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  Chapter one
Preamble


Isaac

The Tower of the Black Sorceress stood against the eternal night, lit only by the dying moon. Walking skeletons patrolled the labyrinth surrounding it, with routines as precise as the backward clocks in their rib cages that gave them their mockery of life. The portcullis gate had been made from cold iron wrenched from the depths of the deepest mines, where light had never touched. No one knew what the shifting mist that served as a moat was. Perhaps blood, perhaps ice, perhaps the tears of those who had fallen in and could never escape. Even if the fools who would storm it crossed the moat, broke the gate, fought through the skeletons, and escaped the labyrinth into the Tower itself, they would never return. For anyone who touched its steps could never leave as long as the Black Sorceress herself lived. 
The spies reported that approximately half that was true.
“’Bout sixty percent, if you count the Dead Guard,” General Peter “Patch” Ivanovich said in the uncertain light of the inn’s crowded basement. “They’re still not sure whether the clocks actually are related to the skeletons. But do not be afraid. She is a liar far more than she is strong.”
We all nodded. Patch had a way of cheering us all on, even when our cause was almost hopeless.
Almost hopeless.
“All of you have been chosen from the best of the best of the Warriors of the Light,” he said. “This mission will likely be your final one, either because you will die in it—or we will finally topple the Black Sorceress.”
No one breathed. All of us were veteran Warriors of the Light, all of us had many scars, and the white bandanas we all bore in defiance were well soiled with bloodstains and dirt. But this was the boldest strike we had ever made against her tyranny. And if we did not succeed… it could well be the last.
“Our spies discovered that deep within the Tower the Black Sorceress has constructed a magical device she calls the Moon Orb. This gives her illusory power over the ‘dying moon,’ which she has used to falsely claim victory over the Gods. By destroying this Moon Orb, the true Sun and Moon will break through, heralding the destruction of her empire.”
The true Sun and Moon? I had only heard longing rumors. The Black Sorceress had come to absolute power before I was born.
“To review, you will be in three teams. Teams One, Two, and Three will be positioned on the hills around the Tower like so.” Patch drew on the parchment map behind him to make points like a triangle. “At the signal, you will charge through the mist—which is illusory! —to the wall. Each team will blast a hole in the exterior wall with black powder. You will then fight your way through the labyrinth.”
He passed us a number of silver compasses on chains. “The Fae aided us here—these will help you locate the Moon Orb. Gods willing, one of you will find it, and then destroy it by any means necessary.
“It is unlikely you will survive. It is even more unlikely that you will escape after destroying the Moon Orb. If there is anyone who would not willingly give his life in this cause, let him leave with my blessing.”
Not one of us moved.
“Knew I could count on you all,” he said with a grim smile that was missing some teeth. “Any questions?”
“What team will you be on, sir?” I asked.
“I will be with the rest of our forces,” he said. “We will walk directly down the road to the Tower. If we are not attacked beforehand, I will openly challenge the Black Sorceress to combat. If she deigns to leave the Throne of Ten Thousand Skulls—which, mind you, can only be made of a few hundred, at most—we will assault her en masse. If she does not, the mission goes on as originally planned. This comes all the way down from Mirzard.” At the name of the Bringer of Hope, everyone straightened a little.
As Patch answered other minor questions about the mission, I looked around. Everyone here—aside from me, the youngest—was old in body and weary in soul. While the reasons differed—some had lost spouses or children, others had lost friends, still others had been slaves—all hated the Black Sorceress with a passion.
Me? I hated her because she had murdered my parents before my eyes.
“One final blessing,” Patch said. Ever since the Black Sorceress killed the last of the priestly class, claiming to have slain the Gods as well, it fell to the highest-ranking officer of the Forces of Light to pray.
“May Polax, the Righteous One, give us wisdom.
“May the Thokk-Thokk, the Two-Headed God of Knives, steel our blades.
“May Yelule, the King of Heroes, assume our dead.”
“Amen,” we all said.
Clarissa

Mistress stood before her magic mirror, watching the dots on it warily. Each dot was a brave Warrior of Light, and though most of them were armed peasants we believed they had several mages hidden in their rank and file. Especially on this, their “final mission.”
We had prepared the best we could, but the Forces of Light could still have come up with some trick we hadn’t thought of ourselves. No matter what we did, there was always some risk.
But what would be the fun if there wasn’t?
Mistress, of course, didn’t see it that way, and more than once she had beaten me for suggesting otherwise. She had gotten more moody as of late, and it seemed I could never please her like I used to. And so, for several minutes, I watched her stand there as she brooded. She wore her usual voluminous low-cut black gown, and her long black hair covered most of her exposed pale skin. Her hazel eyes never moved from the mirror.
I came up behind her and massaged her tense muscles. She leaned back into my hands wordlessly. I had to be careful, of course. Sometimes she wanted something more than a mere massage, and she’d be angry if I didn’t offer that. Sometimes she wanted nothing more, and she’d be offended if I suggested anything else. She could be so temperamental.
“Afterwards,” Mistress said in her usual cold voice.
“Mistress?” I asked.
“We’ll… celebrate,” she said. “After we crush the Light for the last time.”
“Yes, Mistress,” I said, “whatever you wish.”
”Isn’t that what we all want?” Mistress asked. “Our wishes to come true?”
“Mistress?” It was unusual of her to be philosophical when worried.
“Nothing. Just a passing whimsy.” She pushed me away—gently, thankfully. “Go prepare, Klara. You will have much work to do tonight.”
Isaac

”Isaac. One more thing,” Patch said to me before I filed out.
“Yes, sir?” I asked.
He waited until we were alone in the basement. He handed me a necklace with a six-point twisted crystal star—the symbol of Mirzard. “Special mission from Mirzard—just for you.”
“Sir?” I asked.
“This talisman can summon Mirzard in an instant if you but call his name. If you can get near to the Black Sorceress—and I mean within a few feet—call on Mirzard. We might just have a shot at killing her. This is more important than the Moon Orb—far more important.”
“Yes, sir.” My heart beat faster.
“Keep absolutely quiet about this, of course. The Black Sorceress has many spies.”
“This is… thank you, sir.” I put on the talisman and slipped it under my shirt. “But why me?”
“I haven’t a clue, to be honest. But for someone your age, you’ve survived far too many unlikely circumstances. Maybe Mirzard thinks you’ve been chosen by the Gods.”
Clarissa

