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My breathing is heavy and labored, and my hands are shaking. Tears stain my vision as they streak down my cheeks. I sit in the corner of the room, hidden between a chair overloaded with clothes and a vanity with a broken mirror. While blood pools around me, I hold a shard of glass in my hand. The pain is already gone, thankfully, but the fatigue is overwhelming. I’m so very, very tired. The strength to keep my eyes open leaves me, and they slowly flutter shut.

A hand gently touches my cheek, a soft and almost unnoticeable caress. A voice speaks to me, cold yet comforting. “Do you really want it to end here?”

My consciousness is rapidly fading. They lift my hand in a firm, reassuring grip. The touch of their fingers is hot against my icy skin.

It takes all that I have and more to whisper a barely audible reply. “No.”

“Then it won’t.”
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My body feels heavy. Too heavy to move. The insides of my eyelids are red—such a beautiful yet sinister red. I taste and smell blood. A tangy copper on my lips and tongue, yet it’s almost sweet.

Despite not being able to move, I feel the cold touch of metal under me. Whispers reach my ears. I can still hear. But I don’t understand the words being spoken.

A strange, soothing heat spreads through my body. It nearly lulls me back to sleep, and I drift away, returning to the darkness from which I have awoken. Then there is a sting, and I see my naked body spread out underneath me. Pale. Thin. Broken. Unmoving. Dead?

Figures move around it. Figures against the red walls, a red floor, a red ceiling. Red everywhere. They make incisions in my wrists and insert tubes. Dark liquid is drained from me. My blood—every last drop—is caught in a metal tub under the table.

The shimmer of more metal catches my attention, and a sharp, rounded knife presses against me. Then, my skin is sliced off in careful, thin strips, exposing the muscles underneath. I’m being flayed—possibly alive, for I can’t tell despite the way my body looks. Despite how it is being treated.

Once all my skin is removed, the knife is exchanged for a much cruder instrument that I’m unable to name or place. My chest is sawed open, my ribs cracked to provide access to my inner workings. My organs are pulled from deep inside and placed in glass bowls. Lastly, my heart is removed, and I swear that it’s still beating, a soft thump-thump that I want to hang on to like a lifeline. The sight of it entrances me, and I find myself unable to look away while it’s placed in its own glass bowl.

The tubes in my wrists are taken out, and the tub is moved from under the table to just beside it. Glass vials clink as they are emptied in the tub, the contents mixed into the blood. A voice speaks over the mixture, and a black shimmer settles itself into the concoction. My blood twists and turns.

The pieces of skin are submerged into the tub, until the black shimmer sticks to them. Then, my organs are bathed in it as well. Lastly, my body is placed into the tub with great care, and it absorbs the blood. It sucks every last drop back inside, slowly but steadily. The whole procedure is fascinating yet monstrous to behold.

Once the fluids are absorbed, my body is once again placed on the table. My organs are put back, and my chest is pushed into place. The muscles are stitched down with a shimmering black thread, much like the shimmer of the blood. The same thread is utilized to sew the strips of flesh back onto my body.

The work is meticulous and seems to take forever. When it’s finally done, my body looks like me again. But even from a distance, it’s clear that it’s wrong. So very wrong. Something tugs at me, and I descend, as if I’m being called back into my body. I feel watched and catch a pair of yellow eyes looking straight at me. Fear fills me and, in that moment, I know that death would have been kinder than whatever awaits me.
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Astabbing pain in my head is the only thing that I’m aware of at first, and it takes great effort to open my eyes. When I finally manage to, I find myself staring up at a ceiling that I don’t recognize. Panic surges through me, and my heart rate spikes at this oddly familiar feeling of waking up in a strange place.

My hands clutch the sheet as I sit up, knuckles white from the force I exert. I frantically look around the room, trying to take everything in. The walls are done in burnt umber, with dark-brown wooden wainscotting and a matching hardwood floor. The room has a wardrobe, a desk and chair, and the large bed that I’m sitting in. All are made from the same wood as the skirting boards. What stands out the most is the lack of windows, which makes the room resemble a chest.

Or a coffin.

Rows upon rows of shelves line the wall to my left, all stacked with burning candles—the only light in the room. The flickering of the flames is mesmerizing. The smell of wax manages to put me at ease, at least a little bit. It’s as if it’s breathing life back into me, knitting my mind together and clearing the last remaining bits of fog from my head. I inhale, and for a moment the scent of apples and nutmeg overtakes the burning wax. It brings a frown to my face and makes me wonder why candles meant to bring illumination have such an oddly specific scent. It’s gone as quickly as it came, though. Was it just my imagination?

Looking at the rest of the room, it all seems too real to be a figment of my imagination.

In the far-left corner, almost hidden behind the candles, is a door. My arms shake as I wrap the sheet around my naked body and carefully walk toward it on wobbling legs. The metal of the doorknob is cold in my hand and, unsurprisingly, the door is locked. A whimper of frustration leaves me when I pull the knob a second time. Something presses at the back of my head—a memory, something about being locked in another room. Even though I don’t know what it is, it makes me highly uncomfortable.

I rest my forehead against the door, take a deep breath, and exhale slowly, my nails digging into the frame. Something is wrong, so horribly wrong. My memories are all mixed up. A red room and yellow eyes. Another room, one much like this one. Green eyes. I don’t know, I don’t remember. In this moment, I barely remember to breathe through the rising panic clawing at me from deep inside my chest. My memories are as locked away as I am. Only a lingering feeling of dread rises to the surface, urging on the hysteria inside me.

Breathe. I need to breathe.

It takes a few more moments of looking around before I manage to push the feelings down, searching for a way out.

There is a second door behind me, so I turn slowly and shuffle toward it. Behind it is a large bathroom with a marble sink, cabinets, a standing mirror, a large bathtub, and more shelves with candles. No window. Why isn’t there a single window in this place?

On a chair next to the sink lies a pile of neatly folded clothes: undergarments, a Yale blue silken dress, and a plain back-laced corset in the same color. My body trembles as I drop the sheet and change into the clothes.

I’m still standing in the middle of the bathroom when a key turns in the lock from the other door. Peeking through the open bathroom door, I watch it open. A woman enters. Her eyes immediately find mine as she puts a tray of fruit and a bottle of water on the desk. She looks stern, undoubtedly sizing me up as much as I am her. Her skin is the color of hazelnut, with a beautiful golden glow. Over her shoulder hangs a braid, her hair a dark color, almost black-brown. I’m caught off guard by her piercing emerald-green eyes that remain trained on me.

Green eyes, yet not the right green.

I nervously bite my lower lip while I look her over. She wears a white dress that hits mid calf with a pair of white pants underneath covering the rest of her legs. Over the dress she wears a long-sleeved, golden-yellow jacket, closed with a white fabric belt. The gold fabric of the vest is adorned with richly embroidered flowers in green and red. On her feet she has a pair of slippers in the same golden yellow. The whole outfit makes her look as if she’s used to riches. Perhaps she is.

“Took you long enough,” she snarls. “I was starting to think that you weren’t going to wake up at all.”

She looks me up and down again with that condescending gaze and adds something inaudible under her breath. She starts to leave, and I sprint out of the bathroom.

“Wait!” My voice is weak, croaking from not being used for who knows how long.

But she doesn’t look back as she slams the door shut in my face and turns the lock once more. I smack against the door, fists pounding on it, that panic from earlier right back where I left it.

“Please, come back! Don’t leave me!”

My chest constricts until I’m unable to breathe. My hands clutch the fabric of my dress, ready to rip it right off as my knees give out and I sink down on the hardwood floor. My whole body shakes, and I bury my head in my arms, shutting my eyes and hoping that a moment of darkness will put me at ease. Minutes pass and slowly, so very slowly, the shaking subsides. My muscles relax, and I manage to hold back on the sob that so desperately wants to escape. Carefully, painfully, I uncurl my limbs and get back to my feet, my hands back on the door for stabilization.

Turning around, my eyes fall on the food and drink left on the table. It takes tiny steps with trembling limbs, but I get there. I chug the bottle of water and pop a few grapes in my mouth. After only a few bites, I feel full; I’m not as hungry as my body initially made me think. A sigh leaves me, and I plop down on the bed.

My eyes wander around once more, and I start to get a vague idea of the situation that I’m in. The panic from earlier is replaced by frustration and a slight twinge of paranoia. Fumbling with the bed sheets, my eyes fall on my left hand and I frown. Looking at my fingers, it feels like I’m missing something. Annoyance gnaws at me because I don’t remember what it is. It’s something important, something that has to do with my husband, my Henry. But what?

And then, just like that…

Has Henry even noticed that I’m missing? Is he out there looking for me?

Aware of the answer to this question, fresh tears well in my eyes. Yet underneath lingers a completely different emotion. One that scares me in its familiarity. One that, above all, I’ve always tried to keep buried deep, deep down. Anger. Anger that I know he won’t come to rescue me. Anger that I’ve been taken again and that he doesn’t even care. Wait... Again?

The thought is like a bucket of ice water over my head. No, it can’t be. I’m confused, I must be. It all feels so wrong—my feelings, my thoughts, my body—and I can’t discern why. It’s as if I’m broken and put back together incorrectly.

My stomach turns when I crawl under the sheets. Shivers run through me, and I clutch the material tighter, trying not to think—even if for just a moment.

The silence in the room is deafening and only brings more focus to the gnawing feeling in my chest. The timelessness makes me wonder if it’s been a minute, an hour, longer? The more unknown time that passes, the emptier I become. The hurt slowly drips away, leaking out of my pores and evaporating until nothing is left. Until I’m unable to conjure any kind of emotion, until I’m unable to care. At least for now.

Every now and then, she comes inside with a platter of fruit and water. I know that I should go up to her, rage against her. But right now, I can’t. Right now, I just need to be.

I do manage to untangle myself from my cocoon in the bed and drink the water. But having lost my appetite, I seldom touch the fruit. The absence of hunger makes it even more difficult to keep track of time. It doesn’t help that she doesn’t speak, doesn’t even give me her name. Perhaps that’s for the best, for I have come to realize that I don’t even remember my own name. It makes me feel as if I’m nobody, like I don’t exist in this world anymore. And perhaps I don’t, because when I search through my memories… It's like looking into a black hole. The last thing I remember is leaving home on an errand, and then I woke up here.

Next time, I should confront her and demand answers. She has to know something, or she has to at least allow me to leave this room. Being stuck in here is driving me insane. It crosses my mind that I could try to force her to let me out if she doesn’t willingly let me. But to be honest, something about her scares me.

I sit huddled on the bed, a position that feels familiar in a dreadful kind of way.

I used to be different, but years of marriage have changed me. It’s almost scary how docile I am after so long as an obedient housewife. On the other hand, it also makes me able to recognize a hopeless situation when I’m confronted with one. The fact that I can’t put my finger on why I know this to be true doesn’t make it any less so.

When hunger truly leaves me, sleep follows. On the rare occasions that I do manage to drift off for a moment, I wake up nauseated to the point of vomiting. Every time I do, all that comes out is blood. So much that my legs become too weak to carry myself back to bed. It’s almost as if my body is rejecting itself. It makes me so weak that I roll myself into a ball of misery on the cold tile of the bathroom floor.

It’s as if I’m dying. And I don’t know what terrifies me more: that it doesn’t seem like a wrong assumption or that it might not be the first time.

At some point, I come to and find myself shivering heavily and covered in sweat. It takes me a tremendous amount of effort to get up and run a bath. It takes even more effort to take off my clothes. Shaking, I catch sight of my naked body reflected in the tall standing mirror in the corner. I’m covered in bruises, as if I was thrown down the stairs like a ragdoll. It’s an accurate representation of how I feel inside—beaten, broken, exhausted.

Looking at myself like this only intensifies the idea that something is wrong. It’s almost as if this body isn’t my own, despite it looking and feeling like mine. Relatively pale skin from always being indoors. Wavy, dirty-blonde hair that hits halfway down my back. Bright blue eyes that look back at me without emotion, as if my soul were stripped away from them. The only thing that I do notice is that I seem a little fuller than I last remember being, less starved.

Shaking my head, I turn away from the mirror and step into the bathtub. The hot water is soothing, just like it used to be. My eyes are closed, and my mind starts to wander back home, back to Henry. I see him clearly before me, with his amber-brown eyes, caramel-blond curls, and his charming smile. Thinking about him makes me tear up once more. It makes me hate myself. The past is in the past, and I know that I can’t change anything about it. Yet I can’t help but cry, wondering if I’ll ever see him again. Wondering if I ever want to see him again, for what we had was far from perfect.

It’s only when the water turns cold that my tears subside. The wave of sadness that took over me morphs into something else—determination. I need a way out of here, a way back home.

I hoist myself out of the tub. Finding a big, fluffy, white towel, I dry off before wrapping it around myself and heading to the bedroom. Opening the wardrobe, I grab clean undergarments and a dark-gray gown and get dressed.

Moments later, she enters the room, this time without the usual food. I move to say something, to demand answers, but she shushes me with a gesture of her hand and her usual stern look.

“Let’s go,” she snaps as she turns around.

Cautiously, I follow her into a hallway. The walls here are made of stones in the same burnt umber as the walls in my room, intersected with a framework of crossed arched ribs that lead up into a high arch for the ceiling. Burning torches are mounted against the heavy stones, creating a contrast with the gothic-looking architecture. The flames flicker violently, as if they’re alive. I touch my hand against the wall to make sure I’m not dreaming. The stones are solid under my touch, cool and so very real. I almost start crying in relief even though I’m standing in nothing but a barren hallway.

She eyes me from over her shoulder, her face showing only contempt. “My name is Isra, by the way,” she tells me while she continues down the hallway.

I hurry to follow her, frowning, unsure what to do with this information and how to reply. I have no name to give her in return.

Isra notices and shakes her head at me, misunderstanding my silence and confusion. “Your old name means nothing here,” she says. “He’ll give you a new one as soon as he deems you ready.”

Her words only confuse me further. He? Am I… someone’s pet to be given a name?

At least that’s what it looks like, apart from being a prisoner. The idea sets alight a spark of fear in my chest. A feeling of foreboding, telling me that I need to get out of here.

Run. Run fast and far.

And yet at the same time, there’s a soft hum below my skin that has me absentmindedly rubbing my sternum.

We turn a corner and emerge through a high doorway into a garden. We stand on a path under a stone archway with that same style of pointed ceiling. The archway has multiple open windows and is richly decorated with detailed traceries in intricate line patterns, showing the greenery that lies beyond. The path continues to the left and right, slightly bending as if to form a circle. There is light beyond the archway—natural light not coming from torches or candles—and I squint my eyes while they adjust to the unexpected brightness. Seeing what lies beyond, it’s as if I can suddenly breathe again. Really breathe. The joy that fills me from seeing something as simple as trees, bushes, grass… It's unbelievable.

A garden, a real garden, is right in front of me. It’s mesmerizing after seeing nothing but that room for who knows how long. Isra watches it all play out on my face, her own disgust clear for all to see.

“Remember this marking.” Isra taps a symbol carved into the stone wall next to the hallway that we came from. She continues to ignore my newfound joy, clearly not sharing my feelings of wonder. “It marks your quarters.”

She turns to a garden that looks more like a park, scanning the many trees as if looking for something. Or someone. While she does, I look up, expecting to see the sky, and find myself unprepared for what I find instead. A ceiling from those same stones. Thick ribs that lead up and up into what can only be described as the highest, most intricate pointed arch in existence. My first thought is in wonder, wondering why it is bright as day in here despite this roof above us. And then, I wonder how this is even possible.

“The whole place is closed off,” comes Isra’s voice, not putting my mind at ease at all.

“Why?”

“So, you do speak,” she notes, her voice cruel and cold as she looks at me. Then she responds, “Because this place is a prison.”

I swallow at that. “How is that”—I point above us—“possible?”

Isra shrugs, and I don’t know if that means she doesn’t know, doesn’t care, or simply doesn’t feel inclined to share the knowledge with me. She starts to walk down the path that encircles the garden, and I hurry to follow her.

“What is this place? Besides a prison.” Her shoulders tense, but she doesn’t look back at me. “Why are we here? How are we here? How do we get out?”

Isra spins back around to me, her eyes ablaze with anger and irritation at my many questions. “Don’t,” she bites. “Don’t ask me that.”

“Do you… do you not want to get out?” I ask, slightly taken aback by her reaction.

“There is no way out, you idiot. We’re here and we’re not leaving. Ever.” And that’s all she has to say to me on the matter.

I hold back my own frustration, refusing to accept her answer. But there is no point in prodding her any further. The way she looked at me tells me that she’d much rather rip my throat out than tell me anything.

Isra reluctantly continues to show me around, and I don’t understand why she’s even bothering with her tour at this point. It’s clear that she considers me to be a nuisance. Her eyes keep darting around us, searching. Perhaps she’s only doing this because he told her to.

Perhaps she fears him. Whoever he is.

We pass a few other hallways with different markings, but she only points out her own. One of the hallways that we pass is closed off with a pair of black, wooden doors engraved with intricate symbols.

I place the palm of my hand on the wood, the feel of it against my skin making my stomach clench. I’m curious to find out what’s behind these doors, even though instinct tells me not to ask about it. Something behind it draws me closer, my arm already bracing to push the doors open. I swallow and pull away, immediately feeling like I made a mistake.

“This is the library.”

We stand next in front of a tall pair of doors made from the same dark-brown wood that this place seems to have in abundance. I reach out to them, eager to go inside. Isra doesn’t notice or doesn’t care as she moves on, leaving the path and wandering into the garden. Slightly disappointed, I continue following her. I promise myself right there and then that I’ll properly explore later.

“There is an open space with a few benches in the middle of the garden.” At this point I’m only half listening as I keep looking over my shoulder—back to the library. It’s what almost makes me bump into Isra when she comes to an abrupt halt.

“Darn it, she’s here.”

We have reached the open space that she mentioned, and I immediately see who she’s referring to. On one of the benches sits a woman with long, brown hair braided on top of her head. She has chestnut-colored eyes, her skin is slightly tanned, and her stature is tall and regal. Her white pleated dress is simple yet manages to make her look even more elegant, even combined with the simple white sandals on her feet. On her lap lies an open book, all her attention focused on its pages.

“That’s Sophia. The First,” Isra tells me.

“The first?”

“She was here first.”

I nod in understanding, distracted by the necklace around Sophia’s neck. The jewel is a deep orange-red, like the flames of an all-devouring fire. It’s looped around her neck with a patina-finish silver chain.

“You would be wise to stay away from her,” Isra warns me.

Despite her words, the tone in her voice makes me think that Sophia isn’t the one that I have to look out for.
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My door remains unlocked, allowing me to roam around freely. Meaning that I spend most of my time outside of my room. I love the garden; just sitting in the grass under a tree makes me feel alive. It makes me smile and feel more like myself with each passing moment that I’m not confined to solitude. My new room reminds me too much of another one, despite not being able to actually remember said room.

The garden is like my anchor, and it takes a while before I’m confident enough to explore the rest of the grounds. There are many hallways just like mine, most of them with empty rooms resembling a coffin as much as my own does. Not a single one of them has a window.

I avoid Isra like the plague, deciding that the less I see of her, the better. Something about her rubs me the wrong way. Like she could turn on me at any given moment. Even though she might be able to give me answers, I don’t think that she’s the one to whom I should pose my questions.

Sophia’s hallway has me curious, but it doesn’t feel appropriate to intrude on her space uninvited. Instead, I tell myself that I have to try and pick up a conversation with her casually, if only to satisfy my own curiosity. Perhaps she’ll be more willing than Isra to help me. Meaning I should put in the effort of befriending her even though I haven’t had a friend for a long time.

Then there is the hallway with the black doors. That pull inside me urges me there, time and time again. It almost yells at me to open the doors and step inside, telling me that if I want answers—real answers—that is where I’ll find them. My instinct, on the other hand, warns me away. For now, that’s what I choose to listen to, slightly fearful of what I might indeed end up finding behind those closed doors. So, every time my hand touches that black wood, that’s all that keeps me from giving in. All that has me walking away whenever I find myself there.

There are a number of smaller rooms littered around the archway that surrounds the garden. Some with hidden doors of which I only find the first one by mere coincidence when leaning my back against the wall. The door clicks, opening inward and, with a yelp, I practically fall inside a large storage room. It’s filled with kitchen utensils despite there not being a kitchen, plates, glasses, or silverware. But there are also all kinds of storage containers, ranging from boxes to the smallest glass vials.

I don’t know what it is, but something in that room triggers me, bringing my mind back to Henry, to home. Stumbling over my own feet, I flee outside, where I find myself a seemingly secluded spot and sit down in the grass with my knees pulled up against my chest, my head low and covered with my hands and arms. Memories of him flood my mind, and I’m unable to hold back the tears. Emotions that I don’t want to feel are suddenly there, and I don’t know what to do with them. They’re mine, yet they feel so very alien.

If only I hadn’t been such a fool, such an idiot. Always listening, always doing as I was told. Such a meek, obedient little housewife. Even though I don’t remember what happened, I do know that Henry was the one that sent me out that evening—during those last moments. My gut tells me that it isn’t a coincidence. That he’s the reason why this happened. It doesn’t make any sense, not really. Or does it?

There is a rustling in the leaves, and a soft hand on my shoulder makes me look up. Sophia stands beside me, a sad smile on her face. I look at her, and my own sadness changes into embarrassment, my eyes undoubtedly as red from the tears as my dress is wet. Using the backs of my hands, I quickly wipe the tears from my eyes.

“Everything will be fine.”

As she speaks these words, I notice that her smile doesn’t reach her eyes. A lie. One to make me feel better, but a lie nonetheless. It makes me wonder if she herself believes the words. Perhaps that’s why she spoke them so softly, like a whisper in the wind.

I nod at her with a sniffle, unable to form words and kicking myself for it. I should try to talk to her and instead I’m a disgusting, sobbing mess.

A male voice sounds behind me, calling to Sophia. The sound sends an almost violent jolt through me, accompanied with a feeling that I can’t quite place. I fight the urge to look back, keeping my attention on Sophia instead. It allows me to see her smile fade while she turns and walks past me, toward the voice. Curiosity wins out after all, and I look over my shoulder—only to find myself alone once more. That same pull I feel at those black doors lingers inside me, making me unable to look away now that I have given in. It’s a strange kind of attraction that confuses me and plants a new seed of fear deep inside my stomach. Whoever he is, I should indeed be fearful of him.

Before I fully realize what I’m doing, I curl up on the ground. Closing my eyes, I focus on the grass and the earth under my touch with the hope that it will ground me. I faintly remember a time when I didn’t feel like this, when I was able to do what I needed to do to set myself free.

Why can’t I remember?

Someone shakes me, yells at me, but I find it nearly impossible to return from the peaceful darkness. When I eventually do, Isra stands over me, panic clear in her eyes. Sitting up, I notice that the darkness has followed me to the waking world—the garden is clad in it. The air is filled with a sense of urgency, like a storm that is about to break.

“We have to go. Now.” No, it’s not panic that Isra emits; it’s terror, pure and unadulterated terror.

“What’s wrong?” I ask, her fright rapidly becoming my own and making me feel sick.

Isra pulls me to my feet without offering an explanation, and I flinch under her touch. Her hands are clammy, and she keeps looking over her shoulder, as if she expects to be jumped. Once I’m on my feet, she starts to run, dragging me behind her with her hand clasped firmly around my wrist.

She looks behind her again—to something in the distance. Her face pales, and her emerald eyes grow big with fear.

“What’s going on?” I ask her again when the leaves of the trees start to rustle in a wind that isn’t there.

“He’s angry, which means you don’t want to be out here.” Isra shoves me into my hallway and takes off without sparing me another look.

I look at the garden that seems almost alive with the swaying trees. The sound of the rustling leaves is deafening. There’s something else underneath it as well. Something that I can’t name but that makes unease bubble up inside me. My own kind of terror. It makes me somewhat understand what Isra was feeling.

Remembering the look in her eyes, I sprint toward my room and slam the door shut behind me. I barely manage to turn the key in the lock before something starts to storm through the hallway. It sounds like a flurry of thousands of feathers—wings—coming and going, again and again.

The sound of it scares me and makes me do something that I haven’t done since I was a child. I crawl in bed and hide myself under the covers.

My heart beats heavily inside my chest while that horrible sound comes and goes.

Once more unable to tell how much time goes by, I stay where I am, eventually dozing off. Awaking briefly, I notice the sound growing weaker until it fades into a soft rustling. Still unsure, I remain as I am. The sound in the background is almost comforting now, and I doze off again.


[image: Chapter 2]


The sound of my breath and the slow beating of my heart is all that I hear when I wake up.

I flex my arms and legs, a bit of energy returning as a breath escapes me. I swing my legs over the side of the bed, I plan to do some exploring and finally get around to stepping inside that library.

My hand rests on one of the cool stones from the archway and a smile pulls at the corner of my lips upon seeing the greenery beyond. Everything has returned to normal, or as normal as this place can get. No darkness, no rustling in the trees, no wings. Distracted as I am, I let out a startled scream when I’m shoved from behind. I stumble, trip, and almost fall face-first in the grass.

“This is your fault,” Isra spits.

Only then do I notice the black eye, the cuts, and the bruises on her arms.

“If I didn’t have to come out and look for you…” She leaves the rest of her sentence hanging, but it’s more than clear how she feels about me.

“I’m sorry.” My voice trails off at the end of my apology, making it less sincere than I intend it to be.

In all fairness, I didn’t ask her to come for me, so I don’t see how her current condition is my fault. She must be able to tell, because her unhurt eye twitches upon hearing my words.

“Just stay away from me,” she bites.

As she leaves, she bumps into me with such force that I almost end up on my ass after all. Anger rises inside me, running through me like electricity, but she throws me a look and I catch something in her eyes that I don’t like. It’s something that says she will stab me in the back as soon as she gets the chance.

At the same time, I can’t help but find her hostility both annoying and weird. Aren’t we stuck in the same situation? Aren’t we all victims?

Then again, Sophia doesn’t strike me as a victim. The way she held herself… Is it because of how long she’s been here? Has she accepted her fate? Perhaps acceptance is the better approach... Thinking about it, tears sting my eyes once more. It’s as if I have gone from one prison to another. Is that truly all my life holds for me?

I accepted my first prison because, in a way, it was one of my own making. Even though I know it was because of something that I couldn’t prevent, I’m unable to shake the feeling that I had a hand in this one as well. Which begs the question: Why? Why would I willingly sign away my freedom, again?

Lost in my own thoughts, my feet bring me to the center of the garden, where I saw Sophia for the first time. She’s not here now, and I notice how truly alone I am. There are no birds, no insects, no rustling of the wind. Everything looks immaculate, like the perfect picture. Like the perfect dead picture.

Something stirs inside of me, traces of a memory wanting to come out. I look at the back of my hands, turning them over and tracing my gaze over my wrists.

“Did I die and go to Hell?”

Silence is the only answer that I get. I continue to look at my hands and wrists, and tears break free after all. My hands shake, but I keep my eyes on them, unable to look away. That’s when I notice it. Or more accurately, I notice the lack of it.

“No.” My voice breaks, and I sink to my knees to frantically start searching the grass. “No.”

I jump back to my feet and run to my room. Once inside, I turn everything over, searching as more and more tears stream down my cheeks while a new kind of panic takes hold of me. The walls start to close in on me, the room too much like a coffin now.

“What the hell are you doing?” Isra looks down at me with disgust on her face. I’m on my hands and knees, looking under the bed.

“I—” I can’t hold back a sniffle as I say, “I lost my wedding ring. I-I don’t even remember when I last had it.”

She looks at me, baffled for a few seconds, and then she bursts out laughing.

“Your wedding ring?” She acts as if it’s the most hilarious thing that she’s ever heard. Perhaps it is. “Are you stupid? Your wedding ring and your marriage mean nothing here.”

Isra laughs so hard that she almost has trouble breathing. It makes me furious. It makes me wish that I could make her⁠—

“Shut up.” My voice comes out louder than I intend, but it gets the job done. She looks at me, startled. “Stop mocking me. Do you really have nothing better to do?”

Her eyes grow wide at my tone, but I don’t care about how I sound. It’s as if the loss of my wedding ring has jolted something awake inside of me.

“Why are you even here? You tell me to stay away from you, yet you’re the one that seeks me out. So do both of us a favor—shut up and get out.”

Isra scoffs. Even though she tries to act tough, she doesn’t seem as unaffected as she would like. “What are you getting all worked up for?” she retorts, some bite returning to her voice. “You clearly don’t understand your situation. If you did, you wouldn’t be concerning yourself with a stupid wedding ring.”

“Then explain it to me,” I bite back.

Isra starts to laugh again and the longer she keeps it up, the more I get the urge to make her shut up. And not with words. She looks down at where I’m still sitting on the floor.

“Our lives have no meaning whatsoever. We are bound to his will. Our obedience is all that keeps us alive.” Her voice is cold and flat, her eyes piercing mine, telling me that she’s serious.

I flinch away from her. “What does that even mean?”

“It means that we are nothing but what he wants us to be. And what he wants us to be…” Isra looks away, unable to finish her sentence.

“Who is he?” My own voice is soft, almost a whisper, yet thick with nerves.

“He is both our protector and our captor. We are only here because he wants us to be.” Tears well up in her eyes. For a moment, I’m allowed a glimpse of Isra as she is behind her mask of mockery: broken, scared, and barely hanging on, if at all.

“If only he had let me die.” The words are barely audible, and I have to strain to hear them. She gasps, taken aback by her own truth. She looks at me, then turns and runs.

Part of me wants to let her run away. Another part is hell-bent on getting answers. It’s that part that gets me to chase after her.

“Isra, wait.”

To my own surprise, she does. Isra freezes, and I bump into her with such force that we both fall down into the grass.

Gasping for air, I quickly lift myself into a sitting position. Isra remains lying in the grass next to me. She curls herself into a ball and starts to cry, as if saying the words out loud made her face something that she has been denying for far too long.

It takes a while, but eventually she seems out of tears. More time passes, and she uncurls herself to lie on her back, her eyes on the trees above her. I bite my lip, unable to find the appropriate words to say to her. This isn’t how I expected this would go.

“My name isn’t even Isra.” Her words catch me by surprise. “Not really. It’s the name he gave me. I don’t remember my real name, not anymore,” she whispers, her voice breaking again as she struggles to keep her emotions in check.

“How long have you been here?” I ask eventually, curiosity getting the upper hand.

“I… I don’t know.” She hesitates. “Is Shapur II still shāh?”

Now it’s my turn to hesitate. “What is a shāh?”

Isra picks up on the confusion in my voice and sits up, a look of worry on her face. “The Sasanian King of Kings?” She swallows hard when my frown only deepens. “The Empire of... Iranians?” she adds after a moment of thinking, trying to find the correct words in a language that I now come to understand isn’t her birth language.

It sounds vaguely familiar, but only because I think I might have once received a brief history lesson on the old kingdoms and empires. But if what Isra’s saying is correct, then it’s been roughly... “Fifteen hundred years,” I mumble, only to immediately realize that I made a mistake in saying that out loud.

Isra’s face contorts with a mixture of horror, disgust, and agony. “Fifteen...” She falls silent, unable to repeat my words. Her breathing quickly becomes erratic upon realizing what this implies about how long it’s been.

“Everything that I once knew is… gone? Erased as if it meant nothing?” Her voice shakes as she balances a fine line that will have her stumbling face-first into a panic attack. Not that I blame her, seeing what she just learned.

Unsure of what to do, I take her hands in mine in an attempt to calm her down. She flinches when I touch her, then freezes. She stares into the distance, unseeing, then slowly starts to tremble. It begins with her hands and spreads over her whole body. For a moment I think that she’s having a seizure, and I almost panic. Then she stills, her eyes dropping to her hands, and she just stares at them.

“Isra?” I ask, uncertainty clear in my voice. My heart beats rapidly, and the palms of my hands are sweaty as I make to reach out to her once more.

A terrifying smile curls her lips then, and Isra slowly raises her hands. She flexes her fingers, turning her hands over and over as if she’s seeing them for the first time. She raises them in front of her face, gently caressing her cheeks, her lips. Her tongue darts out and she licks the tips of her fingers, sensual yet terrifying.

She places her fingers over her eyes and looks through them, the smile on her lips distorting. Then she claws her fingers and screams as she burrows her nails inside of her flesh, inside of her eye sockets. Blood starts to pour, and her bone-chilling scream turns to laughter.

Isra keeps digging her fingers in, deeper and deeper. She laughs like a maniac, unbothered by the blood that colors her face, fingers, hands, and arms. It drips down her chin and neck, making its way onto her clothes. All the while she continues to laugh, even when something pops. She retracts her hands and holds them out, showing me the bloody, cut-up eyeballs in each of her palms.

Unable to move or speak, my eyes wide in shock, I look from the mess in her hands to the gaping wounds that are her eye sockets.

I gasp at the sight of her, and Isra’s face snaps toward me. Looking at her, the thing that scares me the most is not what she did. It’s not the bloody mess in front of me. No, it’s the terrifying, teeth-baring smile. It holds unimaginable horror, like a promise that I don’t want to see fulfilled.

A pair of hands are placed around her eye sockets and Sophia kneels behind Isra. She speaks a few words that I don’t understand, and the other woman passes out. Sophia gently guides her into the grass, then throws me a look. “You should go to your room.” Her voice is calm but commanding, and I take the hint.

My legs shake with every step that I take.
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It’s unclear how long I remain inside after what Isra did. Seeing her mutilate herself was something that I wasn’t ready for, if one can ever be. The mere thought of it is enough to make me tremble.

On the other hand, it wasn’t horror that I had felt in that moment, rather a morbid kind of fascination. That’s what disturbs me the most—that I didn’t try to stop her because I found it fascinating. What am I becoming?

It’s this newfound unsettling curiosity that gets me to leave my room and check on her. I’m not actually concerned about her—she can die for all I care. Yet, I’m curious. So curious that I don’t heed my own words to stay away from her even though I know that every time I see her, nothing good comes of it.

“Hello, Third,” Isra says before I even have the chance to knock on her open door.

My hand is raised midair, and I quickly drop it back to my side. Isra turns her face in my direction and gives me a very normal-looking smile. She lies in bed, propped up against a pile of pillows, her eyes covered up with bandages.

She gestures for me to enter, and I do while biting the inside of my cheek and looking around her room. It’s very spartan, even more so than mine. She only has a bed, a rug on the floor next to it, a wooden chest against one wall, and a stone bench against another.

“How are you?” I ask while I take a seat next to her on the bed, careful to only touch the sheets.

Isra shrugs. “I should be happy to be alive, but I can’t be bothered with faking it.”

The words are followed by an uncomfortable silence, and I wonder what I’m even doing here.

My eyes flick from the way my fingers trace circles on the sheet to Isra and back. “Your eyes?” I end up asking in an attempt to feed my morbid curiosity.

Isra gently touches her fingers to the bandage. “He has already blessed me with a new pair. They just need some time to heal.”

“That’s… great.” I swallow down the question of how that’s even possible and return my attention to my hands.

There is more silence then. I contemplate leaving as unease closes up my throat. When I finally make to move, Isra grabs my wrist.

“Did he give you a name yet?” Her face is turned toward me and, despite the bandages, it feels like she can see me.

“No.”

“Hmm, perhaps soon then.” Isra retracts her hand and turns her head toward the door.

Something is off about her, though I can’t put my finger on it.

“Isra,” I say, “are you okay?” The regret for opening my mouth is instantaneous.

Her smile falters, and I’m unsure whether she knows that I caught it. She takes my hands in hers, and a small voice in the back of my head tells me to run, that I knew this wasn’t going to end well.

“Isra,” I say, trying to free my hands from hers.

She looks at me again, tilting her head sideways. “Why?” she asks as she puts more pressure on my hands. “Why won’t he let me die?”

My fingers strain under the force she exerts on them. There is no doubt in my mind that she is capable of breaking them if she wants to. The mere idea is enough to fill me with dread, and I swallow hard, my stomach dropping.

“Isra.” I attempt to pull again, but to no avail. “Please.” I don’t like the pleading tone in my voice, how scared and desperate it makes me sound.

Isra raises her head and smiles that horrifying smile at me. “Why am I still here even though I’ve already been replaced? I was supposed to take her place. I was supposed to be better than her, so much better. But then you came along and ruined that.”

She grabs my arm and yanks me toward her until our faces are almost touching.

“You”—her nails dig into the soft flesh of my arm, and the pain makes me wince—“stole my chance from me. You made my being here pointless. So why is he keeping me? Why?” She releases some of the pressure that she exerts, and I’m quick to jerk myself free.

I jump back from the bed, glad to see that she didn’t draw any blood. Isra places her hands in front of her on the bed, then she slowly starts to crawl toward me. I stumble back a step as my eyes dart from her to the door, assessing if I’m fast enough to get away from her.

“Perhaps he wants me to claim what is rightfully mine,” she says as she gets out of the bed. “Perhaps he brought you here to test me.”

Her hand darts under the pillows, and she pulls out a knife. The light from the candles in her room reflects on the metal of the blade. There is no doubt in my mind that it will cut through me like butter.

Isra heads toward me, unhindered by her lack of sight, as if she can see me just fine. She tackles me before I can react and pins me down.

I let out a scream as my fight-or-flight instinct kicks in. I try to get her off me, my heart beating frantically in my chest. This is not how I’m going to die, gutted like a fish by a crazy woman.

We struggle as she tries to simultaneously keep me down and stab me while I try to get away from her. Isra manages to cut my arm, and I gasp, the wound stinging and trickling blood. Somehow, I’m able to kick her in the back with my knee. Caught off guard, she falls forward, and I slam my head into her face. Her nose makes an awful cracking sound on impact. Isra slumps to the side, leaving just enough room for me to get out from under her, my head pounding something fierce.

I scramble to my feet and hurry to get away from her, but I barely get two steps before her hand closes around my ankle. Isra tugs, and I fall face-first on the hardwood floor. My head hits the floor hard, and my vision swims. Don’t pass out. I’m dead if that happens.

Isra claws at my feet, and I kick her face without looking at her. There is another cracking sound, and I’ve either broken her nose or something else. I don’t care, as long as I get away from her. She grabs the hem of my dress just as I’m able to stand up and attempts to crawl up my body. Thankfully, I’m faster this time around. I spin and give her another kick. I hit her against her chest, and Isra gasps for breath as she falls back down. Her hands clutch her chest, and I hope I’ve broken a few of her ribs.

I don’t even bother going for the knife that’s still in her hand. Stumbling and almost tripping over my own feet, I make for the door. I’m almost out when Isra starts to laugh. My curiosity be damned, I turn and look at her. She sits on the floor, her broken nose bleeding, the knife still in her hands. She turns her head toward me and smiles.

“Will he let me go now?”

She raises her arms and plunges the knife into the side of her neck. The wet sucking sound of the blade piercing her flesh is loud in the otherwise silent room.

Isra falters for a split second, her smile turning sour. Then she pulls the knife free and drops it on the floor, the metal producing a muffled clattering sound on the hardwood. Blood gushes out of the wound, the coppery smell of it rapidly filling the air.

Isra giggles while she puts her hand against the wound, blood dripping between her fingers and onto her clothes. She continues to giggle as she slumps to the floor in a puddle of red. Her body convulses, then she goes silent and stops moving altogether.

All the while, I stand there and watch her die. Even though I’m slightly flustered, I find myself to be mostly uncaring.

Someone sighs behind me, and then Sophia gently pushes me aside. She walks toward Isra’s lifeless body, unbothered by the blood that pools around the woman. Another sigh escapes her as she crouches down. I snap out of whatever trance I’m in and, without a second thought, I take my leave. If Isra wants to die so badly, then I hope she does.

Bursting out of the hallway and into the garden, I find that I can breathe again. My chest expands with air, and my heartbeat slows down as I stride into the garden, attempting to clear my head. Reaching the center, I sit down on one of the benches and close my eyes, letting my mind wander now that the adrenaline has run its course.

A hand gently touches my shoulder. Upon opening my eyes, I find Sophia taking a seat next to me.

“Are you alright?” The concern in her voice seems genuine enough, so I nod.

“Isra?” I let the question hang, unsure if I want to fake being concerned.

“She will be fine. Physically, at least. I am not so sure about her mental state.” Sophia regards me for a moment, then asks, “Are you friends?”

I blink at her, stupefied by her question and the honest wonder in her voice. “No,” I answer with a dry, unamused laugh. “Not at all.”

She considers me thoughtfully. “She is indeed not someone that is easy to befriend,” Sophia says to my surprise. “I am embarrassed to admit that I have tried and failed. She has a certain air about her person that makes it quite a difficult task to accomplish.”

“She thinks that she’s here to take your place. “

Sophia nods. “She has told me as much. Being humble does not seem to be in her nature, and friendship with someone that deems herself above you is not an easy task. Despite the three of us being on quite equal footing, no matter what she tells herself.”

“Are we, though? On equal footing?”

She looks at me, thinking. “Above anything, we are here for him and that is all that matters,” she says carefully, avoiding a genuine answer to my question. “Though there is always more than meets the eye.”

“What do you mean?”

“We are here as women because that is what he wants. At the same time, we were chosen from so many, so there can be no doubt that we are more than just women.” Sophia gently caresses the jewel of her necklace, and energy flows to the tips of her fingers upon her touch.

“Who is he?” The question slips from me before I can stop it.

Sophia considers my words for a moment before answering. “He is… powerful. He will promise you many things, offer you the world if you let him. Whether you accept or not will be your choice entirely. But remember that every offer comes with a price. What you must really consider is if you are willing to pay it.”
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Sitting in silence is the only moment that I dare admit to myself how frustrated I am. It’s been days? Weeks? Months? I’m unable to tell. The only thing that I really know at this point is that I’m being held against my will and terrified out of my mind by things that I can’t see. To top it off, I was almost murdered by someone that is clearly unstable.

At the same time, I also have to admit that I’m surprisingly able to hang on to my own sanity despite not knowing what is going to happen to me. It’s not as if my life was perfect before this. I was nothing but a disappointment, trying to make amends for something that wasn’t my fault to begin with.

My eyes wander to the finger that once held my wedding ring. I conclude that what I’ve truly come to feel is anger. Anger toward Henry, for all that has happened between us. For all the blame that he put on me. How I wanted to make it up to him even though I knew deep down that it would never be enough. He must have known too, for his amber-brown eyes were so cold every time he looked at me. It’s why he kept me inside as much as possible, tucked away. The wife he was so embarrassed of but had to keep around for appearances.

If I ever do get out of here, if I ever see him again... I don’t know what I will do. Part of me misses him, but perhaps what I miss most is what we used to have, once upon a time.

No, I need to find a way to get my memories back, to learn what happened after I left home that night.

With a sigh, I pull myself up from my spot under one of the many trees in the garden. The silence around me juxtaposes the loudness of my thoughts, so I take a walk in an attempt to quiet my mind. My wandering feet take me to the tall wooden library doors. My hand touches the wood and I hesitate, unsure whether it’s okay for me to enter. Then again, I wasn’t told that the library is off limits.

It looks like I’ll finally be able to enter for the first time since I woke up here. It makes me giddy inside, like a little girl getting a present. With a deep breath, I push the door open and take a moment to look around from the safety of the doorway. Nobody comes to stop me, so I slip inside and close the door behind me.

The library is like a maze of tall wooden bookcases, intersected by stone pillars. The shelves are stacked with more books than I could ever hope to read. The sight of them is enough to make my heart feel full. I’ve always been grateful to my parents for allowing me to learn how to read and write. It gave me the opportunity to get lost in all kinds of novels when reality failed to meet my most basic expectations.

Tracing my fingers over the spines of the books, though, I notice that my teachings mean very little here. Most of the books carry words and symbols that I can’t read, let alone understand.

My eyes linger on the many candles propped up on the shelves between the books. They are the only source of light between the many rows of wood and paper. The flicker of the burning wick is soothing in a way that only a burning candle can soothe. At the same time, it’s a fire hazard unlike any I’ve ever seen. It’s almost difficult to believe that someone would be this careless. My finger goes to one of the flames and even though it’s hot, it doesn’t burn me. I frown at this, but then again, it’s not the most peculiar thing I’ve come across here.

Together with the flickering flames, the books entrance me as I walk by them. Thick, thin, bound in paper, in leather, printed, handwritten, simple, intricately decorated, old, new. They seem to whisper to me when I pass, trying to seduce me to pick them up and read them. I find myself stopping from time to time, gently caressing a spine, almost taking the book from the shelf and opening it. Until something inside of me warns me and my hand drops back to my side.

After a while, I find my way to the heart of the library. It’s a large and open two-story space, finished off by a high gothic pointed arch that seems to be the defining style of this place. The walls are covered with more bookcases and books, from floor to ceiling, all the way up and so very far out of reach. On the left is an enormous stone fireplace, the mantle and sides decorated with beautiful, richly decorated swirling patterns. A fire soundlessly roars inside the hearth. Sofas, armchairs, and a few small tables in dark brown and red fill the space. On the right side are a couple of writing desks, fully equipped with stacks of paper and writing utensils. Again, candles are used to provide light in the darkness.

Among the whispering, there is one voice that transcends the others. Unsure of myself, I follow the whispers to a bookcase furthest away from the fireplace, shrouded in just a tad more darkness than the others. My fingers touch one of the spines and something… changes.

For a moment, my heart seems to miss a beat. My breath leaves me, a jolt of energy going through my body, and then there is a click. Soft, ice-blue sparks shoot up from where the tips of my fingers touch the book.

Whatever causes it, the blue sparks—the energy—engulfs the tips of my fingers and vanishes under my skin. I turn my hand over and see a stream of the same blue course through me. I feel it and, strangely, it doesn’t scare me. It almost feels right—like a part of me that I didn’t know was missing has finally returned to me.

I feel complete.

“What does this mean?” My voice is nothing more than a whisper.

There is a rustling behind me, and I turn to see Sophia step from behind a bookcase on the other side of the open space. “It means that we truly are so much more than women,” she says with a knowing smile on her lips.

“This is what you meant by that?” She nods, still smiling. “What is it?”

“Magic.” Sophia closes her eyes, takes a breath, and orange-red energy starts to crawl up and down her hands and arms. With a flick of her fingers, it forms red symbols and patterns.

“How is this possible?” I’m not normally one to believe in something like magic, but seeing it changes everything.

“It is a gift from him. A part of his magic that he gives to us upon our arrival here. To shape, mold, and use as our own. Because even though he planted the seed, it is very much ours.”

I gawk at her, at the energy—the magic—that clearly flows through her. It looks like it’s as much a part of her as her own limbs are, making her skin shimmer. It’s beautiful.

“Why me?” It feels like a stupid question, and it slips from me before I’m able stop myself. But I’ve been wondering about it since I first opened my eyes here.

Sophia shrugs as her magic vanishes back inside of her. There is a reflection of it in the jewel of her necklace. It’s the same color as her magic, almost glowing under the light of the many candles and the fireplace. “I have accepted that I will never know why or how he chooses any of us.”

“If magic is real, truly real, then why here? Why now?” Uncertainty fills my voice, and I try to keep a neutral expression.

“I think that we have an aptitude for it. Otherwise, our bodies would not be able to adapt to it or, in turn, change it to be a part of ourselves. This place”—she gestures around her—“enhances it, makes it easier for us to do so. Or, at least, that is what I have learned from being here, for I have no magical experience outside of this place.”

I have so many questions, infinitely more than I already had. Under different circumstances, I would be a lot more skeptical about all of this. But this whole situation is so surreal and messed up... and I did feel something surge through me—my magic.

I blurt out the words before I fully realize what it is that I’m asking. “Will you teach me?”

Sophia looks at me with big eyes, baffled. Then, the corners of her lips tip up in a smile. “I will.”

Her smile vanishes again as soon as it appears when we hear the library doors open. Sophia’s demeanor changes upon hearing the soft rustling of wings. Footsteps approach us through the maze of bookcases, and then he emerges in front of us.

Sophia casts her eyes to the ground, curtsies, and shuffles a few steps back. He steps out of the shadows and, when the light of the fire hits his face, I’m filled with an undiluted feeling of dread. He’s tall and lean, the muscles visible under his clothes. His skin is the color of warm honey, and his mid-length hair is black with long fringes on the right side that partially covers his eye. Both of them are trained on me, the yellow irises bright despite the shadows that still surround him. His clothes match perfectly with his skin tone—an expensive-looking, tailored black three-piece suit and black leather shoes. He looks so out of place, yet oddly like he belongs here.

He’s gorgeous and deadly, and every part of me tells me to run as fast and as far as possible. Just like when I first woke up here. But there is also that hum, like a nudge or a pull, now undeniably connecting me to him. It tells me he holds all the answers, if only I dare ask the questions. It urges me toward him, to take that first step into a different kind of unknown.

He looks me up and down as if he’s assessing. There is a specific kind of hunger in his eyes, a hunger that makes my stomach drop. I bite my lip and take a careful step away from him. The look he gives me is unsettling; it makes me feel like prey, as if I’m nothing more than a little mouse in front of a deadly snake, trembling and trapped in his gaze, entranced by those yellow eyes. At the same time, there is something about him—something that I can’t place. It’s as if I’ve met him before, a long, long time ago. There is more to this memory that scratches at the surface but refuses to manifest itself.

So many half memories, fragments that linger in my head.

I snap myself out of it just in time to notice him throw a quick glance past me at Sophia. Then he procures a sealed letter from a pocket inside his jacket and hands it to me, a wicked smile on his lips. My hands tremble when I accept it. The paper is thick and rough to the touch, the wax seal catching the light from the fire.

There is a frown on my face when I look back up and see him disappear between the bookcases. A moment later, the doors open and close in the distance.

Tension leaves me, and my eyes wander back to the letter in my hand. A hand that still shakes when I break the seal and fold the paper open. On it is a single word.

Aeliana.

My new name. I whisper it to myself and, even though it’s not a bad name, it feels weird. It’s weird to be kidnapped, imprisoned, and given a new name by your captor. As if my real name isn’t good enough, even though I don’t actually remember it.

Then again, I suppose this is my real name now.

I look back at the paper, my feet walking me to the fireplace. My hands are surprisingly steady when I shred it to pieces. I throw them in the fire and watch them burn, the flames greedily accepting my offering. Being given a name like this definitely makes me feel like a pet, and I don’t like it.

“You have been given a name,” Sophia says as I turn back to her. Her hands are clasped in front of her chest, and she seems happy, albeit slightly insincere.

“He names us,” I say, stating the obvious, “but does he share his name with us?”

She shakes her head, and I find myself unsurprised by this. “A name holds power, a power that we are not to have over him.”

I snort at this, shaking my head. “Fine,” I say, ready to move on. “When would you be able to start teaching me?”

“Right now, if you would like.”

I nod, and Sophia gestures for me to take a seat on the sofa, where she joins me. I feel watched for a moment and throw a look over my shoulder. My eyes glide through the room, searching for something… or someone.

Sophia starts to speak and, with a shake of my head, I turn my attention to her. “Magic is not all that difficult. You just need to practice.”

She stretches her arms and energy flows through them, emerging from the tips of her fingers as she moves her hands. She shapes the energy into a ball that she lets float above the palm of her hand. It crackles with power and seems to hum slightly, the sound and sight equally mesmerizing.

“The most important part is to learn to control it, to bend it to your will. Once you can do that, it is possible to further manipulate the magical energy with spells.”

Sophia says something that I don’t understand, the words soft and almost lyrical. The ball of magic stretches out into a flat, open circle. The inside of it holds a series of intricate figures and symbols that twist and turn into each other.

“The circle shapes the magic, directing it to the intended purpose as indicated by the words of the spell,” she explains.

The orange-red color of her magic reminds me of the crackling fire next to us, with small sparks springing away from it. Flames alive with light, heat, and magic.

“The color of your magic is personal. It reflects back to the last moments of your previous life.”

Her eyes are distant as she watches the circle of energy between us. I want to ask her what her color represents, but it feels too much like an intrusion.

Sophia closes her hand, and the circle vanishes. She then nods at me, and I hold out my hand, following her example. “Concentrate on the energy within you. Feel its flow, its movement, the way that it fills you up.”

I take a deep breath, close my eyes, and try to ban every thought from my mind. It’s not an easy thing to do when I’m skeptical, despite seeing it with my own eyes.

There is so much clutter in my mind that it takes me forever to clear it all away. Just when I think that I’ve got it all sorted out, he pops into my mind with that wicked smile of his. Remembering the way that he looked at me fills me with unease and has me heating up at the same time, my cheeks turning bright red.

I grumble something under my breath, and Sophia chuckles next to me. With another deep inhale, I finally manage to push all thoughts away and really concentrate. Time slowly starts to tick away, and nothing happens. With every passing minute, I start to feel more and more like an idiot, sitting there with my hands sitting palms up in my lap.

Every second that nothing happens, the frustration grows and swiftly eliminates my concentration. It was foolish of me to assume that having an affinity means that this whole magic thing was going to come naturally. It’s not, and it only catapults my mind to the many disappointments that have made up my life.

Frustration guides my thoughts to Henry. How everything between us changed because things hadn’t gone how he had planned them. That day—I almost died that day. That day changed everything between us.

My mind spirals, and I can’t stop it. One bad memory brings forth another and another. Negative feelings coated in darkness rapidly take me over. I struggle to breathe; my chest constricts painfully as it envelops me. It swallows me whole. My body starts to tingle all over, almost starts to burn. It’s as if my emotions are seeping right out of me.

Sophia whispers my name, that strange and unfamiliar name. Her voice only barely reaches me in the dark. It’s a struggle to open my eyes. When I finally manage to, I see a small ball of ice-blue energy floating in the previously empty palm of my hand. It’s tiny and barely holds its form, but it’s there.

Sophia smiles at me, and her hand touches my leg. The touch startles me, and the ball evaporates into thin air.

“It takes a while, but eventually it will come naturally,” she says.

I look at her, unsure about the way that I was able to conjure my magic. Surely, I’m not supposed to go through all that emotional trauma every time?

“Can I ask,” I start, then hesitate for a brief moment before continuing, “what’s the point?”

“For starters”—Sophia smiles—“it will give you something to do. But most of all, it might help you get the closure you need.”

“Is that what it does for you? Give you closure?”

“It did, though I imagine my kind of closure to be far different from the kind that you are after.”

“Will it help me get my memories back?” My breath hitches and I’m unable to keep a sliver of hope out of my voice. “Can I use magic to get out of here?” I look at Sophia, almost desperately searching for an answer in her eyes, the need to know the truth.

She giggles, my hopefulness bringing her some kind of joy, despite the underlying tone of desperation. “Your memories will come back, with or without magic. It might, however, help you with that second one. In some form or another. If he allows it.”

Her answer is vague, and I don’t know what to think of it. I frown at Sophia, already starting to wonder if everything is going to depend on him.

“Give it plenty of practice and you will get better in no time.” Sophia smiles at me, but it doesn’t reach her eyes.

I wonder what she isn’t telling me, and remember Isra warning me away from her. Sophia looks like she has made peace with being here, but perhaps that’s because she has her own agenda. Or perhaps she’s only following his. Perhaps doing this, learning magic, is exactly what he wants me to do. It leaves me to wonder if it will truly give me what I want it to.

The fire pops behind us, snapping us out of our thoughts, and we both become aware of Sophia’s hand still resting on my leg. We simultaneously blush and she quickly pulls her hand away.

Sophia lets out a little cough and gets up, embarrassment clear on her face.

“Practice,” she repeats.

I nod in reply, and she leaves, almost in a hurry.

My eyes dart from the spot on my leg where she touched me to my hands where just moments ago, I had managed to conjure some kind of magic.
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Taking Sophia’s advice to heart, I spend all of my time practicing. It’s not as if I have anything else to do, anywhere else to be…

Unable to just sit in the library, I switch between there and my favorite spot in the garden. Sitting in the grass under that one specific tree, my hand out in front of me and my eyes closed, I concentrate on bringing forth my magic. I don’t enjoy going to that place in my head, but for now I’ve found it to be the only way to accomplish anything. It’s frustrating and, even though it works, it’s also demotivating. It makes me spend too much time thinking about things that I don’t want to think about.

He’s probably glad to be rid of me.

Tears sting my eyes and I shake my head, desperate to not go through this again. I wonder if it’s worth it to maybe be able to do some magic? In the end, what good is it if I can’t get out of here?

No, Sophia told me that it might be possible, even if it depends on him. Which means this might not be permanent. I might be able to go home. But it also means that I have to keep going. That I have to keep returning to a past that I want to forget.

Tears start to fall, and I bury my head in my hands, trying to hold them back. Despite my efforts, the sobs break through, however faintly, and my body convulses. Perhaps it would have been better if I had died that day. Together with our little one, a life that ended before it ever had the chance to begin. Life afterward certainly hadn’t been worth living. Right now, I don’t even know what to think about what my life is supposed to be.

A twig snaps behind me and my head rears up, startled. Sophia emerges from behind the trees, and she makes an exasperated sound upon seeing me. She’s as startled as I am, her eyes at least equally as big. She holds an open book in her hands, clearly as distracted as I was.

Her eyes roam over me, and I remember that I was crying. Again. My cheeks heat in embarrassment, and I quickly wipe them dry on the sleeve of my dress, hoping that she doesn’t see how red and puffy my eyes are.

“Are you okay?” Sophia crouches down next to me.

Is she genuinely worried about me? When I shrug in reply, she sits down properly, the book closed in her lap. Sophia takes me in from the corner of her eye but says nothing. We sit like that for a while, which is more of a comfort than I’d like to admit.

I take a deep breath and decide to indulge her. “Ever since I first woke up here,” I start, my knees pulled up against my chest and my chin resting on top of them, “I’ve been wondering if my husband, Henry, is looking for me.” A cold laugh escapes me at the admission because I already know the answer.

“You were married?” She states her question in the past tense, and I guess there is no reason to deny the truth in it. Staring out in front of me, I don’t reply. “Were the two of you happy?”

“We used to be. Until that day.”

Silence falls between us, stretching on for a few minutes.

“I should have died that day. He resents me because I didn’t, because I wasn’t the one that died.” Sophia looks at me, her eyes full of understanding. “He’s been treating me like shit ever since. And yet”—my voice catches—“I worry about him. I want to return to him.”

