
    
      [image: Cover Image]
    

  
        
            The Queen's Host: The Complete Series

        

        
        Odette C. Bell

        
            [image: Logo]
        

        
            www.odettecbell.com
        

    

    
        Copyright



        The Queen's Host: The Complete Series

        © 2022 Odette C. Bell

        All characters in this publication are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

        Cover art stock photos licensed from Depositphotos.

        

        [image: Odette C Bell]
    

    
    
      Blurb

      

      
        4 books. One volume. Binge the complete The Queen's Host series.
      

      

      
        Lillian's a rare witch, but power brings trouble, and trouble brings wizards.
      

      Indentured to the greatest wizard in the kingdom, Lillian just wants to escape. She can try, but the truth will follow her, for Anders Atticus has a terrible secret. He must track down a host for the Queen - a young woman to be controlled, bled, and used. Little does he know, it's the exact witch he just indentured on a whim. As they grow close and he learns her secret, he must decide what's more important - love, loyalty, or life.

      ...

      The Queen's Host follows a dour wizard and his indentured witch battling to bring down a tyrannical queen to save their kingdom. If you love your historical fantasy with magic, heart, wit, and a smattering of romance, grab The Queen's Host today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    The Queen's Host Episode One

  
    Chapter 1

    Anders

    I sat there, leaning back in the regal chair behind me, the plush red velvet scrunching underneath my purple wizard robes. Head angled to the side, eyes never closing, I locked them on the one thing that mattered in this ruined kingdom. The Queen.

    If my chair was regal, it was nothing compared to hers. It looked as if it had been carved out of the stuff of gods by gods themselves. There was so much gold in it, I knew for a fact that the floor beneath had been reinforced, not just with extra timber, but with magic, too. As had the entire room. We were currently in her opulent drawing room, a large, 20-meter by 20-meter affair with picturesque windows staring out onto the manicured gardens below, perfectly red roses blinking out like blood. An apt image.

    For if there was one thing the Queen was obsessed with, it was the very life-stuff of others.

    “Anders,” she said, tapping her perfectly manicured nails against the carved armrests of her throne. She had a throne in every single room. Including her bedroom, I was told, though of course I had never been there.

    You might accuse me of being presumptive there. The Queen, at least in her current iteration, had a very young face. A perfectly young body, too. If you ignored the blood.

    I spread my lips. “As always, I am here at your service, my liege.” I dipped my head down. It was a practiced move – one I had been giving since my time in the Royal Magical Academy. For it had been since then that my skills had been picked up by the Queen herself. From a tap on the shoulder since my first year, I’d been working for her, sometimes secretly, sometimes publicly. Now I was her official wizard.

    A title that brought me precisely nothing worthwhile yet every material dream I could ever imagine.

    “I find this body tiresome. It was only ever a stand-in, anyway,” she said as she picked up her perfect little hands, twisted them around, then meanly plucked at her cheek. “I find it getting old on me.”

    “I see, my liege. The body itself is only 20—”

    “I don’t care, Anders,” she snarled, once plush lips becoming whiplike, capable of cutting anything out of the air, including eagles or low-flying winged contraptions Man was starting to call airplanes.

    “That is truly problematic, my liege. We will hurry to find—”

    “I don’t want another stand-in host. I don’t want some girl’s body with her mind still intact,” the Queen said as she viciously tapped her long nails against her temple. You’d think she’d be kinder to her own body. But therein lay the problem, because she was currently in the 20-year-old body of a poor girl who’d been found by one of her other wizards.

    I had never inquired as to the child’s name and did not want to.

    Details like that kept me up at night.

    “I want a true host this time. Someone who can sustain my magic, my mind, and my youth,” the Queen said, lifting her hands up as if she were about to fall down in exultant prayer. But I knew the only thing she had ever prayed for in her life was beauty, youth, and power. To be exultant, one ought to have a thought for someone else other than themselves. I could tell you Queen Bethany had never thought of anyone beyond her own nose.

    Leaning back, I smiled, such a well-practiced move. The way it spread my lips, the way it arched my left eyebrow, the way it brought attention to my sharp cheekbones and jaw. All of it was programmed to get people’s attention – especially women’s.

    But if I thought a little charm would calm the Queen now, I was mistaken.

    Her fingers reached forward and clutched around her armrests, tightening with a squeeze. “None of my other wizards are capable of this task. None of them understand magical blood like you do. I need you to find somebody whose blood is the purest of all. Somebody’s blood who can finally sustain my righteous passion and dreams.”

    Righteous passion and dreams?

    I’d heard her propaganda before, not of course that I would ever call it that.

    I dipped my head forward, trying to look as if I had just been given the greatest honor someone had ever been bestowed.

    It was her turn to arch one of her perfect eyebrows. It slid up her glossy, dewy skin as if it were about to peel off, sharpen, and stab me in the chest. Long before it could, I came to my senses, and I slipped off my chair. I bowed in front of her, the only time I would ever become prostrate unless I was searching for something under the bed.

    Neck creaking, hands splayed flat in front of me, my robes picked up a few specks of dust.

    I’d clean them later. It would be impossible, however, to clean my conscience.

    “Find me a host, Anders. Find me the perfect blood. The face is irrelevant. We can work on that. But the body is everything. Something I can combine my power with. Something that will give me the immortality I seek.”

    I was lucky I was on the floor now, because it meant it was easy to cast my gaze downward, easy to lock my attention forward and hide my eyes with the bulk of my brow and head. The Queen didn’t want to see my expression right now – this sharp stab of flashing awareness that traveled through my pupils like a warning cry from a crow.

    Immortality, or so they’d taught us in the Magical Academy, was a fool’s journey. Head off down that rickety old path, and you will fall into numerous traps, not just of the body, and not just of the mind, but of the soul. Humans, by our very definition, are transitory creatures. The second you forget that, the second you ignore the fact that you exist to make a change, then to get out of the way so someone else can do the same, is the second everything breaks.

    Or at least that was the theory.

    It all depended on the grip of the person holding onto that claim. And there was nobody in Larken Kingdom who was quite as strong as Queen Bethany.

    “You’re dismissed, Anders. Find me the perfect blood. Continue your little clinic. Do what you have to. But find me who I need. You have a month.”

    My lips twinged, this moment of fear chasing through me, quick and flighty like a flock of tender sparrows. “It may take—”

    “You have a month, Anders,” she spoke right over the top of me, voice harsh like a whip. “I have grown quite tired of this body. I’m not even certain I’ll let her live after I remove myself from her.”

