,” she whispered. “You have to know that. I didn’t do anything to hurt those people last night, and I’m not going to do anything to hurt you today.”

      “Lies,” Tiafa growled, then her eyes darted to the side. She smiled.

      That smile was the only warning Sarai had that something had gone terribly wrong, but it was enough of a warning at least. Tiafa shouldn’t have been confident at all while she was being held by those ghosts. She should’ve been terrified, but she seemed almost happy.

      Sarai held a hand up and mist swirled in front of the windows. An arrow broke through those windows accompanied by the sound of breaking glass. She turned to watch that arrow coming straight for her, knowing there wasn’t a chance she was going to be able to get out of the way in time.

      Her first instinct had been to use the magic to save her ass, and now it was looking like that first instinct might be the thing that killed her.

      The mist swirled. A ghost appeared out of it. He looked like a man Sarai barely remembered from when she was very young and had first moved to this village. Tiafa’s grandfather who’d run the bakery before handing it over to her parents. Only he wasn’t the old man he’d been when she knew him, but rather was younger with a full set of armor she didn’t recognize.

      He snatched the arrow out of the air like it was nothing, then looked to Sarai and smiled. She smiled back at him, but a cry from behind her pulled her away from the young man who’d been an old man on the verge of death the last time she’d seen him.

      She turned to see Tiafa screeching at the top of her lungs, and staring at Sarai and then to the ghost as though she wanted nothing more than to kill Sarai.

      “How dare you use him!” she said. “You don’t get to use his spirit!”

      Only Sarai didn’t have time to go through that particular argument. Not when there were more magebreakers out in the street nocking arrows and looking like they were about to do their best to kill her. Perhaps they’d decided they didn’t want to try and take her captive after all.

      She held another hand up and moved it across the front of the bakery. The mist rose all across the window, and more spirits stepped out of that mist and burst through the windows, sending shards of glass out through the windows that slammed into the soldiers out there.

      Most of them went down with cries of pain, and the ones who didn’t go down with cries of pain were distracted from firing off any more arrows which was basically accomplishing the same goal so Sarai didn’t mind that they weren’t down for the count.

      “Amazing,” Asana said. “How are you able to do that so easily?”

      Again Sarai was hit with the uneasy thought that there was a link between her and the Dark Lady that might explain how Sarai found it so easy to use the magic. Again she pushed those thoughts down. She didn’t need that kind of distraction in the middle of a fight for her life.

      “Let me go!” Tiafa growled.

      Sarai turned to Tiafa’s grandfather. Nodded to him.

      “Do you understand me?”

      He smiled and nodded, but didn’t respond in so many words. She wondered if it was possible for the dead to hold a conversation from beyond the veil, or if this was even his soul come back to serve her from beyond the veil or merely an echo of who he’d been.

      Either way it would have to work.

      “Take her somewhere safe,” Sarai said. “She doesn’t need any part of what’s about to happen here.”

      She watched him for any sign that he understood what she was saying, and he nodded again and moved over to where the spirits were holding Tiafa. They disappeared up the stairs with her grandfather leading the way, and Sarai hoped they would be able to take her someplace where she wouldn’t be harmed by what was about to happen.

      She might be annoyed with Tiafa, she might’ve had her heart broken by her best friend, but that didn’t mean she wanted to see anything bad happen to her.

      “That’s taken care of,” Sarai muttered, then turned to Asana. “You might want to get out of here as well. There’s no telling what might happen here when this really gets going.”

      To her surprise Asana stood from the counter she’d hidden behind when it became clear soldiers were firing arrows through the windows. She brushed herself off and stood to her full height, looking down her nose at the world and seeming every inch the noble Sarai knew her to be.

      “I will not stand for this. Not in my territory,” she said, her voice full of the arrogance of nobility that Sarai had come to expect from her. Suddenly this was the Asana Sarai had known growing up, and she wasn’t sure this was a good time for the haughty noble woman to make an appearance.

      “Asana, what are you…”

      Only before she could stop her Asana took a few quick steps to the door and opened it, picking her way carefully through the broken glass on the floor. She turned at the last moment to grin at Sarai.

      “Don’t worry, I have this all well in hand.”

      Sarai wasn’t inclined to agree, but she also didn’t want to risk hurting Asana by sending the spirits after her. Tiafa’s near brush with death was still at the front of her mind, after all, and she didn’t want to risk losing control again.

      So she watched as the noble woman stepped out to deal with the magebreakers with all the authority of a hedge noble daughter of a man who wielded very little authority to begin with.
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      Sarai looked around the place, but she couldn’t get a good view of what was happening out there from where she was. She also didn’t want to risk someone else sending an arrow through the window to try and take her out because she was stupid enough to present a tempting target.

