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Prologue

I t takes no special talent to kill a human, the High Priest Abbott 
mused as he watched the woman thrashing before him. No special 

training or ceremony required. Any hard object swung fast enough will 
often do the trick…

He stared with disgust at the struggling woman’s thin black horns 
that were beginning to protrude from her long mass of blonde hair. 

Yes, he thought. Death is a simple thing to accomplish where humans 
are concerned. Demons on the other hand…

“To die with such pageantry,” he told her solemnly, “is proof your 
death really means something. Consider it an honour many are not 
aForded.”

Anger and hate Sashed across her pale face as she looked up at him 
and opened her mouth. …or a moment, Abbott thought she might 
speak, but instead, she screamed.

He’d heard many screams in his time. Ecreams for mercy, screams of 
pain, of fearGbut this scream, the High Priest Abbott instantly knew, 
was diFerent.
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-t nearly blew out his ear drums.
The force of it opened the heaJy wooden doors of the Yrand 

Cathedral and rattled the stainedDglass windows in their sockets. His 
spies later reported that it had dejed the laws of sound completely and 
had spilled out onto the winter streets of Reralusah, traJelling right oJer 
the outer walls of the small Holy City.

Good. Let them all know.
Bespite the unnatural power of her cry, and the pain it caused him, 

Abbott refused to lower the censer to block his ears, and he was pleased 
to see that none of the elite warrior priests who held her, his Vesu, 
Sinched either. -nstead, two of them pulled the noisy demon to her 
feet and began to haul her forward into the main hall of the Yrand 
Cathedral. They braced for her resistance and were not disappointed. 
As soon as she stood, she stopped screaming and began to thrash 
Jiolently in their arms, jghting against their grip and the choking 
clouds of sedatiJe incense that Abbott determinedly swirled. Bespite 
her eForts, the Vesu bore up well and continued to drag her forward.

They were professionals, and this was not their jrst time.
The demon’s blue eyes Sashed up at Abbott in helpless fury again. 

He noted that her horns were starting to retract into her head, and she 
did not scream again.

Perhaps she cannot. Perhaps her abominable power was all used up 
in that single moment of desperation. How pathetic.

Bespite the cool winter air, her naked torso glistened as streams of 
sweat poured down her lithe body, and her long blonde hair clung in 
thick, knotted clumps to the back of her neck.

Beautiful.
The word rose unbidden in the High Priest’s mind as he drew 

his eyes away from her and surJeyed the entire sacred ceremony, the 
Eacrament of Contrition.
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Iearly two hundred priests and acolytes who serJed the Church 
of Widas stood at attention in lines that spanned down either side of 
the Yrand Cathedral. They hummed a low, hypnotic droll, with their 
heads bowed and palms pressed jrmly together in reJerence.

The stainedDglass murals on the towering windows aboJe them 
caught the winter morning sun on its entry into the hall and turned 
its cool light into sharp rainbow streams. The glass depicted images 
of Widas emerging triumphantly from the depths of the ocean and 
presenting himself as the Mne True Yod to the cowering folk of Artor, 
a piJotal moment in the Church’s fresh history.

Beautiful, it was all so beautiful.
Abbott watched as his Vesu pulled the demon closer to her death. 

The sedatiJe smoke was jnally starting to take eFect, and she stumD
bled now, looking disorientated. He shifted his ga4e from her to the 
YodDxing, who was greedily eyeing the scene, like a stalking crocodile, 
from upon his throne of glass and sand.

Widas seemed to sense the High Priest’s ga4e and glanced oJer at 
Abbott, who swiftly forced his focus back on the ceremony at hand, 
maintaining the rhythmic swinging of his censer and preparing for the 
ritual lines he would soon deliJer. -t was always considered improper 
to stare too directly at the BiJine, but today, of all days, it seemed 
particularly Joyeuristic.

“qith this smoke and herb,” he intoned, “- cleanse thee, demon, so 
that thou may be a jtting oFering for our Almighty YodDxing. qe 
earnestly pray that he may forgiJe this sinful and blasphemous world. 
That his wrath and anger may be appeased, and that he will look upon 
us for yet another season, with his BiJine mercy.”

The Vesu had dragged the demon close enough to Widas for him to 
touch her now.
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Ehe had been forced to her knees again and now knelt with a face 
fro4en in fearful intensity. The e>pression somehow made her simulD
taneously beautiful and ugly to the High Priest, and he considered 
it thoughtfully. The fear was Jery good, he conceded, but he saw 
considerably more fear in the eyes of the Vesu who held her.

That, he mused silently, is even better.
The demon was one of ten sacrijces being proJided by the nation 

of Artor to the YodDxing for the winter season. -t was a re?uirement 
of his rule that kept eJen the most deJout fearful and wary of a misstep.

Abbot moJed behind the demon. He signalled for the humming in 
the Yrand Cathedral to stop. Two hundred priests obeyed instantly, 
as if he had pinched the sound from their throats. The low droll was 
replaced by an eerie, heaJy silence that fell oJer the ceremony like a 
smothering hand. -t was a strained absence of sound, more akin to the 
silence of a drowning man than the peaceful silence of a sleeping baby, 
the kind of silence that could only be made in the moment when two 
hundred priests paused, waiting for their Yod to perform a miracle.

Widas remoJed his gloJes and e>tended his palm towards the deD
mon. His eyes unfocused the moment that he pressed a thick thumb 
into the centre of her forehead and his power struck the woman.

Abbott marJelled for the millionth time how incredible it was to 
watch someone’s body transform, and how beautiful the Yolden Eand 
looked as it glinted in the highlights of the sun on its Vourney to the 
ground.





The Heretical 
Behaviours

S elling One’s Soul to Obtain Demon Powers.

The God-King alone holds the rights to supernatural powers 
and abilities. It is forbidden to accept the Devil’s contract and sell one’s 
soul to Viah in exchange for powers.

Dancing, Revelry, Festivals or Celebrations.
The nation remains in an age of contrition. This must be observed by 

all citizens at all times until the Divine Mercy and Forgiveness of the 
God-King is decreed.

Using the God-King’s Name in Vain.
His name is sacred and powerful. Flippant or ill-considered use is 

forbidden.
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Misuse of the God-King’s Golden Sand.
All that is created by the God-King’s holy power remains an extension 

of his divinity. Any use of his Golden Sand must be approved by the 
God-King himself. It is expressly forbidden to use it in any form of trade 
or financial transaction.

Idolatry.
All gods worshipped before the arrival of the Almighty God-King 

were false gods. Worship of any but the One True God-King is forbidden.

Disrespecting the Church.
The Church is the Arm of the God-King. It implements his will. Its 

authority and personnel must be respected at all times.

Harbouring a Heretic.
Any person found to be harbouring one who is known to have com-

mitted a Heretical Behaviour will be considered to be colluding in that 
transgression and punished.

Misconstruing Dark Age History.
It is forbidden to fondly reminisce or misconstrue the Dark Ages, 

especially if committed with intent to cause disruption to the rightful 
ascension of the God-King and his Church.



No Clemency

T hree Months Later.

While Mila held her breath, she prayed that the other pris-
oners were all letting the smoke ull their lAngs.

cn afolyte was walking slowly down the line, vAmigating eafh ov 
the fhained ikarei with the infense emitting vrom the large handvAl 
ov herbs he held Apon a brass pewter plate. Mila knew the distinftiSe 
peppery aroma ov mintlofk, a sedatiSe Ased to dAll the mind and 
senses. ’he wondered iv any ov the other safriufes also knew this. ’he 
hoped they did not and were all breathing deeply.

