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			Dedication

			To my own tiny star. Keep shining bright. 

		


		
			The 
Devil’s 
Trill

		


		
			This novella contains spoilers for Sonata, book 2 of Lyra R. Saenz’s Nocturne Symphony. Readers who have not yet read Sonata are advised to pause before venturing further.

			Additional Warnings: Mentions of rape, torture, domestic abuse, stillbirth/infanticide, and abortion.

		

	
		
			’Til Death Do 
Us Part…

			There are secrets between lovers, 

			So very dark and ugly. 

			We’ll take them to our graves one day,

			where the dirt stinks of decay.

			But secrets never die. 

			Not really. 

			Not for some. 

			For all your deeds come out to play 
until secrets there are none.

			I married my love’s secrets. 

			I wear them on my neck,

			Where fingers wound and wrapped and wrung

			Until I could not speak of it.

			There are secrets between lovers, 

			so dirty, dank, and grim.

			We lay them in our marriage bed 

			to rest with sacred vim.

			But parasites don’t sleep.

			They dine on us instead.

			They nibble at our toes

			And grow fat upon our souls.

			They grow and grow and grow some more

			Until there’s no more left to eat. 

		


		
			I 

			The Overture

			I saw death in her eyes. 

			I saw it plainly as I see you reading this page. It was not a threat, nor even a promise. It simply was. I was going to die, and I was so sure she was going to be the cause, I lost sight of the real war instead. I fought, of course. I fought like hell, but how can you fight fate when you’re blind to the future?

			I was going to die, and I thought I stood before my executioner.

			Turns out, the ax swung from below.

			[image: ]

			It smells like shit. 

			All dungeons smell like shit, even the most high-tech ones. Excuse me, prisons… All prisons smell like shit. Gotta be politically correct. “Dungeon” is too medieval—whatever that’s supposed to account for. Not that the change in designation actually makes anything better for those of us who have been leveled with a bed in this fine facility. Clean, sterile, and shiny with its chromium-plated bars, glass doors, ID scanners, and automated security systems. You would think it would smell like a hospital in here, yet it smells like human feces left out in the heat for five days before someone scooped it up, put it in a pot, and mixed in the breast sweat of a six-ton elephant who hasn’t left the stable in over a year to make stew: a creme de la poopoo. That’s what it smells like here. Hard-boiled shit.

			Not that I can say it’s unexpected. I mean, what else are you supposed to write with in here? Well, that’s what the lycans and vampyres use anyway.

			I don’t get even that luxury.

			Creatures like me aren’t afforded the same meager accommodations as more mundane hexen. We’re too… how do you say… unpredictable.

			“Put the witch in for holding. The general will decide what to do with her later.”

			Witch… That’s me. My designation, my title, my number… the witch. To think I would be living the high life in Lorelei surrounded by my army of chimeras were it not for those infantile technomancers.

			Meddlesome brats!

			My cell is made of the finest titanium. Six perfectly identical sides make a pristine cube. I wouldn’t be able to tell which direction was up or down were it not for gravity keeping me upright, and every panel is laced with anti-magic tech. The silver-laced wires pulse with a dull white light. (Were I to so much as look at them wrong, they’d light up and load me with enough voltage to down a water buffalo.) There is no bed, just a raised slab. At first glance, I thought it was made of the same hard steel as the walls, but the first time I sat in it, it yielded to my weight. When I sleep, it shapes itself to my body, a perfect cloud of comfy. It would be a five-star experience were it not for the fact that it radiates a disturbing field of hot/cold energy whenever I lie there. A massage with too much and too little pressure designed to subdue anyone who lays their corpse in it. It makes for a fitful sleep, hard to wake from and disturbingly easy to fall into.

			One Star. 

			Out of curiosity, I once tried to fling myself against the wall in an effort to bash my own miserable head in, but just like the “bed,” the structure yielded, and I ended up bouncing unceremoniously onto my ass like a five-year-old in a balloon house. Heh… and they say we bend the laws of reality. What have they to say for what they warp with their science? Walls shouldn’t have the surface tension of a trampoline one moment only to harden to solid stone the next.

			And the waste room situation… a square bowl welded to the floor. Imagine if you will, the way a dog has to squat to pee only it’s wearing a short dress and heels and its front paws are tied together… That’s how I feel every time I use it, regardless of my lack of proper footwear. Just something about the angle and position makes me have to lift my heels a good five inches to aim properly. Because they don’t want me getting creative with my bodily fluids (witches can get a lot done with a little urine and the right array), my waste bin is monitored by several droids and emptied the moment it is soiled. I made the mistake of trying to go outside my little bowl—once. We won’t talk about how that ended.

			Definitely leaving a negative review on this stay.