    I twitched again, treacherous lips opening to remind her that she had signed a contract with that poor girl. The girl had rented her body in essence to the Queen for the removal of her father’s debts to the state.

    If there was one thing Queen Bethany respected, it was herself and nothing else. From rules of decorum, to the stuff of the state, all were irrelevant in juxtaposition to her treacherous desires.

    “Yes, my liege,” I muttered.

    “Rise, Anders, and find me my host.”

    I rose. I nodded. I didn’t bother to neaten my robes. They felt far too much like old skin that needed to fall off. Perhaps, if I were lucky, I would fall with them.

    I turned. And I left.

  
    Chapter 2

    Lillian

    “Look, I can come back. I just… I know these aren’t appropriate work clothes,” I said, looking down with a frown at the rather frumpy dress that I’d acquired from my neighbor’s washing line.

    She’d understand. She was a good sort. Plus, she knew that I had trouble looking after my own wardrobe. Okay, looking after anything.

    I lived up in a loft barn on the opposite side of the fence from her, right at the far end of a busy farm.

    She was often cooking for me. Not because she felt particularly indebted to me or neighborly. Because the last time I’d tried to cook, I’d almost burnt the barn down.

    I reached up, grabbed my rather frazzled hair, and tried to neaten it out of my face.

    The other girls working at the dress shop looked over at me.

    I shouldn’t really have to describe the exact quality of their glances, nor the meaning of them. They jolted down to my mud-splattered shoes up my torn stockings and over my… extraordinarily voluminous dress. I’d had to fix it to my waist with a length of twine I’d found on the side of the road. It was covered in grease. Or was it called oil? I was having trouble keeping up with the terminology of those newfangled machines that had filled the streets for the past 10 years.

    Auto cars or something they were called, correct? They were a darn sight better than those terrible massive airships you’d see darting over the city all the time, especially on the weekends. It was like whales had taken flight. But where was I again? Oh yes, being fired.

    I could see a specific glint in my work mistress’s eyes. She clamped her ring-covered hand on her perfectly white satin bodice, and she shook her head once. If looks could kill, this one was designed to grab you, rip out your heart, take your possessions, and burn you.

    I tried to make a face, smiling a little, grabbing some of my frazzled hair and twisting it around my suddenly sweaty fingers in an attempt to distract her. It was just as effective as distracting a hungry, rabid dog with a piece of newspaper while you, yourself, were covered in meat.

    “I am the only witch here,” I tried to point out, going back to the very reason she’d hired me in the first place, regardless of the fact I didn’t fit the so-called mold. Every other girl who worked here – the most expensive, prestigious, and busy dress shop in the capital city – was perfect. From their curls, to their smiles, to their bright eyes, to their work clothes, always shiny, new, and free from stains. But none of them could practice magic. Problematic when we had a magical section of clothes to sell. From thick army jackets, to dresses meant to cinch in one’s waist visually without the unnecessary added stricture of nausea. The girls couldn’t deal with them, but I could.

    “I will find another witch. Anyone. Anyone other than you.” Shoving her bust out, her whale bones creaking as if she was about to break free from them like a ship getting rid of its mast, she poked me harshly on the shoulder.

    A little surge of magic tried to rise up to push her back. I smothered it. Not only did I not have that much magic, but if I attacked her right now – or worse, defended myself – the guards at the door would make mincemeat of me. Plus, it would ignore the fact I was desperately attempting to keep my job, not lose it.

    The barn didn’t come for free. I was almost certain I had gone through every single different establishment in town, from the bakeries, to the sweet shops, to the shoe makers, to the hatters – nobody wanted me anymore.

    It seemed they could not accommodate my particular style.

    I chose to phrase it that way – because that’s what my coven mistress had called it. I came from a quaint little fishing village quite far from here. A place where everyone knew each other and helped one another out. Not because they felt indebted to, because that’s what good folks did. I’d moved here to earn money. But I’d quickly learnt that the big city wasn’t like my small little fishing town.

    Nobody liked me, and nobody needed a witch who didn’t really know what she was doing.

    Still, I had to focus. Retain the job, I told myself, even squeezing my hand into a light fist to focus my mind.

    But my mistress took that as a sign of attack. “Guards,” she bellowed, her less than dulcet tones ringing through the very tall central room of this establishment, making her sound like a soprano giving out a death cry.

    I opened my hands immediately and spread them wide in an attempt to show her no, I wasn’t practicing magic. It was far too late. The guards barreled in, heavy, reinforced magical footwear crumpling the plush carpet.

    It would irritate the mistress, but it would irritate her less than I was, apparently.

    “With us,” they growled.

    “I wasn’t attacking anyone—”

    Too late. I got struck on the back of the head by a magical baton.

    I protected myself – but only a little. Enough to ensure that I wasn’t knocked out.

    Pain still erupted down my skull, into my neck, and across my shoulders.

    Agony accompanied by the laughter of the girls I’d once worked with. They were all behind the polished, glistening mahogany counter, and most of them leaned forward like leering gentlemen in a bar watching some show.

    I clutched the back of my skull, but both of the guards grabbed me up roughly, turned me around, and started to frog march me out of there.

    I kicked up my legs, knees delightfully free under my voluminous skirts.

    But the guards would have none of that.

    “Cast an Anders curse on her, quick. This one is too lively. I’ve seen her at work out back. Can’t let her get a head start on us.”

    I wanted to pause, tap the guard on the shoulder, and point out that I really wasn’t a very competent witch at all. It was too late. My skin chilled at the mention of an Anders curse. As would anyone’s in this town. Anders was the Queen’s witch. He was a wizard who had graduated with the highest scores ever seen from the Magical Academy. And he ran a very important store. Unlike this, it wasn’t manned with a bevy of beautiful girls. It had one shop assistant and thousands upon thousands of the greatest potions ever seen. They came with a certain price, of course. You could buy everything from curses to medicaments to love potions.

    They were all horrendously out of my price range, but I knew for a fact this store had a deal with Anders.

    The great oaf who had me shoved a hand into his pocket and grabbed out one of his curses.

    My eyes widened in a pulse of gut-wrenching fear. The exact curse he now had his hands on, when deployed, would knock out every single person in the room. You had to know what you were doing to use a curse like that, and it was rather frightening that he’d bought it without appreciating its range and power.

    “No. Don’t—”

    Too late. The great oaf picked it up, clicked his fingers, and gave it a spark of will. That was enough. The curse was written on a small slim piece of oblong paper. It suddenly twisted up, looked like a human being stretching out its shoulders, straightened, then illuminated. There was a very intricate pattern of circles and runes cast on it, and one by one, they lit up like that newfangled electricity surging through light globes.