’edation wasnFt a partifAlarly kind thing to wish Apon her vellow 
prisoners, bAt the sitAation was dire, and iv she was going to sArSiSe 
this, she needed them all to stop veeling their vear so damn loAdly.

Please, she silently begged them. I need to be able to think.
Hor days now, the other ikarei had been Anintentionally broad-

fasting their emotions so intensely that MilaFs power had been oSer-
whelmed. ’he had been able to vofAs on little else, and it didnFt help 
that she was also sAEering intense withdrawal headafhes vrom lafk 
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ov affess to an entirely diEerent plant, rAbane. ’heFd grown too Ased 
to smoking the weed and liSing vor years in the peafevAl silenfe ov 
its dAlling properties. WithoAt affess to it oSer the past voAr days, 
it velt as thoAgh her power was now spewing oAt vrom her body in 
an enormoAs, AnrAly waSe, fatfhing and dragging in eSery energetif 
signal in its SifinityxeSery plantFs fry vor water, eSery inseftFs de-
termined marfh, eSery thoAght and reaftion ov any hAman within 
a hAndred-voot radiAs. That inflAded the deep well ov hysteria and 
vear that her vellow prisoners had been energetifally digging in their 
faptiSity.

With the mintlofk infense now thifk in the air, the pAlsing, horriuf 
emotions in the room were unally GAelling. Mila kept her breaths 
small and shallow, her vafe tArned away vrom the floAd ov infense. 
’lowly, the vog in her mind began to livt. ’he foAld unally think vor 
herselv again, foAld unally fomprehend her sitAation with flarity.

Bt was not good.
Bn the neKt vew minAtes, she and the other ikarei woAld be led oAt 

into the Nrand Vathedral to kneel bevore the Nod-1ing, and soon 
avter that, sheFd eKperienfe eKaftly what it velt like to transvorm vrom 
her mortal body into a glowing pile ov Nolden ’and.

Bv she was going to esfape this vate, she had to do something now.
’he analysed the golden metal bindings that held her wrists to the 

follar ov the man who stood bevore her in line. They were solid, and her 
arms were nAmb avter haSing been flipped to the bafk ov his nefk vor 
days. ’he knew she was now awkwardly dragging his head bafkwards, 
bAt she no longer had the strength levt to try to hold them oAt at an 
angle that didnFt pAll at him, let alone mAster the strength to somehow 
break the solid gold fhains themselSes. The one small blessing ov her 
sitAation was that she was last in the row ov prisoners, so there was no 
one behind her similarly dragging her own nefk bafk.
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cvter determining that physifal vorfe wasnFt an option vor esfape, 
she mentally gathered the ragged edges ov her sfattered and disobedi-
ent power and vorfed it to vofAs on fondAfting a sweep ov the energies 
within the stizingly hot room. Like a snake zifking its tongAe to taste 
the air, Mila let her smooth, blafk horns grow slightly oAtwards vrom 
her sfalp. ’he didnFt tefhnifally need them eKtended to Ase her power, 
bAt doing so helped greatly in afhieSing spefiufity, and right now, 
as she hAnted vor any nAanfe in sentiment or attitAde that might be 
AsevAl to her, spefiufity might be the thing that foAld saSe her.

’he tried not to let it toAfh the other prisoners. ’he already knew 
too well eKaftly how they velt, and they were eGAally as helpless as she 
was. Their despair did nothing bAt sAfk at her like a delifioAs blafk 
mire, befkoning her to “oin them, to diSe in and lose herselv again.

No. ’he wrenfhed her power away and fontinAed to sfan vor all 
other live in the room. There were siK gAards and voAr warrior priests, 
“esA they were falled, esforting the fhained line ov safriufial ikarei, and 
two gAards oAtside the door. ’he ran her power oSer eafh ov them, 
looking vor anything in their energy that might help” a drop ov merfy, 
ov impatienfe with their work, ov pridexanything at all that she foAld 
maybe, somehow, eKploit to esfape.

Nothing.
The dark, pAlsing energy ov the holy “esA who gAarded them 

pressed gratingly against her mind, and iv the gAards werenFt Atter 
Dealots themselSes, then they were simply too vAll ov vear to be AsevAl. 
HearvAl gAards were as Aseless to her as the hot vear radiating oAt vrom 
the groAp ov imprisoned ikarei she stood amongst. The intermingled 
energies ov the room reminded her naAseatingly ov the dynamif sheFd 
onfe sensed between the workers and animals waiting in line at an 
abattoir.
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’he retrafted the small horns bafk into her head and whimpered 
GAietly when the headafhe retArned with vAll vorfe. The sitAation was 
hopeless. 9erhaps she was better oE sni2ng the mintlofk. ct least then 
maybe she woAldnFt be in pain bevore her death.

The heaSy wooden door behind her sAddenly banged open, and 
two more robed “esA entered the dark room. They moSed towards her, 
inspefting her vafe, and Mila voAght to ensAre that her gaDe appeared 
AnvofAsed and haDy, as thoAgh sheFd taken a vAll hit ov the mintlofk. 
Bt woAld do no harm vor them to think she was daDed and dofile.

There was more moSement vrom behind her, and she started a little 
when the Righ 9riest himselv passed by. Ris shadow frossed her as he 
moSed towards the vront ov the line.

!The moment has fome,3 he intoned falmly, refiting the o2fial 
damnation by heart as he walked. !Oy fommitting the Hirst Reretifal 
OehaSioAr, yoA haSe sinned in the eyes ov the VhArfh and the eyes ov 
oAr Nreat Nod-1ing Midas.3

cs he spoke, the “esA Anflipped her hands vrom the nefk ov the 
man in vront. Mila gasped in pain as they dropped heaSily in vront 
ov her, and blood began to rAsh bafk into the sorry limbs. Rer hands 
remained boAnd, bAt at least they were unally pointing bafk towards 
the groAnd.

!’Afh a sin demands pAnishment, and oAr 4iSine Lord demands 
the seasonal safriufe ov ten heretifs GAarterly to appease his wrath. 
ThAs, with yoAr demonif natAre reSealed, yoAr pAnishment has been 
determined by the VhArfh, and B pronoAnfe it now.3

The two “esA were working their way Ap the line, Anshafkling the 
other ikarei one by one.

!…oA are to be immediately safriufed at the hand ov oAr Nod-1ing, 
to ensAre both that “Astife is serSed and to enable oAr hAmble nation 
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to demonstrate oAr endAring fontrition and obedienfe vor yet another 
season.3

The hold ov the mintlofk was strong, and no one in the line moSed 
at his proflamation, bAt still, a folleftiSe moan ov vear and despair 
zowed throAgh the groAp, and Mila foAld not help bAt be aEefted by 
it. ’he tried desperately to retain her sense ov selv, to remain energet-
ifally soSereign, bAt resisting the strength ov the emotion aroAnd her 
was like trying to hold onto a handvAl ov salt amidst a torrent ov water.

The “esA had now reafhed the vront ov the line. They swivtly An-
shafkled the yoAng man who stood there. Bn Anison, they took him 
by the shoAlders and led him oAt ov the small wing and oAt ov sight, 
throAgh the mosaif arfhway to where Mila assAmed the main hall ov 
the Nrand Vathedral awaited. Re stAmbled along with them obedi-
ently.

’he knew the moment the man reafhed his destination, befaAse 
a deep rAmbling noise sAddenly ultered down the hallway and into 
the wing where she and the others waited. TrAe terror fontaminated 
her when it dawned on her that the soAnd was not a distant horn, 
bAt the slow, deep, tolling fhant ov hAndreds ov priests and afolytes as 
they obserSed the ’aframent. The baritone hAm ov their Soifes efhoed 
throAghoAt the entire fathedral, a deep and eKpressionless drone that 
merged somehow with the smoke and the dark and the oSerwhelming 
stenfh ov despair.