			As if merely using the cursed toilet and bed weren’t difficult enough, cameras follow my every sneeze and cough. They keep me in manacles: pretty steel bracelets linked to one another with a cord of radioactive something or other. I don’t know what exactly the material is, but it makes me so tired I can barely wake up more than the two or three times a day they feed me, and that’s only because they turn the damn things off so I can move around without accidentally strangling myself. Speaking of… Why don’t they just let me strangle myself? What could they want with a live witch? I was under the impression the League wanted us eradicated, not living the shit-scented high life in one of their resort prisons.

			Without windows or clocks, I can only judge how long I’ve been here by the number of meals brought to me. I estimate, if they are being stingy, that it’s been a little more than a week. I’ve never gone so long without using magic, and I can feel my powers festering.

			It’s an achy, uncomfortable feeling: magical atrophy. 

			You know how when people end up bedridden, their muscles atrophy? The muscles deteriorate, and they lose their ability to move around, so their skin builds up bedsores, and after the physical body has had enough, the mind just kind of goes a little lopsided. That’s what it feels like when a witch doesn’t use her magic. It festers inside like ants dying under the skin, and no matter how much you scratch, the itch only worsens until…

			ACCESS GRANTED

			The A.I. attached to my cell’s locking mechanism chimes over the intercom in a cheery singsong voice. Why do these +ies always choose feminine voices for their artificial intelligence?

			“Well, well, well… Look what we have here.”

			The man that walks into my cell is more machine than person: a robotic arm, half his face metal and bolted in place, the shine of silver under his shirt collar, and by the resonant echo of his right boot, he’s got himself a prosthetic leg, too. The few fleshy parts I can see seem knitted together with wire cabling and scar tissue. When he looks at me with muddy green eyes, the hair at the back of my neck rises.

			“What do you want?” I spit out as I find my feet. Like hell I’m going to keep lounging on my back as a technomancer invades my cozy little stink pit.

			“The boys told me you were a freak, but they didn’t mention how easy you were on the eyes.”

			His eyes… Goddess below! I’ve met serpents with more human eyes. Human in biology they may be, but they are monstrous in intention.

			“Stay away from me.”

			“Just relax, witchy.”

			“Guards!” I call. He laughs.

			“Really now? Who do you think let me in here?”

			He reaches for me with his mechanical hand. On impulse, I lash out with my magic, trying with all my might to summon something to my defense, but nothing comes. Not even a puff of smoke. It merely lingers, hollow at my fingertips like cobwebs. 

			Pain flares in my cheek as he slaps me across the face with enough force to send me nose-first into the wall. Cold digits close around the nape of my neck, and my feet leave the floor.

			“Let go of me—ah!”

			The wall punches the air from my lungs. It’s cold against my front. I kick backward; my bare heel hits his metal leg. Ouch! White pain zings up my leg.

			“Come on, love. I promise I’ll show you a good time.”

			Eyes closed: teeth gritted… Is this really happening right now?

			“Montwyatte!”

			Everything stops. The world grinds to a halt, and suddenly my heart isn’t racing as fast anymore. The hands leave my body. My damaged foot can’t hold my weight, so I slump to my knees. It’s definitely broken… or at least sprained. Goddamn cyborgean arseholes.

			“Well, if it isn’t the flunky. What do you want, Donnie? Scared I won’t leave anything for you?”

			My hair is tangled in the bolts that make up the joints of his fingers.

			“Miss Helsdottir will not to be treated in such a manner. She is considered an asset to the state, and I advise you to leave these premises now.”

			The new entrant is by the door, obstructed from my view. I can only see a pair of polished dress shoes under the hem of a pair of finely pressed black slacks, but his voice is soothing, like warmed butter over cinnamon toast. There’s a gliding rhythm to it, the kind of voice that should be reciting poetry over an open campfire while bongos play on the outskirts and naturalists pass the devil’s grass back and forth. Who is this man?

			“Or what, Donnie-boy? You’ll tell daddy on me?”

			My would-be rapist huffs like a spoiled teenager caught sneaking his girlfriend into his dormitory. I’m noticing now the notches on the back of his neck: lines of ink of varying widths all in a column along his cervical spine. It reminds me of the olden days when the hexen royals used to tattoo sigils on non-magical humans as a means to keep track of them and any augmentations they undertook. The sigils would connect them to a psionic witch capable of tracking their every thought, word, and deed for disloyalty or dissent. Suffice to say, this was just one of the reasons the human+ revolted.

			Maybe if the psionics had done their job right, we wouldn’t be in this mess…

			Only, this tattoo isn’t even remotely one of those sigils, or if it is, it’s been deconstructed into a series of lines tic-tac-toe-ing across the man’s back. I wonder if each line represents something, like notches on a bedpost, or maybe the tattoo as a whole has a meaning of its own.

			“I would ask you not to call me that.”

			“Or what, short stuff?”

			“Last I checked, despite my lack of technomancer certification, I outrank you during wartime.”