“You loved him,” Sophia notes, stroking a strand of hair out of my face. “It is only natural that you want to return to the one you loved.”

Loved. “But I shouldn’t want to. For years, I’ve been living with the fear that he might kill me as punishment for still being alive.”

“What…” Sophia hesitates for a moment, uncertainty filling her features. “What if I told you that there is a way for you to see him again?”

Her voice turns to a whisper, and I quickly catch on to the fact that she is not supposed to tell me this. Her admission makes me feel uneasy, but at the same time I need to know if it’s possible.

“How?”

“You can accomplish almost anything with the correct spell. I can help you, but you have to be the one to do the actual casting. That I cannot do for you. Is that acceptable?”

I nod, and she seems relieved. So am I, finally having at least somewhat of a grasp on what I could hope to accomplish by honing my magical abilities.

“You will need to be in control of your magic first and”—she glances around us as if to make sure that we are alone—“he cannot find out about this. There will be consequences, for the both of us, if he does.”

I nod again, firmer this time. It’s stupid, but I also know that I need to do this. I need some kind of closure. Having no memories of what happened between leaving home and waking up here makes me desperate. I need to know. Things had been escalating for a while. Part of me dreads finding out that perhaps he did make true on his unspoken threats.

“Help me to see him again, please.”

It’s Sophia’s turn to nod. “But first, you must practice. I will come and find you when I think you are ready.”

She gives my hand a soft squeeze, then gets up. Adjusting the skirt of her dress, she looks around once more, the paranoia clear on her face. With a final smile down at me, she leaves me to practice.
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Practicing is all that I do. Occasionally, I’m interrupted by that inexplicable sudden darkness, each time bringing that flurry of wings with it. Once, I try to stay out in an attempt to find out what it is or means. I don’t last long; it’s as if the whole place changes into a tornado of razor-sharp feathers. They cut my flesh with little to no effort and the pain is simply too much. So, whenever darkness falls, I lock myself in my room and try to ignore when it rattles at my door and makes the candles flicker.

The only good thing that comes out of it, so far, is that I found out that I heal faster. The cuts usually disappear within the hour. Whatever happened to me, whatever brought me here, has undeniably changed me.

Unable to tell the passing of time makes everything seem endless. I go back and forth between the garden, the library, and my room, the only reprieve that I allow myself. Every waking moment I put to good use, diving deeper and deeper inside myself and into the emotions that fuel my magic, especially the one that fuels it more than any other.

Anger. Always anger, rapidly taking me over.

The need to have my memories returned and to see Henry again are my greatest drives—my first two priorities. But the reason why is a lie that I told to soothe my consciousness in front of Sophia. My love for him is long gone, I was just too scared to admit it to myself. Every time Henry so much as looked at me after that day, I grew to hate him more. Yes, it had been my body that had failed. But it had been his actions, his cruelty, that had gotten me there.

The more time that I spend practicing, the less I care about why I’m here and how I can leave. I’ve decided that trying to return home can wait until I figure the rest out. Because what has happened, and might still happen, between Henry and I will affect going home. Part of me wants to believe that there is a chance that I might return to him. A more rational part knows how unlikely this is, that I don’t want my old life back, not as it was then. Meaning that I will have to redefine my idea of home.

Sophia makes a point out of checking in on me from time to time and I have to admit that it’s nice to have her at my side. She gives me pointers as I progress, and I do, little by little. The ball of magical energy steadily grows bigger and more stable. It boosts my confidence, which in turn boosts my progress.

Every now and then I see Sophia in the garden, together with him. Walking, chatting, sometimes heated discussions in a language that I don’t understand. On one occasion I catch Sophia saying my name, and something about it terrifies me. The way in which she says it, or perhaps it’s the calculated look in her eyes at the moment she does.

Whenever I see him, I’m hit with that same odd feeling of remembrance and that pull that urges me on. It’s combined with the unease that every single one of his looks gives me, that sly smile on his lips. I don’t know what to think of him. Except for giving me my name, he has not spoken to me once, only thrown those looks my way. Looks that give me all kinds of… feelings. Amongst which a strange kind of jealousy for the way he sometimes drapes his arm around Sophia’s shoulders, how he holds her close. For the way he sometimes whispers in her ears, like one would with a lover. I don’t know nor understand why I feel possessive toward a man that I don’t even know. A man that terrifies me at that.

It’s during one of these moments that I turn away from them only to stumble upon Isra. It takes all I have to not flinch away from her as I find her standing between the trees, the memory of our last encounter still too fresh in my mind. I avert my gaze once more and circle around her as if I didn’t see her.

“So, you’re just going to ignore me?”

I curse under my breath as Isra’s voice sounds from behind me. “Hi, Isra,” I say, turning around. “I didn’t see you there.”

“Bullshit,” she spits at me. “I thought we were friends. But friends visit each other when one of them is sick. And they definitely don’t ignore each other like this.”

She does look better, as if nothing happened. She also sounds crazy, and I do not want her to get any closer to me than she already is.

I bite back the urge to point out that we’re not friends, not at all. Tilting my head, I look at her and consider my options. Then again, she’s already pissed off, and I don’t feel like pretending after all. “We’re not friends.”

The next moment, she’s right in front of me, her hand on my wrist. Her emerald-green eyes are filled with anger, staring me down. Was she always taller than me?

“What do you mean ‘we’re not friends’?” I hold back a sigh, too terrified of her possible reaction to let it out. “Wasn’t I there for you during your most difficult moment?” She starts to squeeze my wrist, and I gasp for breath. “Wasn’t I there for you to help you adjust to your new life here?”

“Isra,” I say, trying to free my wrist. “You’re hurting me.”

“This is nothing compared to the pain that you make me feel by denying our friendship.”

She’s insane. Utterly and completely insane.

“We’re not friends. And even if we were, friends don’t hurt each other like you’re hurting me right now.”

Isra laughs, not taking her eyes off of me or loosening her grip. Instead, it only gets tighter, and I struggle to hold back a scream when the bone breaks. There is an audible crack, but Isra doesn’t seem to notice, completely absorbed in her anger. My breathing gets heavy in my attempt to bite back the pain.

“Isra, please let go of me. I’m warning you.” Sweat trickles down my temple, and I don’t know how much longer it’ll be possible for me to remain civil when all I want to do right now is make her let go. Hurt her back.

Isra cackles at this. “You’re warning me? You?”

“Let me go.”

She laughs again, and I’m fed up. Before I’m fully aware of what I’m doing, I put my hand against her upper arm. Energy surges through me and connects with her skin. Once it does, it explodes, and Isra screams in earnest. She lets go of me and all her attention goes to the arm that I just severely damaged. It hangs next to her, limp, lifeless, broken. She looks at it, stunned, as if she can’t believe that I just did that.

“You,” she wheezes, the bones making soft cracking sounds as they slowly start to heal. “You broke my arm.”

“I warned you.”

“You broke my arm!”

Cursing myself for my stupidity in antagonizing her, I take a step back, ready to run at a moment’s notice. Before she can actually make her move, Isra’s eyes go big, then her legs give out and she falls face-first into the grass. Black energy coils around her neck, her breathing heavy and labored. She manages to roll onto her back, her eyes big and unseeing. There is the snap of a finger, and the black energy turns into smoke and evaporates.

I look up and see him standing next to Isra, looking down on her. The anger in his eyes is apparent, even from where I’m standing. Effortlessly, he picks her up in his arms and stalks away, not sparing me a single glance.

“He warned her about what would happen if she did not behave.”

Sophia’s voice almost has me jumping out of my skin. My heartbeat only calms down when I find her standing to the side. She looks somber, her gaze downcast and fixed on the spot where Isra had been lying in the grass just a moment ago. When she finally looks up, residual sadness lingers on her face and in her hazelnut-colored eyes.

She approaches me and carefully touches my wrist. I wince, the bone still very much broken even though it knits itself back together. Sophia puts her hand on my back and gently nudges me forward. She guides me to one of the benches in the center of the garden and pulls me down to sit next to her.

“We heal faster than normal, but sometimes it can be convenient to extend the process a helping hand.”

She takes my arm in her hand and places the palm of her other hand on top of my wrist. She whispers a few words, and her fire-red magic appears. It wraps itself around my wrist, warm and soothing. Then the broken bone snaps fully back into place, and I wince.

“There,” Sophia says as she lets go of my arm. “Good as new.”

My arm looks and feels as if nothing happened to it, which is only slightly disconcerting. Healing magic… that sure has its advantages. Looks like I was so focused on learning how to conjure and control my magic that I didn’t consider all the other possibilities that it could come with.

“What is going to happen to her?” I ask Sophia, diverting my attention back to Isra.

“She will be punished accordingly.”

We are quiet for a few moments. Even with the prospect of Isra being punished for what she did, I can’t find it in me to care for her.

“That was some nice use of your magic earlier,” Sophia says, breaking the silence.

“Oh.” My cheeks heat. “You saw that?”

“So did he.”

I go from embarrassed to very embarrassed, and I don’t even know why. Sophia chuckles lightly at my reaction, winking at me as she stands up.

“Come,” she says. “Let me walk you to your room.”

After taking time for some much-needed rest, I notice that my magic comes easier to me. It’s as if using it on Isra was the extra push that I needed. Whether that’s actually the case or not, I’m glad about it because it’s an improvement.

At the same time, and perhaps because of this, I find myself unable to stop wondering about Isra. Time passes, but I don’t come across her anymore. Once, I get too curious and go to her room, only to find it empty and looking like it has been for a while. So, when I find Sophia in the library, I ask her.

The way that she looks up at me only confuses me more. “She is still with him.”

“Is that… normal?” My voice hesitates, for I clearly do not know what is and isn’t normal here.

Sophia shrugs, her eyes already back on the book in her lap. “She has been causing trouble ever since she got here,” she says absentmindedly. “He has given her warning after warning, more than she deserved. Yet she kept ignoring it and doing as she pleased.”

“Then why is she still here?”

Sophia looks back up at me. “Because he cannot send her back. Not alive, at least.” Sophia pauses for a moment, then continues, “He does not like to be disobeyed. And she has disobeyed him so very often. Too often. I fear that he might at some point decide that she is no longer worth the trouble.” Her voice is weak, and tears glisten in her eyes when she finally does look back up at me.

“Whatever you do, do not anger him,” she implores me, her voice wavering. “He is a monster.”

Seeing our current predicament, that statement doesn’t come as a surprise.

“You are free to do whatever you want here. Truly. As long as you obey him. If you do not, there will be consequences. There will always be consequences. He has his good moments”—this time Sophia is the one to blush—“but nevertheless, he is and always will be a monster. Never forget that, no matter what happens. No matter what he says, does, or promises you. Because yes, at some point, he will seek you out.”

Her words remind me of earlier, how she already warned me about the price I will have to pay for whatever he might end up offering me.

Sophia looks past me for a moment, to the burning fire behind me. The flames reflect in her unseeing eyes, and I wonder where her mind is wandering off to. “In all honesty, I feel responsible for Isra. I helped her get settled here as well as I could. I warned her, time and time again. Even when she refused to heed my words. I cannot help but feel as if I have failed her.”

“Isra is responsible for herself,” I say, unwilling to see Sophia beat herself up over this, because she clearly does.

“I know that, but…” She hesitates. “I just hope that he does not break her beyond repair.”

She sighs and then smiles at me, but the sadness is apparent in her eyes. I have the urge to try and comfort her, only holding myself back because it feels awkward to act on it.

Sophia turns back to her book and, this time, I know that she considers the conversation to be over. Ignoring my feelings of wanting to comfort her, I decide that I’m not going to press the matter. I need to get Isra out of my mind. She’s not my problem, and the longer she’s away, the better. Because the next time she comes for me like that, I might lash out even more and really hurt her. Then again, that might be exactly what she’s aiming for. For someone to end her suffering.

My eyes go from Sophia to the roaring fire. As curious as I am about Isra’s story, I’m at least equally curious about hers. If Sophia was here first, then I can only imagine how many centuries she has lived through. How is it even possible? Unless time here doesn’t progress at a normal pace.
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After that moment in the library, I don’t get to talk with Sophia for a while. I sometimes see her in the distance, but she always seems to vanish before I reach her. It frustrates me since I had started to enjoy her company. It makes me feel less alone. Besides that, I was hoping that she would continue to guide me and help me with learning magic. It isn’t an exaggeration to say that I’m getting better; my magic is rapidly improving and I’m ready for more.

I take my growing frustration and boredom out on the library. It leads to me turning the place upside down in search of something to learn from. It’s almost borderline desperation, the need inside me to continue to grow and improve my skills. Eventually, it’s utter luck that I find the one book with translations and notes on pronunciation. A small voice in my head tells me that it can’t be a coincidence. It must have been planted here for me to find it. Nothing about this place is that easy, I know at least that much.

Turning it over in my hands a few times, I figure what the heck, I have nothing to lose. I take the book and try my hardest to learn from it on my own.

After a while, I take it outside to try out a few of the spells, unwilling to risk damaging the library. Despite the notes next to the spells, pronunciation proves to be tricky. I somehow manage, but I’m far from confident. The magic circles that I construct don’t seem like much, and I frown as I look at them. The circle evaporates with a single gesture, and I lean back against the tree, sighing. Pinching the bridge of my nose, I close my eyes. It feels like something is missing, but I don’t know what.

This place is supposedly able to help me tap into my magic. I won’t entertain the possibility that I’ve already reached my limits. There is so much more inside me, right below the surface. If only I could reach it… The book lies heavy in my lap, the grain of the old pages almost raw to the pads of my fingers. Concentrating, I slowly let my magic run through me, over and over, from my toes to the tips of my fingers and the top of my head. It fills me up and allows for me to feel more in tune with this… energy that I’m very much still trying to control.

One hand drops from the book to the grass, and I run my fingers through the blades. Gently, I send out a small wave of magic around me. Just to feel my surroundings, to become more aware. In the past few days, I’ve noticed that this helps me relax. So, whenever I’m wound up, I let my magic become one with the garden. It rolls through the grass and up the trees, until it hits a wall a few steps away from me.

Frowning, my eyes still closed, I send out a second, slightly stronger wave. When it hits this wall again, something unmistakably snaps back at it. My magic is thrown back at me and, where it usually returns to me as gently as I’ve sent it out, it now hits me like a punch to my stomach. Gasping for air, my eyes fly open, and I find him looming over me.

I’m so startled by his sudden presence that I flinch away from him. My back presses against the trunk of the tree and my chest heaves. He picks the book out of my lap with a swift gesture, gives it a look and throws it aside. His eyes trace over me and, despite his smile, pure, unadulterated terror wells up inside of me.

“Show me what you can do.” His voice is cold, but underneath it there’s something luscious and wicked with a hard edge. It tells me he will not be accepting any kind of refusal. And I don’t want to refuse him, not with how something bubbles inside me, slowly reaching up and toward him.

He takes a few steps back and looks at me, waiting.

I swallow, possibly a bit too loud, and get to my feet. Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath and think. I’m very much still a beginner, and there are only a handful of spells that I’ve tried. It doesn’t mean that I’m able to cast them decently, let alone actively use them. This puts me more on the spot than I’m comfortable with. But I know that I have no other choice but to try and hope for the best.

It’s hard to not linger on the fact that I’ve never truly field tested any of these spells. Pushing these thoughts to the back of my head, I pick out a spell and try to focus on it. My breathing becomes steady and controlled. My magic flows through me, crackling at the tips of my fingers.

“Lonsh hubardo tibibp iadnamad.”

The words flow out of me, followed by an unmistakable magical energy, guided by the movement of my hands. Opening my eyes, it twists and turns into a circle that erects itself as a shield in front of me. My left hand tugs on the circle, and it expands under my touch. It takes a second until it’s big enough to shield me completely. But the protection is stable, and I move to get started on a second spell. Before I can do so, a foreign energy buzzes in the air around me.

“Aqlo adohi salman teloch.” His words are harsh, and the impact of his attack spell against my defense is so big that I nearly lose my balance. I dig my heels in the grass under my feet, grit my teeth, and move my hand to increase my protection.

The next moment, he’s standing right in front of me. His black magic hammers against my ice blue. Sparks fly around us as he chips away at my defense. My spell falters for a fraction of a second, and so does my breathing. Thankfully, it holds out. I don’t know what kind of attack spell this is or how to properly defend against it. What I do know is that it would have been bad if it had gotten through.

He has a disturbing grin on his face as he adds more power to his spell. It leaves me with no other choice than to follow suit. The power of his attack pounds against my defense. The sheer force behind it sends a shockwave through the garden. The trees sway, leaves and twigs fly around, some branches snap and fall down around us.

Despite the strength of it, I know that he isn’t even trying—that much is clear. If he really were going all out, I would have been down as soon as the words left his mouth. The way he stands there, with one hand in his pocket and the other casually gesturing to direct the spell, is a fearful sight on its own. Part of me wants to cower in front of him, another part refuses to back down. Yet another wants to wipe that smug grin off his face. One day.

After a few more agonizing seconds, he breaks off his attack. The black energy evaporates, and mine follows seconds later. I’m panting from the sheer amount of energy that it took me to keep my defense up. My legs shake, and I try to regulate my breathing in an attempt to not pass out on the spot. It takes me a few moments and, when I finally look up, he’s gone.

I groan and drop myself in the grass, exhausted. My magic feels like a raging storm, so I flatten the palms of my hands in the grass and let some of it flow out. It’s calming, soothing, and both my body and mind relax. A peaceful kind of bliss settles itself deep inside me.

I close my eyes and let my magic flow, enjoying it to the fullest.
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Sophia finds me sitting in the grass, the wind still slightly blown out of me. She sits down next to me and when she asks me what happened, I break out in laughter.

“Something good?” Sophia’s voice is filled with disbelief, and I don’t blame her. This doesn’t seem like a place where good things happen.

“I honestly have no idea,” I admit, snickering. “At least I’m feeling a bit refreshed.”

She looks at me, her eyes filled with questions, and then she smiles. Her genuine smile gives me a warm and fuzzy feeling, which is something that I haven’t experienced in a very long time. So, I smile back at her.

“He tested me just now.” Sophia looks at me from the corner of her eyes. “Or that’s what I assume he was doing.”

“It is what he would do, sooner or later.”

“I just wonder,” I say while turning to look at her, “what’s it to him? What does he get out of it? Out of all of this, even.”

“I wish I could tell you, but I only know what he wants me to know, and that is unfortunately not that much more than you.”

“I know nothing.”

Sophia gives me a meaningful look, and I understand. “It might seem to you as if I know everything because I have been here longer. But the truth is that I also do not know who he is or what his goal is.” Her voice drops to a whisper. “All I know, what I suspect, is that he might be as much of a prisoner as we are.”

“But… why?” I can’t suppress a hint of surprise.

Sophia laughs. “I do not know why. All that I know is that things here are not always what they seem to be. Be that for better or worse.”

The smile on her face disappears as something on my side catches her attention. I follow her gaze and see Isra standing there, among the trees, looking at us with what I assume murderous intent must look like. She has bandages all around her neck, arms, and legs, and her skin is sickly pale despite her naturally tanned skin tone.

“What is she doing here?” Sophia asks. “I did not think that he had let her out yet.”

She gets up and cautiously approaches Isra, who looks angry but also as if she’s not completely with us. “Isra? Are you okay?”

Despite the fact that Isra looks directly at Sophia and seems to be at least somewhat aware of her, she doesn’t react.

“Isra?” Sophia repeats.

There’s concern in her voice, and I slowly get up as well so as not to startle Isra.

Sophia reaches her and gently places a hand on her shoulder. It’s at being touched that something seems to spark inside of Isra. A tooth-baring snarl appears on her face, and Isra forcefully grabs Sophia’s wrist. Sophia opens her mouth to react, but before she can, Isra is screaming and throws herself at her. Sophia falls to the ground, with Isra on top of her clawing at her eyes.

Sophia hesitates, clearly not wanting to hurt Isra more, so she only tries to cover her face. I run toward them, grab Isra’s hair, and drag her off Sophia. Isra yells at me, her arms reaching for me and her nails connecting with my skin. She manages to draw blood, and I kick her to get her away from me. She falls face-first into the grass, my foot on her back, thrashing as she tries to get free. A knife drops from the sleeve of her jacket. Where does she keep getting those knives?

“Are you okay?” I ask Sophia.

“I think so,” she answers, getting up and giving Isra a concerned look. Then she leans over the other woman and mumbles words that I now recognize, understand even.

Sophia lowers the spell over Isra, and fiery red magic wraps itself like a rope around her. Isra struggles against the restraints but is ultimately unable to do anything against it. With a flick of her hand, Sophia draws her magic just a little bit tighter. It cuts Isra’s skin just enough that it hurts, and she whimpers in pain.

“Will she ever learn?” Sophia mumbles, clearly not expecting a reply. She sighs deeply and then says, “I’ll go find him. Stay here and watch over her?”

I’m not so sure about staying behind with Isra, but Sophia picks up the fallen knife and hands it to me

“You’ll be fine,” she says with a wink.

I sit down on the grass next to Isra. As I toy with the knife, I’m unable to help but wonder about what might have made her this way. Why she’s so desperate to die, because that’s clearly what she’s hoping to gain by attacking time and time again.

It isn’t long before he approaches, Sophia close behind. He has a stern look on his face, and his yellow eyes hold traces of disgust. I stand and hand him the knife. He takes it from me, his fingers touching my own for a moment, which sends a spark of electricity through me. It courses through my body like a soft hum and settles low in my stomach, making me feel things I definitely shouldn’t be feeling. Startled, with a soft blush on my cheeks, I look up at him and see the corner of his lips tip up in a small smile.

Did he feel it too?

The way he looks at me makes me swallow, my body reacting to him in a way that I don’t like.

He turns away from me and looks down at Isra, regarding her for a moment. She looks back at him without a sliver of remorse for her actions, still snarling and baring her teeth at him in defiance. Ready for him to get it over with and end it. End her. He steps around her, his eyes going over the red magic that’s binding her, as if to make sure that she’s properly secured. He tucks the knife away in the waistband of his slacks and proceeds to effortlessly scoop Isra up. He throws her over his shoulder and stalks away.

“Is this what will become of us? We go insane and try to kill each other?” I ask Sophia as we look at their retreating forms. As that soft humming inside of me dissipates, something else wants me to follow after him.

She looks at me in shock. “Why would you even think that?” she asks.

“Why? Look at Isra.” I gesture in the direction he walked off. “She’s suicidal. She wasn’t like that when I first awoke here.” I frown. “At least, I don’t think she was.” She’s silent for a moment, thinking. “You are right,” Sophia admits eventually. She touches the jewel around her neck and sighs. “When we first wake up here, we do not remember the circumstances that brought us here. We are as you are now, blissfully ignorant.” Sophia smiles, without a doubt remembering something. “Eventually something will happen that triggers our memories. When that happens, everything returns at once, engulfing you.”

Sophia goes silent for a few seconds before she continues. “Time... it passes differently here. Besides the fact that this place is completely closed off from the outside world, something prevents our magic from keeping track of the passing of time.

“That was Isra’s trigger, learning how much time has passed. How everything she once knew is long gone. In a way... I can understand that it broke her, that it took from her the will to continue on.” I swallow, becoming acutely aware of the possibility that my own returning memories could have me end up as unstable as Isra.

“Either way,” Sophia says, interrupting my thoughts, “you do not have to worry about it, not yet at least.” Her words are not as reassuring as she probably intends them to be.

In trying to avoid her eyes, I find myself looking at my hands. It makes me think about something else that I don’t want to but need to know. For the sake of my own peace of mind.

“Sophia,” I start, my voice unsure about what I’m going to ask her. “Is it possible that he took my wedding ring?”

“It is,” she answers hesitantly. “It is a remnant of your previous life and thus has no place here.” Sophia takes a deep breath and throws a quick yet nervous glance around us.

“I know that I promised that I would help you to see your husband again.” She’s silent for a moment. “But he is in a bad mood because of Isra. This makes his temper even worse.”

I know what she’s steering toward. “I’ll take full responsibility if he finds out. I won’t tell him that you helped me.”

“I am not sure that he will believe you.”

“If I stick to my word and you deny being involved, why would he think that you would be willing to help me?” Sophia is still unsure, fidgeting with the fabric of her dress.

“You know what, I’ll just do it myself,” I huff, growing rapidly annoyed. Something tells me that there is more to her sudden reluctance, seeing how this was her idea to begin with. “That way you don’t have to risk anything. I should be able to figure it out.”

Sophia looks at me in surprise upon hearing this. “Are you certain about this?” Her words are enough to anger me, because for sure she doesn’t believe that she can set me on this path, back out and then underestimate my abilities as well? It’s not her place to turn her fear and hesitation on me as well. Not when I want—need—to do this.

I shrug in an attempt to shake off my discomfort. “No, but I’m a quick study. And you shouldn’t risk yourself for my sake.”

Sophia smiles weakly at me, and I return her smile. Although it feels very strained from my side.

“That being said, I better go and study. See if I’m able to find the right spell for the job,” I quickly say, just to get away, and I leave without looking back at her.

My hands push open the library doors and again I linger on my finger once more, on the missing ring. Whatever I might end up finding out, I’m well aware that the chances are that I won’t like it. In fact, I’m certain that I won’t.
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“Let us spar,” Sophia says one day, while I’m buried in a mountain of notes.

“Let’s what?” I look up at her from papers, brows raised in confusion by her proposal and the enthusiasm in her voice.

“Spar. Fight. It is the best way to find out how much you have progressed.”

I’m hesitant, especially looking back on when I... sparred with him. Sophia doesn’t leave me much of a choice as she practically drags me out to the garden. “I’m not sure if I’m quite up to this just⁠—”

“Tonug do o i a p purgel napta telocvovim.” Energy crackles, and Sophia comes at me before I even realize what’s happening. She blasts the spell at me, fully intending on hitting me, and I only barely manage to cast a protection.

“Taba pir monasci bransg zimi aqlo adohi.” A web of ice-blue magic erects itself in front of me, symbols woven throughout the pattern flickering with energy.

The fire-red attack collides head-on with my defense and causes an explosion of sound. Sophia doesn’t give me any time to adjust as she re-casts her spell and comes at me a second time.

“I dlugam lonshi trian lu ia he bransg.” My protection is a different one in hopes of finding out if this will change the impact of the collision.

Indeed, this one seems to absorb the attack instead. When Sophia’s fire-red circle connects with my ice-blue one, hers freezes over and the protection wraps itself around the frozen circle, taking the magic into itself. There are red flickers for a few seconds until they fade into nothing, like a candle being blown out.

“Good,” Sophia yells, “but defense is not everything. Micma cnila busd teloch.”

She is right, of course. I’ll get nowhere by only playing it safe, so I quickly change my tactic. “Lonsh hubardo tibibp iadnamad.”

It’s an active defense spell, for it not only blocks the incoming spell but it also makes it fracture back at its caster. Sophia’s spell bounces against the defense and audibly shatters. It’s like glass being smashed to pieces. The sharp, broken pieces get turned around and flung back at the original caster. It catches Sophia by surprise and startles her into a quick defense.

She recovers her footing, and in response I cast my next spell as fast as possible. “Monasci teloch cro odzi busd aao ial pir gah.”

Sophia notices my attack a fraction of a second too late. She casts her defense and comes to realize she’s just a little bit too slow.

My attack shoots through her unfinished defense and hits her full on. She falls to the ground and coughs up blood, waving at me that she surrenders.

“You are quite the sneaky one.” Sophia laughs. “What did you do to make the spell non-lethal?” She procures a folded piece of fabric from a hidden pocket in her dress and uses it to wipe the blood away. Sophia then uses a healing spell on herself while looking up at me, genuinely curious.

I extend my hand and help her on her feet as I say, “I just took out the deadly part.”

Sophia laughs, no longer coughing, a sign that her magic is helping her heal. “Were you aware of the result that would have, or was it a gamble?”

“Both.”

She grins. “Risky. What would you have done if you were wrong and ended up killing me?”

“I would have figured something out. Hopefully.”

This makes her laugh out loud. “I like this dangerous side of you. It has potential.”

More blood trickles out of the corner of her mouth, and she carefully cleans it up once more. “I’m certain that he will agree,” Sophia adds, making me flinch, which earns me a chuckle from her.

“What makes you say that?” I ask her while fighting the urge to look away from her, for how uncomfortable that simple statement makes me feel.

Sophia gives me a coy smile that looks almost wrong on her face, but she doesn’t explain herself. She doesn’t really need to, though, because there’s a fluttering in my chest that has me rubbing my sternum. A soft push and pull that almost makes me look over my shoulder. Almost makes me look for him.
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Perhaps I’m overdoing it.

It takes waking up with my head on an open book for this realization to set in. Papers full of scribbles lie everywhere around me on the desk and on the floor, all oversight long gone. I have turned into a very diligent student, so much so that I barely leave the library anymore. But in all honesty, at this point, I’m uncertain if I want to be in the library to study or to hide myself away.

I shake my head, tidy up my desk, and go outside. Standing in the garden immediately clears up my head, and I take a few deep breaths. Following the path under the archway and around the garden, I leisurely walk to my room, fully intending to take a bath. It’s the easiest way for me to relax and to resume studying with a clear head afterward. I raise my arms above my head and stretch out my whole body, a sigh of relief and then a soft moan escaping me when something in my back pops loose with an audible crack.

Shaking out my arms, my eye falls on a big, dark feather. It sticks out of the grass, a dark shadow amongst all the lush greens. I pick it up just as Sophia approaches me. Her posture stiffens when she sees me with the feather in my hand. Her lips part as if she wants to say something but thinks better of it. I return my attention back to the feather and, turning it over, I notice that it’s a very dark brown and a little crooked.

“Those wings,” I say, my focus remaining on the feather, “that darkness… what are they?” It’s one of many things that I don’t understand, but find myself curious about nonetheless.

Sophia audibly swallows, wringing her hands and unable to look me in the eye. “It’s when he’s angry.” Her words remind me of Isra’s earlier warning, that first time darkness fell. “When he returns and something has… happened.”

“Return?” I repeat, not sure if I heard her correctly. “Meaning he can leave?”

She nods, still hesitant. “For short periods of time, yes.”

A jolt goes through me at her admission. “So, it’s possible.”

“It is for him.” The finality in her voice presses me to not ask any more questions on the matter. But I don’t need to. Sophia already gave me everything I needed.

Turning the feather over once more, a feeling deep inside me tells me that I might find a use for it later on. I slip it in the pocket of my dress and follow Sophia inside the library.

She’s on edge, made clear by the stiffness in her shoulders and back. She procures a crystal ball from a cabinet between the many rows of bookshelves and sets it up on one of the desks. It looks like the kind that I have seen being used by the fortune teller at the local fair.

“Can you actually see someone’s future in one of these?” I ask while I step up next to her, curiosity and a tinge of disbelief clear in my voice.

Sophia looks at me, slightly puzzled. “Technically, yes,” she answers. “But the future is not set in stone, so interpreting the images, if you even manage to conjure any, is nearly impossible. You get more accurate information by looking at the past or present.”

“Why would anyone do that?”

“That is the wonderful thing. You can also see the people that are connected to you.”

“Henry,” I say, realizing where she’s going with this.

“Indeed.” Sophia nods.

“But I told you that I was going to do this alone.”

She gives me a sheepish smile. “I took the liberty of looking at your notes, and you have it figured out. I just want to offer you some help with the actual casting of the spell since this is your first time attempting something like this.”

I eye her suspiciously. She was so adamant in her fear of being found out that I find it weird that she has changed her mind. So why would she decide to help me after all? Sophia smiles at me innocently, and I decide to go along with it. Even if it’s just to not have to try this on my own. Having someone in my corner might prove to be helpful. Even if something doesn’t sit quite right with me.

But there is another reason. One that I don’t even really want to admit to myself, let alone out loud or to her. Most definitely not to her, for it would hurt so much and it would come back to bite me in the ass. After all, I do rather enjoy Sophia’s company. Part of me hopes that we can be friends, if she ever decides to be truthful with me. “But you have to know,” Sophia warns, “that we can only watch, and I cannot say how clearly we will be able to see. And again, this has to stay between us. He cannot find out.”

I have to suppress the urge to roll my eyes at her. “How does it work?” I ask while stepping closer instead.

“The crystal ball is a conduit between you, as the caster of the spell, and the person that you want to reach out to. The most important part, though, is that this is the kind of magic that requires a sacrifice from the caster.”

“Why?” I ask, slightly alarmed.

“You have to offer something to gain something. All magic requires some kind of sacrifice. The spells that you used before, against me and against him, were fairly basic. Those use your own energy. The more powerful the spell that you want to cast, the greater the sacrifice that is needed to get them to work. Herein blood is the most potent and thus offers the highest success rate,” Sophia explains. “Don’t worry, this spell only requires a little bit,” she adds as she sees the worried expression on my face.

“Then, at what point is ‘only a little bit’ not sufficient anymore?” Unease stirs inside of me, like a warning toward carelessly spilling my blood. Especially in this place. It feels like a horrible idea to give it up freely like this.

Sophia thinks about this for a moment. “Well,” she finally says, “in this case you only want to see. You will need more if you want to, for example, interact. And even then, it depends on the kind of interaction.”

Does this mean that interacting is possible?

“How do you know how much is enough?”

“Some spell books quantify the needed amount. Others do not. When the latter is the case, it is best to take a calculated guess. When even that is difficult, a body part usually suffices.”

I take note of how she uses the word ‘usually’, which means she has no idea herself.

“And it has to be your own?”

Sophia looks at me with a raised eyebrow. “Yes,” she answers. “It always has to be your own or it would not be much of a sacrifice.”

“That makes sense,” I agree while something starts to brew at the back of my head. “So, how do we do this?”

Sophia shows me one of the pages that I filled up with notes and points to a spell. “You found the correct spell,” she says, “but like I suspected, you did not know about the blood sacrifice. Conjuring this spell without blood would have either done nothing or it would have literally exploded in your face.” Sophia produces a small knife and hands it to me. “Use this to cut yourself. Make sure to get the blood on the crystal ball, then recite the spell.”

The knife in hand, I hesitate. “Does it matter where I cut?” I ask with a slight tremble in my voice. The earlier feeling of this being all wrong grows stronger, gnawing at me to not go through with this. This is a mistake.

Sophia shakes her head, and I proceed to place the blade against my wrist.

This feels… familiar. I swallow and push the blade against my skin, carefully cutting into it. The uncomfortable feeling of recognition stays with me as blood wells up. I place my bleeding wrist on top of the crystal ball, the cool feel of it against my skin relieving some of the pain.

Turning to look at the spell, my eyes catch a glimpse of my blood trickling down the crystal ball. The sight of it makes my knees give away, and Sophia manages to catch me before I fall. She supports me, carefully placing her hand on top of my wrist to keep it from slipping.

I thank her with a weak smile that she returns. It takes a greater effort than it should for me to regain some focus, but I somehow manage.

My voice shakes when I read the spell out loud. “Aorgu ta baltoh cord ziz aaiom zamran comselh ds praf vep.” Nothing happens, and I slip again.

“Try again,” comes Sophia’s soft voice in my ear.

“Aorgu ta baltoh cord ziz aaiom zamran comselh ds praf vep.”

The inside of the crystal ball fogs up. It then slowly starts to absorb the blood, and the crystal vibrates under my touch, as if it’s alive with the energy that it gains from my sacrifice.

The white fog turns gray, and then black. It coils around itself so forcefully that the crystal cracks and it starts to leak out. It grabs hold of my wrist and disappears into the open wound. The next moment my vision turns black, as if the fog has burrowed itself inside my eyes. I scream and try to let go of the ball, but Sophia holds me tight, not allowing any movement.

There are figures, people, inside the fog. With a shock, I find myself back home. In the middle of the street in front of a house. Our house. My heart beats frantically, and tears sting in my eyes. I recognize every orange-brown brick that makes up the two-story structure. The dark-brown pointed roof, the high white framed windows and front door, the low black fence in front of it. I remember the day we first moved in like it was yesterday.

Faceless people walk up and down the street. They pass me by without a single indication that they can see me.

After a deep breath, I step forward and pass right through the wooden front door. The pressure that surrounds my body lifts once I stand in that all too familiar hallway. The soft cream-colored wallpaper with floral chintzes that Henry and I picked out together. Right in front of me are the stairs leading to the second floor with the hallway leading to the kitchen next to it. On my left is the family room with those large windows that I enjoy so much for all the daylight they let through. On the right is the living room, with the dining room behind it, next to the kitchen.

I smile as I start to walk and take notice of all that is around me, how everything still looks very much the same. The small, dark-brown wooden table next to the door that he uses to place his hat on after a long day at work. A half circle, pushed against the wall next to the door. The drawer is always slightly ajar, damaged but forever a part of our home. It used to be his grandmother’s, and Henry could never bear the idea of parting with it. I used to tease him about how much he loved that silly little table.

Next to it is a standing coat rack in the same type of brown wood. It holds his overcoat, a few other coats that I don’t remember, and my dusty-pink floral shawl as well. The walls are decorated with frames that hold pictures of our family. I find ours amongst them, my fingers tracing over the glass. We look so happy in this one.

With a spin I find myself standing in our living room. My eye falls on the soft-pink flocked damask wallpaper that seemingly still needs to be replaced. I don’t know why, but it gives me the feeling that perhaps he never wanted to replace it without me there to help him pick it out. Henry always told me that I had an eye for these things.

The living room is filled with the same plush sofas with floral-patterned fabric that I remember. Though they seem slightly more worn out than I’m used to them being. The floor is covered with a carpet that matches the wallpaper in pattern but has a deep red color for contrast. Wooden furniture is scattered around and, as I turn to take it all in, I find him.

Henry sits in his chair, reading that day’s newspaper. He looks older, and I briefly wonder how long it has been. Then the tears start to come. It takes some effort to hold them back as I circle the chair to get a look at his face.

My heart misses a beat upon noticing that he still wears his wedding ring. It's enough for me to break out in tears. I start to say his name, reach out to him, when a female voice calls out to him first. Henry looks up and folds away his newspaper. Yes, he’s definitely older, his hair starting to turn gray and some wrinkles on his face, but it suits him.

“Is she asleep?” he asks the woman when she enters.

“Yes, sound asleep, so I’m going to go pick him up now,” she answers while she drapes a shawl over her shoulders. My dusty-pink floral shawl.

I’m confused. What is she doing here? And who are they talking about?

Henry gets up and walks over to the woman. He wraps his arms around her and kisses her. It’s a kiss that only a husband and his wife share, which only confuses me further. That is when my eye falls on the ring around her finger. Just like that, the pieces fall into place, and my heart shatters. I scream when realization hits me, when my lost memories flood my mind and take me over.

“I fear that he might kill me as punishment for still being alive.”

My husband and the woman evaporate into fog. My scream keeps resonating around me as I’m returned to the library. My hand slips away from the ball, and it explodes from within. A thousand pieces of crystal fly around me and turn to dust upon touching my skin.

Still screaming, wailing, I collapse on the ground. My eyes are wide, my hands wrapped around my head, my body curled up in agony. Slowly, my voice grows weaker, and tears take its place. Sophia lies herself down next to me and embraces me as I cry and cry.

I don’t know how long we stay like that, but Sophia doesn’t let go of me. Even when I start to calm down, she keeps holding me tight. Her warmth is soothing, making me feel at ease.

Eventually, I find some clarity. Breaking away from Sophia’s embrace, I sit up straight. Part of me hopes that I won’t regret these next words.

“Sophia,” I say as she sits up next to me, “is there a way for me to physically go to him?”

Her eyes grow big with disbelief. “Why would you want to do that?”

My gaze turns cold as thoughts start to take form. There is but a single reason, the start of an idea, that might be impossible. “Can it be done?” My mind races, because seeing my husband has given me a vital piece of information. He was visibly older, much older than possible, for I most definitely haven’t been here for years. Which means that part of what I want to accomplish is time sensitive. Sophia eyes me nervously, clearly aware that this is about to become so much more than she signed up for. She can’t help but look away as she proceeds to answer me. “In theory, yes,” she says. “But it is impossible to actually do. We do not possess that kind of power.”

I sense fear and desperation coming from her. It’s as if she knows something that she wants to avoid telling me at all costs.

“Besides,” Sophia adds after a few seconds of silence, “there are no spells for that purpose in any of these books.”

From the way she says it, she clearly hopes that this will make me give up on the idea. Instead, my lips turn up into a cruel smile as, instead, my idea becomes a plan. I get up, feeling like a different person. Perhaps I am, for my returned memories have given me a clarity that I have never experienced before.

“Aeliana,” Sophia says, “are you okay?” She nods at my hands.

They are so tightly clenched into fists that my nails dig into my skin, drawing blood. I look at them, at the wounds that my nails made. I do not feel any pain, though, only certainty.

“Yeah,” I answer apathetically. “I’m fine.”

I’ll be going home, one way or another. It doesn’t matter what Sophia says; if he can leave, then there has to be a way for me to do so as well. I’m going home, and I will confront Henry. Then I’ll go somewhere, anywhere, and live the life that I want. The life that I deserve. Not the one that he forced me into.

I push down the feeling that I’m overlooking something. That part of my memory is still a blur—a blur in which a pair of green eyes stare back at me when I focus on it for too long. I don’t want to stop and think about what it might mean, because I don’t want to think too much about the part of my life that it correlates to.

The part after I left home that night. The part that was the beginning of the end. Stepping out of the library, I’m so distracted that I almost don’t notice him standing right in front of the doors. I flinch and hastily take a step away as I barely avoid bumping into him. His yellow eyes look down at me while he smiles that wicked smile. My heart beats loudly with a combination of fear and excitement at merely being in his presence.

I have this strange urge to reach out to him—to this predator that could easily devour me whole. Electricity runs through me, building up more and more the longer he looks at me. From the corner of my eye, I think I see his hand twitch, as if he wants to touch me as well. It makes me wonder why he doesn’t.

He looks away, and the spell is broken. He reaches past me for the library doors, and I scurry away. While he steps inside, I look at him and, for the first time, I’m left to wonder why he came to me at my lowest point in life and decided to take me away. Because despite some fogginess still remaining, I now remember that he’s the one that brought me here, and I’m certain that it wasn’t for my own sake. There is more to this than a man wanting a woman. To be honest, I don’t care whether there is an ulterior motive; if he lets me do as I please, he can ask anything of me later. As far as I know, that might even be his plan. I couldn’t care less. If everything works out the way I want it to, there won’t be a later.
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Desperate for more knowledge, I go through as many of the books as humanly possible. Many of them turn out to be historical records of different countries, people, cultures, and languages. Some tell tales about great feats of heroism or tall tales about the many evils in the world. Others depict great horrors, ways of torture, and nightmarish events that seem too grotesque to be possible.

The books that are actual spell books end up being few and far between. The spells in them strike me as quite basic, and I don’t want to rehash the same ones over and over again. According to Sophia, our magic has limits. The more books that I go through, the more that I realize that these limits are not because of what we can do; they’re limits because of the limited information that is readily available to us. I’m surprised that she hasn’t come to the same conclusion, that she hasn’t attempted to break through these limits.

It takes a lot of trial and error. Even more spells literally backfire in my face, but I make progress. The first thing that I do is create myself a custom healing spell. Funny how trying it out the first time almost had me losing a hand. But it’s worth it once I do get it right. There is a clear difference from the spell that Sophia used on me, confirming my suspicion that custom spells are the way to go.

Urged on by this success, I continue to experiment, trying out all kinds of things that help me craft my own unique spells.

Eventually Sophia isn’t able to idly stand by and hold her tongue anymore. “Aeliana,” she says while we sit in the garden, my new name still sounding weird to me, “you have to stop. I have a bad feeling about this.”

“Why?”

“This thing that you are doing is changing you. It is feeding your anger, your hatred toward your husband. Nothing good can come of it.” She doesn’t bother to hide her disapproval, and part of me can’t help but respect her for that. It tells me that at least this friendship, or whatever this is, between us is real.

“Why should I care? It’s all that I have left to live for.”

“That cannot be true,” she says, gently touching my hand. “Despite being stuck here, there has to be more.”

“There isn’t,” I say, pulling my hand away from her. “Everything else that I had—that I was—Henry forfeited the moment he abandoned me.”

“Why should his actions matter so much to you? He was unworthy of you, yes, but that does not mean that you have to throw yourself away for him.”

“He is the one that threw me away. He'll have to deal with the consequences of that. If that ends up changing me, then that’s a price that I’m more than willing to pay. You might have given up, might have accepted your fate here, but I refuse to do so. I will leave, make Henry pay, and then I will take my life back. No matter what it costs me.”

“Even if it means forfeiting yourself completely to darkness?”

“Why not? I gave him everything, everything about me that was good and pure, and he utterly destroyed it.”

Sophia looks at me in silence, shaking her head slightly. Her continued disapproval starts to get on my nerves, and I have to grit my teeth against snapping at her. “For Isra, it was insanity, and for you… this,” she says with a cock of her head, disgust clear in her words.

“Tell me, Sophia, what did it do for you?”

She flinches and, in that moment, I know that she is aware of how she herself has changed. She’s just afraid to say it out loud. When I first met her, she seemed so strong, so proud. She was someone to look up to. Those first impressions were nothing but a charade—I know that now.

“Hopelessness.” The admission is nothing more than a whisper. Her posture changes at this, her shoulders slumping inward ever so slightly. For the first time, she said it out loud. She made it real. “I used to be positive, always seeing things on the bright side, making the best out of whatever hand I was dealt. When I first awoke here, I was still like that. Hopeful, despite the burden of being alone, the burden of being the first one. Then I learned what had happened, and I just could not anymore.

“I only started to pick up the pieces when Isra arrived, figuring that I should be strong for her. In reality, I wanted to pretend to be strong in hopes that I would become strong. But after being here for as long as I have been, you come to see that it all means nothing.”

She takes a deep breath, her eyes locking with mine. “You think that you know despair, but the truth is that up until now, you have only had yourself to worry about. Wait until he comes for you.” Sophia slowly gets up and shows me a smile that I haven’t seen on her before. “The sights that he will show you.” She stares into the distance. “You know nothing.”

She leaves me with those words hanging between us, unaware that her warning does nothing to me. She’s under the impression that Henry’s matrimonial betrayal is all that’s happened to me, but it’s only the tip of the iceberg. There’s so much more. His betrayal was the catalyst that set something else into motion, and I will never forgive him for that.

Because of Henry, I know what men are capable of doing to and with a woman. I’ve seen it all. I’ve been through it all.

I take a few more moments with my hands between the blades of grass before I make to get up, but I'm barely back on my feet when something rustles beside me. Turning, I’m too slow to avoid Isra as she comes crashing into me. A bright flash of pain surges through me as something cuts through my skin. It clouds my mind for a fraction of a second, then it brings all of my pent-up anger and frustration together.

Isra comes at me a second time, a knife clasped firmly in her hand. A knife coated in my blood, red dripping down the gleaming blade. As she swings it at me, I jump away, but not fast enough to avoid a deep cut in my arm. It dazes me momentarily, needing a moment to breathe through the pain.

Isra circles back toward me with a vicious snarl on her lips, but this time I manage to send a spell her way. “Darbs ia i don butmoni parm zumvi cnila.” The magic spirals around her, seeping into her body and halting her in her tracks. I grab her arm and focus my magic on the point where we touch, swiftly breaking her bones. Isra screams in pain as the magic spirals around her and seeps into her body. Blood drips from her eyes and ears while she crashes onto her knees into the soil. I swipe the knife out of her hand and plant it in her stomach without batting an eye. Isra gawks at me, then she collapses as a puddle of blood forms around her.

“Hoping that this will kill you is probably going to be wishful thinking,” I snarl, panting from the exertion.

I yank the knife out of her stomach and wipe the blood on her vest. I decide to keep it in hopes that she won’t find a new one to try and use on me. It's probably more wishful thinking on my part, though. I don’t even understand what she was doing here or how she got away from him. Unless he let her? Isra’s eyes roll in the back of her head as I ponder over this.

A dizzy spell almost floors me then, making my legs tremble and reminding me of the fact that she did, in fact, get a blow in. Two even, both on the same arm, it seems. I hiss when I bend the arm in question to look at the deep cut that Isra left me with, accompanied by a puncture wound right below my shoulder. Then I realize that this might be a good opportunity to try something out.

I briefly glance back to where Isra still lies in the grass, unmoving yet still very much alive. Seeing how she just keeps coming for me, I don’t feel bad about leaving her behind in a puddle of her own blood.

It only takes a few moments to reach my room and to position myself in front of the standing mirror in the bathroom. Seeing how I’m already bleeding, it would be a shame to let the blood go to waste. I poke a finger in the wound on my arm and use it to draw a magic circle on the surface of the mirror. I speak the words of the spell, and the circle glows, greedily absorbing the blood in acceptance of my sacrifice.

My reflection fades, and in its place the mirror shows me the front door of my old home, surrounded by pitch-black darkness. I draw some more blood and layer a second circle on top of the fading first one. The next words make the blood turn black and scatter in a spiral pattern across the surface. I touch a single finger to it, and a shudder goes through the glass. Then it starts to ripple like water, and my finger, then my hand, passes through it.

I reach for the doorknob, my fingers flexing in front of me. Before I actually manage to get to the door, the glass around my arm starts to solidify again, pushing my hand back. It takes too much out of me to retract my arm in time before the glass turns completely solid again. Even though I’m disappointed that I wasn’t able to make any kind of contact, I’m pleased that I managed to partially pass through.

My wounded arm starts to feel numb, draining too much energy and making me wobble on my feet. “Aao ial pir gah baltoha comselh yolci luciftias bolp como bliort pamt.” Using my personal healing spell to patch myself up feels right in its own way.

As the cut starts to heal, the last of my strength leaves me. I stumble toward the bed, exhaustion starting to set in. The strain of all the magic that I’ve been using lately is catching up with me. My legs give out when I reach the bed, and sleep claims me as soon as my head touches the pillow.
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Vague memories of a dream linger in my mind, making me feel sick. A nightmare about my last moments, just remembering it already is enough to make me sick. My stomach churns, and I run to the toilet. As empty as it feels afterward, so does my heart.

I slump to the floor, the tiles cold under me, and cry as I mourn the loss of my old life. Even though that life could have been so much more, it also could have been so much less. I mourn that life, for what it was, could have been, and never was. But also for the person that I was then, for the innocence I had once upon a time that is now forever lost.

When all of my tears have left me, I wipe my face and run a warm bath. Not only do I look filthy, but I also feel filthy, down to my bones. The running water from the tap mesmerizes me, freezing me in my place. There are flashes of a red room, my body lying on a metal table, stripped bare and put back together. Yellow eyes looking up at me. It was him; it has to be. Moreover, I’m not shocked by this revelation. I understand why he did what he did, why he rebuilt me. Seeing where I came from, where I had been… Being filthy doesn’t even begin to cover it.

If only I could do the same thing right now, just to get rid of this disgusting feeling. Instead, I do the next best thing and put a healing spell on the water. “Aao ial pir gah baltoha comselh yolci luciftias bolp como bliort pamt.” The magic is quickly absorbed by the water, giving it a satisfying ice-blue shine.

I remove my corset, throw my dress aside, and carefully step in the tub. The water is hot against my cold skin and, when I sit down, a satisfied sigh leaves me. My body relaxes, some of the tension stripped away by both the hot water and the healing spell. It’s as if a weight is lifted from my shoulders while cementing my determination.

Knowing that I only have limited time left, it doesn’t take long for me to leave the bath and return to the garden, my notes in hand.

Sophia stands waiting for me at my usual spot. She looks concerned. “Aeliana,” she says, “please, reconsider.”

“Let it go. I won’t change my mind.”

“You have no idea where this path will lead you.”

“Do you, then?” I ask her, annoyed.

Sophia clearly wants to answer, but she hesitates, biting her lip and avoiding my gaze. “If you’re worried that I’ll end up doing something that I’m not allowed to, then don’t. I’ll take responsibility for my actions. Afterward.”

“You are willing to potentially lay down your life for this?”

“Yes.”

“And what if this, all of this”—she gestures with her arms—“is orchestrated, just to see what you would do? Making it all meaningless?”

Looking at Sophia, I consider her words for a moment. “If this really is a setup, then so be it.”

She grabs my arm as I walk past her. “What happened to your kindness, Aeliana?” she asks, desperation thick in her voice.

I try not to recoil from her, to not let her see what it does to me that she somehow seems to know that my kindness was all that was left of me in the end. All that kept me from giving up, until⁠—

“It died the day that I died,” I answer coldly.

She lets go of my arm, her eyes cold. “Fine, if that is how you want it to be, then be this way. At least I tried to warn you.”

“Warn me about what? If I’m expected to play by some set of rules, then explain them to me. Am I going to be punished if I go through with this because the rules say so? Fine, then I’ll be punished. I don’t care,” I spit at her.

“There are things that I am not supposed to tell you.”

“Then perhaps you should stop telling me things altogether.”

Sophia balks and takes a step away from me. “Don’t say that,” she says, shocked.

“Why not? I understand if you don’t want to be a part of it, but at least let me do this. Wouldn’t you do the same if you were in my place?”

“I would not,” she answers, “because I am not selfish like that.”

“Excuse me?” The words hit me hard. Selfish is something I tend to make sure I’m not. Ever. Always thinking of others, never myself, as the other side of the coin of that kindness she mentioned earlier. While in reality it was out of the idiotic fear of being judged. Being called exactly what she’s calling me now: selfish. I knew it was stupid back then and I know it now, yet I can’t help the way her calling me that makes me feel. Hurt, for the one time that I want to do something for my own sake. Even if it could cost me everything. Again.

“Before I came here, I lost everything. The people that I loved, everyone that I knew, were meaninglessly slaughtered. So, I have come to treasure whatever life this is. For it is a life, nevertheless. It is something that my loved ones no longer have. I could never betray that. You, too, should be grateful that you were given this second chance. So, please, leave your old life behind and make something good of this new one.” Sophia takes my hands in hers and looks at me, hopeful.

“I’m making something good of it,” I say, feeling myself calm down. “I feel better, stronger than ever before, like my own person. And this… I need to do this, or I won’t be able to leave it behind me. I need to do this if I want to be able to move on. Please, Sophia, I beg of you to understand.”

She nods quietly and says, “I do. If it is about closure, then I understand.” She looks away, almost as if she’s embarrassed. “Just… be safe. Do not do anything stupid.” She blushes. “I do not want to lose another person I care about.”

I don’t really know what to make of that. Has she been acting like this because she cares? Trying to deter me because she doesn’t want to see me get hurt? On the other hand, I don’t really know her, so, like she implied, all of it could be orchestrated. Even this. The mere idea in itself is enough to cause me exactly that hurt.

Despite my better judgment, my heart skips a beat at her admission. And then Sophia leans in and places a soft kiss on my lips. My eyes widen, but before I have the chance to react, she turns around and walks away. My cheeks heat as I come to realize that her kiss means that she cares about me beyond just friendship.

I lift a trembling finger and carefully touch my lips, thinking about how it made me feel—like someone precious. I’m glad that Sophia didn’t give me the chance to react, for I have no idea how without showing her that I don’t fully trust her. I feel conflicted, because I do want to trust her. I want her friendship, and perhaps even whatever this might be. But I used to be someone that trusted easily, until the person I trusted the most betrayed me. Seeing how that ended for me, how his betrayal turned my life inside out, I’m not very eager to possibly repeat that mistake.

Besides, ever since I was a child, I was told that it could only ever be a man and a woman. Of course, I used to be curious, but my circumstances made certain that curiosity was all it could ever be. In that life, I was terrified of sinning. Until my life became a string of sins.

I swallow hard in an attempt to clear my mind. I need to remain focused.

Thinking about what I’m planning to do going forward, I realize that I’m mere actions removed from going down a path that I won’t ever be able to return from. If I’m not already going to burn for my sins, I will definitely burn after I’m through.
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“You know… I could help, if you would let me?” Sophia’s question catches me off guard, her constant change of attitude giving me whiplash. Looking up from my notes, I frown at her, irritation undoubtedly clear on my face. It seems that she and Isra share this trait of not being able to make up their minds.

“After all that berating earlier, now you suddenly want to help me?” I don’t trust it, not really.

She shrugs and gives me a slightly embarrassed smile, clearly not getting the hint that I don’t feel like accepting her offer. And then I remember that kiss, the feeling of her soft lips against mine, and I quickly turn away as a blush creeps up on me.

I blink through my embarrassment until I feel myself calm down. A deep breath in, a slow one out, and I come to consider that it might be a good idea—safe, even—to have an extra pair of eyes on it in case there’s something I missed. I’m definitely not going to ask him for his input.

“Okay, fine,” I say, gesturing for her to take a seat next to me so I can give her a quick explanation.

Sophia gathers a chair from another desk and joins me. She looks at my notes in anticipation, but my eyes linger on her face and the way her eyes reflect the flames from the fire burning in front of us. The flames with a color so similar to her magic that it makes me wonder if that is what shaped it.

Biting the inside of my cheek, I lower my gaze to the papers in front of me. “I’m working on a transportation spell,” I start to explain, “based on the spell from before. The idea is that it will once again connect me with my husband. But instead of being a spectator, I want to physically go to him.”

I look at Sophia to see if she’s following. She nods at me to continue. “I’ve already managed to create a sort of portal that I can put my arm through, but I wasn’t able to contact the other side. The time limit was too short, and the spell was not powerful enough for more, so I need to fix that.”

“I cannot believe that you are already at a level where you are creating your own spells,” Sophia says after being silent for a moment. She sounds genuinely impressed.

The compliment makes me blush slightly. “Well, it’s not that complicated when you understand the composition of the magic circles. The wording is actually the most challenging part.”

I show her my notes, and she nods approvingly as she goes through them, leaning on the desk.

“What about the sacrifice?” Sophia then asks.

“For the test run I used my own blood as before, but I don’t think it’s enough for what I want to accomplish. The problem is that I won’t be able to really test it if I have to cut off a limb.”

Sophia nods again as she hands me the notes back. “When the time is here, you will need to make a sacrifice and hope that it is good enough.” It’s my turn to nod as she hits the nail on the head. “Meaning that until then, you will not be certain that your spell works.”

“Exactly, which is why a second opinion on my work could prove to be valuable.”