    I had another second to scream no, but it was too late.

    The Anders’s curse was activated, and in a great whoomph, a cloud of white gas erupted out. It expanded through the room in half a second, and I heard thumps all around me. There was no more laughing from the shop girls and certainly no more grunting from my mistress.

    I fell down to both knees, eyes attempting to roll into the back of my head, but just before they could, I tried an old trick from my coven mistress. When one is close to blacking out, they must hold onto their consciousness. To do that, why, though it sounds silly, you must hold onto your head as hard as you can. It probably had something to do with the fact that in doing so, I shoved my fingernails hard into my temples and drew blood, distracting myself from the overwhelming urge to fall asleep.

    It worked though, and that was all that mattered.

    Rocking forward, I fell against the carpet, coughed up some of that nasty white gas, then twitched. I looked at the comatose guards beside me, rolled over, noted my mistress, then stared at the shop assistants.

    I pushed up to my knees.

    I bit my lip. Hang around, and they’d just think I did this. Best to exit stage left, as my worldly coven mistress would say.

    Picking up my skirts, coughing up another little cloud of gas, I twisted and headed for the door. Though I was staggering at first, in a few steps, I managed to make it into a run.

    And I would’ve kept running had I not reached the main door and run straight into somebody.

    Exactly the person I did not want to run into.

    My mistress’s husband was a constable.

    He could see beyond me to all the comatose people, and I watched his bustling mustache shoot up his face as his mouth opened in outrage. “What’s happened here? What have you done, you unruly witch?”

    “Nothing. I did nothing.”

    “Then why were you running?” he roared.

    My heart rate picked up, and sweat smeared itself across my brow and down my back.

    There was thundering footfall from outside.

    It seemed the constable wasn’t alone.

    Oh no. Much worse than that, his dear boss was here.

    The police in this town, you wouldn’t be surprised to find out, were not independent of the Royal family. In fact, they were controlled by a branch of the palace. And the man who suddenly appeared in a trim waistcoat, beige pants, and a very officious hat that matched the look in his eyes was an advisor to the Queen himself.

    He locked his gaze on the room, narrowed his eyes further, then looked at me. “You’re a stupid witch for attempting to attack this establishment. Take her away.”

    “I didn’t attack anything. Those guards used the wrong Anders’s spell. It backfired. Those things are far too powerful for ordinary folks to use.”

    Nobody wanted to listen to me. I said nobody, because the room started to fill up with far too many people.

    It seemed as if an entire party of policemen had been outside.

    Now as they filed in, my heart shuddered as it realized something rather awful. There’d be no getting out of here.

    As I heard several muttered complaints from the police, I realized something far worse.

    They thought I was some kind of terrorist.

    Not only would I not escape – I might be thrown into the most dangerous prison in the land.

    I started to sweat more, something my mistress had always told me was unsightly for a lady. I did not share her particular views. Sweating occurs when the body is under stress. And I certainly couldn’t think of a far more stressful situation right now.

    It didn’t take long to rouse the mistress. Then the guards woke, one by one.

    I could tell from the look in the foolish guard’s eyes that he realized what he’d done. But he cottoned on to the situation soon enough, despite his mental deficiencies.

    In the space of several minutes, everyone had woken, and everyone shared the same story. I’d attacked them all, apparently.

    “No. Please, this isn’t fair. I didn’t attack anyone. Check that guard’s pocket. He has another of those spells. He cast it on the entire room. Please,” I tried, voice raspy in an attempt to save myself. But I should’ve appreciated something. There would be no saving me now. From the moment I’d set foot in this unfortunate city, I’d become dead meat, as my butcher father would say.

    I struggled against the constable’s grip. For the first time in my measly existence, I considered using magic against people.

    My coven mistress had been very clear. Magic was used to protect people, not as a means to attack them.

    It was only the foolish who’d lost their way who ever used magic as a means of attack.

    I’d always pointed out that wasn’t the case in the army or any of the other protective services, but my master had always replied, rather inappropriately, considering her nonviolent message, with a whip across my knees.

    But now as a surge of fear continued to climb me higher and I realized this was it, this could be the very last moment of my life, I got the urge.

    My mind stilled. Ironic, considering what I was about to do. But I felt empty in this great rush as if somebody had taken a dam, then they’d blown it up with one of those darn Anders’s potions.

    A little of my hair started to flutter up. Not enough that anyone noticed yet. But they’d notice soon enough, all right. Finally, I felt it – a familiar twinge, right there in my stomach. You could easily misconstrue it as fear. But it was the opposite. It was the anxious moment before my magic finally took hold.

    Then, in a great rush, the sparks started.

    They spread from my sternum, across my chest, and over my back.

    The constable holding me yelped and jerked back. “She’s going to attack again. Bring in the marksman.”

    I had a chance to hear that, but no chance to actually recognize what he meant. If my rational mind had caught up to the situation long enough to appreciate what a marksman was, I would’ve crumpled and begged for forgiveness, but there was no going back now, absolutely no going back.

    It didn’t take them long to bring in the marksman. He was directly outside, apparently. What, had the entire police force been here to buy themselves new boots, or was I simply so very unlucky?

    I would never get my answer.

    The marksman appeared.

    I didn’t need to recognize him from what he wore, because he wore a trim red uniform similar to the constable. Nothing that would make him stand out. But his aura, ah, that was deadly. It spoke of a man who had pulled the figurative – and literal – trigger far too many times to count. A man who was so very comfortable with death, he probably knew precisely where Death lived and shared a meal every Friday.

    There I stood, in the middle of the room, hands held stiffly by my sides, fingers clenched into fists, hair whipping around my face, magic now clouding over my body as if I had walked into a sea of sparks. And there the marksman stood in the doorway.

    All he had to do was reach behind him and click his fingers. In the holster along his shoulder that was permanently invisible was a large rifle.

    This was not the kind that ordinary humans had. This was the rifle of a magician. One bullet from that, and not only would it tear through my magic, but it would kill me dead.

    You would think someone who knew me would call out, would plead for my safety. But nobody did. The girls were now cowering behind the counter, and the mistress out right ordered for the man to shoot.

    I felt a twinge. This time, it was all through my body, this moment of cascading fear. It felt as if a volcano had somehow lodged itself inside my stomach, and it was getting ready to erupt. I had only felt this once before. In a time of equal or some might say greater despair.