			“‘During wartime,’ he says. Hah! What a joker! Wartime, my ass.”

			The man laughs his way past the other male and out the door. The air trapped in my lungs escapes, a long sigh of relief I didn’t even know I was holding. The room feels so much bigger now that his mass is gone from the space. I take a moment to breathe.

			In… 2… 3… 4… Out… 2… 3… 4… In… 2…

			“Are you alright?”

			The hand hovering before me is well-manicured. A heavy signet ring decorates his index finger. The sleeve of his shirt is held by a silver cufflink adorned with a single opal. It’s a nice-looking hand. One I wouldn’t mind taking.

			“I’ll be fine.”

			His palm is cool to the touch, his grip firm but not too tight.

			“Good. That’s very good. My name is Donarick.”

			Wow… As I look into his eyes, one mechanical, one human, something slides into place that I didn’t even know was askew. It’s jarring, being confronted by your own incompletion, your own shortcomings. Worst of all, it makes me dizzy, this new feeling. 

			I’ve never fallen up before.

		


		
			II 

			War March

			If there was one lesson I learned as a child that I think stands true today, it’s that creatures like me either live forever or die young.
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			So, I join Seraphim’s forces in exchange for my freedom, not that I really have much choice. Either fight or rot away in my little titanium cell. It’s a sweet deal really. I get to kill as many human+ as I want, and in return, no one bothers me ever again. I’m not sure whose idea it was to recruit hexen to their cause, but I’ve got to hand it to them: technomancers and witches working side by side to bring down a common enemy? It’s brilliant!

			I don’t think too highly of the Pontiflex Catalan or General Llywellyn. They’re no different than any other power-hungry politician I’ve ever heard of. Greedy old men are greedy old men no matter their creed or color.

			The Pontiflex’s son, on the other hand, is a conundrum. Donarick Thames is no technomancer. He failed his examinations last year, and I don’t expect he’ll ever truly pass. He lacks a proper understanding of what it means to use techno-magic. Besides, he’s too kind. I see him running negotiations back and forth like an eager puppy between the Pontiflex and the old Goblin King, Yggfret. Yes, I stand amid the last true hexen royalty. Yggfret Bloodfang is even more intimidating in person than his reputation gives him credit for, yet he indulges the young adept like a butcher fattening up a prize hog.

			“I shall be venturing with the general’s forces as they march on Deriva.”

			Yggfret’s declaration comes as a surprise to all of us gathered in the “Special” accommodations Seraphim’s military has provided us in their radiation-poisoned wilderness. (Goddess forbid, we let the witches stay within the actual city limits where radiation filters keep the masses safe from the nuclear waste their own government created.) He is the only one who is here willingly. Something about having negotiated our release in a bargain with the Pontiflex. Every one of us has been rotting on the inside of a cell for some length of time. You can tell based on the decrepit state of us all. If you ask me, the only marked improvement between this bunker and my prison cell is the added bunk beds. And I suppose the smell is slightly better, less hard-boiled and stale than l’odeur de merde.

			“Why for? They don’t need us.”

			While the other witches granted freedom in exchange for service are just as eager to spill +ie blood, they don’t trust our newfound allies as far as they can throw them, and for some of us like Monsieur Géant, who boasts inhuman strength, that can be pretty far. I’m not sure if it’s his naturally strong will or the leftover influence of giant blood (Giants are incredibly self-important. I’ve never met one whose head wasn’t metaphorically bigger than their arse) that makes him so critical of Yggfret, but the goblin king seems just about ready to eat the half-giant witch himself.

			“There is something I need to verify in Deriva. When better a time than when our allies march against it?”

			“And if they fail?” inserts the bruja Xochtli. Short in stature but not in presence, the woman’s voice, thick with an old Mestizo accent, echoes about the room in the voices of other witches.

			“Then they fail. Their failure has no bearing on my venture.”

			Even if we are presently in alignment with Seraphim, we have no confidence in them or their ability to win a war against the rest of the continent. After all, why would they seek the help of witches if they were capable of making change themselves? Surely, it isn’t just a neighborly show of faith. 

			Seraphim, as the northernmost country in Deus, is the closest neighboring country to the Wastes. The last major hexen territory, the Wastes have become something of a boogeyman to humans, a place where monsters and horrors abound. I’ve never been personally. I was too busy being raised in an orphanage amid a bunch of humans who would’ve tossed me out on the street the moment they realized what I was. Right there in New London is where I was born and allowed to grow.

			That far into the center of the continent, Hexen-led territories like the Wastes were a distant dream. Well, until I met another hexen child. He used to speak of the Wastes as though they were some far-off utopia where all hexen could live a full life, free from the woes of human+ society. Whispered stories in the night long after lights out. We’d sit and fantasize about the wilds, about running away together to find the Wastes. Ah… Those were wonderful nights. He was the one who first taught me how to control my magic. He swore after he came of age and found his freedom from our little patch of hell that he would whisk me away like some knight in shining armor. I would have loved that.

