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  Preface


	This story is paranormal poly romance (which means multiple consensual lovers within the relationship.) There will be MF, FF, MM and MMFFMM scenes as the series progresses. 

	This story contains explicit sex scenes and mature language. 

	These characters have tragic/traumatic backstories. On the page scenes are limited, BUT if you’re easily triggered, this might not be the book for you.

	Contains some alpha/beta/omega elements, but reimagined.

	Contains characters with varied forms of sexual preference and gender expression, including straight, bi/pan, and transgender characters. 

	While this story takes place in a real city with rich history and architecture, it is based in an alternate timeline and the author has made liberal changes to the setting. Not all setting details will be true to life.

	While there is definite plot advancement, this book does end in a bit of a cliff hanger. Be forewarned.

	If this all makes your little heart happy, and you’ve stuck with me thus far, then come on in, there’s a seat right here by the fire. Would you like a cup of tea? (We’re currently out of pet dragons, sorry.)
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  Prologue

Ruya


My blood was molten lava in my veins, a searing, heated agony that pulsed with every beat of my heart. The fire inside me turned my bones to super-heated metal, and my desperate brain wondered how my body could hold its shape at all. Surely every solid thing inside me had already melted. 
I always knew the fire would consume me one day. It looked like today was that day. 
But this torture was my own doing. It was punishment. I knew better than to ask questions. And I’d had plenty of time to regret my impulsiveness, when the restlessness and the rising warmth first began buzzing inside me—days ago, now. I think. I had lost track of time somewhere along the way. 
Mother didn’t like it when I questioned our work. She hadn’t scolded me, hadn’t become angry in any visible way. And yet…the supplicants had stopped coming. I hadn’t been allowed to use my gifts, and now the magic inside me was building, slowly burning me alive. All because I had asked a simple question about how my powers were used—because I asked why we healed a man whose aura reeked of evil deeds. 
I knew better. I had no say in these things. I was just a child, compared to the ancient wisdom of The Mother, the leader of The Order of the Triple Moon. It was my duty to do as I was told with unwavering faith. And now I would burn for my curiosity. 
I groaned and stumbled the last few steps to the blurry pink area that was my bed. When the fever first started, I couldn’t hold still, restlessness driving me to pace. But eventually the magic burned through me, making my limbs heavy, destroying my control over my body, and sapping me of the will to move. 
This wasn’t the first time I’d been punished. But each time felt worse than the last.
I shuffled my feet as I went. I hadn’t been careful in my frenzied activity the last couple of days, which meant I could have dropped clothing or other objects on the floor. The toes of my right foot encountered something soft yet firm. A cushion, if the purple blur I could barely make out against the gray of the stone floor was any indication. I shoved it out of my path with my foot, wobbling as I tried to stay upright. My balance was so impaired that I stumbled, tripped over something else, and fell to my knees. I fell hard. It should hurt, but the bruising blow to my knees was nothing compared to the fire that was busy consuming me from the inside out. 
A short, bitter laugh escaped me. My magic was healing magic. And yet, it was going to kill me. 
The laugh turned into a sob, and I decided the floor was as good as the bed. Even better, actually, because the rough surface of the natural stone tile was cool against my overheated face when I collapsed on the floor. If only the pain would stop. I had learned my lesson. I would never question The Mother again if someone would just douse this fire inside me.
I don’t know how long I lay there. I didn’t hear the door opening or closing. I must have managed to drift off somewhere, despite the pain scouring my insides. But mother’s voice brought me back to the searing, unbearable reality. “Ruya,” she said in her calm, ever-patient voice. “Get up, child. You’re making a scene.”
A small, underdeveloped part of me wanted to tell her I didn’t care, wanted to ignore the command and continue to lie here, soaking up the cold, waiting for death to finally come and turn me to ash. But no. No one ever disobeyed The Mother. I planted my shaky hands on the floor. It took me several tries to push myself up onto all fours. Finally, a gloved hand grasped my upper arm and dragged me to my feet. One of my guardians. They always wore gloves. My magic was a gift, transferred through touch, and it wasn’t meant for just anyone. 