“Did you design the circle yourself, from scratch?” Sophia asks me while looking at my sketches.

“I did, based on the different components that make up the basic circles.”

“Impressive,” Sophia says. “Have you already tried it out?”

“Yes, when I was able to transport my arm. But it’s possible that the spell is also lacking, meaning it could be a combination of both that and an insufficient sacrifice.”

Sophia looks at my notes for the incantation, and I almost hear her thinking. “To be honest, the spell looks good. Then again, I am not fluent either,” she finally says.

“Is anyone?”

“He is,” she answers with a pained look.

Just the mere mention of him is enough for my chest to start aching. My whole body itches to follow that pull toward him. It's annoying, and I don’t understand it. Nor do I want any part of it, so I’m hoping that ignoring it will make it go away. Wishful thinking, probably.

“I’m definitely not going to ask him for help,” is all I say on the matter while I take the notes back from her. “If he knows about it, he might try to stop me.”

“Aeliana,” Sophia says, hesitating. “He already knows.”

Shock ripples through me, and I almost drop the papers, giving her an accusatory glare. “Did you tell him?” I bite at her with an angry look.

“No, he already knew. He knows everything that happens here,” she replies with a shake of her head.

I silently curse at myself. Of course he does. I’m such an idiot. “Well, he hasn’t stopped me yet, so I guess that’s a good sign.”

“I really cannot say.”

“And thus, nothing changes,” I mumble, biting the inside of my cheek in slight frustration.

A trickle of doubt finds a way into my mind, and I try to shake it off by closing my eyes and taking a few deep breaths. My conviction is something that I can’t afford to lose. “I guess I should go back to work, then. Make some final improvements.”

Sophia nods and gets up, looking back at me before she leaves. “Come and get me before you are to start casting the spell, okay? Just in case.”

“Will do,” I say. When she smiles at me, I return it, slightly more sincere than the last time.
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After fine-tuning the magic circle—the incantation and the spell itself—I still feel that something is off. Unable to put my finger on it, I check and recheck everything, squinting my eyes at my notes, but I just don’t see it. In the end, I just sit there, staring down at the papers with my hands in my hair and ready to scream.

“The starting point of the incantation in the circle is off by a few degrees. With a regular spell it wouldn’t matter, but with a custom spell like this one, even the slightest mistake can make the whole thing blow up in your face. I’ve been there, and I can promise you that it isn’t a pretty sight.”

He stands behind me, looking down at my notes over my shoulder. I let out a yelp and almost topple out of my chair. How did I not notice him sneak up on me? I’m constantly so aware of his presence, and now it leads me to almost fall down face-first.

He chuckles in return, clearly amused by my reaction. He moves to the side of the desk and gathers the papers. He then proceeds to take my pen from my hand, his fingers touching mine and making my breath catch. He seems to hesitate for a fraction of a second before he casually corrects the mistake that I overlooked. It's such a stupid one at that; I almost feel like an idiot for not picking up on it myself.

I’m startled, unable to speak. He gives me a wicked smile while he hands me the pen back, and my chest is about ready to explode.

“You’re not going to stop me?” My voice comes out like a squeak, and I wince at how pathetic it sounds.

“I’m too curious to see what will happen,” he replies truthfully. His hand touches my shoulder, lingering for a brief moment, and my cheeks heat. The usual pull is a gentle nudge, but one that persists far longer than seems possible.

When I finally look at him, he’s gone as quietly as he appeared. “Looks like that is as much of a blessing as I’m going to get,” I mumble to myself. My shoulders sag, and a breath escapes me.

As far as I know, my bathroom has the only standing mirror large enough to double as a portal, so that’s where I head off to. On my way there, I find Sophia at her favorite spot in the center of the garden, reading.

“You figured it out?” she asks, looking up from her book.

“He helped me,” I explain.

“He did?” she questions, her mouth falling open in astonishment, as if she finds this as unbelievable as I did.

“Yes,” I reply with a wide grin. “I’m going to do a trial run first, but I was wondering if you’d want to be there for that as well?” Safety in numbers is what I tell myself for wanting her present for any of this. But the truth is that perhaps she’s slowly starting to get past my defenses after all.

“Of course,” she says, her hazelnut eyes sparkling, and she gets up to follow me. “What are you going to use as a conduit—as a portal?”

“The mirror in my bathroom.” I laugh nervously as impatience tries to take over.

“Perfect indeed.” She chuckles.

Standing in front of the mirror, my mouth feels dry and my hands are clammy. Which doesn’t help with the grip I need to have on the knife for this next part. Sophia looks at me with a pasted-on smile and an expression that asks me if I’m absolutely sure about this. I can’t find it in me to tell her that I’m not. Not really, and I probably never will be. She doesn’t need to know that, I remind myself. She’s only here in case something goes wrong. Even if part of me is glad that I don’t have to do this completely on my own.

I cut the palm of my hand with the knife and use my blood to carefully draw the circle on the surface of the mirror. With one eye on my notes, I carefully speak the spell while already feeling the cut close itself.

With every word that I speak, the circle starts to glow and absorb the blood. The modifications that I made seem to be effective, as the front door of my old home comes into view. The spell itself is strong enough to not need a second circle. Or, at least, that’s the case for the trial run.

Curling and uncurling my fingers, I take a deep breath and try to clear my mind. Acutely aware of how very wrong this could go, I stick my hand through the mirror before I can change my mind. The cold air on the other side feels harsh against my skin. The pressure that I felt last time isn’t present, so I carefully touch the wood of the front door with the tips of my fingers. It feels rough against my skin, and I almost chuckle when I realize that Henry clearly forgot that the wood needs to be sanded every now and then.

Next, I make my hand into a fist, knock on the door, and retract my arm back into the portal. After an ample amount of time passes, a woman opens the door and looks around. There’s a frown on her face, and the woman slightly shakes her head when she clearly concludes it must have been a child playing a prank. It’s what the boys in our neighborhood would do when we were children, after all.

“Looks like it works,” I say as she steps back inside and closes the door with a click. The image starts to fade, and the mirror returns to being just a mirror.

“Do you have any idea how much time you will have?” Sophia asks, her brows pulling in while she clasps her hands together in front of her.

“No.” I avoid looking at her out of fear that I might change my mind and clear my throat. “I’m hoping that whatever time I have will suffice.”

“When do you want to do this?”

“Now?” My reply comes out as more of a question, and I curse silently. I keep my eyes on the mirror in an attempt to not let her see how nervous I am.

“Are you sure?” Sophia sounds as uncertain as I feel.

“Never, but I don’t want to risk him dying if I wait longer than needed.”

“Sounds reasonable.” Sophia sighs, unable to keep the worry out of her voice any longer. “And the sacrifice?”

My hand clenches around the knife. “I know what, I just hope that it will be enough. Can you”—I pause, biting the inside of my cheek—“give me a minute?”

“Of course.” Sophia leaves the bathroom, giving me some space.

So many thoughts race through my head, making it difficult to think straight. I lean my hands against the porcelain sink and close my eyes, taking a few deep breaths to try to focus. Even though I know what I’m going to do—what I have to do—it doesn’t mean that it’s easy.

After a few more seconds, I open the door and gesture for Sophia to come back inside.

“Are you ready?” she asks.

“As ready as I’ll ever be.”

For the second time in just a few minutes, I cut my hand and redraw the circle with my blood. My voice shakes when I recite the spell, knowing what comes after.

“Fargt ip uran como bliort.

“Dlugar iadnamad adpan.

“Gi gi pah butmani parm rumvi cnila zomeng.”

My raised hand holds the knife tightly, but it’s as unsteady as my voice. Switching the knife over to my non-dominant hand, I turn to the vanity behind me, where the spoon I left there rests. I retrieved it from the storage room earlier when I realized I needed something that wouldn’t risk me ending up with permanent brain damage.

The silver reflects the light almost ominously as my right hand closes around the handle. My heart races, and it takes a few more deep breaths for me to somewhat calm down. I focus on my reflection in the mirror and try to channel all that I have toward the next part of the spell.

With a swift movement, I bury the spoon in the tissue right underneath my left eye. I exert as much pressure as I can manage to make it go as fast as possible. Blood immediately streams out of the wound and all over my face. I fight to hold back my screams and desperately try not to faint from the hot, sharp pain. Sinking to my knees, I continue using the spoon to vigorously scoop out my own eye. The blood and the pain make it nearly impossible to see what I’m doing.

A scream escapes me when my eye pops out of its socket, the spoon clattering loudly onto the tile floor. Carefully, I use the knife to sever the nerves, cutting the eye loose. My blood-soaked hands tremble when I drop the knife as well. Sophia hands me a towel and, with the eye held in one hand, I manage to partially clean up my face. My breath comes out in ragged pants, my heart practically ready to beat out of my chest.

Scrambling to my feet, I try not to look at the wound or to notice the burning pain. My whole body feels sluggish and weak, ready to give out. The magic circle is already starting to show me my destination, so I stick out the hand that holds my eye and place it in its center. Then I briefly close my remaining eye, trying not to collapse as relief washes over me.

My voice is weak when I repeat the spell, my words barely audible over the rushing in my ears.

“Fargt ip uran como bliort.

“Dlugar iadnamad adpan.

“Gi gi pah butmani parm rumvi cnila zomeng.”

It takes all I have not to faint, but I regain some energy from seeing the effect of my sacrifice. The blood that I used to draw the circle spreads out across the whole surface of the mirror. In the middle sits a darker spot that seems to spin and turn, until it opens itself up and my eye stares back at me. The front door lies behind it, creaking open as if to invite me in. A flicker of doubt has me hesitating for a second. A wave of cold washes over me as I briefly wonder what I’m doing. What I’m going to do once I step out on the other side. What if this is a mistake?

Sophia hands me the knife back, a weak smile on her lips. “Just in case,” she says in an attempt to comfort me, and I nod, looking from her to the mirror and back. Some doubt continues to linger, hard to ignore.

“Wish me luck?”

“Good luck,” she says.

I lean into her and give her a quick, soft kiss. “Thank you,” I whisper.

Without waiting for Sophia’s reaction, I turn around and step into the mirror. Passing through it feels cold and unnatural, like stepping through a waterfall of ice-cold water without getting wet. I emerge on the other side and find myself in the hallway, the front door shut firmly behind me.

It’s strange to be back again. The hallway looks mostly the same, perhaps just a little bit more run down than the last time. The wallpaper is slightly more faded, and the table next to the door is gone, telling me it finally gave out after all. There is a gasp, followed by a name that I never expected to hear again. A name that I wouldn’t recognize if it came from anyone else.

I turn around while I swallow down my tears. Henry stands in front of me, clearly even older than the last time I saw him. Where I found that it suited him before, now it only makes him look weak. He’s blinking rapidly, his hands hanging loosely at his side while he takes me in.

“You… You’re alive? After all these years?” His eyes linger on the bloody wound on my face before he quickly looks away, a sneer of disgust on his face. “Where have you been? I have been looking all over for you. I⁠—”

My heart turns to stone upon hearing his words. His blatant lie. “Have you been looking for me?” My voice is as cold as I feel inside, and I practically feel myself change. My magic runs through me like live energy, feeding on the sudden, almost violent, change in my emotions. It urges me on, whispers in my ear that I shouldn’t let him get away with this. He utterly and completely destroyed me, and he has the audacity to lie about it?

Aware of the knife in my hand, my grip around it tightens. By the flicker in Henry’s eyes, I know that he notices the weapon. He gulps and takes a step back, sweat forming on his forehead. Yes, I can easily believe the image I must make in his eyes, with the white-knuckled grip on the weapon and the blazing anger clear for all to see on my face.

“I can’t believe that you’re actually surprised to see me alive.” I start toward him, and Henry backs away in response until he’s pressed with his back against the wall. “Or was that lousy assassin you hired too chicken to admit that he hadn’t finished the job? That, instead, he raped me and sold me off?” Saying it out loud cements my resolution toward what I plan to do. It makes it real, so very real, but the pain that I expected never follows the words.

“Wh-what are you talking about?” Henry looks away from me, and it only angers me more.

“You know damn well what I’m talking about!” My voice is harsh, unwavering, years of emotional and physical abuse about to burst free through my words.

Henry is so startled by my shouting that he stumbles and falls. I look down on him, feeling nothing for the frail, pitiful old man at my feet. Hatred blinds me.

“Darling, are you okay? What’s going on?” She comes down the stairs and screams as soon as she sees me.

She turns to run back up the stairs, and I go after her. My hand tangles in her hair, and I drag her down, placing her in front of me. I push the blade of the knife against her throat, my eyes snapping to Henry’s once more.

“You know, I understand why you did it,” I say while she kicks and screams in my arms. “You wanted children, and I was unable to give them to you. Even after I finally conceived, the child still died. It didn’t matter that I gave you everything, and continued to give you everything even when you started to abuse me. I was broken. You had a problem that needed to be fixed, and so you fixed it. Till death do us part… how beautifully you worked that to your favor.”

Henry starts to laugh nervously. “I-I knew you would understand it—why I did what I did. I had no choice. I had to⁠—”

“But, certainly,” I continue, cutting him off, “there must have been another solution that didn’t involve having your wife murdered. And even if that really was the only way”—I push the knife harder against her skin, cutting her—“why her? Why my sister?”

“Please, please don’t,” my sister cries, her fingers digging into my skin as she desperately tries to free herself.

My eyes fall on the ring around her finger, the wedding ring that was once mine. It’s a simple gold band engraved with flowers and a small translucent stone set in the center. Nothing all that special, really, but it was his mother’s before me, and her mother’s before. Seeing it around my sister’s finger has me seeing red.

Keeping the knife firmly pressed in place, my hand grasps her finger. I tug at it with such force that she whimpers in response. All it takes is a single word for ice-blue flames to erupt from where I touch her skin. She screams as the fire burns through her in a matter of seconds, blackening the bone underneath and slowly melting the ring around her finger.

She’s about to faint, so I run some healing magic through her. It’s not much, but it will keep her awake as the fire consumes the piece of jewelry right off her flesh. Her voice breaks, and her screams trail off as she redirects her energy to keep breathing through the pain and the fear. The smell of her burned skin fills the hallway, and tears track down her cheeks.

After a few more moments, the ring is gone and the flame dies out. My sister pants heavily, and I give her a final splash of healing magic to take off the edge. I don’t want her too numb from the pain, after all. Her ring finger is nothing but a burned piece of bone, crumbling as I let go of her hand, and it drops unceremoniously to her side.

I give it one final look, then redirect my gaze to Henry. He cowers in the corner, disgust and fear waging a war on his face. Yet he finds himself unable to look away from the scene in front of him. Despite what I did to his wife, my sister, he just sat there and watched as it happened, seemingly unable or unwilling to even try and stop me. Always taking the easy way out, never one to risk putting himself in harm’s way.

“You know what,” I say, already fed up with the whole ordeal, “it doesn’t matter anymore. It doesn’t matter anymore why I had to die for you to remarry my widowed sister. She already had a child of her own. You knew that she could have at least one more. It doesn’t matter anymore because it ends here.”

With a single movement, I slit my sister’s throat and throw her in front of him. Henry screams, the sound toe curling yet unable to break through the coldness that has taken hold of my heart.

“You should have let your bloodline end with me, for now I’m going to end it for you.”

My sister grasps at Henry’s clothes, gurgling, spilling blood over both herself and him. The air fills with that unmistakable tangy, coppery scent, and I find myself almost reveling in it. Henry takes her in his arms, the gesture almost loving, sobbing through his panic. If only he had held me like that the night our son died. Perhaps things would have been different now.

My sister reaches for him and tries to say something, but then she goes still. Her blood stops flowing, and her eyes become glassy and distant. As I stand over them, a voice squeaks from the top of the stairs. “Mom? Dad?”

My head snaps back to the boy standing halfway down the stairs. He sees his mother lying in a puddle of her own blood, and he freezes in place. He is about thirteen, and I’m pretty sure that he’s my sister’s oldest, the one she had a year before I… left. He has her dirty-blonde hair and the dark-brown eyes of her first husband. I don’t bother to remember his name.

“Take your sister and get out of here, quickly!” Henry shouts at him.

To his credit, the boy doesn’t hesitate. I’m equally impressed that Henry still has the clarity of mind to warn him. The boy turns around and runs back up the stairs. I find myself conflicted for a moment since the child is innocent in all this. But Henry mentioned a sister and my magic runs wild, unable to bear the thought that even a single one of them might survive. So, I tighten my grip around the knife and follow him upstairs.

Henry yells, the sound raw and full of emotion, and I turn around to face him. He pushes my sister’s corpse aside, manages to get up, and lunges a fist at me. The stupid fool is already too old and weak. It takes almost no effort for me to simply sidestep his punch. He trips over his own feet because of this, stumbling as I flip the knife in my hand and slash at him. I cut his stomach open from side to side, so deep that his guts partially fall out onto the floor in front of him.

Henry turns white as a sheet. He starts to bleed as his knees give out and he falls to the ground. His hands frantically grip at his guts, trying to push them back inside. I chuckle at the sight of him. It’s pitiful watching this man desperately trying to put himself back together. To think that I adored him, once upon a time. That I would die for him.

“Stay here,” I say, pointing the knife at him, then going for the stairs once more.

I easily find the boy in one of the bedrooms. He holds his younger sister in his arms, both of them crying. Locking the door behind me, I let my magic clear my mind and take over so that I won’t hesitate in what I am about to do. Will I regret it later? Perhaps. But right now, it feels right. Wrong, but so very right.
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Henry leans against the open door frame that leads to the living room. He’s already starting to look gray, barely hanging on. Blood leaks from the corner of his mouth, and his shaking hands are still trying to put his intestines back inside. He’s mumbling something, but I don’t bother to try and make out what he’s saying. He looks up when he hears me descend the stairs, paling even more when he realizes what this means, what I did.

“Thank you,” I say, and his look of disgust changes to bewilderment. “Your selfish actions have given me the strength to do what I needed to do, so that I could become who I’m meant to be.

“It’s funny, in a way, how the old me was willing to die for you. It’s as if you knew that was exactly what needed to happen. With this, I’m returning the favor. Though I honestly doubt that you’ll be coming back from it.”

Henry makes a final gurgling noise, and then his eyes gloss over.

After a few minutes of silence, I let out a breath of relief. I casually shove him aside and step into the living room. My eyes wander around the room, and I’m uncertain why I felt the need to come in here. But the ice around my heart starts to melt, my magic receding yet also pushing me forward. To find something.

Turning around, my eye falls on a framed picture on a bookcase. A frown creeps up on me, and I reach out to take a closer look. Just when the tips of my fingers touch the frame, I’m violently transported back through the portal. My body is catapulted through the mirror and into my bathroom.

The mirror shatters around me as I’m thrown to the floor. The fall rips open the wound from my missing eye, and shards of glass cut my arms. Something wooden slides under the cabinet to the side, disappearing from sight. The last of my strength leaves me when I try to get up, fail, and fall down again. Sophia’s touch is gentle as she helps me up. Her soft voice whispers words that I don’t understand, but they seem reassuring.

The wound from my eye is painful and itches. It’s bleeding again and makes it difficult for me to focus my other eye. Sophia says something, her voice high now, almost shrill. There is a thud, and then her hands no longer support me. I fall a seemingly endless distance before I hit my head, and everything goes dark.
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My head pounds when I slowly manage to gain full consciousness. The first thing that I see is Sophia, her eyes wide, scared, and glassy. My knife is stuck in her chest, her lifeless hands clasped around it.

A hazelnut-colored hand appears, grabbing Sophia’s necklace and brutally yanking it away from her. The fire-like color from the jewel immediately fades when it’s no longer touching her skin, turning into a translucent white. My eyes follow the hand as it goes up. Isra laughs happily as she holds the necklace close to her face, studying it carefully.

She doesn’t notice that I’m no longer unconscious and filled with white-hot rage.

“Finally,” Isra says while she puts the necklace around her neck, “claiming my rightful place.”

Her hands are coated in blood that isn’t hers, and I lose the ability to rationalize. My hands dart out to grab her legs, and I drag her to the floor. She lets out a scream and hits the tiles. I yell at her in rage, my voice raw and guttural, even to my own ears.

Isra kicks at me but, despite her valiant effort, she’s unable to keep me from dragging myself on top of her. She curses upon seeing my face, and I snatch the necklace from her, so violently that my nails catch on her skin and rip into her. In retaliation, Isra starts to claw at me. I swat her hands away, my patience growing thin.

She continues to struggle under me, clawing, kicking, and screaming. I growl at her and reach for something, anything. My hands find the nearest shard of the broken mirror, and I proceed to repeatedly stab her in the neck. Even when she’s dead, blood smeared around us, I uncontrollably stab her more and more and more, unable to stop myself. My rage is completely out of control.

Isra’s neck is nothing but a bloody pulp by the time I finally come to my senses. I sit up on top of her dead body, panting and coming down from my rage-induced high.

“I hope this is what you wanted,” I whisper once I notice that she’s not healing, at long last.

Looking around, my eyes catch on Sophia. She lies with her back to me. Isra didn’t only stab her, but also bashed her skull in.

Some other emotions finally return to me, and I desperately try not to cry, though the tears are already welling up behind my eyes. I catch my own reflection in the shard in my hand and flinch. The wound in my face looks horrible, monstrous. Where my left eye should be is nothing but a gaping, bleeding hole in my face. But the thing that draws my attention the most is my hair. It has turned completely white.

My grip around the shard involuntarily tightens, and the sharp edges cut into my hand and fingers. The pain brings me back, and I drop it. The sound of shattering glass is deafeningly loud in the otherwise quiet bathroom.

I turn to Isra, looking her over and lingering on that pair of perfectly fine emerald-green eyes. Gritting my teeth, I search around for the spoon. My hands close around it, the silver stained red from my blood, and I carefully pop out one of those beautiful orbs. My hand grows steady as soon as the piece of silverware pierces her skin. Concentration takes over while I set to scooping. In a gruesome way, I’m almost grateful that I was able to practice on myself earlier.

The eye pops out of its socket and I use the knife that’s still sticking out of Sophia’s chest to quickly cut it loose completely. Then, I place both the spoon and the knife on the tile floor next to Isra. Carefully, I close my hand around the eyeball. Using the walls as support, I get up and stumble out of the bathroom, past my room, through the hallway, and under the archway around the garden. I’m pushed forward as if in a daze, not sure where I’m going yet knowing without a shadow of a doubt where every single step takes me. For once, I find myself glad for the pull that wants nothing more than to take me over completely.

I’m barely holding it together. The blood loss is taking its toll, and shock starts to settle in. Eventually, I find myself guided back to those black doors. Yet as soon as they come into sight, I wonder if I’m brave enough to go behind them. Shuffling on my feet, I turn away, finding that I’m not.

The doors open with a creak and a voice comes from my left, from my blind side. “How did it go?”

I turn to find him utterly unimpressed by my demeanor and by the blood that coats both my body and my clothes. Not to mention the wound in my face that’s clear for all to see. It’s almost as if he’s smiling.

I tremble and start to feel sick. I know that I’m about to pass out, so without saying a word, I hold out my hand to him. It’s shaking violently now, as is the rest of my body, and I get more lightheaded with every passing second.

He takes the emerald-green eye from me and nods in understanding. A relieved sigh escapes me as my eye rolls back in my head, and I collapse.
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Ashock of electricity wakes me up with a panicked gasp. A headache immediately fills my head when I jolt upright in the bed. My thoughts are a jumbled mess, and the left side of my vision is dark. With trembling fingers, I carefully touch my face. The feel of bandages on the left side and over my eye brings back the memory of what happened—the image of Sophia’s dead body, the look in her lifeless eyes. I slump and stare down at my hands. There is a heaviness in my chest and my body trembles, but the tears refuse to come.

Much like that first time, I look around the room and take in everything around me: the burnt-umber walls with mahogany wooden skirting boards, the matching hardwood floor, furniture in the same wood as the skirting boards. No windows, a door in the far-left corner leading to a hallway, another leading to the bathroom on the left of the bed. The wall between them is filled with shelves that hold an uncountable number of candles. The first time that I awoke here seems ages ago. It might be, for all that I know.

There is a knock on the door and when it opens, I almost expect Isra to walk in. Except I don’t remember her ever knocking. My mind darts back to the moment that I repeatedly stabbed her, to when I killed her. I cringe. It’s just me now. And him, I conclude as he walks in with a bowl of fruit in his hands. He places it on the desk and turns his gaze to me, his yellow eyes calculating as they look me over.

“How are you feeling?” His eyes remain on me while he leans back against the desk, crossing his arms in front of his chest. Muscles strain against the fabric of his shirt, and it takes more effort than I care to admit to drag my eyes up to his face.

My look of utter confusion doesn’t go unnoticed, and he gives me a faint smile. Without saying another word, he comes to sit on the side of the bed and reaches for me. I flinch as he touches my face and starts to undo the bandages. His touch is gentle, careful, and every brush of his fingertips against my face makes me want to lean into the featherlight contact. I don’t understand why he makes me feel this way when all I know is to fear him. And I do fear him, but the longer I’m here, the more I long for him as well. I crave him and the faint touches that he gives me. The looks and the smiles that are certainly enough to have me combust on the spot, despite it being unclear if he wants to have me or devour me. Perhaps both.

Sophia warned me away from him, but so far, he hasn’t given me a reason to heed that warning. There’s only the inexplicable way in which I'm drawn to him and my own common sense that tells me to heed her words. Two conflicting urges that wage a war inside of me: to go to him or to run fast and far. Both equally inexplicable and frustrating. I just want to understand what this is, why I’m feeling what I’m feeling, and how I can make it stop. At the same time, part of me is just curious to know if I’m the only one affected by whatever this is.

He meticulously inspects the uncovered part of my face and nods in approval. Carefully, I open my left eye and find that I’m able to see out of it. It seems very alien, though, as if there is a layer on top of my eye that slightly distorts a part of my vision. I close my right eye and look around with only the left one. Things seem to be moving in the shadows, but I’m unsure if I’m actually seeing it or just exhausted from everything that happened.

“The scars should fade soon,” he says as I open my right eye.

Turning to face him, I almost flinch away a second time. The combination of both eyes shows a dark-red aura that hangs around him like a mist of blood. Part of me wants to look at him with only my new eye, but another part is hesitant enough to stop me from doing so. Hesitation caused not only by this mist, but also by the sheer sense of danger, of evil, that he almost radiates.

Is this how Isra saw the world around her, how she saw him? I had been under the impression that it was her returned memories that made her so violent and borderline insane and downright volatile. But this, this sight, I don’t think that it helped with her sanity at all. If I hadn’t seen this place with my own eyes, I’m certain that it would have driven me mad as well.

“It seems that you’re already starting to realize,” he says, cutting through my thoughts. He already heads to the door, not looking back at me. My left eye shows me the most vile, hidden expression on his face as he walks out the door. I wonder—fear—what might happen to me from this point forward. Even with the contradicting emptiness that fills me at the lack of his presence.

As soon as he closes the door behind him, I will all of those thoughts away. I slip out of bed and go to the bathroom. There are no traces of what happened, as if it were nothing but a dream. A nightmare. The mirror has been replaced with an identical new one, both bodies have been removed, and the rubble and blood cleaned up. The only thing remaining is the knife, cleaned and carefully placed on the chair next to the door. Despite this, I still see Sophia’s body lying on the cold tile floor.

I undress and take a careful look at myself. My body is marked by the faint traces of cuts and bruises, but the scars on the left side of my face are the worst of all. The skin around the eye is one big scar, red and stingy, yet looking older than I know it to be. It’s a relief to know that it will indeed quickly fade away.

It’s strange, unsettling, to see my reflection look back at me with both a blue and a green eye. On the other hand, it’s far better than only one eye, so I really can’t complain. What I find to be at least equally unsettling and weird is my hair. Not a single trace of my natural dirty-blonde remains; every single strand has turned white.

In the flicker of the candles in the bathroom, the white has a silver-gray shine to it. Running my fingers through it, it feels as natural as can be, which somehow is even more strange. My chest tightens at the idea that perhaps my eye wasn’t enough of a sacrifice after all.

My own reflection sends a shiver through me, and I throw a large towel over the mirror to obscure it. I turn around and do the same for the smaller one above the sink. With a last look, I close the door behind me and return to bed. Both my body and my mind feel so very, very tired.

Nightmares made me toss and turn, so despite my tiredness, I get washed up. I put on a navy-blue sleeveless dress and a black overbust corset with lacing in the front. The hem of the corset has silver stitching in it that shimmers in the light. It oddly matches my new hair color. I admire it for a moment, then leave my room and go out to the garden. Even there everything seems to be alive with something. Shadows move around, yet they are gone once I focus on them.

“If I had known, I would have accepted having only one eye,” I mumble to myself.

I stop in front of the bench in the center of the garden—the one that Sophia would always sit on. I almost expected to find her here, and not seeing her sets an ache in my heart.

What happened to her body?

Something swells inside of my chest even before his voice reaches me. “I returned her to her original time. It will be as if she never left. Isra as well.”

He still manages to startle me. Not so much his presence, but the knowledge that he answered a question I didn’t speak out loud.

“Is that what would have happened to me if Isra had killed me?” I ask while I turn around to face him.

It’s unsettling to look at him with a mix of two visions, with that red aura fixed over his warm, honey skin. While I’m curious to find out what I will be able to see with only the emerald-green eye, I don’t dare to try it. Instead, I hope to learn to control this newfound sight of mine.

He smiles his usual wicked smile, and I notice that it’s less cold compared to before. Is it the eye showing it to me differently, or is his smile itself different? No matter the reason, it still looks like a violent, deadly promise.

“Yes, you would return to your room in that filthy whorehouse, bleeding out from cutting your own wrists.” He doesn’t even blink when he says those words, baring my own truth in front of me.

I only barely manage to hold back a shudder, taken aback that he knows about this. About this most shameful part of me—of my life. “Why?”

“Because I have no use for you when you’re dead.”

“You kidnap women and put them back where you found them when they’ve lost their usefulness?”

“It’s not quite that simple, but in a way, yes.” He laughs.

Gritting my teeth, I stop myself from speaking, because my newfound boldness is going to get me in trouble. Or worse, dead. Because he clearly has no reservations when it comes to that.

“You’ll understand, at some point,” he says. “But for now, you should have this.”

In the blink of an eye, he stands right behind me, so close that it makes my breath hitch. His chest almost touches my back, and his breath is hot on my neck. I can feel the heat of his body against my own. He smells like fire and brimstone and something else… something that I can’t name. Something warm and woody that manages to take the edge off the brimstone. It makes the whole thing weirdly calming, like being cuddled up in a soft blanket in front of a fire. The notion is so at odds with what little I know of this man that I find it hard, nearly impossible, to reconcile the two with each other.

He reaches out to me and brushes my hair out of the way, his hand stroking the back of my neck. My body heats under his touch, and I feel myself blush. I’m grateful that he can’t see it. His movements are careful while he puts something around my neck. A cool stone falls against my skin, and it’s enough to tell me what he’s giving me. Sophia’s necklace. My chest tightens, and a sob lodges itself in my throat. I touch the jewel, and it turns from colorless to ice blue, the color of my magic.

His fingers trail along my jaw, and from the corner of my left eye I see that they are red. Red as dried blood. I end up flinching after all, and he grabs the back of my neck, the pressure hard enough to bruise and making it difficult to breathe. Panic rushes through me but I can’t move, can’t struggle against him.

“Don’t forget that you’re mine,” he whispers in my ear.

The next moment he’s gone, and I fall to the ground, gasping for air.
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My neck hurts, and my heart beats like a drum. I desperately try to rub the pain away with my hands, to no avail. I hate the idea that he seemingly thinks of me as his property. My previous life was wasted trying to please a man; I don’t plan on spending this new one doing the exact same thing, despite what a part of me is pushing me to do against my will. All that I need is a way out. Between my magic allowing me to leave for a limited time and Sophia confessing to me that he can leave, I know that it’s possible, one way or another. The only question is what the price will be.

Upon entering the library, I’m greeted by an eerie silence. Tension hangs in the air as only a few books in the back dare to call out to me. I walk toward them, but something feels off as I look at their spines. It’s as if they are warning me instead of calling for me, which they never did before. So, I find myself worrying.

Between two thick books is a thinner one that almost screams at me to stay away. I take it in my hands and open it, its screams growing louder and louder while I flip the pages. Halfway through the book, I find an antique gold coin.

When I remove the coin from the book, it abruptly falls silent, like I have taken away its magic. I lift the disc up to get a closer look, turning it over between my fingers. One side shows the emblem of a snake with a moon. On the other side is a raven with spread wings and a rose clutched in its talons.

With the coin in my hand, I return to my room where I put it in the drawer of my nightstand, next to the feather. What am I supposed to do with these things? It’s most definitely starting to look like some kind of weird collection. A sigh leaves me as I bury my hands in my hair—my white hair, one of so many strange things that I’m accepting as normal for lack of an explanation.

Pacing the room, my eyes land on my desk, and I notice that some of my notes are missing. Everything is as I had left it, except the notes on the spell that I used to visit Henry. I was going to use those as a base for another spell to get me out of here. The fruit bowl, I realize, is placed in the exact spot where I left the papers.

He took them. It has to be him, and I want them—need them—back. I’ll never be able to recall each and every detail of the spell, and starting from scratch will take forever. Not only that, but it’s also the principle. He can’t just come in here and take things that don’t belong to him. Even if I belong to him…

No, no I do not. He may have spirited me away and locked me up here, but that doesn’t make me his property. He allowed me to do as I pleased earlier, so why would he start meddling now? Besides, I need to get away from here and return home. Even though the place I once knew as home is gone, that doesn’t mean that my will to leave is gone as well.

My feet guide me out of my room, and even though part of me knows that this isn’t a good idea, my mind is nevertheless clouded by anger. Grinding my teeth, I come to a standstill in front of those black wooden doors. That familiar pull tells me that I’ll be able to find him in his quarters. Yet, I hesitate with my hand already on the rough dark wood.

Biting at my lips, I wonder if this is even a good idea. If he took my notes, then he certainly isn’t just going to give them back. It’s not as if I can fight him for them. Well, I could try, but that’s one fight that I’m definitely not going to win.

Sure, starting over will be a pain, but confronting him is likely going to be literal pain. A lot of it. It’s also about not wanting to be owned by him, or by anyone for that matter, ever again.

Pushing against the door, I find it to be locked, which comes as no surprise. “Time to find out what this eye can do,” I mumble while closing my right eye.

A black shimmer clings to the coarse wood and, upon closer inspection, there are flecks of red intertwined within it. Magic and blood: the key needed to open the door. It takes just a little bit of magic to extend my fingers into sharp claws, formed in translucent ice-blue magic. They cut through my wrist like a knife to butter. When the blood wells up, I have to fight against the memories that come rushing back to me. Memories that he so crudely threw in my face earlier.

With a swift movement, I smear the blood over the door. I add my magic to it while I do so, then quickly heal the wound. The door hums in appreciation, absorbing both the blood and the magic. There’s a click, and then it swings open. Behind it looms nothing but darkness, and my eye only barely manages to show me the contours of more doors inside.

Before I can decide that this is a really bad idea after all, I step over the threshold and conjure a small blue flame in my hand to light the way. It has the same ice-blue color as my magic and, despite creating plenty of light, it brings forth no heat, only a cold glow that spreads across my fingers and arm. The flame floats above the outstretched palm of my hand, giving me just enough light to not trip over my own feet.

The walls on both sides of the hallway hold multiple doors in the same dark wood as the front door. All are closed, and something about them warns me off. Biting my lip, I decide that I better heed this warning.

Following the guidance of that pull inside me, I walk toward a door at the end of the hallway. A sigh of relief escapes me when I find it unlocked. Behind it is a set of stairs that descends into even more darkness. I take a deep breath and cautiously take them one at a time, fingering the necklace around my neck with every step that I take.

At the bottom of the stairs, another door opens, and I find myself in a spacious, round, dark-red room. I hesitate momentarily at the unsettling familiarity of the place, even though I can’t put my finger on why it seems familiar. Lined up along the walls are wrought-iron floor candelabras holding multiple burning candles. The flickering flames cast eerie shadows that dance on the walls and floor.

He stands in the middle of the empty room, holding the pages in his hands, as if waiting for me. He wears his usual black three-piece suit that fits him like a second skin. I can’t help but take a fraction of a second to appreciate the sight of him. The way he radiates power manages to feed that kernel of fear in me with a single look of his yellow eyes. Yellow eyes that reflect the flames from the candles as he looks me over. The moving shadows on his face make him look even more menacing. His whole demeanor does something to me that I’m desperately trying not to acknowledge.

“Give them back,” I demand, holding my hand out to him even from across the room. Then I reluctantly add, “Please.”

“These?” he asks, holding up my notes, a devious gleam lighting up his eyes even more.

He utters a few words, and the pages go up in black flames. I’m about to boil over, my hands clamped into fists and my nails biting into my palms in an attempt to not give in to his antagonizing.

“You seem to have forgotten that you have no right to any of this. The only reason you’re even here, why you’re even still alive, is because I want you to be. Don’t make me change my mind.”

“Then why?”

“Telling you wouldn’t be any fun, now would it?” His lips tip up in a smile, and I hear myself growl in response.

It’s clear that he’s attempting to rouse me for a reaction, and I hate that holding back takes so much out of me. My magic already crackles at the tips of my fingers, not sharing my need to remain in control. That is exactly what makes me snap mere seconds later—when the call of my magic threatens to become more than I can handle. So, I react in the only way that I can think of.

“Micalzo vonpho abramg sro gah tibibp.”

The strains of magic coil and turn faster than what I’m used to, urged on by my anger. It’s on him in mere seconds, caging him in and rapidly closing.

He flicks the spell away with a single gesture.

I panic, my control starting to slip away from me while I conjure spell after spell as I weave multiple into each other in my haste.

“I was going easy on you before.” He approaches me while he casually blocks every single one of my attacks. “But it looks like it’s time to start showing you what real magic is.”

He constructs a circle with both hands and a string of rapidly spoken words. Energy sizzles in the air. The candles that surround us seem to lose some of their brightness as a heavy darkness settles itself in the room. His black magic forms a circle that twists and turns in on itself, as if it’s barely able to contain the energy that it holds. I feel it from where I stand, the promise of certain death if that spell hits me head on. He’s fast, and I can only hope that I’m just that little bit faster.

Deciding I need to add blood to my spell, I do the only thing that I can think of: I bite my tongue until I taste copper in my mouth. I run my fingers over my bloody tongue and rapidly cast a protection, using the blood to add an extra defensive layer. It’s just an assumption, but if an offensive spell can gain more power from adding a sacrifice, why would it not be the same for defensive ones?

My protection is up a split second before his attack reaches me. The sheer force of the collision is astounding. It knocks over the candelabras and swipes me off my feet. My protection shatters under the impact and, even though I try to stop it, a scream escapes me when the spell hits me. It cuts my flesh as if with a thousand knives, over and over again while holding me in its grip. The pain takes over my mind until my own blood is all that I see. Then the spell disappears, and I collapse on my stomach on the floor. A puddle of red forms under me, dripping from hundreds upon hundreds of tiny cuts.

My head spins from the blood loss, and my body is paralyzed from the pain. My vision is blurry, and his approaching footsteps sound distorted in my ears. His shoes appear in my periphery, but I can’t even lift my head or crane my neck to look at him.

“Good thinking,” he says. “You managed to remove the fatality from the spell. Your defense was weak, but at least you managed to survive.”

The cuts make my whole body sting, and I cough up blood, frustrated by my inability to move even a single finger. I’m furious that he beat me down so quickly and effortlessly. I don’t care that our skill levels are incomparable; not even being able to give him a single mark hurts as much as the ones that he gave me.

“Looks like this might not be such a waste of my time after all.”

Blood starts to color my sight red as it drips in my eyes from the cuts on my face. I’m not even certain through which one of my eyes I see him, but I don’t like the look that he gives me. It’s something that I recognize all too well from those last years of my life, a kind of hunger that was one of the many things that drove me to my final act of desperation.

As quickly as I saw it, it vanishes. Then there is only an icy cold in his gaze. “Now hurry up and heal. This is getting tedious.”

He turns and walks away. Or, at least, I assume so, for so much blood had started to pool in front of my eyes that I have to close them. The sound of his receding footsteps is all that I have to go by. He stops somewhere, then he sits down on what I assume is a piece of furniture that wasn’t there earlier. He picks something up, and moments later there is the sound of rustling paper. My body screams at me as my stomach hardens, and my throat closes up. And he sits there reading. It makes me want to scream, and I wish I could. But my body physically isn’t letting me do anything beyond lie here. And thus, I wait while I start to heal.

My flesh slowly knits itself back together, itching as the cuts close up and smooth themselves over. It’s a special kind of torture all of its own. Minutes, then hours, go by of careful, tedious healing. A curse leaves my lips as I still can’t even lift my arm to wipe the blood from my eyes. I roll myself onto my back and wait for it to drip away, streaking my cheeks red.

Every passing moment has me getting more annoyed with the situation, my attention straying until eventually I open my eyes and find that my sight has cleared up. I roll my head to the side and see him sitting there. In an armchair, casually reading a book. I lie on the floor and glare at him with hard eyes, wishing to be stronger, to be able to take him on. It has me seething and, while I’m capable enough now to speed up the process with a healing spell, I refuse to do so just to spite him. If he thinks that I’m a waste of his time, then he can wait until my body heals by itself.

It takes even longer before I have the strength to sit up. Even then I don’t have it in me to move myself away from the puddle of blood. Not that it would make much of a difference, seeing as I’m literally soaked in red. He looks up from his book and clicks his tongue at the sight of me. I want to throw him a snarky remark, but instead I give him the nastiest look I can muster. His yellow eyes pierce my own in warning, but I don’t back down.

Feeling starts to return to my limbs, and that’s when I finally look away to concentrate on standing up, my legs shaking under my own weight. Distracted by the effort it takes for me to do this, I almost miss the sound of him putting down the book and coming toward me.

“Your anger is wonderful, but you should learn to pick your battles.” He comes to a stop in front of me. Refusing to show any more weakness, I hold back a pained groan while straightening my back.

Despite my best effort, he looks right through me and pushes an apple into my hands. “Eat.”

“Why? I know that I don’t need food anymore.”

He shoves me, and I fall down, right back in the puddle of blood. The apple flies out of my hand, and he effortlessly catches it before it hits the ground.

“Because it’s still the fastest way to regain your energy,” he snarls.

I open my mouth to snap back at him. Before a single word comes out, he shoves the apple in my face, almost breaking my teeth in the process.

“Don’t. You. Even. Dare.”

It’s like I’m a child getting put in her place, and I despise it.

Somehow, I manage to swallow down every nasty thing that I want to spit at him and take a bite from the apple instead. It’s plump and juicy and tastes better than any apple I’ve ever had before. It’s slightly unnerving to sit in a puddle of my own blood, my whole body and clothes coated in it, while eating and having him look down on me at the same time.

I continue eating in silence, the crunching of the apple the only sound in the room. Even though I don’t want to admit it, it does help. Every bite that I swallow returns some energy to me. When I’m finished, he takes the core from me and has it consumed by black flames. My mouth twitches at this, and I’m certain that he notices. Yet, unexpectedly, he extends a hand. Seeing how he reacted to me refusing the piece of fruit earlier, I accept the offer and allow him to help me to my feet. His touch is warm, almost comforting. For a brief moment, I wonder what it would be like to have those hands all over my body.

Our eyes meet, and he gives me a look that I can’t place. As if he knows exactly what I’m thinking. Then he notices that my bloody hand has smeared both his own hand and the sleeve of his suit. His look turns to one of disgust, and a sneer of loathing curls his lips.

Forgetting his composure, he grabs me by my wrist and pulls me closer. I practically fall into his arms, but before that happens, he sweeps me off my feet and throws me over his shoulder like I’m nothing. Barely registering what’s happening, I curse while he carries me out of the room like I’m some idiot that doesn’t know how to walk. Joke’s on him though, because I’m pretty sure that his clothes are now completely ruined.

When he makes to carry me up the stairs, I start to struggle.

“Put me down! I’m perfectly capable of walking on my own, you asshole.”

Instead of gracing me with an answer, his magic wraps itself around me in smoke-like strands of black rope that constrict my movements.

“What in—” His magic proceeds to gag me, keeping the rest of the sentence from leaving my lips.

We’re halfway up the stairs, and I continue to struggle, or rather wiggle, against the magical constraints. Not a single sound or movement makes him acknowledge my actions, his grip on me firm and unwavering.

From the dark hallway, we enter a room that I barely make out to be a bedroom. He swiftly crosses it and opens a second door. He removes one arm to touch something on the wall, and a light snaps on, illuminating the bathroom. I see the floor and walls done in white tiles and cabinets from dark wood as he hauls me inside. Then he removes the constraints and gag and puts me down before I get the chance to start kicking and screaming at him. He spins me around with a single hand so that I’m facing a weird contraption of glass and steel, then he stalks back to the door.

“Wh-what is this?” I ask, my voice shaking with confusion.

“It’s a shower. Figure it out.” He slams the door shut behind him without sparing me a single glance.

My whole body starts to tremble as a wave of cold hits me at the loss of his touch. I run some magic over my skin to alleviate the worst of it and turn my attention to the shower in front of me. It looks nothing like how I heard people describe it. This thing looks like something from the future. It makes me wonder: How exactly does time work here?

Uncertainty keeps me rooted in place while I warily run my eyes over the strange contraption, trying to figure it out from a safe distance. After a few moments, I drop my magic and take off my filthy, blood-soaked clothes. My legs are still unsteady, and I take small, wobbly steps forward and into the open glass cage.

I take my time to study the handle up close, but it’s a safe bet that red means hot and blue means cold. After I place the handle between the two colors, I lift it up. A yelp escapes me when cold water hits me from above, drenching me. Thankfully, it quickly becomes hotter, and I adjust the handle until the temperature feels just right.

The hot water feels amazing on my skin, the pressure of the spray massaging my muscles just where I need it. No wonder the rich are seemingly so obsessed with this thing. For a few minutes, I squeeze my eyes shut and lean my forehead against the cool tiles as I try to get my breathing to even out. But panic relentlessly continues to claw at me, right under my skin.

Once I’m slightly calmer, I open my eyes and see that there is still blood being washed away. The water turns red at my feet as it disappears down the drain. Lifting my head, I find a bar of soap in a tray, greedily picking it up and rubbing it all over my body. It easily removes the last traces of red, and I rinse it away in a stream of bubbly pink foam.

My hands find a bottle of shampoo next, and I carefully lather my hair, massaging my scalp with circular motions. After rinsing, I repeat this process to make sure that I get everything out. Seeing the white color of my hair still weirds me out, so I close my eyes once more while I rinse out the second batch of shampoo. I remain like that for a few moments longer, soaking in the hot water.

The door clicks open behind me, and the sound immediately puts me on edge. My body tenses as he enters the bathroom. He puts something down, and then there is nothing but a long stretch of silence. My back is turned toward him, but I feel him look at me… and my naked body.

The seconds tick away while he stands there, his eyes unwavering as he takes in every inch of me. I can feel it and, even though it most definitely shouldn’t, it has heat pooling between my legs. I dare to look at him over my shoulder, just a glance through the water of the shower that continues to pour down on me. It catches me by surprise, the way that he stands near the door, his hands balled into fists, his whole body straining against the need to move. Toward me or away from me, I can’t tell.

Then I see the way his yellow eyes darken as they meet my mismatched pair, and I almost shudder from the force of it. It feels wrong, so wrong. It is wrong. Yet when was the last time someone looked at me with such hunger in their gaze? The longer it lasts, the more I start to tremble under the intensity of it, dread and an unfamiliar hint of need clashing inside of me.

I shouldn’t want this… My head snaps back, away from him, as a twinge of anxiety settles itself deep in my stomach. It freezes me in place, making me unable to utter a single word. Only allowing me to look at the tiles in front of me, avoiding his burning gaze that I continue to feel against my flesh.

I know what’s going to happen, and I know that there’s nothing that I can do to stop it. But do I even want to stop it?

The clinking of his belt buckle fills the bathroom, the sound painfully loud as my whole consciousness seems to be drawn to it. My heartbeat rings in my ears, close to deafening but not nearly enough to drown out the sound of him undressing. He comes toward me, and I try to hold my shoulders tight, not wanting to show that perhaps fear might win out after all. Memories flood my mind, making me clench and unclench my fists as images flash before my eyes. My breathing becomes quick and shallow until the wall in front of me is all there is.

He places his hands on my hips, and I start to hyperventilate. Black dots dance in the corner of my eyes, and my breathing becomes more and more uneven with every pounding beat of my heart. His hand moves to the front of my neck, grabbing my throat and forcing me to look at him again, straight into those smoldering, all-devouring orbs. His rough, borderline painful hold on me somehow grounds me. The memory-induced panic attack that threatened to overtake me ebbs away, leaving only heat and a burning desire in its wake.

He squeezes my throat, and I can’t help but gasp. Before I know what’s happening, his lips crash down on my own. My moment of surprise allows his tongue to slip inside my mouth, into an all-consuming, soul-wrecking kiss that makes my knees weak for an entirely different reason. I melt into his touch, whimpering softly, despite how he still has my neck in a painful grip in his hand. But what started as passionately burning, quickly turns rough and violent. Fear returns to me as he starts to nip, then bite, at my lips and tongue, groaning in my mouth as he does.

When he eventually breaks the kiss, the hand still on my hip tightens its grip and I become acutely aware of how hard his fingers dig into my flesh. Before I know it, he kicks my legs apart and steps between them, making sure that I can’t get away. Panic flares inside me, telling me that perhaps I don’t want this after all. I struggle against his hold on me. His magic creeps up my legs and arms, hot and stinging against my skin. It wrenches my arms out in front of me and secures my hands against the tiles. It has me bend forward slightly, and I shudder at the realization that this serves to give him better access.

I open my mouth to say… I don’t know what. Before I can utter a single word, he moves his hand to silence me, his breath hot against my skin as he leans over me. His voice is smooth and cruel when he whispers, “Behave.” I feel the head of his cock against my entrance, and panic flashes before my eyes. So, I bite down on his hand.

My teeth break his skin, and his blood coats my lips. He curses before his hand drops away. Before I’m able to do anything else, his hand is back at my throat, this time cutting off my air supply and allowing me only enough circulation to not pass out. He bends over me and wipes my wet hair over my shoulder, the touch almost loving. His skin is hot against my back, and I hate how it makes me feel. How I like his heat against me in this moment where I’m utterly defenseless.

Tears stream down my face, and I squeeze my eyes shut when he’s between my legs once more. I can’t stop it from happening, and I can’t stop myself from wanting it and despising it at the same time. I can’t stop my body and mind practically begging him for it, something that I’ll never admit to out loud. Not even to myself.

He slowly pushes inside me a few inches and then pulls back out. A small gasp escapes me through his tight grip on my throat. He chuckles, then slams inside me, bottoming out. I scream as he fills me, the sound muffled by the water streaming down on my face. He starts to move in and out of me, not giving me a single second to adjust to his size. My body is clenched tightly around him, almost painfully so, until the pain from the forced intrusion starts to fade away and is replaced by something else entirely. Something that fills me with a different kind of dread as heat spreads through me.

Every one of his thrusts, every snap of his hips, has electricity running through me. It does something to me that I don’t want to acknowledge. That I won’t acknowledge.

He bites my shoulder as if to ground himself while he continues to ruthlessly take me. He groans against my skin, deep and guttural, and the sound makes my chest clench. One of his hands snakes between my legs to tease my clit, his fingers gradually pushing my pleasure higher and higher. Every stroke against the sensitive nub drives me closer to the edge until whimpers start to fall from my lips.

He lets go of my throat then, and his other hand moves to the back of my neck to better hold me in place against the wall. Despite his painful grip, my breathing starts to become labored, my whole body ablaze with sensation, with pleasure, that clouds my mind. My whimpers turn into moans, escaping me even though I don’t want them to. They urge him on and, through the lust that starts to take me over, I can tell that it’s not leaving him unaffected either. He pounds into me with reckless abandon, his movements turning erratic as his heavy breathing breaks through the sound of the water still coming down on us.

His fingers continue their skillful ministrations on my clit until I’m so close to orgasm that it actually scares me. My neck cranes back against his hand as I gasp for breath, stars dancing in the corners of my eyes. And then I shatter, breaking into a million pieces under his touch. The stars take over for a blissful moment, pleasure crashing through my body in a way that I’ve never experienced before.

Yet at the same time, disgust already starts to creep in. Disgust for how I was able to enjoy this—how I let myself enjoy it. He finds his own release moments later, spilling deep inside me as a throaty moan escapes him. He stills behind me and, after a few seconds, he steps away completely, taking his magic with him. I unceremoniously crumple to the floor, the tiles cold against my skin. My body is completely drained, spent in every possible way. Satisfied, I barely dare to think. My mind is utterly confused by what happened and all the things it makes me feel. I realize that part of me wanted this, but even if I didn’t, I wasn’t given much of a choice.

Would I have been able to deny him?

He wraps a towel around his waist and leaves the bathroom without uttering a single word. Remembering Sophia’s warning about him being a monster, something inside of me cracks. Tears break free, and I cry and wail through the soreness in my throat from where his hand was clenched around it. My body convulses with the force of my sobs. My hands and arms wrapped around my head as I curl into myself. The water from the shower continues to pour over me, though the heat no longer calms me. I was such a fool to believe this whole situation wouldn’t turn into this at some point. The way he looked at me… of course it was only a matter of time.

It takes a while before I regain some of my senses, and I try to stand up. My legs shake and my head hurts, my body once more ready to give out on me. My hands find the tiles once more, splayed against them to keep myself steady. My fingers close around the bar of soap, and I frantically wash every inch of my body with even more vigor than before. Hoping to wash away his touch, though I quickly realize it’s useless. I turn the shower off, and my shaking hands find a towel to dry myself with. After a few seconds, the trembling spreads to the rest of my body, warning me that I’m on the verge of shattering completely. Unwilling to do so, I block it all out and put on the clean clothes that he left for me. I refuse to think about it.

But my hands still shake, and my mind is still fragmented by all the memories that try to force themselves back in. Memories that didn’t return with the rest of them.

I don’t want to remember, though, not that part. Henry was bad enough. The man that sold me afterward was bad enough, but the many afterward… No, those memories can stay buried. Even seeing and feeling mere fractions of them creates a violent headache between my eyes.

Upon leaving the bathroom and entering the dark bedroom, I find myself hesitating. My eyes search the room, looking for him, every bone in my body knowing, sensing, that he’s still very much here.

“Out.” His voice is a low growl, and his yellow eyes light up in the dark. I almost trip over my own feet as I hurry to do what he demands of me.

Back in my room, I undress, crawl in bed, and hide myself under the sheets.

I still feel his touch on my skin, and it repulses me. Confuses me. Back when I got married, I was so sure that Henry would be both my first and last partner—my only partner. How wrong I was. How naïve.
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My body is stiff and spent, and I am utterly exhausted, unable to completely relax when I’m in my favorite spot in the garden. What happened in his quarters returned an all-too-familiar feeling of disgust. I hope that this time it will be possible to get through it, because I never really did before. It only got worse, day by day, up to the point that I couldn’t handle it anymore. Until I couldn’t stand looking at myself, living with myself. I look at my wrists, and my mind still sees blood dripping from those cuts.

From one moment to the next, darkness falls and my heart falls even further. It’s as if out of nowhere, the lurking shadows expand and become thicker until they envelop everything around me. The sound of beating wings in the distance reaches me and instantly, I start running for cover. The wings are everywhere around me before I’m able to reach my hallway. They turn everything black, and the shadows move around aggressively, more viciously, in their wake.

The feathers beat against my skin, cutting my flesh much like his spell did. My hands quickly weave a protection that surrounds me like a cage. Caught up in their fury, I notice for the first time that the feathers aren’t attached to anything. It’s a literal storm of feathers, thrashing against my spell.

The sound that they create chills me to the bone and when they make contact, they sizzle as if burned, yet the onslaught continues. The sounds quickly become too much, and I drop to the ground, pulling my legs against my chest and covering my head with my arms in an attempt to block it all out.

After a few more minutes, the beating of the wings calms down, and I dare to look up from my huddled position. A powerful surge of magic cuts through the air, through my protection that fractures upon impact, catching me off guard as I carefully get up. In the distance, he swiftly descends in a whirlwind of dark feathers. His back is turned to me, so he thankfully doesn’t spot me.

My left eye shows me shadows that spring out of his back. When I close my right eye, I clearly see a pair of dark feathery wings sticking out of his shoulder blades. Feathers fall to the ground and turn to dust when he spreads them wide. But even from where I’m hiding, it’s clear that something isn’t quite right about them.

With a shake, the wings retract into his shoulders. He casually looks back, and I catch a brief glimpse of his face. His skin is the same bloodred as I saw on his hand earlier. His yellow eyes are shining brighter and more viciously. Despite the fact that it’s slightly unsettling, I also find myself fascinated by it. Perhaps even more than anything else, that red skin draws me in like nothing I’ve ever seen before. The idea of those red hands on my pale flesh…

I snap out of my thoughts, disgusted with myself. How can I want him to touch me again after what he did to me? Yet despite knowing how wrong it is, the idea has my pulse quickening. He turns around then and, before I can move a finger, he stands in front of me. A squeal escapes me, and I shuffle back a few steps, tripping and falling on my ass. He looks down on me with those yellow eyes, judging me. His whole demeanor tells me that he knows what I saw and that he can’t appreciate it.

After what happened, fear lingers inside of me. I don’t feel like testing him, yet at the same time I know that I won’t get anywhere if I go and behave like a beaten dog.

I look up at him and meet his gaze head-on. Whatever I felt and thought earlier melts away. All that remains is anger, so much anger. Anger for what he did to me, and for the fact that I want him to do it again. I return his gaze, steadfast and sure, and I know that he can see my thoughts reflected in my eyes. It changes something in his.

Without looking away, I get back on my feet and let my magic crackle as a warning to back off. My protection from earlier mends itself and the cracks smooth themselves over. With a single gesture, I change it from a cage to a second skin, the ice-blue energy lighting up my flesh. It heals the wounds that the feathers inflicted on me, a small trail of smoke coming off my body.