      They’d almost got her just now, after all. She didn’t want to give them a second go where they could succeed. So she moved to the stairs and took them two at a time in a move that had always annoyed Tiafa’s mother because of the loud creaking noise it made that could be heard even over the hustle and bustle of the bakery.

      Now, when the whole place was empty and silent? It was like a deafening thunder echoing in her ears.

      Though the lack of noise from Tiafa’s mom shouting at them to be careful or they were going to break their necks was enough to create a massive void in Sarai’s soul. Thankfully there wasn’t time to think about it too much. She needed to get up to the second level where she could look down into the street.

      When she got to that second level she looked around for any sign of Tiafa and the ghosts she’d sent up here to make sure Tiafa didn’t get in any sort of trouble, but there was no sign of them.

      She sighed. She’d hoped for one last glimpse of Tiafa. She couldn’t shake the sure feeling that something bad was about to happen here, and that there was a good chance she wasn’t going to make it through this alive. She hated that she felt that way, but given everything that’d happened she also had to admit there was a good chance this wasn’t going to end well.

      She reached the windows on the second floor and looked down. It was a scene she’d seen so many times before. A cobblestone street that would normally be filled with people. The steady drone of people from the village coupled with the smells of bread baking from the first floor had always been enough to wake her up on the mornings she stayed here with Tiafa, but there was none of that today.

      No, there were soldiers down there and magebreakers in between, with mages all around them. More mages than she’d ever seen gathered in one place in her life. And they were all staring at Asana like they weren’t sure what to do with her.

      Asana knew exactly what she was doing though. She held herself with all the regal bearing that belonged to a noble woman, for all that she was the daughter of a minor noble who’d fallen on hard times since his post went from being one of the most prestigious in the kingdom due to its proximity to Choikal to a backwater nothing.

      “Get out of the way girl,” one of the magebreakers growled. “We don’t want to harm you, but if you’re going to cause trouble then your pretty finery isn’t going to save you.”

      One of the mages stepped forward and put a hand on the magebreaker’s wrist gauntlet. He leaned in and whispered something to the man, and he nodded though he didn’t seem all that surprised by what the mage was telling him.

      “How dare you speak to me so,” Asana said, filling her voice with all the scorn and derision that came with being of the nobility. “I am the daughter of the local lord, and I will not have common soldiers speaking to me so.”

      Some of the common soldiers down there exchanged nervous glances. No doubt they were low enough in the pecking order that they were genuinely worried about what kind of trouble a minor noble woman might be able to make for them.

      The magebreakers and the mages, for their part, didn’t look at all put out that they’d aroused the ire of a minor noble. No, they simply smiled and tried to cover the fact that they were clearly amused.

      They weren’t common soldiers, for all that Asana was treating them like common soldiers. Sarai wasn’t sure what kind of game Asana was playing, but it was clear it was a game she was losing.

      “You might want to get out of the way,” the magebreaker finally said. “I appreciate that you’re the power around here, or rather that your father is, but this is something that goes beyond you or your father’s authority. I’m afraid you’ll have to move out of the way and let us get to that girl in there.”

      “I’ll do nothing of the sort,” Asana said. “If you’re going to do this hunt properly then you’ll have to have a writ from the king to hunt a rogue mage. I need to see proof that you have the authority to do what you’re doing.”

      This time the mages and the magebreakers actually exchanged nervous glances. Sarai didn’t know much about the legalities of hunting a rogue mage. She also bristled at the thought that she was considered a rogue mage. She didn’t feel like a rogue mage at all.

      “We haven’t had the time to get the proper paperwork in order,” the mage said, stepping forward and speaking in a voice that was surprisingly powerful for all that he wore a flowing grey beard and looked far weaker than his voice sounded. “Surely you must appreciate that circumstances have moved far faster than our ability to carry out the letter of the law.”

      “The letter of the law is everything,” Asana said, holding her nose up as she looked down on them. “Without the letter of the law we merely have the powerful doing what they want to trod all over those without power.”

      “I’d hardly call taking out a mage who has power on the level of the Dark Lady trodding on those without power,” the magebreaker said. “I’m also done entertaining these silly objections. We’re here on the king’s authority, and I’m not going to let some minor noble with a crush get in the way of that business.”

      Sarai’s cheeks colored at that. It seemed odd to think of Asana having a crush on her, but she couldn’t deny there’d been interest there today whenever she looked Sarai over. Could it be possible that she was interested in more than the magic Sarai was able to wield?

      The magebreaker motioned to the soldiers. They hesitated for a moment. Clearly the common soldiers weren’t in a mood to risk their necks and potential punishment down the line by taking on a noble woman, but at another motion from the mage they finally stepped forward.

      “You have no right to do this!” Asana said. “I speak with the king’s authority through my father. You will not flout his…”

      Her protests turned to a hiss as one of the guards put his arm around her. They were none too gentle with her. Now that they thought they had permission to lay hands on a pretty noble woman they seemed more than eager to take advantage of the opportunity.