I let the guardian half-drag me to the blur of darker gray that turned out to be an armchair. I collapsed into it, then mother shooed the guard away. Her nimble fingers tied a scarf around my shaved head, and a cold, wet cloth wiped the sweat from my face. 
A light weight settled over my shoulders. The shawl was some light color that I thought was somewhere between yellow and orange, embroidered with sacred symbols that I had traced with my fingertips on happier days. Mother said it was for protection and that it helped make me look holy. Today I knew it was mostly to hide my rumpled, sweaty clothing. 
Mother smoothed a hand along my cheek. Among my family, only she was allowed to touch my skin with her bare hands. I nearly sobbed at the sensation—at the relief—as a bit of my magic surged outward at the contact, healing any slight ill she may have, and taking with it some of the heat and pressure that was trying to boil me alive from the inside out. 
Someone was ushered into the room. A man, I thought. His footsteps were heavy as he crossed the stone floor and the woven rug to get to where I sat. He would be blindfolded, and I always felt a little bit of kinship with my supplicants for that—because for a few moments, I wasn’t the only blind person in the room. 
I waited impatiently as The Mother spoke in low tones, reminding the man of his promise to support The Order in some upcoming political thing that I was too feverish to track. Movement beside me indicated that the guardian had stepped in. The blurry dark patch that was the supplicant lowered, as the man was pushed down to kneel at my feet. 
I could taste the death on him, like a bitter, oily substance on the back of my tongue, and my throat ached like I was holding back tears. I reached forward with both hands, eager to burn away the dark, oily thing inside him. Mother guided my hands to the man’s cheeks. I held his face in my trembling fingers, felt his stubble pressing into my palms as I flooded him with a golden light that only I could see, beginning at the level of his auric field and working inward. 
The death on him was burned away, whatever illness he possessed now healed. The fire in my veins diminished to an uncomfortable warmth, now that I had drained off the excess magic—which was a hundred times better than the searing burn of moments before.
The man was escorted away, and I sat quietly, waiting for my mother to return. When she did, her hand lingered on my shoulder in benediction. “Feeling better now, child?”
I nodded. “Yes, mother.” I had learned my lesson, and my bones still throbbed slightly in time with my heartbeat. I wasn’t about to remind her that she was the cause of my suffering. She would only tell me it was my fault. And it was. I knew the rules, and yet I chose to break them anyway. I had asked for this punishment. 
“Good,” she said evenly, as if I hadn’t almost died. She moved and I could smell the sharp, flowery scent of the perfume she wore on her wrist. 
I lifted my still shaky hands and fumbled a grip on her own outstretched hand. Then I sent healing energy into The Mother, the high priestess of our temple, erasing all trace of aging or wear from her body so she could continue to watch over our important work. 
“Good, child,” she said at last, patting me on the head with her free hand. “Now rest. We will have several supplicants tomorrow, if you behave appropriately.”
I nodded and stood, making my shaky way over to my bed—careful of any other unexpected obstacles—and collapsed there. I would heal the most evil person in existence, without question, if it meant I never had to feel that pain again. 
I wasn’t half as innocent and naive as mother wanted me to be. I knew I was a pawn. A tool. And that many, many things about my life just didn’t make sense. But I also knew that The Mother was my family. If she was harsh with me, it was for a reason. And look at what I became without someone looking after my needs and making sure I had an outlet for my magic. I couldn’t live on my own, blind and at the mercy of my uncontrollable magic as I was.
I was the best daughter, the best priestess The Mother could ask for—one who needed to be used. 
The last of the heat had drained from my veins after it was finally given an outlet. I closed my eyes, pulling my blankets around me like a cocoon as I started shivering. The crash after an overload was almost worse than the overload itself. Almost. I focused on what tomorrow would bring. People to heal. Lives to save. And Aunt Jo would come with her secret bribes of technology and scandalous information from the world outside my lonely suite. Soon the pain would be just a memory. 
I lied to myself so beautifully that I finally managed to drift off to sleep. 