			Alas, a week before his coming of age, one of the overseers caught him fiddling with a spell. He disappeared the next day. Nothing was said about his absence, just that the orphanage decided to let him leave early. That’s all: a quiet steal into the night. I didn’t believe it, and I never saw him again.

			Two years later, when I came of age, I summoned a salamander into the electrical room. We weren’t allowed matches, and most buildings are fireproof anyway—at least against mundane fires. Magical flame, on the other hand… Suffice to say, the whole building burned down within minutes, and I made sure to barricade the emergency exits so the adults couldn’t get out. I thought I would make my way to the Wastes after but ended up in Lorelei instead.

			Now, I’m here, watching and waiting for the country who will “unify” the continent to commence with said unification. Apparently, Deriva is the initial domino that must crumble for it all to work.

			“What’s in Deriva, Yggfret?”

			The witch king’s mouth twists into a sadistic sneer.

			“Let’s just say I owe the Vulcana a visit.”

			Right. The Vulcana, the technomancer Elisabeta De Claré. She’s the one who took off part of his left ear. Her quick-fire son and smart-mouthed stepdaughter are the reason I’m even part of this poor excuse for a coup. (Che! This whole thing is doomed to fail. Seraphim has the fewest technomancers on their roster. And we all know the reason for that.)

			“You’d best make arrangements for your own accommodations, Yggfret,” says Xochtli. “I doubt our new ‘friends’ will manage anything considerable.”

			What could motivate Seraphim to attack Deriva of all places first? Deriva is a fairly neutral island country. Did the Vulcan do something to upset the Pontiflex? I smell a vendetta, or is there some resource they want: use of their navy, access to a port and the goods kept a plenty there, or is it something else? But they couldn’t. Seraphim doesn’t have the muscle or the resources to go up against any of the other League nations.

			“W-w-what if th-they s-s-s-succeed?” asks a mousy looking fellow in the back.

			What then, indeed? Well, we go to war, obviously. It’ll be the war to end all wars. Technomancers vs. technomancers. The destruction! Our ancestors vacated earth to escape a nuclear winter. Did we really go through all of that trouble just to allow Deus to fall to the same fate?

			The witch who asks the question shakes under Yggfret’s gaze. I would’ve thought him to be a shifter were it not for the indicia burning orange at his nose: a strange little mouse done in a single stroke. He must have an attunement to animals, particularly rodents if the rat seated on his shoulder is any indication. He’s been whispering back and forth with it for the last hour, and this is the first time he’s said anything loudly enough to be heard by human ears. This is hardly the kind of witch who should be on the front lines of a world war. What did he do to end up in a prison cell? Faint wrong in the street? Pathetic creature.

			“They won’t,” scoffs Géant.

			“They m-m-might,” squeaks the rat-tamer.

			“Yes, and one day a basilisk will lay a chicken egg so it can hatch into a pixie bear.”

			The whole room chimes with laughter at Géant’s joke, including Yggfret who can’t help but chuckle into his fist. Yes, we’re all here enjoying fine wine and military hospitality at the behest of a country none of us feel has a chance to win. How could they? They couldn’t even pass any technomancers at this last year’s trials.

			“You may yet find yourself a pixie bear, Géant, and not too long from now if my stars are right.”

			“What do you know, Yggfret?”

			“Divination has always been my favored art.”

			“Divination is a load of stargazing crock. You and I both know no one can truly tell the future.”

			“And yet here I am, the willing guest of a League country about to stage a coup d’etat against its allies. What do you take me for? A halfwit like you who got yourself caught stealing from an airship?”

			“At least I was doing something to disrupt the +ies. Meanwhile, you sit in a hovel hole on the side of a mountain—”

			“Géant!” inserts Xochtli. “Have a care. You’d still be drawing sigils with your piss were it not for Yggfret!”

			“If it weren’t for Yggfret, I’d be ringing your neck, you worm-encrusted—”

			I’ve no idea who throws the first spell, but a god-awful staticky sound falls from Xochtli’s mouth while at the same time Géant throws his fist. This! This is the reason witches are rapidly losing the war against the League. We can’t work together. We’re too volatile on our own. Put too many of us in a room together, and chances are, the room won’t survive. Really, if we ever want to reclaim our status as the royalty of this wretched continent, someone will have to figure out how to get us all to work together.

			If only the old hexen families hadn’t been completely eradicated centuries ago.

			A blast of fire singes the tips of my horns. I grit my teeth and summon magic to my fingertips. Should I summon a banshee or a gorgon? The banshee would out-scream everyone and shut the whole room up while the gorgon would just turn everyone to stone, thus achieving the same result.