He looks me over, assessing me, and I know that I have to act quickly. Using a single fingernail, I cut deep into one of the healing wounds to make it bleed again. When it does, the dark-red liquid is greedily absorbed by my magic.

“Lrasd amma mir butmoni parm zumvi cnila.” The ice-blue magic that makes up the circle has a bloody shine to it. With a single gesture of my hand, I throw the spell toward him.

To my distress, he casually flicks it away. He smirks at me in response, and then notices the cut that appears on his cheek. A dollop of blood wells up and trickles down his cheek, creating a trail of red on his warm, honey skin.

I hurt him. The realization fills me with a weird kind of joy while he touches the already healing cut. He quizzically looks at the blood on his finger for a moment, then licks it off.

He lowers his hand, and his eyes snap back to me. “You’re a quick study.” There’s approval in his tone, which I did not expect. “But you still have a long way to go.”

Recognizing his words for the warning they are, I scramble away from him. He grins at me, and I know that he’s giving me a head start. It’s only a few seconds, though, and then he casts his counter spell. He constructs it so fast that it takes me a moment before I recognize it as one that he used before.

I swiftly adjust the protection that still lingers around me. Drawing more blood, I use keywords from his spell to put up a second layer. Doing so should allow for my protection to better counter his attack.

Only a second later, his spell makes contact with mine. The impact knocks me back against a tree, my eyes going wide as I gasp for air. My defense did hold up, meaning that thankfully the attack only landed a few scratches. That in itself is a lot better than I had dared to hope for.

Nevertheless, pain shoots through me, and my knees buckle. I gasp as I fall and scrape my back against the rough bark of the tree on my way down. Gritting my teeth, I look up, expecting him to finish me off. Instead, he stands in front of me and offers me his hand. I look at the gesture, but can’t bring myself to accept it.

“Get over yourself,” he says while he grabs my wrist and forcefully hauls me up.

The feeling of his fingers around my wrist sets me on fire. His face is so close to mine that I feel his hot breath against my skin. His piercing yellow eyes seem to stare right into my soul. His scent of fire and brimstone makes my head swim.

It’s too much. He’s too much.

He abruptly releases me and takes a step back. “Either get used to it, or become strong enough to actually defend yourself against me.”

“Then teach me.” The words slip out of my mouth before I fully realize what I’m asking, my mouth running off without me. But it’s out now; there’s no taking it back.

“Excuse me?” There is genuine surprise in his voice.

“Teach me so that I can become strong enough to stand against you.”

He looks at me in silence for a few moments, his face utterly unreadable. “Fine,” he finally answers. “Let me start by giving you a piece of advice. Don’t go recklessly spilling your own blood when you don’t actually know what you’re doing.”

He tracks his eyes up and down my body, grimacing. “Get cleaned up and meet me in the library when you’re ready. You look like shit.”

I sure as hell didn’t expect him to agree. But perhaps this is the best way, the only way, for me to become strong enough to stand a chance against him. If he teaches me how he uses magic, then I’ll be able to use that against him. Then I can figure out how he’s able to leave so I can break out of this place and go home.

Even if his lessons mean being in the same room as him. I tremble at the thought, fear knotting my stomach. It’s a bad idea, but the best idea at the same time. How horribly conflicted this makes me feel.
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He’s already in the library when I return. Nerves flutter around in my stomach while I approach him. My shoulders are tight and I’m biting on my lower lip, only getting myself to stop it when the coppery taste of my own blood coats my tongue.

He sits at the desk that I’ve been using, shamelessly reading through my notes. It’s something that I was ready to gut Isra over, but with him I know that he’ll be the one gutting me if I even dare.

Despite my extremely conflicted feelings toward him, I stand there fumbling with the sleeve of my dress. Against better judgment, a small part of me hopes for his approval. To know that I’m doing at least something right.

He waves a few pages at me without looking up. “Going by these, and the notes that I saw earlier”—meaning the ones he stole and destroyed—“you’re smarter than you look. You figured out how to create and cast your own spells. Seeing what you did earlier, you also clearly have no problems with improvising.”

His eyes flick to my fumbling fingers and back to the papers in his hands. I instantly let go of the sleeve of my dress and clasp my hands together in front of me. Uncertain of how to react to his insult followed by a compliment, I remain quiet.

“Sophia did a good job helping you with the basics. You have your own style when it comes to casting a spell. There isn’t much left to teach you on that front. I can offer you guidance and advice whenever and wherever you need it. That is, if you’re not afraid to ask.” He gives me the most condescending look as he puts the papers down.

“You have book smarts, so perhaps it’s best if I help you with actually putting that knowledge to use.” The way that he talks to me only makes me regret my decision that much more. It’s so… condescending. “Elomadh, the language, hasn’t been a problem?” he asks.

“It hasn’t,” I reply in a clipped tone.

He nods his approval at this, clearly taking note of my tone but choosing to ignore it. “Good. Though you wouldn’t be the first one to struggle with the ancient language.” I raise a brow in question. “I think humans call it Enochian nowadays.”

“Enochian? As in the language of the angels?”

He scoffs at this. “Yeah, sure. That’s what those feathery bastards want you to believe.” He pins me with another glare before continuing. “Just to be sure that earlier wasn’t a fluke, how do you cast the best counter spell?” He leans back in his seat and looks at me expectantly.

“By using a basic full defense spell and modifying it to the specific spell that it needs to counter. This is best done by adding elements from the spell in question. Words, signs, sacrifice if necessary.”

He nods again. “Being fast is an important part when casting a counter spell. When your opponent utters their first word, you already have to get to your defense or you’re dead. Or worse.” His eyes glister at that last part, and I know very well what he means by it.

It also gives me an idea to further modify the defense. Uncertain if it would work or not, I hold my tongue while I think about it. My attention drifts for a second, and he notices. Before I have time to react, he’s holding my face locked in his hand, preventing me from moving while he stares me down. I practically feel the color drain from my face, and I try not to flinch under his touch.

“The only reason I’m giving you my time is so that maybe, just maybe, you will unlock your potential. I only have a use for that and your body.” His eyes quickly look me up and down before they return to my own. “Make sure that I don’t find myself having one less reason to keep you around.”

He shoves me away, and I almost fall down. As he stalks toward the door, he gestures for me to follow him and, obediently, I do. My legs are shaking as the heat of his touch lingers against my face. I swallow hard, my head feeling light as I stare at my feet with every step that I take, fearful that I might trip over them. At the same time, I curse myself for this stupid idea because he’s clearly an insufferable asshole. If dealing with Isra wasn’t a pain, this most certainly will be. I already feel ready to pick a fight with him, only managing not to because I know he’ll wipe the floor with me.

Once we’re out in the garden, he turns around to face me and starts to cast a spell. Knowing he won’t give me time to catch up, I quickly pick up the most important keywords. My ice-blue magic mirrors his black in a defense that matches his attack, both spells cast almost simultaneously. My skin tingles from my magic, my heartbeat racing because I’m able to keep up with him.

He throws his attack at me, and my defense holds up against it, though bits and pieces of both our spells fly around us as his attack chips away at my defense. But it holds, and a rush of adrenaline courses through my body.

He actually looks… impressed? A faint smirk plays on his lips, as if telling me that perhaps I’m worth his time after all. The next moment, he sets to working on a second spell, reminding me that I shouldn’t slack off. That this is an actual fight, perhaps even the one I almost started mere minutes ago.

He adds a blood sacrifice, and this has me deciding that now is as good a time as any to try out my idea. A decision not at all urged on by the fact that part of me wants to punch him in the face for how he spoke to me earlier. For what he did to me.

Since he warned me not to recklessly use blood sacrifices, I work in a way to use his sacrifice to my advantage. Sophia’s words flash through me: “It always has to be in part your own or it would not be much of a sacrifice.”

Time to put that to the test. I fuel the protection with a small blood sacrifice of my own. It should be enough to take the brunt of his attack and will allow the second part of my spell to activate. For that, both spells need to make contact. Because that’s when mine can steal the necessary parts from his spell.

It’s a stretch, and I’m far from certain that this will work how I’m hoping it will. The fact that he’s adding a sacrifice to his attack means that it’s going to be another painful one. I’m hoping that my defense can at least take off the edge if nothing else.

The spells collide a moment later, his black and my ice blue. The impact is enormous, and I only barely manage to put up a second basic defense. This one keeps me from being blown away by the explosion and tethers me to the soil underneath my feet. The sound of the two spells colliding is deafening. Dust, leaves, and grass fly through the air around us. A tree collapses next to me, barely missing my defense and most importantly, me.

Looks like she was wrong about this as well.

The dust makes me cough and clouds my sight. Unable to see around me, I have to assume that my idea failed.

Slowly, everything that flies around starts to settle or fall down. The air clears up somewhat, and I manage to make out my surroundings. The part of the garden between us has turned into a literal wasteland.

And then I see him, almost hidden between the trees, wrapped up in his wings. Feathers fall away from him, leaving parts of his bloodred skin peeking through.

“You added an attack to your defense?” His voice is flat, muffled behind his wings.

I’m almost afraid to answer him. My voice shakes, and a tremble works itself through my limbs, my magic at the ready in case he decides to go for another attack. “Y-yes.”

His wings disappear with a single motion, taking the red skin with them. Blood drips from his right arm. My eyes widen as I realize that this means my idea was a success after all.

Once again, he picks up on my distraction. He casts his next attack so fast that all I manage to do is bring forth another basic defense. I really have to learn that he sees everything. Otherwise, there will come a time when I won’t be fast enough. I dread what could happen in that moment.

My current protection barely holds out as it is, his attack going at it like a battering ram before it runs out of power and dissipates. There is no doubt in my mind that I will not always be this lucky. I’m certain that he’s holding back, I just know it. There is no way that I’m already strong and skilled enough to stand against a man that has who knows how many years of experience with wielding magic. A man that was most likely born with magic coursing through his veins.

“If I had used the same spell as before, you would be dead now,” comes his snarky remark.

I tsk at this, a snarl lingering on my face, showing him that I’m well aware.

Everything about him pisses me off and, even though I know I shouldn’t, it makes me act out. The good thing about a basic defense is that it allows me to get started on my counterattack faster. Meaning that I do the first thing that I think of in an attempt to get back at him.

Without hesitating, I work to modify his earlier spell to have it use his blood on impact. I throw it at him before he’s able to add to his comment.

As I hoped, he only notices my twist when it’s too late. His eyes scan over the spell that’s coming for him, and his gaze catches on that one symbol. He swears, realizing that he won’t be just casually flicking this one away. With swift movements, he casts a second defensive layer, knowing that might be his best option. What he does completely miss is that I’ve also added a diversion. While the main part of my attack clashes with his defense and is stopped in its tracks, the collision creates cracks in his defense. The real attack absorbs some energy from his spell and slips through these newly formed cracks. It goes straight for his injured arm and shreds it to pieces.

It only takes a second for the spell to eat away at his flesh. It takes literal bites out of his skin and muscle until his arm is hanging limply by his side. It’s reduced to nothing but a bloody pulp. Bits and pieces of bone are visible through the gaping holes where both skin and muscle are missing.

His face turns awfully pale, and he falls to his knees with a curse, clutching his arm against his chest. His lips curl in anger, and the look that he gives me is filled with the promise of pain.

I swallow and take a step toward him, regret putting a knot in my stomach. Regret because I know that this is going to come back to me.

“Don’t,” he barks at me, and I wince, immediately freezing in my step.

His nostrils flare, and he has his teeth bared at me. He looks more like a wild animal than a person. His magic twists and turns around him before it settles on his arm and seeps into the wound.

“Leave,” he snarls, his magic reaching out to me.

I don’t wait to be told twice, flinching away from his magic. Swiftly turning on my heel, I make myself scarce. My heart races in my chest, making it difficult to breathe. I almost trip and fall, my legs weakening with every step that I take, the rush of the fight rapidly leaving me.

Cursing at myself, I dare to look back at him. He drops his head, his chest heaving. My jaw clenches, and I look in front of me again, refusing to recognize the twinge of remorse that bubbles under my skin. Or that soft pull that wants me to return to him.
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My hands hesitate on the heavy library doors. One slowly pushes it open while the other goes to the jewel around my neck. Touching it seems to have a calming effect; it grounds me and helps me take a moment to clear my mind.

Chewing at my inner cheek, I curl my fingers over the side of the door and peek inside, listening. It’s stupid, because the library is big enough that I wouldn’t be able to hear him if he’s somewhere at the far end. Some of my magic leaks out of me, crawling over the hardwood floor to scope the place out for me just to be sure, even though that sixth sense of mine reassures me that he isn’t in here.

There’s a tingling sensation in my chest while I wait for my magic to do its thing, and then a sigh of relief when it comes back to me with confirmation. Resting my head against the warm wood, I take a few deep breaths. A slow smile plays on my lips as I open them and step inside.

I really don’t need him looking over my shoulder when I try to find something that will help me with powering up my spells. It’s infuriating that he has an advantage over me, and I want to close the gap between us as soon as possible. Last time was nothing but pure luck, and I know that I won’t be able to get a spell like that in a second time. Now that he knows, he’ll expect it. Just as I expect him to come for me again.

I slowly walk past the rows and rows of books, picking up anything that looks like it could be useful. Most of it isn’t, though, I notice after flicking through the pages, sighing. In the end, I put book after book back on its shelf. There’s one book that’s specifically about blood sacrifices, but it assumes that I have limbs to spare.

It’s as if magical power is automatically correlated with how much you’re willing to give up in return. He never uses more blood than me, so I know that isn’t all there is to it. It makes me wonder if it’s my magic that isn’t sufficient. Perhaps there’s simply nothing to do about it.

I curse under my breath, unwilling to accept this possibility. If my magic is limited and I can’t even take him on, then how am I ever going to get out of here? I can’t be stuck here because of my own incapabilities. Why would he even bother with giving me magic if it leads to nothing? Sure, I was able to get back at Henry, but that’s far from enough.

There is a way out, I know it; I’ve seen it. If he can leave, then so can I. I tasted freedom when I left for Henry and, even though it was short-lived, it’s what urges me on in my conviction. And since this place is clearly meant for him and I’m just collateral damage, there is no way these walls will be able to contain me. All I need is more power and a finger pointing me in the right direction.

Huffing and puffing, I flip through another book, looking for more information. My eyes widen when I find that the second half of this particular one is nothing but blank pages.

“Can’t find what you’re looking for?”

Startled, I drop the book, only for him to grab it out of the air before it hits the ground. It’s the second time that he’s managed to sneak up on me like that, and I find it more than unsettling. He looks at the cover with a raised eyebrow, then puts it back on the shelf. The sleeve of his shirt rides up, revealing his bandaged hand and arm. Instinctively, I back away from him so that he can’t reach out and grab me. My magic hums under my skin, ready to strike. My muscles tense as my body prepares itself to run if necessary.

He notices and scoffs at me, shaking his head. “Sorry to disappoint,” he says with obvious sarcasm, jutting his chin back at the book he put away and choosing to ignore my reaction to his proximity. “I haven’t been able to finish this one yet.”

I look at him, puzzled, yet still wary. My body relaxes ever so slightly, but my magic remains at the ready.

“I’ve written most of these,” he says as an answer to my wondering gaze. “You’d be surprised with the hobbies you take up when you have literally all the time in the world.”

“It wasn’t helpful anyway,” I blurt, biting my tongue immediately after, shocked by my own bluntness.

He laughs while he looks at me from the corner of his eye. “I think that you already know enough when it comes to blood sacrifices,” he says, running his bandaged fingers through his hair.

“I know that it makes no difference in the end.”

He looks me up and down, dropping his hand from his hair. There’s a knowing gleam in his eyes and a smirk on his lips. I hate how that look makes me feel, how it makes me forget about my anger for a split second. So, I take another step away from him.

“It doesn’t,” he says, walking to the ever-burning fire in the center of the library, his hands in his pockets. “Magic is very much trial and error until you figure it out.” I open my mouth to bite back at him, but he shuts me up with a single glance. “I can’t spell it out for you. It’s different for everyone. What works for some doesn’t work for another. You want to get stronger? Then you have to figure out for yourself what works for you and your magic. Anyone else can only point you in a general direction, but you’re mostly on your own.”

“You mean to say that it’s just running in the dark until you find a path instead of a wall?”

He smiles a cruel smile, baring his teeth at me. “At least you’ve already figured out that the sacrifice doesn’t always have to be yours. Or, at least, not all of it. You can easily work around that, as you so skillfully exemplified earlier. Some don’t even reach that level. Though I highly recommend you not test my patience with that technique.”

That was most definitely both a compliment and a warning.

He stands by the fire, watching me, the flickering flames casting shadows over his face. It makes him look even more menacing, even more dangerous. Almost… demonic.

My pulse quickens at the thought, at the clear danger in the way he regards me. Yet at the same time, there is something in his eyes. It unnerves me immensely. I furrow my brow, blinking at him while we stand looking at each other.

In a second, his expression turns flat, and he walks away without speaking another word. I look at his back as he leaves me standing there, and I can’t help but wonder... What's he hoping to gain from this?
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Isit at my desk in the library while my mind dissects our conversation. Nothing about it has been helpful. Instead of making any kind of progress, I’m stuck stumbling on. Just as he told me. It annoys the hell out of me that I have no way of changing that.

It annoys me even more that I continue to stumble around in the dark. Magic is the only thing that will protect me from him. And it most definitely feels as though I need to be able to do exactly that. The way he acts and reacts... it brings me back to that feeling I had when I first saw him—like a trapped mouse at the mercy of a hungry snake. If I can’t protect myself, he’ll be sure to destroy me, one way or another. But protecting myself is only going to be possible if I ever manage to get strong enough. Going by his earlier words, there is a way. I just need to find it.

It’s not just about my safety, though, it’s most definitely about leaving. This place, this prison, isn’t as secure as it ought to be. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be able to leave and wouldn’t have been able to bring Sophia, Isra, and me here. All I need to do is find a way to break out.

Which leads me to something else that I need to consider. Where will I go? My old home is gone and, seeing the weird flow of time here, my time period will be too by the time I get out.

Letting out a deep breath, I decide to take it one step at a time. First, I need to get a better grip on my magic and develop it further, or nothing else will matter. Second, I need to find a way to leave by finding or creating a spell that will take me out here so I can start over somewhere and build a new life for myself.

And thus, I continue to search book after book for anything that might be able to help me improve or give me an edge. The hard part lies in that I don’t want to rely solely on blood sacrifices. I’m not yet desperate enough that I’m willing to lose one or multiple limbs in exchange for freedom. Especially since I’m unsure if I’ll be able to regrow them, I’d rather not take the chance.

Writing my own spell it is, then.

Gathering piles upon piles of spell books, I set to the massive task of dissecting as many spells as possible. Category by category, piece by piece, I pick them apart to learn about their makeup. It leads to playing around with different kinds of offensive and defensive spells. I spend time learning more about the language, trying to become faster at casting spells. At the same time, I work out a few more custom spells and fine-tune my healing spell. Next, I design a protection spell that is tailored to both my own body and mind to provide the strongest protection possible, including the option to still move things around to further tailor it to specific situations.

The more I research and write, the more I conclude that the destruction of my earlier notes might not have been such a bad thing after all. The original plan was to repurpose the spell that I used to go and see Henry. It was going to be the base for a spell to escape. According to my current research, though, that spell was seriously flawed. I was lucky to come out of it with only my hair turning white. The likelier outcome would have been my death.

Turns out that when a spell receives an insufficient sacrifice or ends up being stronger than anticipated, the backlash can be enormous, just like he warned me it could be... Meaning it’s better that I start from scratch because working with a broken baseline can only end badly. Also meaning that I either need to use bigger sacrifices or find a way to use a continuous sacrifice. Like an open vein that keeps feeding a spell as much as it ends up needing.

I sigh and lean back in my chair, running my hands through my hair before dropping one to the pendant. My mind wanders to Sophia and how she had accepted that she was never getting out of here. Part of me would rather die than spend the rest of my life here, but going by Isra’s situation, that’s not likely to happen either. He probably won’t let me.

Thinking, I curl my body forward, place my arms flat on the tabletop of the desk and rest my chin on top of them. My eyes are on the fire, my mind bouncing all over the place. Why did he even need three of us? When Sophia was around, she seemed to be the only one that mattered to him. Why did he even bother with Isra and me?

Then again, I would be dead now if he hadn’t come for me. That scares me just a little bit more.

I’m as lost and confused as I was during my first days here. Even though I know my way around this place, that’s all I know. And to top it off, I miss Sophia’s companionship. In the end, perhaps that’s the hardest thing about this whole situation: having no one but the man who kidnapped, imprisoned, and… abused me? The man who gave me a second chance at life.

I groan in frustration, burying my face in my hands as my hair curtains around me. I’m tired, so very tired. It makes it hard to focus, which means that shadows start to creep into my field of vision. They’re moving around me, lurking between the bookcases and giving me a headache. My chair scrapes against the hardwood floor when I get up, only adding to my building headache.

I need air. Only, there is no air here, not really.

Stepping out, I find the garden equally alive with shadows, rustling with the leaves of the trees. There is the sound of wings in the distance. It’s a soft flutter, not that wild, all-consuming flurry that usually takes everything over.

His anger that brings darkness with it.

Needing to know, I walk toward the sound, momentarily forgetting about everything else. He’s just reaching for the door to his hallway when I find him, his wings disappearing with a single flutter. I wonder where he goes when he’s not here. I can’t imagine there being something, or someone, out there for him.

He enters his quarters, closing the black doors behind him, and I focus my left eye on where he was standing. My eyebrows raise when I find lingering traces of his magic. It’s faint, swiveling around and quickly fading into nothing. I walk over to it and reach out, carefully touching a sliver of his magic with my finger. Channeling my own magic into it, they connect.

My ice-blue magic shows me to the place of origin, where he initially cast the spell. It leads me to Sophia’s quarters, and I wonder why he’s so casually leaking magic for me to follow back.

Perhaps he wanted me to find this. I drive the thought away with a shake of my head and cast a revealing spell.

My magic absorbs his and traces back the spell that he used, showing it to me in a faint mirror image of the original. The result is vague, and parts of the circle are missing, likely because of the time that has passed since the spell was cast. It leaves me with no idea of the actual spell itself. But it’s something, because it’s the first real proof that there is a way out of here. It has me perking up, a flutter settling in my stomach at what this might mean.

I’m so absorbed in my own thoughts that I don’t hear his approaching footsteps until they stop right behind me. He clears his throat, but doesn’t speak when I turn around to face him. The way that he looks at me makes my stomach turn, and I take a few careful steps away from him. Why does that pull fail me whenever I need it the most?

His eyes light up with the gleam of a predator spotting prey, his magic hanging thick in the air around us. My body trembles and, before a single coherent thought can form in my mind, I turn and run. I barely make it five feet before his hand grabs my wrist. His hold on me is so strong and tight that it feels as if he’s going to break the bone.

“I told you that you’re mine,” he hisses.

He did tell me that, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to accept it.

“Aqlo adohi salman teloch.” The words slip from my mouth before my mind is able to fully catch up.

It’s a simple spell, really, especially against him. It forms rings around the tips of his fingers and strips the skin right off the hand that is clasped around my wrist. It’s just enough to make him yank his hand back. I pull away, running fast and far.

My breathing is erratic, and my heart beats wildly in my chest as I sprint away. I’m already cursing myself for not stripping off all of his skin. My own thoughts are screaming at me with such force that I don’t hear the spell that he casts. It only misses me by a stroke of pure luck and completely pulverizes the tree right next to me. The force of it startles me and almost knocks me off my feet. It takes all that I have to keep my footing, to keep running.

Hastily, I put up a protection around me, only to see it immediately shatter from another one of his attacks. He casts his spells so fast and so intensely that I have a hard time keeping up. He was definitely holding back before. I’m dead if one of those touches me.

Fear clutches at me, and sweat trickles down my back as I run, hastily weaving protection after protection. It’s only a matter of time until I’m not fast enough. My half-finished protection ends up backfiring upon collision with his attack. It goes straight for my left arm, and I clench my jaw in an attempt to bite back the pain.

My arm goes numb, and I’m too terrified at this point to look at it. It's a blessing that this is all the spell did; I could just as well have lost the whole arm altogether. Zigzagging between the trees, I manage to avoid a few more spells. I’m unable to catch my breath for a single moment, and the exertion is starting to make me dizzy.

I know it won’t be long before he gets bored of playing around and decides to go in for the kill. Because there is no doubt in my mind that that’s what he’s doing—playing with his food like a cat playing with a mouse. And I stupidly made the mistake of running away, as if I don’t know that running from a predator is a bad idea at any given time.

Lifting my right arm, I draw my magic to my nails and extend them into razor-sharp, ice-blue claws. With a single swift flick of a finger, I manage to open up my wrist, memories flooding my mind at the sight of it. Retracting my claws, I frantically push them back down. A full-blown panic attack is the last thing that I need right now.

Blood flows profusely, dripping over my arm and down into the grass. All the while I keep running, getting closer and closer to safety. Or, at least, that’s what I’m hoping. I don’t know if there is anywhere here that I’ll truly be safe from him.

My right arm starts to feel numb from the blood loss, urging me on. I raise it and cast my spell, praying that my current defense will hold out long enough. My effort will be in vain if it doesn’t.

“Aai grosb cnila pasb oiad teloah.”

The circle flickers in ice blue and bloodred. When it spins toward him, I already know that it isn’t enough. Sure, it knocks the wind out of him and shatters one of his legs, but the last of my strength leaves me at the same time. Meaning that I have to focus all that I have left on running. No more looking back and casting spells. Just running and hoping that his leg is damaged enough to buy me the time that I need to drag myself to the library.

His cold laugh sounds behind me. He enjoys the chase, how I desperately try to put up a fight. That’s how I know that I’ve already lost.

Opening the doors to the library, a black shadow approaches me from the corner of my left eye. He’s already caught up with me, and I have no plan whatsoever. I can’t keep fighting him off; I’m simply not strong enough.

Two steps over the threshold of the library, his hand closes around my neck. “Got you,” he purrs in my ear.

Naturally, I do the first thing that comes to mind, kicking against his injured leg. He growls and lets go of me for a split second. That’s all I need to break free from his grip. Unfortunately, he recovers quickly and pushes me with such force that I fall right into one of the bookcases. I smack my head against the wood and go down, instinctively using my right arm to break my fall. Which it does, but it also rips open the cut on my wrist further, spilling blood all over myself and the hardwood floor. My left arm is still a useless piece of bone and flesh, and my right arm has now become equally as useless. It takes a lot of willpower and rapidly fading strength in my legs to hoist myself back up. I lean heavily against the bookcase, my breathing labored as I smear even more blood everywhere my arm touches. I grit my teeth against the pain, against my body that tries to give out on me.

His hand is around my neck again before I manage to do anything else. His grip is firmer this time, determined not to let go of me. He lifts me up by the neck, my feet leaving the floor, and slams me face-first against the nearest desk, breaking my nose. The intense pain makes me see stars. Darkness lurks in the corners of my eyes, ready to take me into its embrace.

With one hand still on my neck, his other pulls my right arm behind my back while he keeps me pinned to the wooden tabletop of the desk. Despite all the pain that I’m already in, I still feel his finger as the digit digs into the cut on my wrist. He smears my blood around my neck, lifting up my head to do so, after which he unceremoniously drops it back onto the desk. I black out for a fraction of a second, pain ringing in my ears from what has to be a concussion at this point. My vision starts to blur again and, from the corner of my eye, I faintly see him lick my blood from his finger.

He casts a spell, his voice nothing but a cold whisper. “Grosb ialpurg lu i pamis adrpan bliors.”

My blood heats up against my skin, and my neck is pinned down to the desk. It acts like a collar that keeps me in my place. He has the audacity to use my own blood against me in a binding spell, the asshole.

My hands are still free, and I claw at him with my right, my nails making contact. He sucks in a breath when my nails rip his skin. Then he chuckles and grabs me by my wrists, snapping my arms against my back.

“Fight me. Fight me as hard as you can,” he encourages.

I snarl and kick at him in response. He uses my movements to swiftly place himself between my legs. He pulls my arms back even harder, straining my neck against the binding spell that holds me down. He then proceeds to use the same spell to lock my hands so that he can use his own freely.

His eyes roam over my back as I lie there defenseless against him. So much pain courses through me that I almost start to feel numb to it. Blood drips from my broken nose, pooling under my face. With every drop that drips from any given wound, I come to realize more and more that my heart rate is starting to spike for a completely different reason. One that I don’t like and don’t want, but can’t deny, nonetheless.

His hands finally let go of my wrists and slowly slide down my back to my legs, then under the skirt of my dress. His fingers lazily caress the insides of my thighs. “You like it rough, love.”

Not a question, but a statement. The added endearment definitely rubs me the wrong way. Even more so because he isn’t wrong. Not completely.

“Get lost,” I spit, refusing to let him notice that his touch affects me. That his statement holds more truth than I would like to admit.

He just laughs at my remark, utterly unimpressed. “You should be more honest with yourself,” he whispers in my ear, his hot breath sending shivers down my spine.

I squeeze my eyes shut, my whole body trembling in fear of what’s undoubtedly about to come next.

“Please, please don’t.” My voice is so quiet that I’m not sure whether he heard me or not.

To my surprise, he steps away from me, and my body instantly misses the heat of his. My eyes fly open, blinking rapidly. I try to look at him over my shoulder, but the constraints are so tight that it’s impossible.

“What—”

“Everything can be a weakness, even your own blood,” he says behind me. “Anticipate and make sure that, next time, you have a way out.”

He tightens the bindings, and a pained groan leaves me. I start to feel dizzy, the blood loss finally catching up with me. My vision blurs and I taste blood in my mouth, not sure where it even comes from.

I blink again, sluggishly, faintly aware of a hand moving on my skin, and then I fade away.
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Opening my eyes, my chest constricts painfully when I notice that I’m not lying in my own bed. A rush of heat sweeps through me upon recognizing the dark bedroom as his.

“You couldn’t stay unconscious for another minute, could you?” He glares at me from where he sits next to me, bandaging my badly wounded left arm.

Choosing to ignore him, I take a tentative look around the place. The only light in the room comes from a candelabra that holds three candles and is placed on the bedside table. The small flickering lights prevent me from clearly seeing the look on his face. I do notice that his arm is bandaged, as well as the leg that I injured. Part of me is proud that I managed to do so, even though it hasn’t really been hindering him.

“You should worry more about yourself,” he says. His yellow eyes pierce my own when they meet, and I avert my gaze.

I look at my right wrist, which is also tightly wrapped up, while he finishes up on my arm. My nose seems fine, as non-magic-related injuries heal considerably faster. I could tell him that I have a healing spell that makes even magically inflicted wounds heal like regular ones. But to hell with that; let him patch up the damage that he’s responsible for.

I continue to scan the room while he silently tends to me. Wrought-iron floor candelabras like the ones in the red room are scattered around, candles burning in them and providing enough light to make out the rest of the room.

Looking around, I have a feeling that the walls are the same burnt umber as they are everywhere in this place, with dark-brown wooden skirting boards and that same matching hardwood floor. The bed that I’m lying in is a large four-poster in the same wood, with black sheets, soft and fluffy, underneath me.

In front of the bed, on the other side of the room, is a sitting area with comfortable-looking sofas and a coffee table, all in dark-brown wood and black fabric. A large part of the floor on that side of the room is covered with a thick black rug with bloodred markings on it.

On my right is a large built-in closet in the wall. Next to it, in the far corner, is the door that leads to the hallway. On the left, behind where he sits, I spot a fireplace that currently isn’t being used. The same wall holds a door that I know leads to a bathroom.

“Looks like you’re getting stronger.” His voice breaks through the silence, his words catching me off guard.

My eyes snap back to him and then quickly drift off again when I find that I’m not sure how to reply to his remark. Earlier, I desperately tried to defend myself and failed, so I don’t really see how I’m getting stronger. I feel myself deflating a bit, his words taking some of the tension that still lingered inside me.

Throwing a glance at him from the corner of my left eye, I clearly see his bloodred skin. To my own surprise, I find myself mostly curious about it.

He chuckles, his eyes lighting up when he catches me looking at him. “Your eye sees right through my glamor, doesn’t it?”

“It does.” There is no denying it, and I’m not going to lie about it either—he would know.

“I suspected as much, but she would never tell me.”

I look up at him and close my right eye so that I’m seeing him only through the left one. The vision is blurry, his glamor clearly stronger than whatever makes this eye see through it, but there is no denying that his skin is bloodred. “This is what you really look like?”

“It is now.”

There’s more there, but I don’t dare to ask. “Why hide behind a glamor? I didn’t take you for someone vain.”

He laughs at this and, for the first time, it almost sounds genuine. “Because it gives too much away.”

“Did Sophia ever… see?”

He shakes his head. “You’re the first of them, taking into consideration that Isra probably thought she was going mad.” He regards me for a moment.

“If you think that you can handle it,” he adds unexpectedly, “then I’ll release the glamor.”

My heart misses a beat at this, and a strange kind of heat creeps up in my chest. There is no hesitation in me when I nod.

He looks me over, something akin to approval in his eyes. There’s a flicker of black magic, and the glamor melts away.

The next moment, both of my eyes see him for who he really is, with his skin the color of blood. My breath catches at the sight of it. A thousand and one different thoughts run through my mind, only one truly sticking out from the rest of them: No, not nearly as unsettling as I initially thought.

“Looks like you can.” He smiles and, for a moment, it makes him look like a completely different person. He seems… relieved?

“You might just be…” His voice trails off, and then he’s on the bed next to me, kissing me.

My eyes widen in surprise, and I struggle to get away from him. Even though it’s a soft and sweet kiss, I don’t want it.

I struggle, and he fists my hair and forcefully pulls my head back in response. The pain makes me gasp, and his tongue slips inside my mouth. I try to push him off of me as his grip grows even tighter and more painful, but I can’t get him to budge; he’s too strong. And I’m too weak, always too weak.

Not knowing what to do, I bite down on his tongue. He doesn’t flinch, not even when I taste his blood in my mouth. His lips linger a moment longer before he breaks the kiss. He shifts his body away from mine, and the look he gives me while doing so isn’t one I expect. His eyes glow with something that looks akin to approval, perhaps even a sliver of respect.

“You’ve got some bite to you after all,” he says with a smirk, blood dripping from the corner of his mouth. His tongue darts out to lick it away, and a gasp catches in my throat.

He gets up from the bed and I let out a quiet exhale, my head falling back in the soft pillow. I briefly close my eyes, his voice reaching me from across the room.

“Rest, love. You need it.”

I swallow and nod, not even trying to open my eyes again. There’s only one thing, one thought, that still manages to pop into my head: What if this is all just a test?
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The pain from my left arm surges through me before I even open my eyes. When I do open them, I find myself alone in the bedroom, tucked under the covers. I get up with a groan and stumble to the bathroom. Once there, I take a moment to rest with my back against the wall, my breathing thin and labored.

After a minute or two, I grit my teeth and move to the sink, my hands grabbing at the sides for support. Hanging my head, I mutter my healing spell, in desperate need for it to take the edge off and kick-start my own healing, because otherwise I’ll be fainting in no time.

Slowly, I start to feel better and, once my hands stop shaking, I set to remove the bandages. My left arm sends sharp jolts of pain through me with every single movement, and I can’t wait for that to be gone as well. When I finally get the bandages off my right wrist, I’m glad to find the cut mostly healed. All that remains is a red scar, but that, too, will fade soon enough.

Next, I carefully undo the ones on my left arm and find the skin underneath red and patchy, the healing going too slow for my liking. I gently run some more healing magic through my arm in hopes of speeding up the process. It would be easier to instantly heal the wounds, but I’ve done enough research to know that the body can’t always handle instant healing spells. I’m not willing to take any chances in that regard.

After tending to my wounds, I end up eyeing the shower, hesitant for a moment until I decide, what the heck, and use the opportunity to indulge myself. As soon as the hot water touches my skin, I let out a loud sigh. I need one of these for my own bathroom.

After a long, hot shower, I find a pair of clean clothes that I’m not sure were there before. I’m way past the point of caring, so I dry off and slip on the underwear. There is a small roll of bandages waiting for me at the sink now, and I wrap up my left arm for extra support during the healing process.

I try to not think of the possibility that he came in here again while I was in the shower.

I put on the wavy, cornflower-blue dress with bishop sleeves. There is a matching Elizabethan corset that has beautiful silver flowers embroidered on the fabric. My hand rests on it for a moment, my finger tracing over the patterns. The clothes that he provides me with are always so beautiful, and definitely more expensive than I’m used to. Even though I don’t need expensive or fancy clothes, I won’t deny that it’s nice to be able to wear something a bit more sophisticated.

I finish lacing up the corset and slip on the low heels that I find right outside the bathroom door.

Leaving his bedroom and heading toward the garden, I find that my arm still stings, meaning that I won’t be able to do as much as I would like for a while longer. Poking my tongue into my cheek, I take a moment to think. I tap my fingers against my legs, and some magic springs free. I decide to try and recreate his transportation spell. If I succeed, then perhaps that will be my ticket out of here.

Upon entering the library, I find him near the fireplace, looking for something by going through some books. On a pile next to him is the book in which I found the coin earlier, and I wonder if that’s what he’s looking for.

He doesn’t react to my presence as I sit down behind my usual desk. I look at him, biting my nail with my head slightly cocked to the side, wondering why he hasn’t tried to force himself on me again. I shouldn’t be questioning this, but I am. Especially since he seems like he wants to. I’m not in a position to oppose him, so he easily could. Not that I want him to, but it doesn’t make sense. It makes me consider again if he’s testing me in some way. But for what purpose? To bring out that potential he mentioned? He did reapply his glamor, the bloodred skin again hidden under the warm honey. He played me for a fool, that much is clear.

With a shake of my head, I focus my attention on the task at hand. I start to draw and write down the part of his tracking spell that I was able to make out. What I manage to piece together from memory is not enough to reproduce the original spell. This means that it’s better, and mostly safer, to start from scratch.

Lost in thought, I don’t notice him approaching until he stands in front of me, looking down on my notes. His eyes narrow, clearly recognizing the spell.

A soft hum, followed by his voice. “What are you trying to accomplish?” he asks, as if he doesn’t already know.

“Exactly what it looks like,” I snap, crossing my arms in front of my chest and leaning back in my seat.

“You want to return to a place that abandoned you, left you to die?” His words are harsh, but they don’t scare me. Quite on the contrary.

“Perhaps I should have died there.” Saying it out loud in that moment, I believe it. I should have died back then, and I hate him for taking that away from me. Everything would have been so much easier that way.

“Continuing on with this will have you end up dead.”

“Then so be it.”

Collecting the papers in my arms, I get up and leave without looking back. Trying to leave would kill me? Fine. There may not be anything for me anymore back home, but there is even less for me here.

Back in my room, I use his transportation spell as a base for the new spell. In hopes of eliminating a possible time limit, I add some extra power to it and a simple blood sacrifice to get it started. At the same time, my mind is already working on sorting out the sacrifice that will keep all of this together.

I scan over what I already have, then set on working on a second spell: a protection to help me pass through the first spell with only a relatively small blood sacrifice. This is to keep me safe in case the sacrifice isn’t enough to cover everything.

The third and final spell will be crucial to keep the whole thing going, as it’s a sacrificial spell. As soon as I cross over, I have to fire that one up. It will sense how much extra power the first spell needs and take this from its surroundings. A one-mile radius should be plenty, as long as I set foot in a well-populated area. This means murdering tens, or even hundreds, of people just to feed my spell, and I don’t even hesitate at the idea. If it allows me to break free, then nothing else matters.

I have suffered enough for another’s sake, and I’m done with it. It’s time for someone else to suffer for me. Even if it means that I’ll be using the worst kind of magic and cursing innocent people.

Working on my spells, I lose all track of time, feeling myself become emotionally numb as I keep pushing and pushing. Eventually, I fall asleep with my head on my papers and dream horrible dreams about my previous life. About the abuse Henry put me through. The many times he talked down on me, berated me, beat me, raped me. All because I wouldn’t give him a child. Then because I couldn’t give him one anymore, even though the doctor told him that the chances were slim for me to conceive a second time. Even though he knew that if I by some miracle did, it would most likely end up killing me.

He simply didn’t care.

But what haunts me the most through the recurring dreams are those green eyes that replace Henry’s amber-brown ones.
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After days, perhaps even weeks, I start to feel somewhat okay with the spells that I’ve created. Despite my fatigue and the exhaustion that gradually starts to set in, I decide to just go for it. The longer I wait, the bigger the chance is that he’s going to find out and stop me. I’m surprised he hasn’t already.

I find myself in front of the mirror in my bathroom again. There is a slight hesitation in my touch as I reach to pull the sheet away. Seeing my reflection is like seeing a stranger look back at me. I know that keeping the mirrors covered up doesn’t help in getting used to it, but it’s just too much, too unnerving.

My hand tightens around the knife as I look down on my healed arm that won’t be healed for much longer. Without hesitation, I plunge the blade deep in my arm and make a cut from my shoulder down to my elbow. I grind my teeth against the pain that flares from my arm to the rest of my body. It hurts like hell, and I quickly start to feel lightheaded as blood flows from the wound. But I shouldn’t heal the wound as it would take away from the sacrifice, so I bite through it.

My hand is shaking when I put the knife aside, my head not feeling all there, and I dab my fingers in the blood. It takes a second for my hand to be steady again and for my eyes to see clearly. Once they do, I carefully draw the circle on the surface of the mirror. It’s so elaborate that I have to extend it to the wall that the mirror is mounted against.

It takes me a while, but when I finally get to reciting the spell, the circle immediately activates. Blood crawls to the center, glowing ominously as the symbols start to twist and turn. There is a click, like a key turning in a lock, and dark clouds appear on the other side of the mirror, obscuring my vision. Cracks form, and the clouds seep through to my side.

Aware of the fact that I don’t have long, I use more blood to draw a protection around myself. It feels cold and heavy against my skin, like a suit of armor. With another deep breath, I step through the mirror. Once I emerge on the other side, I need to start on the third and final spell—the spell that will turn me into a mass murderer.

When I emerge on the other side, a scream is brutally ripped out of me. My gaze is unfocused as I look around, blinking rapidly, and my hands drop to my sides. I try to hold back another scream while my stomach clenches as if I’m going to be sick. I’m standing in a wasteland. The ground is dark dirt, soil littered with dark-gray rocks and stones, pieces of broken wood and shards of glass.

“No, no, no.” I spin around, wincing because it’s more of the same no matter where I look. My gaze darts around as I start to tremble, my breathing restricted, on the verge of hyperventilating. There is nothing around me but ruins. Buildings long destroyed, homes long abandoned, streets overrun and utterly deserted. Dust and dirt and rubble.

The sun draws sharp shadows on the stones, and there isn’t a single sign of life anywhere.

“How? This is supposed to be a city.”

My hands curl around my head and I sink to my knees, unable to grasp what’s going on. I had selected this city because I knew that it would be inhabited with enough people, no matter day or night. Yet here I am, most likely the only living thing around. Even if there is still someone else, it will never be enough. It won’t suffice.

My strength leaves me. My body is heavy, and my chest hitches from trying to hold back a sob. This is it, I tried and failed. All will leaves my body. I’m exhausted and drained, both physically and emotionally.

Moments later, there’s the inevitable tug that tells me that I’m out of time. I give in to it and, as it starts to take me back, my protection shatters sooner than it was supposed to. I’m instantly hit by the effects of my spell. After all, even if it wasn’t successful, there is still a debt to be paid, and I’m the only one that can pay up.

My screams of disbelief make way for screams of pain. Blood drips from my mouth, nose, and ears, even from the corners of my eyes and from under my fingernails. Red is once more all that I see as I’m catapulted back into my bathroom. The speed at which I emerge is so high that I smack against the towel rack on the opposite wall. The impact of my body against the steel breaks my back and almost snaps me in two. The mirror shatters moments after I’ve passed through it. The shards fly through the bathroom and cut my flesh as I only barely manage to raise my hands and cover my face.

Eventually, the sound of shattering glass passes, and my ragged breathing is the only sound in the bathroom. Then there are my groans as I find myself unable to move my legs. They are sprawled in a weird angle, and I frown, then notice that I don’t feel anything from the waist down. A broken piece of the towel rack sticks out of my stomach, perforating me.

I curse and clamp my shaking hands around the metal. Another curse leaves me, for I’m too weak to do anything but dangle there. Blood drips on the floor from the wound in my stomach and from the many cuts on my skin.

Breathing becomes more difficult with every passing second until my eyes roll back in my head and my body goes limp.
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Darkness is all there is. It surrounds me, swallowing me whole while I float in this vast nothingness. Warmth infuses my body, and there isn’t a single trace of concern or worry in my mind. There’s a pleasant sense of dizziness, making me giddy as I enjoy the euphoric feeling of weightlessness. It’s so peaceful here; all I want is to close my eyes, drift away, and rest.

The soft sound of wings reaches me, and it confuses me. Has an angel come to take me away?

Warm hands touch my skin, and a feather brushes my cheek. Someone holds me close, and there’s a heartbeat in my ear. It puts me at ease, comforts me. More than the reassuring darkness, it’s like a passionate embrace.

Then there is pain and discomfort, cold and unease, but mostly pain. From far away I hear myself scream. The darkness is red, fear, and hatred, and I don’t want to be a part of it. But I have no choice but to go with the flow. Until, at last, I’m able to open my eyes.

I find myself back in his dimly lit bedroom, the scent of apples and nutmeg in my nose. He sits next to me once more and he seems... worried? His posture is stooped, his hands clasped together, and his eyes unseeing, staring off in the distance.

“You should have let me die.” My voice sounds like someone else’s, weak and broken.

He looks up at me. “You’re no good to me dead,” he replies coldly, and somehow exactly what I expected. Yet for a moment I spot a slow smile, indicating that perhaps he’s not as uncaring as he wants me to believe.

Nevertheless, a weak laugh escapes me. A cough catches me off guard and feels as if someone stabbed me in my stomach. Which is, in a way, what happened. My fingers gently touch the bandages wrapped around my stomach. I wince at the sharp pain the touch sends through me and drop my hand next to me.

“It’s going to take time for you to heal,” he says softly.

“Please,” I interrupt, “don’t act as if you care.” My voice cracks from the effort that goes into speaking.

“You’re mine, and I will do with you as I please.” He sounds as if I’ve insulted him. Perhaps I have. “But it also means that I will protect you.”

“You should have let me die,” I repeat, turning my head away from him. “For it would have been better to die than to be trapped here forever.”

“You were trying to escape?”

As if he had no idea what I was trying to accomplish...

I nod, and he chuckles. From the corner of my eye, I catch him shake his head. There is a moment of silence before he gets up and walks toward the door.

“Your quarters are a bloody mess, so you can rest here until they’re cleaned up.” He looks back at me, his voice flat and emotionless. “Don’t die.”

He steps out, and I slip away again, though no darkness awaits me this time. Only disturbing dreams of a scorched earth and a city destroyed. Dreams filled with chaos, pain, and fear.

A feeling of abandonment is all that I recall once I wake up. I do remember the city that inspired the dreams, and I wonder about what had happened. How has it been so completely destroyed?

“Something’s on your mind,” he notices when he comes to check up on me.

Part of me wants to ignore him, because I feel forever confined by both his words and actions. But the other part of me is curious and slightly worried.

“The city I returned to,” I say, fidgeting with the sheet while I give him a sidelong look, “was in shambles, death and destruction were everywhere. I—what happened?”

“What happened,” he says, turning to face me with a smirk, “is something that humans are so very good at. War.”

“War?”

“A global war, nation against nation. Vicious and cruel in a way that the world has never seen before. That’s what destroyed that city.”

I go quiet, unable to imagine something like that. He has a point, though. Humans are violent creatures, and we tend to leave death and destruction in our wake.

“Wait,” I suddenly say, and the bewildered tone in my voice makes him look up. “What did you mean by ‘humans’? Are you not… human?”

“Have I ever implied that I was?”

I don’t know how to react to that unexpected new piece of information. Of course I assumed he’s human.

“Then what are you?”

Sophia called him a monster. I’ve thought of him as a monster, but he can’t actually be one, can he? I recall the way he looked in the library, with the fire casting eerie shadows on his face. I gulp when I remember how I thought it made him look demonic. And then there’s that bloodred skin. But demons don’t have wings, do they?

“That would be telling,” he says with a teasing smile.

I need to know, but on the other hand, does it matter? I’m still trapped here and, if he does turn out to be a real monster, a demon, it doesn’t change my current predicament.

He looks at me, his head slightly tilted to the side, as if he can tell that I do want to ask more despite my silence. Though I don’t understand, right now I can’t bring myself to care. The feeling of emptiness that I’m cultivating inside of me starts to grow big enough that soon it will undoubtedly be able to swallow me whole.
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The moment that I’m strong enough to walk farther than to the bathroom and back, I get up and leave his quarters. I don’t feel like spending more time there than necessary, so I make my way back to my room. Most of my wounds have healed up nicely, only the hole in my stomach needs more time. It holds me back with every move that I make and, even though I used my healing spell, the process remains infuriatingly slow.

My bathroom has been patched up again, but now there is a shower next to the bathtub, an addition that I’m grateful for. The shower rack has thoughtfully been replaced by a model that runs parallel to the wall. Let’s hope I don’t manage to impale myself on this one as well.

[image: ]


After isolating myself in my room for I don’t even know how long, I find the motivation to step outside. Walking through the garden, I barely notice the moving shadows around me anymore. It’s reassuring, for it means that my sight is stabilizing, becoming my new normal.

I don’t even look up when he sits down in the grass next to me, under my favorite tree. Me in a powder-blue sleeveless dress and ice-gray corset. He wears a dark, almost black, gray dress shirt, waistcoat, and slacks. I take notice of how he’s not wearing a tie and of how the top button of his shirt is undone. It’s a small thing, but it somehow makes him seem more relaxed. Yet he looks very much out of place, sitting here in the grass with me.

We are silent for a few moments, until he turns to look at me. “I might be able to help you get back, but time will be limited.”

I look at him in disbelief, my mouth falling open. “Why?”

“There will be no consequences,” he continues, completely ignoring my question. “When the time is up, you will automatically be sent back here.”

“Why?” I repeat, my tone more demanding this time.

He looks at me from the corner of his eyes, not showing a single trace of emotion. “Because it might help you get closure.”

“Closure? Everyone that I know is probably long dead by now.” I laugh, the sound of it cold and detached.

“This is my offer. You either take it or leave it.”

I snicker at the idea. “Sure, I’ll take it. Just to return here and hate you even more, since that really is all I have left.”

He doesn’t react to my small outburst, though that’s probably for the best.

“Why limited time though? Why can’t you make it so that I can stay there?”

“Because I can’t stay there. I have my ways to be able to step out for a bit. But leaving here—staying there—is not possible. Not for me, and not for you.”

My stomach sinks at hearing his words. Words that mean my attempts to escape were futile from the start. “So, because you can’t, neither can I? What kind of idiocy is that?” My voice comes out small and weak, and I swallow.

He throws me a sideway glance that almost makes me regret my words. “This is my prison, and since I brought you here, it’s yours as well.”

“I think that he is as much a prisoner here as we are.”

I hesitate for a moment, his eyes warning me to not press the matter. “What do you get out of it? Of me leaving, even if only temporarily?”

“Whatever I want, whenever I want it.” He flashes me a smile, baring his teeth. “Is that acceptable to you?”

It’s a horrible deal no matter how one looks at it, but it’s all that I’m going to get. Perhaps if I’m able to leave for short periods of time, I might still be able to figure out a way to make it permanent.

“It’s not as if I have much of a choice in the matter.” I shrug, trying not to show him that my mind is already trying to find a way to work around his limitations. Or about to spiral down into a panic attack. Truth be told, it could go either way.

He looks at me, dead serious, waiting for me to say it.

“Fine,” I sigh, reluctantly. “I accept.”

He leans in, and I instinctively flinch away from him. He growls, grabs the back of my neck, and pulls me back. He kisses me, and the next moment I’m standing in the middle of a crowded city square.

My magic crackles softly, confirming that it isn’t a trick. Though everything seems so alien, I’m back. I’m really back. It's enough to almost make me tear up, my chest swelling with joy while my eyes flit around to take in as much as possible to try and determine where and when I am. The voices around me tell me that at least the language hasn’t changed all that much. The city, on the other hand, has changed a lot.

The buildings are considerably taller, the architecture plainer than what I’m used to. Strange steel contraptions on wheels go up and down the streets. They look like carriages but without horses and much louder. The people have changed as well, wearing clothes that are quite different from what I’m used to. I stand out like a sore thumb in my attire. Passersby give me a few glances, but I don’t let it bother me. Even the smells are different, and I struggle to put a name to them. It smells dirty, I conclude as I hold back the urge to pinch my nose.

I start to walk and take in everything around me, sneaking a glance at a pile of newspapers being sold at a small shop. I catch the date, and I nearly gasp. It’s been a hundred years since the day that I died, or rather should have died. No wonder that this city, my hometown, seems like a different place altogether. And I’m sure that it’s my hometown going by some structures that have barely changed since the last time I was here.

Walking around, I recognize some more bits and pieces, mostly buildings that show their age. The church is still the same, with the old clock in the tower that tells me it’s late afternoon.

As my feet wander, I proceed with caution, crossing streets by the example of others that seem to follow the guidance of lights that change color. After some time, I find myself on my old street. The bakery on the corner is the only thing that seems at least a little bit familiar.

This street was once a part of the upper middle class. Now, the city has expanded so much that it’s a part of the heavily populated center. I find my old house, looking newer than when I lived in it. The stones on the outside have been thoroughly cleaned, the windows are obviously new, as is the roof, and one of those weird carriages stands out front. But most of it looks the same, and I don’t know what to make of this.

Is this the home that I’m trying to return to? Even though it hadn’t felt like home for a long time, seeing it now, like this… it just feels wrong. I wrap my arms around myself as a shudder goes through my body. I’m disoriented for a moment, now that I see, literally, that I really do have to rethink my plans for after I get out. If I even manage to leave permanently.

Looking back up at the house that was once my home, I sense something. Something oddly familiar that I can’t put my finger on. I close my blue eye and look around with only the green one. The house has its own aura, something that I didn’t think was possible. It’s dark and foreboding, as if to warn me away, unmistakably a marker of what I did here a century ago. Yet, unsettling as it is, that’s not it. Grinding my teeth, I know what to do. It’s the only way to know whether this feeling is just a feeling or not.

Nerves thrash inside of me as I bite the tip of my finger. A dollop of blood wells up, and I whisper a tracking spell. “Zacam gi gi pah torzul c noquod cocoasb.”

The dollop fizzles and expands into a translucent magic circle. If my gut feeling is correct, then this spell will give me the proof that I need. The circle hums gently as it starts to change as it feeds on my all-too-vivid memories and the proximity of the house. The circle turns into a thin red line, like a thread, and shoots away from me. Not sure what I’m hoping to find at the end of it, I start to walk, following the red thread.

It leads me through vaguely familiar streets until I reach a park that I definitely remember—my mother used to bring me here when I was a child. The memories create an excited flutter in my stomach. Seeing it almost exactly as it was back then makes me forget about the tracking for a moment. My nostalgia takes over as I enter, looking around. My posture relaxes, and a slight smile plays around my lips.

The houses surrounding the park are as classy as I remember them being and clearly well kept. Mothers are on their way home with their children, meeting each other at the entrance of the park and stopping for a little chat. How I once wanted, wished, to be a mother, to come here with my own children.

As I stand there watching, a little girl breaks away from her mother and comes running to me. She stops right in front of me with a big smile on her face, thrusting a flower out to me. Blinking rapidly, I squat down to her level and accept the flower from her.

“Thank you.” I smile, genuine happiness filling me for the first time in a long while.

She looks at me, mesmerized by my differently colored eyes. Her mother calls for her and, as she turns and runs back, she yells, “Mommy, Mommy, it’s the Snow Queen!”

I laugh at this, for I remember the story and it’s a fitting comparison.

The girl flies in her mother’s arms and enthusiastically points back at me. I wave and smile at her mother, the flower still in my hand. She looks at me weirdly, for my almost completely white hair is not exactly common. Then she shushes her daughter, and they start to leave.

Mother and daughter disappear into the distance, and I return my attention to the task at hand. The red thread still beckons me, leading me away from the park. I carefully place the flower on a wooden bench and continue on.

Night falls, and I’m led through some shadier parts of the city. Parts where the men are drunk and shamelessly try to come on to me. One of them is so persistent in his pursuit that I actually have to use my magic to chase him away. A little spell to make him bleed from his eyes makes him quickly leave me alone. Even though he was the last one to follow me around, I’m unable to shake that feeling of there being someone else. It has me looking over my shoulder multiple times. Every time I do, I only find darkness staring back at me.

I cross a bridge over a river and enter a rustic suburban part of town. It’s filled with pretty houses, all neatly lined up in rows. Behind the windows are families having supper, children playing, husbands reading, and wives working in the kitchen.

The families are living their lives to the fullest, but I notice that the wives aren’t, not really. They are living their lives for the sake of their spouses and their offspring. When their husbands aren’t looking, they seem sad and exhausted. In that moment, having partially lived that life, I don’t understand why I ever wanted more of that. It’s demeaning, the way that they have been captured in these beautiful lies. Lies in which they are never meant for more, only to take care of their families. A twinge of pain stings my heart, because it makes me realize that I do want more. Even though, right now, I’m a different kind of prisoner myself.

The red thread ends at the front door of a house with a striped kitten sitting behind the window and a family sitting in the living room. A husband reading his newspaper, a wife rocking a baby to sleep. That feeling of familiarity comes over me again, and that’s when I notice that the red thread didn’t stop at the door. It went inside the house and split off in the living room. Three split ends, each of them pointing at a member of the family. I scrunch my nose, feeling bewildered about what this might mean.

I blink, and then I’m back in the garden in the exact same spot, with him still sitting next to me.

“How long was I gone?” I ask, my mind still with that family, pondering.

“A couple of minutes, give or take.” He looks at me with a smile that I’m unable to return.

Instead, I voice the confusion that refuses to leave me. “Something is wrong.”