  
  Chapter 1

Sanka


I crept around the perimeter of the tower, my body shielded under layers of undetectable magical wards and the low-hanging branches of some sort of coniferous tree. My eyes traveled up the stupid stone monstrosity and I shook my head. Fucking pocket worlds were weird little illusions built by the imagination of their creator, but this was going above and beyond. I mean, keeping your priceless, top-secret magical objects in the top of a medieval-looking stone tower? What was I supposed to do, find some chick with stupidly long hair and climb on up?  
Someone had been reading too many fairytales. It was a wonder there wasn’t a flaming dragon guarding the thing from the sky. Though, good luck to anyone dumb enough to try to get a dragon to do actual work unless they were ready to lose half their valuables and magical items to the creature’s hoard. I flexed my fingers, testing the flexibility of my leather gloves. Then I tapped the black obsidian that hung at my throat, sending a little jolt of my magic into it. 
The shadows under the tree where I was standing thickened, and a jolt of primal fear rippled down my spine. But I was used to it. “Tell Martina I’m going in,” I whispered to the shadows that made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. Tech tended to be unreliable in pocket worlds. But magic worked just fine. 
A flicker of a skeletal face flashed at me from the darkness, and it was grinning. “Don’t mess up,” my bubák friend said, sending an extra little jolt of fear through my body. 
He couldn’t help it. I ignored the fear and waved him away. “I won’t.”
He disappeared, phasing out as quickly as he had appeared, taking his aura of terror with him and leaving me with nothing but harmless shadows under the big, old tree in the fake fairytale scene. 
“Don’t mess up,” I muttered as I pulled on my mask and activated the charms at my wrist, throat, and waist. “As if, jackass.”
We all knew how important this was. Important enough to split up when we never would. Important enough to have my ass out here alone, ready to burn out every last bit of my sorcerer’s soul to get that magical object. 
Our princess was dying, and if I fucked this up—if I failed to retrieve the magical healing relic that we had spent so much precious time and energy tracking down—the princess was as good as dead. Which meant we were as good as dead. My entire family was at risk. Not to mention the fate of every single person under the influence of the local paranormal syndicate. 
No pressure or anything. 
I took a bracing breath, held up my hands, and started muttering the incantation that would activate the spell I had just spent hours carving into the sides of the stupid stone tower. This cult’s magic protections were good. But I was better. 
Power flared through the runes and spell circles that were etched into the stone, sending out a shockwave that would stun any living thing inside, rendering this freaky cult and all its goons temporarily helpless. Smiling to myself at the satisfaction of a spell well cast, I grabbed the handle of the overly decorated tower door and yanked it open. Then I strolled in as if I owned the place. Which, at the moment, I did. The cult and its stupid minions had definitely been owned. And look, if you can’t defend something priceless, then you probably don’t deserve to keep it, you know? 
But that might just be the demon blood talking. 
I hopped over the prone body of a hulking brute in a plain blue uniform with guns and knives strapped to his belt. I snorted. The guns really clashed with the whole fairytale aesthetic. Whoever created this pocket world was seriously lacking in imagination. My princess would be appalled at their lack of class. I mean, this place definitely called for fancy swords with jewels on the hilt or something dumb like that, not glaringly modern handguns. Come on. Even I could see that. 
I dodged around a couple more bodies, pausing to flip off a cult member whose wide eyes could definitely see me even if they couldn’t do more than stare right now. Then I started jogging up a truly ridiculous fucking number of stairs. I’m a fit guy. Staying in shape helps me stay alive and all. But I’d still put a fucking elevator in my pocket world tower if I made one. Just saying. 
At the top of the last curving set of stairs, I reached the landing only to be confronted by an acolyte, or whatever they called themselves. She was crawling toward me at a snail’s pace with a murderous look in her eyes. “Wow,” I said, crouching down to get closer to eye level as the robed woman slowly, painfully moved another inch toward the stairs. “You’re really determined, aren’t you?” The spell I had cast was a doozy, but there were always some people who had more resistance to these things than others.
She slowly managed to make her mouth move. I’m not a lip reader, but “fuck you” is pretty easy to read. It’s all in the eyes. 