    My mother had been killed right in front of me as a child.

    When the attackers had turned to kill me, I had… fought back.

    It was the only time I had ever shown true magic, a glimpse of a power others claimed to see in me that I could not see myself.

    I jolted forward. I ran, massive skirts billowing around me, magic still kicking high in a cloud. I had one chance. Get to the gun before it could be loaded and fired.

    The marksman at first had worn such a superior expression. Arched eyebrows, thin lips, a slight curl to the edges, and an easy stance. But now he jolted back, pupils widening with fright. I heard it as his slippery fingers slid along the barrel of his gun, as he loaded in a magical bullet.

    I was only a step away now. One step.

    I tightened my hand into a fist. I wasn’t about to practice a specific spell. Instead, I would pump all of the magic in my body into my knuckles and let them do what they must. Or at least that was the idea.

    As my fear still got the better of me, as it rose higher and higher, as every step reminded me of my mother’s death and my own death that would surely follow soon, I heard something.

    Footfall. Light. Easy. Hardly bothered. And coming my way.

    I reached the marksman.

    He went to pull the trigger. It would come down to the wire, down to the smallest fraction of a second.

    I elbowed the gun out of the way. It was just as he fired. The bullet sliced past my shoulder, ripping right through a section of my dress but failing to touch me. Instead, it slammed into the far wall, digging right through the wood, burning it, and forcing anything to crumble that got in its path.

    The marksman didn’t have time to scream or reach for another gun or attempt to grab the dagger at his hip.

    I reached him.

    But I never got the chance to punch him.

    Something slipped in beside me, so quick, so impossible to track, I went from facing the marksman to seeing a looming figure. And the same looming figure grabbed hold of my hand, fingers locking around my magic-laced wrist.

    You would think, with the display I was showing, that no fool, regardless of their magical aptitude, would bother doing that.

    But there was a problem.

    For this was no fool.

    There was a collective gasp as everyone behind me recognized the man but I failed to catch up to the situation.

    My magic was still soaring too high, my fear – at imminent darn death – too great to be doused.

    But when I went to punch the man in front of me, recognizing that he was still between me and safety, he leaned in and grabbed my other hand. Then he brought his face down.

    He was wearing gentlemanly clothes. A waistcoat, trim pants, a shirt, and a jacket but conspicuously no hat. He also did not have a tie. Instead, he had a sash over his shoulder, only a glimpse of which was visible underneath his tightly buttoned overcoat.

    A purple sash. One embroidered with very specific golden runes.

    He had to be a wizard. I picked all of this up, stupidly my eyes locking on his clothes before they traveled to his face with his angular jaw and his mesmerizing green eyes. A visage known not just through the city, but all through the land.

    “It’s Anders. Thank God. Take her away. She’s a terrorist. She tried to kill all these poor people,” the Royal advisor spluttered.

    … Anders?

    Oh… dear.

    My knees became wobbly, wanting to cut right out from underneath me, but Anders still held onto my wrists, and he wouldn’t let me go anywhere. Fall, remove myself from his grip, and he might not have control of my magic. Such fine, utterly complete control.

    I had faced very competent wizards and witches over the years. Essentially anyone else in my coven had been above me. But none of them had felt like Anders. His grip was not just of my wrists – I swore it was of my cells. But it couldn’t quite reach my mind.

    I twitched.

    I looked at the door again. My stupid head told me there must be some way to get out of here, because if there wasn’t… I was going to jail for the rest of my life.

    “I’m not going to let you leave, my dear,” he said, voice strangely smooth and utterly unhurried. While everyone else screamed behind me about my crimes, he spoke as if this was simply a quaint gathering.

    “Anders,” the Royal advisor said. “She attacked all of these people and tried to kill the marksman. Subdue her now. It’s what the Queen would want.”

    I was still looking up into Anders’s eyes.

    At the mention of the Queen, his lips did this strange thing. They reminded me of turtles retracting into their shells, but they had nowhere to go. It wasn’t like he could chew them up and spit them out.

    It was only a momentary thing. He straightened, complete grip still secured around my wrists. I’d been tied up once, and the biting, grating strong ropes had been nothing compared to his fingers.

    He looked around the room.

    The stupid guard who’d inadvertently knocked everybody out was appropriately pale. He’d also hidden the rest of his charms behind his back. He looked at his friend. “She attacked us all. She—”

    “I think I have warned in the past that group somnus charms should not be used in establishments like this,” Anders said.

    It took my mind so very long to catch up to what he’d said. It took other people’s minds even longer.

    Somnus charms was an old-fashioned way of talking about the kind of curse that buffoon had used – curses designed to knock people out.

    The guard just looked at his friend, cheeks getting ruddy. “Well, you should tell her that—”

    “Can you please tell me exactly what happened?” Anders began, gaze searching over everyone before it locked on me.

    The whole establishment erupted as everybody from my mistress to the girls all weaved different tales of my treachery. At one point, I simply attacked everyone. At another, they’d weaved a fantastical tale about me turning into some terrible monster and knocking everybody out.

    “I see,” he said in a rather droll tone.

    “The exact details can be sorted out later. Knock her out and take her away,” the Royal advisor said.

    “For what, exactly?” Anders, somehow being polite without facing the man once, muttered that in a strangely quiet voice.

    “For attacking everyone here,” the Royal advisor said. There was a look in his eyes. Again, it was only momentary. I didn’t know too much about folks who lived in the palace, but I did know there was this thing called intrigue. It’d taken one of my witch sisters quite a long time to describe it to me, quite possibly because I’d never heard of something more tiresome.

    Basically, it was when people – powerful people – had to play games with one another. Where they kept their true intentions hidden and did whatever the other person thought they ought to do.

    Confused? Gosh, so was I. But this had to be intrigue.

    Anders smiled. He was still holding onto me, still directly in front of me, so it was like I was at a gallery. To be fair, I’d never been to one, but I’d read about them in books. You could stand before a painting and appreciate every single detail. But as I stared unblinkingly up at him, I accepted that he wasn’t a picture. He was a live man. The most powerful wizard in the country, in fact.

    “What happened?” he directly asked me this time.

    My lips became a little stuck.

    As the sales assistants tried to clamor over me, I finally found my voice. “My mistress here fired me. I clenched my hand into a fist – it was just an innocent move. She thought I was practicing magic. And she called the guards. Before I could stop them, they cast one of those somnus charms. It knocked every single person out but me. Then… well… I tried to leave,” I said, unsure of why I was being so very honest but unconsciously accepting there was very little point to lying in front of Anders. “I ran into the constable, and he assumed I did this. Then things… they got out of hand.”