He just continues to look at me, his smile melting away, but his posture remains unchanged. I return his gaze, unease building inside of me.

“I need to go back,” I say, upon which he averts his eyes.

“That won’t be possible.”

“Because you can’t, or you won’t?” He smiles a cruel smile which tells me that it’s the latter. “Why?”

“This trip was a gesture, to help you get closure. If you want to go back again, then”—he leans in closer, until our faces are almost touching, then he reaches out to gently caress my cheek—“I’ll need something in return. Something that I, unfortunately, can’t take by force.”

“Whatever I want, whenever I want it.”

I gulp. “You already own me. What more could you possibly want?” I sound braver than I feel, a knot forming in my stomach.

He chuckles. “Your body might be mine, but we both know that you’re more than just that.”

His eyes light up briefly, which makes him come off as even more of a predator than usual. Yet my heart beats faster when he touches me, his eyes piercing mine.

Then, suddenly, he breaks away and gets up. “Think about it.” He smiles as he walks away, leaving me flustered.

Is he expecting me to say yes without knowing what it is that he wants? I don’t trust him, and everything he has said and done up until this point has felt like a test. Making this another test? Or is this where it has all been leading to? Giving me little bits and pieces of what I want while finding out how far he can push me, until I come to the point where I’ll just accept whatever he asks of me?

I know nothing about him, yet it feels as if he knows everything about me. He probably does.

My thoughts wander to that family I saw.

I have to go back or find another way to make sure, to confirm or deny this gut-wrenching feeling. Going back means that I give him what he wants, whatever that might be.

I bite the inside of my cheek, thinking about it. As I taste blood in my mouth, I figure that I should just go and ask him. After all, he never said that I couldn’t ask any questions.

He’s not in the library, which means that I have to go to his quarters. The last time that I was there was far from pleasant. I let out a deep sigh, knowing I don’t have much of a choice.

There is a light quiver in my stomach when I open the black doors and enter the dark hallway. I conjure a blue flame in the palm of my hand, and the hallway lights up, blue flames throwing flickering shadows against the walls. For the first time, I’m able to see the doors on both sides of the hallway.

With the exception of two, all the doors have a red, magic circle over them. Wards that I know I won’t be able to break. The unmarked door on the right-hand side is his bedroom. The unmarked one at the end of the hallway is the one that leads to the red room.

It only takes a quick look to determine that he isn’t in the bedroom or bathroom, so I carefully descend the stairs to the red room. The door downstairs is ajar, and I cautiously let myself in, my feet shuffling slightly with every step I take.

The room seems smaller than before, filled with piles upon piles of books. In the middle of it all stands a large, dark-brown leather sofa. He sits on it, his legs crossed and frustration clear on his face. He flips through a book, tosses it aside, then picks up the next one. Just as before in the library, he seems to be searching for something. He throws me an angry glare as he tosses yet another book.

“What do you want?” he snaps, and I instinctively take a step back, my body shrinking in on itself.

“I came to inquire about what it is that you would need in return.” My voice is barely more than a mutter, my mouth going dry with every word that I speak.

I’ve barely spoken the words when his whole demeanor changes. He stands up and puts the book down, a cocky smile on his lips and a twinkle in his eyes. The next moment he stands in front of me, making me flinch as I back up against the door.

He puts a hand against the wall next to me and cups my chin with the other. His fingers softly stroke my cheek, so at odds with how he has me caged in. “You’re considering it?”

“I’m not considering anything until you tell me what you want,” I say, some strength returning to my voice.

He smirks, locking his eyes on my own so that I’m unable to look away. My mismatched eyes show me both of his faces, the bloodred and warm honey blending into each other. I’m starting to get fed up with his bullshit, and this bleeding image makes me snap. Pressing my lips together, I take a deep inhale and push him off of me.

He goes willingly, taking a step back. Yet his eyes remain on me, not wavering for a second, not even stumbling from my outburst.

Refusing to look away, I cast a spell, my words and movements quick. In the split second that it takes for him to realize what the spell is, I land my fist in his face. A fist that is covered in a layer of ice-blue magic that rips away his skin upon making contact.

His head snaps to the side, and his look changes from cocky to disbelief. His glamor sputters and falls in pieces from him, shattered, revealing his red skin once more. He wipes dark blood from his mouth and laughs at the sight of it on the back of his hand. The open wound on his cheek is already knitting itself back together, disappearing within mere seconds.

“Getting feisty,” he remarks. “I like it.” He swiftly uses his hand to block a second fist from connecting.

Breaking his nose will be for another time, then.

“I guess I had it coming,” he adds unexpectedly whilst letting go of my hand. “I did promise you that I would get rid of the glamor.”

He turns around and goes back to sit on the sofa. He casually picks up the same book, looks at it briefly, then tosses it. He gestures for me to come and, feeling myself cool off, I oblige. His eyes are still glued to me as I walk over to join him.

“I have to admit that I quite like the person you’re becoming. Who knows, you might actually be able to take me on at some point.”

“The person that I’m becoming?”

He leans forward before I’m able to fully formulate my question and starts to stroke my hair, almost petting it. For once, I don’t flinch away from him, though a feeling of unease lingers deep inside me.

“Killing them has set you free, has inevitably changed you,” he says, tangling his dark-red fingers in my silver-white hair. “It’s allowing you to become the person that you were always meant to be.”

“My hair⁠—”

“Is nothing to worry about,” he interrupts. “It’s just a physical marker.”

“Of what?” I ask, flexing my fingers, my magic buzzing at the tips.

He casts a look at them, takes note of the ice-blue energy that sparks right next to him. “Magic comes at a price, love. You overspent by killing them, and the resulting backlash left its mark.”

His hand moves from my hair to my lips, touching them softly, then moving on to my neck. His grip grows stronger, and my heartbeat quickens its pace. He notices and retracts his hand, the look in his eyes changing slightly.

He smiles, his fingers touching his own lips just like he touched mine, and I end up being the one that has to look away.

“About my offer...” His voice is serious once more, and I look at him again. “I can give you everything that you want, everything that you could ever want, in return for your hand in marriage.”

I find myself dumbstruck by his words, my mouth falling open. “I’m sorry. What?”

“Marriage.” He laughs, the sound deep and warm, almost genuine. “It’s the easiest way to describe it, but it’s much more than that.”

“Why? Why would you want to marry… someone like me?” A sense of vertigo sets in, and it makes my head spin. I blink at him in an attempt to regain my senses, but it doesn’t help much. It feels like a black hole opened up under me, about to swallow me whole.

“As I’ve said before, you have potential. A potential that I’m going to need. But you have to offer it to me freely.”

“Then why not ask when I’ve come into this potential? Why marriage?” I don’t think I can do this; the mere idea is enough to reduce me to nothing. I already feel myself spiraling out of control.

“Because you need a little nudge to help you along the way. The kind of marriage that I’m talking about will allow you to tap into more magic than you can possibly imagine. It will give you the chance to fully develop.”

“What kind of magic?” I ask hesitantly, disbelief making way for suspicion.

“So many questions, love.” For a moment, I think he won’t answer me, his yellow eyes looking me up and down. “You would be able to channel my magic as your own. Sophia has already laid the groundwork for this by steering you toward the use of blood magic. Which is my trademark, so to say.”

“And why would I willingly agree to this?”

“Because there is only so much magic that you, as a human, can harness of your own accord. This is the only way if you want to become stronger.”

“I would be able to go as I please?” I find myself gently biting my lip in an attempt to contain my eagerness.

He nods, his eyes on my lip that I quickly let pop free. “The spell only works with my magical signature.”

“Will you let me go even if it means that I might not come back?”

He laughs again. “Oh, you will come back. Always. For you will be bound by the same limitations that have bound me for centuries,” he explains.

The time limit, I realize, my stomach dropping. It will force me.

“What is it that you need from me in return? What does this marriage give you once I’ve come into my potential?”

“That’s something that I can’t tell you. Not yet, at least.”

I take a few moments to think about it, but there isn’t much of a choice. If I want to go back, I have to accept his offer. Despite not knowing what he will be asking for in return. He carefully regards me as I think it through, patiently waiting for me to speak.

“How do I know that you’re speaking the truth?”

“I have no reason to lie.”

“And I have to take your word for it?”

“Like I said before, you take it or leave it.” He smiles wickedly.

If it’s indeed the truth, then that means that what little bit of freedom he offers me with this is all that I’m going to get, no matter what. If I want to get anywhere, both literally and figuratively, I have no choice but to accept. Being forced to return here every time I leave is better than never being able to leave at all.

But that doesn’t mean that I have to accept right away. “Will you allow me to think about it?”

“Certainly,” he answers. “But don’t take too long. I don’t like waiting, and you don’t want the offer to expire.”

“I only have a use for your body and for what you might be able to accomplish.”

I nod to him in reply and, as I make to leave, I think of one final detail. “What”—I turn back to him—“if I ever decide that I don’t want to be married to you anymore?”

The look that crosses his face upon hearing my question makes my stomach turn. He gives me a smile that makes him look lethal. Feral. “Till death do us part.”

The way he says the words has the hairs on the back of my neck rising. I try to fight down the feeling of unease, of foreboding, that his words bring me. I turn on my heels and swiftly leave the red room and his quarters.

I carefully think through all that he told me. Offered me. And the risks I’ll be taking by accepting, not knowing what he’ll demand in return. Knowing that if I accept, I’ll have to kill him if I ever want to be free of him. I don’t know if that’s something I’ll be capable of, seeing how much stronger he is than me. Even if I’m somehow able to use his magic as my own, I have no certainty that it will be enough.

It looks like Sophia was right in the end. He made me an offer that is almost impossible to refuse. And I find myself willing to pay, even though I don’t know the full price. Even though I might end up binding myself to a monster—a demon?—without knowing if I can ever escape him.
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His offer continues to play through my mind. It makes me pace my room, biting my nails. If what he’s saying, if what I’ve slowly been starting to realize myself, is true… then I will need whatever I can get to be able to achieve what I want. But am I willing to bind myself to him?

On the other hand, I don’t know what will happen to me if I refuse his offer. Will he even let me refuse him? Despite it not being the best option, it does come with a certain amount of freedom, literally and figuratively. Freedom that I’ll put to good use.

At the same time, I know that I need a way to confirm my suspicions. That family—they have my blood. The tracking spell confirmed it. But do they have my blood because they are descendants of my father’s brother or…

I can’t, I won’t, even put it to words in my own mind. I need to be sure; I need to know. It means that I need to create a spell that can help me. A spell that proves me either right or wrong. Oh, how I hope to be wrong.

The kind of spell that I have in mind will be able to shed light on this, I know it. The only thing is that it’s a variation of the tracking spell, which means that I need to give it something. The greater the sacrifice, the more accurate the spell will be. I know exactly what will provide me with the best results, but acquiring it won’t be pretty.

My mind is already putting the spell together while I keep pacing, up and down, up and down.

Standing in the bathroom, a sigh escapes me, and I finally take down the towels that are still draped over the mirrors. My reflection looks back at me and, after all that has happened, I’m not as disturbed by it anymore. The silver-white hair and the different colored eyes show how much I’ve changed. How much I’m still changing.

My eyes then linger on my lips. Tracing them with my finger, I almost feel his touch again. It’s another thing that I can no longer deny, the attraction that I feel toward him, at least physically. And not only because of this humming pull.

The piercing yellow eyes and the bloodred skin... they do something to me.

As I turn toward the tall standing mirror, something under one of the bathroom cabinets catches my eye. I lower myself onto my knees and slide my hand under the cabinet. Reaching, my fingertips touch something that feels like engraved wood. My body freezes over, my mind tumbling when I remember a framed picture on a bookcase.

Reaching further, I’m able to grab hold of it and pull it toward me. I take a seat on the tiles and stare at the picture in my hands. It’s a photograph of Henry, my sister, her son, and their daughter, all four of them smiling at the camera. Seeing their faces has my heart pounding and my body tensing.

My hands start to tremble when I notice the way my sister holds herself, specifically the placement of one of her hands. There is something else there, something that has me seeing red. I grind my teeth in an attempt to not let the anger take me over. Nevertheless, some magic escapes me, causing the glass to shatter and the frame to turn to dust in my hands.

I need to go back. Right now.

He’s still in the red room, surrounded by even bigger piles of books. He raises an eyebrow when he sees me approach. He hasn’t reapplied his glamor, which gives me a weird kind of satisfaction. Seeing that red skin... I make myself snap out of it as I come to a halt in front of him.

“I need you to send me back. Now.”

My demand is met with laughter, yet I stand strong, not taking back my words. The laughter stops, and his eyes turn cold. He’s in front of me in a split second, an arm locked around my waist and the other at my throat again.

“I don’t think that you understand how this works,” he hisses, staring me down with anger blazing in his eyes. “You cannot accost me with demands just because I make you an offer.”

His grip on me grows painfully strong, but I refuse to stand down. I return his glare, and he chuckles, almost as if he approves.

He bows his head toward my neck and licks a line along it. The feeling of his breath and his tongue against my skin makes my knees weak. I have to hold back a yelp as he gives the tender skin behind my ear a nip.

The idea of what he might do to me fills me with heat. Even though my mind screams at me, warns me that I shouldn’t trust him. That I shouldn’t willingly give myself to him, not after what he’s done. And yet, my body seems to crave his touch. I don’t know when that changed, why that fear gradually started to turn into something else.

He gives my throat a squeeze and, when my mouth falls open on a gasp, his lips come down on mine. He kisses me fiercely, forcing his tongue into my mouth. I have no choice but to let him in, all while his grip on my throat becomes more constricting with every passing second until darkness starts to creep in the edges of my vision. My head goes light, his mouth and tongue all that I’m aware of.

Just as I’m about to faint, he loosens his grip and allows me to gasp for air. It’s like something clicks in me then, some resistance falling away when my head clears up.

This is probably a mistake, but I don’t care anymore. I’m damned anyway. I just want to give in to something that I want because I want it, not because it’s good or right or because someone tells me to. Even if it’s just for a moment, consequences be damned. Because right now, this is what I want. He’s what I want. How have I gone so quickly from fearing him—hating him—to whatever this is?

I can’t stop myself. One quick breath is all I take, and then I wrap my arms around his neck. I pull him back to me, my hands in his hair and my mouth on his in the next moment. His eyes widen in surprise, but he allows it as lust darkens his eyes.

He moves his hand from my neck down to my leg, sliding it under my skirt and caressing my thigh. And then I bite his lip, and he pushes me off him. He drops himself back on the sofa and I feel… oddly rejected.

He licks his lips as he watches me struggle to regain my composure. “Fine,” he says as if it’s nothing. “I’ll allow you to go back once more.”

I’m eager to thank him, but he cuts me off before I can do more than open my mouth. “It will only be half the time from before, and I expect your answer before the end of the second half. Is that clear?”

I nod in understanding.

“Going by how you stormed in here, I take it that you have a specific location in mind?” he asks.

I nod again, the lingering burn in my throat making me unable to speak.

“Think about it, and I’ll get you there.” Without getting up, he casually flicks a spell in my direction.

I’m in a graveyard, in the middle of the night. A cold breeze sends chills down my spine, and I clasp my arms around me, sending magic through my skin to take off the edge. Looking around, I wonder how many years have gone by again.

With a few words, I conjure a small flame in the palm of my hand. Mindful of where I’m going, I walk deeper into the graveyard, trying to remember the way. As I go, I notice how much bigger this place has become. The farther back I go, the more names that I start to recognize, as if everyone that was ever a part of my life ended up here. It hurts me to know that, even if I died that day, I would not have been put to rest amongst them; an unmarked grave would have been my final resting place.

At last, I find what I’m looking for. A different kind of cold engulfs me as I read the names on the stone slab of Henry’s family’s grave—the Harred family grave. His family has been buried here for generations. I was supposed to end up here with them—with him. But my sister took my place, her name and their children’s names have been neatly added to the plaque. Even her firstborn, despite not being his blood, has a place here while I was carelessly tossed aside. Given, there was never a body to bury, but they could still have buried an empty casket and included my name on the gleaming stone.

Gently, I put the blue flame on the next grave over, and it flickers softly in the night. A perfect representation of my frozen yet furious heart. I take a deep breath and lock my emotions away to focus on the task at hand. Seeing them can’t shake my conviction. I won’t let it.

“Lring mir pizin babalond drix fafen qall gmicalzoma oroch lel coasgon.”

Ruptures appear all over the surface of the stone, then it splits open with a loud crack. With a single flick of my finger, the stone shatters and shards fly all around. Some cut my hand, but I don’t even flinch at the sharp pain. Using my other hand, I add an extra layer to the spell that makes the ground part like water, revealing the coffins. I step into the grave, my eyes going from his coffin to hers, and I hate to admit that I’m uncertain if I need both or only one of them.

After some careful consideration, I decide to take both of them with me.

Summoning the blue flame to me, I set it on the lids of the coffins. The magical fire quickly spreads, eating away at the wood—and only the wood, upon my command—to slowly reveal what’s left of their corpses. Seeing the state that they are in, they would have only needed a few more years before they would be completely gone.

It brings a cruel smile to my lips to see that Henry’s parents skimped on my sister's coffin. I know they liked me better than her, especially his mother. She had difficulties conceiving as well, so she understood what I went through. Though both her and her husband never knew the full extent of our situation, which I assume Henry deliberately kept that way. Who would want their parents to know that they’re abusing the wife they so adore? I do wonder how they reacted to my disappearance and Henry remarrying my sister.

Henry’s body has been naturally mummified, but my sister’s is literally wasting away. The expensive-looking coffin that keeps him nice and dry makes all the difference, not that it matters in the end.

The flame shrinks and hovers above the grave, not casting a single shadow. I look down at them, biting my lip. The spell I have in mind doesn’t require much, but it might be better to play it safe and procure some extra materials.

Bending forward, I take Henry’s head in my hands, pull, and rip it clean off his body. Then I do the same to my sister, the cracking of her bones like music to my ears. I step out of the open grave, carrying both heads in my arms. A final look back is all that I give it. Then, I put out the blue flame and engulf myself in darkness while I walk away.

Unaware of how much time remains, I leisurely walk toward the gate that marks the entrance and exit to the graveyard. Stepping through it, a tingling feeling creeps up my spine, making me shudder. My head snaps back, but there is nothing out of the ordinary, even to my left eye, though I can’t shake the feeling of familiarity. The kind that has me clenching my jaw and has anxiety settling deep in my stomach.

The next moment, I find myself back in the red room.

He looks at me as I hold the two heads and doesn’t even bother with questions. Thankfully.

“Looks like you had fun,” he says, with an amused glance at the heads in my arms.

I’m too distracted to do more than give him a nod, that feeling of being watched lingering on my skin, my magic buzzing in my ears.

On my way to the library, I feel calmer, more at ease than I expected. The anxiety drips off me with every step that I take. Stepping through the tall wooden doors, I shake off the last traces of apprehensiveness and redirect my attention once more to the task at hand—literally—as I put both heads on one of the desks. The fire throws dancing shadows over them, making them look even more grotesque. Both are quite unrecognizable, Henry with his mouth gaping in a distorted grimace and my sister not much more than a brittle piece of bone.

I have to hold back the urge to smash the heads to pieces. Even in death, I can’t stand their faces. Disgust fills me and makes my flesh crawl. Ripping my eyes away from them, I decide that I need a moment before proceeding.

He finds me in the garden, in the grass in my usual spot, my knees pulled up against my chest. I’ve found that I’m doing this often without realizing it, sitting like this, and I know that it’s a coping mechanism that I can’t seem to get rid of. It’s something that I developed during the last years of my life. Back when I would curl up in a corner and cry after someone had visited me. Even now it still brings me a strange kind of comfort.

“I thought it would be easier.” I close my eyes and lower my head, refusing to look at him while he stands there. “But the betrayal still hurts, despite my hate toward them. Seeing how they put my sister in the family grave—” I swallow a sob, my throat constricting painfully.

He remains quiet for a few moments, then sits down in front of me. He gently touches my chin, lifting my head up to make me look at him.

“Hate is a good motivator to get started, but you’ll need more than that in the long run.” There’s something in his voice that gives me the impression that he knows what he’s talking about.

“Then,” I propose, catching his gaze, “what about revenge?”

He gives me a cruel yet understanding smile. “Revenge will do just fine.”

He leans in and places a soft kiss on my forehead. The touch of his warm lips fills me up, melting some of the ice around my heart. I want more, but know there are things I need to get sorted out first. The way he looks at me gives me the idea that perhaps he knows as he gets up and holds his hand out to help me to my feet. His touch lingers, and I enjoy it. Despite the warnings and what he did, the more of these touches he gives me, the more I don’t care about any of it anymore.

He still has my hand in his, and I can’t look away; I can’t stop looking at how his bloodred skin touches my paleness. Entranced, the two of us are unmoving for a moment. Then I look up at him, finally meeting his gaze, those yellow eyes looking straight into my soul.

In a split second, my whole life seems to flash before my eyes. I swallow, realizing what I need to—what I want to do.

“I’ll marry you.” The words leave me before I know what I’m saying, what I’m agreeing to. But I do know that it’s the only way to move forward.

He blinks, caught off guard by the suddenness of my statement. Then a wide smile breaks out on his face, and he pulls me against his chest. He captures my face in his hands and kisses me, fierce and passionate, holding more emotion than I expected from him. It makes my whole body catch on fire. Unable to resist any longer, I let it take me over. I accept his touch and return it in equal measure.

Until he abruptly stops again, making me gasp. He holds me close, allowing me to feel all of him against me.

“As much as I want to take you right here, right now,” he growls, his words making me tremble, “your souvenirs are about to expire, and I assume that you still have plans for them.”

He breaks away from our embrace, which forces me to quickly regain my composure. He notices that I’m flustered from his kiss, and it has him grinning. He places another, softer kiss on my cheek, whispering, “Go,” in my ear. Without further hesitation, I walk past him, returning to the library.

He was correct about the heads. It seems that they age at the speed of their original time, thus much faster than the time here. Especially my sister’s, which looks like it will turn to dust at a single touch.

I prepare a big bowl of water to use as a gateway and place it in front of the heads on the desk. Carefully, I scrape pieces of both heads into a second, smaller bowl with the blade of a knife I’ve come to keep around in the library, trying hard to keep them as intact as possible. Using the same knife, I cut my hand and let blood drip over the flakes, mixing all three together thoroughly. I apply some of my blood on the skulls’ foreheads and draw the magic circle around the bowl of water.

Taking the smaller bowl in my hand, I give it a last swirl and carefully let the mixture drip into the water. It sizzles upon making contact and remains floating on top of the water, much like oil.

“Niis im var mar coraxo bual adphant casarman laiad ilsi soba lilonon drix cnila.”

The blood markings on the skulls glow faintly, and the water in the bowl starts to swirl. The fire in front of me flickers, then all of a sudden freezes over, stopping in place for a few long seconds before restarting. My brows furrow, and I look at the bowl in front of me. The water has calmed down, the surface smooth like glass. Images float to the surface from the bottom of the bowl. The closer they are, the more distinguishable from the water they become.

The images show me exactly what I missed that day. Something that I could not have known at the time but that I have come to fear since.

There was a third child—a son who had been at Henry’s parents’ house during my visit. Because of this, the child lived and was able to keep the bloodline alive. The son conceived sons of his own, and they had sons and more sons, mocking me with every child, even after almost a hundred years. The spell shows me all of their faces, too many to count. Too many to possibly track down. Even more so with the time difference between our worlds.

I’m furious, enraged like I never have been before. My heart pounds in my chest, and heat flushes through my body. The humiliation, the insult—it’s like a slap to the face. Magical energy surges within me, crackling at the tips of my fingers. A raw, guttural scream escapes me and, in a fit of anger, I throw the bowl of water to the ground. The ceramic shatters upon impact, the water pooling around it.

Fuming, I turn to see their heads looking back at me, mocking me with their grinning faces. So, I pick them up and throw them in the flames. They combust, and the fire explodes out of the fireplace, rising to the ceiling. Sparks fly around me and almost set the library on fire. The hundreds—if not thousands—of books screech until the flames calm down.

Just as I’m about to flip the desk, I’m grabbed by the waist and swooped away in one smooth motion. The desk comes crashing down, the legs breaking on impact and the tabletop crashing on the floor.

He holds me in check with one arm, my body firmly pressed against his. With his free hand, he calms down the fire and puts out the sparks that are greedily spreading everywhere around us. His intervention only enrages me more, and I kick and scratch to make him let me go, yelling my anger at him.

It takes him no effort to snap both my arms behind my back and push me to the ground. He places a foot on one of my legs so that I’m unable to do anything but gnarl at him while we remain like this for a few moments.

When I finally start to calm down, he removes his foot and helps me in a seated position. He keeps hold of my arms, though, as if he fears that I’m not quite done yet.

“Even though I find this wild side of you to be quite charming,” he chastises, “I won’t stand for you burning down my library.”

Our eyes meet and, despite his tone, I don’t back down.

“What did you see?”

It’s only then that I look away, my chin dropping to my chest. The last of my rage diminishes and my breathing evens out, but I don’t answer him. With shame quickly replacing my anger, I find that I don’t want to say it out loud. My cheeks burn, and I’m unable to meet his gaze.

“What”—he pulls my arms, making me scream in pain—“did you see?”

“There was a third child,” I gasp through the sharp pain. He immediately lets go of me. “I thought that I ended his bloodline, but I was wrong,” I say, rolling my pained shoulders and wrists.

He looks down on me in silence, his face blank, making it impossible for me to get a read on him.

“What will you do about it?” he asks then, looking and sounding serious, surprising me with his question.

“I don’t know,” I grumble. “I hate that Henry died knowing that one of his children survived. I hate that I’m unable to change that.”

“So you’re just going to accept it?” His voice grows cold and laced with anger as he speaks, as if he’s personally insulted by the idea that I might just let it be.

“I don’t want to,” I shout at him. “But what can I do? There are too many of them now.”

His eyes are ice cold, making the poisonous smile that creeps upon his lips even more disturbing. “Nothing is impossible,” he says. “You better reconsider your answer.”

It’s unnerving and irritating how easy it is for him to talk me down, to make me feel completely powerless with just a few words and a look.

Despite my initial fearfulness, my anger arises once more. My lips flatten and I look away, trying desperately not to snap at him. I’m so sick and tired of all this bullshit.

“Stop being so belittling all the time,” I snarl, standing up and turning myself toward him. “You know very well that my power is much more limited than yours. I can’t just snap my fingers and make them all go away. The only possible option that I have to get them all is to get everyone individually.”

As soon as I say those words, I know. Going by the way his look changes, it’s what he wanted me to say.

“But I can’t, can I?”

“Not with the snap of your fingers, no,” he says, coming closer. “But there are ways.”

He cups my face with his hand, and I automatically lean into it. The heat from his touch spreads through me like wildfire, calming me down. Or, at least, it calms down my anger. For a brief moment, I close my eyes and let myself be swallowed by his touch. He wraps his arms around my waist, and I can’t help but enjoy the feeling. When I open my eyes again, they immediately find his looking back at me. My breath hitches, and my heart beats loudly in my chest.

Suddenly a loud bang sounds as the fire explodes a second time. But contrary to before, this time the flames do cause destruction. They spread to the books within seconds, turning the library into a burning inferno before we even begin to grasp what’s happening.

He actually goes pale at the sight of it, his red skin getting a gray undertone. “What the fuck did you throw into the fire?” he yells at me.

“Their heads,” I tell him, my voice as small as his anger makes me feel.

“Their heads? Are you insane?”

He’s furious, and I become acutely aware of the mistake that my rage caused me to make. Every bit of fire in this place is fueled by magic, and I threw a pair of magic-infused heads into it. Whatever magic it is that keeps the fires eternally burning clearly doesn’t agree with another kind interfering.

“Leave!” he roars as he turns to face the fire.

I know better than to go against him. I run for the door, only stopping when I’m in the garden once more. Even from here, I hear the flames rage as they destroy everything in their path. The screams from the books are loud, so very loud. The louder they become, the more I fear for my own life.

Burning down his library won’t go over very well.
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Iremain in the garden, waiting for what feels like an eternity. The sound of the roaring fire is prominent in the background. Then, all of a sudden, it all goes quiet. It takes a few more moments before he emerges, tracking ash with every step. He dusts himself off when he comes toward me, his expensive suit thoroughly ruined and his jaw set in anger.

“Your rage somehow fueled the blood magic, making it slightly more difficult to put the fire out.” His voice is too calm and doesn’t match his composure as he grits his teeth and runs a hand through his hair in an attempt to get the ash out of it.

“The books—” I don’t even finish the sentence as a lump forms in my throat. My chest constricts at the look he’s giving me, like he’ll snap my neck if I utter one more word.

“Consider yourself lucky that I keep the most important ones elsewhere. Though seeing all of that work go up in flames stings.”

How is he not angrier?

“I am,” he says, finally looking at me. “Don’t worry, I’ll find you a proper punishment later.”

I swallow at that, not wanting to find out what he might consider a proper punishment.

He looks at his hands, black from the ash on his clothes and in his hair. He grumbles something under his breath then proceeds toward his quarters without sparing me another glance.

For a few moments, I stand there, looking at the open library doors until I find the courage to go inside. My arms fall to my sides, and I fight the urge to turn away. I quiver upon seeing the damage. I don’t understand how I was able to make such a stupid mistake.

A few bookcases still stand, the books inside somewhat intact. Others are only partially burned, but most of them are completely gone. The furniture in the heart of the library is nothing but piles of smoldering wood. The hardwood floor is blackened by the fire in most places, as is the wall that holds the fireplace and parts of the ceiling above it. I sigh and squat in front of the remnants of the fireplace. My eyes dart all over the room, and I find myself mumbling, wondering if there’s anything I can do to make it at least a little bit better.

“You could start by cleaning up the place.”

He stands behind me, his hair still damp from washing up.

Without hesitating, I get back up and start to cast a series of spells—to clean up the ashes, remove the debris, restore the furniture that isn’t completely destroyed. The damaged books remain unchanged by my spells, so I collect them in a separate bookcase, uncertain of what to do with them.

He keeps a close eye on me while I work, leaning against the open doors. He can now see the whole library, his sight no longer obstructed by the bookcases that used to be there, only further accentuating my shameful mistake.

Cleanup progresses at a slow but steady pace, because I don’t want to make the spells too big and complicated. All the while I’m thinking about what I’m going to do next. He was right in saying that I shouldn’t just accept it, that I shouldn’t let that man and his legacy haunt me forever. Which is what will happen if I let things be. But in order to be able to do something, I need more power. He said that I would be able to use his magic as my own, but I have no idea how that’s supposed to happen or work.

I throw him a look from over my shoulder, suddenly wondering how he plans to have us married. Will there be a wedding?

The thought actually makes me shudder. I had never considered myself to be someone that would or could remarry. Then again, I also never considered that any of this was possible, let alone that it could happen. At the same time, I wonder again what he will be getting out of a marriage. How will this arrangement benefit him? Because it has to, otherwise there would be no reason for him to even offer me this, to bind himself to me like that. Which means that I don’t like it, despite not having much of a choice.

He spoke the truth before, I know that much, because I feel that I’ve nearly reached the limit of my capabilities. It’s almost like a physical ceiling, right there when I raise my arms. I want to do more. I want to become stronger, so much stronger. I know that I’m capable of more, but the “power” just isn’t there. In other words, I’m going to need all the help that I can get.

I’ll deal with whatever he wants when the time comes.

Cleaning up the fireplace in the center of the library, I find some remnants of the skulls—two almost complete sets of teeth—somehow untouched by both magic and fire. Some spells are stronger when they are able to draw power from a piece of the intended, so I carefully pocket them. Then I get a fire started again, the flames casting long shadows over the empty floor and walls, its heat not really reaching me.

Once I’m done with the cleanup, I go to him and humble myself before him so as not to anger him any further.

“I’m sorry,” I say whilst trying not to make eye contact or fidget. “I truly am.”

“Look at me,” he snaps, and I immediately do as I’m told, my head shooting up to face him.

He’s still angry, but there is something else there as well. “You can hate me all you want.” The ferocity in his voice has me taking a step back. “But if you’re going to be my wife, you cannot fear me.”

I stand there blinking at him, my words caught in my throat as I come to realize something. The fear I initially felt toward him has slowly been disappearing. Logically, I know that he has a use for me, so he won’t kill me, at least. That shouldn’t be enough for me to stop fearing him, though. And yet, it’s no longer fear of him, just fear of what he might do. And even that is slowly being replaced by something that I can’t quite name—yet.

“Good,” he says, catching on to my thoughts, baring his teeth in a wide smile. “Because even though I do quite enjoy your fear, it won’t do either of us any good in the long run.”

I’m not certain what to make of those words, and he can tell, for my blatant confusion makes him laugh. “Go get cleaned up,” he says, pushing himself away from the door. “I have preparations to make.”
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Back in my room, I take the teeth out of my pocket and slip them into a pouch to put away with the feather and the antique gold coin. I’ll find a use for them, some ideas already forming in my mind.

It’s only when the water from the shower hits me that I notice how much ash covers me. Exhaustion hits me as it washes away, disappearing down the drain. My mind wanders all over the place, thinking about what I’m to do next, the truly unforgivable acts that I’m planning. It’s looking even worse than when I was willing to sacrifice half a city to escape from here.

To top it off, doubt lingers in my mind. I know that I need him and the magic he can give me if I want to sort out the last part of my revenge. But why am I so willing to tie myself to this man that I know nothing about? A man that Sophia described as a monster, a man that already did monstrous things to me. I don’t even know why my feelings toward him are changing. He certainly hasn’t done anything to warrant it.

Biting the inside of my cheek, the hot water still cascading down my back, I start to wonder. Is it perhaps because, compared to any other man thus far in my life, he’s the most decent one? I’m biting so hard that I taste blood in my mouth, knowing that it’s true while also realizing how messed up that is.

My hand searches out the tiles, my palms splayed against them to ground me as my head hangs between my shoulders.

Yes, he took me against my will. But did he? Every other man has been worse. Henry made it a sport to abuse me whichever way he could think of. The man hired to kill me raped me instead, and then went on to sell me like I wasn’t a living, breathing human being. The men after… I don’t know if they knew it was against my will or not, but they certainly didn’t seem to care. And then there are those green eyes that haunt me. I’m still unable to place them.

“Urgh,” I mumble, my voice breaking as realization sets in. “He’s the most human of them all, and I don’t even think he’s human.”

But I can’t back down now. For one, I won’t be able to live with the idea that Henry’s blood still runs strong through his descendants. Second, I’m certain that he won’t let me go back on my word. I accepted his offer; there’s no undoing that. I don’t even know if he’ll let me go home after all is said and done. Will I even be strong enough to escape him if he won’t let me? To kill him?

Do I even want to escape him? This place, most definitely. But him? I don’t know, and that terrifies me. It terrifies me that I don’t know what to think about him, what to feel about him.

I’m not even sure if I really hate him.

Once I finish up in the bathroom, I quickly find myself standing in front of the library doors once more, feeling genuinely horrible for the destruction I caused. With a deep breath, I open the doors and step inside. My feet feel heavy and get heavier with every step that I take, because with every step deeper inside, the extent of the damage hits me anew.

There is a soreness in my throat when I find that the books that survived the fire no longer speak to me. It’s as if their magic left them, or they’re angry with me because of what I did. Both options are equally plausible, I think as my fingers gently touch their spines. My lip quivers, yet I’m incapable of crying. I haven’t been able to for a while now, as if my tears have all dried up.

“I hope that you realize how many centuries of work you destroyed.” His voice comes from behind me and is laced with anger.

I don’t blame him for it. It’s undeniably my fault, the result of my rash and anger-driven action. I wish I could undo it. “I won’t pretend that I know,” I reply sincerely, not bothering to turn and face him. “I do know how bad I feel about it.”

“You feel bad about it?” He comes closer to me, his viciousness preceding him and mixing into a strange yet delectable cocktail with that soft hum, sending chills down my spine. “Feeling bad about it doesn’t change anything.”

I bite my tongue, desperately attempting to hold back a retort. Turning around to face him, I flinch when I find him standing right behind me, our noses almost touching and my chest nearly grazing his. My magic involuntarily snaps out at him from being startled. It’s an uncontrolled surge, flowing away from me and toward him in waves resembling water.

He doesn’t even move out of the way. Blackness shimmers around him, and my magic crashes then flows around him like an ocean against a breakwater. It rolls past him and straight to a bookcase filled with undamaged books. No longer protected by their magic, they take the hit like any normal book would. They practically implode on impact, scattering pages everywhere. But I don’t care anymore, my anger and hatred consuming me.

He’s able to read my face like an open book, seeing and knowing every little thing that goes through me, and it ticks me off even more. A second, slightly more controlled spell shoots out, and he blocks it just as easily.

As I get ready for a third attempt, he moves forward and has my wrist in his grasp before I’m able to cause any more damage. He exerts so much pressure that I wince. I do the next best thing and try to kick him. My foot connects, but he doesn’t even flinch, which makes me swear at him instead.

He looks so calm and composed while I’ve lost my senses. How I would like to scratch his eyes out and wipe that infuriating smirk of his too-handsome face. My other hand lunges out to do exactly that, and he simply grabs hold of that one as well.

He gathers both of my wrists in his hands, pressing them together. Then he proceeds to lift me up and spin me around. Before I know it, he slams me onto my back on top of the only desk still standing. His hands hold my arms above my head, pressing them into the wooden tabletop. As I go to kick at him again, he swiftly moves himself between my legs, effectively holding me in place.

He grins at me, fully aware of the fact that I’m at his mercy in every way. The look he gives me, how he devours me with his eyes, that smirk around his lips... I can tell, and feel, that he wants to ravage me. I want him to.

He keeps one hand around my wrists and moves the other to my shoulder, keeping me pinned to the desk. Then he bends forward and kisses me, long and hard. I arch into the kiss but, as I do, he breaks away.

“I guess now is as good a time as any,” he whispers.

He steps back and pulls me up from the desk, every trace of whatever that was just now wiped away. He’s giving me emotional whiplash—even putting it like that is still an understatement. The way he switches between moods has me utterly confused. I stand there blinking at him, my chest heaving and my head dizzy from the impact against the desk. And then, most importantly, there’s the fact that I’m left hungry for what I assumed was to come.

I can’t even think straight anymore.

“You sure have changed,” he remarks, chuckling like he can tell what’s going through my mind.

“And whose fault would that be?” I snap back, pressing a palm against my pounding head.

It makes him laugh louder, but I also see approval in his eyes. I silently curse, starting to see that perhaps I’m in way over my head. That I really am changing.
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His eyes are still on me, a playful smile on his lips as he takes off his suit jacket. It reveals a dagger strapped to his side just under his left arm.

“Do you always carry that around with you?” I ask with a raised eyebrow.

“Only when I think I might need it.” He puts the jacket on the table, then removes the dagger and places it next to it.

“And you need it now because…” My voice trails off while I take the dagger in—the curved, serrated blade and the handle wrapped in black leather.

“Because using my nails to tear into my own skin isn’t something that I particularly enjoy doing,” he says, sounding amused. “I’m not that much of a monster.”

No, just possibly something else entirely.

He looks at me and, for a single heartbeat, I think he picked up on that thought. His eyes linger for a moment longer, then he returns his attention to the task at hand. His fingers work to unbutton his waistcoat, followed by his shirt. He carefully removes the pieces of clothing, baring his chest.

I gulp at the sight of him, at seeing his lean physique, the defined muscles. Even more so than what’s visible through the suits he always wears. I can’t help but ogle, which in turn earns me a chuckle.

He picks up the dagger and presses the tip of the blade against the skin under his left pectoral.

“What—” Before I finish my sentence, he plunges the blade into his skin, and my lips curl in disgust.

Not a single sound escapes him as he proceeds to make a wide, deep cut. The metal cuts through skin and muscle like butter. The cut is clean yet deep, the flesh pulling away at the edges. Blood starts to flow, coating his chest, streaming down his slacks, and pooling on the floor.

He cleans the blade on the fabric of his slacks and places the weapon back on the desk next to his clothes. He then spreads the gaping, bleeding wound open with his left hand. His mouth twists when he puts his hand knuckle-deep inside the wound, his lips forming a thin line while he digs around.

His red skin turns slightly pale as he loses more and more blood. Something cracks, the sound makes me shudder, and he pulls his fingers back out. They’re coated in dripping blood. He holds something that I’m unable to distinguish through all of the red. He puts it in my hands, and feeling it makes me realize it’s bone. A piece of one of his ribs. It’s rough at the end where he snapped it off, but otherwise is smooth and warm to the touch.

Leaning against the desk, he mumbles a spell, healing the wound under his pectoral. Despite the spell, I notice that a scar remains, a reminder of the piece of rib that he stole from his own body. He looks slightly flustered, catching his breath as he recovers from the self-inflicted injury. He looks at the blood on his chest, his slacks, and the floor, then grins. He moves his attention to me, catching me staring. His eyes grow dark as he notices that the blood doesn’t affect me.

He’s in front of me with a single step, taking the piece of rib from me and holding the dagger out to me instead. “Your turn.”

“I’m sorry, what?” I blink at him, not sure that I heard him correctly.

“You heard me.”

“I did, and no.”

“I can’t do it for you.”

“Don’t want you to, anyway.”

He gives me such a vicious glare that I snatch the dagger from his hand with a scowl on my face. I know very well that he’s capable of forcing me, and he will if I don’t do as he says of my own accord. If I have no choice in the matter, I will at least have control.

Though looking at the dagger, I find my resolve rapidly fading, the weapon cold and heavy in my hand. The black leather around the hilt is soft against my fingers, a stark contrast with the rest of it. The metal of the blade is beautiful, gleaming ominously as it reflects the light from the fireplace.

He takes a step back while I study the dagger, looking at me with impatience in his eyes. He flexes his fingers as if contemplating taking back the dagger and plunging it inside my flesh if I don’t do so myself sometime soon.

I click my tongue, and my eyes wander from him back to the blade in my hands. When I run my finger over the cold, sharp edge, my hands don’t shake—surprisingly enough. Reluctantly, I remove my corset and put it next to his jacket. Refusing to take off my dress, I place the dagger under my right breast. I take a deep breath, then jab it into my chest through the fabric.

Pain surges through me, and I grit my teeth against it; this is only a scratch compared to the cut that I need to make. I stretch my fingers around the leather-bound handle, the sting of pain making me hesitate. Blood wells up and, for a moment, I’m back in that room, in that corner. Though the placement is different, though the pain is worse, the blood is still the same, the feeling the same.

Before I’m able to lose my resolve completely, I place my left hand on top of my right and tighten my grip. A scream lingers on my lips when I push against the dagger. I cut my skin, long and deep enough for the second part of this self-mutilation. When I pull the dagger free, a hiss escapes me. As soon as I throw it on the floor and my hands are free, I instinctively press them against the gaping wound.

It does nothing to stop the bleeding that’s quickly coating my fingers red. The blood oozes through, dripping down my hands, my arms, and all over my dress. The tangy smell of it fills my nose, and I collapse when my legs give out. My hands remain clutched over the wound and tears sting in my eyes, but I refuse to let them fall. I bare my teeth, desperately trying to hold everything in.

A curse escapes me under my breath, yet I still manage to give him my most aggravated look. He kneels in front of me as my eyes start to waver. He tips my chin up with a single finger, making our eyes meet.

“The longer you wait, the greater the chance that you’ll bleed out.”

I groan and cough up blood, which possibly indicates that I cut something I shouldn’t have. “Thanks for the words of comfort,” I bite.

He gives me a soft kiss, licking my blood from his lips as he steps back.

Taking another breath, I spread the cut like he did. Carefully, I push my fingers inside and search for my ribs. Blinding pain shoots through me, and my head falls back in agony. I see stars as I dig around, getting more lightheaded with every passing second. More blood drips from both the wound and my mouth, and panic claws at me.

The pain quickly pushes me toward fainting. It momentarily makes me doubt whether or not I should even be doing this. But he’s right; at this pace, I’m going to bleed out. Though he probably isn’t going to let me die, I’m not willing to take the chance. Of all the ways that I could possibly die—probably should have died by now—having my fingers knuckle-deep in my chest is not how I want to go. Finally, my fingers find a rib. I wrap my free arm around my face and bite down on my skin to divert the pain. Next, I close my eyes and count to three as I gather all of my strength, but mostly my courage. Before I have the chance to overthink, I break off a fragment of the bone. My scream is muffled by my arm. For a second, I’m certain that I’ll faint with my fingers still buried deep inside my chest.

Somehow, though very much blinded by pain, I don’t. My fingers emerge, firmly holding on to the piece of bone.

That’s when the last of my strength leaves me. He catches me before I smack my head against the floor and gently guides me into a lying position. He grabs his jacket and folds it, then places it under my head. Once I’m settled, he proceeds to take the bone from me and heals my wound. There’s no doubt in my mind that it will leave a scar just like his.

He allows me a minute to recover and sits beside me while I do. It isn’t much, but I appreciate the gesture. While I take the moment to catch my breath, he continues sitting there, watching over me. I must lose consciousness at some point, because when I refocus on him, his shirt is back on, though still unbuttoned and showing the hard muscles underneath. His waistcoat lies next to him with the pieces of our bones on top of it, the blood coating the bones staining the delicate fabric.

My fingers gently touch the wound and the scar tissue there, telling me that the wound has healed nicely. I’m pleasantly surprised to notice that the pain is mostly gone as well. As is the blood, meaning that he took the time and effort to clean me up. Why is that weirdly comforting?

“So, can I know why I had to cut myself open like that?” I ask while I gently hoist myself into a sitting position, my voice still weak. A grunt escapes me at the effort.

He silently looks at me for a few seconds, as if he’s considering whether or not my question is worth answering. “The bone is for the rings.” He speaks without blinking, and I stare at him in response, equally unblinking.

“I… didn’t see you as the ring type.”

“I’m not,” he says, unsurprisingly. “It’s the easiest way to bind us together.”

“Why bone, though?”

“The binding spell works best when both parties permanently exchange a piece of their bodies.”

It almost sounds romantic, if not for the fact that my chest still stings from literally having a piece ripped out.

Using his already-stained waistcoat, he cleans the blood off the pieces of bone. Mine is slightly more beige, with a pinkish undertone. His leans more toward a light gray, a clearly different color from the dark-gray bones from his wings.

After cleaning them, he places the pieces on the floor between us. He casts a spell, of which I don’t understand nor recognize the words. The pieces start to float and spin around so fast that they become a blur. After a few minutes of intense spinning, the spell abruptly comes to an end and two rings clatter to the floor.

The bone has been cut and polished into rings that look like they’re made from silver. They reflect the light as much as the hilt of the dagger did, the color as cold and smooth as metal. It’s honestly impossible to tell the difference if you don’t know.

He doesn’t stop me when I reach for the rings. It’s upon having them in the palm of my hand that I actually feel the difference. They’re lighter and warmer to the touch than silver or any other kind of metal. I turn one of them to see the inside. It’s engraved with a different, yet equally magically charged language as Elomadh.

“What does it say?” I ask with a frown.

“Ommahc e ol ozien od irdoz lsi.

“Bound to me and I to you,” he tells me.

Till death do us part. I gulp, a sliver of doubt burrowing itself inside my mind.

He gets up and offers me his hand, which I hesitantly accept. Pulling me to my feet, he eyes the hand that clutches the rings. “I’m going to need you to bleed for me.” He reaches for the dagger that still lies where I had thrown it on the floor.

“Again?” I sigh, and he glares at me.

“The spell utilizes the most powerful kind of blood magic. So, yes, again. Be glad that you don’t need to actually bleed out for it.”

It hits me what he means by that, and I lose my composure for a split second. “We’re doing this now? Like this?”

“Were you expecting a dress and a cake?” he snaps.

His words make anger boil inside me once more, and I have to bite my tongue to hold back a snarky retort.

“Get rid of these feeble human expectations and cut yourself.”

Seething with anger, I take the dagger from him and make a deep cut in my wrist. Blood wells up, so familiar, too familiar. A shudder goes through me, and I know that I’ll never get used to this.

This time, when I hand the weapon back to him, my hand does shake. He undoubtedly notices but makes no remark on it. He just takes it from me and hands me a metal bowl in return. He watches me bleed into it while swaying on my feet as the blood loss starts to catch up with me.

I’m almost slipping away again by the time that he takes the bowl from me. He places it on the desk and quickly heals my cut for me. His fingers stroke my wrist softly, and the gentle touch calms me down.

He pulls his hand away, the dagger already at the ready. Without even flinching, he cuts himself and mixes his blood with mine in the bowl.

He speaks a few words in that language I don’t understand, and a magical aura envelops the bowl, a black shimmer inside of it. He touches the blood with a single finger and, when he pulls away, it follows his movement, floating in the air. Sparks of black magic sizzle through it, lighting it up to the point where it looks like something else altogether. He crouches on the floor and starts to draw, using the enchanted blood to create the most intricate circle on the hardwood floor.

The circle is enormous, and I’m astonished that he even has enough blood for all of it. He keeps adding layers and details until it’s a good sixteen feet in diameter. The signs and symbols that fill the circle flow into each other, becoming one.

Seeing him work is mesmerizing, and minutes—hours? I have no idea of how much time—go by. All that I know is that when he’s done, I’m hot and bothered from watching his fingers trace all of that blood. He looks up at me, noticing the way that I’m biting my lower lip. He smiles a mischievous little smile while putting the empty bowl aside.

Standing in the middle of the circle, he gestures for me to join him. I tighten my grip around the rings and do as I’m told. He holds the dagger in his hand again, and I roll my eyes. At the rate that this is going, I really am going to bleed out well before a ring ever makes it around my finger.

Without saying a word, he takes the rings from me and cuts both my palms. He then places the rings on the cuts, one on each. Cutting his own palms, he puts them on top of mine. Our blood soaks the rings, becoming one between us.

“Repeat after me,” he says, locking his eyes on mine.

He starts to speak words that sound familiar, even though I don’t know or recognize them. With every single one that I repeat, it’s almost as if I can feel them in my soul. “Voohc lotgrot laal sro oafstn gabeih icselc.”

Potent magical energy fills the air around and between us, weighing heavy on my shoulders. My blood starts to tingle in my veins and heats up between our palms. There is a scent to it, something more than the metallic of the blood. I don’t know what it is, but it reminds me of flowers, of a promised freedom, of a star-kissed night. It fills me with both joy and dread, tearing at me for domination, for control.

I want to pull away, but he moves his hands slightly, clutching my wrists so that I’m unable to pull back. Looking at him, I know that there is no going back, no way out of this. Whatever this is setting in motion, it’s permanent. More permanent than until death.

The sneer on his lips tells me as much. It tells me that I chose this, that I willingly agreed, even though I barely knew what I was signing up for.

“Nicrix bafnaonolnihs ests I laral izpoz sd aood osarb nolhod arapelcad.”

The magic circle starts to glow both black and blue, a combination of both of our magics. The power that it holds pulls at me, calls to me. It’s painful and fills me with feelings of despair and foreboding until the spell draws to a close.

The blood between our hands is absorbed by the rings. The cuts heal with a sizzle, as if the wounds are being cauterized.

“Ialda sacranal apviha daimanda sro ilbdra mocham rdxi afnef otrim ipniz ablabno.” The final part of the spell leaves my lips as barely more than a whisper. Our voices grow silent, but the words and their power linger.

He removes his hands from mine, then takes the ring that’s made from his bone. I notice that the inside of the ring has turned bloodred. He places my right hand in his and smiles. He speaks the words that are engraved inside of the ring and places it around my ring finger. From the moment that he lets go, it’s as if the ring grabs hold of me and my skin as its magic burrows deep inside me. A flash of sharp, blinding pain spreads from my finger through my body, and I gasp for air.

It takes a moment for the ring and its magic to settle in, for the pain to fade away until only a slight sting remains. Then it’s my turn. The ring fashioned from my bone lies eerily in the palm of my hand. I pick it up, speaking the words and putting the ring around the ring finger of his left hand. He flinches as it settles itself on his flesh.

Seeing the ring on his left ring finger makes me realize these have nothing to do with a marriage of any kind, and instead are associated with magic. I hadn’t really been paying much attention to it before, but now the detail of how he predominantly casts spells with his left hand clicks.

He’s left-handed, so the ring goes on that hand, which is why mine goes on the right, since I’m right-handed. It’s to be closer connected to our magic and make it easier to bind us together, like he said.

He only needs a second to recover, after which he takes my hands in his and pulls me flush against him. “Now you’re mine. Forever.” The way he emphasizes that last word is unsettling, yet makes me blush at the same time. Something deep within me cautions that he takes this vow very seriously—that I’m now truly his. But it also means that he’s mine. The sight of the wedding band made from my bone on him sends an undeniable rush of heat through me.

He burrows his fingers in my hair, and the pure possessiveness that radiates from the touch is enough to make my breath catch. It makes me forget about anything else, makes it so that right now, I simply don’t care anymore. I don’t care that I should be fearing him, hating him.

“And with this,” he whispers, his breath fanning my skin, “you will know me.”

He kisses me, soft and gentle, and a word forms in my mind. When he breaks the kiss, I indeed know. I open my mouth and start to speak his name, but he places a finger on my lips to silence me. He smiles, slightly flustered, as if unaccustomed to the sound of his own name. He leans in and kisses me once more, like he wants to make me forget again. And I let him, because I’m weak for his touch. I’m weak for his kiss, his embrace, his heat, as he pulls me down into the bloody afterglow of the circle.

I’m weak for him.

He places hot kisses all over me while his hands push me back against the hardwood floor. One of them slithers under my skirt, and his fingers gently caress my backside. They run up and down my thighs, the touch enough to make me shiver with need.

He groans when his fingers touch my sensitive flesh, finding me already soaked. “So wet for me,” he murmurs, “despite all I put you through.”

He pushes a finger inside me, and I flinch. It elicits a possessive snarl from him, and he pulls me closer against him, against his chest. He moves his finger in and out of me, chuckling against my skin when I grab at his shirt. I bury my face in his chest to hide my reddening cheeks and suppress my moans.

A moan does escape me when he adds a second finger, scissoring both of them deep inside me. He bites, licks, and nibbles my earlobe while picking up speed. His fingers continue to ravage me, going faster, harder. Quickly driving me insane as heady moans spill from my lips. My fragile grasp on my composure slips more by the second. The palms of my hands are splayed against his hard chest, my embarrassment making way for something else entirely.

My fingers fist his shirt as my release starts to build. Pleasure overtakes me and stars dance in the corners of my eyes as my whole body tenses under his ministrations. My heavy breathing pushes my breasts against his chest, my nipples pebbling under the fabric of my ruined dress. With how closely we are pressed against each other, I can feel the proof of his own arousal straining against the fabric of his slacks, brushing my stomach. Knowing that I don’t leave him unaffected only helps heighten my own desire.

My desire for him—my need for him—is raw and pure and all consuming.

Then the pad of his thumb is on my clit, and it’s enough to make me come undone. My nails dig through his shirt and into the hard muscles of his chest. Tipping my face up with his other hand, he catches my moans with his mouth. His fingers gently guide me through the orgasm, his lips nibbling as I tremble against him.

After a few moments, he pulls away from me. Raising himself up, he licks his fingers clean. His eyes gleam with satisfaction when he looks down at my crumpled form. My chest heaves, there’s a blush on my face, my hair is tangled, and my skirt is bunched up around my waist.

Without taking his eyes off me, he slowly starts to remove his shirt. It makes me even more aware of how badly I want him, despite everything that he has indeed put me through. Despite that I shouldn’t.

I definitely shouldn’t want him as much as I do.

His eyes remain on me, his gaze searing. Once his shirt is fully off, I can see the left side of his chest still covered in blood, the scar under his pectoral visible underneath. The sight of that scar makes me realize that I carry the reason for it around my finger. Mine.

He bends until he’s looming over me. He places his hands next to my face, caging me in. “Yours indeed,” he whispers.

He runs his tongue over my lips, and my mouth opens for him. He hums and kisses behind my ear as my eyes flutter shut. The soft kisses turn into hard bites, and I yelp while arching into his ministrations all the same.

“Please,” I whisper, my voice sounding as desperate as I feel.

“Please what, love?”

Part of me wonders again how it’s possible that I went from being disgusted by him to needing him. Am I that desperate to feel truly wanted by someone? I don’t even know if he’s that someone. That I want to be that someone for him in return. But the way he has looked at me since the first day feels more meaningful than I can possibly put into words.

I don’t know what it means to give in to him, to give myself to him freely. It will change my plan to get out of here and away from him. But right now, with the way his yellow eyes look me up and down, I’m unable to bring myself to think about the possible consequences of my actions.

I open my eyes again and find him unbuckling his belt. He drops it to the floor, then pops open the button of his pants, smiling wickedly. He knows exactly what he does to me. He hooks his thumbs in the waistband and proceeds to pull down his slacks. Warmth pools in my core as he pulls them lower and lower. I barely manage to hold back a moan when his big, hard cock springs free.

He’s back down on the floor with me in an instant. His arms pull me in his lap before I can protest, and he locks my legs around his waist. The palms of my hands are once more splayed against his naked, muscular chest. Our faces almost touch when I swallow and look up at him.

He grins down at me, and one of his hands brushes my hair behind my ear. The small gesture is soft and caring, so at war with how he otherwise treats me. Something blossoms deep inside me, something that I quickly push down. Deep down.

His other hand is on the small of my back, pushing me against his cock. His fingers then run up my dress and start to undo the lacing. The hand in my hair trails down to my chest, the pad of his thumb caressing my new scar.

“Tell me what you want,” he whispers.

Waiting for me to speak, he pulls my dress over my head and tosses it aside. My arms instinctively start to move to cover myself up, shame makes my breath hitch and my cheeks burn.

He snarls and pulls my arms away, locking them behind me. It forces me to arch my back, completely exposing my breasts to him. He looks down at me, and heat fills his eyes. My nipples harden under his gaze and, despite my initial shame, I ache for his touch. He lowers his head, gracing my jaw with his nose.

“You’re beautiful, love. Perfect. And all mine.”