I stood, gave her an apologetic look, then kicked her in the head. She crumpled into unconsciousness. Magic is fucking amazeballs, but sometimes you’ve gotta do things the old-fashioned way. I stepped over her body and around a prone guard dude, and went to examine the big, fancy-ass door that must lead to the magical artifact I’d come to steal. 
I say must because the damned thing not only had a billion fucking mechanical locks on it, but was also just crawling with wards and magical boobytraps. I sighed and started pulling crystals and vials out of the pouches at my belt. “Couldn’t just be sitting here at the top of the tower in a neat, easy-to-carry little magical chest or something, could it?” 
It took me a long time and a lot of swearing to get through the protections on that damned door. Maybe it would have been easier to magic up some hair and climb through the window after all. By the time I made it through the magical protections and started in on the mechanical locks with my lock pick tools, I could feel my stun spell weakening. The acolyte chick and the guard out in the hall were starting to twitch. And I didn’t think I had enough magical juice left in me for another big spell like that right now. 
I finished breaking in and shoved the door open. 
“Huh,” I said stupidly, staring at what looked like a flowery woman’s bedroom. Where was the chest? The vault? The shelves of carefully hoarded magical items? I had been expecting more evil wizard’s study and less of the twelve-year-old-girl aesthetic….
Movement caught my eye, and I crossed the room to the person in the overstuffed wingchair. I had assumed she was stunned, like all the rest. Like any normal person would be under the influence of my bad ass spell. 
But nope. She was just sitting there. She turned her head as if listening to something, then stared right through me…waiting. 
I tilted my head, watching her carefully as I warily padded across the room, part of my awareness on the lookout for magical booby traps. The chick looked sick. She was so skinny her knobby wrists, sharp collar bones, and high cheekbones looked like they were ready to split through her skin. Her eyes were unnaturally bright, like someone with a fever, a blue so light they were almost crystal clear…and they were still pointed at me, but not focused on me. Her hair color was hard to determine, since her hair was shaved down to about half an inch of fuzz. Maybe ash blonde? Kind of grey? I don’t fucking know. 
“You’re here to get me now, aren’t you?” she asked in a high, light, unconcerned voice, like she wasn’t all there upstairs. 
I edged sideways so I could see around her chair. Nothing was lighting up to my magical senses. There was no piece of jewelry, or book, or hand-crafted blade lying around that just screamed “magical artifact.” There was just this weird woman and her ethereal, almost witchy aura. 
“Sorry to disappoint,” I said as I scanned the rest of the room. “But I’m just here for the magical doodad.”
She tilted her head at me, and I had the weirdest moment where I actually wondered if that scrawny neck could support the weight, like…was her head just gonna tumble right off that little stalk and go rolling around on the floor? 
I yanked my attention back to those unfocused blue eyes as she spoke, her brow rippling in confusion. “Doodad?”
I waved a hand as I made another circuit of the room. My spell was fading. I needed to hurry this up. “Yeah. You know, magical item that can supposedly heal all ills.” I grimaced at her. “Though…I suppose if it really existed, you wouldn’t look like you’re about to kick the bucket, would you?” I ran a hand though my hair in frustration, a sick, sinking sensation in my gut. “Shit. It doesn’t fucking exist, does it? We’ve been chasing tall tales all this time.”
I took one more look around the room, panic clawing at my chest. We had exhausted every lead we had. I had crafted the best location spells, spent months agonizing over details and following the inconsistent trail of the supposed healing artifact. I’d been thrilled when I finally realized that I was having trouble finding it because it wasn’t hidden in the real world. I’d literally put my blood, sweat, and tears into the tracking spell that would locate the item in a pocket world or alternate reality. We had spit up, left the princess with less protection than usual, traveled all the way here, used most of my magic reserves to break into the pocket world created and warded by another magic user, all while our princess lay there wasting away with every breath, and…it was all for nothing? A fucking dead end?
I growled, my hand sprouting claws as I grabbed a nearby footstool and threw it through the window. The fucking stool bounced off the glass, of course, reflected by a ward meant to keep anyone from breaking in. 
Or, maybe…to keep someone from breaking out….
My eyes landed on the weird woman once more, taking in her strange aura, so like a witch’s aura, but with something more…something other. 