!9lease.3 
’he heard the yoAng manFs sharp Soife sAddenly fAt throAgh the 

dAll hAm, begging. 
!9lease53
Mila knew there woAld be no flemenfy.
c vresh waSe ov vear washed throAgh the waiting prisoners as his 

pleas GAifkly tArned into wordless sfream avter sfream. They efhoed 
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into eafh other, Anrelenting, feaseless, Antil the moment that his Soife 
was abrAptly, sifkeningly, fAt oE.

Mila desperately tried to retain her sense ov falm amidst the tide 
ov panif swivtly rising aroAnd her. 4espite the vaft sheFd aSoided the 
vAll vorfe ov the initial dose, the residAal essenfe ov the mintlofk still 
hAng in the air and was making the sensitiSity ov her power worse, 
dampening any ability she still retained to blofk oAt the angAish ov 
her vellow prisoners.

’he had to do something.
’he desperately zAng her power oAt again and this time, as it 

roAnded the oAtskirts ov the room, she voAnd something new.
9reSioAsly, sheFd velt the energies ov two gAards positioned oAtside 

the door bAtxno longer. There was a notifeable lafk ov hAman energy 
in the spafes those two bodies had onfe offApied. They were gone.

’he did not think, did not breathe, did not paAse to GAestion her 
neKt moSe. The other gAards and “esA in the room were momentarily 
vafing towards the arfhway, their attention drawn in the opposite 
direftion by the yoAng manFs sfreams. This opportAnity might neSer 
fome again.

Mila took three steps bafkwards, slid the door open a frafk with her 
ungertips, slipped throAgh it and ran.

Run.
The tAnnel was beaAtivAl bAt Mila barely afknowledged the green 

and blAe stained-glass that spidered oAt afross the fArSed roov in all 
direftions. ’he tArned to the levt and ran, not knowing where she was 
going bAt praying sheFd stAmble afross an empty room, or eSen “Ast a 
dark forner to hide in. ’he was weakened vrom days ov imprisonment 
and knew that, despite the athletifism sheFd fAltiSated by liSing in the 
rainvorest, right now she woAldnFt oAtlast a fhase. Rer only hope was 
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to hide and perhaps slink to savety when the vofAs ov the searfh went 
elsewhere.

Rer veet poAnded along the dark grey stones, and she held her 
boAnd wrists to her fhest awkwardly as she ran. The sAnlight glim-
mering in vrom the stained-glass aboSe her freated blotted streams 
ov aGAamarine that pooled down vrom the roov onto the zoor, and 
she stAmbled swivtly throAgh this haDe ov foloAr, a tiny brown leav 
tAmbling in whirling zoodwaters ov light. ’he eKtended her horns 
as she ran, throwing her power oAt bevore her in the hope ov giSing 
herselv eSen one sefond ov warning bevore she barrelled into anyone.

YnbelieSably, it seemed that there was no soAl in vront ov her. 
Oehind her, howeSer, angry shoAts sAddenly rang oAt, and she heard 
a heaSy door slam, vollowed by the soAnds ov rAnning veet.

They were avter her.
Rer adrenaline sArged and she pAshed on Antil she fame to the urst 

deSiation in the hallway, a narrow, winding stairfase that was bAilt into 
the levt-hand wall. Bt went both Ap and down.

Bn the split sefond she had to make the defision, she fhose down. 
’he hArtled down the stairs, not worrying aboAt valling and breaking 
her nefk. c broken nefk woAld be a blessing fompared to the vate that 
awaited her iv they faAght her. ’he levt the light ov the beaAtivAl tAnnel 
behind her and desfended into the darkness below.

Bt took her eyes a moment to ad“Ast when she hit the stone zoor. ’he 
blinked rapidly as she stAmbled vorward, throwing her boAnd hands 
oAt blindly and praying there was nothing in her way that she foAld 
rAn into.

Yp ahead, she saw a tiny sliSer ov light. ’he stAmbled towards it. 
9erhaps it was a window or door in the distanfe7 OAt as she drew 
floser, she realised it was a simple oil lantern that had been levt atop 
a large fement blofk.
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0ot a fement blofk, she realised in horror. c graSe.
’he was in a frypt.
c fhill gripped her spine and she made to retArn to the stairs bAt 

had barely taken a single step when she bAmped direftly into the 
fhest ov the owner ov the lamp. The AneKpefted follision threw her 
oE balanfe and with her hands still boAnd, she was Anable to steady 
herselv. cs she began to topple oSer, strong hands reafhed oAt to grab 
her and helped her regain her balanfe.

The owner ov the lamp was a striking man with blond fArls, a broad 
“aw and a powervAl energy that barrelled into her withoAt hesitation. 
’he briezy wondered how she hadnFt sensed his presenfe when she 
entered this plafe. While his vafe was taAt and stern, his grip on her 
arms was gentle, and despite the vaft his green eyes were rimmed red, 
as thoAgh heFd been frying, she foAld still veel the strong energy ov his 
intrigAe washing oSer her.

!…oAFre not a priest,3 he affAsed sovtly, his Soife smooth as a riSer 
stone, his eyes sfanning oSer her boAnd hands with interest, !Pr a “esA. 
Who are yoA73

’he did not reply and tried to pAll away vrom him, bAt he did not 
let her go. Re opened his moAth to speak again bAt was interrApted by 
soAnds ov her pArsAers foming down the stairfase and into the frypt.

MoSing on instinft more than thoAght, Mila tried onfe more to 
pAll away vrom the man, and this time he let her go. ’he dAfked down 
and hid behind the graSestone, her heart thAdding so loAdly that she 
thoAght her fhest may well rip at the seams.

!Who goes there7 WhatFs going on73 the blond man with the 
lantern falled oAt in the direftion ov the stairwell, his tone now var 
more aAthoritatiSe.

The vootsteps abrAptly halted.
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!WeFre hAnting a demon who has esfaped the ’aframent,3 a “esA 
Soife falled oAt vrom the gloom. !c vemale. We mean no disrespeft, 
bAt haSe yoA seen H3

WithoAt warning the blond-haired man eKploded with rage. !4is-
respeft? 4o yoA eSen know the meaning ov the word7 This is a pri-
Sate vamily frypt. Bt is vorbidden, on pain ov death, vor any not ov 
the bloodline to enter.3 Ris words efhoed throAghoAt the fold, hard 
spafe. !cnd yet yoA storm in here, dAring my time ov moArning, and 
all bAt affAse me ov harboAring a demon7 Pv heretif behaSioAr7 Net 
oAt53 Re spat the words at them.

VroAfhed behind the graSe and veeling as thoAgh she were made ov 
stone herselv, Mila heard the pArsAers leaSe. ’he dared not rise, eSen 
when she velt sAre theyFd levt. ISentAally, she heard the lone vootsteps 
ov the blond man approafhing her. Ris shadow frossed her vafe, and 
she shiSered with vear as she met his eyes. They were no longer rimmed 
red. They gleamed.

!c demon,3 he said with a small tilt ov his head. !Well, well, well.3
Mila shiSered Ander his sfrAtiny, waiting vor the blow to vall. The 

manFs fonfentration broke and his head sAddenly snapped Ap as the 
efho ov more Soifes in the hallway tAmbled down into the frypt.