The truth of his words is reflected in how his hard cock throbs between us, in how my wetness drips on his thighs. It drives me crazy that he’s not touching me the way I want him to. That his hands remain locked around my wrists. The contrast is great with the soft and teasing movement of his nose against my skin. I grind my hips against his hardness, needing the friction. Needing more, despite my initial embarrassment.

That’s when his demeanor changes. “For the last time, tell me”—he bares his teeth in a snarl—“or I’ll have you bleed for me as I take you. For you do bleed so prettily.”

His threat makes something stir inside of me, and I finally speak. “Please.” My voice drops to a soft yet unwavering whisper as I say, “Make me yours.” I look up at him, determined. “Take me. Make me bleed for you.”

His eyes widen for a moment. Then they darken with a promise that I desperately want to collect. “As you wish,” he purrs.

He grips me by my neck and pulls me slightly upward. I gasp, the sound strained through his hold on me. My skin burns where his nails dig into my neck. My legs are still wrapped around his waist, anchoring me against him.

His other hand snakes between us to the apex of my thighs, his eyes gleaming with satisfaction while he dips a single finger inside of me once more. My breathing is already straining, my vision getting blurrier with every passing second. He squeezes my neck harder, completely cutting off my air supply and I clamp down on his finger in response.

He chuckles, the sound so thick with lust that I almost can’t believe I’m the reason for it. He removes his finger and replaces it with the head of his cock. “Scream for me, love.”

He lets go of my throat and effectively drops me onto his hard length, thrusting his hips in an upward motion at the same time. It has him entering me with a single, brutal movement that leaves me with no choice but to obey his command. I scream for him. My voice breaks as air fills my lungs, yet my breath is immediately taken away again by the force of his grinding hips. Both of his hands are around my throat once more. He lifts me up again, just enough to allow for him to pull out of me and thrust back in.

My hands grab his shoulders in an attempt to ground myself. Every thrust of his hips has me gasping for air, trying to steal the breath that he’s not allowing me to take. My nails dig into his flesh, breaking skin and drawing blood. He snarls when he notices that I’m the one making him bleed. So, he moves his hands to my waist, drops me on him again, and then stills inside of me.

His grip around me tightens, and he guides us down until my back is flat against the hardwood floor. Pulling out of me, he unhooks my legs from his waist and places them on his shoulders. He lines up once more and slams inside, immediately picking up his pace. His hands remain clutching my hips, his fingers bruising my skin in a painfully delicious way.

My breasts sway with the movement of his thrusts, and he looks at them hungrily. Licking his lips, his hands let go of my waist and go for my breasts instead. He fondles them brutally, pinching my nipples to the point of pain. Then he leans over, angling himself so that his cock hits even deeper inside me. My eyes roll to the back of my head and, for a moment, I forget how to breathe altogether.

He sucks my nipple into his mouth and my breath returns to me, slipping out of me in a moan. He bites down, his teeth pulling at the sensitive skin, and I yelp. Despite his ruthlessness, my breathing gets heavy as pleasure starts to cloud my mind. I grind my hips, meeting his thrusts, and he groans in response. My nipple pops out of his mouth, his teeth leaving marks on my skin. Blood faintly wells up from the small puncture wounds and slides down my breast. The sight of it mesmerizes me as I tighten around him in response.

He’s quick to see this for what it is. His magic runs over me in response, leaving cuts wherever it touches my skin, small but deep enough to bleed. I whimper, the sting of it painful, yet strangely arousing at the same time. His hands proceed to smear the blood over my pale flesh, his touch soothing and sending another jolt of desire through me. A jolt that leaves me panting and so very needy for more.

His hands are coated in my blood when he tracks them down my body between the valley of my breasts, down to my belly button, then farther until his fingers find my clit. He teases the sensitive nub, and a loud, heady moan escapes me. My pussy flutters around his cock as he continues to pump in and out of me, his fingers keeping up their pace until I’m right there at the edge.

And then they keep me there.

I whimper. “Please,” I breathe, my voice so drunk with lust that I’m barely able to say the words. “Please, let me come.”

“Then come,” he snarls, even more of that possessiveness leaking through his words.

He presses his thumb down on my clit, and that’s all it takes to push me over. My orgasm explodes from deep inside of me, and wave after wave of pleasure flows through my body. It steals my breath away as my mouth falls open on a silent scream.

He curses as my pussy clamps down on him like a vise, pushing him closer to his own release. Relentlessly, he continues to thrust into me, his face twisted in a possessive sneer. Every snap of his hips sends another wave of pleasure coursing through me, prolonging the orgasm until I almost can’t take it anymore. He bites on his bottom lip while he thrusts once, twice more, then follows after me with a groan, filling me with his seed.

We remain like that for a few moments—both of us panting, his body hard and hot against mine. Then he pulls out of me and lies down next to me. He wraps his arms around me, pulling me against his chest, the gesture almost loving. Our breathing slowly starts to even out, and I snuggle into his embrace.

His scent surrounds me, fire and brimstone and something warm and woody. His magic runs over my skin, and the suddenness of it makes me yelp and jump closer into his arms. He laughs at this, the sound warm and honest. It makes my heart flutter in my chest and, for a moment, I consider that perhaps I made the right choice.

I crane my neck to look at him, and my heart skips a beat. As he looks at me, I see the same honesty from his laughter reflected back at me through his yellow eyes. The light of the fire makes them shimmer so beautifully, stealing my breath away.

They almost look like gold.
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It takes a while for all feeling to completely return to my body, the severe blood loss taking its toll. I’m broken in both a painful and blissful way, unable to explain to myself how that’s even possible.

I want to stay here, in the safety and comfort of his embrace. But the more time that passes, the more my senses return to me, telling me that this is a bad idea. The feeling of bliss is rapidly replaced by unease that gnaws at me. I need to leave before either of us gets any ideas. Before I get any ideas.

I lift myself into a sitting position, and a series of stings surges through me. It freezes me mid-reach for my clothes for a fraction of a second before I regain control. I grab my dress and haphazardly put it on. He laughs next to me while he watches me struggle with this simple task. Another curse leaves me when I get to my feet and my shaking legs only barely manage to hold me up.

“Need some help?” He laughs softly.

Embarrassment creeps right back up to me and I quickly shake my head, earning myself a chuckle. Without looking back at him, I make my way through the library, heading to my room.

Staggering to the bathroom, I run a bath and add some healing magic to it. As soon as I sit down in the tub, the hot water embracing me, I relax. My muscles are tense and my body feels broken, but my magic is doing its thing.

I lift my right hand from the water, and the ring around my finger catches the light, glistening. With a gentle pull, I verify that it indeed can’t be removed. I sigh, dropping my hand back in the water with a splash and leaning my head over the edge of the tub. This is quite a turn of events for someone that once insisted on marrying for love. He convinced me with the promise of more magical power, but I don’t feel all that different. Does it need time to fully manifest? Or did he play me for a fool?

Closing my eyes, I find myself thinking about him. His name is on my lips, yet I can’t bring myself to say it out loud.

Oh, I hope he didn’t trick me. Part of me doesn’t think so; that laugh and look were too honest—too real. But I also can’t let my guard down just yet. He’s done unspeakable things to me. He’s still an abusive asshole. My fingers gently touch my lips, my stomach in a tight knot as confusion runs wild in my head. He’s an abusive asshole that somehow managed to get under my skin.

My eyes keep going back to the wedding band made from his bone and infused with our blood. I wonder if he sees this like I do, as a means to an end. Or, at least, that’s what I’m trying to see it as. That’s what I’m trying to tell myself this is.

I chew on my lip, thinking. No matter how I turn it, I know that his forever is to be taken literally, despite the “till death do us part”. Meaning that we have plenty of time to learn to appreciate one another.

Because deep inside, I’m no longer all that certain that I want to escape him. Maybe only this place will suffice.

Once the water starts to cool, I get out of the bathtub and find myself some new clothes. I decide on a sapphire-blue dress and a matching underbust corset with dark-blue embroidered butterflies. While I get dressed, my hand casually touches the jewel of the necklace around my neck. In doing so, I feel that something about it is different, though I can’t put my finger on what. I figured out early on that the color of the jewel represents my magic, and that’s normally what I feel when I touch it. It feels slightly foreign now, though. My magic is still there, but so is something else.

Touching the jewel a second time, I let its magic flow through me, and I faintly recognize the signature. It feels like him. Is this how he intended to share his power with me? I’m not completely certain, for despite the fact that it’s unmistakably his, it also isn’t quite the same.

Hesitantly, I try to focus on that pull that used to guide me into his general direction, but I find it gone. Frowning, I wonder what it means. Perhaps I don’t need it anymore? I remember how he used his magic to touch me without casting a spell, and I wonder if it’s possible to use mine in a similar way.

My ice-blue power immediately rises to the surface, through my body and away from me, searching for his. Mere moments later, his magic replies with a gentle caress against my skin.

Looks like we are, at least, in some way, bound to each other.

Later, when I go and look for him, I find the door to his bedroom open. Once inside, I hear the shower running, so I light a few candles and sit myself in one of the armchairs in the room. Waiting, my mind wanders, my eyes falling to my new wedding band once more. This is so surreal.

The thought has barely formed itself when he enters the bedroom, wearing nothing but a towel around his waist. His hair is mussed and damp, his muscled torso flexing as he crosses the room. His skin is still red, and I silently thank him for not reapplying the glamor. I don’t know why he has red skin, and I definitely don’t know why it does to me what it does. But the more I see it, the worse I get it.

“Feel free to join me next time,” he says as he opens the built-in closet, throwing me a look over his shoulder.

He drops the towel, and a smile tips up the corner of his lips when he sees me quickly averting my gaze. Though I do sneak a peek from the corner of my eyes while he gets dressed. He puts on a midnight-blue dress shirt, slacks, and waistcoat, adding a tie in a shade darker that’s almost black, and matching black shoes. He runs his hand through his hair, not bothering to style it, which I’ve come to notice isn’t his thing anyway. He usually keeps it wild, and it suits him.

He comes over to me and offers me his hand. I accept, placing mine in his. The sight of our rings together makes me smile. He pulls me out of the chair and into his arms, placing a gentle kiss on my lips.

“You know,” he whispers, his voice sultry, “you don’t have to deny yourself anything.”

“I know,” I admit with a whisper, gasping as he starts to place kisses on my neck.

“Then why do you?”

“Because you might take more than I’m willing to give,” I say, breaking away from his embrace.

“Then what did you come here for?” He graciously changes the subject for me.

“I want to know about the benefits that are supposed to come with this marriage.”

“Don’t be so formal.” He chuckles. “You’re not a slave.”

“But I am your prisoner, am I not?” I retort as I spin to face him. “After all, you are the one who brought me here.”

I notice a sparkle in his yellow eyes and realize that he’s riling me up on purpose. I curse at this, dropping myself back in the armchair. He sits down in the other one and regards me quietly.

“This necklace,” I start after a few seconds of silence, a slight hesitation in my voice. “It’s not really Sophia’s, is it?”

He shakes his head. “I gave it to her when she first awoke here. Initially, it was because I thought that she could use it, and later it became for safekeeping.”

“Then what is it?”

“The jewel,” he says, his eyes resting on it, “is made from both a very valuable feather, the last of its kind, and a less valuable one, for balance. It’s the only thing in existence that connects my life before to my life after.”

Closing my eyes, I touch the jewel, and my magic—our magic—runs through me.

“It’s a physical representation of the wearer’s magic,” he explains. “It helps your own magic adapt to mine, helping the two become one.”

“Without the jewel”—I open my eyes again—“they wouldn’t be able to merge?”

“They would, but it would be an unpleasant process. My magic tends to be quite invasive.”

Duly noted. “Is it possible that Isra somehow thought the necklace would give her power?”

“That might have been the case,” he replies, resting his chin on his hand and crossing his legs, “but the jewel doesn’t give power, it only helps with what the user already has. If she wanted my magic, it would have done nothing for her because I never gave any to her.”

Meaning that Isra killed Sophia over something that would have changed nothing for her. A lump forms in my throat when I remember Sophia lying dead on the floor. He sighs, leaning back in the chair.

“And even if she did possess my magic, the jewel needs to be given, not taken. It was never going to do her any good.” He looks annoyed at this. “She was nothing but trouble from the moment I brought her here.” He sees my look and adds, “I’m not into her kind of trouble. She was insane.”

That’s something I’m not going to argue about.

“The color,” I say, moving the conversation away from Isra, “is the color of the wearer’s magic, correct? Which is why it’s blue for me, red for Sophia, and translucent when not worn.”

He nods, but it’s clear that he’s growing tired of my questions. Meaning I shouldn’t beat around the bush and instead ask what I really want to know. “You say that it helps our magic become one. How long does this take, and what happens if I somehow end up without the necklace?”

“How long it takes is unpredictable, so you should make sure not to take it off.”

“But what if I do? Do I suddenly have less magic? Or will something worse happen because I broke off the process?”

“It will interrupt the merging process. I can’t predict what the outcome will be if that happens,” he replies, now clearly fed up with the conversation. “But I can fix that.” He gets up from his chair and moves toward me before I manage to get away.

“It’s okay,” I say quickly, a tinge of alarm coloring my voice. “I’ll make sure to always have it on me.”

“Oh, you will.” He puts his hand on the jewel, pressing it down against my skin. A small, black circle of magic appears, and the necklace burns against me.

“What did you do?” I gasp as he removes his hand.

“The spell makes it so that I’m the only one that can take it off you.”

“You’re joking,” I say, immediately finding out that he isn’t since I’m unable to remove it. “Why?” I ask him with an angry look.

“Why not? It’s better to be safe than sorry.” He sits back down in his chair, giving me an amused look.

I shake my head, clicking my tongue.

“What?” He laughs.

“You know, even with what little I know of you”—I give him a look that tells me that I don’t appreciate it, but he just shrugs—“I get it, I do. But do you really have to be such an asshole all the time?”

He looks at me in surprise, his facial expression telling me that he clearly didn’t expect what I said. Then he chuckles, his hand moving to cover his face as if he’s trying to hide it. After a few seconds, he regains his composure, serious once more. “Tell me, love,” he says from behind his hand, “would you like me better if I were sweet and loving?”

“No,” I reply coldly. “Sweet and loving is a lie a man tells you to win you over. At least with cruelty and viciousness, I know it’s not a facade.”

“Hmm, perhaps,” he says, amused. “Does that mean that you like the cruel and vicious man in front of you?”

I look him up and down. “I tolerate you.”

“I guess that’s all I should really hope for.” He smirks while he places his hand on the armrest of the chair.

I tsk, rolling my eyes at him while turning my face away. Resting my chin in the palm of my hand, I look out over the room. From the corner of my eye, though, I still see him smirking at me. He leans back in his chair, placing his ankle on his knee while keeping his eyes trained on me. It’s strange to have a semi-normal conversation with him.

My eyes drop to the wedding band on his finger, the piece of my rib that he will forever carry with him. His demeanor toward me has changed ever so slightly since then.

“Do you find that to be surprising?” he asks.

“Not really. I guess that I would be the same if I was in your position. There’s just one thing,” I say.

He nods for me to continue, so I do, not wanting to waste the opportunity.

“Why me?”

He thinks on this for a moment before answering me. “I have spent centuries searching for the right person, the right woman. Someone that lost everything, someone completely broken. That’s why I chose Sophia, and then Isra, but one was too pure and the other too conceited. I needed someone with the potential to be as… cruel and vicious as me.”

“Then why keep them around if they weren’t good enough for you? Because they were women?”

“That certainly played a part, yes.” He snickers. “It’s mostly why I kept Sophia around. It’s also why I should have tossed Isra out a long time ago.” The way in which he says that diminishes both of them to nothing but things for him to use. Which they ended up being, in the end.

“And you think I could be that? Cruel and vicious?”

“Look at what you did to the man that betrayed you,” he remarks, anger leaking through his voice before he collects himself. “Even though you were unaware of it at the time, he was the reason that you were stuck in that whorehouse. The abuse you suffered daily inevitably pushed you to cut your wrists, driven by the knowledge that he wasn’t going to come and save you. When you put that shard to your skin, you were truly willing to die. Because at that time, it was the only way for you to get revenge. I wanted to find out if you had what it takes to get your revenge if given the chance. To live the life that I’m offering you.”

“And I failed. His lineage still lives.”

“True,” he says, “but few others would have done what you did. Or would go as far as you are willing to go.”

“Then tell me,” I press, “what do you get out of my revenge?”

“Except for a wife until the literal end of time?” He grins playfully.

I’m not amused by his deflection. He can tell from the harsh look on my face that this is not the answer that I’m looking for. That it’s not the answer that I’m willing to accept. It might not be a lie, but it most definitely isn’t the truth either.

He remains silent, thinking, as if unsure whether to tell me or not. After a few more moments, it seems he comes to a decision. All playfulness leaves him while he rolls his shoulders back, his posture serious. He gives me another long, hard look, almost as if he needs to give himself the courage to say it out loud.

“You’ll be the one to break me out of here.”
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He says it so calmly and confidently that it takes a moment to sink in what exactly he’s saying. What he’s asking of me.

“I’m going to break you out of here?” I repeat, and he nods. “How? No offense, but if you can’t do it yourself, then how am I supposed to?”

“I have reasons to believe that you can.”

“So that’s what I am to you, a means to an end?” Just as I’m trying to see this arrangement between us, despite knowing with every passing moment that that’s the real lie.

“I would not bind myself for all eternity to someone that is just a means to an end.” His voice is lined thickly with poison. “Besides, isn’t that why you agreed to this? Am I not a means to your end?”

I choose to ignore his remark, because it’s the truth and I’m not going to admit that to him. “You need the company, then?” I inquire instead. “Someone to do with as you please, now and after? A woman to keep your bed warm? Or will I become one of many as soon as you’re free?”

Before I can even blink, he’s out of his chair and towering over me. He leans into me and places his hands against the back of my seat, effectively caging me in. “I take a vow like this very, very seriously. What will it take for you to understand that there is and only ever will be you?”

“In case you haven’t noticed, despite knowing who you are, I don’t actually know you. You might be a real monster or a demon for all I know.” His lips curl up at the accusation, and my stomach clenches. Did I just hit the nail on the head?

“And what if I am? Does it matter? Or does it bother you that a demon saved your life?”

He’s not denying it. Why is he not denying it?

“So now you think you own me because you saved my life?”

The more I keep pushing, the angrier he gets. But there is something that I need to know, and he notices.

“What are you aiming for here?” he says, his temper rapidly cooling off.

“Like I said, you’re an asshole. I'm assuming that you’ve always been one and that you will always continue to be one.” He actually smiles at that, and the remaining tension leaves his body, even though he keeps me caged in between his strong arms. “And I understand that I need to be stronger. But what else is there? What more do I need to know? This isn’t just about my revenge and about you breaking free, is it?”

He keeps smiling at me. “Let’s just say that you’re not the only one that’s out for revenge,” he says. “My idea of it is just slightly different from yours.”

That’s when I smile back at him. “So we do have some common ground after all.”

“More than you think, love. Forever would be quite dull otherwise.”

“You speak so casually about forever. But there is no forever, not for a human.” I circle back to how he didn’t deny my earlier accusation, needing to know. “We all die in the end.”

“You stopped being human the day you killed yourself.”

My breath catches in my throat. Even though I know and feel it to be true, this isn’t where I was going with this. And he damn well knows it. “I can’t die? And if I’m not human anymore, then what am I?”

He shakes his head. “You’re bound to me by both blood and magic. So no, you can’t die. And you’re… something else.”

I gulp as it becomes clear that I most definitely did not think this through. “And what are you?”

“Does it matter? Does it matter what either of us are?”

Again, he avoids my question. I wonder if it’s because he won’t or can’t answer it. But there is something in his eyes that tells me that how I choose to react next might influence everything between us going forward.

Before I start to overthink it, my hand grabs his tie, and I pull him toward me. I kiss him in reply, teasing him because I know that I can. I’m finally starting to gain some confidence, finally getting a grasp on what it is that I want. And most of all, I start to see that he might be a part of what I want.

He lifts me out of the chair, holding me close as I whisper, “Now teach me how to get the hell out of here.”

He practically drops me upon hearing these words. He seems angry at first, but underneath it is a twinkle of amusement, made apparent by how he’s clearly trying to suppress a smile. “You sure like to push it, don’t you?” he teases, something sly in his eyes.

“Only when you let me. Obviously, we both know that I can’t take you.”

“Yet,” he adds. “I’ll teach you the spell,” he says as he makes his way to the door. “After this, you’re on your own. I need you to take your spell writing to the next level if I—if we—want to get out of here.”

As he corrects himself, I remember that I’m only able to leave for a brief period each time. A couple of hours outside, since that’s as long as he can leave. He opens the door for me, then follows behind me when I step out into the hallway.

“What I don’t understand,” I say as he comes up to walk next to me, “is that if this is your prison, why can you even leave at all?”

He opens the next door for me as well, the gesture almost gentlemanly. “My wings were broken to ensure that I couldn’t. What they didn’t realize is that they’re not. Not completely, anyway. Combined with my magic, they still allow me to leave for brief periods of time. Until the strain becomes too much, and I’m pulled back.”

“Whenever I leave…”

“It strains my wings, which is why there are no consequences for you. But it also means that only one of us can leave at a time. And there’s a cooldown period upon returning, to allow for them to heal.” I raise an eyebrow at him. “The cooldown period is half the time spent away, otherwise there is the risk of the strain becoming too much. It could cause even more permanent damage, which could then result in us truly being stuck here.”

We’re walking down the path around the garden, heading for the library, and I regard him thoughtfully from the corner of my eyes.

“And they haven’t noticed that you can leave? Who even are they?”

“They’re too stuck up for that, too certain of themselves,” he snarls. “As for who they are”—he side-eyes me—“they’re my family.”

Family? My stomach sinks at the idea that his own family locked him up here. What did he do to deserve such punishment? My curiosity urges me to inquire further, but something about his posture stops me. Perhaps this isn’t the time or the place, especially if I want to remain on his good side. I bite my tongue and promise myself to ask later.

We enter the library, and my mood sinks even further. Though the place is cleaned up and all traces of what happened earlier are gone, it feels even emptier than before.

“Don’t worry about it,” he says, picking up on my thoughts. “I plan to burn this place down when we leave anyway.”

His words have me dumbstruck. “Wait, what? You mean that talk about punishing me was just talk?”

“Oh no, it wasn’t.” He has a sly look in his eyes. I narrow mine in response, and he reacts by giving me a soft kiss on my cheek.

“How are you so sweet yet so vile? I never know what to expect with you.”

He just gives me that wicked smile of his, and I roll my eyes. He then proceeds to sit me down with a pencil and paper at the only desk still standing in the library—that I no longer feel guilty about after his little confession.

“This transportation spell,” he says, taking a seat across from me at the desk, “is going to be the basis for a whole new array of spells. Most notably the one that you’ll create to break out of this prison.” His eyes linger on mine for a moment. “It was originally written in the same language as the spells that you’ve been using up until now. It didn’t work out the way I intended, so I had to change it. Seeing as you already know Elomadh, Eloghyll shouldn’t be a problem.”

He stops me from asking a question before I even open my mouth. “It only works when powered by my unique magical signature, which is now also yours. That’s why I couldn’t teach you earlier,” he explains. “It’s blood magic, to be specific. Which means that it will always need a sufficient sacrifice in blood. There is no way around that.”

He bites his lip, showing me the drop of blood beading there. Speaking a few words, a black magic circle lights up the space between us.

“That’s why I couldn’t reproduce it,” I say, fascinated by the magic circle hovering in between us. “You’ve created your own language tailored to your specific magical signature.”

“It’s the best way to maximize its effectiveness.”

It’s amazing, truly, how he came up with a language that works perfectly with his magic. The two fit together so seamlessly that they complement each other. It makes for a unique kind of magic that someone without his magical signature could never hope to reproduce. And because the two fit each other so well, it actually makes his magic stronger than when he would use Elomadh.

“How did you come up with this?” I ask, truly impressed.

He shrugs. “I’ve had a lot of time on my hands.”

“So Elomadh is the basis, molded and twisted to create Eloghyll,” I mumble, astonished by it all. “Is it only used for spells? And is everything else in the spell casting the same?” I ask.

He nods. “You just have to remember to add some blood. And since I was the only one using this language up until now, it’s only for magical purposes.”

“Is that what makes blood magic different from normal magic, then? That it can only be used by your signature and with a blood sacrifice, whereas normal magic works with any kind of sacrifice, not necessarily blood?”

“Correct.” He smiles.

“If you have all this power that no one else knows about, let alone can counter, then why do you need me to break you free?”

“Because the spell needs to be performed on the other side for it to be permanent, by my signature but not by me. It won’t work otherwise. I can’t break myself free.”

“And since I’m bound here in the same way that you are⁠—”

“You’ll be free when I’m free.” His lips tip up in a smile that I return. I now understand why he needed to imprison me here. It was the only way for him to give me this power. To then help him, us, escape.

He took me from a life that was about to end in death and despair. Then, he proceeded to give me the opportunity for revenge. To become who I wanted to be for myself instead of for someone that didn’t even truly care for me anymore. He did it because he needed someone to help him with his own goals, but in doing so he also gave me a second chance. A second life.

It doesn’t mean that what he did to me is any less horrible, though. I don’t think I’ll ever not see him as an asshole, especially if he keeps acting like one from time to time, but at least I got part of my revenge. And, most importantly, I’m not dead. I take that as a win.

“A summoning spell instead of a transportation spell, then. It’s going to be a lot of work, especially on this scale. How certain are you that it can be done?”

“Every spell can be countered, one way or another.”

I nod and lean back in my chair, tapping the pencil on the paper in front of me. “So,” I start, “when do you think that I can go back?”

He looks at me as if he doesn’t understand the question. “Whenever you want. You just have to cast the spell.”

“Oh.” My eyes go from him to my notes. “I can just use your magic? Even though it’s probably still blending with mine?”

“It’s now as much yours as it is mine. Even if it’s not at full strength yet.”

“How will I know that it is?”

“You tell me.” He grins, which is fair enough. Guess I’ll have to wait and see.

I stand up and close my eyes for a moment, remembering the transportation spell that he showed me. Regulating my breathing, I concentrate on the flow of our combined magic. Visualizing helps me to grasp it, to channel it correctly.

The ice blue and the black swirl inside of me, through me. Parts are already entwined with each other, like pieces of string that are woven together. I can almost see it, piece by piece, agonizingly slow but at a steady pace. Even though they are still very much two separate kinds of magic, they’re blended enough to do what I want them to.

Speaking the words and creating the circle, the combined magic flickers around me. It fills the air with its energy. The circle shines bright on the floor in front of me, vibrating with a power that almost makes my hair stand on end.

He grabs my shoulder as I’m about to step into the circle, handing me a piece of paper and a key. “Take this with you.” A mysterious smile plays on his lips.

I look from him to the items in my hand, a frown on my face. I clasp the key in one hand and unfold the piece of paper with the other.

“Now go.” He shoves me inside the circle as I read the words, and a startled yelp escapes me. Magic rushes around me for a split second, and then I’m elsewhere.

The first thing I see when I emerge on the other side is the sun setting behind the trees from what seems to be a large park. With both the paper and key still in my hand, I take in my surroundings further. Something about this street seems familiar, though I’m unable to place it.

There is indeed a park in front of me, and just the sight of it is enough to put me at ease. I turn around and see a row of big, ornate white houses across the street. All of them appear to be single-family detached homes, consisting of two floors and tall windows that make the houses look as if they have an extra floor.

There’s a modest front yard that stretches the width of the house and curves to the side on the left, running down the length of the house. It’s separated from the sidewalk by tall, neatly trimmed shrubbery that has a gap in the middle, allowing entry to the house. It creates a false sense of privacy, but brings the whole exterior together. A set of low, white stairs with only two steps leads up to a front door. The house closest by has the same number as the address on the piece of paper, meaning the spell brought me exactly where he wanted me to go.

I tuck the paper away in the pocket of my dress and hesitantly ascend the stairs to the house. My heart beats frantically in my chest, and my mouth feels as dry as a desert while I fumble with the key until the lock finally clicks. My trembling hands push the door open. With a deep breath, I step inside and find the light switch on my left-hand side. The lights flick on, and I find myself standing in an open foyer with a hallway in front of me. The hallway leads deeper into the house, ending in a set of tall double doors with a few more doors along both the left and right.

On the floor lies an envelope with my name on it. Inside it is a letter that consists of only two words. Yet they are all I need, even though I didn’t know how much until I read them.

Welcome home.
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Standing in the foyer, I fumble with the paper and envelope in my hand. I’m slightly overwhelmed by what is to be my new house. Our new house.

Looking around, I find a small sitting corner in a wider open space on my right, with a built-in closet, presumably for coats and shoes. There’s an armchair and a side table made of dark-brown wood and forest-green leather, and a window that shows the street outside. It looks cozy.

My eyes go from the foyer to the hallway and the white walls that have a subtle beige sheen, so different from what I’ve grown accustomed to in our prison. The floor is dark-brown hardwood with matching skirting boards, and on top of it lies an L-shaped, forest-green rug that stretches through the foyer all the way to the end of the hallway.

My attention momentarily drifts back to the foyer. Just like the street outside, something seems oddly familiar about the place, as if I’ve been here before. I search through my memories, but nothing comes to mind.

Going by the outside of the house and what little I’ve seen from the inside, it’s clear this is the kind of house the rich and members of high society used to live in. Perhaps they still do. Which means that, even though I wasn’t poor before, it seems very unlikely I was ever here. Henry didn’t have friends in high society, at least none that I knew of. The same goes for my family; we were higher middle class, but definitely not that high. I realize that it’s going to keep gnawing at me for a while until I figure it out. Until I do, I decide to just ignore the feeling of recognition and have a look around.

Putting the key, paper, and envelope on the side table, I step into the hallway and cast a glance around to get a general feel for the layout of the house. There’s a door directly on my left and one further down. On the right are also two doors, and stairs peek from behind the corner along the same wall all the way at the end of the hallway. Then, there is the set of tall double doors across from the front door, all of them in the same wood as the flooring and the skirting boards.

I open the first door on the left side of the hallway and step inside a large dining room that expands into a living room, separated by an arch. The walls here are the same white with beige, and the floor is the same hardwood. The forest-green theme from the foyer is repeated in here with a thick rug under a dark-brown dining table. Matching chairs complete the dining room. In front of me are tall windows that look out onto the side of the yard, that I now conclude could use some work as it’s nothing but grass. The windows are framed by long curtains in the same green, but the fabric also has a flower pattern in a slightly darker shade.

As I walk over to the living room, I notice that—despite the place clearly being well-kept—it feels a bit cold. There are no traces at all to indicate someone has ever lived here, not a single personal touch to be found. It’s like a house and nothing more… I look over to the living room at the two large, dark-gray leather sofas, and I can at least imagine myself curling up on them with a book and a cup of tea. In the middle of the forest-green rug stands a delicate-looking glass coffee table, and I already know it won’t take me long before I somehow manage to damage it.

There’s a fireplace on the right-hand side wall, and on the wall in front of me—between the windows on the left and the fireplace on the right—hangs a large rectangular contraption in black glass. I have no clue what it is, but it looks as delicate as the coffee table, so I stay clear of it. The corner on the right, between the black glass thing and the fireplace, holds another door that brings me back to the hallway. Stepping out and emerging in front of the stairs in the hallway, I decide to go to the second floor upstairs and look around there.

There is more green carpet upstairs and a door on my right-hand side, roughly ten, maybe fifteen feet away from where I came up the stairs. The hallway is another L-shape with two doors again on either side, mimicking the layout of the ground floor. Peeking inside, I find a bathroom done in white and dark gray behind the first door on the left. Just like downstairs, it all looks a little bit too clean and picture perfect, but I guess all this place needs is someone to actually live in it.

I find a door in a corner of the bathroom that leads to what I assume to be a guest bedroom. The bed is made and ready to be used, but the closet in the corner is empty, as if waiting for someone to move in.

Exiting the room through what appears to be the main door to the guest bedroom, I make my way to the door across the hall, where I find a small office, as void of life as every other room. There’s barely any furniture in it, save for a desk, a chair, and an empty bookcase. Compared to the study he had in our prison—before we trashed it, anyway—this is almost sad looking. Feeling quite underwhelmed, I decide to explore the penultimate door in the upstairs hallway I haven’t opened yet. As soon as I turn the doorknob and push, I’m stepping into what is clearly the primary bedroom. Not only because it’s the bigger room, but mostly because this one looks as if someone might actually be using it. There are no personal items that I can spot at first sight, but the atmosphere is somehow warmer, more welcoming.

The floor is all carpet, so I carefully slip out of my shoes and hold them in my hand so as not to dirty it. The carpet feels soft and warm under my bare feet, and I take a moment to dig my toes into it. I let out a breath and close my eyes for a second, enjoying this small, simple thing.

Contrary to the greens from before, the carpet here is beige to match the ongoing color from the walls. There is a vanity against the wall on the left from where I’m standing in the doorway, and a large built-in closet next to it. On my right is a chaise in the same brown wood and green leather as before. Against the right-hand wall stands a large, four-poster bed, neatly made up with black sheets and a black comforter with beautiful dark-green embroidery. There are nightstands on both sides of the bed, and the wall in front of me has more tall windows with dark-green curtains. There’s a door that leads to an ensuite bathroom in the far right corner against the same wall as the headboard of the bed.

The bathroom is decorated in the same white and dark gray as the other, smaller bathroom. It holds a shower and a separate bathtub large enough to comfortably fit two people. There’s also a washbasin with two sinks and a few matching cabinets. Opening a few cabinets, I find towels, soaps, and a whole assortment of toiletries, ready to be used. The space is still lacking a personal touch, but at least it’s something.

I head back into the primary bedroom, and while staring at the bed, the realization sinks in that we’ll be sharing it. It’s a strange idea to consider. Does he even sleep?

Then, there is a different kind of curiosity, and I step over to the large built-in closet and open it up. It’s already filled to the brim with clothes, mine on one side and his on the other—dresses, skirts, pants, blouses, shirts, suits, and ties, down to socks and underwear, it’s all there.

When, how, has he been setting all of this up? The only plausible explanation is that he has connections here, people that do this kind of thing for him. It makes me feel slightly uncomfortable to know that someone else went out and purchased all of this. In my exact sizes, I conclude upon further inspection of some of the dresses. Opening a drawer filled with lacy bras and underwear has me blushing with the idea that a stranger picked them out for me. I practically slam the drawer shut, unable to think about it for a moment longer.

Returning to the hallway, I feel like something is missing. The house is wonderful, but too normal. Too human. From the corner of my left eye, I look at the door next to the stairs at the end of the hallway, located a floor above the double doors from the ground floor. Something shimmers, barely visible even to my green eye. Curiosity peaked, I head toward it. When I place my hand on the handle, something stirs inside me. My magic flares up, urging me on and wordlessly shouting at me to open that door.

It opens outward, so I step back to allow space. Immediately, it exhibits the largest room in the house. Stepping inside, I gasp at the sight before me. It’s a two-story library. I’m standing on a six-feet-wide platform on the second story that continues along the wall on my right and curves to my left, to the wall across. There, the platform makes way for stairs leading down to the ground floor.

The walls on this half-floor platform are lined with rows and rows of bookcases. The color scheme of the walls and the wood is reminiscent of our prison: burnt umber, dark-brown wooden wainscotting and a matching hardwood floor. It’s oddly soothing despite everything.

Stepping up to the edge and leaning over the wooden balustrade in front of me reveals the floor below. I let out an excited squeal upon seeing what’s downstairs, a wide grin breaking across my face while I hurriedly make my way to the ornate wooden spiral staircase. Descending to the ground floor, I almost trip over my own feet in my eagerness.

The walls here are lined with more bookcases and glass display cases. Even though there are still empty spaces, about half of them are already filled with books and an assortment of peculiar objects that I will be inspecting in detail later on. The floor is the same hardwood as in the rest of the house, but most of it is covered up with a plush maroon rug.

The staircase brings me to the back-left corner, with the double doors leading to the ground floor hallway on my right diagonally across the room, centered on the opposite wall, and the library stretching out in front of me. Directly in front of me on the left is a large wooden desk, and the wall furthest away from me holds the biggest fireplace that I’ve ever seen. The fire inside it is already roaring, the magical flames casting shadows around the library and its heat wrapping itself around me in a comfortable embrace. In front of the fireplace are a few dark-brown sofas, accompanied by matching side tables, and looking like utter perfection. I can already see myself spending a lot of time here.

With my shoes still in hand, I once more dig my toes into the soft carpet under my feet, grounding myself. The heat from the fire warms me up as it spreads through me, putting me at ease. A smile curls my lips. I look forward to living here, more than I did living in my previous house. That one was cold and filled with sadness for so long... It almost seems impossible to consider that it could be different this time around.

My eyes go from the fire to the ring around my finger.

What Henry and I had started as love, once upon a time. But with everything that happened between us, there was no longer room for love in either of our hearts. Perhaps it could be different this time around, with someone that I didn’t start out loving? We both want the same thing, after all: to be free. And he clearly has no intention to break off our marriage. That much is obvious from just seeing the inside of this house.

Is this the home that I’ve been wanting to return to? Has this house been waiting for me without me ever knowing it?

Maybe, just maybe, I can wait and see what this, whatever this is, becomes. Maybe I can find happiness here, despite it being with the man that abducted me, imprisoned me, and abused me. The man who gave me a second chance at life. The man who, I’m quite certain, isn’t human.

A lump forms in my throat at the idea that all of that might result in happiness.

“I just need to wrap this up first,” I mumble, thinking of Henry once more and all the things that I want to do to his descendants.

Heading to the double doors on the ground floor, I exit the library and check out what’s behind the last two doors. The first one, closest to the library, holds a small bathroom, and the second one, toward the front of the house, contains the kitchen. The kitchen is beautiful, all white wood and dark-gray granite countertops, but also filled to the brim with kitchen appliances that make my head spin.

The only detail I’m able to make out is a small clock that shows both the time and date, telling me that it’s been another eighty years since the last time I was here. Saying that I don’t know how the flow of time in our prison works is a severe understatement. It goes slower, yes, but not always the same. A certain amount of time there is not always the same amount of time here. I need to find a solution for that, a way to fix the flow of time.

Between the sink and the window is a door that gives me a view of the side of the house. Upon closer inspection, I find that it opens up, revealing a small tiled city garden that’s walled off from the house next door. It’s around ten feet wide and runs along the side of the house to the front, where it’s closed off by a small metal gate. Thanks to the shrubbery in front of the house, it’s impossible to look into the garden from the street.

Standing here, a chill goes down my spine and my magic buzzes in alarm as I suddenly feel watched from the only direction that isn’t shut off. Looking up, there’s nothing and no one, yet I’m certain that someone or something is looking down on me. I mutter a few words and place a glamor over the small stone garden to make it seem empty, no matter what. It takes a few seconds before the feeling leaves me, indicating that whoever was here has left.

I’m certain that they will return, nevertheless. Sooner or later.

With one last look around, I return inside, closing the door firmly behind me. Something about it, though, makes me wonder, for it doesn’t seem like a coincidence. First the graveyard, and now here. And it doesn’t feel human. With everything I now know, it wouldn’t surprise me if humans aren’t alone on this Earth. He certainly isn’t human, and neither am I.

Not anymore.

A slight tugging behind my navel is the sign that I’m almost out of time, so I put down my shoes and slip into them.

In the blink of an eye, I’m returned to the library. He’s there, waiting for me. He looks pleased with himself, smirking at me while he sits on the sofa with his arms stretched out over the back. I frown at this, at the sofa he’s lounging in. It wasn’t there when I left. Does he have spare furniture stashed away somewhere?

“What did you think of the house?” he asks with a wide smile, clearly pleased with himself.

I give him a shy smile back as I sit down next to him. “It’s beautiful. How did you…”

“I have people on the outside that take care of everything when I can’t.” He leans into me, twirling a strand of my hair around his finger.

“Everything?”

“I’ve managed to acquire an impressive amount of assets that need to be curated at all times.” He looks up at me. “Seeing my current disposition, I needed someone to oversee all of that in my name.”

“And you actually trust someone with that?” The question almost comes out as a sneer, because I honestly can’t believe that he would.

The underlying tone of his smile changes. A knot forms in my stomach as I’m suddenly certain that I’m not going to like his answer. “I only trust my own blood. And even they have my trust only for as long as they remain loyal.”

I fully understand what he’s saying. Yet I still need to hear him actually say it, and he knows.

“Yes, I conceived a child with a human.” His smirk turns into something different, and I pull away from him. “It’s the most efficient way to tie someone to you. It seemed like a good idea at the time. But blood thins out surprisingly fast,” he adds, as if I want to hear more.

“And in all honesty, humans break too easily, so they’re no fun. Instead, every so many generations, the oldest child just gets a transfusion of my blood. The effect is the same but without the hassle of needing to get some woman pregnant.” He’s so matter-of-fact about it, it’s sickening.

It would almost convince me that it’s nothing more than a necessary evil to him.

“It was. I would have never lay with a human if I had known that there was another way.”

“If they have your blood, does that mean that they also have your magic?” There is a slight shake to my voice, a note of uncertainty. If he notices, he doesn’t let on.

“Don’t worry, you’re the only one. Not only do I need to give it willingly, but they also don’t have the aptitude for it. Besides, I monitor their procreation very closely, in case anyone gets any ideas. Those that have tried to add a magical or otherwise non-human bloodline have been made an example of.”

I gulp, fidgeting with the fabric of my dress, for I know all too well what he means with that.

“How do you keep track of it, of anything, with the time difference?” I ask in an attempt to change the subject.

“The promise of money and power is an awfully strong motivator. It keeps them in check well enough, especially since they know that I won’t hesitate to kill a spouse or even a child if the need were to arise.” The calm and composed way in which he speaks about murdering whole families to keep his bloodline clean has me realizing that I still have a lot to learn. And that we truly have quite a few things in common.

“But enough with the boring talk. You’ll meet them soon enough and then you’ll understand, for they are your blood as well.” He cups my face in his hands, our lips almost touching. I feel my body heat up, but I need to ask.

“Because we share your blood?”

He chuckles, nips my ear and whispers, “Because I’ve been mixing in your blood for the last few generations.”

“How…” I pull away from him, a bitter tang in my mouth preventing me from finishing my question. Is it disturbing, yet kind of sweet at the same time? No, it’s disgusting.

“I kept some of your blood from when you first arrived here.”

Remembering the process of my rebirth makes my stomach turn. Right here and now, I decide that I don’t want to know the details of how he made that happen.

I’m brought back to the moment by a bite on my neck, followed by a kiss. My body tenses for a moment at the first, then relaxes at the second. I arch into his touch, and a soft sigh escapes me. I still feel so conflicted about this situation—about him. Every time he touches me, I want nothing but to give in to him. Yet I find myself unable to, shame at the mere idea making me blush.

I was certain that I left that kind of shame behind a long time ago, but it looks like I was wrong.

He regards me as if he knows what’s going on inside my head. Maybe he does, for his knowing smile only tempts me more. No matter how badly I want to, I find myself unable to act upon my desires. So, instead, I get up from the sofa and walk away. His laughter follows me through the library and all the way to the garden.

Desperately trying to distract myself, I wander around aimlessly. I find myself standing in front of the doors leading to Sophia’s quarters, a place that I have been avoiding. At first because I had no business here, then because it felt wrong that I wanted to snoop around. Now, I find myself unable to hold back.

She’s dead, so it’s not as if it matters anymore.

Pushing open the doors and stepping inside is like taking a step back in time. Sophia’s quarters consist of an enormous open space, in which stands what I assume to be an ancient Greek temple. The inside of the temple is mostly a large, open room, divided by tall stone pillars. Prompt in the middle of it stands an enormous brazen bull. A fire burns under its belly, the flames licking the bronze. Steam comes from its nostrils, and a faint wailing sounds from within. Looking at it leaves me with a very unsettling knot in my stomach.

If the temple is a reference to her old life, then is the bull a reference to how she died? The mere idea of the pain and pure agony of dying like that is enough to make me feel sick. The way that her magic was so similar to the fire burning underneath the bull’s belly leaves little room for doubt. But why would she put this in here? Why would she want to remember it at every turn?

Unable to look at it for another moment, I turn away from the brazen bull.

In the far right-hand corner, I find a door that leads to a small bedroom with an adjacent bathroom. Despite the size of the structure, everything else is kept humble. I have no problem picturing her here, in this place that must resemble her past home.

Walking through Sophia’s quarters, I find a small library. It’s almost hidden in a maze of hallways and rooms. The furniture is modern, a stark contrast with the rest of the interior, and done in the same colors as my own room. It consists of some sofas, a writing desk, and multiple bookcases that line the walls. The shelves are filled with books, thin and flimsy—more like notebooks than reading books.

Curiosity gets the better of me, and I open one. Flipping through the pages, because I clearly have no shame, I find that they are all diaries. Sophia has written down everything that has happened, in great detail. There are whole shelves dedicated to her life before the one she had here, including her first death. The details of her murder are gruesome and confirm my earlier thoughts about the brazen bull.

Going through more and more of her diaries, I take a seat on one of the sofas. I learn that she didn’t write solely about her previous life. Even her life here is captured in great detail. From the day that she arrived until the day before she died. Reading it, I shift in my seat as a bad feeling sweeps over me.

The more that Sophia wrote down her thoughts as they came to her, the less that they were just thoughts. It’s as if she knew that I was going to be reading this. In some pages, it’s as if she apologizes to me, telling me how she had to steer me into a certain direction and subtly influence me to make the choices that he wanted me to make in regard to magic. Even though it’s painful to read, seeing how her mood sometimes changed, it unfortunately doesn’t come as a surprise.

A light chill goes through me as her words turn into a warning, now clearly aimed directly at me. She warns me to stay away from him, that he’s a monster and that I’m to not be swayed by whatever he promises me. It would mean more if I hadn’t already started to see him as mine.

I skim over a few more pages until I read the most impactful words that she could have ever put to paper. Words that have my heart missing multiple beats, if not downright stopping.

He has been manipulating you,

from the very beginning.

He knows that there are three children,

and he knows that you are unaware.

For a split second, everything goes dark around me. He wouldn’t.

He knew that ending Henry meant everything to me. He wouldn’t dare.

He knew that I would need his help to get back if I failed the first time. He would.

He knew that I wasn’t going to give him what he wanted if there wasn’t anything in it for me.

Sophia warned me, told me that all of this was orchestrated. She confessed as much in her earlier writings. And I was a fool, an idiot, for not heeding her words. I was so set in my desperate need for revenge, in my need to break free from this place, that I refused to see it, even when I had my suspicions toward her honesty. I refused to see what was right in front of me. Of course nothing happens here without it benefitting him.

He did. I’m going to murder him.

The sofa topples over from the force with which I jump off it, screaming as I throw the diary away from me. My whole body trembles, my magic violently surging through me. It crackles at the tips of my fingers, and the diary on the floor bursts into a million tiny pieces, fluttering to the floor as nothing more than dust.

My ears are pounding and, when I turn around, whole shelves of diaries explode with the movement. Red is everywhere, so deep and dark that it makes me unable to think straight. It tries to swallow me whole, urged on by the adrenaline that rushes through my body. It takes all I have to not let it, even though I want to give in to it.

My hands touch the walls, and blue fire erupts from the tips of my fingers. It spreads and, moments later, whatever is left of the diaries catches fire. I look at it, at how similar it is to the library. Except that this time, I don’t care.

Let it burn.

Something inside me turns and clicks, like a lock being opened. Another kind of magic seeps through the cracks of whatever door was opened deep inside. It feels dark and twisted.

His magic.

I feel it mix itself with my own, surging heavily through my body. It feeds my anger as it’s being fed by it in return.
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Ihave to suppress the urge to burn it all down as I leave Sophia’s quarters. I want to destroy everything, so I set out to destroy him. He told me that I would be able to take him on now that his magic is mine. Looks like it’s time to put that to the test.

Ice-blue sparks fly from me as I cross the garden, guiding me to his quarters. It lights up patches of grass and parts of the trees, yet remains contained to the spot where they made contact. Which I’m thankful for, because I’m not in a state of mind to do something about it. My mind is solely focused on getting to him and hurting him.

My hands touch the black wooden doors that mark the entrance to his quarters, and blue flames erupt from under my palms. The fire spreads around the wood, consuming yet not destroying. I push the door open and step inside. Walking through the hallway, I trace my fingers over the left wall and the marked doors. Flames spread from the pads of my fingers, following me as I step through the one marked door that has been left ajar.

The room that I enter is a study. It’s done in the same burnt umber and dark brown as everywhere else and filled with beautiful matching dark wooden furniture. The wall in the back holds a fireplace almost as wide as the wall itself, a fire burning inside of it. On the left from the fire is a sitting area with sofas and a coffee table in the same style as the ones in his bedroom. Next to it, also on the left wall, is a large wooden bar table with matching bar chairs. Behind it is glass shelving filled with expensive-looking bottles of alcohol. The flames of my fire light up the liquids inside of the bottles, making them shimmer.

The right-side wall consists of nothing but completely filled bookcases. There are hardbound books and piles of paper records, all seemingly neatly marked and organized. In front of it is a large wooden desk, papers and files scattered over the top of it. He sits behind it, a few pages in one hand and an expensive-looking fountain pen in the other.

He seems surprised, looking up as I come to a halt in front of him. I smash my hands on the desk, and my magic quickly spreads over the surface. It only needs a little nudge, and it will all go up in flames. By the way he cocks a brow at me, he’s well aware. He’s daring me to go through with it, to destroy something else of his.

“You knew,” I growl. My lips pull back until I’m baring my teeth at him while my magic burns small holes in the papers under my hands.

Leaning back in his chair, he smiles at me, utterly unimpressed. That smile tells me he knows exactly what I’m talking about. Yet he still asks, knowing it will set me off even more. “And what exactly did I know?”

“You knew about the third child. You knew all along, but you didn’t tell me, knowing that would work out better for you.” The table combusts in blue flames as I casually toss it aside in my rage.

He sits looking at me, unphased by my anger.

“Why?”

He considers my question as he gets up, pushing the chair to the side. Then he looks at me with that cruel smile of his, and I snap.

“Darbs ia i don butmoni parm zumvi cnila.” I throw the spell at him, and it hits him before he can react. He’s thrown into the bookcase behind him, and the spell effectively holds him there.

As he starts to form the words for a counter spell, my magic-enhanced fist hits him in the face. I break his nose as he once broke mine, the loud crack the most satisfying sound ever. It’s the first time in my life that I’ve punched someone like this, but it feels more than appropriate. It’s so gratifying to see his nose bleed, to see him casually lick the dripping blood away with his tongue.

“I didn’t tell you because you needed to find out on your own.” It’s the answer that I expect from him, and I merely huff in response. “And it was fun to see you struggle.” Then again, he doesn’t have to add that.

I launch a second spell toward him, but he breaks free from my first one with a single gesture and ducks out of reach. A guttural roar escapes me as I cast a series of spells in rapid succession. I weave more and more power into them as I throw them toward him. The first ones are relatively small, and he easily evades them. Cocky as he tends to be, he’s then quickly caught off guard by the twists and turns I put in them.

He continues to flick them away, and they explode when they come into contact with our surroundings. The sounds are deafening, the whooshing of magic combined with the shattering of glass, the sizzling of burning paper, the snapping of wood. Splinters of all materials fly around us, his study quickly looking more like a battlefield.

Then a first hit stuns him, allowing for the second one to make contact as well. He does what I expect him to do and puts up a hefty defense around himself. He uses a spell in Eloghyll, in blood magic, to be certain that it will be powerful enough to protect him. To stop me.

I curse, nostrils flaring, for he knows that I can’t freely use these spells yet.

Then again, he always fights dirty.

Taking a second to size each other up, I notice that my spells left their marks on him after all. He has cuts all over him and curses when he finds himself unable to make the bleeding stop. If this is what it’s like to be on equal footing with him, then I have no problem getting used to it.

He takes down his protection and immediately switches to offense. I deflect his incoming spells as he steadily gains ground on me. He sends them flying left and right, destroying whatever was still intact around us.

Even though I’m fast and powerful enough to keep up with him, he has the upper hand when it comes to skill. He’s clearly not shying away anymore from using full-on blood magic, and I know that I won’t be winning like this. I’m a quick study, but not that quick. He knows this as well, knows that he has already won.

Despite this, I refuse to give up, continuing to throw everything I have at him. But the closer he gets to me, the more hits I end up taking, until I’m in no better shape than him. With my back against the wall and a large, dripping cut on my cheek, I get an idea.

“This little game of ours is certainly more fun now that I don’t have to hold back so much.” He laughs as he pins me against the wall with his magic. Magic that swiftly crawls over my body like a caress, keeping my arms trapped next to me. But I don’t miss how he insinuated that he’s still holding back. And it enrages me even more to know that I’m still far from being evenly matched against him.

He looks at me as I look at him. Him with amusement shining in his eyes, while mine are filled with anger. Both of us are breathing heavily, our clothes ripped and an array of bleeding wounds marking our bodies. He puts his finger to the cut on my cheek, and the sting of the touch makes me hiss. He chuckles as he pulls his finger away, then licks the blood from the digit. The sight of him tasting my blood makes me flinch. I start to struggle against his magical bindings, trying to get to him, and a frustrated scream leaves me when I can’t.

So, I decide to change tactics. It’s my turn to fight dirty.

He snickers when my head drops in defeat. My hair curtains around my face, hiding the grin that plays on my lips. Magic seeps out of me and drapes itself around him, urging him closer to me. Then I look up at him and lick my lips while my magic tugs at his belt, trying to undo the buckle. His eyes twinkle as his hand goes up my leg, looking for the hem of my skirt.

It’s almost too easy.

My magic gathers on his lower abdomen, and a single whisper is all it takes for me to cast the spell. His eyes grow big as he realizes what I have done, stumbling away from me with one hand over the spot where I stabbed him. His fingers clutch the wound on his abdomen, blood gushing through them. His eyes hold a mixture of shock and pride at my deception. He falls backward and, when he crashes to the ground with a loud thud, his black magic releases me.

I step up to him and nudge his side with the tip of my shoe. He groans, but his magic is already creeping up my leg, refusing to give up. Bending forward, I forge my ice-blue power into claws around my fingers and rip his magic away from me.

There is a loud pounding in my ears, telling me that I’m not thinking straight, but I want to hurt him so bad. I want to continue to hurt him, for all that he’s done to me and might still do to me. My hands clench and unclench at my sides, the magical claws pricking my skin.

He looks up at me then, a painful grin on his face, taunting me while the wound heals. I snarl at this and, without thinking twice, step over him and lower myself into a sitting position so that I’m straddling him. My claws glint in the glow of the fire when I raise them, catching the light so beautifully. His eyes widen when he realizes what I’m about to do. Before he can stop me, I bury the sharp claws deep in the still-healing wound.

He curses loudly and tries to push me off of him, but he can’t muster the strength, and the struggle only makes him lose more blood.

“Fuck, love, are you trying to kill me?”

His groans of pain bring a smile to my face. “Yes,” I hiss at him in reply, “but apparently I’m not doing a thorough enough job.”

His laugh shakes his wounded body, and a flash of pain crosses his face. His hands grab my thighs, and I dig my claws deeper in response. He curses again, banging his head against the floor and lying silent for a few moments.

“You going to let me bleed out, then?”

“Even if that were possible,” I snarl, wiggling my fingers in the wound and making his face twist, “something tells me that you’re just fine.”

He laughs, blood now dripping from the corner of his mouth. “I know that you have a mean streak, but this is downright cruel.”

“I learned from the best.”

I pull my claws free from his abdomen, and he gasps. The way his blood coats my ice-blue magic… I understand why he’s so obsessed with it. It slowly drips down my fingers and arm, onto my clothes. It’s beautiful. Mesmerizing.

His hands squeeze my thighs harder, and I’m brought back to the moment. My hand snaps out, and the sharp tips of the claws are at his throat, puncturing his dark-red skin.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I ask him, my voice shaking as the brunt of my anger slowly starts to leave me while sadness and disappointment creep in.

“Like I said, you needed to find out on your own.” His eyes search my face for something. “Would you have done the things you did if I had just told you from the get-go?”

“If I had known there was a third child, then I would have had no need to marry you,” I spit back at him, my claws digging deeper, drawing blood.

“And if you had not married me, you wouldn’t be able to use my magic. Meaning that you—we—would truly be trapped here forever.” I curse. “Admit it, you never would have accepted without the extra motivation.”

“I still wanted to go home.”

“To what? There was nothing there for you to go back to.” He gives me a devilish smile, knowing that his words are true. “You would have come to realize that, in due time. Imagine what those little trips you made would have been like if the third child was already dead. All you would have seen was a world so changed that there was no place in it for you anymore. You would have given up; you would have preferred to stay here and wither away.” He grinds his teeth, his eyes cold. “It’s what happened with Sophia.”

I retract my claws then, the ice-blue magic dissolving in the air while I regard him, trying to make out if his words are the truth or not. If they are my truth.

They are. And it hurts.

“Screw you, asshole,” I spit, the last of my anger lashing out at him.

“Gladly.” He laughs, his whole body shaking with the force of it.

I rip myself away from him, done with this, with him. With how damn well he knows how all of this would have played out if he had told me. Every single part of it would have gone as he said.

There’s a bitter smile on my lips as anger and sadness leave me, only disappointment remaining. I weave my hands into my hair and pull, a scream escaping me while I kick at something. My eyes don’t notice what it is, my ears barely registering that it shatters at the impact.

Behind me, he lifts himself into a sitting position, his magic reaching out to me. I slap it away with my own once more. Unable to take no for an answer, it’s back on my skin a second later. But this time it’s soft, gentle. Caring.

I feel his body behind me then, his arms wrapping around my waist and pulling my back flush against his chest. His heat and scent overwhelm me, and I start to tremble as something else wells up from deep inside me.

His breath is hot against my ear, his voice barely more than a whisper. “Let it go.”

And I do.

My magic explodes from deep inside me as I let it all out. All of my pent-up frustration, anger, and even grief. It’s like a wave of pure energy, crashing through us, the room, and perhaps this whole place. It sends me to my knees, and he goes down with me, cradling me in his arms.