“Who are you?” I demanded. 
This small, sad little smile flitted over her pale lips. “I’m not a ‘doodad,’” she said softly. “But I think many would consider me an object.” She shook her head, as if shaking off a wayward thought. “There’s death on you, but it isn’t yours.” Her eyes glowed a little, for just a second, and she turned her head, tracking my movements without ever really seeming to focus on me. “Someone you love is going to die,” she said in a soft voice, letting out a little high-pitched little moan at the end that made me shiver. 
Fucking hell. What was going on here?
The guard in the hallway grunted. Just great. If they were making noises now, they’d be getting up and trying shit soon. I strode across the room and reached for the woman, wrapping a hand around her wrist. 
She flinched, drew in a sharp breath. Then, after a beat, she let out a disappointed sigh. “You’re wearing gloves.”
I arched my brow at her. “Only an idiot touches some strange magical object with their bare hands.”
She stood without my having to pull on her arm. “I suppose. I wouldn’t mind though. It’s so hot.”
I dropped her wrist. What the actual fuck? 
“Um. Cool story. But I’m not into raping malnourished chicks I found in a tower. Wrong fairytale, wrong century. Maybe you need to stop watching movies made by the big D.”
She canted her head at me. “I’ve only listened to a few movies in my life. I have no idea what you’re talking about. But I think you should hurry up and steal me now, if that’s what you’ve decided. Because mother will be back soon, and she wouldn’t have just knocked people out. You’re too nice to fight her.”
“I…what? Look, chick. I don’t know who you think I am, but—”
She lifted a hand and clumsily slapped me, fumbling a bit before she got her palm over my mouth to shut me up. Though, you know, being clumsy-slapped had accomplished that already. The mouth-covering wasn’t really necessary. 
“I have no idea who you are,” she confirmed. “But I have enough witch blood to tell me I should go with you. And enough spirit left in me to take the opportunity I’ve been given.”
Then, a warm, golden wave of energy coursed through my body, like melty, liquid honey. It felt like every cell in my body let out a collective “ahh” of appreciation. I shuddered and pushed her hand away from my face as she let out a little groan and mimicked my shudder of delight. 
Okay. Not creepy at all. 
But…I yanked off my right glove and stared at the palm, which I had sliced open that morning to perform a ritual to aid in successful hunting. The wound was just…gone. Completely healed. There wasn’t even a scar.
“I was right. It’s you, isn’t it? You’re the healing thing,” I muttered like an idiot. 
Stealing an old amulet or something was one thing, but what the fuck were we going to do with a person?
I shook myself. There was no time. I had to get the thing and get out of here. If the thing had turned out to be alive, well…like I gave a fiddling fuck. As long as our princess was healed, I’d take it as a win. “You’re not going to fight me?” I asked suspiciously as I led the apparently visually impaired woman toward the door, my gloves firmly back in place to prevent skin-on-skin contact, just in case.
She came along, completely docile. “I won’t fight you,” she said softly. “I’ve wanted to leave this room all my life. The Mother says all men outside the tower are beasts, but I know that’s just to keep me here. Where are we going?”
I paused and looked back at her. She was wearing a stupidly old-fashioned cotton dress, slipper shoe things, and nothing else. “Do you have a jacket? Boots? Something warm? The weather in pocket dimensions is unpredictable.”
She shook her head. “I don’t go outside. What do you mean the weather in pocket dimensions? What’s a pocket dimension?”
Oh, for fuck’s sake. The magical healing object just had to be a person, didn’t it? I sighed. “Never mind. I’ll explain later. We’ve gotta go.” The guard had managed to push himself up to sit slumped against the wall. My stun spell was about to expire. “Can you walk faster?”
She clung to my hand so hard my bones ground together, which was impressive, since she looked like a stiff breeze would blow her over. “I can try. But I’ve never been out of my room.”
What the fuck? I stopped at the edge of the stairs and put her hands on the handrail. “Stay.”
I could see snow through the silly arched windows. Of course. I darted back into her bedroom and grabbed the puffy pink blanket off the bed, then returned to the hallway, throwing the blanket around her shoulders. She startled at first, then relaxed when she realized what it was. “It’s snowing currently,” I informed her. “Was sunny and fucking seventy degrees when I came in here. Now there’s snow. I hate pocket worlds.” 