			I could just flip a magical coin. Yes, a random magical weave sounds chaotic enough. Before I can begin the summoning, the buzzer over the doorway goes off.

			“Ladies and gentlemen, please. There’s no need for dissent. We are all here under the same banner.”

			It’s Donarick. Dressed exactly as he came to me two days before, the human+ stands with his hands clasped in front of his waist in a pose reminiscent of an opera singer. Are you here to give us an aria, dear Thames?

			“Well, if it isn’t our generous host,” sneers Géant.

			“I understand the change in your circumstances might be difficult to digest,” comes Donarick’s response. “But I promise you full autonomy outside of these walls should you choose to vacate them.”

			“Full autonomy doesn’t guarantee safety from your adepts, metal man,” says Xochtli. “You honestly think we trust you enough to simply wander about unguarded?”

			“Perhaps not, but you are in full possession of your magics. You have my full permission to act in self-defense should one of our people act in defiance of their orders. They are expected to treat you as honored allies. Our war efforts depend on our mutual trust.”

			“Your war efforts, more like, and what happens when your people end up running away with their tails between their legs?”

			“I assure you, Monsieur Géant, we will win.”

			“That a fact?”

			“Consider it a promise, my friend.”

			Donarick’s mechanical eye glows a bloody red as he utters these words. I find myself wondering if he has ever actually been in battle before. Has he even shed blood before? Has he killed before? If so, how many? Someone so clean has to have killed at least once. I’ve never met a human+ capable of soothing a room of hexen without first firing a warning shot.

			“Miss Helsdottir, could I have a moment?”

			All eyes turn to me. Yggfret’s mouth holds an intrigued quirk. I may not know the witch personally, but I know enough about him not to read into it. There’s too much there to examine, and I’d like to keep what little sanity I have.

			“Sure…”

			“Outside if that is alright? I have a filtration mask for you that should fit perfectly.”

			Really? I think as he slides his own mask back over his face. Outside in the nuclear frost? What does he need to speak of that can’t be done in the comfort of our homely little witch barracks?

			Donarick’s hand is extended toward me. His smile is kind even if it only reaches one eye. I don’t take his hand, but I do follow him out the door.

			Inside, the furnace was cranked high enough to melt the wax off a candle. Because of that, I forgot just how frigid it is outside. 

			It’s cold, bitterly cold. My horns ache at the sudden shift in temperature. It was still hot as can be farther south when I was imprisoned. One month later and were I any farther south, winter would still be a figment of my imagination. Not here though. While winter inches forward at a drunken snail’s pace for the rest of the continent, it is already in full fury here. There may not be snow on the ground, but make no mistake, this place is as chilled as a meat freezer. Icicles hang off the edges of the gutters, and the trees are as barren as can be. Even the pines have lost their needles, though I doubt that is due to any kind of chill.

			Even through the safety gear, the cold bites my nose and nips at my ears. Radiation masks aren’t the most insulated, and evil be blessed, I sweat like a pig whenever I wear one. Never mind that the smell of rubber and self-healing glass is absolutely abhorrent. If I focus on it too much, the nausea bubbles into my throat, and I start to retch.

			“As much as I love traipsing around in a toxic wasteland, I’m rather confused as to why this conversation must take place amid the elements.”

			“My apologies, Miss Helsdottir,” he says, his voice mechanical and synthetic through the mask, “but if this meeting goes as I hope, we will have need of the space.”

			Oh…

			We round the side of the next complex, and a barren beachside comes into view, rocky, more mud than sand, and half-frozen. I’ve seen the view before. I saw it when they transported me from my prison cage to my new shared accommodations. This particular stretch of sea makes a crescent moon inlet into the land. A few guillemots poke their beaks into the sand, searching for crabs. They find litter instead: bottle caps, aluminum tins, bullet shells. My lip curls in disgust. Damned human+, thinking the earth is theirs to pollute and contaminate with no regard for how their actions will one day destroy everything worth saving in this place. 

			Something new to the view, however, is the large enclosure now closing off the channel which leads out to open water and framing the entirety of the beach. Dotted along the fencing are several adepts, all wearing hazmat suits and sporting electrical prongs as though awaiting the opportunity to shock some large animal into submission.

			“Making new accommodations for us?” I jeer.

			“To come to the point, I would like to request your might on our expedition to Deriva. I feel your unique skill set will prove quite valuable on this upcoming raid.”

			“My unique skill set?”

			“Your ability to summon monsters.”

			“Netherbeasts.”

			Not monsters. Monsters are a different thing entirely.

			“Yes, netherbeasts. There is one in particular that I feel would be very useful on this venture. You wouldn’t by chance have the ability to summon and control a cipactli into this paddock?”

			“A what?”

			“Cipactli. The legendary sea monster whose body was used to create the Old-World continents of Latin and South America. Have you heard of it?”