!…oAFd better get moSing,3 he said. !’omeone ov a higher rank will 
sArely fome down here and wonFt be so easily deterred vrom fondAft-
ing a more thoroAgh searfh.3

Mila blinked. !…oAFre letting me go73 she asked, fonvAsed.
!BFm not.3 Re said sternly, holding Ap a unger to forreft her then 

slowly lowering it. !BFm “Astxnot detaining yoA either. 0ot yet any-
way.3 cs he spoke, a slow drawl ov a grin began to spread afross his 
vafe, as iv heFd “Ast realised that today heFd been givted the good vortAne 
ov obserSing a Sery entertaining hAnt. 

cnd she, the hare.
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!Oesides,3 he said. !They donFt need my help to detain yoA, iv the 
fommotion aboSe is anything to go by.3

’he agreed, nodding verSently and bafking away vrom him, not 
GAite daring to tArn away vrom the AnAsAal man Antil she was well 
oAt ov armFs reafh. !Thank yoA.3

Re raised his brows and grinned at her in the fandlelight. !Nood 
lAfk,3 he said in a sovt, sing-song tone.

When Mila reafhed the stairfase, she tried to falm her rafing heart 
and took a moment to fonsider her neKt moSe.

The soAnds ov tens ov “esA rAnning aroAnd in the tAnnel, barking 
orders and flanging their armoAr was nearly deavening.

There were so many ov them. ’heFd neSer be able to oAtrAn them. 
Rer only option was to try oAtsmart them.

’o, when she detefted a briev break ov moSement in the tAnnel 
aboSe her, she made her moSe. ’he asfended the stairs, passing by the 
groAnd zoor fompletely, hoping the “esA woAld stay in the tAnnel and 
assAme she was searfhing vor a way oAt. Bt was not mAfh ov a blAE, 
bAt her options were limited. Bv she foAld und somewhere vArther Ap 
to hide Antil nightvall, that foAld saSe her.

’he leapt Ap the steps three at a time, bAt when she reafhed the 
top landing, she realised with dread that the defision had been a poor 
one. The stairway did not lead to another leSel. Bt led only to a single, 
beaAtivAlly farSed wooden door. cnd beyond that door, MilaFs pow-
ers invormed her, there was only one small roomxand it was already 
offApied. 

PffApied by a being whose energy dominated the spafe like a 
thAnderflap. 

The sheer SolAme ov it stopped Mila dead in her trafks. VrAelty, 
impatienfe, a desire to be seen. ’heFd neSer fome afross someone who 
pro“efted so mAfh and so loAdly. There was something fhildlike in 
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the fonfoftion, like the energies yoAFd eKpeft vrom a toddler aboAt to 
torment a vrog.

Intering the room was not a good option. 4esfending the stairs 
again and trying the tAnnel was a fertain death sentenfe. ’he foAld 
hear the “esA swarming below her like angry ants ov a disrApted nest. 
Mila prayed she foAld “Ast hide here on the landing and neSer haSe to 
open that door, neSer haSe to be the vrog, bAt when she heard Soifes at 
the bottom ov the stairwell she realised that her attempt at a rAse had 
been voiled by the sheer nAmbers ov those avter her. They had enoAgh 
to split ranks and send someone Ap the stairs, as well as press ahead 
into the tAnnel. They were foming, and in aboAt two sefonds, Mila 
woAld be disfoSered.

c yell vrom below told her theyFd seen her.
There was no other option.
’he pAshed open the door, bArst into the room, and blinked heaSily 

in the blinding gold light that affosted her eyes. When she registered 
where she was, she blanfhed in horror.

Bt was a Siewing platvorm, an ornate sAite with a balfony that looked 
down oSer the Nrand Vathedral and onto the ’aframent in progress 
below. The efhoing fhants ov the priests and afolytes rose Ap aroAnd 
her in a deavening mist, ulling her ears and dominating the air. Rer 
stomafh plAmmeted in dismay.

’he was right bafk where she started.



Cruelty and Chaos

T he escape attempt had been for naught.

The pursuing jesu were moments away from reaching the 
room. Would they toss her over the balcony when they caught her? 
If so, she’d land on the immaculately tiled Goor below, probably right 
before the -odKking. Would he still accept a sacriOce with a broHen 
necH?

Mne of the jesu Onally reached the doorway. “e was panting, but 
he didn’t immediately reach for Pila. Instead, he looHed over her 
shoulder and spoHe with deep concern etched into his face.

”Srincess, forgive me.E
Pila turned and registered the other occupants in the room for the 

Orst time.
The powerfully loud energy came from a striHing woman, who sat 

atop a highKbacHed, golden chair.
Pila had never seen anything or anyone liHe her before.
Che was tall and darH. “er dominating frame emphasised by the 

sleeH blacH fabric that wrapped tightly around her body. It whirled 
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in thicH swaths around her long arms and legs, reaching all the way 
down to her wrists and anHles. Cewn into the fabric were the sHins of 
hundreds of golden snaHes, and she toyed with a tiny live one between 
her long, manicured Ongers. “er blacH hair hung in thicH, tight curls 
down around her necH, and delicate, gold feathers had been woven 
through small braids that hung from her temples. “er sHin was as 
immaculate and sheer as a darH mirror, and Pila judged that she 
couldn’t have seen more than twentyKOve summers or so. “er lips were 
painted with a strong, metallic blue, and two streaHs of golden paint 
adorned her sharp cheeHbones.

This must be the -odKking’s daughter z Srincess xe…ebel z  but she 
didn’t looH liHe a princess. Che looHed liHe a goddess.

”Well,E xe…ebel said, raising a perfectly arched eyebrow and looHK
ing Pila up and down slowly, darH eyes lingering on the thin, blacH 
horns that were still protruding a few inches above Pila’s scalp. ”This 
afternoon is already panning out to be far more entertaining than I 
eBpected. ComeoneDeBplain.E Che Gittered her Ongers in the air comK
mandingly.

Reside her a tall, muscular man with cropped hair and a bare chest 
stood poised to attacH. “e did not looH remotely amused. Instead, his 
sword was drawn and his deep brown eyes narrowed as he surveyed the 
scene and the intruder. To the other side of the princess was a serving 
woman, who might as well have been invisible beside the physical and 
energetic pull of her mistress.

”Comeone eBplain,E the princess said again in a low, deadly tone, as 
though unaccustomed to repeating herself.

Aespite the heat of the room, Pila shivered.
”IDshe’s aDE The unfortunate jesu behind Pila spluttered on his 

words, unable to believe that, of all the people in this building reK
sponsible for the demon’s escape, he somehow had the poor fortune 
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of being the one to report it to xe…ebel. ”Che’s a dKdemon. Peant 
to be below with the others. Py sincere, sincere apologies for the 
disturbance. I’ll taHe her with me now.E

”WaitqE The order was sharp, and the princess rose from her chair, 
gliding towards Pila liHe a panther moving through shadows.

Pila felt her body automatically free…e as the woman approached. 
“er nose was assaulted by the wave of perfume, darH spice with notes 
of vanilla on top. It was gorgeous and sultry and overwhelming but 
was nothing compared to the actual wearer. Lven if Pila had wanted 
to looH away from her, she couldn’t. Che was too beautiful, and her 
energy was too dominating.

Lventually, she stood right before Pila and inspected her, her deep 
brown eyes scanning from bottom to top. “er lip twitched with 
disgust as she surveyed the dirty, olive, cotton shorts that covered 
Pila’s slim legs, and the cream crocheted top that hung over her small 
breasts. They lingered on the many golden piercings in Pila’s nose and 
ears but lit up when they reached her horns again. Che even reached 
out to touch one, and when her graceful hand stroHed it, Pila’s legs 
nearly bucHed from the sharp, electric sensation that ran through her. 
xe…ebel’s smile truly brightened at that response and her eyes gleamed. 
3inally, she OBated on Pila’s long, straight brown hair, and when she 
noted the length, her eyebrows raised again with interest.