She was holding the blanket around her shoulders with one hand. I pried the other hand off the handrail and gave it a squeeze. “How well can you see? You tracked me around your room earlier. But…you’re blind, aren’t you?”
She sighed. “I can see light and shadows. Color too, but just blurs of it if it’s relatively bright. When it starts to get dark, it all goes away and all I see is darkness.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I’m sorry. I haven’t been out of that room in years. I think I can do stairs, but it will take me a while.”
I rolled my eyes heavenward and contemplated praying to some deity or other. But who would listen? Maybe old uncle Azazel. But he wasn’t the prayer-granting kind. “I’m going to pick you up. Don’t freak out. I don’t want to be a dick, but I will knock you out with magic and haul you out of here, regardless, so don’t start yelling for help or struggling, okay?”
Yeah, yeah, I know. I suck at dealing with females. And having people be all vulnerable around me? Eew. Seriously. But I was doing my best here.
She just nodded and lifted her arm, waiting for me to step in and scoop her up. So…looked like she was used to people lugging her around. Interesting. And disturbing. I wasn’t letting myself think too hard about this whole weird hostage situation right now. Get in, get the thing that would heal the princess, get out. The rest could be dealt with later. 
But I knew I was going to be more than a little pissed-off once I took the time to let myself think about this shit. 
I scooped up the pathetic waif of a woman. She was actually quite tall, and she had relatively broad shoulders and a frame that probably could carry some weight. But she currently weighed as much as a half-grown puppy. Yeah. That was my yardstick for weights—newborn puppy, half-grown puppy, terrier, Labrador, mastiff…don’t you dare fucking judge me. 
I made sure the ends of the blanket weren’t about to trip me, then I took the stairs down at a speed that most people probably wouldn’t consider safe. But most people don’t have a weird witch cult and their guards waking up and starting to give chase. 
I had reached the ground floor (fucking finally, and I wasn’t panting, that was just your imagination) and was halfway to the exit, when someone stepped out from behind a half-open side door and punched me in the jaw. 
I dropped the woman, wincing when she hit the floor with a thump and a yelp. But I had more important things to worry about than her bruised ass. Like keeping my blood on the inside, where I liked it. I dodged another punch and shoved the guy back, but another asshole got behind me and wrapped an arm around my throat. 
Oxygen was pretty important, so I pulled from my low magic reserves and set him on fire. 
Someone took a shot at me with their not-authentic-to-the-scene gun, and the bullet grazed my upper arm. Burned like a motherfucker. Lightning arced from my fingertips, and the men around us danced a little jig, then fell to the floor, smoking. 
I bent and scooped up the woman again, then hightailed it for the door. Everyone inside was starting to scramble to come after us, shaking off the last lingering effects of my stun spell. 
“I don’t suppose you’ll choose life and not come chasing after us?” I yelled back at the tower. A shot pinged off the ground to my left and I rolled my eyes. Fine. 
Setting my person-shaped healing artifact on the snowy ground, I turned back to the tower and shook out my hands, calling up what was left of my magic. It tingled through me, gathering in my fingertips. It was hard to pull from the demon realm while in this magical fart-bubble of a pocket dimension, so I had to use my personal store. There was just enough left for what I needed. So, I sealed the tower door shut and set the place on fire with all the goons still inside. 
Magic spent, I turned and scooped up the now snowy bundle of woman. 
One of her arms came around my neck, the other still burrowed under her blanket as she blinked out at the bright whiteness around us, her silvery-blue eyes glittering. “What did you just do with your magic?”
I shifted her higher to get a better grip for when she inevitably tried to escape. “I set the place on fire.”
She let out a sigh. “That’s why I felt all that impending death.”
I glanced down at her as I strode off into the woods. “I never said I was the good guy, lady. And you never asked.”
She bit her bottom lip as she seemed to think about that. Her fingers had started twirling the short curls at the back of my head, but I didn’t think the weirdo was even aware she was doing it. Probably seeking sensory input or something. I don’t fucking know. I just let her have at it. 
Snowflakes were starting to stick to her long grayish eyelashes and the short scruff of hair on her head, making them sparkle. “That’s okay,” she finally said. “I’m pretty sure I’m not the good guy either.”
Well, that wasn’t the reaction I had been expecting. It was unsettling. I think I might have preferred the screaming and trying to escape. 