			“Do I look like a descendant of the Aztecs to you?” I spit, gesturing to my pale skin and too-red hair. My last name is Helsdottir, for crying out loud.

			“The cipactli of legend was a part of the Aztec and Mayan creation myths. Part crocodile, fish, and toad. Tezcatlipoca used his own foot as bait to lure the creature out of the water and kill it. From its body, they made the earth. If you need an image for your imagination, by all means, take a look.”

			The hologram Donarick pulls up would be comical, at best—an overgrown fish with a crocodilian mouth and the hind legs of a toad—were it not for the extra jaws decorating the beast’s body. Teeth… Teeth everywhere, that would be the better description for such a beast. I can only imagine what it would be like to fight such a creature. Did you manage to avoid the head? Yes… whelp, too bad! The tail took a big bite out of your arse. Oh, you avoided the tail too? No worries, not only did you get slashed by the front claw, but the gnashing jaws on its palm have eaten your spleen.

			“So let me get this straight. You want me to summon a legendary netherbeast that was allegedly killed by a god? How is that supposed to help anything?”

			“There’s more than one,” Donarick explains. “And legendary isn’t so much a descriptor as it is a misnomer. You can’t expect indigenous cultures to understand how dimensional travel works.”

			“Right,” I drawl out. I’ve never summoned a cipa-whatever-the-damned-thing-is-called, so chances of me being able to control it are slim to none. “Well, thanks but no thanks. I don’t feel like losing a foot today.”

			Not for you. Not for any augmented person on the face of this godforsaken planet.

			“Tezcatlipoca lost more than a measly foot trying to kill that singular beast. But not to worry. I promise your safety is of the highest priority.”

			He has no idea what kind of consequences can arise from a misaligned summoning. I could summon the wrong thing, pull myself into a wormhole, cause a dimensional rift, or if by some miracle I am successful, I would be perfectly primed to act as the creature’s next meal.

			“Your promises don’t amount to jack-didily-squat in the face of a netherbeast.”

			“Then allow me to provide you with some insurance.”

			There’s something hidden in his statement that doesn’t sit well with me. He gestures to the side, and a pair of guards step out of the vehicle. Between them, they drag along a limp-bodied woman. Judging from the scaly tail dragging the ground and the smoothed features of her face, I would imagine she is a hexen. One of the lizard folk who thrive in the abandoned sewage of radiation dampened cities.

			“I realized you would be reluctant to put yourself in danger, so I thought we’d appease your summoning with some dinner ahead of time.”

			Ignorant fool.

			“You think one measly sacrifice is going to appease an angry netherbeast known for ripping the foot off a god?”

			“Perhaps not, but my men are ready to pull you out and trap the beast the moment it enters this plane.”

			“Where it gets its next meal from is the least of my concern. I’ve never summoned anything bigger than a displacer beast.” And that blasted creature wouldn’t obey a word I said even when I had my athame. Without it, I haven’t a hope of summoning anything stronger than a forest nisse. “Perhaps you don’t mind having your head ripped off by an uncontrollable netherbeast, but I would rather not venture the risk.”

			Oh, look, one of the buzzards found a bottle top in the sand. Two of its compatriots have decided its superior shine is deserving of a contest of will. They squawk and peck at each other until their oh-so-coveted prize goes hurtling into the water.

			“Perhaps this might help.”

			My brow furrows as he beckons one of his men over. The guard presents to Donarick a long, thin box warded with magic suppressing tech nodes. Donarick tip-taps some sort of code into the box’s side, and the nuts and bolts that make up the casing unwind like clockwork. It reminds me of a girl I used to know at the orphanage. She had one prized possession that she would never let anyone touch: a jewelry box with a swan lake ballerina nestled within. I used to love watching the ballerina spin to the rhythmic chimes of the music. I hated the way the last note never quite finished, leaving the whole composition hanging on a dissonant key. She said it was because she dropped it when the adepts rescued her from her burning home. All the jewelry spilled out, but she saved the box. It was the only thing besides her that made it out, including her parents in whose bedroom the fire began.

			That girl was adopted not long after she arrived—go figure with her pretty blue eyes and skin as white as snow. I wonder if the last note ever played again.

			There’s no music coming out of this box though. Just dead silence.

			As the lid lifts, a holographic shield pops up around the box, locking in place the outpouring of malignant energy. Settled within, nestled in the bedding of a silken cushion and leaking magic like a runny faucet, lies a carved length of wood. About as long as my forearm, the reddened wood is of simple yet elegant design, finely tapered and adorned with geometric carvings throughout the shaft. The grip is wound with cream-colored leather and bound with purple wax. But the physical attributes of the instrument, while pretty and worth taking note of, are not what beguile me so. The wand hums with power. Old power. The kind of power not even Yggfret could summon forth without some serious repercussions.

			“I see I’ve captured your full attention. Allow me to introduce Dagslys—the Dawn Ripper.”