The worst part of waiting for a battle is the waiting. Mistress absolutely prohibited any of her servants from drinking on the eve of battle. She would also have been upset if I slept with anyone else. This left playing some small game of cards or dice. But I was alone atop the Tower.
And I hated solitaire.
So I waited, and worried, and waited. I looked down between the crenellations of the Tower at the marching host below. We could easily slaughter them all with a few spells, unless they had mage support, which they certainly did. And if they did, we would simply leave ourselves vulnerable to their counterspells. And this—this alone—had kept the rebellion from being crushed under Mistress’s heel.
Such was the issue with the present laws of magic—which would be resolved one way or another tonight.
A cloaked figure in the lead of the host stopped and drew a shining sword.
Time to fight.
Isaac

I thought over his words as Team One waited on the hilltop, waiting for the signal. The Forces of Light had a history with “chosen ones“ that invariably ended in tragedy and false prophecies. But maybe I would be different.
“There,” Frederick whispered to me and pointed. The column had halted, and in front of it a cloaked figure stopped and drew a blindingly bright sword.
“Oh, false goddess who sits on a false throne!” the figure shouted. “You of whom a thousand tales are told and only one is true—that you are a coward—face me! Show yourself! Or have your weakness shown to all for what it truly is: craven fear of the truth!”
A black shape fell from the Tower and glided to a halt on the road below. For a panicking moment, I thought she was the Black Sorceress herself, but I recognized her: the apprentice, Klara the Dark. She wore an extraordinarily short black skirt, with long black stockings covering most of her legs. Her low-cut top showed the chest of a still young woman. A conical cap sat atop her immaculate raven hair. “Oh, this again,” she cried out in disdain. “Mistress really doesn’t have time to waste on you. Any of you,” she added, looking around. I could swear her emerald eyes paused just for a moment as they passed over me.
But what now? We had not planned for this! Did we attack her or—
“Draw steel, coward!” shouted Patch.
I found myself running on instinct. I heard my comrades behind me, but didn’t look, concentrating only on step after step down the incline of lifeless ground. Straight through the moat of mist—it wasn’t even a good illusion that close—and up the other side. I gently dropped my bag of black powder at the wall and looked behind.
There weren’t enough of us—some must have gone after the apprentice instead. We couldn’t breach the wall. Flashes of light burst from the chaos behind us, shooting upwards at a figure on a broomstick.
Our team’s erstwhile leader, Bob “Bagel” Baggins, came up through the mists, wheezing heavily. “Now what?” Bagel asked, setting down his bag.
“That’s what you’re supposed to know!” I shouted.
Bagel shook bodily and covered his face, then regained his composure and looked around. “How much do we have?”
“Six bags,” said one of us.
“Not enough,” Bagel said. “Not with the wall’s magical reinforcement.”
A distant explosion shook the hard dead earth beneath us. Team Two, or possibly Team Three, had either had great success or was now very dead.
Fredrick reached into his pocket and whispered something—an odd habit of his. “Look! A crack!” he said, and pointed out a crack in the wall I hadn’t seen before.
“There!” Bagel shouted. “Pour it in—No, pour! Don’t just shove the bag! Okay, now back!”
We stepped back into the mists. For all Bagel’s faults, he alone had the courage to light the fuse and jump back into the moat. The rest of us covered our heads and ears, opening our mouths to protect against the shock wave.
I clenched my arms. Three, two, one… one… one… did it—
The blast shook me so hard that I felt every one of my internal organs in detail. Bits of stone and dirt fell like rain. My ears were ringing, but I heard Bagel shout “Onwards!”
Clarissa

Patch’s sword was stupidly powerful. It wouldn’t be allowed under our laws of magic once we won. As it was, the bright explosions that it shot upwards, like deadly fireworks, made it impossible for me to see what I was firing at. I was skilled at flying, but his sword reloaded unfairly fast.
As it was, the magical shrapnel bounced off my shield repeatedly, and I knew one direct hit would fry me.
Meanwhile, as mentioned, I had trouble firing back with my wand when each explosion blinded me. The shadow knives went somewhere downwards, in the general direction of the melee. I hoped I was hitting someone with it. I was probably hitting some of our own skeletons, but at least we mass produced those dumb things.
BOOM!
Xalop! I swerved and flew around the Tower’s walls to see the new hole in them. That explained that. Of course, there would be worse chaos if I let Patch walk around unhindered. I swerved again and flew over the battlefield, firing once again.
BOOM!
The second explosion distracted me for a moment, and I flew right into a burst of light magic. I swerved at the last second and it only grazed my shield.
My shield ring vibrated—it had gone red.
Abyss.
The next burst spiked a burning projectile through my wand hand, and I nearly blacked out from the pain. I swerved again and tried not to crash into the Tower as I landed.
Isaac

We ran into the labyrinth. A skeleton appeared in moments, its gray blade neatly slicing the head off of my nearest companion.
I thrust with my quarterstaff so hard that the skeleton’s rib cage snapped and the clock inside shattered into metal, wire, and gears. The skeleton fell, inanimate, to the ground. The next skeleton’s skull I crushed with a swing. It nearly took my arm off with a scimitar, grazing a long shallow wound from shoulder to elbow. The man by my side saved me by chopping through its dry vertebrae with his hand ax. My attacker broke in two and fell.
Another skeleton almost impaled my savior with its long partisan. But the now legless scimitar skeleton flailed its arms from beneath and tripped it. I took no time to smash every bone I could hit into chips and white dust.
Bagel grabbed me. “Get moving!” he shouted. “We have to find a way into the Tower!”
The five of us still living—no time for the dead—threw etherlights into the air. They followed us like hovering torches, but their ghostly, flickering light wasn’t enough to reveal every shadow. What had the others done? Were they just watching the battle between Patch and the apprentice, slack-jawed?
Or were they already dead?
We crossed an intersection. Even over the noise of distant chaos, I heard in perfect clarity bony feet marching all around us. “Bagel!” I called.
But they were on us in a second. Bagel had just a moment before his death to throw a bomb down one corridor of approaching skeletons. Bone shards flew everywhere. A crossbow bolt busted through his face. His body disappeared in a flash of light, assumed by Yelule.
Another bolt whizzed by my head, and it seemed as if time stopped. I knew we could not hold off that many of the Dead Guard.
And Mirzard’s talisman would be of no use. The Black Sorceress would live.
Time resumed. I charged down the way cleared by Bagel’s bomb, not waiting for anyone to follow me. I heard screams, but I did not look back.
Clarissa