When my memories initially returned, I grieved for the life that I lost. The life that I had, and would never have again. Now I grieve for myself, for how I was tossed aside and left to die. For how I did die—how it took dying for me to have a second chance at life. A life that he’s giving me, offering me, with him by my side.

It’s true what he said—there is no place in that world for me anymore, with or without revenge. But maybe, just maybe, he’ll be able to give me a life out there as well.
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Iwake up in his bed, wrapped in his arms with my head against his chest, slightly confused when I find I don’t recall how I got here. Then I remember feeling utterly spent after releasing my magic. I remember him bringing me here, tucking us in, and holding me close. Falling asleep together.

His soft, even breathing is soothing and, when I look at him, I notice that he’s indeed asleep. So, he does sleep.

“Not if you keep staring at me like that,” he grumbles.

A soft laugh escapes me. It’s only then that I notice we’re both naked, and a blush heats my cheeks. He wraps his arms tighter around me, pulling me closer and resting his chin on my head. It immediately makes me forget about my shame as I soak up his warmth and breathe in his scent. That amazing scent that I’m slowly getting addicted to.

“Going to toss these sheets,” he mumbles in my hair. “I was so focused on taking care of you that I forgot to take care of myself.”

“Hmm?” I crane my neck, and when I see the red stains and smears all over the sheets, I recall the wound in his abdomen. How he never used his magic to heal it. He tips my head up to give me a soft kiss, and that’s when I notice something.

“Are those tattoos?”

He tenses upon hearing these words. I break free from him and sit up in the bed, clutching the sheet against my chest for modesty. All the while, he looks up at me as if he’s seen a ghost. My finger traces one of the many tattoos that grace his chest and arms. The black ink is mesmerizing against his dark-red skin. I feel something else underneath the symbols and circles. Scars?

Before I can ask more about it, he flinches and pulls away from me. “They’re not tattoos,” he growls. He almost sounds embarrassed under that flare of anger.

“Then what are they? I can tell that they’re magic circles, but⁠—”

“They’re the shackles that bind me here,” he snaps, effectively cutting me off.

I go silent, unsure of how to react.

“I usually keep them covered up, but the glamor must have broken last night.” He mumbles a few words, and the tattoos disappear, once again covered by a glamor. As he leaves the bed, I grab his wrist to stop him.

“You promised,” I say, my voice stern and cold.

“This is different.” He pulls his arm away from me.

“It really isn’t.”

He glares at me, and my magic shoots out at him. Like a pebble against the still surface of water, it disrupts the illusion and creates ripples that break his glamor.

Rage fills his eyes as he looks at me. “You—” He doesn’t even finish his sentence. In an instant, he’s on top of me with his hands around my neck.

Anger takes him over as he applies pressure, and it takes everything I have in that moment to remain calm. Putting my hands on his arms, I do my best not to break eye contact, despite feeling myself slipping away.

Touching him seems to make him regain some of his senses. He curses while pulling himself away from me. Air immediately fills my lungs, and stars dance in front of my eyes.

Without speaking a single word, he storms off to the bathroom and slams the door behind him. Moments later, the shower turns on, and the sound of the water calms me.

And here I thought we were making some kind of progress.

I huff and then carefully touch my neck with my fingertips. Bruises are already forming on my skin, sore and sensitive. I want to go after him, rage against him, but my magic is still depleted. And I’m so very tired. Mumbling curses under my breath, I lower myself onto the mattress once more. I turn to my side, pulling up the sheet and closing my eyes.

I’ll get back at him… Someday.

Iopen my eyes with a groan, not wanting to face him because I’m afraid that I’ll pick another fight. My body won’t be able to handle it. Carefully lifting myself up on my arms, I scan the room and find myself alone. Relief floods me as I get up. Shuffling to the bathroom, I squint my eyes when I flick the light on, the brightness almost painful. Looking at myself in the mirror, at the fading bruises on my neck, I don’t find them nearly as disturbing as I should. What am I becoming?

“Perhaps the magic you so willingly accepted is already changing you.”

I don’t know how much truth Isra’s words hold, if my—his, our—magic is even able to change me in the way she implied. I should probably care about it, but I don’t. Not really. Right now, all I care about is a hot shower.

The hot water does the trick, as usual. It calms me down and relaxes me, even when my fingers can’t stop touching my sore neck. I sigh upon feeling the painful sting of my touch. Carefully, I use some of my—at the moment, scarce—magic to heal the bruises. Unfortunately, it does nothing to quell the anger that still lingers inside me. Not necessarily for how he treated me, but more for how he acted toward me.

Getting out of the shower, I find a set of clean clothes that he put out for me. At least he’s always considerate in that regard. This time, it’s a dress and a pair of stays. The midnight-blue dress has long sleeves and is soft to the touch. It feels light against my skin, even with the black stays on top. Now I just have to hope that he will let me take it easy for a while so I get the chance to decently replenish my magic.

It feels good to stretch my legs, and I take the time to stroll through the garden, focusing on relaxing and giving myself some time to think about how I’m going to proceed from here on out. He was right when he said that there’s nothing out there for me to return to. I knew I would be needing a new home, but I never actually took the time to stop and think about it. I’ve been so driven by my hatred toward Henry that I lost sight of what I’m going to do in the long run.

Home.

I think about the house waiting for me, for us, and how I don’t mind the idea of living there with him. But am I actually going to be able to call that place home? Because the more I think about it, the more I come to realize that’s all that I really want—a place to go home to, a place to belong.

A sigh leaves me, and I decide that I should get to work on that summoning spell. I don’t know how much time has passed since returning, which means that I shouldn’t waste too much of it.

On my way to the library, the sound of arguing voices reaches me. One of the voices is his and he’s clearly angry, almost shouting. This immediately has me on edge, my hackles rising instantly. My magic flits through me as if it expects to be pounced on at any moment. I have known him to be angry before, but he has always remained collected and in control. Assuming he doesn’t want me to snoop, I creep closer and hide myself between the trees, glad for the darker shade of my clothing.

He stands in front of the open library doors while heatedly arguing with a person, an actual person. An outsider. I’m not certain what catches me off guard the most: the fact that someone else is here, unbothered by it all, or the fact that this man is downright gorgeous. His skin is the color of light caramel, and he has dark-brown hair that hits his mid back in long fringes. He’s slightly taller and wears a dark-blue three-piece suit that accentuates his skin beautifully. The way he moves is so graceful that it almost looks like he’s floating.

The visitor is trying to calm him down, but shushing him only throws oil on the fire. They are conversing in Elomadh, so fast that I only manage to pick up on a few words. His name falls, and he answers by grabbing the visitor by the collar. The visitor is caught off guard, and his dark-red eyes widen. He pushes back, and a pair of dark–warm gray feathery wings appears behind him.

The visitor is released with a snarl, and he lets his wings down as if it was nothing but a show of power. Remembering his broken wings and seeing the look on his face, I understand that’s exactly what it was. Just as with the tattoos, he’s embarrassed about his broken wings, though he will probably never admit to it. It gives me an unsettling feeling of who this visitor might be.

They both shrug it off and, with a few last words, the visitor spreads his wings once more. With a single flap, he disappears in a flurry of feathers, leaving one angry man behind.

After a few seconds of visibly collecting himself, he straightens his back and turns to where I’m hiding. “You can come out now.”

I gulp as I stand and approach him. I get the idea that he’s not as angry as I expected him to be, but I’m not sure if I should be relieved about that or not. He looks at me, and I know he’s thinking about what to say. Or about how to say it.

“For once, it was a good thing you were sneaking around,” he eventually says. “It would have complicated things if he found you here.”

Being able to leave clearly isn’t the only thing that he’s not supposed to do.

“Who is he?”

“My brother and my warden, coming to check if I’m still in my rightful place. It seems that someone out there picked up on my magical signature.” He gives me the side-eye. “You should try covering that up next time.”

“How was I supposed to know that it can be detected? That there is someone that can do just that?” I snap at him, already fed up with his bullshit and the tone he’s taking with me.

“Hmm, I might indeed have failed to mention that.”

“You think?”

His eyes narrow in warning, but I’m not impressed. He notices and sighs, not in the mood to fight me on it. “Fine.” He rolls his eyes. “The world is inhabited by more than just mere humans. Amongst these inhumans are quite a few that might be able to sense your presence. The house is warded against this and more, but you should keep it in mind for when you step outside. They might decide to seek you out.” He regards me for a moment, then adds, “If they do, and they’re a bother, just deal with them as you see fit.”

For a moment there, it sounded as if there was a trace of concern in his voice. And he followed it up by basically giving me permission to kill anyone that comes close to me.

“What?” he asks, raising an eyebrow at me.

“Your specific brand of concern for my well-being is almost charming.” The look he gives me tells me that he doesn’t understand. “Don’t worry,” I say, coming up to him. “I seem to have taken a liking to it.”

Standing in front of him, I throw my arms around his neck and pull him closer to me. When I kiss him, I realize that I’ve lost the ability to stay angry with him, no matter what he says or does to me. I have no idea what this is between us, but with each passing moment I find that I care less and less, unable to linger on those details.
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My concentration is on a pile of books that I’m rummaging through when he enters the library.

“You know,” I say without looking up at him, “going back and forth is all good and everything, but the time difference is annoying me.”

He wraps his arms around my waist, startling me. “I have good news for you, then.” He holds up two feathers in front of me.

“Are these—” I start, recognizing the color.

“They are,” he interjects, spinning me around so that I face him.

“How?”

“It’s easy when someone always underestimates you.” There is a short flicker of hurt in his eyes, gone so fast that I almost doubt it was ever there to begin with. “He’s the one that created this prison, so I’m counting on a part of him being able to help us break it down. I was only going for one, so the second is a nice bonus to help you with your current grievance.”

“You think it could be possible to disable whatever magic causes the time difference?”

“It’s a part of the structure, so it’s worth giving it a try.” He hands me one of the feathers. “It would be convenient for both of us if you could make it so that time here and out there runs at the same pace.”

“How does time work here, exactly?” I ask while I accept the feather from him.

He takes a moment to think about how to answer me, which tells me that I’m only going to get a partial truth from him. I hope that one day he’ll share whole truths with me.

“This place exists outside of the normal flow of time. It progresses faster here compared to real time, but not always at the same speed. A day here can be ten years out there, but it can also be a hundred years.”

“That’s… inconvenient.”

He chuckles, and I roll the feather between my fingers. It emits power, warm and soothing.

“I should assume that I can only use it once?”

He nods.

My thoughts go to the spell that I’ll need to create for this. Seeing as it will affect this place, it will be best if I cast it from within these walls. Which, in turn, makes me think of something for the other spell.

“Would you say that this place was created using Elomadh?”

“Positive,” he says dryly. “He has no idea that Eloghyll even exists.”

“In other words, this place might not have built-in defenses for Eloghyll. Which means that this might give us an extra advantage. Elomadh will most likely be able to rip it open, but I’m guessing that Eloghyll will be able to tear it down after that.”

“That’s a fair assumption.”

“I think I’ll need to make the summoning spell two parts,” I continue. “The other feather will work best as a sacrifice if it is used here, in combination with Elomadh. Seeing how it’s impossible to work both sides at the same time, I’ll have to perform a part from outside and you’ll need to do the other part in here,” I think aloud, biting my nails.

My mind starts to go into overdrive as I walk away from him and take a seat at a desk, replacing the feather with pen and paper. “If the feather can be used as a sacrifice, then perhaps other items can as well?”

“It’s possible, but items do need something extra from the caster to count as a full-fledged sacrifice. Blood, in this case. Though the number of items that can be used at the same time might be limited.”

“But we’ll be using a two-in-one spell. If you can use the feather on this side, perhaps I can use something else on my side.” Tapping the pen against my chin, I’m thinking about what would be suitable.

“Maybe that feather of mine that you have hidden away in your nightstand drawer? Since you’ll be using Eloghyll on your part, the main sacrifice still needs to be blood, but it might be useful as a booster.” He looks at me knowingly. Of course he knows.

“It’s cute how you thought I didn’t know.”

Does this mean he knows about the coin as well?

“I do,” he says as he narrows his eyes. “You should return that at some point.”

“What is it? Except for a coin.”

“I’ll tell you, in due time.”

I know better than to press the matter, so I just roll my eyes and let it go. “But,” I say, putting my notes aside and taking a new piece of paper, “first things first. Time.”

I close my eyes, thinking while fumbling with the pen. “The most convenient thing would be if I could connect the current time here with the time when I was last over there,” I mumble, mostly to myself.

He moves and puts a chair down next to me. Keeping my eyes closed, ignoring him, I try to stay focused. “Stitching the different flows of time together to make them one, in the same timeline.” As I spin the pen in my right hand, he tangles the fingers from my left hand in his. Then he starts to slowly pull my hand closer to him. He starts to kiss my fingers, licking them. He tries to break my concentration, but I do my best to not let him.

He lowers my hand, putting my palm flat against something hot and hard, and I almost drop my pen. Opening my eyes, I rip my hand away from him and out of his reach. My heart pounds loudly in my chest as my cheeks turn bright red.

He gives me a cocky, pleased smile. His face rests on the palm of one hand, the other dangles between his spread legs. “You’re adorable when you’re blushing,” he purrs.

I flinch and make to pull away from him, but his hand is at my neck in an instant, holding me in my place. He tsks as he leans into me, his other hand sliding under my skirt. He moves the hand around my neck up and runs his thumb over my lips, his eyes full of lust and mischief. “Don’t worry, I promise not to keep you too long. If you use that pretty mouth of yours.”

Abruptly breaking away from him and almost tumbling onto the floor, I grab my papers and dash away without looking back.

“Teasing you is too easy, love.” He laughs behind me, his words only making me blush harder.

Entering my room, I throw everything onto my desk and then myself on the bed. Lying there, staring at the ceiling, my thoughts manage to pick up where they left off.

Stitching time together, that’s what I had called it earlier. It seems like the best way to describe it. I used a glamor on the city garden next to the house when I was there. Since that’s a permanent spell, perhaps it’s possible to lock into its signature to pull the two pieces of time fabric toward each other. To then connect them—stitch them together.

That just leaves the question of a sacrifice, the part that will make or break my whole spell. One of the feathers will be used to appeal to the original magic that created this place, but it might not be enough on its own.

“I’m going to need to pop a vein for this one. And keep the tap running while I’m at it.” I sigh.

This actually terrifies me more than I’m willing to admit. Even though I apparently can’t die, I do still feel pain. The possibility of slowly bleeding out isn’t something that I look forward to.

I already feel anxiety planting its seeds deep inside my mind, and I want to get this over with as soon as possible. Also to avoid too much time passing by, which I assume will only make this whole thing that much harder to pull off. Time is difficult and confusing, and I would rather not mess with it if I had any other options. Which I, unfortunately, don’t have, so here we are.

Moving from the bed to my desk, I set to working on the spell once more. It ends up taking me another hour or so to get the wording right. Or, at least, to my liking, as there isn’t really a right or wrong. It’s more about using the most appropriate words to describe what needs to be done. Elomadh is very lyrical, making it almost impossible to come up with a direct translation. It’s all about getting as close as possible and then hoping for the best. It makes every first run of a new spell a gamble. I know that I’ve been incredibly lucky in that regard, except for that one time, but that wasn’t the spell’s fault.

I hope my luck won’t run out with this one.

When I reach the point where I’m satisfied with the spell, I copy my final notes on a clean sheet of paper. I’ve decided to start cataloging my spells, just in case, and so I can slowly start to contribute to the library.

Plus, I’m in need of a new hobby, anyway.
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Ifeel pretty confident in the spell, but just in case something goes wrong, I want him there when I cast it. He’s in his study, shifting through the mess that we created earlier, picking up papers and sorting them into neat piles.

“Here for round two?” he asks with a smirk, looking up at me. “There isn’t much left for you to destroy.”

“Maybe if you were less of an asshole, I wouldn’t feel the need to.”

He chuckles as he gets up and continues to sort through the debris.

I straighten my shoulders and take a deep breath. “I’m done with the time-stitching spell, and I need you to back me up.”

That gets his full attention. He turns to me and accepts the paper with my notes. “You’re going to use a hybrid magic created from both Elomadh and blood magic?”

“I’m not well versed enough in Eloghyll or blood magic to rely solely on those. Right now, I don’t have the spare time to learn, which is why I created this.” I gesture to the spell in his hand.

“Looks like it could work,” he says while he hands the paper back to me, his eyes on the feather in my hand. “You reckon it will suffice?”

I shake my head, biting my bottom lip. “I’m not certain, which is why I need you there. I’ll be adding an open blood sacrifice, and I need to make sure that I don’t faint, or worse.”

“Let’s take this downstairs, then. This place is enough of a mess as it is.” He walks by, leading me down the stairs to the red room.

The room is empty, the piles of books from before having all been cleared out. There’s a feeling of foreboding lingering between its walls. He throws me a look as I find myself a spot in the middle of the room.

“Anything you need?”

“Yeah,” I say, holding out my hand to him. “That dagger of yours.”

He reaches inside his suit jacket, pulling out the dagger and handing it to me. Putting it to my left wrist, I mumble something about hating this part and then proceed to carefully cut myself. Blood immediately wells up, and I drop my arm so that it will run down to the feather. It’s quickly soaked in red, the thick liquid dripping onto the floor and forming a small puddle next to me. The cut stings and I want to close it back up, but resist the urge as I hand him the dagger back.

Taking a deep breath, I run some magic through my blood so it will flow out of the cut and follow my finger. Next, I start to draw the circle in the air in front of me. The blood remains in midair, just the way that I want it to while I whisper every symbol I draw. Partially to make sure that they are correct, but also to give them a second magical charge.

Once I’ve drawn the last symbol and the circle is thus completed, it lights up faintly, as if to tell me that it’s charged and ready to go. I take a step back, then look it over to make sure that I didn’t make any mistakes. My left arm starts to feel numb as blood continues to drip from the cut, continuously feeding the circle and the spell.

I grasp the drenched feather in my right hand and throw him a quick look over my shoulder. He stands back, leaning against the wall, and nods at me. Despite everything, I trust him to have my back. Even if it’s only because this is as much for his benefit as it is for mine.

With another deep breath, I speak the words for the spell, activating the circle.

“Aao ial pir gah cnila drix fafen cacocasb.

“Also adohi ia I don sro casarman vpaahi.

“Gmicalzoma piap momar paid busd foargt.

“Ananael I al purg soba dooain.”

After the last words, I carefully place the feather in the middle of the circle. The blood on it immediately merges with the rest. There’s a tug on my wrist as the spell automatically starts to take more. The amount it draws directly from me makes my head feel light. It seems that I grossly miscalculated the amount of blood needed, and I curse internally at this.

The symbols in the circle twist and turn while more and more of my blood is being taken. The feather starts to dissolve, and the circle absorbs the dust, magic starting to come off it in waves. It fills the room until it becomes hard to breathe. The pure, raw magical power slams around me, cracking the walls and ceiling.

My head pounds, and I stumble before falling completely. He catches me before I hit the ground and helps me sit down. There is concern in his eyes as the steady stream of blood seems to be insufficient. But once started, the spell can’t be stopped. The only way is forward. And going forward means giving it what it needs.

He understands this, the dagger already in his hand and ready. I bare my right arm for him, and he cuts my other wrist with a swift movement. The blood that wells up from this second wound is instantly pulled toward the circle. In response, it shines brighter and brighter as it takes more and more. Until the brightness forces us to look away.

The vibrations that the spell creates get worse. They cause me both physical and mental agony that almost take over every part of my being. I’m barely able to keep my eyes open and, while he continues to hold me close, I faintly see him struggle as well. He places one hand on my chest over my heart, and it helps to ground me. Even though I don’t hear the words, the warmth that radiates from his touch is enough to know that he’s protecting me. He heals me as best as he can while the spell takes whatever it needs.

Slowly, the way the spell tugs at me changes, telling me it’s about to reach completion. I’m filled with a weird kind of dread for what’s going to happen. It makes my stomach drop and leaves a sour taste in my mouth. Every passing second has me growing weaker and weaker, until I can do nothing but lie there while the spell drains me. My limbs feel cold and detached, and I struggle to keep my eyes open.

It’s too similar to when I killed myself…

Yet through it all, he continues to hold me in his arms, healing me and grounding me with his touch.

Eventually, the pull of the spell weakens, and his healing actually works beyond keeping me conscious. Looking up at the circle, I’m overwhelmed by the amount of power that it’s amassed. I know that it’s too much; the spell took more than it was supposed to.

It’s going to explode.

He comes to the same conclusion and rapidly puts up a protective bubble around us. We need to move, get out of here, but I’m too weak and we don’t have enough time. The light from the circle starts to flicker and sends a wave of power into its surroundings. The floor shakes, and more cracks form on the ceiling. Another flicker of power causes them to widen with a horrible tearing sound.

The first piece falls.

There is a loud, mechanical click that tells me the spell has reached completion. Every line of the incantation is represented by a part in the circle. Those parts start to move around within the circle itself. The sound it creates is like the whirring and clicking of a mechanical device being wound up, over a ticking sound that resembles a clock.

There is another mechanical click, followed by a deafening, high-pitched screech, and then a blinding flash of light. The spell fulfills its purpose and, in doing so, throws a shockwave of power around itself. It shakes the floor even more violently and causes it to split open around me with a loud crack.

My heart beats frantically as I’m unable to lift a single finger. His hand is still on my heart as he desperately tries to heal me while protecting us both.

The magic starts to subside, and his body relaxes slightly in response. He takes a moment to look me over, concern clear in his yellow eyes. Then a second, more powerful shockwave catches us off guard. He tries to reinforce the protection but gets caught as we are blasted against the wall. He removes his hand from my chest to heal the still-bleeding cuts in my wrists. Then, he proceeds to cut his own to forge a blood-magic protection around us.

Before he’s able to complete it, the ceiling comes down on top of us, and everything goes dark. It takes a few terrifying minutes before the ground stops shaking and the screeching fades away.

When all has gone silent, I notice his heavy breathing and something dripping on me. Using what little strength I have left, I manage to conjure up a tiny blue flame that illuminates the small space around me. I gasp when he becomes visible in the blue light. He’s crouched over me, his body a part of the protection that’s keeping me safe. His face is twisted in agony as a metal bar sticks out of his neck, the gnarly wound dripping blood on my legs.

He somehow manages to conjure a smile, then slowly puts a hand back on my chest and starts to heal me again. I open my mouth to protest, but he shushes me.

“I don’t have enough strength to heal myself and keep it up.” His voice is weak, strained, and I don’t understand how he’s even able to speak in the first place. “I’m giving you enough so you can heal yourself and get us out.”

I nod, dropping my hand with the flame in my lap. I can’t bear looking at his face, so instead I look at the flickering light in my hand.

Feeling myself growing stronger, minute by painstaking minute, I inevitably feel him grow weaker. Until his hand slips away, breaking the spell.

“Your… turn.”

His eyes roll into the back of his head as he passes out. I only barely manage to react fast enough to put up my own protection as his collapses. There’s a horrible wet ripping sound when he falls on top of me, gravity inevitably freeing him from the metal bar. Blood starts to gush out of the gaping wound, and I do my best to close it up. All I manage is a thin layer of muscle and flesh, just enough to stop the bleeding.

Using a basic, but at the moment very draining, spell, I’m able to blast away some of the heavy stones on top of us. It creates an opening big enough to fit through. Coughing from the dust, I climb out and drag him unceremoniously behind me. He’s so out of it that he doesn’t even stir, which worries me enough to check his pulse. I’m relieved to find one—weak, but present.

There is nothing left but pure destruction. The red room has completely collapsed in on itself. The only good thing is that there wasn’t a room above it, or we wouldn’t have made it out. Or, at least, not this relatively easily. I scan through the pieces of wall and ceiling, searching for a way out. By some miracle, the stairs are still in one piece.

His legs and feet only slightly drag behind me when I hoist him over my back. I find myself cursing at his build while I pull him over the rubble. A toned body is nice until you have to carry it through debris.

Moving slowly, I somehow still manage to snag his foot on something. I curse again when the bone breaks with a loud snap, but at least he doesn’t regain consciousness. Panting heavily, I outdo myself by getting him up the stairs without causing him any further harm, though I’m a sweaty mess by the end of it. I open the bedroom door with a kick, looking at the bed and deciding then and there that it’s good enough. Only just making it over the threshold, I drop him on his back on the floor and collapse next to him.

I give myself a moment to catch my breath, then place my hand on his chest as he did with me. Whispering the words, I let the healing magic flow to him. While doing so, I turn onto my side to keep an eye on him.

After what seems like forever, he stirs and slowly opens his eyes. A breath escapes me, and the tension in my body melts away as a slow smile breaks out on my face.

“Did you break my foot?” he mumbles.

His voice is weak, an even weaker grin on his lips as he tries to turn his face to look at me. The wound in his neck prevents him from doing so, and his grin becomes a pained grimace.

He takes my hand in his and rolls over to his side so he can see me. He gestures for me to come closer, and I move my sore, exhausted body as near him as possible. Our chests are touching, our hands squeezed between them. He rests his chin on my neck and the smell of fire, brimstone, and something else warms me.

“You sure have a knack for destroying my things, love.” He sighs, but I catch the relief in his voice.

Warmth spreads, my magic going back and forth between us, making us both drowsy. He moves slightly, and I immediately follow him, wanting to stay close, neither of us breaking the peaceful silence that surrounds us.
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Exhausted and engulfed by our magic, we both ended up falling asleep on the floor with our fingers laced together and our bodies pressed close to each other.

When I wake up, we’re still in the same position. Looking up at him, I notice that his neck hasn’t been completely healed yet. It makes me suspect that his foot is probably still broken as well. He’s giving me more than I’m giving him, despite him being the one that needs it the most.

With a whisper, I set another healing spell on him. The flesh in his neck closes up, and the broken bones in his foot snap back into place. He groans at that last part, opening his eyes and looking at me with exhaustion still lingering in them.

“Sorry about your foot,” I mumble into his chest, avoiding his eyes.

He tries to laugh, but all that he can manage is a cough that in turn makes me giggle. He gestures at me to help him get up, so I break myself away from him, help him up, and guide him to the bed. He carefully sits down, and I go to the bathroom to get him a glass of water. He greedily empties it and, even though it helps, his still-sore neck makes him twitch with every gulp.

“How bad is it downstairs?” he asks while handing me the glass back.

“Let’s just say there is no more downstairs.”

“You realize that we’re not out of here yet, right?” I laugh at him sheepishly. “Did it at least work?”

“I don’t know.”

He shoves me off the bed, and I almost drop the glass. “Then go check.”

With those words, he disappears under the covers, not even bothering to take off his dirty clothes. I go to the bathroom for a refill and, upon putting the glass on the nightstand, I notice that he’s already fast asleep. Unable to hold back a smile, I leave the room and go to my own quarters to get a few things to take with me.

After a quick shower and a change of clothes, I gather my notes, as well as the dark feather and coin from my nightstand, then go to the library. I put the feather and coin on the desk where he left one of his brother’s feathers, keeping my notes.

Flexing my arm, I let my magic run through me, sparks coming off the fingertips of my free hand. Everything feels normal, like it should. There’s only some residual weariness from being tired. If the spell did what it was supposed to, then not much time should have passed out there. I really hope it worked, because I don’t think I’ll be able to perform that spell for a second time.

I whisper the transportation spell, thinking of the house that I want to go to while hoping my effort hasn’t been in vain.

Emerging on the other side, I go to the kitchen, looking for that little clock. It’s only four days later. My knees buckle, almost making me collapse on the tile floor. A shaky laugh escapes me, and I cover my mouth with my hand as the other one grabs at the cabinets to keep me standing.

It worked. It actually worked.

Truth be told, I had no idea what I was doing back there, not really. That was my first spell of this magnitude, and there is so much that could have gone wrong. Even with the red room collapsing, we got lucky. Though I won’t be certain the spell worked completely until I go back and see whether the time that I spend here has passed there as well.

It rapidly gets darker inside the house. Walking through the hallway, it feels strange to turn on the lights. I don’t want to walk around in the dark, but, at the same time, it’s weird to change anything. Even something as simple as turning on the light. Anyone passing by outside will be able to tell that someone’s inside, which is an uncomfortable idea. But I have to get used to being here, and to the idea that someone might know. I have neighbors, for crying out loud; going outside means that I’ll bump into them sooner or later.

After switching on some of the lights, I go to the library, notes still in hand. The heat of the ever-burning fire greets me when I step inside. I take a seat behind one of the desks and glance over the pages, only to realize that I’m not feeling it. The aftereffects of the time-stitching spell still weigh on me, making it hard to concentrate. Besides, the outside world calls to me, and I want to go and explore, at least for a little bit. Having finally been given some freedom, he can’t blame me for actually making use of it.

A few seconds of hesitation is all it takes before I abandon the library, and my research, and go to the foyer. Not allowing myself the opportunity to recognize that perhaps this isn’t such a good idea, I open the built-in closet and select a long, midnight-blue cloak with a hood, pulling over my head. It’s not that I’m embarrassed about my hair; I just don’t feel like attracting too much attention. And I don’t know how people in this modern world will react to someone my age with white hair. Though, technically, I’m probably older than anyone I might come across. Any human, at least.

The key still lies on the side table where I left it the last time. After I step outside and lock the front door, I carefully pocket it in my cloak.

Summer is coming to an end, but the evening breeze is already feeling chilly against my face. For a few moments, I just stand there looking up and down the street. Being outside brings me so much joy that it nearly makes me tear up. I’m not even truly free yet, but I already feel freer than I ever remember being.

Then his words about hiding my magical signature hit me, and I wrap myself in a glamor that does exactly that. One that will automatically activate the moment I step outside. Patting my pocket to make sure that I put the key away, I walk down the stairs. After a quick glance around, I pick a direction and go with it.

The sun has almost set, but the streets are still busy with people going everywhere and nowhere. It’s been a long time since my last visit and I barely recognize anything anymore, despite knowing that this is the city that I grew up in. After walking for a while, I reach the city center, and it’s only then that it starts to sink in how long it’s truly been. It’s a lot to take in, but I do my best to absorb it all. The new sights, sounds, smells, everything.

The technological advances are mind blowing, and the buildings are even taller than before. Those things called cars now seem to be the norm wherever I look, cluttering the streets to a dangerous degree. And then between all of it are hordes of people. People in all kinds of shapes, sizes, colors, and age—so much more variation than I ever thought possible. It makes me realize that I will need to get used to a normal, human lifestyle once I step outside the house. I can do pretty much whatever I want with my magic, but I will need to blend in if this is ever going to work.

I let myself disappear in the crowd, standing still every now and then when something catches my attention. There is one particular smell that I pick up from a small group that passes me by. They hold paper cups, and I soon recognize the logo from the cups on one of the store windows. I go inside, the smell of coffee overwhelming as I lower the hood that covers my face.

Coffee wasn’t a common beverage for me before because Henry decided that tea was good enough for me. Having had the opportunity to drink it only once or twice, I’m curious to find out how much it has changed, especially since it seems to be so readily available now.

The inner pocket of my cloak holds a small coin purse, so I patiently queue, fidgeting with my sleeve and wondering which drink has that smell. Someone on the other side of the bar receives hers and, when she passes by me, I recognize the smell. Hearing the man behind the counter call out the name of the drink earlier, I’m fairly confident with my choice.

Then it’s my turn, and the man looks at me, pen in hand. “What can I do you for?”

Being asked this question, I feel like a child in a candy store. “A pumpkin spice latte, please.”

“Small, medium, or large?”

“Small, please.”

“Okay, that’ll be four dollars and fifty cents.”

Opening up the coin purse, I’m thankful to find that the money is self-explanatory. I pull out a paper bill that has a ten written on it and hand it to the man.

“You can keep the change.”

“Thanks! Alright, your drink will be ready soon.”

Following the example of the other customers, I go to the other side of the bar to wait for my order. Looking around, I see all kinds of different people sitting at the small tables and standing in the queue. Society has a lot more variety than what I’m used to. Just like outside, there are skin tones that I’m unfamiliar with combined with whispers of strange languages, and find myself very much intrigued by it all.

“Small pumpkin spice latte.” A girl with purple hair passes me my drink, and I smile as I accept it from her.

“I like your hair,” I say genuinely.

“Oh, thanks. Yours is nice too.”

We smile at each other briefly before I turn and leave, keeping the hood off.

Taking a sip of hot coffee, I almost burn my tongue, but I find myself liking the taste of this pumpkin spice latte. Coffee has changed quite a bit, it seems.

The sun had set completely and, coffee cup in my hand, I decide to head back to the house. Chances are that I’m almost out of time, and I don’t want to risk vanishing in the middle of the street.

Leaving the crowds behind me while walking back, I have this unsettling feeling of being watched. When I pass by a garbage bin, I dispose of the empty cup and pull the hood back up. My magic tells me that the eyes following me aren’t human. The prickling at the back of my neck feels so oddly familiar, and I just wish that I could place it.

Unsure what to think, I decide that I’m not going to be the one to engage first. On the other hand, leading them back to the house also isn’t the best idea. Assuming, of course, that they don’t already know where it is. Someone was watching me back there as well, so I can’t completely rule it out. Slowing my pace, I purposely take a wrong turn that brings me to a park. It’s the perfect place to wait out the remainder of my time.

Strolling through the park, I savor the silence after the hectic city center. The air is getting chilly as the night stretches on, but I don’t mind. It actually makes me feel at ease. I don’t even remember the last time that I felt a cold breeze against my skin.

There is a small tug, then I’m back in the library. I immediately notice that he has moved a couple more sofas and his desk into the space, unable to use both his study and the red room. He sits on one of the sofas with a book in his hands. When he looks up at me, it’s clear that he’s back to his old self.

“I think I was being followed by one of those inhumans you told me about,” I say to him as I take off the cloak and drape it over the arm of one of the sofas.

He closes his book and puts it down next to him while he watches me. “Any trouble?” he asks while I come to sit next to him.

“No, they were just watching and following me.”

“The same one from before?”

“No idea,” I reply, leaning back on the sofa. “How long was I away for?”

“A couple of hours, so I assume that the spell worked.”

Another wave of relief gushes through me. “Thankfully. I did not feel like giving that spell a second try.” I close my eyes as a weight falls off my shoulders. “Now I just need to get that summoning spell sorted out. And figure out what to do about those descendants of his.”

He remains silent, letting me think.

“I considered sterilization, but that seems boring,” I eventually say.

He laughs. “Boring, but effective.”

“Boring, indeed. I don’t want to make it too easy on them. Maybe I’ll have all the women die in childbirth or something.”

“Doing that would create a nice parallel with what happened to you.” He continues to smile at me as though we’re not casually discussing mass murder.

“Good point,” I say. “But I also want to make their deaths useful, if that makes sense?”

He snickers at this, his eyes not wavering for a single moment.

“The summoning spell is going to be a hefty piece of blood magic,” I say after a few minutes of silence. “Maybe they can be used as the sacrifice. It would be poetic, in a way—the children of my old husband dying to bring forth my new husband.”

He sits there looking at me, the smile on his face growing wider and wider until it actually starts to creep me out.

“What?” I ask, rubbing the back of my neck.

“I knew you had the potential, but seeing how much you’ve changed since you first got here... It’s quite something.”

“Is that supposed to be a compliment?”

“Perhaps.”

Not sure how to react, I get up from the sofa. “I better get started on it, then.”

“Sure, I’ll let you focus.”

We both know that, as I leave the library, I’m going to my room to rest and not to work. The trip was more tiring than I expected, making me realize that I’m not completely recovered yet.

Once in bed, my mind quickly wanders once more. Staring up at the ceiling, I find myself wondering about who has been following me. I know that sooner or later, it will come to a confrontation. But the fact that it felt familiar in some way is what really makes me toss and turn as I try to get some rest.

I bring the thoughts of being followed with me in my dreams. It brings me back to the night Henry sent me out on an errand—the fateful night that set so much in motion. A blade pressed against my throat, then ripping through my clothes. Hot hands on my naked flesh, between my thighs, making me scream. A scent lingers in my nose, one that I’m unable to name, yet is so familiar at the same time. Eyes that fade when I turn around but that I nevertheless see everywhere around me.

The dream changes, and then I’m in the house, our home, that feeling of familiarity weighing heavy on my shoulders. I see myself as a child with my father right next to me. He’s shouting at someone, and I’m scared, so scared. Then he’s on the floor, silent and unmoving. A man stands over him, looking from him to me. A man with yellow eyes.

Waking up, those same yellow eyes are the first thing I notice. He sits next to the bed on the chair from the desk, looking at me. My breathing is ragged, a scream is stuck in my throat, and it takes me a while to realize where I am. It’s even longer until I calm down.

“What… What are you doing here?”

“You called out to me, so I came running.”

I press my hand to my forehead, a slight headache coming up. “Did I?” I don’t remember.

He takes my face in his hands. His yellow eyes look me over, searching. Is he worried?

“You—” I struggle to say the words out loud. “Did you know my father?”

An unpleasant smile forms around his lips, answering my question. “Did you finally remember?”

“I… I don’t know.” I pull away from him. “Just tell me.”

“Yes, I knew him. Or, at least, he knew of me, which should not have happened.”

“Why”—my voice breaks—“did he take me to you?”

“Someone talked to him about me, and he sought me out, begging me for money and power. I turned him down, warning him not to return or speak to anyone. But he did return, and he brought you with him.” I swallow, fearful of where this is going. “How come all the men in your previous life were so eager to get rid of you, love? So willing to sacrifice you for their own selfish needs.”

A lump forms in my throat. I’m unable to deny his words. “Am I not here for your selfish needs, then?”

“You are.” He smirks. “Except that I intend to keep you around. Forever.”

Biting my lip, I decide that I only want to know for my own peace of mind. “He returned, so you killed him?”

“He threatened to spread word about me, so…” He leaves the second part of his sentence hanging, knowing that I know enough.

“Is he the reason you chose me?”

“No, not at all.” He seems surprised by my assumption. “I already had my eyes on you, which is why he brought you. Someone told him, and he thought he could benefit from that. That he could use you to bargain. But I don’t take children,” he snarls.

I’m pleased that the idea disgusts him.

“It was a good thing that the trauma suppressed every memory of what happened, or I would have needed to kill you as well.” He says it so matter-of-factly, as if it’s nothing.

“You kept an eye on me afterward, didn’t you?”

“In the same way that I did with Sophia and Isra. I picked the three of you, and many others, at an early age and observed you. To see, as you grew and matured, if you had what I needed. I don’t go picking random women off the street. I have standards.” He leans back in the chair, draping his arms over the back.

I chuckle at how he so casually says he has standards while also having abducted women on the verge of death. My reaction has him raising an eyebrow at me.

At the same time, knowing this about my father doesn’t make any difference. I barely knew him; I was too young when he died. The story was that we were mugged. They killed him and left me too traumatized to remember. My mother seldom spoke about him after that, getting remarried soon after and having my sister.

“In all honesty”—his voice brings me back—“it would have been a shame if I had to kill you. Especially now that I know how useful you are.”

There is that smile of his again. Charming and perfectly covering up the fact that he just said something sweet and vile. His smile and his words make me feel all twisted inside.

He gets up from the chair and places a soft peck on my cheek, then steps out. I’m left behind with mixed feelings on the matter. It doesn’t faze me that he has been watching me my whole life. I’m long past the point of caring about something like that. At least now I know why I had that fleeting feeling of familiarity toward him when I first met him here—my childhood trauma had been scratching at the surface.

Shaking my head, I get out of bed and get dressed. Readying myself to leave, I take the pouch with teeth from the drawer in my nightstand. I empty it in the palm of my hand and count fifty-two in total, meaning I have plenty for what I want to do. And what I want to do is see if it’s somehow possible to combine the spells: the curse upon his bloodline and the summoning spell. That way, I could use the curse as a partial sacrifice for the summoning.

Two birds with one stone and all that.

Seeing as the summoning on its own will be a two-part spell, adding the curse makes it three parts. Putting it together and then executing it is going to be a hefty task. One that I need to take great care to not mess up.

He better not mind that I’m going to take my time to prepare, because I’m not willing to take any chances. Not after the way the time-stitching spell literally backfired.
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He’s in his study, boxing up papers and books. The last remnants from our fight have now been completely cleared away. The only intact bottle of alcohol stands opened next to him on the floor.

I enter with a soft knock on the door. “I’m stepping out.”

“Great timing,” he says, grabbing the bottle and taking a gulp. “Will you take one of these with you?” He gestures to the boxes with his free hand.

I nod and pick up the one nearest to me. “I’ll just put it in the library?”

“That’s fine,” he says, taking another drink. “Oh, someone will be coming over later today to get you set up with some essentials,” he adds.

“Essentials?”

“A phone, bank card, things like that.” My obvious confusion has him laughing. “You’ll see,” he says, waving me out while still laughing.

Upon entering the library, I see that he has drawn a seemingly permanent transportation circle on the floor. That definitely does away with the hassle of casting one from scratch every time. With the box still in my arms, I mumble the spell as I walk toward the circle. It starts to glow, and stepping inside immediately brings me to the library in the house.

I sigh as I put the box down next to the desk, then put the pouch with the teeth on top of the desk. I had almost forgotten that the changes in this world aren’t limited to what I saw outside. The house itself is filled to the brim with things I don’t understand.

The sound of what I assume is the doorbell breaks through my thoughts. Hesitantly, I go to open the front door and find a man on the other side. He seems to be in his late twenties and has golden-blond hair and piercing blue eyes. He wears an expensive-looking three-piece navy suit with a silver pin on the left lapel of his vest—a snake coiled around a moon. He fidgets with one of his equally expensive-looking cufflinks when I open the door.

He looks up at me and smiles.

“Good morning, Lady Deimos. My name is William Evans. I’m the eldest son of the Deimos family.”

Deimos. So that’s the name of the family he created to keep his affairs in order while he couldn’t do so himself. The family he created because he only trusts his own blood.

William holds out his hand and, shaking it, I remember that they have my blood in them as well, practically making this man and his family the closest resemblance I will ever get to having a family of my own. Not weird at all.

My nervous smile has him averting his gaze while he picks up the box next to him. “My apologies if I offended you. My father was supposed to be welcoming you today, but I’m afraid he got called away unexpectedly and I got this box shoved in my hands without much explanation.” He grins sheepishly at his admittance.

“Don’t worry about it,” I say, taken aback by his honesty as I step aside to let him in.

He clearly knows his way around the house, going straight for the door that leads to the living room and opening it before putting the box down on the coffee table.

“Today, I’m here to help you get started with some, well, basic daily essentials.” He tries to pick his words in such a way they won’t offend me. It’s adorable. “If you don’t mind me asking, my lady, what year are you from? That way, I’ll have a rough idea of what you are and aren’t familiar with.”

This question has me thinking for a moment, trying to pinpoint the date. “My last year here was 1852. I think.”

“Eighteen—” He falls silent, realizing how many years it’s been. Nearly two hundred.

“We have a lot to catch me up on.” I laugh.

“Okay, um…” He’s unsure where to start, and I don’t blame him. “Let’s go from room to room and start with the appliances?”

“Sounds good.”

He rummages through the box and takes out a bunch of paper booklets. “I brought manuals as well,” he confesses. “You can read through them when necessary.”

I accept the booklets from him and, with a quick perusal, notice that most are for the kitchen appliances. How difficult is cooking in this day and age?

Before going to the kitchen, though, William shows me the big, flat, glass-like object in the living room. He calls it a television and, with the push of a button on a small box—a remote, he informs me—it turns on, producing sound and moving pictures. He explains its purpose to me, flips through the channels, and shows me something called streaming. Meanwhile, I try to hide my panic because I don’t understand a single word.

“Perhaps this wasn’t the best to start with,” William says with an apologetic look in his eyes, clearly catching on to my discomfort.

“It’s… okay. I’ll get used to it,” I say as he turns the television off and puts the remote down.

“But,” I ask as we make our way to the kitchen, “why are you calling me ‘lady’? Certainly I’m no lady.”

“My apologies.” He almost falls over his words. “But you are, indeed, my—our—lady. Your husband is our lord, thus you are our lady.”

Hearing this almost makes me cringe, and I’m not sure I feel comfortable with it. “Okay, but it weirds me out. Can’t you just call me by my name?”

“Oh no, we’re not allowed to use your given names.”

I sigh, because this is so typical. They probably don’t even know our given names. Especially his. But I refuse to be called ‘lady’. “Isn’t there anything in between that you are allowed to call me?”

He thinks about it for a second. “I can call you by just your family name? Dei—” William starts, then seemingly thinks better of it. “Lady D?”

Looks like there’s no way around it, so I better get used to the title, and the nickname, though it almost makes me want to force him to call me by my given name. The only thing stopping me is that I don’t want him to get in trouble over something as ridiculous as a name.

“Fine,” I say, my jaw set in annoyance.

He smiles, clearly relieved that we’ve come to an agreement.

I push open the door to the kitchen and step inside. William follows closely behind me and immediately starts running all the appliances by me, taking his time to explain everything and answering any questions that I might have. It makes me see the good side of all the technological improvements, especially since most of it looks more complicated than it actually is. And then it dawns on me that I don’t eat anymore. Well, I don’t need to eat—unless I need a quicker way to replenish my energy, both normal and magical—but I guess it’s still possible for the enjoyment of it.

Once William has concluded the last of his tour, we stand lingering in the kitchen for a moment.

I’m still trying to make sense of all that he’s shown and explained to me, when William asks, “How are you finding this time? It must be quite different from what you’re used to.”

I give him a nod as my eyes glance around the space. “It’s okay, I guess? I’ll need some time to get used to it, since it’s a bit overwhelming.”

“I can imagine,” William says, a soft smile playing on his lips. “Well, at least the pandemic’s been over for a while now, so you don't have to take any restrictions into account.” He gives me a nervous laugh, but I’m not following. Is there a joke in there that I’m missing?

“Pandemic?” I frown at him. “Is cholera still a problem, after all this time?”

William frowns back at me. “What? No. Well, yes, it still exists, but that’s not—” He sighs then, shaking his head. “Forget I said anything. It’s been a few years, anyway.”

This only raises more questions, but what I think started out as a joke ended up confusing both of us, so I just let it be.

“There’s this thing for the kitchen I need to give you,” William suddenly announces as he seems to remember something. “I’ll be right back.”

He rushes out—back to the living room, I assume, from the direction I hear him head in—then returns with a book in his hands. Taking it from him, it immediately becomes clear that it’s a recipe book.

“I was asked to give you this, Lady D.” I cringe at hearing him address me like that. “It’s a collection of Lord Deimos’s favorite dishes.”

Those words, but especially the indication behind them… My nostrils flare, and I have to hold back from setting the book on fire. “I’m going to kill him.” I laugh, but even to my own ears there is a clear edge to the sound.

William looks at me with shock on his face upon hearing these words. “Lady⁠—”

I smack the book on the kitchen counter loudly, successfully cutting him off. “Let’s continue,” I say, my voice dripping with barely suppressed rage.

He swallows and nods, not going against me. It takes a while for me to calm down, and it clearly makes William nervous. It’s only when we return to the living room and he hands me something that I recognize from the people on the street that I start to fully calm down.

“It’s a smartphone,” William explains.

“A what now?”

He can’t help but smile at that while taking out his own smartphone and showing me how to work it. It’s confusing, to say the least. The concept of a phone isn’t that difficult to understand, but the whole internet thing is going to take me a while.

William also hands me a laptop, which is basically a big smartphone, and a couple of cards: a debit card and a credit card. Needless to say, my head is about to explode by the time he wraps everything up.

William smiles nervously at me as I see him out, very much aware of the overload of information he has given me. “If there is anything that you need, Lady D, just give me a call. I’m at your service.”

At my nod, he takes off and closes the front door behind him, leaving me with my smartphone in hand. For the first time in forever, I need a drink. Tea, to be exact, to calm down my head. Pocketing the phone, I go to the kitchen to try out the electrical kettle, finding a selection of expensive-looking teas in one of the cupboards. After making myself a cup of hot tea, I take it with me to the library.

Taking the pouch of teeth from atop the box, I sit down at the desk and empty it before me. Staring at the teeth while sipping my tea, I think about the spell that I’m going to create. No, not a spell—a curse, like I called it earlier.

I’m going to put a curse on his bloodline, one that will remain active for as long as his blood lives on. I want their children to die in childbirth, taking the mothers with them. I want the fathers to go insane because of it, until they snap and inevitably kill themselves. Only those that choose a childless life will be spared, giving them a way to live out their days in peace and quiet, as long as their bloodline dies with them.

The most beautiful part is that I will use their deaths to break him free.

To be certain that it’s sufficient for my summoning spell, I’ll place the curse on all the children he has brought forth. Blood is blood, no matter if it’s male, female, or anything else on the spectrum.

After my last sip of tea, I exchange the teeth and cup for pen and paper. It will be best if I activate my curse and perform the summoning when blood has first been spilled. I’ll need to locate a couple, the first woman to give birth, and let them be the trigger to activate the curse. If I use one or two teeth to locate them, then I should be able to extract some recent genetic material to guide the curse to them and to later connect the summoning spell to the curse.

Performing the curse beforehand means that I’ll only need to connect it with the summoning spell later. Thinking about that while looking at my notes, I know that it’s going to be quite the task to accomplish. These kinds of big spells are fun to put together, but seeing how the last one went, I’m not too keen on actually using them. Because both the curse and the summoning will take a lot from me, and I fear what might happen if something goes wrong. Even though I’m fairly confident it will go well, I need to consider the worst-case scenario.

Finishing up, there’s the little tug that signals I’m almost out of time. I leave my notes on the desk; I’ll search for a family when I come back. In the meantime, I should sort things out for the summoning spell, as I have no idea how much time I’m going to have before the next child is due. Taking the empty teacup in hand, I go to the kitchen to rinse it out.

My eyes fall on the recipe book on the counter, and my initial anger over it flares up again. Just as I pick it up, I’m back, the book still in my hand.

“Did you make any progress?”

The sound of his voice triggers my anger to explode. I turn around to face him, my hands shaking and my magic raging through me. “You asshole.” He looks at me, puzzled. “I’d rather die than cook for you.”

I throw the book at him with such speed and force that it catches him by surprise. It smacks right into his chest, almost knocking him over. I stand there, fuming, while he picks the book up and laughs when he sees what it is.

“William actually gave it to you.” He snickers, only making the pounding of my heartbeat louder and faster. He tosses the book in his hands, his lips curling in a smile as he looks at me. “You do realize it was a joke?”

“I don’t care. Even a joke insinuates that I will just take to being the silent, obedient housewife again.”

He says nothing, throwing the book back at me with equal force. Dodging it, I light it on fire as it flies by, the paper turning to ash within seconds. In those seconds, he sets a spell on me, and I yelp when it throws me against the wall. My right hand is pinned down next to my body, and his black magic curls around my flesh, cutting me deep enough to bleed. He comes up to me and presses my other hand against the wall as well, ensuring I won’t use it to free myself.

His eyes hold that wicked look I know all too well. “I really should punish you,” he whispers in my ear.

My heart skips a beat, and a strange mix of fear and desire floods my veins. “I have work to do,” I say, unable to keep a slight tinge of desperation from my voice.

“You should have thought about that before you threw that book at me.”

His words tick me off enough to forget about any possible consequences, and my first reaction is to try and kick him. But he grabs my leg when I move it, knowing very well what I’m about to do.

“Behave. Or I’ll pin all of your other limbs to the wall as well and leave you here like that. You might even end up losing one, who knows.”

My right hand is bleeding where his spell cuts the skin, so I nod obediently. But it takes biting my lower lip to hold back my words.

He lets go of my leg, yet continues to pin my left hand against the wall. A smirk plays on his lips, and I swallow. “Tell me, love, are you going to behave?” His words trail off as he places kisses on my neck. “Or do I really need to leave you here? I wouldn’t mind either way.”

“I’ll behave,” I whisper, my voice as weak as I feel. All fight leaves me under his touch, knowing all too well that he will indeed leave me hanging here.

“Good girl.”

He retracts his magic and lets go of me so suddenly that I fall to the ground with a loud gasp. He chuckles while crouching down next to me. “You better get to it if you still want to get some work done.”

With those words, he gets back up and walks away, leaving me lying on the floor.

“Asshole,” I whisper, uncaring whether he hears or not.
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Isit at the desk in the prison library, looking down at the two feathers: a dark-brown and a dark-gray one. The coin is gone, so I assume he took it back.

Thinking about the spell, I doodle a bit and come up with different possibilities for the circles. The part of the spell that he’s going to perform ends up being based on a transportation spell. The circle is a combination of a transportation circle and a healing circle, for good measure. A frown creeps up my face, because I have no idea how these two circles will end up reacting to each other when combined like this.

“Always a gamble,” I mumble, moving on to the actual spell.

The spell itself has me cursing at everything within the hour. I’m unable to get the wording right, at least not the way I want it to be. Then again, this whole thing makes me more nervous than I have ever been or expected to be.

I anxiously await the day that it’s possible for me to just freestyle these bigger spells, because all of these preparations are tedious and exhausting. But, for now, this is the way to go, no matter how repetitive it feels. After what happened with the time-stitching spell, I’m nervous, downright scared even, to attempt anything as big or bigger. Especially since I have a hard time grasping Eloghyll. Meaning I write the intention of the spell out with the hope of translating it afterward. But it makes it difficult to keep my mind from wandering to everything that might go wrong.

After another hour or so, I finally settle on the wording and put it all together. Once I’ve finished up the rough outlines, I copy everything to new pages. I have to make sure the circle is clear so he can construct it correctly. Even the smallest mistake can lead to a catastrophe.

In spirit of that, I add tons of notes and instructions telling what to do, when, and how.

“No margin for error, it seems.” He stands right behind me, leaning over to look at my writing.

Startled, my heart skips a beat. He seems to enjoy popping up at my back, going by how often he does it. “Don’t sneak up on me like that,” I snarl.

He only laughs at me while he sits himself down in one of the armchairs. “I thought you would have left by now, so seeing you still here, I couldn’t help myself.”

“If that’s supposed to be an apology, then you should try again,” I say coldly, returning my attention to my papers.

He doesn’t react, but he watches as I sort out everything for his part of the spell.

After putting the pages in a neat pile, I go back to my part of the spell. The circle is pretty much done, all that’s left is the spell itself. It’s my first time writing something of this complexity in Eloghyll and it’s a struggle to translate it. Is that why he’s sitting there with that smug look on his face? Because he likes to watch me suffer like this?

Another hour goes by, and I give up, throwing down my pen in frustration with my hands in the air. I look over at him, ready to toss it all out and give up. I’m not going to beg him for help.

“You’ll have to ask, love.”

He knows exactly what I’m thinking, what I need. “Will you please help me with Eloghyll?” I eventually ask with a sharp tone to my voice.

He immediately gets up and gestures for me to do the same. He sits down on the chair, then proceeds to pull me into his lap.

“It’s easiest if you start with translating it to Elomadh,” he says, picking up and handing me my pen back.

I take it from him and start writing. He wraps his arms around my waist, pulling me slightly closer while he keeps an eye on what I write down. Translating takes some time, but he waits patiently for me to finish, his chin resting on my shoulder. Once I’m done, he clicks his tongue softly and takes the pen from me.

“The thing you need to know,” he says as he starts to write, “is that those who created this language wanted to separate themselves from their roots, but they also didn’t want to make too much of an effort.”

“You do realize that you’re talking about yourself, right?”

“I’m very much aware.”

He copies the spell in Elomadh, then sets to rearranging and changing the symbols ever so slightly. The way he writes, the elaborate yet elegant curls and swirls he adds, remind me a bit of calligraphy. Knowing how exact every Elomadh symbol needs to be tells me that the same very much goes for Eloghyll.

“The symbols aren’t that unlike Elomadh if you know where to look.” He leans in closer, almost whispering in my ear. “The pronunciation, on the other hand, is vastly different. Especially for someone untrained.” Handing me the pen back, he gives me a soft kiss on my cheek. “Better get to practicing if you want to become fluent in Eloghyll.”

Eloghyll. Looking from the Elomadh translation to the one in Eloghyll, the similarities aren’t all that hard to catch. Especially now that I know.

“I just—why didn’t I notice it?” I say mostly to myself, the obvious embarrassment in my voice making me wince.

He shrugs against me. “Does it matter? You just learned a language that is only known to the two of us.”

Not knowing what to say to that, not even knowing how that makes me feel, I take the pen in hand and translate the rest of the spell.

He leans back in the chair, one hand on my hip while the other plays with my hair. Under his watchful eye, I keep working on the translation, and then on the rest of the spell.

Unaware of how long it’s been, I shift in my seat and hear him groan behind me.

“Love,” he growls, his grip on my hip tightening until his fingers dig painfully into my skin. “I want to let you work, but I won’t be able to control myself if you keep wiggling.”

My breath hitches at what he’s implying, and the raw sound of his voice floods me with warmth. I was under the impression that I had been sitting fairly still. But going by how his hardness presses against my ass through the fabric of his slacks and my own clothing, it seems that I was very wrong. And yet, I can’t help but tease him, feeling bold.

“You do know how to control yourself.” I look at him over my shoulder, slightly pressing back into him.

“Love,” he warns, his voice dripping with dark desire.

It quickly makes me realize that perhaps antagonizing him wasn’t the best course of action. He isn’t the only one that’s close to being overtaken by lust. While I try not to move too much, I drag my attention back to the spell. It takes me a while to regain my focus. I’m certain he notices how distracted I am by his mere presence, but he keeps his word and lets me continue to work for as long as I need.

He puts his chin back on my shoulder, his breath soft in my ear as he tries not to disturb me. While he tries to restrain himself. His chest is pressed against my back, the feeling of closeness comforting. Comforting in a way that I didn’t realize I was missing.

My mind starts to wander, and he’s quick to pick up on it.

“If you don’t concentrate”—his hand moves to my thigh, gently caressing me through the fabric of my skirt—“I might forget how to control myself.”

I try not to think about how I want him to lose control, how I want him to take me right here and now.

He places a kiss on my neck, tempting me and daring me to give in. His hand parts my legs slightly, just enough for his fingers to be able to reach in between them. He makes it nearly impossible for me to keep on working. Shivers of desire run through me the longer he touches me.