			At the mention of its name, the wand pulses a crimson red.

			“Where did you get that?”

			“Being the sole nuclear power in the League comes with its perks. You don’t honestly think we are foolish enough to allow ancient magical artifacts to be left unaccounted for once their witches have been dealt with?”

			“Whose was it?”

			“The Seidr King Mørknatt.”

			“You’re lying.”

			What young witch hasn’t heard of Mørknatt? The last true king before Deus went to hell. The man summoned some of the greatest monsters and netherbeasts ever seen on this plane, and that’s his wand. His wand! This wretched adept is holding the wand of the witch who brought dragons to Deus. I don’t believe it.

			Thames laughs as he shakes his head. 

			“Not at all. It took five full-fledged technomancers to bring him down. Of course, back in those days, we didn’t have the same technologies we do now. I imagine two or three would do the trick today. No matter. He is gone, but this lovely, little trinket remains. They tried to destroy it initially, but no one could put so much as a dent in it, so it’s been sitting in the Vatidome’s vault for nearly 600 years.”

			I don’t know what the more appropriate reaction is: anger or awe.

			“I didn’t realize you people felt the need to gloat.”

			“I am not showing you this to gloat, Miss Helsdottir. Think of it more as an offering. This wand’s owner was a summoner, just like you.” 

			“So?”

			“So… Perhaps you can gain mastery of it.”

			“And why would I want to do that?”

			“It might give you just the boost you need to achieve the impossible.”

			“You think a wand that outlived its witch will listen to me!? Ha! You’re battier than a vamp on a jolly rancher’s blood!”

			Donarick’s lips twitch, one side into a smile, the other into a frown. It’s reminiscent of the time one of my caretakers had a stroke during lessons; one half of his face just stopped working. Only this doesn’t seem necessarily involuntary… Could it be due to his augmentation?

			“I have faith in you.”

			The wand pulses. Some witches experience magic like an auditory cue: humming, whining, and the like. Others have a more sensory response: it leaves an aftertaste on their tongue or builds like a stench in their noses. Others still have a physical response; it feels warm or cold or leaves gooseflesh along their arms. That’s where I sit—in the physical camp. Only, mine is not so innocent.

			I feel the power dripping off of the wand, and arousal flares in my belly.

			Lust for power… unquenchable, inconsolable, and as deeply rooted in my magical system as the blood that flows through my heart. Most people crave skin or food or even pain. I want that wand.

			“I can’t make any promises,” I tell him, “but I’ll see what I can manage.”

			“We march on Deriva in one week. I’m hoping I can count on you to join our forces.”

			Hope all you want, Thames. Magical artifacts aren’t computers. You can’t just push a button and make them work.

			“You must be joking. It takes an incredibly skilled magic user to claim the allegiance of another witch’s artifact, and next to that, you want me to summon some legendary beast that I haven’t even heard of. What are you playing at? Giving them an excuse to put me back in the pit?”

			“Not at all. I may not fully understand the magnitude of what I am asking, but I do grasp the skill necessary to do it. That’s why I pushed to have you pulled out of prison despite your youth.”

			I get it. So, there was a chance I would be left to rot were it not for my proven skillset. How grand!

			“And what if I fail?”

			His expression falters. So too does his steady grip on the wand’s case, but before I can truly read into his countenance, the suave male visage is back and cranked up a few notches.

			“Summer,” he takes ahold of my hand, “I’m giving this to you because I believe you are the only one capable of it. I believe in you, Miss Helsdottir.”

			He believes in me. No one has ever told me they believe in me before. It’s almost as titillating as the magic tickling my awareness. They say witches who lust over magic are the ones most likely to fall prey to magic fever and insanity. They say lunacy ferments best in the sexual organs. They say witches who claim the lost artifacts of others are damned to the finite space between Hades and Limbo. They say… well, they say a lot of things. Most of it is bullshit.

			As I reach for the wand, both sides of Donarick’s mouth curve up in a smile.

		


		
			III 

			Con Brio

			I’m sure you think I had it coming. Hel, I think I had it coming.

			[image: ]

			One Week Later - Deriva

			Nothing burns like void fire.

			“Aaaaahh!!!”

			Prince Xipilli screams so nicely. It almost makes up for the last few weeks I spent sniveling in a cage because of him. Dagslys is quite apt at drawing blood even if it isn’t quite meant for doing so yet. I’ve already made plans to reforge the wand into a blade. Something like my old athame, but it will probably need a longer hilt, and I’ll need to make sure the core is compatible with the wood. After my first successful summoning, Donarick promised me he would begin setting up a crafting lab for me back in Vatidomus City.

			“I don’t know who you are, but I will make you pay for this.”