I landed on the Tower, stumbling into a roll. The shining light magic had burned itself out, after nearly burning me out. My wand’s ebony wood was smoking—Narais! That thing was expensive. The worst part was, I felt no pain in the middle of my hand. Third degree burn, easily.
I opened my gritted teeth to chant. Fortunately, I had been wounded enough times that I knew my healing cantrips by heart. But abyss was it a pain to use them when already injured. I slipped up twice, and—stupid laws of magic—you had to have perfect diction or it wouldn’t work.
After the third time, when I got the secret name of the Blasphemous Ghost properly, I spoke the final syllables with emphasis and relief.
Nothing happened. I must have used up my whole supply of casts and forgot to replenish them. I had been too busy preparing to prepare.
“Abyss,” I hissed. The resupply ritual took an hour and was so tedious that even Mistress got it wrong from time to time.
I couldn’t tell if it was a good sign that my hand was now in agony, but it was a ’faulting painful sign. I could just go downstairs and get Mistress to help me, but she was busy, and there was a chance she would react badly.
You know what? This could all go default. I wanted out of pain.
I opened my intact hand and wished for my Card, which appeared in my fingers in a flash. The black surface was invisible against the night sky, but the violet inscription of strange, unhuman symbols glowed in the darkness. “I wish my hand was fixed,” I whispered, and swiped.
Then I tried not to scream as my feelingless hand went to absolute, searing agony. Of course. The healing cantrips were carefully designed; the Djinn just teleported out dead flesh, added tempflesh, and didn’t even bother to add painkillers. Whatever.
If I was going to break the conditions, I might as well keep going. The DAIC knew that the Forces of Light defied the conditions as much as we did. Particularly Patch. “I wish I had a nice big bomb with a nice big explosion,” I said, swiped again, and a black sphere appeared in my other hand, just as I’d imagined it.
Right. I’d make up some excuse afterwards about testing something I had made in my alchemy lab. In actuality, I had given up on it after exploding myself one too many times, but my lab was such a soot-ridden mess that no one would know if I had been working there or not. I hopped back on my broom and lifted off.
Patch was easy to spot, as he was holding off skeleton after skeleton in front of the drawbridge with his dumb not-laser-sword. “Bye!” I said cheerfully, and tossed the bomb down.
BOOM.
The white flash was so bright I couldn’t tell if he had been “assumed by Yelule” but no one fired back from the crater.
Mission accomplished. With a ton of cheating, but still, mission accomplished.
Isaac

I did not know what that explosion was, but the Gods were with us. The Fae compass told me where to go. I was not ambushed again.
No footsteps followed me, human or otherwise.
Whenever I did pass by a skeleton, it was yellow and fragile, destroyed with a single swing or thrust. Was this truly the might of the feared Dead Guard? Perhaps this was why they never left the Tower.
I turned a corner to a large, circular courtyard. And there was the Tower itself, looming tall and black above me. Two skeletons, standing by its side, charged me. But one stumbled and crashed into bits of bone. The other had a sword, not a spear. I used my longer reach to an advantage and smashed its clock with one strike.
I stepped on the first stair before the double doors, not caring if it would curse me. I climbed the next steps without hesitation.
The inside of the Tower was eerily silent. Cruel depictions of gargoyles tormenting each other watched from above the checkered stone floor. The foyer had a chandelier of bones hanging above, and etherlights glowed ghostly above it.
I took a moment to reach into my pack for the roll of bandages, which were soaked in healing lotion. The wound on my forearm did not appear deep, but it was bleeding heavily. It stung as I wrapped the smelly bandages around them. It would hurt to fight, but I would not turn back.
But which way was forwards?
The silver compass spun, but when I angled it, it pointed upwards.






  
  Chapter two
Whereas


Clarissa

When I stepped inside Mistress’s chambers, she slapped me so hard I saw stars for a moment. 
“M-Mistress?” I asked, holding my face.
She held up a piece of wishpaper, covered with numbers.
Oh.
Oh, default.
I had used my employee Card out of habit.
“How dare you!” she screamed.
It was better not to argue. Just stand there, head bowed, and let her hit me until she was done. And didn’t I deserve it?
“You could have undone this entire battle!”
“Yes, Mistress.”
Another powerful slap to my face. “‘Yes, Mistress’ doesn’t fix it!”
“How do I fix it, Mistress?” I ventured.
“You can’t. You’ve ruined everything. If Mirzard finds out—”
I tuned her out. Once she had vented her anger, she’d be okay. Maybe I’d keep my job.
Isaac

No guards, undead or otherwise, accosted me on the way up the grand staircase. Nor did I hear any noises on my way up the spiral steps. Then I heard a furious voice. A furious, familiar voice.
I had only heard the Black Sorceress once before, when she had murdered my parents. I swore I would not forget that cold, sneering voice until I had heard it beg for mercy. Beg for mercy that I would deny.
And there it was. I stood at the top of a flight of stairs, and down the hallway were shrieks of rage and the occasional yelp of pain.
I checked the compass—which also pointed down the hallway.
A clear sign. I crept down the hallway, but by the racket I don’t think anyone would have noticed if I had stomped.
I stepped next to the open door, and saw them.
“For all the Gods!” I screamed as I charged.
Klara the Dark reacted, but too late. I swung my quarterstaff. She stepped to the side, but not far enough. I struck her shoulder rather than her skull. It snapped loudly as it broke. She screamed and fell. I advanced.
I thrust with all my might at the Black Sorceress. She parried my staff with hers as she spoke a Word. In an instant, it was as if I was covered in invisible manacles. I couldn’t move a muscle without straining against unseen bonds.
I screamed down curses, but she spoke another Word. Something invisible covered my mouth. No! Why had I not called on Mirzard when I had the chance? Now—
“How the ’fault did he not show up on your magic mirror?” Klara the Dark asked her foul mistress from behind me, in a voice containing sheer pain.
The Black Sorceress looked between her strange, dot-filled mirror and me. “He’s not a player, apparently.” she said. “I’d spare his life to debug the mirror, but you can’t have peons this dangerous.”
“Just order him to tell you,” Klara suggested.
“Good idea. I demand as a shareholder of Black Sorcery, Inc. that you explain who you are,” she said.
I could breathe again. “Mirzard, hear me!” I shouted.
Clarissa