      “Unhand me you brutes!” Asana cried out.

      Then she really surprised Sarai by pulling a dagger from somewhere in her dress. She cut one of the soldiers who cried out in pain, then slammed a gauntleted fist against Asana’s face.

      There was a crack as the armored fist slammed into her nose. Asana started wailing in pain and surprise, and blood fountained down her face as she stared at the guards with murder in her eyes. She tried to stab the dagger into his face where it was exposed, but the other guards were there all around her to keep her from doing something they all might regret.

      They were definitely stronger than her. Any one of them could’ve overpowered Asana and her slight frame, though she was still be putting up a good fight. It was enough to make Sarai wonder if the girl had ever had some sort of training above and beyond the voluntary training like what Tiafa took advantage of at the edge of the village.

      Still, her best efforts weren’t enough to stop the guards from moving in around her. They made disgusting noises as they grabbed at her and seemed to be taking liberties with a noble woman that would’ve meant their death under other circumstances.

      Though as Sarai stared down at what they were doing an anger filled her that she knew would mean these men’s death even if the mages and magebreakers standing there smiling at the soldiers having their fun weren’t going to uphold the king’s law.

      Sarai felt the mist growing around her. Responding to a mental call she was making. Responding to her desire for blood. Responding to her desire to make those bastards pay for what they were doing to Asana.

      She only felt like she’d truly known Asana for the space of a day, but during that one day Asana had done everything she could to help. Which meant it was time for her to do what she could to save her new friend, and to make certain the dog’s sons down there wouldn’t have a chance to ever hurt her or her friends again.

      She pushed out with the power and again the windows exploded outwards, raining glass down on the people below. With a raised hand the mist surrounded Asana as Sarai stepped out into the air for the second time in the space of a day.

      Only this time the magic wasn’t helping her to reach her love. No, this time the magic was going to help her exact her vengeance against the bastards down there who wanted to hurt her and her new friend.
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      “Watch yourselves!” the magebreaker called out from below, but it was already too late.

      The storm cloud gathered over Choikal the night before was back, swirling in the skies above the village instead. It pulsed with magical power, and Sarai felt like all she had to do was reach up and take it and that power would be hers.

      So she did.

      Power pulsed through her as she looked down at the men below. They were insects who thought they could defy her. Lesser creatures who didn’t deserve to breathe the same air as her.

      “Steady men!” the magebreaker shouted as they held up their gauntlets. They crackled with yellow magical energy.

      Sarai knew enough about the magebreakers to know about the famed source of their power. That strange magical energy with the glowing yellow, color coded for convenience, let the world know they were magebreakers. It was supposedly a symbol to any mage who might try to defy them that their days were numbered, and if said mage knew what was good for them it would be better to simply surrender.

      Sarai wasn’t in the mood to surrender. She sent her undead armies down to attack the magebreakers, but they stood their ground and the ghosts seemed to turn back to mist as they slammed into the yellow glow being put out by their gauntlets.

      “Get her!” one of the mages shouted.

      Sarai smiled. That seemed to be the only plan they could come up with, and it wasn’t a very good one. Though they were trying their best. Even if their best wasn’t going to work.

      Fireballs flew through the air all around her, and Sarai threw her head back and cackled.

      Though throwing her head like that suddenly put her into a memory she couldn’t quite recall living the first time around. It was a thought of staring down at people in the village circle as they stared up at her in terror, only she didn’t care that they were staring up at her in terror. All she cared about was that they would get everything that was coming to them. She would make them regret the dark day they ever decided to remain on the outskirts of the burned ruins in defiance of what she’d done decades prior.

      Then Sarai was back, staring down at a group that was trying to fight her, but it was the magebreakers and mages. Not to mention the soldiers who’d surrounded Asana and were doing their best to paw at her while they still could, though the more intelligent among the soldiers seemed to realize things were going poorly for them.

      Some of them broke and ran, but others looked like they’d made the calculation that if they were on the verge of death then they were going to enjoy themselves with a noblewoman while they went to that death.

      Sarai wasn’t going to tolerate anything like that. She willed the ghosts to move in around those soldiers, and a moment later their cries of disgusting pleasure turned to cries of horror as they were ripped to pieces.

      They didn’t have the advantage of magic to protect them from the things that went bump in the night, and right now Sarai was very much in the mood to bump against them until they were bleeding stumps with no ability to harm anyone ever again.

      She turned back to the mages in time to see several of them waving their hands like they were getting ready to send something her way. She wasn’t sure how, but she seemed to instinctively understand that they were about to send fireballs in her direction, and she wasn’t in the mood to be singed by these bastards.