  
  Chapter 2

Ruya


It was cold, even with my blanket wrapped tightly around me. Almost as if the outside world was angry that I had dared set foot outside my room. But the air was crisp and bright as it flowed into my lungs, and despite the way the chill nipped at me and my magic clamored inside me, I felt more alive than I had in a long time.  
“Can I walk now?” I asked my kidnapper. He was a strange man. Coldly practical, but oddly chatty. As if he just said whatever he thought. And he was warm. But his strong arms had held me to his solid chest for so long as he trudged wherever we were going. He must be tiring by now.
He huffed, pausing for a moment, looking around for anyone following us, I would guess. Then he carefully lowered me to my feet. “Those slipper things aren’t going to be very comfortable for walking, chickee. But you do your thing.” He sighed. “It might get warmer soon. The weather in pocket worlds changes on a whim.” Then his voice changed, becoming more businesslike. “We should probably sweep you for magical tracers while we’re stopped.”
I tilted my head. “Tracers?”
“Yeah, you know, spells to track your whereabouts. I’m sure your people laid some, just in case. They had to know word would get out about them holding something that could heal any illness. You’re a valuable commodity, lady.” He patted my shoulder with one gloved hand. “Don’t worry. It won’t hurt. Be just a sec.”
I sensed his magic flaring to life, passing close to my body as he apparently skimmed a hand along my aura, seeking for spells. I obediently held still. It wasn’t as if I wanted to be taken back to my prison. Even if this man was an unknown, it was better that than the endless monotony of my previous existence. 
“Ah! There it is. Ha. Whoever placed it was good, but I’m better.” He did something that caused a flare of heat in the middle of my back. Then his magic dispersed. “Alright, cupcake. Now you can have your walk.”
I saw the shifting of light and shadow as the dark blob that was my savior-and-captor started moving again. I reached out a hand, swiping toward him, but only felt air against my fingertips. “Wait!”
His gloved fingers caught my hand. “Sorry. I forgot.” His voice dropped to a mutter that I probably wasn’t supposed to hear. “Had to be a person, didn’t it?”
I squeezed his hand, afraid he’d decide that I was too much trouble and leave me here. Mother was always telling me what a burden I was, how she only put up with me because she was family. But this man wasn’t family. He had no reason to go to the trouble of leading an ignorant blind woman through the wilderness.
I assumed it was wilderness. The space felt open, and I smelled something sharp that reminded me of a pine scented candle mother had given me at the yule holiday. How would I survive if left to my own device in the middle of a forest? I couldn’t see well enough to keep from stumbling into something dangerous. And I certainly couldn’t hunt or forage for food. I’d have no choice but to hope The Mother found me and locked me away again. 
“Please,” I bit out, the words escaping before I even decided to speak. “I promise I’ll heal your loved one. Don’t leave me here.” I put my other hand over his and clung to him so he couldn’t let me go. 
He huffed at me. “What? You think I’m just going to leave you here? After all the trouble I went through to find you?”
Some of the clenching feeling in my chest lessened. Right. I was a valuable object. No one spent all that magic on obtaining a trinket just to toss it out, right? “I don’t know what you would and wouldn’t do,” I said, lifting my chin a notch and feigning an assurance I didn’t feel. “I don’t even know who you are or where we’re going. Maybe mother was right, and you only want to do something terrible to me then disappear.”
He was quiet for a moment. Then he pried his hand from mine. “I’m rolling my eyes right now, in case you wondered,” he said in a wry voice. “You’re the weirdest damned hostage I’ve ever dragged out of a magical tower and through the woods.”
I laughed, surprised when the sound bubbled up out of my chest without warning. “Do you…do that often, then? It seems a very specific type of kidnapping to engage in.”
He gripped my wrist and gently guided it until my fingers met some sort of utilitarian fabric. “Hold onto the back of my shirt. We need to hoof it before someone comes looking for us.”
I fisted my hand in the fabric of his shirt, the other hand feeling upward across the solid planes of his back until I found his shoulder and rested it lightly there. “I don’t want to go back to my family,” I whispered. 
So we set off. He walked fast and I had to struggle to keep up, keep my hold on him, and not lose the blanket I wore like a shawl. Every now and then, the man’s pleasant baritone would inform me we were about to step over a log, or tell me to duck under a low-hanging branch. I wanted to stop and explore, to feel tree bark and leaves, and take in the smells and colors of the world around me. But I could feel his urgency without any verbal reminder. This wasn’t some leisurely nature stroll.
After we had put some distance between us and my home, he slowed a bit to let me catch my breath. “My name’s Sanka,” he said as we ducked under a branch. The prickly leaves of what was probably a pine tree raked lightly over my head and back. “I know I’m being an asshole, dragging you off and all. But…you were supposed to be, like, a ring, or an amulet, or something. Didn’t really plan on kidnapping today, to tell you the truth.”
“I had gathered as much,” I replied, recalling his initial words to me when he found me. “My name is Ruya.”
He stopped for a moment and did something that involved twisting around. He’d been doing that every few minutes since we left the tower. “I don’t sense anyone tailing us yet,” he grumbled. “But my magic’s almost totally depleted, so I could be wrong.” 
I nodded my understanding. “Where are we going?” I tried again. It hadn’t escaped my notice that he had yet to answer that question. “Is it to wherever your loved one is?”
He heaved a sigh and we started walking again. “You seem all cooperative and shit right now, but I’m not sure I should be telling you all my secrets, you know?”
I stumbled, stubbing my toe on something, and lost my grip on his shirt. Sanka was there, catching me against his big, hard body, his hands gripping my upper arms to keep my upright. “Steady there,” he said. “Got distracted and didn’t think to warn you about the damned rock.”