I did not have the reflexes to stop the glorious appearance of Mirzard, shining in both white robe and impossibly massive white beard. Nor did I have the magical power. Nor did I have two intact hands, but thankfully the burnt-then-fixed one was also on the arm with the broken shoulder.
I did have the sense to draw my steelsilver athame with my other hand, and to hold it to the young man’s throat. “One wrong move and he’s dead,” I said.
“You do realize I can very easily kill you, too, Klara,” Mirzard said in an almost grandfatherly tone. Indeed, I sometimes wished I had been on his side—but I would not desert Mistress.
”Is the life of your servant worth so little?” I asked.
“Klara—” Mistress began warningly.
“Hey,” I said. “Villains do this sort of thing all the time. Hardly out of character.”
I could tell Mistress couldn’t think of a counterargument, or at least one that didn’t break character at this critical moment. “Let us settle this ourselves,” Mistress said to Mirzard, eyes locking. “Once and for all.”
“Of course. Let us agree to have our servants spare each other.”
“Agreed.”
“The top of the Tower, perhaps?”
They both nodded. And disappeared in a flash.
“Shame,” I said. “I really wanted to see the battle.” I sheathed my athame. I wished for my Card—and made sure it was my personal one. “I wish my shoulder was fixed.” I swiped, and in another horrible burst of pain it was. The Djinn were much better at fixing bones, since it didn’t usually require tempflesh, but they still did not add painkillers unless you paid.
“The moment Mirzard slays your evil mistress—” the young man began. Strange that I thought of him as young—under his mess of brown hair, barely covered by his white bandana, was a badly scarred face and tired green eyes. Or, rather, angry green eyes.
“Oh, shut up,” I said. “Mirror mirror, on the wall, top Tower feed, please.”
Mirzard and Mistress stood at opposite ends of the tower, chanting their most powerful and world-shaking spells. Top-level magic duels usually had a good two minutes of gobbledygook where both parties put on their wards. I mean, technically, it was supposed to be the secret names of our pretend gods, or secret names of the ghosts of our pretend gods that we double-pretended to kill, or something, but I had trouble keeping track of the lore. Especially when this battle would determine whose version of the lore was correct. Anyway, it was considered impolite, and technically against conditions, to attack before the other party had finished.
“This could take a while,” I said. “I wish I had popcorn.” Another swipe, and a bowl appeared on Mistress’s table. “Want some?” I asked him. “I’ll pay.”
He was too busy staring at the two figures to even acknowledge my words.
“Suit yourself,” I said. I set down my Card and stuffed my face with my functioning hand. To be honest, I was about a million times more nervous than I let on. Mistress and Mirzard had agreed to this whole final battle to settle their differences, and though Mistress had prepared for months we had no clue what preparations Mirzard had made. If I thought about it too much I would worry more, so I just ate.
It was perfect, yellow-buttery, properly-salted popcorn. Not remotely compliant with conditions, but the conditions could go default at the moment. I was hungry. Let Mistress beat me afterwards if she wanted, beat me for every condition broken tonight, but by the DAIC I would have my popcorn.
Besides, there might not be an afterwards for me if she lost.
I picked up my Card. “I wish I had a pop, too,” Another swipe, and a cheerful green can appeared on the table. I drank it so fast the carbonation went up my nose.
The gobbledygook reached its crescendo, and glowing if entirely arbitrary runes of awesome power began spinning around the two. Mistress finished first, and held her staff at the ready. A moment later, Mirzard did.
“They’ll start in three… two… one…” I counted.
Mistress fired not one moment later. Thousands of black tendrils burst from her staff and swarmed towards Mirzard. Mirzard shot beams from his eyes that incinerated many of them. His beard burst into gleaming fire, which burned up those remaining.
Mistress screamed a Word, and the dying moon fired a bloody red ray at Mirzard. It poured off his shield like he had an invisible umbrella, and the moon blood dissolved the stones by his feet.
Mirzard moved his staff and chanted strange words. A sphere of bright light surrounded him, and out of it came whirling swords. He advanced.
Mistress launched her tendrils again, but they were shredded. She said another Word, and a chunk of the dying moon fell. But Mirzard’s swords sliced it into pebbles. She took that opportunity to fire a massive black sword of darkness from her staff, but it could not pierce the light.
Mistress stepped back, and back again, but there was nowhere for her to go.
“Mistress!” I cried. It was pointless, I couldn’t affect the battle—but why was she smiling?
Mistress calmly said a Word. A small bottle, glowing pink, appeared in her hands. She spoke another Word, threw it and—
The explosion whited out the magical camera for a moment.
When it resumed, Mistress stood over Mirzard’s broken body. She raised her staff and with a burst of black flame incinerated it all into ash and strands of white beard. The remains disappeared in a flash of light.
“NO!” screamed the young man.
“My ears, man,” I said, wincing. “Use your indoor voice, please.”
He started babbling a prayer to some god or another. I felt nothing but relief. I wished away the popcorn bowl and the can and wished that my hand was clean. Perfect. No one would know. Well, the young man did, but he was as good as dead.
I turned back to the mirror to see Mistress standing there. She stood silently, as if considering what she had just done. “So,” she finally said to herself, as if faintly disappointed. “And all that for… this? I suppose we’ll have to find a new rebel leader. Or go to war with the Shadow Court. Or…”
Then she stopped.
Then she laughed.
First a chuckle, as if at a bad joke. Then another, as if someone had told it again in the same conversation. A bit of giggling, then tittering. Then, as if the bad joke had in retrospect become funny, she broke into absolute hysterical peals of laughter. Honest-to-the-DAIC manic cackling.
I knew that laughter. Nothing good could come when she laughed like that. I left the babbling rebel and ran as fast as I could.
She was still laughing when I reached the top of the Tower. “Mistress?” I asked. I ran to her across the battle-scarred roof. “Mistress?”
She was doubling over now, and openly crying actual tears.
“Mistress? Are you all right?”
“I always wondered when it would come,” she said between laugh-sobs. “The end. Never imagined it would be here. Now. This.”
“Mistress?” I asked. “You just won, right? You… can do whatever you want with the world now.”
“No, no, no, it doesn’t matter anymore,” she said. She gasped for air and wiped her eyes. “It’s all over.”
“But it’s not over,” I said, increasingly concerned. She had been obsessed with this battle for months, and after winning, she just lost her marbles? “It’s just the beginning. You won! All you need to do is—”
Mistress had a wide variety of corporal punishments, but she had never hit me with her staff before. At least she didn’t use the spiked-skull end. I was more shocked than physically hurt, and my stomach badly hurt. “Don’t you dare talk back to me!” she screamed.
“I’m—I’m sorry, Mistress,” I said when I had air in my lungs again. Her venting her frustrations on me was par for the course. That was normal. This was far scarier. Maybe if I could just get her to do so again, I could calm her down. “Perhaps…”
She laughed again, tiredly. “You don’t get it. It doesn’t—nothing matters anymore.”
“Things do still matter!” I claimed hopefully.
She didn’t hit me again.
She did something far worse.
“Here,” she said. A piece of wishpaper flashed into her hands and she handed it to me.
I took it in shock.
Subject: In, re: LAMP ending in fd17

Dear Katherine O’Reilly,

The outstanding balance of 3,401,222 OIL on your LAMP with DUID ending in fd17 has gone over the LAMP’s credit limit of 2,500,000 OIL. Please tender payment immediately, or we may consider you in default. If we do, we may take action to collect.