      She threw her hands up and the fireballs exploded as soon as they left the mages’ hands. She wasn’t sure what she’d done. Just that she’d thrown up some sort of magical shield directly in front of the mages that caused the fireballs to explode directly in front of them rather than exploding when they hit her.

      She was breathing heavily now, but she couldn’t help but smile. She couldn’t help but throw her head back and let out another one of those cackling laughs.

      “It’s the Dark Lady come again!” someone shouted from below.

      She looked down to see one of the magebreakers trying to break ranks. Unfortunately for him he was right next to the lead magebreaker, which meant the only thing he got for trying to escape was a dagger in his back as the lead magebreaker stared down at the body in disgust.

      “Anyone else want to try and desert?” he bellowed loud enough for all of them to hear.

      The others stared at him and then looked at the body of their friend he’d just dispatched. Then they looked up at Sarai.

      Some of them were looking at her like they were thinking of all the ways they’d love to destroy her, but others were looking up at her as though they were trying to figure out if they should take their chances against her or against their leader.

      She didn’t give them much chance to think it through. No, she rose higher in the air and called to the power gathered in the clouds. She felt as though she was calling upon the collective power of all the creatures that’d died on the night of the fire. Died on that night so long ago when she’d been nothing more than a baby lying in a crib next to her parents.

      A night they’d never wanted to talk about, for some reason, for all that they lived far enough from Choikal that the night shouldn’t have held much terror for them.

      The clouds swirled around her. Green mist filled her and she breathed in the power. She let it out, and when it came out of her it was in the form of lightning that arced down and slammed into the mages and the magebreakers.

      For a moment she worried the power of their magic might be enough to keep what she was throwing at them from harming them, but then their gauntlets started to explode as they were overwhelmed with the power she was pumping into them.

      She breathed in the magic and sent it out again. This time it landed with enough power that the buildings all around exploded into splinters and fire. A fire that started to spread as bits of those flaming chunks hit other parts of the city that started to catch even as a maelstrom started to rise all around them fanning the flames and turning the debris into dangerous missiles.

      There was a part of her, buried deep within her, that knew she should’ve been worried about those flaming chunks hitting other parts of the city and catching fire, but in that moment as she was taken by the power of the magic surrounding her she couldn’t bring herself to care.

      All she could do was take her vengeance. She let loose with another blast of magic, and ghosts moved in from all sides to rip the men apart. Even the magebreakers whose glowing yellow gauntlets had turned dull in the face of her power. Their screams rose even over the maelstrom as she rose higher and higher, feeling more of the power filling her.

      She let out a scream and had a vision of all the magebreakers and mages in her town being killed, and the magic obliged. Tendrils of mist swirled down from the cloud overhead, taking the shape of spectral soldiers and men at arms and skeletons and other monstrosities that should’ve horrified her, but instead she exulted as they moved past her and down into the town below to kill and maim.

      Their screams filled the day, though it was dark enough because of the swirling clouds overhead at this point that it might as well be the night. She felt at home in that darkness as she directed her armies.

      She could feel the horror down below. Only she also knew now that the only two people who’d survived what the Dark Lady had done down there were Tiafa and Asana, and she figured there was no point in trying to save anyone else considering the only people down there would be those who had come to hunt her down.

      So she let the power fill her until she was almost to the point of losing it. Almost to the point of pain, and yet even with that pain everything felt so wonderful. So intense. She wanted to throw her head back and laugh again, but she also didn’t dare to let her concentration lapse.

      She let out one final cry as the power pulsed through her and down into the village that had been her home for so long. A village that was empty of life now, save for those who would kill her.

      A village that disintegrated on the winds of an impossibly powerful storm that turned everything to dust below as she used her power to kill anyone who would cross her, and then the world went dark around her.
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      Sarai blinked a couple of times as she came around. She could hardly believe that the memories flashing through her head were real, but the more she thought about it the more intense those memories became.

      “What in the burned ruins happened?”

      “You happened.”

      Sarai wanted to moan. For most of her life she would’ve been overjoyed to hear Tiafa’s voice so close to her, but that joy was ashes in her mouth now.

      On the one hand she was excited that Tiafa was alive. That meant her attempts to protect her friend one final time had actually worked. The spirits had taken her command to protect her and upheld it even as she destroyed everything in the village. On the other hand having a friend who’d been intent on killing her didn’t seem like the best thing considering she was lying on the ground looking up at the swirling maelstrom of magic above and unable to do much of anything to help herself.

      Tiafa appeared over her, the corners of her mouth turned down in an obvious frown. She hefted something in her hand, and with a start Sarai realized it was a sword and gauntlet. The gauntlet glowed with a fitful yellow light, but that light was still there despite everything she’d done to eliminate it.

      She felt oddly weak with that gauntlet so close to her. She wondered if it had the ability to sap a mage of their power while also protecting a magebreaker.