    My head dropped. I found myself staring at his hands. His broad thumbed hands. He had strong fingers and a wide palm. I could see the evidence of magic use – tactile magic use. It was very common for wizards of his grade to never actually have anything to do with the lifeblood of magic, from herbs, to sacred stones, to Tarot cards, to chemicals imbued with spirit. But I could see from the slight stains under his nails, to the permanent marks along his palms and the backs of his thumbs that he touched what he made. Daily.

    And it… was a rather unusual thing to point out. It meant I stared at his hands for too long.

    He finally released one of them. He did not release the other. He twisted around and clamped his free hand behind his back, looking like a man ready to give a speech.

    I was surprised when everyone quieted down as if they would give him the opportunity. No. Not surprised. Of course not surprised. This was Anders. And he… had me in hand.

    “Her version of events is correct,” he said flatly as he turned to the Royal advisor.

    “Anders—”

    “Such charms should not be sold to people like that,” Anders said unkindly, though I’d been thinking the same thing as he pointed to the guards. “I have given a warning to my sales assistant not to hand on curses like that. This, I’m afraid, will be the last straw.”

    “She almost killed my marksman,” the constable said with a growl.

    “You could level the same accusation at him. This, I’m sure you’ll find, is self-defense.”

    My mind struggled to catch up. It was groaning, somewhat like one of those newfangled machines. I didn’t have enough grease or oil or whatever you wanted to call it. So now it limped along, attempting to understand the fragments of every single thing that was said, but incapable of knitting them into a whole. But the only thing I needed to bother about was the fact that his hand was still on me.

    His grip loosened. He wasn’t necessarily controlling my magic, though I could feel he could do so in a second or two. He was just… holding me like he’d acquired something new.

    “She will come to the police station—” the constable began.

    Anders looked at the Royal advisor, and the man looked back.

    Intrigue again – I was sure of it. So much, I was surprised the air didn’t start sparking.

    The Royal advisor twitched his jaw from left to right as if he were having trouble swallowing something hard. Then he turned to the constable. “This matter is over. Pick up your marksman and leave.”

    “What?” the constable bustled. Perhaps he’d forgotten who he was dealing with. “What’s to come of her? She tried to—” he began.

    “I will vouch for her. She will become my responsibility,” Anders said.

    The Royal advisor arched one eyebrow and looked at him again. More intrigue flowed between them. But I really shouldn’t care about that. The only words that ought to echo through my head were the ones that Anders had just said. He would become… responsible for me?

    There were many ways that statement could run. One, of course, was marriage – though that was an impossible concept to bear.

    There was another.

    Powerful magicians, witches, and wizards could claim weaker souls as their property, indenturing them for some act.

    Anders had just saved my life.

    Oh… dear.

    Still holding onto my hand, he switched his gaze around and looked at me once. From head to foot, mind you. He appeared to be sizing me up for a uniform. My stomach twitched. Perhaps it would’ve been better to go to jail.

    His eyes narrowed as he muttered, “I know what you’re thinking. I suggest you stop. You owe me, after all.” He had a criminally easy-to-listen-to voice that reminded me of cream on the top of milk.

    I still swallowed, forcing so much air down my gullet, I hiccuped. It was rather too loud.

    This day had started off in a mess. I’d needed to borrow clothes, and I’d been fired. Now?

    Oh dear.

    “This way. Now, what is your name?” Anders demanded.

    “I… please don’t indenture me,” I muttered. But he’d already turned me around and tugged me toward the door.

    “Indenture? I hadn’t thought of that possibility. But you are powerful. And you are skilled. You recognized that curse of mine ought not to be cast. Now you’ve put the thought into my head, perhaps indenturing you is the correct choice.” He stopped in the door, and he leaned forward.

    He plucked at the hair beside my cheek.

    I froze.

    He pulled out a sparking piece of parchment – no doubt something that had been ejected from the curse paper.

    He extinguished it in his fingers, narrowed his eyes at me, smiled once, and pulled me away.

    With his grip complete, one thing was for sure. I would never get out of Anders’s clutches again.

  
    Chapter 3

    Glass Assassin

    Walking through the streets, I could smell it. All around me. Blood. Inside bodies, outside bodies, inside butcher shops, outside in the land. In animals, in people, in everything.

    Blood. I had been created to seek it out, created to connect to it, and created to bring it back to her.

    I thought of the Queen, her likeness ever-present in my mind.

    It was a controlling spell, and if I ever strayed off the path, it would snap back into my consciousness, reminding me of why I existed.

    I could see her face now, her pale young skin, her bright eyes, and the unrivaled power behind them. “You have been created to find blood for the Queen. You must find as much as you can. But it must be the right blood, and it must be powerful. Fitting for me.” Her white teeth pressed against her plush red bottom lip as she said that, and each syllable hissed out through my psyche.

    I straightened. I was aware I was created. I was not like a man, not like an animal, either. I was a spell that had been crafted into a body. A spell with a semblance of a functioning brain. But not the whole thing.

    I thought this was good. Because it meant that I could do precisely what the Queen wanted. And I did.

    Slipping in behind a drunk man staggering along an alleyway, I let my nostrils flare. I had a body like an ordinary person, though it could move however it saw fit. My legs would not break, regardless of how much I ran. My knees would never give out, and my arms would never shatter, even if I punched a wall repeatedly.

    The drunk man staggered even more violently now, feet catching an old rubbish can. As it clattered onto the cobbles, he tumbled down, laughed to himself, and inexpertly tried to pull his body up.

    He cut himself on a sharp piece of metal. And there. Exploding through my mind. Blood. Exultant, violent, yet gentle. I had no way to describe it, because my mind had not been crafted from senses. I did not seek pleasure. Other than to find blood and let it for the Queen.

    I took a step. I stopped just above the man. He reached out with his bloody hand, asking to be lifted up. “Be a good sort,” he grumbled in a throaty tone. I could smell the whiskey he’d been downing for hours. It’d destroyed large parts of his body. He had been given a gift – all of that blood – and he had sullied it. It would not be perfect, but it would be enough.

    I slipped a hand behind me. It wasn’t to pull a knife from my pocket. It was to let my hand transform. With the sound of steel being beaten by a hammer, my fingers turned into glistening glass. I twisted it around, and it picked up gleaming electric light from further into the city, the glow playing along the very tip of the blade.