Signed, 
the Djinn AI Core.
She let loose an exhausted laugh at my expression. “See? It doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter at all. Anything I did, everything I did, it’s now all gone.”
“Mistress,” I said calmly. “You can kite the balance to the corporate account, right? Now that you own Mirzard’s shares—”
She hit me in the arm, even harder, so hard it knocked me down. “You idiot!” she screamed, and struck me again. “I don’t have them until the battle is certified.” She struck me another time. “And it won’t be, because you cheated!” She slammed her staff directly on my elbow, and hard enough to break something. I screamed, and for a moment I thought I saw actual regret on her face.
“I’m sorry,” I moaned.
“NO, NO, NO!” Mistress shouted.”You are not sorry! No one ever is! It’s always about themselves… never about… me…”
I will never forget the look of despair on her face, as if there was never hope in the entire world to begin with. She wept and covered her face.
Then the air changed in that indescribably hostile way, and the world turned violet as if everything was doused in colored light.
It was colossal. The wishmetal thing that began assembling out of thousands and thousands of black and violet pieces was well taller than the Tower. I’d seen some Collectors that looked like overgrown insects, other animals, or even things from myth—modified, and more mechanical at closer look, yes, but still recognizable. Others looked like pure geometric shapes. This was not quite either, something like a black cube with six arms. No, like a withered black tree of black flat hexagonal leaves, and beneath its great mass eight pillar-like legs that went far downward beyond what my eyes could see.
I wished for my Card, pressed the instant wish lock, then tossed it aside, and it disappeared. I wished my whole body fixed and some painkillers to boot. I stood up and stood my ground. “Mistress,” I said, wishing for my staff. The tempflesh didn’t have my muscle memory, but I didn’t care. “You run from it. I’ll distract it until the Extenders arrive.”
Mistress regally stood with her own staff before her, like the empress of a falling empire making her final stand in the last room of her burning palace. “No,” she said. “You can’t even slow it. Run.”
“What?”
“Get out. You have a chance if you leave immediately. I… don’t.” Her voice cracked, and she laughed one last time.
“But—”
“No back talk. Run.”
I wished for my broom and hopped on. I knew if I looked back, I would hesitate, so I simply launched.
Isaac

What madness was this? What had so possessed the Black Sorceress first to mirth, then to say such nonsense, then to total despair? I wondered this question until I saw the answer to my prayer: one of the minions of the Abyss, coming to collect the evil like a harvester his crop. Yet I had never seen one so titanic before, as if the world was simply a child’s sandbox to it, and now it sought to destroy.
The Black Sorceress yelled at her beaten servant to flee, and she did. Perhaps even the evil knew the concept of sacrifice. But that was all I saw. In an instant the brightness overwhelmed the mirror. The wall exploded, knocking me far away into the bright, violet world. Then I was falling.
I had only a moment to mutter a prayer before my death.
Clarissa

Violet lasers fired from behind me. Without magical eye protection, the reflections would have blinded me in an instant. With it they still left trails in my retina. Hexagons slightly larger than I was flew around and in front of me, chasing me as I tried to escape. An immense crash shuddered behind me, and the darkness turned to blindingly bright daylight in an instant. But I did not look back.
I tried to jink randomly, because there was no way I could dodge their needle-thin violet lasers. And I didn’t. One beam struck my heel, and I almost fell off the broom from the pain. With my repeatedly mistreated arm’s loss of dexterity, I could not fire back.
’Fault it. I wished I was airchained to my broom, and pulled the throttle rune. The burst of acceleration almost caused me to lose control. I tried to just go somewhere forwards and not to crash.
Then the hexagons were gone. I must have gotten too far from the main Collector. I looked back—to my regret.
I had never seen the Tower in sunlight, and now I never would again. The Tower, for all of its shielding, had been reduced to little more than rubble. The Collector’s hexagons were everywhere, firing at everything. I couldn’t tell if any of its targets were Mistress.
Part of me longed to go back and fight for Mistress’s life. The rational part calmly noted that if it could wreck the Tower in seconds, it could wreck me in milliseconds.
I heard a sonic boom, and I saw massive silver blurs that must be Extender skyships arriving. I barely dodged one as it flew overhead. Booms burst through the air as it fired its main railguns at the Collector, the slugs only stopped by its violet shield sphere. Time to get out.
But where to next? I doubted I would keep my job after this.
Unfortunately, I could think of only one answer.
I wished to know where Lifeforest was, and then flew that way. I tried not to look back at the life I had left behind. Even then, I knew I would never return.






  
  Chapter three
Mitigation of Damages


Isaac

The Celestial Realms were not as expected. Certainly they were bright beyond belief, and for the first few moments of my afterlife I was blinded by the sheer light. But as my eyes adjusted I did not see any of the Gods. Surely, if I had been judged worthy, I would be in the halls of Yelule, the King of Heroes. But I was outside, in no hall, and I did not see anyone or anything like a tall man with a horned crown. 
Nor did I see any of my comrades, though I was not alone. A whole crowd in bizarre, colorful clothing, their whole bodies colored as well, waited in line. They hurried on and off these strange circles before disappearing or appearing in flashes. I had never heard of any such thing, either from a book or a loremaster.
“Hey!” shouted a brown-skinned man in immaculate black clothing, which was clearly not funeral garb. “Get off the telepad if you’re not going anywhere.”
“My apologies, sir,” I said, and walked down the steps. The man hurried past me, got on the “telepad,” muttered to himself, and disappeared.
Was this a dream? A dying hallucination?
I decided that if these were not the Celestial Realms (but what else could they be?) it was prudent to be wary. I walked around, looking at all the wonders around me. Carriages with marvelous, colorful designs floated freely in the air, traveling from tower to tower. These towers dwarfed that of the Black Sorceress, but they were made of wood, as if colossal trees, and covered with lit windows. I had heard of such buildings in the Fae Forest, but if they were that vast—and all those around me were Fae—then the Fae could have crushed the Black Sorceress’s entire empire with ease.
I had never seen so many people in my life before.
I had never felt so alone.
Clarissa