      “How?” she asked.

      “I took them from a magebreaker in the street just before the whole world went to the burned ruins around me,” Tiafa said, looking around. “I’m assuming this is all your handiwork?”

      Sarai managed to get up to her elbows to have a look around, and when she did she let out a gasp.

      “That’s right you should gasp,” Tiafa said. “I can’t believe this. I should’ve killed you when I had the chance!”

      There was nothing but ash and destruction all around them. She’d heard stories of storms that blew into coastal cities with all the fury of a god bearing down on the world in their true form, but she’d never imagined the destruction that was talked about in those stories could be anything close to real.

      Only now as she looked out across the place that had been her home she could believe those stories of vengeful gods sending their winds to destroy the world because they were annoyed with humans who’d done something or other wrong.

      “Did I do that?” Sarai asked, scarcely believing it, even as flashes of memory from hovering over the village came back to her.

      “You did it,” Tiafa said, raising her sword and pointing it at Sarai. “And I should be done with this once and for all. You’re too dangerous to live in this world. The last thing we need is another Dark Lady. I don’t care if you didn’t kill everyone last night.”

      Sarai knew she should’ve been focused on the sword leveled at her, not to mention the lack of magic flowing through her at the moment which would’ve been helpful in dealing with having a sword leveled at her, but all she could think about was Tiafa admitting she didn’t kill everyone in the village the night before.

      “She’s not another Dark Lady,” another voice said.

      Sarai turned and was surprised to see Asana picking her way through the ruins. She had a slight limp and her face was marred by the injury to her nose, but she still carried her dagger at her side. She’d also managed to gather a sword at some point. Perhaps while she was surrounded by soldiers and doing her best to get away from them. Or perhaps while those soldiers were distracted by getting ripped to pieces.

      “Why did you survive?” Tiafa asked, anger filling her as she said it.

      “For the same reason you survived,” Asana said, gesturing to Sarai. “She wanted me to survive, the same as she wanted you to survive.”

      Sarai figured she should take the opportunity to summon the magic. It had served her well so far, after all, and she had tasted the raw power at her fingertips. It’d been enough to level this entire village in her rage, and it should be more than enough to save her from Tiafa.

      She could hardly believe she’d had that kind of power, but she would use it again if it meant surviving whatever Tiafa intended to do to her. She wouldn’t let herself die to the sword. Not when she’d already survived magebreakers and mages.

      “Don’t,” she said, raising a hand.

      Tiafa stared at her, and for a moment there was a flicker of fear obvious in her eyes. For a moment it was clear she expected this to be the end of her. She fully expected that Sarai was going to kill her.

      Only nothing happened. The power didn’t come to her. She’d been able to take on the most fearsome and feared men and women in the kingdom one moment, and the next a green spark barely danced in front of her fingers.

      “What the…”

      The magic wasn’t there. It didn’t come to her when she called it. She didn’t understand why, but it only made the fear of what Tiafa could do with her sword that much more intense. If she didn’t have the magic to protect her after everything she’d done then there was a good chance this was going to end in her death.

      Considering what she’d just done, killing an entire village filled with magebreakers and mages, she couldn’t be sure she wouldn’t deserve it if someone tried to kill her. It would almost be appropriate if Tiafa was the one doing the ending.

      “Where’s your power now, witch?” Tiafa growled.

      She raised her sword again. Held it as though she was going to use it. Asana let out a cry as the sword went up, but Sarai knew it wouldn’t be enough. Nothing could save her, and she couldn’t help but feel that she deserved this if she’d caused this much death and destruction. It didn’t matter that she hadn’t killed the villagers.

      The sword wavered in Tiafa’s hand. A look of pure rage crossed her face, then drained in an instant as she stumbled back and started gasping. She fell to the ground, the sword clattering to that ground beside her, and she pulled her legs up as she started rocking back and forth and crying.

      Sarai let out a relieved sigh. There might be a part of her that thought she deserved anything she got considering the death and destruction she’d caused, but that didn’t mean she was eager to die.

      Even if the shame that came crashing down on her the moment she realized she wasn’t going to die was almost enough to make her wish she had died.

      “Thanks for not killing me,” she finally said, though she didn’t feel like that really lived up to the complexity of the situation.

      “Thanks for saving me,” Tiafa muttered, so low that Sarai almost didn’t hear it.

      So that’s what it was all about. She’d saved Tiafa by having her carted off before she reduced their village to ash, and now Tiafa felt like she owed Sarai for that. Well, it’d kept Sarai alive for the moment, so it’s not like it was something she was going to knock.

      “Are you okay?” Asana asked, coming up to Sarai and offering a hand.

      “I don’t know,” Sarai said. “I’ll get back to you in a half hour or so and let you know how everything’s doing.”