0othing about Pila’s appearance was unusual for a “ighlander, 
eBcept the length of her hair. Aue to the constant humidity, “ighK
lander women usually cut theirs short to allow any precious bree…e to 
access their necHs, but Pila hadn’t moved there until she was fourK
teen. Che’d spent her childhood amongst the devout and hardworHing 
plains people of Srious, and in Srious, the women wore their hair long.

Aespite the pain the memories of her past life caused her, Pila 
had never been able to bring herself to sever that connection to her 



L.Y. -N200––

childhood. keeping her hair long and healthy in the forest had been 
a mammoth e4ort, but the Hnowledge she’d cultivated of rainforest 
fruits and their nourishing properties had helped. !sually, she wore it 
tied up and out of the way, but her grass hair tie had broHen on the 
journey here, so now it hung loose, draping down to her anHles. It had 
never been cut before and was shiny, healthy and rich.

”2our hair,E xe…ebel said, and before Pila could open her mouth to 
reply, she snapped her Ongers, and the guard approached. ”I want it,E 
xe…ebel said simply, cocHing her head slightly to the side.

Without hesitation, the guard sei…ed Pila’s hair, and in one swift 
movement of his dagger, he sliced it clean away from her head.

The immediate disappearance of the weight that had been silently 
present for all her life was as shocHing as a bucHet of ice water being 
thrown over her. Che gasped for air, her bound hands instinctively 
reaching for her head.

0o one in the room acHnowledged her response. Instead, the 
maidservant hurriedly stepped forward and held a mirror up for the 
princess, who held Pila’s hair up in a bunch to her scalp.

The princess tucHed her braid to the side, studying her reGection 
for a moment before shrugging. ”!pon further considerationDI don’t 
thinH it’s 5uite the right shade for me.E

In three 5uicH steps, she strode to the small gold bra…ier that 5uietly 
burned in the corner and abruptly tossed the heavy cutKo4 hair into 
it.

It was consumed by the Games in all of two seconds, the balcony 
swiftly Olling with the acrid scent of burning hair.

Pila stared dumbly at the bra…ier, and then at the woman, in disK
belief, trying to Oght down her outrage and maHe sense of what had 
just occurred.
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Srincess xe…ebel stared bacH with barely masHed delight, waiting 
for the response, the reaction, a GinchDanything she could latch onto 
in order to eBtend this fun game she’d just begun. The malicious 
energy pulsed from her with renewed intensity, and Pila suddenly 
recognised the danger the princess truly presented. Aespite the fact 
she was probably minutes away from being sacriOced, the immediate 
threat to her life was suddenly this woman who stood directly in front 
of her.

Und yet.
Che could not bring herself to drag her eyes to the ground in subK

mission. If xe…ebel was going to Hill her here and now, she wouldn’t 
cower. Che was suddenly overwhelmed with fury and frustration that 
she’d spent her entire life hiding and cowering. If this was to be her last 
stand, she might as well stand strong.

Co, she stared bacH at xe…ebel, unyielding in her ga…e, and felt the 
woman’s eBcited energy rise in response, as though she were relishing 
in the novelty of coming across someone who was not yet 5uite broK
Hen.

Those perfect lips curled into a cool smile. ”2ou are interesting. 
What’s your power?E

The 5uestion tooH Pila by surprise. Che wasn’t eBpecting this silent 
battle of wills to turn into a conversation. Che’d been eBpecting death.

”I can sense energy,E she said tersely.
”What do you mean energy?E xe…ebel demanded.
”Lmotions, intentions, state of beingD Whatever is the driving 

force of living things in my vicinity.E
”Is that so? Und what is my energy?E she said with a leer.
In that moment, xe…ebel reminded Pila of a bored rainforest monK

Hey she’d once seen. Mne that had pushed a rival’s vulnerable babe o4 
a branch for the saHe of its own entertainment.
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Pila considered her answer for a second and then answered truthK
fully.

”Yruelty and chaos.E
xe…ebel said nothing for a long few minutes, taHen abacH by the 

candid answer and the courage of the giver. Pila continued to hold 
her ga…e, still unable to looH away, although she became dimly aware of 
the sound of footsteps and more people coming up the stairs. Unother 
guard, two jesu, and even the “igh Sriest Ubbott now appeared in the 
doorway.

”Cei…e her,E the “igh Sriest ordered, his tone panicHed. 
The jesu moved towards Pila.
”CtopqE xe…ebel ordered curtly, and when the jesu did not immeK

diately halt, she whirled on them in fury, stomping her foot liHe a 
petulant child. ”Aid you not hear my command?E she bellowed.

The movement towards Pila stopped, but Pila sensed an air of 
uncertainty to their obedience. Who was truly in charge here?

”Srincess?E The “igh Sriest looHed faintly annoyed, but he was not 
about to disobey the daughter of his -odKking on the very afternoon 
they were holding a sacrament to appease his wrath.

”!nbind her hands.E The princess pointed to Pila. ”This one is 
now mine. I will taHe her as my new pet.E

Pila baulHed silently at her words.
The “igh Sriest was less restrained. ”“ighnessDE “e struggled for 

a moment to try to articulate his complaint whilst remaining respectK
ful. ”Che is an intended sacriOce, a demon. If you taHe her, we’ll be one 
short for this season.E

xe…ebel seemed to consider this, then she turned towards Pila. 
”What do you thinH, demon? Chould you be sacriOced today? Mr do 
you thinH you and your power can suEciently entertain me for a few 
months until the neBt Cacrament?E
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Pila did not Hnow how to respond, but xe…ebel seemed to be eBK
pecting her to speaH. Lventually, she simply said, ”I wish to live.E

”LBcellent.E xe…ebel clapped her hands delightedly, a childliHe enK
ergy sei…ing her. ”Ubbott, tell my father that I’ve taHen one for myself. 
“e can’t have this one yet. I’ve got plans for her, and I intend to eBtract 
every last sliver of entertainment from her this spring.E Che suddenly 
giggled. G“ow 5uaint. U spring petG.

”Srincess xe…ebelD 3orgive me, butD I z E
Pila was ama…ed that he seemed still prepared to argue with her. Co 

did the princess.
”Um I not half Aivine?E Che interrupted him with a stony, warning 

glare, her energy shifting from childish eBcitement to murderous inK
tensity in an instant. ”Ao you not worship my family line? Mbey me.E

xe…ebel’s personal guard also chose that moment to step forward, 
his presence shadowing xe…ebel’s bacH and reinforcing her command. 
The “igh Sriest glanced at him and then tooH a deep breath to steady 
himself in what was clearly a humbling and diEcult e4ort. 3inally, he 
seemed able to remember his place. “e sucHed his lips tightly into his 
mouth as if to stop them opening of their own accord, then nodded 
to one of the jesu, who strode forward and roughly unlocHed the cu4s 
on Pila’s wrists.

xe…ebel did not spare anyone else on the balcony a second glance. 
Che sei…ed Pila’s arm and dug her long nails into it, pulling her along 
as they left the room and descended the stairs.

”This is going to be fun,E she said with conOdence as they strode 
swiftly out of the cathedral, followed closely by the huge guard and 
the handmaid.

Pila was far less certain.



The Princess Jezebel

P rincess Jezebel strode with the speed and determination of a 
woman possessed. She all but dragged Mila behind her into 

a carriage that carried them a little distance away from the Grand 
Cathedral to a far smaller, but still ornate, tall, white building. Mila 
soon realised this must be the princess’s own personal apartments.

Together, they marched up the winding, white-tiled staircase and 
did not stop until they reached the very top and entered an opulent 
bedchamber.