Lifeforest was mostly aptly named. The famous lifescrapers were indeed made of living wood, and so were many of the large downtown structures. But the remaining surface structures were stone, gold, or any other imaginable material. And I had been in the underground a time or two—no trees down there.
A few stories below the worn rock that made up the floating shard, under the synthlights, a real forest of natural trees grew. Inside was a valley surrounding the clear dark blue of the Ohio River. The juxtaposition always struck me as odd.
It also struck me as ’faulting terrifying to cross a shard’s DMZ. I was sure that air traffic control was doing a fabulous job—but you never knew if someone was going to set his drink down on the wrong thing and accidentally fire a laser battery.
But no one did, and a few seconds later I crossed into shard limits.
Lifeforest was not the same as I had left it. Those stately wooden lifescrapers of Downtown hadn’t changed, nor had the imperial white architecture of the banks. Suburb after suburb, neighborhood by neighborhood, I counted the changes. This building was gone. That one was different. That whole block, once a bustling business hub, was now a single giant manor. The fake haunted house I had gone to as a kid was now replaced by a miniature volcano. The school over there had been closed in favor of a small mall.
My heart started to beat hard as I counted the blocks to Surface 30-31. but I saw the small forest surrounding the three-story log cabin that I knew so well. I slowed down, lowered my altitude, and landed gently on the stone path. Then about fainted from the pain when I stepped on my wounded foot.
Default. Never mind. I just rode my broom up to the patio door. I moved to press the doorbell—and reconsidered. I had no idea how they would react. I mean, I was sure it would be badly, but not how.
On the other hand, I had nowhere else to go.
Shrugging to myself, I pressed the doorbell with my whole hand. I’d never been good at adapting to tempflesh nerves, especially for fingers.
“Who is this?” Mom’s voice came.
“It’s Clarissa,” I said. “I’m back.”
Mom burst out the door in seconds. She hadn’t aged a day in the two years since I had last seen her. Still the curly golden-brown hair. Still the same hazel eyes and soft features. And she wore an apron, as in most of my memories of her. “Clarissa?” she said. “How—where—I didn’t recognize you!” She looked me up and down. “I can’t believe—You’re finally home again—Why are you dressed like a witch?”
“Long story,” I said. “Very long story.” We hadn’t seen each other since a few months after my fifteenth birthday, and for once I wondered if that was a mistake.
“You’ll have to tell your father and I all about it!” she said, beckoning me inside. “I’m so, so glad you’re home!”
“Really, it’s not a big deal, I just need to get back on my feet and—” my words were cut off in a shriek when I stepped on my foot.
Mom caught me before I fell, and lifted me inside. “You’re injured! You should have said something!”
“Really, I—”
But Mom wasn’t listening. She carried me over to the living room and laid me gently on the couch. “Hold still!” she ordered, and not-so-gently yanked my heel off. I whited out from pain for a moment, and legit vomited onto the floor when I realized why—the laser had not merely drilled a hole into my shoe, but had sliced into it diagonally. I was lucky I still had a foot.
She pulled her Card. “I wish my daughter was completely well, out of pain, and for the necessary realflesh for her complete healing,” she said, then swiped it. “I wish the floor was clean.” She swiped it again.
Grey tempskin appeared on my foot, and I very loudly said some words Mom didn’t like me to say. Mom frowned and looked at her Card. “Universal Consent to Treatment doesn’t cover painkillers,” I said with gritted teeth. “No getting someone else addicted. And it doesn’t let anyone copy your flesh, either.”
Mom looked betrayed. “Clarissa! You’re my daughter!”
“Yeah, and unless I’m under a family LAMP it doesn’t count,” I said. “I’ll be fine. Like I said, I just need to get back on my feet.” I tried, literally, and almost whited out again.
“Clarissa, please let me heal you.”
I considered denying it out of spite, but I was in too much pain to argue. That, and realflesh was expensive. “Fine,” I said. “I consent.” I felt relief instantly.
“What happened?” Mom asked.
Default. What could I even say? The truth was hardly more plausible than the lie, although the lie was a lot more palatable. Maybe a mix would work. “I was at this kind of costume ball,” I said. “Collector showed up. Didn’t get out quite in time.”
Mom was horrified. So horrified, I hoped that she didn’t question the story. “Whose Collector was it?”
“Mis—A friend of mine,” I said. “She just went over her limit by accident, I think.” What had happened? She must have gone over when fighting Mirzard. But how the ’fault had she gone over by a full megaOIL in one fight? Even my most expensive spell was just over three hundred OIL, and that was total overkill.
“Oh no! Is she all right?”
Was she? All I had seen was her fighting that hexagonal tree-thing. For all I knew she could have survived and everything would be all right. Right? Right?
I pulled out my Card and sent a wishmail.
Mistress? You still alive?
No reply.
Default.
Mom saw my expression. “I’m sorry,” she said.
I didn’t answer. No, no use panicking yet. The chances of her surviving were slim. I had left just as the Extenders arrived, and so maybe she had lasted long enough…
But that would have taken a miracle, and I couldn’t imagine God being merciful to people like her.
Or myself.
“Clarissa?” Mom asked. “Are you all right?”
“Default, no,” I said. “I’m having the worst day in my life right now.”
“I wishmailed your father. He’ll be back any moment now.”
Great. And Dad would know exactly how to prod the truth out of me. What had I been thinking, coming back home? I had left for a reason. “Actually…” I said, and tried to think of a lie.
“No, no, you have to stay and rest. You need to wait for the realflesh to grow—”
It hit me. Perfect! “Actually,” I said. “I really need to talk to Father Ford. Immediately.”
“What?”
“Let’s say I haven’t been taking good care of my soul,” I said. This was entirely true. “After this—I realize you can really die at any moment.” This was also entirely true.
She pursed her lips. “You aren’t in debt, are you?”
“Honestly, Mom, it’s not that… much…” I trailed off at her look. Default. I hadn’t been around debitists in such a long time, I didn’t even think it through.
“You are in debt?” Mom about screeched.
“Hey, even more reasons to talk to Father Ford, right?” I asked. I tested my foot—still painful, despite the painkillers, but functional now. “Best get to that.”
“How much debt?” Mom asked.
“I wish I knew,” I said, and instantly did, the thought entering my mind like it was as perfectly natural as a memory. 4.2 kiloOIL, counting my shield ring’s LAMP, which was almost over its limit. I wished for my employee Card and quickly paid it off, in case the DAIC felt extra hungry today. “Oh, just a few hundred OIL on my Card,” I said. Again, technically true, if I was talking about just my personal Card. “I’ll pay it off in full next month, no need to worry.”
“A few hundred? Clarissa, you should know better!”
“Mom,” I said, getting up. I tried my foot again, then forced myself to stand. “I’ll be back, I promise.” Not entirely true, if I could help it.
“But what if a Collector spawns?” Mom protested as she followed me out. At least she didn’t try to bar my way.
“I haven’t gone over my limits and I’ll make the payments,” I assured her as I got back on my broom. At least one of those statements might be true. “It won’t happen.”
“Clarissa—”
I didn’t hear the rest of her reply as I flew away.
Isaac