      She took the offered hand as she stood and looked around the place. When she got a look at the extent of the destruction all around them she couldn’t help but take in another sharp breath.

      The destruction extended farther than she ever would’ve imagined. There was nothing left of the village she’d grown up in but splinters and bits of what had been people’s lives.

      Before the Dark Lady took a special interest in the village because Sarai was in it. Guilt ate at her as she looked at the ruins of the village and thought of all the lives that’d been in that village. Lives that’d been snuffed out because she’d been in the village.

      She knew it was wrong to think like that. There’d been plenty of ink spilled over the years from people who felt guilt because they hadn’t been in Choikal when it was destroyed for various reasons, and she knew deep down from hearing those stories that it wasn’t her fault any more than it was any of their fault, but that didn’t stop the guilt from eating at her.

      And for the first time in her life, as she looked out at the death and destruction that’d been visited on her adopted home, she could look in the distance to Choikal’s walls and finally understand something of the terror that’d remained with the people in her town as a result of that one night of terror brought on by the Dark Lady.

      Sure everything that’d happened here last night and today had been on a much smaller scale, but that didn’t change the fact that it had happened.

      Sarai sighed. There was going to be no getting over this, but they were alive for the moment. That was more than most people from their village could say.
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      “So what do we do now?” Asana asked, her tone defeated as she looked out across the village that had been her home as well, for all that she’d spent a good deal of her time looking down her nose at that village.

      Maybe she was finally starting to realize what she’d had now that it’d been razed to the ground.

      Tiafa looked off in the distance, but not before sparing a moment to glare at Sarai.

      “I figure the next village is a hike of several miles thataway around Choikal’s walls,” she said. “If we start hiking now we might just make it in time to be at the Choice tomorrow morning.”

      Sarai blinked. Of all the things she’d expected to hear from Tiafa, the thought of being in one of the nearby villages in time for the Choice was the last thing that had occurred to her. She was far more worried about not being around their village when more people inevitably came around to see the destruction.

      “You can’t possibly be thinking of something ridiculous like that right now,” Asana said, looking at Tiafa like she’d lost it.

      “Why not?” Tiafa asked with a shrug. “We’re still alive, and we’re of age. Which means if we’re caught roaming the countryside we’re going to be in serious trouble. They’ll think we’re trying to desert before we’ve even been recruited.”

      “Better than thinking we were a part of this,” Asana muttered, looking around at the destruction again.

      “What about the military and mages who will be coming to this village for our Choice?” Sarai asked.

      But already Asana was shaking her head. “They were already in the village waiting for the Choice. They were part of the festivities the night before, which means they were killed with everyone else when the Dark Lady attacked.”

      Sarai bit back a couple of curses that wouldn’t be fit for polite company. Not that she thought Asana or Tiafa were anything approaching polite company, not after everything that’d happened to them, but still.

      “She’s right,” Tiafa said. “We need to get to the next village over. Besides, I don’t think you want to be around here when official investigators start sniffing around trying to figure out what’s happened here. Not when they might ask questions you don’t want to answer.”

      Again she glared at Sarai, and again Sarai felt a sinking feeling deep in her gut that everything wonderful she’d had with Tiafa could be torn to shreds so quickly.

      Still, that was how the world worked now, so there was no point in her trying to act like things were different.

      “She’s got a point,” Asana said. “Someone is going to be coming along and asking questions eventually. I don’t know if we can survive long here waiting them out, but I definitely know that we’ll have all sorts of odd questions we don’t want to answer if we do wait. It might be better to go through the Choice and be far from here before any official investigation catches up to what happened here.”

      Sarai let out a final sigh and looked at the road that picked up where the edge of the village had been before she threw her magical tantrum that reduced the dead village to so much rubble.

      “As much as I hate to admit it, I think you have a point,” she said.

      She didn’t want to be here when any sort of official investigation came calling. That would mean mages, more magebreakers, and perhaps even a representative from the royal family themselves.

      As much as she hated to leave the village she’d grown up in, the place where her parents were buried now, it was better than the alternative of waiting around for someone to find them and perhaps do terrible things to her.

      Three girls on their own would be an inviting target for bandits who roamed around the ruins. They would certainly be a target for any more official bandits roaming the area in search of what had caused this destruction. Still, it was safe enough during the day and they could stop for the night. Maybe they’d even meet a merchant traveling by wagon along the way. Unlikely, but possible.

      With a sigh she brushed herself off. She looked to Tiafa who merely nodded, then to Asana who smiled and looked her up and down again.

      Her life had gotten so complicated over the past day, and it looked like it was only going to continue getting more complicated.

      What had she done to deserve this curse? Still, there was nothing for it but to move on to the nearest village and hope they didn’t run into any bandits along the way. She didn’t have the magic any longer, she had no idea why it had left her, and she got the feeling that was only going to make things even more difficult now that she’d done those terrible things while the magic was still with her.