Thick, towering, sandstone walls rose to meet the roof that, like 
the tunnel in the cathedral, was a stained-glass mosaic. This one was 
a rainbow of colours, interrupted only by xve dark, eHposed wooden 
beams that spanned the width of the room. Euge windows had been 
carved into the stone walls, each a various-sized crescent, eHcept for 
the one in the middle, which was perfectly circular. Mila stared at the 
design for a moment before realising she was looking at carvings that 
depicted the waHing and waning phases of the moon.



ERIRTBC AREVOBUYI CUP2 7j

The centre window was large enough to xt two plush, red seats 
inside it, and Mila could see a tiny, black-wire fence balcony Nutting out 
on the other side. Rach of the other windows were lit from beneath 
with small, elaborately twisted Nars that eHpelled a soft golden glow. 
Un closer inspection, Mila realised with horror that the Nars were xlled 
with Midas’s sand. She swiftly averted her attention away from them, 
praying she would not feel the death energy that she knew they held.

The western side of the room was dominated by an intricately 
painted wooden wardrobe that spanned the entire length of the wall. 
Bt was accompanied by a number of freestanding mirrors and dressing 
curtains that were made up of all manner of materials, such as feathers 
and woven reeds and gira“e skins.

Un the eastern wall lay an enormous, black, four-poster bed. Bt was 
adorned with spider-web thin fabric that draped from the supporting 
beams of the ceiling and trailed down, across the mound of pillows 
that lay on and around it. Rach was a di“erent colour and stitched with 
an assortment of tessellating patterns, desert …owers and hypnotic 
swirls. The entire room was an eHplosion of colours, teHtures and 
shapes. Bt was gorgeous and awful at the same time.

Mila xnally stopped gawking and turned back to Jezebel, who had 
dismissed all attendants save the one guard. ”ow alone, she drew Mila 
towards the bed and then proceeded to undress in front of both Mila 
and the guard without ceremony.

Mila’s instinct to breathe completely abandoned her at the sight of 
Jezebel’s perfect naked body.

qMen have been soL unsatisfying recently,8 the princess said as 
she peeled o“ the last of the gorgeous black fabric from her skin and 
discarded it in a pile on the …oor. qVnd B’m getting Kuite sick of having 
them killed for xnding their moment of pleasure before B xnd mine.8
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She sighed and tilted her head gently, eHposing her neck in a display 
that, for the briefest of moments, was the perfect portrayal of heartfelt 
consideration.

Then she suddenly snapped back to a more eHacting stance. qBt’s a 
selxshness B cannot abide. B’m the daughter of the God-?ing. Bf B can’t 
even have good seH, then B shudder to think what the other women of 
Vrtor endure.8 She tittered a little at her own Noke and then looked 
over Mila’s shoulder and spoke directly to the guard.

qVnd as always, Jahan, you’re free to watch, but do not interrupt,8 
she said in a voice that had abruptly changed again, this time from the 
whinging girlish tone to one that was deep and sultry and mocking.

qEighness,8 was all the guard replied, his face impassive. Eis energy 
matched his words, stoic and professional.

qYnfortunately 9 8 she turned back to Mila and sighed theatrically, 
q 9  he’s handsome, but heWs also boring. Bf B wasn’t so certain he’d be 
eKually as boring in bed, B’d have tried him on years ago.8

Mila could tell that she enNoyed talking about the guard as though 
he were simply an obNect that she could choose to use on a whim. 
Perhaps, to her, he was. Perhaps now Mila was too.

That realisation unsettled her even more.
Jezebel’s dark eyes were hard, shiny beetles as they studied her, and 

Mila’s stomach plummeted at her neHt words.
qB’ve been with women before too. Eowever, against my better 

Nudgement and much to my own misfortune, B always seem to be 
drawn back to men. Eave you been with women before38

Mila answered honestly, although it drew bile to her mouth to do 
so. q2es.8 V brief …ash of memory threatened to interrupt but Mila 
pushed the images away. ”ow would be a dangerous time to indulge 
in nostalgia and she wanted the taint of this situation nowhere near 
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those memories. She needed to focus on the moment if she wanted to 
survive this encounter.

qRHcellent.8 Jezebel’s eyes …ashed with glee. qPerhaps you’ll be 
skilled enough to keep my attention for longer than a single tumble. 
Vnd if you truly can feel my energy with your power, then B eHpect 
you to use it and read my desires. B don’t want to have to tell you what 
B want. B Nust want you to do it.8 She clapped her hands in delight, 
thrilled by the cleverness of her idea and her certainty that she’d de-
termined eHactly how Mila’s powers worked. qThis has potential to be 
eHtremely entertaining. –et’s begin.8

:ith the conxdence of a woman who had never been reNected or 
denied a thing in her life, she reached for Mila’s hand and forced it 
upon her left breast. qEere, tell me what you feel.8

Mila closed her eyes and tried to block out the pounding of her 
own heart, the near overwhelming adrenaline and panic, the feel of 
Jezebel’s cold skin and sharp nails on her hand. Eer power whirled 
around the room uselessly and aimlessly. Bt wasn’t going to work as 
Jezebel thought it would. Mila couldn’t read minds with her power. 
She had no idea how she would do this thing the princess eHpected her 
to do.

Certain that she was going to be sent back to Vbbott within the 
hour, she felt utterly helpless and overpowered, a tiny bird in a cyclone.

Stop, she told herself. Stay calm. Breathe. Think. Focus.
She pushed the constant pangs of her searing rubane headache away 

and took a deep breath in and out. She forced herself to eHtend her 
thin, black horns the full few inches that they could grow and urged 
them to enable the full sensitivity of her power.

You can do this. Just like you used to help those other women.
2ears ago, before the e“ort of chasing rubane’s blocking e“ect had 

taken over her life, she’d been an accomplished midwife. She’d helped 
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women in the village to deliver by secretly sensing their baby’s energy 
beneath their skin as she’d worked with them, her horns hidden be-
neath a hat.

Surely, she could use her power in a similar way now3 She Nust had 
to try to remain calm.

She focused her full attention and power on the woman before her 
and breathed deeply again. She urged her power to go in.

There.
She could see Jezebel’s energy more clearly now that she was calmer, 

and it truly was chaotic* purple and black, swirling like an angry tem-
pest within her. Mila probed further in, looking for more, looking for 
the answer that would save her.

There. The key to surviving the night.
Aoredom.
Vbove all things, Jezebel was too powerful for her own good and so 

bored with it all. She was a woman who had spent a lifetime getting 
eHactly what she wanted without any e“ort or risk on her part. ”o 
one denied her. ”o one chastised or surprised her. Jezebel might not 
even know it herself, but Mila’s power sensed that she craved the 
uneHpected, the game, the risk.

Mila considered this new information carefully and then trusted 
her life to the skill of her power, risking it all with her neHt words.

qB am a demon,8 she hissed into Jezebel’s ear. qSpawn of Mud and 
worms. B am soulless, evil. B have no morals or Kualms. 4rom this 
distance, B could easily kill you, and there’s nothing you or your guard 
could do to stop me.8 She drew a short breath before delivering the 
xnal blow. qAut B’d be satisxed tonight with hearing you scream.8

She was rewarded instantly by the deep, primal pulse of energy that 
emanated from within Jezebel’s core. :hen Mila opened her eyes, she 
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noted the slightly feral eHcitement peeking out from behind Jezebel’s 
brown eyes.

Rmboldened, Mila straightened her shoulders and did eHactly what 
Jezebel’s silent energy was begging her to do.

She did not break eye contact when she stepped forward and invad-
ed Jezebel’s space. She reached up and grabbed a xstful of the woman’s 
thick hair, roughly forcing her head up, as she moved in lockstep with 
her, back towards the bed.

Uut of the corner of her eye, Mila saw the guard move to protect 
his princess, but he was stayed by a small …ick of Jezebel’s hand.