    The drunk man’s eyesight was blurry. He couldn’t even see the fact my hand had turned into a knife. He reached forward. I reached down. I pinned my glass blade right through his hand until he screamed. Then I slit the man’s throat. Blood rained down, red crimson drops of eternity. I gathered it all in a spell, holding it in a bubble of light just above my chest.

    Then I pushed it into my body. There was the glug, glug, glug of liquid.

    I did not possess blood. With a mission as complete as mine, if I had possessed it, I would’ve attempted to rake it from my own veins. But now, as I held onto his blood, securing it within me in a pocket in my own torso, for a moment, I felt what it was like.

    My eyes rolled into the back of my head. But it didn’t last. The Queen’s perfect image appeared in my mind, her lips even closer this time. “You exist to bring me back that blood. Now gather it. Gather it all. From every person you can. Test them. Find me the one who will be my host.”

    “I will find you the one who will be your host,” I said, words slipping out, or perhaps the more appropriate image was dripping. They slid off my stiff lips, splashed onto the cobbled street, and rained around me.

    I walked through them, carrying the blood gift for the Queen, knowing this was just the beginning. Every night and day from now on, I would search this city, find her her host, and return.

    Return happy in the knowledge that blood had been let and that more was always there for the taking.

  
    Chapter 4

    Anders

    Interesting. Not what I expected. But perhaps what I needed. A distraction to pull my mind off what the Queen wanted.

    I’d always managed to move around her more dangerous desires and sometimes even distracted her from her foulest tasks. But there would be no distracting her now.

    I could tell it would be virtually impossible to find the correct host, but she would still hold me to this dreadful task.

    And that’s why I needed this – or her, rather.

    “Please don’t indenture me. I didn’t do anything wrong,” the girl, who was called Lillian, tried to pull free of my hand again.

    I didn’t need to tighten my grip. She didn’t have a particularly strong magic system. No. That was an understatement. She had an interesting magic system full of blocks.

    Take a powerful river. Dam it off, and what have you got? A still body of water.

    Sure, it might continue to be fed, and one day, it might break its banks. But until it knows how to smash through the dam or escape, all it becomes is stagnant and trapped. Which is exactly what you could claim of this woman’s magic. She’d obviously never received proper training. I wasn’t likely to give it to her. But she did leave an interesting possibility for me.

    We finally reached the main entrance to my store. Sorry, the back entrance. The entrance I always used to return home. You could enter my store from several places around the city. I had painstakingly – and at great personal expense – carved out multiple magical doorways in buildings all around the central section of town.

    Now as I led her up a rather plain set of steps to an equally plain door right on the primary hill overlooking the sea, I was surprised when she momentarily stopped fighting me. She turned around, her strangely large dress catching the unruly lavender and verbena growing wild through my garden. She looked at the scene once, expression becoming strangely nostalgic. Then she twitched as if remembering she’d just been indentured to me.

    Her face did that thing again. I’d only just met this woman, but she had the strangest ability to crumple her features. Did it make me feel sorry for her? Not in the least.

    “You honestly don’t want a witch like me indentured to you.”

    “And why not?” We reached my simple, chipped red door. It’d never seen a coat of paint under my reign, and it would never see one.

    I didn’t want anybody knowing who lived here. And when I approached, I always cast a quick non-identity spell on myself. My neighbors were simple folk. Good folk, unlike the fools who lived closer to the palace and who actually lived within its walls. The people of this street did not need to be dragged into my troubles.

    I selected a key from the ring attached to my belt and opened the door. The key was for show. The very strong magical enchantment inside the wood was not. It required taming, a subtle mind, and good control of one’s magic. I was about the only person in the city who had such an ability.

    Did that make me sleep safer at night? No. Nothing would and nothing could.

    As the door opened, I sighed, thinking of exactly what would keep me up from slumber tonight.

    Some poor girl out there one day would become the Queen’s host – unless….

    That unless hung in my mind like a hook, inviting me to put something on it, but I was too much of a coward to try.

    I pulled her in.

    I didn’t know what she was expecting, but she gasped.

    My simple door led into a very wide atrium. Around it were open doorways that led to magical rooms where I created most of my curses, potions, and medicaments. It was the medicaments I was interested in and always had been. My father, bless him, had been a doctor. I used the past tense. He had died very young. I’d only been five at the time. His good soul had told him to help whomever he could. But when he had failed to save the wife of a nobleman, he’d been killed.

    The wife, it had later turned out, had been poisoned by her husband – and thus incapable of being cured. That had not stopped the husband from seeking revenge anyway.

    My lips twitched as I thought of it.

    I let go of Lillian’s hand. I needn’t be bothered that she would run. The door closed itself with a swift blast of wind and a bang.

    She, apparently, didn’t want to flee.

    She blinked in surprise as she peered through the doorways. “I’ve never seen so many magical rooms. You have everything here—”

    “Yes, I do. Now, come. There’s someone I need you to meet before we replace her with you.”

    Lillian was unfortunately sharp. She didn’t look like it. She had largish eyes that didn’t really fit her round face. Nothing fit her hair. For nothing, it appeared, could tame it.

    It was so very unruly, I was surprised I didn’t hear birds tweeting from it.

    “You want me to replace someone? I—”

    “Do not think. I’m not going to indenture you for that.”

    She grabbed her arms uncomfortably. “You really shouldn’t indenture me. I’m not a very good witch at all. If you want me to replace someone… it must be the shop assistant of your store, correct? You’re angry at her for selling those curses to those buffoons at the dress shop. I’m not very powerful—”

    “Apparently. You managed to down a marksman, almost knocked him flat, too. But of course that means you’re not powerful – how stupid of me to think so. Nor are you imbecilic, unfortunately. Come with me.” Placing my hands in my pockets, relieving just a fraction of the stress in my shoulders as I verbally played with her, I marched forward.

    I reached the central pentagram in the room and tapped my foot once. The open doorways suddenly rearranged themselves, the room filling with the sound of carpentry. Quick sawing, fast nailing, and even a grunt or two.

    Lillian clutched her hands in front of herself, looking surprised, no, amazed. I slid my gaze over to her, letting it distract me for half a second. Then the doorway to my store appeared.

    I walked in.

    And there she was, the witch who had come so very highly recommended. And the same witch who, apparently, had been selling the wrong potions to the wrong people.

    She was a noblewoman of birth, and to be fair, she had been through the Magical Academy. I’d seen her scores. Apparently they were not worth the paper they had been sold on.

    To walk into my store by this door meant that I was not coming from the main entrance.