      “Come on then,” she finally said, giving one last look to the rubble that had been her village. “We need to get a move on if we’re going to be at the next village by tomorrow morning.”

      She set off, and the other two fell in step behind her. Her best friend turned lover who hated her, and the former daughter of the local noble who’d looked down on Sarai her entire life and now looked at her with something almost approaching interest.

      Yeah, talk about a confusing mess, but all she could do was keep moving. She had a new purpose in life, for all that she was adrift with no idea how she was going to achieve that purpose.

      The Dark Lady had done this to her. She didn’t know why the Dark Lady had singled her out in particular for this cruel joke, but she did know she was going to do everything in her power to pay the Dark Lady back with interest.

      If she could figure out how she’d wielded that impossibly powerful magic she might even be able to do it, too!
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      “You don’t seem yourself lately.”

      Jaska paused in the act of using magic to peel the skin off of a general who’d been foolish enough to get too close to the front lines. He blubbered in thanks, but of course she wasn’t stopping because of his cries for mercy.

      “Why must you annoy me right now?” she asked.

      “I worry for you,” Uinae said. “Tea?”

      Jaska looked down at the piping hot cup of tea set out on a bit of nice porcelain that looked like it’d been stolen from some high ranking officer’s tent in one of the many moments when the humans had been overrun.

      It was a wonder anything had survived considering how thoroughly her own forces smashed things when they found themselves on the winning side and able to do a bit of plundering.

      “Thank you,” she said, gritting her teeth. The cup rattled against the saucer as she threw her head back and downed it all in one gulp.

      “My lady,” Uinae gasped.

      “What?” Jaska asked, moving her head down and staring at Uinae.

      “I barely had that steeped after boiling and you downed it like nothing,” Uinae said. “I…”

      “I don’t have time to concern myself with petty things like pain,” Jaska said, giving Uinae a dismissive wave. “Now why are you here?”

      The tea had been nice, but she had a great deal she had to take care of and she couldn’t be sure she could trust delegating everything to her troops. Not when they were so close to another major breakthrough along the front.

      If they managed to break through then there was a good chance a large chunk of living territory could be converted to a less than living state.

      It’s not even that Jaska cared for things to be in a less than living state or anything like that. She’d never been one of those forces of evil who liked evil for the sake of being evil. No, it was more that she enjoyed sticking it to the living. After all, they’d spent entirely too much time trying to make her miserable, so why not repay them the favor?

      “I’m just not feeling well after last night,” Jaska said.

      “You poor dear,” Uinae said, clicking her tongue in the back of her throat. “Did it upset you killing all those people?”

      Jaska flicked her finger and another strip of skin started peeling itself away from the unfortunate general who’d been stupid enough to get captured.

      “Please!” he screamed. “I’ll tell you whatever you want to know! Anything at all! Just please stop!”

      Jaska sighed. Even this general didn’t have the testicular fortitude to make this fun. It was never fun when they were willing to give up anything and everything they knew at the first moment their skin was pricked by magic and removed.

      “Do you see this?” Jaska asked. “This simpering mess of a general officer? Look at that plumage on his uniform.”

      Uinae frowned and got that look she always had when she wanted to say something she knew would annoy Jaska and so she was refraining from saying it.

      “Out with it, Uinae,” Jaska said with a sigh.

      “I don’t see any plumes or ranks,” she said. “Just a half skinned mess begging you for mercy like they always do.”

      Jaska frowned. Right. Most of his clothes had been removed in the process of getting him ready for the torture. The plumes and ranks were all on the floor soaking in his blood. She was missing things, and that wans’t good. It was a measure of how distracted she was that she was making mistakes like that.

      “That’s exactly what I’m talking about, Uinae,” she said. “It’s all the same. They train new general officers and send them at me in the same old game. We compete for the same strip of scorched ground over and over again. Occasionally I capture one of them and torture them, but the end result is always the same. I feel like my greatest hits all came when I was younger, and now I’m stuck doing the same old boring retreads.”

      “Come now mistress,” Uinae said, putting her hands on Jaska’s shoulders. “You know that’s not what’s really bothering you, so why don’t you come out with it already?”

      “It’s what happened last night in that village,” she said, waving her hand in disgust. “I thought going back to Choikal would be enough to make things interesting again. I thought I’d feel exhilaration returning to one of my favorite old haunts, but it only left me feeling empty.”

      “There you are mistress,” Uinae said. “You have no new worlds to conquer. That’s the problem.”

      “I don’t know about that,” Jaska said.

      She waved her hand again and the general screamed at the top of his lungs. Not that he had long to scream at the top of his lungs considering her little errant swipe with her hand had removed the top of his lungs from the rest of his body.