Where by all the Gods was this place? My wandering offered no answers, but posed many more questions.
I had never seen such magnificent and bizarre buildings, no two even similar. I had never seen such frantically colored crowds: men, women, and children of every skin color—even blue and green and in rainbow patterns. That was to say nothing of their garments in every style and shade imaginable, and the strange animals walking beside them on ornate leashes. I had never seen such moss on the ground, like tiny swords, or trees with lush green branches. I had never seen such brightness, as if there had never been a Black Sorceress.
I was reasonably certain that the bright light overhead was the Sun, as it matched the description in books. Had my comrades succeeded? Had they destroyed the Moon Orb in the end? Was the Black Sorceress dead, now suffering in the Abyss? Was Patch all right? How many of my friends had been assumed by Yelule?
Were they also here? Or had the Gods a further mission for me, that I was not assumed unto the Hall of Heroes?
I was glad I had my quarterstaff. I watched the crowds warily, but they paid me no heed. I didn’t dare ask any of them where this dream-like place was. Perhaps it was a dream. I still wondered if I was dead.
If only I had but a single hint!
Then I saw one.
Clarissa

I landed in front of the large marble-white building. After considering the stone steps, I wished in my spiky-headed staff to use as a cane. After some pain, by which I mean a whole ’faulting load of it, I managed my way up and pulled the doors open, then passed the familiar narthex into the nave.
Holy Family Catholic Church had not changed in two years: Magnificent stained glass of ancient stories, solid gold and diamond statuary, and one elegant mahogany crucifix to the left of the stone altar. The long nave’s tiled floor was decorated with holy symbols, themselves forming a mural of Jesus, Mary, and Joseph before the sanctuary.
What I was wearing was not remotely church-appropriate. Glare after glare followed me as I limped down the side aisle. I saw the familiar black cassock and white hair of Father Ford, who was praying before the statue of St. Joseph, and would have run to him if I physically could.
He was the one person I had ever met who didn’t wish himself younger, and his aged, cream-white body was oddly handsome, even if he was slowly going bald. He slowly got up as I approached. “Clarissa!” he said happily when he recognized me. “It is so good to see you again!… You look like you had a terrible day,” he added, face turning downcast.
“′Terrible’ doesn’t even begin to describe it,” I said. “I think this qualifies as the worst day possible.”
“What happened?”
“It’s a bit of a long story,” I began. “What I could really use is a place to stay,”
“Your parents won’t let you?”
“Uh…” For some reason, I could never manage to lie to Father, so I had stopped trying even before I left. “Okay, I need a place to stay where people aren’t going to kill me,” I said.
“I doubt your parents wish you harm,” Father said.
“They will once they’ve found out what I did,” I said.
“If you need to go to Confession…”
I looked behind me. Some parishioners quickly looked away. “I’m in debt,” I whispered. “About 4.2 kiloOIL.”
Father looked at me with care. “Debitism is not the teaching of the Church,” he whispered back.
“My parents think otherwise.”
“Here, let us discuss this in the rectory.”
Isaac

The Gods were with me in this increasingly confusing day. I said a short prayer of thanksgiving as I saw my hint. Or, rather, saw her. Klara the Dark in the sky, riding a broomstick, landing before this large white structure and making a strange gesture before limping inside.
What chances did I have in this bewildering place to even see that? No. The Gods must have willed for me to have this opportunity, and seize it I must. No one else was entering this white building, so after a moment I followed her in.
Yet more strangeness!
The room I entered was a short, carpeted corridor. I sensed it was a kind of vestibule. One double door and two smaller doors were on one side, and I saw a staircase leading down. “Welcome to Holy Family Catholic Church!” was written in perfect letters on a sign by a wooden table with a number of white leaflets.
At least whatever this place was spoke Common. But where did Klara go?
One wall, to the right of the double door, had the image of what I immediately assumed was some strange God. An ordinary-looking man, with two rays coming from his chest: one red, one white. I read the inscription at the bottom out loud. “Jesus, I trust in you.”
Evidentially, this Jesus was on my side, too, as the double doors opened and none other than Klara the Dark stepped out. I lunged with my staff.
She screamed but parried with her own staff, falling over. I raised my staff to crush her.
And a hand with superhuman strength pulled me back. I looked back to see an old man in the garments of the priestly caste. “What on Earth?” he asked.
Klara the Dark was equally baffled. “What the ’fault, dude?” she asked. “This is off-world. It’s over.”
I struggled futilely to pull my staff away. “Let me go!” I shouted. “By all the Gods let me go!”
“Not unless you promise you will not attack my friend,” he said.
I paused. He was clearly a priest, but he was a friend with the witch? On the other hand, I had never met a living member of the priestly caste. Surely I was bound by his authority. “All right,” I said. “I so swear by the Gods I will not harm her… for the moment.”
The priest let go. “Perhaps it would be better if we all discuss this in comfortable chairs with cups of hot cocoa?”