    It also meant that I managed to catch a glimpse of what my current sales assistant was doing.

    She had her feet up on the counter. She was reading a book, laughing, and otherwise ignoring the store completely.

    You would think that might be appropriate. If there were no customers, what was there to do? Well, you would be a fool who knew nothing whatsoever about magical establishments such as this. With the number of powerful spells packed neatly on the shelves, you needed to constantly monitor them. Even the smallest leak could spell disaster.

    Twisting around, I detected a leak right now, and it was just as Lillian did the same. For her head angled in the same direction, and her brow concertinaed. As I’d already told you, she had the peculiar ability to make her face look like scrunched-up paper. “… Are you… going to deal with that?”

    “Yes, or rather, you should deal with it,” I said specifically as I pointed toward the shelf.

    She blinked at me in surprise.

    “I have something else to deal with,” I said pointedly, pushing my chest out and walking with hard footsteps up to the counter. I had to clear my throat in order to get my current sales assistant to put down the book.

    She ought to have felt me opening a magical door in the middle of the establishment. She had not. It was not because she was easily distractible. She had always been the wrong person for this task.

    I was well aware of the fact I loomed next to the counter, and I made no effort to reduce my considerable height.

    She jolted and attempted to blink prettily, which ought to work with her large eyes, long lashes, and lustrous hair, but she looked a little too much like a shark wearing makeup. “Sir. Ah… who have you with you? Is that a customer?”

    “No. That’s your replacement.”

    “Replacement?” Willis spluttered. “But my father—”

    “Your father is irrelevant, Willis. Your skills are not. You sold the wrong potions to the wrong people too many times now. Please pick up your things and leave.”

    “Why I never. My father—”

    “Your father is a low-level court official. Do you know who I am?” I asked, momentarily grabbing hold of the store’s atmosphere. I didn’t mean to refer to the air. I meant to refer to the general feeling of the place. As I grabbed hold of it, it was like drawing in a storm cloud and wearing it as a cloak.

    Everything shuddered ever so slightly, and it was ominous enough that Willis finally straightened. She even gulped, her pretty little lips squeezing right in until the flesh crumpled. “But… replace me? Who are you possibly replacing me with? Nobody else had as good scores at the Magical Academy.”

    I was keeping an eye on Lillian. It wasn’t impossible that she would attempt to bolt. There would be nowhere to go, as I had already locked the main door with my mind. Rather I wanted to know how quickly and easily she would deal with the magical leak. The answer? Quicker than I thought.

    She soon appeared, the offending bottle in hand. That wasn’t to say she was touching it with her flesh – a very simple mistake.

    She had found a piece of paper and clutched it with that instead. Paper, though liable to be soaked with liquid in an instant – can still be a very powerful magical buffer. You just need to know what you’re looking for.

    And it seems Lillian did.

    Willis now jolted forward, slamming her hands down angrily on the counter. “Do you know what you’ve done? You’ve ripped a page out of a very expensive book. I don’t know who you are—”

    “Your replacement,” I repeated as if she were hard of hearing.

    Lillian blinked. “I… the book isn’t that expensive, is it? It’s just a standard magical tome—”

    “How dare you. Every single thing in this store is worth more than you. Wait. You can’t,” Willis looked down at Lillian so judgmentally, it was as if a scorecard would appear over her head. Presumably it would read 1. No. Probably 0. I didn’t imagine Willis had any experience with somebody like Lillian. And to be fair, I didn’t, either.

    Because I certainly didn’t expect Lillian to say what she said next. Making her face crumple in that rather odd way again, she grabbed the back of her head, inadvisably tried to brush her fingers through her hair, got stuck, then dropped her hand with a shrug. “I’m not entirely sure what the markup in this store is, but I know for a fact that you can get these books for only a few credits from the supplier. They’re hardly irreplaceable. But if the potion had exploded—”

    “Well, I never. How rude. Such a—” Willis began

    But I cleared my throat. “I’m not particularly interested in your assessment anymore, Willis. Please pack up your things and leave.”

    “For that thing,” she trilled angrily as she stabbed a judgmental finger Lillian’s way.

    Lillian still stood there, holding the potion competently in the ripped-up pages of the book, blinking confusedly.

    You might think from her expression that she simply didn’t understand that she was being insulted. I could tell from the way her lips drooped slightly that was not the case.

    I rather imagined, somewhat unkindly, that Lillian had been insulted most of her life. She would presumably be used to it.

    “She looks like some kind of hairy warthog. What’s she wearing? Irrelevant. I don’t remember her from the Magical Academy, and I don’t imagine she’s ever been anywhere near it.” Willis crossed her arms testily and stared at me. “There’s no way you can replace me with someone like her.”

    “You know, she’s right,” Lillian began, likely sensing a way out.

    I spread my hand. I looked right at Willis. “Get out of this store, Willis, before you can cause any more trouble. I get to decide who to replace you with.”

    “I have the top scores at the Magical Academy—”

    Lillian snorted. I could tell that she had done it unconsciously. She’d had a rather big morning and probably wasn’t thinking straight. She immediately tried to close her lips off with her fingers, but it was too late.

    Willis straightened importantly and stared down her nose, gaze so very imperious, it belonged on the Queen’s face.

    And thinking of the Queen, that just made my mood even sourer.

    “Why did you snort when I spoke of the Magical Academy? It’s clear you’ve never been there. Don’t tell me, you’re from some silly little seaside town. How very quaint and stupid. But you mustn’t know a thing about real magic.”

    “I know you only get into the Magical Academy if you’re of noble blood, and it means that most of the people who are in the Magical Academy aren’t necessarily particularly powerful,” Lillian said.

    Again, you could probably blame it on her excess adrenaline. She looked a little red-cheeked after the words had slipped out. And she hiccuped, indicating her embarrassment.

    But the words were still out, and they were… true. I said this as the man who had the greatest scores the Magical Academy had ever seen.

    “Well, I never,” Willis began.

    Then she rolled up her sleeves in a rough move.

    For a sparking, cheeky moment, I wanted to see Willis fight – and lose – to Lillian.

    I could still replay the events at the dress store – the exact way magic had encased Lillian’s body before she’d tried to attack the marksman.

    I’d seen Willis practice. Lillian might have a very blocked magical system, but Willis would still be no match.

    Willis took a testy step around the counter. I threw a hand out, better judgment catching up with me. “There will be no fight here, Willis. You will leave. You understand that? You were the very poorest person to fill this role. And yes, she will be your replacement.”

    “Don’t think the palace won’t hear about this.”