She understood what Mila was doing and was allowing it to hap-
pen. 4or the xrst time in Jezebel’s life, someone was wresting control 
from her, demanding space and forcing her to yield it, and from the 
yearning look on her face, Mila knew that, at least for tonight, this was 
eHactly what the princess had been craving.

G G G
Eours later, Mila lay listening to the soft, slow breaths that barely 

punctuated the night. She looked over at Jezebel, who now lay fast 
asleep beside her atop the terracotta silk sheets, limbs …ung out in 
abandon. Eer dark skin caught and held the xrst silver ripples of the 
rising moon in a way that made her seem almost more painting than 
human. She was beautiful, made more so now to Mila by the easy 
contentment and peace radiating from her.

Bn fact, Mila registered with sudden surprise, other than the hor-
rible death pulse that emanated from the small Nars of Midas’s sand, 
the energy of every being inside the room was peaceful, and this had 
not been the case for a single moment in the days since Mila had 
xrst arrived in Jeralusah. The absence of human stress or fear was as 
welcome to her as cold water is to a burn.
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Ynfortunately, her head still throbbed and she was beginning to 
feel a nauseating ache in her stomach from the continual lack of 
rubane. She fought to ignore it and, instead, considered her new situ-
ation.

She had transitioned from a condemned religious sacrixce to the 
nearly bald plaything of the God-?ing’s daughter within an eHtraor-
dinarily short amount of time. She wondered what this would mean 
for her tomorrow.

:as the evening’s submission simply an itch the princess had des-
perately needed scratched3 :ould Mila be sent back to Midas when 
the sun rose3 She had no way of knowing but had done her best 
tonight to use her power in a way she’d never done before and ensure 
the value of her life in the princess’s eyes.

She’d discovered that, with skin contact, her power was far less 
likely to dilute itself throughout the room, and she could more easily 
read the princess’s energy accurately, tailoring her touch to meet the 
internal, silent demands of the other woman.

Bt had worked. Vnd now, for the xrst time since her capture, Mila 
felt a glimmer of hope 9 knowing that her powers could intimately 
provide Jezebel with an eHperience that Nust might be uniKue and 
satisfying enough to save her own life.

Bn a sudden …ash of inspiration, Mila let her horns grow again and 
reached her hand out to gently touch the princess’s eHtended indeH 
xnger. She sent her power running through that physical bond into 
the woman, curious to know if she could glean anything else that 
might be of use. Something that might only be apparent now in this 
moment of vulnerability, something that was usually hidden within 
the ever-whirling tempest of Jezebel’s conscious mind.

Sleeping Jezebel’s main energetic proNection was that of peace and 
contentedness, but Mila pushed her power beneath the surface layer 



ERIRTBC AREVOBUYI CUP2 FF

of Jezebel’s psyche and searched through the sea of energies she found 
there in a way she’d never done before, a way she hadn’t Kuite known 
was possible.

What was causing the peace? Surely, there was more here than the 
mere happiness of a pleasurable physical release?

She was surrounded by the colours and teHtures of Jezebel’s inner 
self, and carefully, not wanting to rouse the woman, she mentally 
sifted through them until she found one she could put a name to.

Seen. Jezebel had xnally felt seen.
–ike wriggling backwards out of a foHhole, Mila slowly eHtracted 

her power and drew it back into herself, feeling her horns slide back 
beneath her skin like a sword into a sheath.

Eow curious that Princess Jezebel could have all the power, control 
and wealth of the world, and yet the thing that brought her true peace 
was the eHperience of someone actually truly seeing her, even if it was 
only for a glimmer of a moment.

V bubble of hope began to form in Mila as she considered that 
seeing Jezebel’s authentic energy was eHactly what her power made her 
capable of doing. Uveruse of rubane may have weakened the control 
she’d once had over it, but skin-to-skin contact still seemed to be an 
e“ective way to hone it. Mila had faith that the control would return 
if she stayed alive long enough. Vnd if she could Nust keep Jezebel 
in a perpetual state of peace and happiness, then perhaps this new 
situation might be survivable.

Ur at the very least, it might allow her to survive long enough to 
xnd some way to escape before the season turned.

Uverwhelmed by the small wave of relief that accompanied this 
realisation, Mila allowed herself a long eHhale, and then turned her 
attention towards the guard, who still stood watch. She allowed her 
horns to grow slightly longer as she sent her power out towards him, 
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practising her control and certain he wouldn’t be able to see them from 
where he stood.

Ee had not moved from his post since the halting …ick of Jezebel’s 
wrist. Vs Mila studied him, she wondered what he’d thought of the 
whole a“air. Mila’s unruly power …ittered from him and began to 
scan aimlessly around the room, catching the calm of the many plants 
that hung from the boudoir and the sleeping waves of the birds on 
the windowsill before it xnally found the guard again and settled on 
him. She felt nothing hostile emanating from him. Ay all accounts, 
the guard was currently contributing to the feeling of peace inside the 
room. The glimpses she could see of his energy were characterised only 
by professionalism and a small ounce of fatigue. Bt had evidently been 
a long day for him too, and he seemed happy it was nearly over.

Vs if he recognised that her thoughts had now turned to him, or 
perhaps because he had, indeed, somehow seen her horns grow and 
suspected himself to be the subNect of her analysis, he broke from his 
position and approached the bed.

qCome,8 he said Kuietly when he was close, not wanting to wake 
Jezebel. qB’ll have the maids clothe and feed you and show you to a 
nearby room you can claim. B suspect the princess will want to have 
you close by in the morning.8

qThank you,8 she replied, grateful for the small kindness on a day 
that had been xlled with nothing else but fear and abuse.

She slipped from the bed and tried to follow him but stumbled. 
The guard’s arm found her and wrapped around her middle before 
she could hit the …oor. She gripped him gratefully as she found her 
feet again.

qThank you,8 she murmured, but was too eHhausted to read him 
more deeply. Too eHhausted in that moment to contemplate seeking 
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an opportunity to escape. Too eHhausted even to be ashamed of her 
nakedness in his arms.

Just then, the idea of sleep, in a bed away from this room and this 
turbulent woman, was as irresistible to her as the shoreline is to a wave. 
:hen she saw the plain white sheets of a bed in a spare servant’s room 
before her, she crashed headlong into them without hesitation.



Trial by Cat

O n the day Mila had been betrayed, she’d been surprised and 
hurt, but never seriously concerned that the mob would ac-

tually expose her as a demon.
Despite the plethora of theories that abounded, there was only one 

true test that could correctly identify a demon, and it was unlikely 
that the villagers who came for her knew it. Some of the false tests 
were unpleasant, but none of them were dangerous. Most had been 
invented and spread by ikarei themselves, such as making a small cut 
to the arm to prove that one’s blood ran red, rather than blue. Or 
plucking a hair from one’s head and proving that it was mundane and 
would not turn into a hell-worm when it hit the ground.

On the day they came for her, she’d been more fearful of the mob’s 
fervour than anything they might subject her to by way of a test. She 
tried to diHuse their energy with her demure stance and lack of the-
atrics. She’d learned long ago that, with this particular sect of society, 
there was no real way to win against them, and the occasional chance 
to score was only achieved by startling them with unexpected dignity.
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L”ook at ’er,! she had heard one man jeer, L’olding herself like she 
were some kinda princess. C swear C’ve seen ’er ’orns before. She lies with 
the wormsN!

LWow, now,! a calmer male voice interceded. LVll we have is ru-
mours, Arennan. ‘ait until the test is conducted before tainting her 
with such a brush.!