Biting my lip, I shake my head and strengthen my grip on the pen in my hand. If I give in, I’ll never finish the spell, and I want to get this over with as soon as possible. He should want this to be over as soon as possible. Yet, I know very well that this is my own fault for teasing him earlier.

As he notices that I’m not going to give in to his teasing after all, he places his hand back on my thigh, unmoving. We remain like that, and I slowly calm down again. My heartbeat evens out, and my focus returns.

When I’m finally done with fine-tuning the spell and the circle, I put the pen down, and a sigh of relief escapes me.

“It looks good,” he says, his hands back on my waist.

“I’m going to let it rest for a while, just in case that I’ve forgotten something.”

He pulls me against him, and I finally allow myself to lean back in his embrace. I won’t admit to it out loud, but I’ve started to enjoy being this close to him.

“I’ve been wondering about something, though,” I start, then hesitate.

“Hmm,” he hums, nudging me on.

“Why haven’t you written these spells yourself in the time that you’ve been here?”

“Spells like this are most powerful when they’re cast by their creator. And spell writing on this scale is not my thing. I prefer improvising, which won’t end well in this case.”

A pleasant silence falls between us, one that I almost reluctantly break. “Thank you,” I tell him.

“What for?”

“For being honest.”

“Anything for you,” he says, his grip around me tightening.

This is nice, the two of us being close like this. It almost feels normal, and it makes me happy to know that we are able to have moments like these.

“I should probably get back to the house and get started on the curse,” I whisper, though I don’t think I really want to leave.

“Then you should go,” he whispers back. “After all, the sooner we can leave this place, the better.”

He’s right, of course, for I look forward to not having to return here.

“I know.” I sigh, and he shifts in the chair. I get up from his lap, not letting go of his hand. He gets up as well, giving my hand a squeeze while his eyes run over me.

“Go,” he says. “Make them pay for what he did to you.”

He lets go of my hand, and I speak the spell as I walk toward the circle, grabbing my cloak from where I left it earlier over the arm of a sofa as I go. Within seconds, I find myself in the other library and head to the desk. Draping the cloak over the back of the chair for now, I take a seat.

For the curse to reach its full potential, I need genetic material to help guide it—recent genetic material of their mixed blood, for only the teeth won’t suffice. I procure two glass vials from a cabinet and carefully put them inside my pocket. Next, I take a mortar and pestle and place it on the desk. I pick out two teeth and grind them down. Then I put a knife to my hand, cut my palm, and let the blood drip onto the dust.

With the mortar in hand, I use the mixture to draw the circle on the wooden tabletop. When I speak the spell, the blood shimmers faintly before it evaporates. The spell reaches for the nearest couple that is about to have a child. Through images in my mind, it shows me their location. As if it’s meant to be, they live within walking distance. A grin forms on my lips.

I swiftly throw the cloak over my shoulders, buttoning it up before pocketing the knife while I leave the library. Outside of the house, standing in the dark of night, I take a moment to check my surroundings, but can’t sense a presence watching me. Licking my lips and smiling, I set course for my destination on foot, for I don’t want to risk a transportation spell being detected. Company is the last thing I need at the moment.

With a fast walk, I head toward the house the spell showed me. It turns out to be a beautiful two-story family home in orange-red bricks, with a dark-brown roof and white-framed windows. It has a front porch in brownish tiles and a front yard that wraps around the side and leads to a garden in the back. It reminds me a little of my old house.

The streetlights cast dark shadows in the night. My magic surges through me, and there is a fluttering in my stomach. I take a deep breath, then cast a simple spell to cause a power outage. It drenches the whole street in darkness on this moonless night.

A second spell opens the door for me, and I walk in with long strides, pulling down the hood of the cloak to cover my face. Even in the dark, the inside of the house is clearly lovely, with soft-colored walls and rustic furniture.

The wooden floor creaks under my steps, so I use another spell to suck the sound out of the house. No matter what happens, no matter how loud, not a single note will leave these rooms as long as I’m inside.

I take easy breaths while I go up the stairs, searching for the bedroom. The first door that I open is the nursery, and I linger in the doorway for a few moments. It’s decorated with an adorable white crib, a rocking chair with a fluffy blanket and pillows, and a changing table. There are boxes with toys and more stuffed animals than I’ve ever seen. A dresser has a series of wooden letters on top of it, spelling out the unborn child’s name. Turning away from the room, I pull the door shut behind me.

The room across the hallway is their bedroom. The couple is sleeping peacefully, unaware of the intruder in their home. She’s very pregnant, and I reckon it won’t be much longer. Gently, I place my hand on her to verify; my magic tells me she indeed has only a couple of days left before she will give birth, which means that I don’t have time to lose.

I crouch down next to the woman and mutter a sleeping spell to ensure she doesn’t wake up. Then, I take the knife out of my pocket, lift up her hand, and carefully cut her wrist. I catch the blood in the vial that then disappears back into my pocket once it is resealed. After healing the cut so she’ll never know what happened, I give her a final look over. Then, I round the bed to repeat the process with the man. Looking at his face, I find myself unable to tell whether he is Henry’s blood or if it’s the woman; time has diluted the bloodline too much to tell.

It doesn’t matter anyway.

She stirs in her sleep, turning onto her side just as I stand in the doorway, about to let them be. For a moment, I wonder if she’ll wake up despite the sleeping spell. I linger a moment longer and, when she settles back in her sleep, I turn and leave both of them behind me.

Without looking back, I descend the stairs and step out the front door. The cool night air makes me shudder for a moment, and I pull the hood further over my face. It takes only a single gesture to remove the silencing spell. I stand quietly on the sidewalk across the street from the house. My hand touches the vials in my pocket, and my shoulders sag just a little. A smile of relief plays on my lips, glad to have this part over and done with. I walk away, about to restore power to the street, when I notice it.

Someone is watching me.

But not the same someone as before.

A quick look over my shoulder shows me the street is still deserted, except for me. My posture turns rigid, and my hands won’t settle as my magic flows through me, ready to be used at a moment’s notice.

My breathing is all that I hear as I stand there, waiting and peering around me from under the hood of my cloak. The hushed atmosphere feels unnatural, as if the silencing spell expanded instead of retracted. My gut feeling tells me to get out of here, but I’ve grown tired of being followed every time I leave the house. Something stirs in the air above me. I look up, barely managing to evade the sword that’s aimed at my face. My heart races as I jump out of the way, my fingers quickly casting a protection around me.

In a flurry of wings, a woman descends in front of me, her sword drawn and aimed at me. My mouth falls open slightly at the sight of her, at how beautiful yet lethal she looks. She has pale skin and raven-black hair that hangs in a braid over her right shoulder. Her body is lean and deadly, and her lilac-gray eyes glare at me. They display murderous intent, only made clearer by the snarl on her lips. If her earlier swing at me is anything to go by, I know death is what she has planned for me.

A pair of beautiful light–warm gray feathery wings grazes her back, disappearing as she grins at me. She’s clad in a pair of black pants, a bloodred blouse with a black corset over it, and black leather boots.

This woman is clearly inhuman—my first inhuman encounter, not including him. A small voice inside my head wonders if they’re all this gorgeous or if it’s just a coincidence. I shake my head and focus on the real question: Can she be killed?

“I’ve come for your head, witch,” she snarls, her voice sharp and fire burning in those cold eyes.

Witch, huh? Well, she’s not wrong. Not really.

She launches herself at me with a shriek. Her wings shoot back out of her shoulders and add to her speed. The heels of her boots click loudly against the asphalt of the street, the speed at which she charges making me dizzy. It barely gives me time to send a counter spell her way. It collides with her sword and, even though it stops her in her tracks, she manages to deflect it with the blade.

My eyes grow wide at this before noticing the symbols carved in the metal.

“You’ve got to be joking,” I mumble with raised eyebrows upon recognizing them.

Her sword is blessed with Elomadh, making it able to resist magic. Or, at least, it’s able to resist this magic. Which means I have to reassess the situation.

With a quick flick of my hand, my cloak is on the ground next to me. The vials will be safe there for the moment; I won’t risk them getting caught in the crossfire. Distracted by this momentarily, she comes at me again. This time, I’m not fast enough to evade her, so instead I catch the blade in my hands. It cuts my flesh, and I flinch at the sting of the metal, a pained grimace on my face.

At least my action startles her, catching her off guard for a moment. Her eyes widen in shock, but she quickly recovers and pushes the blade deeper into my skin.

It’s my turn to grin at her then, as my blood coats the metal and drips onto the ground. A single word, and my blue flames are infused with blood magic, running down to her hands. She screams as the fire burns her, and she throws the sword aside, ripping it out of my hands. It lands in some shrubbery that immediately ignites, the blue flames quickly devouring it. I snap my fingers to extinguish the fire, not wanting to cause even more of it to break out.

“How…” She doesn’t finish her sentence as she reaches behind her back and pulls out a short sword, the same symbols running over them.

While she does this, I dip my fingers in the cuts on my palms, quickly improvising. I breathe through the pain, swaying lightly and trying to ignore the way my skin tingles in discomfort.

The kind of magic I’m used to isn’t made to battle against a non-magic user. Especially not one with magic-resistant weapons. Constructing circles takes too much time, so I make a mental note to find a solution to that, just in case this ends up being a reoccurring thing. I desperately don’t want that to be the case.

For now, though, I use magic to draw circles on my arms, powered by my blood. It better be enough to get me out of this. My advantage only lasts as long as I’m able to keep her at a distance. If she manages to gain enough ground on me, she can potentially cut me open before I have the chance to defend myself. It’s not like it will kill me, but it will hurt like hell to be gutted and that’s something I’d rather not experience.

She comes at me again, and I use blood magic to send an attack spell her way. Her sword attempts to cut through the spell but is unable to completely stop it. She folds her wings in front of her, fast enough to block most of the impact, but some of my magic still slips through and hits her with the force of a thousand knives. It severely cuts up her legs, as I hoped it would. She stumbles, almost tripping over the side of the curb, and I quickly go for a second attack now that the blood on my hands is still wet.

Swirls of ice-blue magic wrap themselves around her wings and drive them away from her body. A flash of pain mixed with anger fills her face, and it forces her to retract her wings. The moment they are gone, my magic returns to me and I dash forward. I kick her legs out from under her before she has time to react. No longer supported by her wings, she falls against one of the cars parked by the side of the road, yet she still manages to swing her sword at me. The weapon makes contact, cutting my arm and my side with a single motion.

Pain runs through me, and I gasp for breath. She uses this chance the same way I did with her. Her wings are back instantly, lifting her up, and she tackles me. I’m smashed face-first to the ground, and my head collides with the sidewalk. She pins me down with her knee on my back and grabs my wrists in both of her hands. She pulls my arms away from my body, causing the most agonizing stretch as my wounds expand.

A guttural groan escapes me, pain making my body tingle all over. Even after I use magic to heal this, I know I’m going to be sore for days.

She pulls my wrists together to hold them in one hand against her chest. She then bends over, using her free hand to angle the blade against my neck, clearly having no clue that making me bleed works more to my advantage than hers.

“Not so tough when you can’t use your hands, are you?”

The metal presses against my neck, then breaks my skin. “Who said anything about hands?” I grin at her through the pain.

Her eyes widen, realization hitting her too late. She curses at me and starts to pull away, but she’s too slow. Magic runs through me, burning her fingers where she holds my wrists. The pain shows on her face, even as she refuses to voice it, and the grip on her weapon loosens. I kick against her legs once more, and she stumbles, dropping the blade.

I scurry to get away from her, panting heavily and placing my hand against a light post for support. Despite wanting to come off as strong and confident, my heart is almost beating out of my chest. I’m sweating out all of my fear and insecurities, and I’m surprised she hasn’t noticed yet. My hand goes to my neck in an instant, closing up the cut just enough to make sure it doesn’t become a problem.

My tough-girl act is only going to last so long. The blood loss is already starting to make me feel dizzy, and I don’t know how much longer I’ll be able to keep this up. My breathing is heavy and ragged, my magic sending painful stings through my whole body while it slowly heals me. My fingers move to heal the other wounds, but she’s already regaining her footing.

“Can we just… not?” I groan when she pulls out a dagger from her boot.

She looks at me with her eyebrows squished together. “What?”

“I don’t even know why you want my head,” I say. “I mean, I haven’t even been in this time long enough to watch my first movie. How the hell do you want me dead already? I’ve never met you before five minutes ago.”

She gives me a blank look. “Your first… movie? What the fuck are you talking about?” Her lips pull back in disgust, her grip around the hilt of the dagger tightening.

I throw a quick glance at my cloak, deciding that I need to get over there and away from this fight. The problem is that I need time to cast a transportation spell; if I just run, she will catch up with me in seconds. There is no way that I’ll be able to outrun someone with wings. I also don’t know how much longer I have until I’ll be pulled back automatically, so I’m not taking the risk of waiting for that to happen.

“At least tell me why?”

“Fuck off,” she barks, then proceeds to come at me.

I jump out of the way a fraction of a second too slow, and she manages to cut me right between my breasts. The sting makes me hiss as blood wells up, which in turn makes me cringe. I have to incapacitate her in order to cast the transportation spell, or I will have to wing it and hope for the best.

My eyes go to her wings, then to her discarded short sword. She swings the dagger at me, and I put up a protective spell. The impact of the blade against my spell reverberates around us. It creates a high-pitched sound wave that shatters the windows of the surrounding houses. How no one has come out to see what the hell is happening, I don’t know. But I most definitely don’t have the time, nor the patience, to question it further.

She’s startled by the sudden commotion of broken glass, and I take the opportunity to go for the short sword. My hands close around the hilt, and I quickly move toward my cloak.

She recovers about as fast as I expected. She sees me holding her weapon in my hand and laughs at the sight of it. “You’re a hundred years too early to beat me with my own weapons.”

She’s on top of me in the blink of an eye, her dagger planted deep in my stomach and her face twisted in the most vicious snarl. The pain is horrible, even worse when she twists the blade in my abdomen. Blood wells up in my mouth, and I turn my head so it can drip out instead of causing me to choke. The taste and smell of it is so strong, so overwhelming, that it almost blocks out all my other senses.

She starts to say something, but I cut her off by trapping her feet to the ground with a spell. It isn’t supposed to last long, just long enough for what I need. I hurry away from her, almost tripping over my own feet with the dagger still impaled in my torso. She yells and thrashes in an attempt to free her feet, and the distraction is enough for me to get back on my own.

I tighten my grip around the hilt of the short sword, stepping around her and burying the blade in her back, right at the point where her wings emerge. The weapon is at such an angle that she’ll need a minute to get it out once she overcomes the paralyzing nature of the injury. She screams, and I smile, blood flowing freely out of my mouth now.

Slowly, with a strained grimace, I step away from her while I pull the dagger from my body. It makes me flinch, and I bite my tongue to swallow down the pain while I throw the weapon on the ground. Giving her another look, I notice that the spell at her feet is already starting to deteriorate.

My strength is leaving me too fast, so the blood already dripping from the multiple wounds will have to suffice. Mumbled words leave my lips as I stumble to my cloak, picking it up off the street. She frees herself from the spell, then her arms reach behind her, struggling to reach the blade and cursing in the process. She pulls the short sword free from her back, gasping, the agony clear on her face. I turn to her with the cloak in my arms and smile.

It takes too much out of me, but I manage to construct a transportation circle. The words for the spell leave my mouth, and the circle shines brightly. Every pulse of magic takes more and more of my consciousness in exchange.

She picks up and then throws the dagger at me. The next moment, I hit a hardwood floor.
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There’s the scent of apples and nutmeg again. It’s sickening, enough to make my stomach turn. Thankfully, the smell leaves me as quickly as it came. The feeling of a hardwood floor under me tells me that I made it back, and my mind pushes that scent to the background. I don’t know how long I was out for. I don’t know if I want to know. I need to do something about how frequently I lose consciousness, though; it’s becoming a bad habit.

In those few seconds it takes me to open my eyes, my body makes me aware of how wounded I really am. My breathing is quick and shallow, my hands tremble, and I’m nauseous. Sharp pain flares up literally everywhere, and I close my eyes again with a groan. I barely have enough strength to lift my hand to heal my wounds. One hand is on my stomach, healing the worst one, as the other holds on to my cloak for dear life.

The wound in my stomach is healing slowly, yet it does nothing to make me feel better. My fingers release the cloak, and it falls off my chest onto the ground with a muffled clinking from the glass vials. There is still something bothering me—a painful prodding. I open my eyes with another groan and carefully lift myself in a sitting position. That’s when I notice the dagger that sticks out of my shoulder. I have no idea how or when that happened. There is only a flash of a memory of her throwing it at me.

“Well, guess this is mine now,” I mumble and pull it free, a grimace on my face.

“What the…”

I look up and see him eye me with clear shock on his face. The look in his eyes has me fully realize what kind of state I’m in. Both my stays and my dress are ripped from the cut between my breasts, my blood darkening the fabric. A second, deeper cut starts at my right upper arm and ends above my right hip, still dripping. The one at my neck where she tried to behead me needs another lookover, and the big one in my stomach that I have healed sloppily. Last but not least, multiple cuts on my hands and the hole in my shoulder where I just pulled the dagger out.

I’m quite the sight to behold.

“What the hell happened? Who did this to you?” he asks while he kneels beside me, anger and concern lacing his voice.

“An inhuman, I assume,” I reply as I drop the dagger down on the cloak.

His eyes darken. “Once we get out of here, I’ll hunt them down and make them pay.” He carefully places his hands on me and heals my wounds, starting by gently putting his palm over the still-sore cut in my neck. I let out a pained wince as the last bits of skin are knitted back together.

“Don’t bother,” I say, my face twisting as the sloppily healed wound in my stomach starts to close up. “I’ll gladly go after her myself.”

“Her?” He seems surprised by this.

“Yeah. Dark hair, feathery wings. Real piece of work. Pretty eyes, though. A mix of gray and purple, very unique.”

He goes silent for a moment at my description of her, thinking, his hands moving to the cut between my breasts.

“Do you know her?”

“I know of her, yes. And if it’s really her, then I know who sent her after you.” He moves on to the gnarly cut that runs from my right upper arm to above my right hip.

“Sent?”

“She’s a bounty hunter that works exclusively for my brother.”

There’s anger in his eyes, anger like I haven’t seen in him before. It breaks his concentration, and I yelp when the hole in my shoulder snaps shut. He gives me an apologetic look, and I place my hand on his. I smile at him, and his eyes soften.

“I’ll get back at her, I will.” He returns my cruel smile. “And at least I learned that I need to change my magic to be more suitable when going against a non-magic user in close combat.”

He nods, still distracted as he finishes up healing me, the last cuts smoothing over.

“Is it possible,” I ask, changing the subject while he helps me limp to the sofa, “to cast spells without having to rely on the circles? They slow me down enormously in a fight.”

I sit down with a whimper, and he joins me. His hands softly touch my back and upper leg, and he sends just a little bit more magic though me. He looks at me while he does, and I see him thinking, weighing his words.

“Blood magic is draining. It can be dangerous even for someone who can’t die because prolonged use makes you weak.” He stares at me for a moment. “There is a way to cut out the manual construction of circles, but doing so means that every spell is granted free reign to take as much as it needs. Even though it allows you to tap into more power, it also makes it easy to forget how much a spell actually takes from you.”

“But it’s possible?”

“It is, if you’re willing to pay the price. A spell will be placed on your arms, as they are closest to your hands—the usual exit point of your magic. They will be scarred, forever, allowing your blood to become permanently infused with your magic.” The hand on my leg moves to my arm, his thumb stroking my skin and making goosebumps break out. “Any spell will thus automatically take whatever it needs. You’ll only need to visualize the circles, and it will appear before you.”

He sounds sad as his fingers continue to caress my arm. “It would be a shame to scar them,” he says, his voice almost a whisper.

“Not if it makes me faster in a fight,” I retort. “I was lucky to get away with only these wounds. I might not be next time.”

He flinches at the idea that I was indeed lucky. As if the state I was in just earlier wasn’t enough indication of that. His reaction and his concern make my chest tighten. It shows me that he cares, which means more than I can ever tell him.

“I’m willing to pay the price. If you let me.”

He sighs. “Fine. I’ll give you a set that complements mine,” he says with a smile.

“You mean that you…”

He rolls up one of his sleeves, showing me his tattooed arm. “The scars are usually covered by the same glamor that covers the tattoos.” I smirk at how he refers to the marks as tattoos after all, and he replies with a roll of his eyes. “Though the tattoos themselves already manage to do a pretty good job at that.”

I take his arm in my hands and run my fingers up and down his skin. I see and feel thin scarring under the black symbols—the symbols of Eloghyll, carved on this arm and undoubtedly on the other as well. They were indeed scars that I felt, then.

Then it strikes me that he hasn’t covered his tattoos back up. Studying his arm, my attention is more on the tattoos than on the scars. I feel myself heat up as I come to realize that I like the way the black ink stands out against his red skin. My fingers softly trace over the outlines, and his muscles jump at the touch.

He growls deep in his chest, but he doesn’t pull his arm away, instead letting me continue to touch. Even though I want to know why he didn’t reapply the glamor, I hold my tongue. I’m just glad he didn’t.

Knowing he’ll pick up on my thoughts in just a moment, I drive them out and force myself to focus back on the scars. “You did them yourself?”

“Yes, though I really can’t recommend it. Turns out that it’s quite difficult to maintain a steady hand when you carve your own flesh.”

“I can imagine,” I say, looking at my own arms. The image of the day I died flares up in my mind. For a moment, I’m back in that room, the shard of glass still in my hands.

Green eyes looking at me.

I suck in a breath, my head throbbing as I try to hold on to the memory. But just as quickly as it came, it vanishes again.

“Is it possible to”—I hesitate when I notice the tremble in my voice. So, I take a deep breath—“cover them up with a glamor?”

“Of course. And even with the markings, you can still choose to cast your spells the traditional way.”

I nod, and he goes to pick up the dagger I brought back. He puts it to my skin, the blade cold to the touch. “You’re sure?”

“Just get this over with.”

He gives me a soft kiss on my cheek, then he starts to carve up my arm.

The cuts need to be deep enough that they will scar. It means they also immediately start to bleed. The blood colors my arm and stains my already ruined clothes. I dig my nails in the fabric of my dress while I try to block out the pain.

It seems never ending as he carefully, slowly, carves symbol after symbol into my flesh.

I bite the inside of my cheek as I try to keep still, and I soon taste my own blood in my mouth again, the taste becoming so very familiar. Tangy and coppery. Focusing on it is all that allows me to hold back my pained whimpers. The pain is agonizing, and I have to avert my gaze because watching makes me feel faint.

By the time he’s halfway done with my lower arm, I thankfully only feel a slight sting of the blade. I keep my gaze averted, though, leaning back against the sofa and looking up at the ceiling.

He works meticulously, from my wrist to my shoulder, until my skin is a carved-up, bloody mess. He eventually puts the dagger down and uses his hands to spread the blood from the wounds over my whole arm, smearing it out until my pale skin is completely painted red.

Then he gets up and moves to my other side, where he repeats the process.

I’m unaware of how long it takes him to complete both arms, the pain remaining a tingling sensation as long as I don’t look at it. Nevertheless, I feel weak. Weak for not having completely recovered from the fight, from the blood loss, both then and now. My head feels light, even as I let it fall back against the back of the sofa.

When he puts the dagger down for a second time and starts to smear the blood, a small moan of relief escapes me. His touch is warm and soothing, and I close my eyes for a moment. The remaining pain flows out of me, and my body relaxes slightly. Gratitude that this is over and done with takes the place of the stinging pain. My chest expands with every slow breath I take. His hand touches my cheek, caressing me softly.

When I open my eyes again, I find him looking at me with a sad smile.

“They’re done,” he says, and I look at my arms. Even through all the blood, I still see the symbols, the still-bleeding lines carved in my flesh. “I hope they’ll at least heal nicely,” I say in a weak, slightly trembling voice.

“They will, don’t worry.” He chuckles. “I’ve experimented enough on myself and on others to know what I’m doing.”

I don’t know what disturbs me more: that he did this to himself, multiple times, or something similar to others. Others that probably weren’t willing subjects.

“Repeat after me.” He throws me a short look. “P a i o od culfisait vivmuletco rotuz rip hag oaa lia pev novph ibtph incal danapr lethoa pah ig ig sro.”

My voice breaks when I repeat the words in Eloghyll, but I slowly manage to get them out.

The symbols light up and make my arms sting as they absorb the blood. It only takes a few seconds until it’s all gone, taking the feeling of magic with it. The cuts have healed and turned into fine, thin scars on my flesh. The symbols are almost mesmerizing to look at.

“Give it a try.”

I visualize a protective circle in my head and, upon speaking the first word, the circle forms in front of my hands, charged and ready. The process makes my arms tingle slightly, and I look at him, the question apparent from my gaze.

“You’ll get used to it,” he says. “Small spells don’t drain that much, so they’ll only tingle. It’s the big ones that you will have to be careful with.”

I withdraw the spell, and the circle evaporates. “I don’t need to speak the spell anymore?”

“Thinking about it is enough to make it happen.”

“That’s even more of a convenience.”

He grins at me. “You really do go hard when it comes to revenge, don’t you.”

I shrug. “I just want to get better, stronger, so I’m able to protect myself from whatever crosses my path, be it a bounty hunter or you.”

He starts to laugh at this. “You don’t need to protect yourself from me, love. You have to accept me and how I want you.”

“I could do that if you stopped being such an asshole,” I retort, my eyes narrowing.

He gets up, not bothered in the least by my words. “Looks like we’ll need to fight it out again sometime soon.”

“Gladly.”

His lips curl up in a smile while he picks up my cloak that is still bundled on the floor. The glass vials clink, and he takes them out of the pocket. “At least you got what you needed.”

“I did. I’ll prepare the blood in a bit and, as soon as I’m able to return, I’ll cast the curse.”

“Will it be long before it’s going to be activated?”

“She was due in a handful of days.”

The most evil smile appears on his face, and it makes my heart skip a beat. “I better finish up packing, then.”

I hesitate for a moment. “Thank you for these,” I say with a nod at the scars.

“Just don’t think that I’ll be going easy on you from now on,” he teases with a cocky smile.

“I’d be worried if you did,” I scoff as I cross my arms in front of my chest.

He chuckles, his yellow eyes glistening. Without saying another word, he leaves the library.

After a few moments of silence, I look down at myself and crinkle my nose at the sorry state I’m in. I wanted to start preparing the blood, but then realize the teeth are still in the other library, meaning that’s not an option for now. And I shouldn’t walk around looking like a murder victim.

When I stand up from the sofa, my legs wobble under me and I have to steady myself for a few seconds. Once I’m confident my legs aren’t going to give out on me, I return to my room to shower and change my clothes.
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It takes longer than I expected to wash all the blood from my skin and out of my hair. The bar of soap is almost gone by the time that I’m done, the water finally running clear at my feet. The fresh scars on my arms sting slightly from the abuse, but they’ve healed nicely despite it. It will take some time to get used to them, though it appears time is something that I’ll have in abundance.

Seeing how I don’t have anything to do here at the moment and I still have a little bit of cooldown time left, I make my way to his study to see if there is anything I can help with. In my hand, I hold the cloak with the vials of blood, the glass clinking with every step I take.

With a knock on the door, I let myself into his study. He’s folding a cardboard box shut and adding it to a pile.

“I left the teeth at the house”—the corners of his lips tip up at this—“so I came to see if there is anything I can do to help.”

“You can, actually. These boxes need to get to the house, and, seeing your little arson stunt a while back⁠—”

“Yes, yes,” I say, already annoyed at the tone he’s taking with me. “I need to make it up to you.”

I look at the boxes, thinking. “Is this all of them?”

He nods.

“I had expected more, to be honest.”

“You underestimate how much you’ve destroyed since you got here.” His voice is cold, telling me that he’s never going to fully forgive me.

“Still,” I continue, choosing to ignore his tone, “five boxes isn’t all that much. Six if you count the one that is already at the house.”

He looks at me, his face blank. “Did you really think I was going to have you touch the most important items? I moved those immediately after what you did to the library.”

I stand there, baffled. “So, all this talk about me having to repay you was just that—talk?”

He shrugs. “You can’t blame me for being paranoid about it. Consider us even.”

“No.”

“Excuse me?” He approaches me with anger in his eyes.

“You gave me hell for the library and now, just like that, we’re even? No, I won’t accept it.”

He stands in front of me, our bodies almost touching as he looks down on me. I jerk my head back to look at him, my face reddening with anger.

His eyes search mine, but I don’t know what for. If he wants me to stand down, then he’ll be disappointed. “Fine,” he snarls. “Then we’re not. I’ll burn something of yours down, something you care about, sooner or later.”

“I don’t have anything I care about.”

He smiles at me then, baring his teeth. “Oh, at some point there will be something. I’ll take that from you when the time comes.”

The fire that burns in his eyes burns in mine as well. Neither one of us is about to let this go.

“Now get those boxes to the house and work the curse. I grow tired of waiting.”

He turns on his heels and leaves me with the boxes to figure it out on my own. I roll my eyes with a huff, then start to draw a circle in the study, uncaring that doing this damages the hardwood floor even more. I refuse to carry all five boxes to the library.

It takes a lot out of me to suppress the urge to throw the boxes into the circle, but that will only prove his point about me and my actions. Instead, I exaggerate the action of carefully putting the boxes in place before activating the spell, the cloak with the vials on top of the pile.

Emerging on the other side of the spell, I leave the boxes where they appear alongside me. Taking the vials out of the cloak, I hold them carefully in my hand as I go over to the desk and gently put them down again. My hand is reaching over the table to the mortar and pestle when something glitters out of the corner of my eye.

I return to the boxes, lifting my cloak to get to the other pocket and pulling out the dagger that was embedded in my shoulder not too long ago. It still has my blood on it, but I barely notice it as I ponder when he put it in there. Does he want me to keep it?

A weapon can come in handy at times, especially one that can withstand magic.

Something pulls at me, nudging me to open the box on top. In doing so, I find a leather belt with a sheath attached to it. He definitely means for me to keep it.

I put the dagger in the sheath, then place it aside on the desk. The weapon feels nice in my hand, and I want to try it out, but I have other things to do first.

Picking up where I left off, I gather most of the teeth into the mortar, only saving three of each set, and grind them down with the pestle. After transferring the dust to a different bowl, I add in the two vials of blood, mixing it all into a thick paste. I divide the paste into three portions, two of which go into separate jars for both parts of the summoning spell.

I hold the bowl with the remainder in my hand while cleaning the surface of the desk. Once the surface is clear, I place the mortar down once more on the corner of my workspace and my hand goes to the dagger, using it to carefully cut my palm before placing it back in the sheath. Blood wells up, and I use it to draw three connected circles on the tabletop. Despite my fresh markings, I’m more comfortable casting this curse with manual circles. It seems like too big a spell and too great a risk to cast it any other way, which will most likely remain true for the summoning spell as well.

Next, I use the paste to draw the connecting circle around it, making sure that they are securely joined together. Once done, I take a step back to look everything over, making sure that I didn’t miss anything. Nervously biting the inside of my cheek, I decide that it looks perfect.

The words linger on my lips, but my mouth is dry and a small headache forms behind my eyes. It’s my first curse, and it gives me a pit in my stomach when I think back to my other big spells. Most recently, the time-stitching spell that destroyed the red room, and then the one that I was going to use to escape—the one that almost pulverized me because the sacrificial city was gone. Then there’s the spell I used to get revenge on Henry and my sister, which turned my hair white. Something has gone wrong every time.

I rub the back of my neck, doubting every single magical decision I’ve made up until now. Shaking out my hands, I tell myself that I really can’t start with that. If I don’t do this, then we can’t do the summoning and transportation spells. Not doing those means that we’ll be stuck in that prison forever, and that’s something I definitely can’t have happening. I have a possibly immortal life now, and I’m not going to waste it withering away between those walls.

Part of me also wonders if perhaps this curse is too impersonal, too detached. I know that it’s the best course of action to achieve what I want, but it feels weird. It’s impossible to single-handedly kill each and every one of them; it would drain me—and not only magically.

I need to have faith the curse will work, that it will do what I need it to.

Despite the difficulties with my previous spells, none of them have actually failed me—except for the escape one, but that’s different. I shake my head, and a heavy sigh escapes me. In an attempt to clear all doubt from my mind, I close my eyes for a moment.

While my eyes are closed, my magic pulls at me to do what I know needs to be done. With a deep breath in, I recite the spell. It’s power surges through me and forces my eyes open again.

“Dor pha iao pi oi as momar nor od pasb mo lap yolcam cnila.”

The circle starts to twist and turn, hissing as though alive. The blood bubbles while the circle coils around itself. It reminds me of a snake eating its own tail.

“Pi nor od pasb mo lap yolcan salman teloch.”

The cut on the palm stings and starts to drip blood. The drops land on the table, being pulled toward the circle. As soon as they make contact, they are absorbed by the magic. A part of myself merges with the spell, and in return the spell with me.

“Iad ip uran baltoh od yolcan cnila teloch rylna.”

A sour taste fills my mouth, and my limbs shake ever so slightly. In this moment, I know I’m doing something truly heinous. If my soul was still salvageable before, then now it would truly be condemned for all eternity. There is a pinch of regret, a faint dullness in my chest. It whispers to me that maybe, just maybe, this is too much. That I should have let it go.

But there is no turning back now.

“Inoas coalg mators od eors.”

The final words are whisked away from my lips, and the silence that follows them makes it as though they weren’t spoken at all.

The circle on the desktop breaks free from the wood with a loud crack. The symbols light up, burning so bright they hurt my eyes, and I raise my arm to shield them. Then, with a deafening shriek, the circle expands beyond control. It explodes into a shockwave that knocks me off my feet. I land flat on my ass, both arms raised in front of my face for protection.

The magic lingers in the air for a moment before it fades away completely. I almost doubt it was successful, but I know it was—I can feel it. Now, there is nothing left to do but wait.
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Ireturn to the prison’s library with one of the jars, his part of the notes, and my new dagger. He raises his head from his book when I appear, eyeing me in a way that gives me the impression I look as crappy as I feel. My face is molded into a painful grimace, and my hands shake when I put the jar and the notes down on the desk. Meanwhile, despite healing the cut, the curse still slightly tugs at me, like an annoying sting in the palm of my hand.

“What are you reading?” I ask him absentmindedly, gritting my teeth and trying to distract myself from the sting that turns into an itch. Anything to not think about how I want to scratch it.

He raises an eyebrow at me before showing me the book. I step over to the sofa he occupies, taking it from him. After a single glance at the cover, I look back at him. Unamused. It’s written in a language I don’t know how to read.

“Very funny,” I say, handing him the book back.

“If you really want to know, then you should learn Russian.”

“I was planning to, someday. It’s on my list for when I get a bit more confidence in my German.”

He seems unimpressed by my reply.

“How many languages do you speak?” I ask, honestly curious now.

“All of them,” he answers dryly.

I just stand there blinking at him, and he sighs, annoyed.

“There are around seven thousand human languages, in addition to Elomadh, Eloghyll, and Hellspeak.”

“Hellspeak?”

“It’s the language most commonly used by inhumans, especially those that roam the human world. They couldn’t stand using Elomadh, so they created their own.” He puts the book aside and turns his full attention to me.

“The curse…” He leaves his thought hanging, clearly annoyed by the fact he even has to ask me.

“I executed it, and everything went as planned. Though I won’t be certain it worked until she gives birth.”

“How long?”

He’s seriously starting to get on my nerves. “A couple of days, normally,” I reply, narrowing my eyes at him. “Like I told you earlier.”

“Normally?”

“In case you haven’t noticed, giving birth isn’t exactly my field of expertise.” My voice gets louder with every word that comes out. “She might give birth today, or it could be another week, maybe even longer. She was at her due time, but that means absolutely nothing. Unless you know of a way to accurately predict when that baby is going to pop out of her, suck it up and wait.”

Heat flushes through my body, my ears are pounding, and I’m about ready to scream. He has no idea what that curse took out of me, yet he sits there speaking to me with that condescending tone of his. My chest starts to heave, and I want to say more, but my throat has become so dry I’m unable to utter another word.

He’s on me before I even have time to blink. His hands grip my waist, then he spins me around and pushes me onto the sofa, trapping me between his arms.

“I’ve been stuck here for an eternity. Yet, I’ve given you the freedom to go as you please, yet you still spend most of your time doing nothing. And even though every second I’m here is literal torture, I let you. But my patience is wearing thin, so I advise you to not push me.”

I’m so fed up with his behavior that, in this moment, I don’t even think about swallowing my words. “You’re the one who dragged me here and imprisoned me with you. What about that makes you think I want anything else? Do you think I like having to come back here?”

“I saved your life.”

My magic rises to the surface, ready to tear him a new one. “For your own selfish reasons. Did you think I was sad to die that day? I cut my own wrists; I was ready to go.”

He searches my face for… something, but I refuse to back down. Not finding what he’s looking for, he grabs my neck and forces me to look away. “Do you think that you can be this ungrateful and I will just let you?”

“What are you going to do about it? You can’t kill me.”

“No,” he says slowly, applying pressure to my neck. “But I can hurt you.”

There is a flash of white-hot pain in the palm of my hand. It takes over and twists my face into a snarl, even if it’s just for a second. He frowns at me, knowing very well he’s not the cause. He releases my neck and breaks away from me fully, tilting his head slightly while he regards me through narrowed eyes.

Shaking, I look at my hand. Even though I healed the cut earlier, it bleeds like a fresh wound.

“I—” I find myself almost unable to speak as I look at him. “I think it’s begun.”

He looks at me, not understanding.

“She’s gone into labor.”

“How long?” he asks, all traces of anger gone from his voice.

“Again, I can’t say. For some it’s an hour, others need multiple. But it won’t be long before the curse fully activates.”

“How much time do we need to set everything up?”

“Not much, but I believe the closer to the curse’s activation we cast the summoning spell, the better.”

“You believe?” There’s that tone of his again. The one that immediately sets me on edge.

“This is both my first curse and my first summoning spell, meaning nothing is certain, but”—he narrows his eyes at me—“the sooner we get it over with, the better. Or are you willing to take the chance that the blood might be too old?”

He curses, because he knows I’m right. The longer we wait after the first blood is spilled, the greater the risk that it won’t be enough.

“I’ll add an extra sacrifice to be certain, but even then…”

He hesitates for a moment before turning his head to look back at me. “Before I—before we leave here, I need your help with something.” He gestures for me to get up and adds, “Bring the dagger.”

With the dagger in one hand, I heal the cut on my palm and follow him out of the library and to his quarters. When I enter his bathroom after him, he’s already in the process of taking off his jacket. After carefully folding it and putting it on the chair in the corner, he removes his own dagger from its sheath and hands it to me.

I give him a questioning look as I place both daggers on the countertop next to the sink. He continues to ignore me while proceeding to remove the sheath and the leather shoulder holster. He puts these with the dagger, then unbuttons his waistcoat and shirt. Removing both, baring his chest, he looks away as he sees my eyes go over his tattoos—his chains.

Stepping closer to him, I place my hand flat on his chest. He flinches, almost letting out a growl, and I quickly retract my hand.

My eyes widen when I remember how he previously reacted when I touched the ones on his arm. “Do they hurt?”

“Only when the glamor doesn’t hide them.”

“Then why don’t you cover them back up?”

“Because I promised you I wouldn’t.”

I stare at him, blinking. He keeps averting his gaze, and it almost makes me think he’s embarrassed. It fills me up with something I don’t know how to name and, without thinking, I cup his face in my hands. It startles him, but he lets me pull him toward me, nevertheless.

I kiss him softly.

He seems to hesitate for a moment, then he kisses me back as he grabs my waist and presses me closer to him. It lasts only a few seconds before he gently pushes me away. Pain lingers visibly on his face, and only then do I realize my chest was fully pressed against his.

I try to apologize, but he speaks before I’m able to. “I would do it myself, but I literally can’t.”

“Can’t what?” There is a rustling sound, and his wings spring from his shoulders. Involuntarily, I take a step back, my mouth falling open while I look at them. They’re… majestic.

He picks up his dagger and places it back in my hands. “I need you to cut them off and remove the bone.”

My mouth drops open at this. “Why?”

“Because they are broken, dying, and I’ll have no more use for them once we’re out of here. They can burn together with the rest of this place.”

Taking a closer look at his wings, I can tell they’re indeed broken. The bones are cracked in different places, bare and worn, and the small feathers that should cover them are already long gone. Most of the bigger feathers are frayed, missing the tip, burned off, bent, or missing.

How did I not notice this earlier? I gently touch them, running my hand over a few feathers. “They must have been beautiful,” I whisper, trying to imagine them in better days.

“They were.” There is sadness in his voice, deep and undeniable. “But now I can’t stand the sight of them.” He doesn’t look at me, but I understand. It’s a part of him that someone else broke and, even though this is for the best, it’s still difficult.

He sits down on the tiled bathroom floor, crosses his legs, and puts his hands in his lap. His eyes lock with mine, cold as a stone. Determined. “Do it.”

With a firm grip on the hilt of his dagger, I move to stand behind him, my eyes lingering on his muscular back for only a moment. He shifts while spreading out one wing to give me better access, and I nervously bite my lip.

After a deep breath, I start to examine the bone closest to his shoulder, careful not to touch the tattoos. He flinches slightly when I put the dagger against the bone, as close to his skin as possible. He knows just as well as I do that I have to saw through them to make this work. My hesitation makes him restless, so I take another deep breath and do what is needed. The sound of the dagger sawing through the bone is horrifying, and he clearly tries to block it out as best he can.

It takes forever without the right tools for the job. I eventually make it through the first one, and an exhausted sigh leaves me. The wing falls to the floor and the little bones shatter, the sound of it loud in the silent bathroom. Not taking a moment to linger, I get to work on the second wing.

By the time the other one finally falls, I’ve become a sweaty mess. To cut the remaining pieces of bone from his shoulders, I trade his dagger for mine. The smaller dagger allows for finer work, which is exactly what I need for this part. I cut away his flesh to reach the end of the bone lodged in his shoulder. I wipe away the blood with a towel, but most of it still ends up running down his back. It stains my hands as well, covering me from head to toe while I continue to work meticulously. After all the blood I’m faced with on a somewhat daily basis, this doesn’t even faze me anymore.

I find the bone is like a joint, stuck to his shoulder blade with cartilage. That means I should be able to cut the cartilage connecting the bones and hopefully pop them out.

I take a moment to catch my breath and wipe away more blood, careful to dab the towel gently against his back.

His deep breathing fills the bathroom and, when I crane my neck to look at him, I see his eyes are closed. He has his arms wrapped in front of his face. He’s biting down on the right one—so forcefully that he’s bleeding. His left arm supports his right, nails digging into the flesh, blood beading there as well.

Swallowing down whatever I was going to say, I do what is necessary and continue to cut the flesh around the bones in order to reach the cartilage. I keep cutting and digging, growing numb to the sickening sound of skin and muscles ripping, the more fragile, smaller bones breaking, and blood dripping.

Finally, I’m done with the dagger and put it aside. I look from my blood-soaked hands to the loosened bones. I grab one of them with both hands, take a deep inhale, and then pull with all my strength. His muffled scream is followed by a loud pop as the bone breaks free. The bone clatters loudly against the tiles when I throw it away from us.

A few moments and another yank later, two gaping wounds in his shoulders are all that remain of his wing. Panting, I wipe the sweat from my forehead, undoubtedly smearing even more blood all over me. Carefully, mindful of both the open wounds and the tattoos, I place the palms of my hands on the wounds and heal them. The muscles, skin, and bones weave themselves together, closing up until nothing remains of what just happened—of what he had me do.

He remains unmoving, not making a single sound. Worry creeps up on me, so I sit myself down in front of him and gently pull his arms away from his face. Holding them in my hands, I heal the wounds there as well. But it’s as if he’s trapped wherever he went to block it all out. My throat constricts, and I fear that removing his wings somehow broke him.

I take a deep breath to try and calm myself.

Hesitantly and unsure, I carefully drape my arms around his neck. Our foreheads touch softly when I lean into him. Brushing his hair from his face, I place a chaste kiss on his lips. My breath stutters, and I close my eyes for a moment. I try hard to not let despair grip me. Because I’m afraid, so very afraid, that I’ve lost him. The mere idea is enough to close up my throat even further. My chest aches, and I take shallow breaths in an attempt to stave off a full-fledged panic attack. It’s not helping, though, and it doesn’t stop the thoughts.

I can’t lose him. It hits me with a pang. The notion of being without him cracks open my chest, blurs my vision, and causes a sob to escape. Oh, how easy this would be if I still feared him—if there were only hate in my heart for this man.

Leaning in even closer, I open my eyes again and speak. My voice comes out as nothing more than a whisper. “Come back to me, Malakai.”

He stirs, and when a breath leaves him, another leaves me as well. He opens his eyes, and his body relaxes against mine, just as mine relaxes against his.

“Is it… done?”

“Yes.”

His eyes shift and, when he moves, I retract my arms so he can turn to see his broken wings lying on the floor behind him. “Good riddance.” His words are harsh and filled with hate, yet underneath it, I hear that it does affect him. He may be glad to be rid of them, but I know he’ll miss them.

I put a hand on his, and he relaxes into the touch. He takes another second to look at the carnage around us, then turns back to me, leaving it behind him.

“So,” he says, “where were we?”

His grin sets me on fire as he pulls me flush against his chest, visibly biting away the pain that it causes him. He then proceeds to give me that wicked smile that tells me I won’t be able to deny him.

“Mal—”

He kisses me, cutting me off and stealing my breath away until he’s all that I’m able to think about.

“How is it you always seem to bounce back so effortlessly?”

He’s silent for a moment, but when he looks at me, I catch that spark in his eye. “Because of you.”

It’s my turn to be silent, a moment he seizes as he takes my face in his hands and kisses me again. He leans closer to me, kissing my neck, my shoulder, and my breathing gets heavier. He tangles his fingers in my hair, pulling my head back.

He tenses against me, letting go of me while cursing. His hand shakes as he wipes his mouth on the back of it, leaving behind a dark smear. He looks at me, blood still trickling from the corner of his mouth.

“We shouldn’t,” I say, even though I really want to.

And so does he, apparently, because he kisses me even harder, making me taste his blood in my mouth. One hand is back in my hair while the other gently pushes me down until I’m flat on the floor with his body blanketing mine.

My hands go to his belt, unbuckling and tossing it aside, the metal clinking loudly against the tile floor. I flick open the button of his slacks and, just as I go for the zipper, he starts to convulse on top of me.

He coughs, and more blood streams from his mouth onto my chest. His eyes are wide as he almost collapses trying to get off me. He lands on his side and starts violently coughing up more blood, his body convulsing.

Scurrying to a sitting position, I swiftly move around him to his back. The wounds in his shoulder blades have ripped open and are bleeding profusely. I start to hyperventilate in my panic to heal him as best as possible, but the wounds refuse to close up and I don’t understand why.

He gestures toward one of the bathroom cabinets. I almost trip over my own feet while hurrying to it. Inside of the cabinet, I find a small medical kit. Seeing the needle and thread, I know what he wants me to do. The only thing I can do.

I prepare the needle, then proceed to sew the wounds shut with great care. My hands shake, worried about doing this incorrectly. Even though I do my best, I know this is most likely going to leave scars.

Finished with the first wound, I move on to the second, stealing a glance at his face in the process. He’s pale despite his red skin, and he’s clearly in pain. I swallow before pushing the needle through his skin once more, the sound and feel of it making my own skin crawl.

Relief washes over me when I’m finally done. He groans in pain when I help him up, trembling in my arms as I guide him to the bedroom and help him into bed. Getting in next to him, I roll him on his side so that I face his back. Putting my hands over the stitched-up wounds, again careful to avoid his tattoos, I start to heal him.

The heat from my magic spreads through his body, and he relaxes under my touch. “Thank you, Aeliana,” he whispers weakly.

It’s the first time he’s used my name since giving it to me, and the sound of it makes my heart jump. It brings a smile to my face, and I place a soft kiss on his lower neck. He mumbles something inaudible as he falls asleep. I shift my body as close to his as possible without disturbing the healing spell. If the spell takes well enough, then the scars won’t be too noticeable.

Somewhere during the process of healing him, I doze off. I only vaguely notice him turning around to face me. He takes me in his arms and holds me close, even though having me directly touch him like this must hurt him.

Still half asleep, I put my hand against his chest and start a new healing spell to take the edge off. He tightens his grip on me, and just like that, we both fall back asleep.
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Afeeling of unease with an underlying tone of urgency pulls me out of my slumber.

At first, I catch myself thinking it’s because of him—perhaps his wounds are still acting up—but the sound of his even breathing eases my mind. He’s fast asleep with one arm draped over me. I quietly slip out of bed, trying to not wake him, and tiptoe to the bathroom. His wings are still lying on the floor, puddles and smears of blood everywhere.

A look in the mirror shows me that I’m not any better. Not only are my hands and arms caked in dry blood, but there is also plenty on my face, in my hair, and on my clothes.

I remove my filthy dress and corset before stepping into the shower, the water quickly turning hot. The sight of blood isn’t a problem to me; it’s removing it that annoys me immensely. And, lately, that’s exactly what I’ve been doing too often for my liking. It's yet another thing that’s starting to become a regular occurrence, it seems.

Once I feel and look clean, I dry off and wrap the big, fluffy towel around me, being careful to avoid the blood still coating the bathroom. He’s awake when I enter the bedroom, lazily sitting in bed and looking me over.

“There are a few dresses in the closet,” he says with a gesture.

I round the bed toward the built-in closet. Inside of it, I find dresses, corsets, stays, and even underwear—way more than I expected. His eyes almost burn a hole in my back when I drop the towel and get dressed.

I pick out a midnight-blue dress with butterfly sleeves, the fabric slightly thicker than I’m used to. It’s soft to the touch and feels pleasant against my skin. Looking around, I notice a beautiful belt corset that matches the dress perfectly. It has lacing in the back and is the same color as the dress, but has antique golden stars embroidered on the fabric.

“Don’t,” I say. He stands behind me, his body heat betraying his proximity. I didn’t even notice him leave the bed to approach. “We’ve lost enough time as it is.”

“Are you sure?” he asks while running his knuckles down my spine, making me shiver under his touch.

“Yes.” I sidestep him. “Especially with all the preparations we still need to make.” I nod at him and the blood still covering his body. “The notes and supplies for your part of the spell are in the library. I’m going ahead to prepare on my side.”

He’s silent for a moment, thinking.

“I’ll let you know when I’m ready,” I add.

It’s then that a grin crosses his face, as if he only just realized what’s about to happen. He looks at me, and I see it all in his eyes—more than either of us can put into words. I return his grin, and his warm hand cups my face. Our eyes meet and, without looking away, he places a soft kiss on my lips.

He makes to step away, but I stop him in his tracks.

“Show me your back.” He turns around, and I quickly inspect the stitches. “I’ll take them out.”

He follows me to the bathroom, where we carefully maneuver around the massacre we left, and I pick up my dagger. I rinse it for good measure, then cut and pull out the threads. The wounds have healed up nicely, and I smooth them over with a final healing spell. It leaves behind two small scars.

“The scars are going to be permanent, I’m afraid.”

“You can give me as many scars as you want, love,” he teases with a wink before turning around and heading for the shower.

I take this as my cue and leave him to it. I have a spell of my own to prepare, after all.

[image: ]


The fire in the hearth of the library crackles and pops, the sound soothing my nerves. For a moment longer, I let my mind wander and wonder what it will be like to live here with him. To anyone else, we must seem quite the couple. To me… I don’t know what we are, but definitely not what we started out as.

My eyes go over my notes and the Eloghyll translation to ensure I’ve made no mistakes. Though, in all honesty, I don’t think I could ever be fully confident in this spell if my nerves are anything to go by. That’s why I decided on a manual magic circle, to at least not take any chances in that regard.

After clearing a space on the floor big enough for a circle he can stand in, I use my dagger to open a vein in my left arm. Then, I start the meticulous task of drawing the circle, using my blood as ink. Once the circle is finished, I open the jar with the blood-and-teeth mixture. I use the paste to carefully add the Eloghyll symbols to the circle. With every symbol that I draw, more and more magical energy gathers in the air around me, humming and vibrating as if in anticipation of what’s to come.

With one last look at it, I construct a small transportation circle with a wave of my hand. It smoothly appears in front of me, as easily as I hoped.

“I’m ready. How far along are you?” I speak into the circle, keeping the magic flowing through the palm of my hand.

There is no reply, which makes me doubt whether or not the spell has actually reached him.

“Mal?”

“Adding the last symbols now.”

A small smile escapes me upon hearing his voice. A few moments later, he throws something away. Glass shatters, followed by the sound of a raging fire in the distance.

“Already burning everything down?” I chuckle.

“I have to uphold my promise,” he replies, his voice thick with venom.

“Then let’s get this over with.”

“Let’s. See you soon, love.”

A single gesture, and the circle in the palm of my hand disappears just as a feeling creeps up on me, unmistakably and with perfect timing. A glance at my left hand confirms it. The cut in my hand bleeds once more, the blood magically forming the circle of the curse. It glows in a mixture of blood that’s red and black, scorching my skin.

The circle cuts my flesh as it sinks into the open palm of my hand. My skin heals completely, the cut smoothing over once more as if nothing ever happened. But the circle—the curse—remains a permanent mark under my skin. Unseen, but keeping me connected to it until the last of Henry’s bloodline perishes. That’s when the mark will leave me.

Returning my concentration to the task at hand, I take the vial with feather dust from the desk and pop it open. Standing in front of the circle, I close my eyes. Doubt gnaws at me as it stirs a slight quiver in my stomach. A tinge of fear as well, making me remember all that went wrong with my previous spells.

“Qaol daiho io onra novohp at i tuminom mrap muziv incal.”

The first words leave my lips, and I immediately feel the temperature in the room drop. The magic that has been building up in the library since I started drawing the circle starts to pull at me. Gently at first, but more powerful as I speak word after word.

It rips at my skin, trying to get to the magic that fuels me as it aggressively attempts to violate my body. It succeeds, tiny holes ripping in my flesh and making me bleed once more. I let it, knowing there is nothing to be done about it. I have to let this magic tear away at me. This magic that I know is mine, yet still feels foreign and invasive.

The more I bleed, the more it makes a fire burn deep inside me, urging me on and demanding I continue.

“Vovcomilet ocsr ors at incal do rpleg.”

The fire in the fireplace roars loudly. The temperature goes from freezing cold to scorching hot in mere seconds. The magic-induced heat beats against my skin, and it seals the many tiny wounds shut, preventing any more blood from leaving me. It also burns me, as if the magic now requires my flesh instead of my blood.

My inner magic rages in response, healing every burned patch before the heat can get to my muscles. It thus relentlessly feeds the spell my own skin, replenishing so that it can continue to take from me.

“Irchtssoe sior sofn ibne sra batsa labtmu rdxi fanef do auqbs paali.”

My eyes shoot open while I speak the words. With a single gesture, I tame the fire so my skin gets a chance to heal properly. The last word leaves me, no more than a whisper, and a smile plays on my lips.

I throw the feather into the circle. As soon as it connects with the blood, the circle activates itself and starts to transform. New lines appear between the ones drawn in blood. They create an extra connection, sending even more power through the circle. It pulsates, growing and expanding, alive with magic and pure, raw power. Both the circle and the spell keep amassing more and more magic until I’m certain anyone outside that’s familiar with the touch of magic can sense it.

The magical vibrations become so strong that they almost shatter my eardrums, yet it still keeps growing, almost spinning out of control. For a moment, I fear that it will actually destroy everything around it, just like the time-stitching spell did. I see and feel it tear at the fabric of reality.

With a single movement, my dagger is in my hand. With one flick, I open another vein in my arm. Then one in my other arm. I fall to my knees, the rapid blood loss almost enough for me to faint as it makes my head spin. The ground shakes when I put my hands against it, and I steal a precious moment to take a deep breath. I tilt my head upward and see the circle has risen from the floor, leaving it cracked with brute force.

Without taking my eyes off it, I start to cast the most elaborate protection spell I’ve ever constructed. It’s an attempt to contain the magic from the summoning spell. Its magical tendrils coil around the library, ruining everything it comes into contact with.

My blood and my magic mix at the tips of my fingers. They spread out from the point where I connect with the floor, a mixture of blue and red. They intertwine, powering each other as they swiftly cover the floor, the walls, and the ceiling.

The last speck of ceiling above me vanishes behind a wall of ice blue. I stand up on shaky legs and cautiously look around me. The cuts in my arms heal themselves, and I hope my protection will be enough, that it will hold out.

Magical energy gathers itself in a sphere in the center of the circle. It’s so dark that it seems able to pull everything in—to swallow everything. It sucks all the energy from its surroundings, throbbing like a vein as it feeds on it. The protection I cast mere seconds ago is already weakening, and it has me growing fearful. The spell can’t fail. It can’t. There is no way to redo it, and the magical fallout will create too much damage to keep under control.

So, I lift the dagger in my hand, ready to cut myself once more.

Before I’m able to, the sphere cracks open and returns all it has taken tenfold. My protection shatters, and I collapse from the force of the impact. The released magic rushes past me in a violent whirlwind. Somehow, it leaves both me and my surroundings unharmed. Only the glamor on my arms shatters, revealing the scarred markings. A second wave goes by me, and I know why.

I drop the dagger and get up, my eyes on the circle. It has returned to its original position and starts to calm down. Bloodred smoke with specks of black fill the inside, seeping through the cracks of the magic that contains it.

That’s when I feel it, clearly and undeniably.

His magic fills the room in waves that tug at me. It wants me, needs me, and craves to take over me completely. There is no hesitation as I let it do just that. His magic fills me up, caressing my own in a merciless yet endearing way that sends sparks of energy sizzling through my body.

A moment later, everything goes eerily quiet. A feeling of foreboding, of something that isn’t supposed to be, takes over as it snuffs everything else out. His black magic seeps out of the circle like a tsunami of smoke, washing over the floor before he emerges from within.

His magic surges through and over his body, crackling around us as it continues to reach toward me. His eyes shimmer brightly in the light from the fire. They find me and immediately lock on my blue and green ones. I gasp, and my eyes widen in response.

His eyes are no longer yellow, but the beautiful, mesmerizing color of molten gold.
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