    “No. As I will tell them. The palace, I’m sure you can appreciate, does not intervene in my matters that frequently. They trust me. Now, Willis, your things.” I said as I crossed my arms and tapped my toe hard on the dusty floorboards. Floorboards that ought not be dusty.

    A magical store like this needed to be kept in a very strict state of order.

    Too much dust could catch fire. And why, fire was the very worst thing you wanted in a place like this.

    Willis huffed about, but she only had her book.

    She soon locked it under her arm then went to jolt past Lillian. Willis called on a puff of aggressive magic to do so.

    Lillian? Why, she just stepped out of the way.

    Willis attempted to lock her in place, but it was irrelevant. Lillian, it seemed, was marvelously quick on her feet.

    Willis over-calculated her move, unbalanced, and fell against the shelf.

    Lillian immediately jolted in, placed a calming hand on the shelf, and stopped any of the potions from falling out.

    Then she blinked at Willis confusedly.

    “You haven’t heard the last of this,” Willis snarled at Lillian.

    “Then you really ought to stay. I’m not after your position—”

    Willis strode out and closed the door with a bang. I allowed her to open it by momentarily releasing the lock, and I immediately forced it back into place with a quick mental spell.

    Lillian, I’m sure, still wanted to escape.

    There had to be a reason she suddenly swallowed hard, throat pushing against her loose collar.

    I couldn’t technically read minds. You had to be a psychic of some power. Even then, when you were reading minds in front of somebody, it was an obvious affair. Your magic would light up for everybody to see. But reading Lillian’s thoughts was so very easy.

    I took a step toward her, reveling in the fact her eyes opened just that touch wider, fearful, but not exactly fearful for her life.

    You could accuse me of knowing the latter well. While I had been the Queen’s wizard for some time, I had never directly killed for her. Until….

    I threw that thought from my mind. I focused on Lillian, just the distraction I needed. “You plan on running,” I said in a calm voice as if I was simply supplying commentary. “But there is nowhere to run to.”

    “You haven’t indentured me yet,” she said with surprising pluck as she shoved her hands on her hips, which one assumed were under all of that voluminous fabric, and tilted her head back. She had the temerity to stare me right in the eye. I said temerity. I deserved it. But few – even amongst the Queen’s Royal advisors – had the gumption to try.

    Lillian had an odd personality. Somewhat frumpy, somewhat clumsy, but under all of that, really rather powerful.

    “What a good point. I suppose it’s time to indenture you, Lillian. Give me your hand.” I used a deep voice, or rather, it used itself, shaking up from my stomach, pushing high, and spreading my lips with a snap.

    It had an effect on her. Appropriate, because it had an effect on me. I felt a strange tingling rush of energy. It jumped up from the base of my spine, coiled around my stomach, reached my lips again, and for whatever reason, made me pay double attention to them. Every tingle, every spike of heat – all of it.

    Lillian momentarily looked like a mouse – but one who was unfortunately mighty. Because while she cowered back and even receded against the shelf, her hands were always clenched into fists. Not little, weak affairs, mind you. The kind of full fists that could punch even a fully grown man.

    She did not try that with me. Especially as I started to display my magic.

    Not all of it. To grasp all of my magic, one day someone would have to attack me, hold me down, and drain me of my last drop of blood. I would challenge any man to try. Note how I did not include the category of women – not because I was suspicious Lillian here might give it a go. Because the Queen was included in that group.

    Ignoring her, once more using almost every single mental faculty to shove her from my mind, I pushed my hand even wider open. I commanded the magic in the room. The store floor was the perfect place to do this. With all of those potions – which had been made by my very hands – surrounding us, it was easy to call on that force. It started to spark through the room, gather along the shelves, then leap into the air with alacrity. Soon, it formed a cloud around me of white, yellow, and blue sparks. They crackled, descending against my skin, biting slightly but overall giving more power to this moment. A sanctifying moment I’d read about in books but never tried. Every other powerful wizard and witch in the city had multiple indentured lower-grade magical practitioners on their sides. I had never bothered. I’d always claimed I didn’t need the assistance, but it was the act of enslaving someone that truly upset me. Or at least it had in the past.

    Lillian… well, I would find out if this gamble was worth it in the end.

    She squeaked now, somewhat like that aforementioned mouse. Her shoulders shook, and while it looked like she trembled uncontrollably, she didn’t. She was, despite her fear, well aware of where her shoulders were. Behind her left shoulder was one such curse which those guards had used on her today. Behind her right shoulder was a swimming potion. You were meant to use it underwater. Accidentally deploy it, and you would find yourself flat on your belly, waving your arms around like a lunatic and breathing in dust.

    “Accept the hand, Lillian. Now, what’s your last name?”

    “Brown,” she hiccuped.

    I could’ve accused her of giving me a false name – a rather common one – but I watched her face. I wanted to say, despite our short interactions, that it would be easy enough to know when she was lying. I did not believe that. But I knew just as well that she was not lying right now. She would understand how important this ceremony was and how very stupid it would be to lie to me.

    “Lillian Brown,” I used that truly deep voice again that came up from the very pits of my soul. As it shook up my throat and powered through my belly, it was a little like some disruptive force shaking free all of the resistance I’d built over the years. And trust me, a man like me, with a brain as necessarily compartmentalized, had so much resistance, you couldn’t even fit it in a bottomless pit.

    I found my lips curling into a smile, beguiling, even charming, but not for her.

    I felt this quick twitch, this tingle, too. It reminded me of when I practiced a new spell – when I jumped into some new magical problem. It was the inspiration I would require to take the bull by the horns.

    But Lillian was no bull.

    She looked toward the door one last time, and with her hands still clenched into fists, obviously realized there was nowhere to go. By now, the entire shop floor was fully illuminated. Every single stack at the back of the room that held excess stock, to the shelves, to the candles, to the chandelier above. All of it crackled with my inherent force. Lillian might have raw potential that was blocked by various mental problems, but she would never be able to best me. And in a flash of recognition like a spark in the center of her pupils, she acknowledged this. She grabbed my hand – but she did it with a curled-up fist.

    I took some strange pleasure in slowly securing my fingers around her fist and wrist.

    Then I closed my eyes. The magic remained around me – the smile on my lips. I plunged my mind into the spell of indenturing. As I’d already mentioned, my colleagues amongst the city had multiple indentured practitioners at their sides and would’ve practiced this spell numerous times. I’d read about it once in disgust, but the spell was still within me. I had a singular memory. Some of those newfangled mechanical magicians might even
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