			Whoever trussed the poor boy up had enough sense to blindfold him before I came in here. Donarick said I could play with him all I wanted: my reward for helping bring down the capital of Deriva. There’s a hissing sound behind me. Jormungandr is growing bored. The two-headed snake is no great world serpent now, barely the length of my arm, but there is enough venom in that bite to down a moose, and I’m sure I don’t have to mention what happens when you look directly into the eyes of a basilisk, or rather, what happens when you look into the wrong set of eyes. His head with the deathly gaze is practically asleep while his venomous head just continues to hiss, venom dripping down the maw.

			“Aww, poor baby. All alone. No one is coming to save you. No daddy. No mummy. No big sister. Just you and me until we both die of boredom.”

			The wand tip sparks as I bring it to his chest once again, and the screams continue. The magic burns so nicely into his skin. The brand is almost complete, something to remember me by. The same rune graces my throat, blown up and burned to his chest in a permanent scar. Every time he looks in the mirror, every time he takes a lover to bed, every time he goes to the beach, every moment he spends out in the open for anyone to see beneath that privileged royal collar will be one where they also see me. The thought fills me with so much glee, I can barely contain my laughter. Oh, I suppose he could go and get a skin graft to cover it up, or perhaps enough laser treatments will make it fade, but magical scarifications live beneath the skin. Even if he survives this experience, he’ll need to constantly reapply a masking if he wants to banish it from his sight.

			“Jormy, baby, why don’t you keep our friend company while I check in on Lucy?”

			The basilisk slithers from my arm to curl around the prince’s torso and neck before seating itself at his head. The venom continues to drip slowly from the creature’s fangs onto the man’s forehead. I watch as the viscous fluid ambles its way down between the crease of the man’s eyebrows, past the bridge of his nose, and into the hollow points of his eyes. Once the droplet hits his tear ducts, the sizzling begins, and the prince thrashes in agony.

			His screamed curses are music to my ears as I allow the door to slam shut behind me. I’ll come back to collect Jormy in the morning.

			Deriva really is a beautiful country. Most island countries are. There is just something about the way the sea nurtures the coast while the volcano’s wrathful embers provide the impetus for new life to flourish. I’ve heard that the witches who once called Deriva home could manipulate lava the way others manipulate water, bending it to their will to harvest its healing and destructive properties. Those witches, contrary to the heated pool of power they controlled, were peace-loving pacifists who saw more terror in the eyes of their rage-filled goddesses than they ever would on the mortal plane. That’s why they were exterminated so quickly. They didn’t see any threat in the technomancers and were foolish enough to think they could live in peace with them.

			They were wrong.

			And did Pele or Xochitle come to their aid? No. The volcanic goddesses merely watched as their people were destroyed. After all, the volcano erupts at the behest of none.

			Now, Deriva is controlled by technomancers. At leastunder the Moctezumo family, the islands have been kept clean, following strict legislature against pollution and waste. They even kept quotas on fishing and oil-harvesting in the oceans. Despite the “limitations,” Deriva is the richest country in the League as far as oceanic resources go. It’s unfortunate that Seraphim saw them as enemies: the high-browed fool of a Vulcan and his spitfire of a wife, now dead at the hands of my new allies. I shudder to think how much wildlife the nuclear pollution will kill and/or alter irrevocably. (Seraphim already destroyed its own land. Naturally, they’ll destroy everyone else’s.) I doubt there are enough hexen or fae left in the area to counter the effects of this war.

			The sun is setting. There’s something so picturesque about the way Ör shimmers red on the horizon. His reflection in the water is as bloody as the corpses that line the docks. I wonder how much of the stained water is from our great star and how much is actual blood in the water.

			I didn’t realize how late it was. I’ve been visiting with the young prince for over two hours.

			A pair of soldiers roll another body off the edge of the dock. They laugh as the corpse makes a heavy splash against the surface. I imagine the sharks will have quite the feast tonight.

			“And they call us heathens…” I hush as I make my way out of the main compound and toward the beach. Here, all is as serene as ever. The violence didn’t spill into this area. You would never think looking at this view that a massacre occurred just twenty meters away.

			Ör, our sun, finishes his descent. Purple overtakes the sky, and a few stars begin to twinkle. The moons aren’t out. Or rather, they are, but there’s a dense black spot in the sky. It must be one of those rare nights that Dei is dark, and Koi is in its new moon phase. They could be in an eclipse, but I don’t care enough to look it up on the astronomy service. That would require the use of a computer or handheld, and the last time I handled anything even remotely high-tech was during a class I was forced to take at the orphanage. Three-hours a day for three weeks, I was forced to learn how to type on an old-school laptop. It was painful and annoying. The screen gave me a headache, the stress gave me indigestion, and I ended up with a rash along my hand and forearm. Needless to say, I dislike handling technology. I don’t know why some witches are capable of handling tech willy-nilly while the rest of us can barely watch television for more than 30 minutes. I like to think
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