      The top half of his torso slid to the side, the general staring in wide-eyed horror as his mouth stayed open but no air was forced out as he’d been disconnected from his lungs and couldn’t make any more noise.

      Jaska made a vexed noise in the back of her throat. She was getting sloppy. She shouldn’t have waved her hand like that without making sure she was using the proper spell. It was more of that damnable distraction she really could’ve done without.

      “I’ll have the cleaners come in to take care of the mess,” Uinae said.

      “You do that,” Jaska muttered, barely noticing Uinae stepping out of the rooms to fetch one of the cleanup crews. Jaska would have to leave the room before they got started. They were always messy eaters.

      For now, though, she was more concerned with something happening on the other side of the continent. She waved her hand again, this time making sure she was concentrating on far seeing and not on ending the life of the latest general officer to fall into her clutches, and a familiar view came into focus in front of her.

      Of course there were things about the view that were off. The walls were burned, and they hadn’t been like that for most of the time Jaska had spent in Choikal.

      There was something else new as well. The village she’d been in the night before had been razed to the ground by something. She blinked as she saw the amount of destruction, and wondered if that could’ve been the mages or the magebreakers coming through and leveling the village to the ground to make sure they purged the land of any of Jaska’s influence that might’ve leaked out.

      A small smile quirked up at the edge of her lips. Last night had been fun, for all that it had ultimately been unsatisfactory. Though now as she looked at the destruction in the viewing portal she’d conjured she was starting to wonder if some greater power had visited the village.

      It was impossible, but then again she’d made her reputation by taking things that were supposed to be impossible and making them very possible, so she wasn’t going to discount the possibility there was a new power in the land that might be able to challenge even her when it came to making impossible things possible once more.

      She zoomed out and got a look at the destruction. It was total. There was a village shaped pile of rubble and destruction, but no sign of the villagers or officials from the school or the king.

      Jaska frowned. She might’ve gotten a little drunk on the death and destruction, what self-respecting villain didn’t get a little drunk on the death and destruction they were causing from time to time? Only she was pretty sure she’d remember doing something like this even if she was getting drunk on death and destruction.

      Only…

      No, there was something wrong with all of this. Something that seemed off. Something that wasn’t her style. It almost looked as though someone who didn’t have much experience wielding ridiculously powerful magic had a bad experience with that magic the first time they tried using it.

      Jaska frowned as she remembered an experience she had early on in her days at the academy. Honestly. She accidentally vaporized one instructor who was going too slow in his lesson and suddenly the entire establishment was talking about throwing her out of the school and burning her at the stake.

      That’d been an early lesson in the independent bent she wanted to have when she eventually decided to move on with her career. No applying to magical orders in the hopes a bunch of old men with long beards and short dicks compensating for something by talking about how powerful their magic was for her, thank you very much.

      Uinae came back into the room with some of the cleanup crew, but Jaska barely noticed. Though the beasts hesitated when they realized she was still in the room. They might look like some of the most fearsome creatures that’d ever been created by twisting and corrupting the living with her terrible magics, but they knew who buttered their bread.

      “Uinae,” Jaska said. “I have a new task for you.”

      “Yes mistress,” Uinae said. “Feeling better?”

      Jaska realized she had a huge wide smile splitting her face, and it felt odd. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d smiled and it had been genuine, and not simply the result of smiling because she’d learned that tended to really freak out the unfortunates she was torturing.

      “I suppose I am smiling,” she said. “Now I need clothing that will allow me to blend in around the Choikal area.”

      “Blend in, mistress?” Uinae asked, sounding like she was having trouble understanding the concept.

      “It means I need to be able to look like all the other lowly peasants picking out their meager lives in that area,” Jaska said.

      “I know what it means,” Uinae said. “I’m just surprised that you of all people would want to do something like that.”

      She sounded entirely too testy for Jaska’s taste. Apparently going eighteen years without dying had made her get a little uppity, but it was too late for Jaska to do anything about it. The problem with continually not killing a valued assistant was they continued to grow in value to the point that killing and replacing said assistant was more headache than it was ultimately worth.

      “Just do what you’re told,” Jaska said, dismissing the magical viewport into the village around Choikal with a wave of her hand.

      She stood. The twisted beasts cowered away from her and whined just a little. She reached down and picked up a chunk that had been the general and tossed it to one of the beasts, and even scratched it between the ears on her way out of the room. The thing’s tail wagged a little, which should have been terrifying but came off as endearing.

      It also went to show that she wasn’t the only one looking forward to a little fun on the job.

      Oh yes. It was time to have a little fun. Maybe her reign of terror over the world was about to come to an end, but if it made things interesting for the first time in over two decades then she didn’t mind going out in a blaze of glory.

      Especially when that blaze of glory also allowed her plenty of time to fuck with the girl who was destined to end her rule.
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