  
  Chapter four
Due Diligience


Clarissa

The day hadn’t gotten any better by nearly having my skull caved in by that weirdo for the second time, but at least the cocoa was as delicious as I had remembered it. Chocolate was against conditions in the World of the Black Sorceress, and I had never broken that condition. I savored every sip. 
“Are either of you two injured?” Father asked as we sat in the promised comfy chairs.
“I’ve already got my wounds fixed,” I said. Now how to get the realflesh from Mom…
“I have a shallow cut on my arm, but the healing lotion should do,” the young man said. “It was only a shallow cut. But this drink is amazing!”
“Thank you,” Father said. “Then would you kindly start from the beginning?”
“Who are you two, anyway?”
“I am Fr. Caleb Ford,” Father said. “I assume you know this young lady who you previously attempted to murder.”
“Klara the Dark!” he said, glaring.
“No, my name is Clarissa Hardcastle,” I said with a roll of my eyes.
“It is?” the young man asked.
“Yeah. I’m a real Hardcastle,” I said. He didn’t react to the name. “Who are you, anyway?” I asked.
“I am Isaac Jackson, Warrior of the Forces of Light,” he said proudly.
“No, I mean off-world.”
He gave me a look of utter incomprehension.
“Perhaps we should all start from the beginning,” Father said.
“Sixteen years ago, the Black Sorceress claimed to slay the Gods, but—” Isaac began.
I groaned. “No, no, here’s what happened. Father… I was in a shard world.” He looked absolutely unsurprised. I guess the witch gear gave it away. “The shareholders had planned out this epic final battle—well, more or less planned—and then we were in the middle of it when, well, Mistr—my friend and employer got in this huge duel with her archnemesis. She won, but she spent way too much, went over her limit, and…” I sighed. “I was lucky to get out alive. The DAIC sent this enormous Collector. Had to have been a fourth-order.”
“I see,” Father said. He turned to Isaac. “And what is your story?”
“We had finally found a method to destroy the ‘dying moon’ and prove to the whole world that the Black Sorceress was a false goddess!” the young man said eagerly. “I had found a way into the Tower itself, and stumbled upon her!” He pointed at me. “And her foul mistress. They used some sort of dark sorcery to stop me from killing them outright. I was able to call upon Mirzard, but…” he trailed off and paused. “But the Black Sorceress slew him. Then the Abyss sent a monstrous minion so vast that it was taller than the Tower itself. It destroyed the Tower in an instant. I was flung away and…” He trailed off. “I have no idea what this strange place is. Is this the Hall of Heroes?”
Father looked back to me.
“Dude, you can go out of character now.” Another baffled look from Isaac. “You are a player, right?” But, wait, Mistress had said he wasn’t…
“A player?” he asked.
“If you’re a peon you shouldn’t be off-world,” I said. “Actually, I have no idea how you’re here and intact, if you didn’t trigger your resurrection insurance LAMP.” I thought about it. “If you signed a voluntary memory censor, you’ll remember in a bit.”
He gave me a look of total incomprehension. “I have no idea of any of what you are talking about.”
“You will soon. The memory wipe will wear off in a few hours at most. Then you’ll remember the World of Wishes.”
“What is the World of Wishes?” he asked.
“Reality,” I said. “Where you were born, and where, apparently, you got sent to after you died.”
“That is… blasphemy,” Isaac said.
“What’s your earliest memory?” Father asked him.
Isaac

I didn’t know how to react to these people, but surely a priest deserved an answer.
“I was looking up at the ‘dying moon’ and I asked my father what it was. I must have been no more than four.”
“Wait, what?” Clarissa—or whatever her name was—said. “We don’t—I mean, BSI doesn’t—buy minors. And no parent would take his child to a shard world like the World of the Black Sorceress.”
“You may be a peon-born,” the priest said.
Clarissa hit her head and winced.
“A what?” I asked.
“Let me attempt to explain it in a parable,” the priest said. “Once upon a time, there was a very, very rich man who loved plays. He loved them so much that he wanted to have a part in them. But even acting as the star wasn’t enough. No, he wanted to live in the worlds he imagined. So he bought a number of slaves and had a powerful wizard cast a spell on them, such that they forgot who and what they were. He set aside a town he owned for them to live in, and made the wizard turn the props real. Then he went himself to act in this play-world, and brought his wealthy friends along to play, too.”
“I don’t get it,” I said.
“Then one day two of his slaves fell in love and married. They had a child. This child, of course, would have no spell on him, nor would he know of anything outside his world. He grew up thinking the play world was the real one. Now what would happen if, say, the rich man went broke, and debt collectors dragged him off from his world? It would simply fall apart. Say that the wizard’s spells stopped working, as wizards need money, too. And the child, now a young man, would be left wandering into the real world.
“But what would he think it is? After all, he had only known the play world.”
“I…” I began.
He looked at me. “I do not know for certain, but I believe this is what happened to you. The wizard, in this case, is called the DAIC, the town a shard world, and the rich man and the friends the shareholders. There are more details I do not know—but that is the reality.”
“The Jike,” I repeated.
“The Djinn AI Core. A group of alien machines beneath Earth’s crust with technology so powerful it might as well be magic.”
I wouldn’t have believed a word, except at every one of those words the witch sunk lower in her chair. When the priest had finished, she had covered her face with the brim of her black, conical hat. “What’s a peon?” I asked at last, unsure what to even say.
“A slave. Usually one who remembers nothing of the real world,” the priest said.
“An indentured servant,” the witch muttered.
“No, no, there is no difference. An indentured servant is simply a slave who is better treated, except when he isn’t.”
“But…” I began. “I don’t… remember. I never heard my parents say anything like this!”
“Of course they wouldn’t,” the witch said, now in an angry mutter. “We—I mean, peon contracts in general—”
“Stop lying,” the priest told her.
She groaned. “Fine. We had purchased a shard-wide license to FreelyForget 6.1, the best memory alteration LAMP clause on the market. If it was any better the peons wouldn’t remember even when they had finished their indenture.”
“But…” I began. But of course. The Black Sorceress was the very, very rich woman who had set it all up. Of course she had to blot out the Sun with a false moon, because she could not really harm any astronomical body in the first place. Of course she had to pretend she had impaled Polax, because the Righteous One was truly invincible. And why not? She simply had to buy enough slaves from around the world—the real world—and set herself up as a false goddess.
It all made so much horrible sense now. All of Skullrift must have been her playground, and we who lived on it had no idea of the truth. Why did she forbid leaving it? Because it was not the capital, not the crown jewel of her empire, but simply a game she played for fun.
But—but if this was all true… what really was true?
“Now what?” the witch asked. Doubtlessly one of the wealthy friends. “If he doesn’t remember, because he never learned—”
The priest looked at her, both stern and affectionate.
“You can’t be serious,” she whispered, shrinking even further into her chair.
“You are at least partially responsible for this situation,” he said gravely. “You are therefore at least partially responsible for repairing the situation. And if your ‘mistress’ is indeed collected… that leaves only you, no?”
Clarissa

Default.
Default.
Default, default, default.
“Default,” I said out loud
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