“It’s okay,” I managed. It felt like I’d broken my toes. But I’d live. 
Sanka stepped away and guided my hand to the back of his shirt once more. “How do you know someone I love is dying?” he asked softly, once we’d resumed moving. 
I squeezed his shoulder from behind with the hand that was gripping my blanket. “I can sense it on you. You carry it with you, but you yourself aren’t ill. Usually that means a family member or a lover. Someone close to the person.” I dropped my hand, embarrassed that I had just tried to comfort the stranger who was kidnapping me from my family. “I don’t know how I know. It’s like the healing. It’s just…part of me.”
He let out a short, brittle laugh. “Well, you’re right. Someone I love is sick. Wasting away from some nasty curse that we haven’t been able to cure.”
“So you stole me to fix them,” I said, not really feeling one way or another about it. 
“Yeah,” he breathed. “Been looking for this mysterious healing relic that we heard rumor about for months now. I…look, I’m sorry and all. But I’m not going to let you go, or take you back, or whatever. And if you’re just being this calm because you’re sure your people will rescue you, I’ve gotta tell you now—they won’t. We’ll kill anyone who tries.”
I bit my lip, feeling into the sentiment behind his words. A truly cold man wouldn’t say he was sorry. “You really love this person, don’t you? Enough that you’ll do anything to protect them.”
“Yeah,” he said softly. “Something like that.”
“Who is ‘we’?” I ventured. “You keep saying ‘we’ when you talk about finding the healing relic.” Asking prying questions was never a good idea. But mother wasn’t here to punish me now. And this Sanka person seemed willing to talk. 
My answer was another short laugh. This one less bitter and more like a real laugh. “Me and my family.”
That sounded…well, whatever the opposite of lonely was. Somehow, I had felt lonely even when I was surrounded by my family, guardians, and the other priests and priestesses of The Order. But I could tell this man didn’t feel that way. He would go to any lengths to save the person he loved. Him and his entire family. 
Would my family do that for me? Would they be looking for me, even now, wondering if I was safe? I doubted it. If they came for me, it would be because they needed my power. And if they cared about my safety, it would only be care for whether or not my magic was damaged. 
“The person I’m supposed to heal,” I asked, my voice so soft it was a wonder he could hear me. “Are they a good person or an evil person?”
He slowed, his gait skipping a beat before he resumed his usual steady pace. “Are they…what?”
“Evil,” I said simply. “I’m tired of healing wicked, evil, nasty people just so they can continue being evil.”
He snorted. “Hon, I hate to break it to you, but no one, in this world or any other, is purely good or purely evil.”
I pulled at his shirt for emphasis. “You’re wrong.” I knew purely evil. I had sensed it often enough in the auras of the supplicants The Mother brought before me. Horrible deeds clung to a person, stained them in a way even my blind eyes could see.
He stopped walking. “Look! Oh…right. Um…feel! The weather finally fucking shifted.”
I smiled slightly at his awkwardness over my lack of sight. “It feels warmer.”
“Yep. No snow. Now it’s like the middle of spring. Stupid pocket worlds.”
I tilted my head, listening. Something had been bothering me for some time now, and I finally put my finger on it. “Where are the birds?”
He turned to face me, I think, taking my hand off his shirt and holding it in his own instead. “Birds?”
I nodded. “I’ve listened to stories and recordings. We just walked through a forest, correct? I don’t hear any birds. Did we scare them all away?”
He squeezed my hand. “I hate to break it to you, Ruya, but this world you live in…it’s not real. It’s just illusion. Not many wild creatures in pocket worlds.”
I pressed my lips together. I wanted to tell him about the mouse who had lived in the tower and how real she had been. She had talked to me every day, told me stories about her adventures in the forest. But mother had found out and set a trap. And I’d never seen another living creature since, besides the people. Maybe Sanka was right. 
“What is a pocket world?”
“Come on, talk while we walk,” he said, still holding my hand. Apparently, the path was wider here, so we could walk side by side. “A pocket world is…a place to store stuff you don’t want other people to find? It’s like…a little pocket of magic that runs its’s own little program. A little world apart from the real world. But they aren’t complete. Just little bubbles of illusion created by the mind of a strong magic worker.”
I shook my head. “That’s…but…are you saying this entire place—my home, the forest, all of it—is…make believe?”
He took a moment to answer. “Yes and no. It’s real enough, to the beings trapped inside. When they were first invented, they were used to indefinitely house dangerous criminals, as an alternative to execution. The United States government has a couple they maintain and use for witness protection—to keep people safe. But they aren’t very common. Like I said, it takes a pretty strong magic user to make and secure a pocket world, and to maintain it once it’s created. Most private ones are used to house valuables or illegal possessions people don’t want found. Kind of like your own secret vault.”
My head spun as I took that all in. “I’ve been kept in a vault all my life? Like someone putting a diamond away in a safe?”
He made a tsk sound. “All your life? You’ve been in here your whole damned life, woman?”
I sighed. “Yes. I…I didn’t know it was fake. I’m never allowed to leave my rooms. For my own safety.”
Of course, now I knew that probably wasn’t the truth. My head started to hurt. 
“Look,” Sanka said tiredly. “We’ll get you sorted out. We need you to heal our princess. But I promise you, after that we won’t keep you prisoner. You can have your fucking life back.”
They were pretty words to hear. The idea of freedom was both terrifying and exhilarating. But I still didn’t know this man or his family. And…a princess? I had been privy to enough of my mother’s political dealings to be wary of rich people in power. 
“You never answered me, you know,” I said evenly. “About the
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