Mila detected the reluctant qhrrumph’ behind her and tried to sup-
press a small smile. She did actually Fuite like the gentle and industri-
ous worms that determinedly worked magic in her garden beds, but 
she knew that those were not the worms of the afterlife that the speaker 
had been referring to. Ihe worms of the Tot.

Vn icy blade of true fear struck her when she caught a glimpse of the 
priest waiting for her at the testing area. Ihis wasn’t the Grst time in 
her life that she’d been approached by a group of humans demanding 
proof of her humanity, but this was the Grst time that group had 
included a priest, and that was very bad news.

8ully ordained priests were an unusual sight in the rainforest Eigh-
lands. Psually, the unrelenting humidity, the diJcult terrain, and the 
isolation of the small villages deterred all but the most determined of 
acolytes to venture out to mission and spread the Bhurch of Midas.

Vcolytes were dangerous to ikarei in the way that an errant spark 
is dangerous to a Greplace, capable of causing problems, but usually 
containable. Ihey led weekly Bhurch sermons and tried to enforce the 
observance of the Eeretical Aehaviours within their small, allotted vil-
lages. Ihey usually travelled too freFuently to truly identify someone 
who did not Fuite Gt into their community.

Yriests, on the other hand, were as dangerous as a wildGre in a dry 
Geld. Yriests did not conduct paltry sermons in backwater towns. Ihey 
arrived only when reFuested by an acolyte, and they had the authority 
to test and condemn demons.
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Cf a priest had come all the way here from ?eralusah for Mila, then 
she had no doubt that whoever had betrayed her had raised a very 
compelling case.

Probably Oberon.
She pushed the name away. Speculation wouldn’t help her survive 

what was coming next.
Ihe priest eyed her coolly as she was brought forward, but he said 

nothing. Eis Grm, handsome face was neutral and calm, and he was 
dressed well. Eis grey travel robes had evidently only recently been 
donned, as they were clean and dry " a rarity for clothes in these 
parts. V thick, brown leather belt was cinched neatly around his 4at 
stomach, and from this hung his instruments of prayer, along with a 
tiny, waterproofed leather book that contained the Eoly Iext of the 
Eeretical Aehaviours.

Once Mila had been deposited by the mob into the centre of the 
rocky circle, the priest turned his back to her and walked to his cart, 
returning with a black wooden cage swinging gently from his hand. 
Mila’s heart sank as she caught a glimpse of white fur poking out 
between the wooden slats and she knew at that moment that her time 
had come.

Ct was happening. Ihe true test. Irial by Bat.
Ihe priest placed the cage down outside of the circle and went back 

to his cart again, this time returning with three large, thin, white crystal 
circles. Ee entered the circle where Mila stood and laid all three out on 
the ground, leaving some distance between each of them.

Once he was satisGed with the placement of the circles, he looked 
at Mila and said, LBhoose one to stand upon. Once you have made 
your decision, do not move. Cf you fail the test, you will be arrested 
as a demon, and you will be sacriGced at the upcoming Sacrament of 
Bontrition as a heretic. Cf you move at all or attempt to disrupt or 
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injure the cat, then the test will be halted, your guilt as a demon will be 
assumed, and you will be 4ogged for committing the Sixth Aehaviour 
prior to your sacriGce. Do you understandz!

Mila’s mind sifted through her recollection of the behaviours and 
remembered the Sixth, Disrespecting the Church of Midas.

She nodded.
LC need to verbally hear you conGrm.!
LC under "1 she choked on the words with her dry throat and 

coughed a little to clear it.
Ihe crowd jeered.
LC understand.!
LCf you are innocent, C implore you, stand still and this will be over 

momentarily.!
Vs he spoke, he relayed no compassion. Mila didn’t waste any 

energy trying to wring sympathy from him somehow. Cnstead, she 
inspected each crystal circle and then chose the second one to stand 
on, nodding to the priest to indicate that she had chosen and that she 
would not move.

Once the priest was satisGed with her positioning, he bent forward 
and lifted the lid to the box. V haughty white feline leapt out joyfully, 
winding its 4uHy tail around the bottom hem of the priest’s robe 
before moving to the open space where the crystal circles lay.

?ust like that, the test had begun.
Ihe priest spoke to the now silent crowd as the cat moved towards 

the crystal circle on Mila’s left.
LIrial by Bat is simple in its design,! he explained. LIesting Bats are 

speciGcally bred for their aHectionate nature and are trained to stand 
upon each of the three white circles. Cf this woman is not a demon, 
the cat will wind itself around her legs, meowing and pawing at her for 
treats or pats. Aut if she is a demon, it will not even know she is there " 
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for these cats are pure, selected by the Divine himself, and cannot see 
those without a soul.!

Mila watched with her heart in her mouth as the animal strode 
boldly up to the Grst circle on her left. Ct sniHed at the edge, hopeful 
to Gnd a treat. ‘hen it found none, it stepped up onto the crystal, 
turned, sat, and looked back expectantly at the priest, who leaned 
forward and rewarded him with a small portion of dried jerky.

Ihe crowd politely clapped, and the cat chewed deliberately before 
proceeding with purpose towards the next white crystal circle " the 
one Mila was standing on.

Despite the warning she’d been given, she couldn’t help but try to 
shuFe her feet as the cat approached her, to try make any kind of noise 
to alert the cat to her presence. Aut it was clear that the Iesting Bats 
were also speciGcally selected for their deafness, as its tiny ears yielded 
not the smallest 4icker of movement.

Eowever, her actions had not escaped the attention of the priest, 
who, for the Grst time since she’d been seiGed by the villagers, allowed 
an inch of emotion to cross his young face. Ct was the look a snake gives 
a mouse in the moment it decides to eat it.

Io her surprise, though, he said nothing. Cn hindsight, she realised 
that he’d known in that moment that she was about to be exposed by 
the cat as a demon, and he had determined that this would be a far 
richer and more satisfying outcome for both himself and the crowd 
than simply stopping the test because she’d shuFed her feet.

Ee was a showman, this priest, and a clever one.
Ihe beautiful, white cat unfaltering sniHed at the edge of Mila’s 

circle for treats, and when it found none again, it attempted to step 
onto the crystal, making absolutely no eHort to avoid walking directly 
into Mila’s left shin.
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Vt the sudden, unexpected contact, the cat shrieked and hissed in 
fear, its back arching towards the sky, soft tail now angular and tense. 
Ct scarpered back to the priest and leapt into his arms, fearful and 
unnerved by the invisible brick wall it had struck.

Ihe crowd cheered, the priest’s eyes gleamed, and Mila’s heart sank.
Ihe test’s objective had been met. 



The Unpleasantness

J ezebel’s screech of rage pierced through the otherwise calm morn-
ing, and Mila heard the echo, audible despite the thick walls of her 

suite. A moment later, a burly, buzz-haired guard burst into her room 
and roughly seized her, dragging her from her bed before she’d even 
had time to dress. Even if she hadn’t still been suTering horrendous 
pangs from the rubane withdrawals, the manner of her entry back into 
Jezebel’s room would have been painful. xhe brute all but dragged 
her up the stairs and tossed her roughly onto the joor, where she 
landed Hrmly at the feet of a small crowd of serving staT. xhey stood 
huddled together like scared chickens, waiting for a foR’s Iudgement. 
Mila felt waves of streaming tension jowing from the group, but after 
she blinked for a moment and orientated herself, she swiftly realised 
that the tension was not for her.

xhe guard who had been kind to Mila the previous evening now 
knelt in the centre of the circle of people. Cis shirt was ripped, and his 
bare chest was half visible through the torn linen. Cis face was down-
turned, but Mila could still see him bleeding from three long lines 
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across his cheek. “cratches, she realised, from Jezebel’s strike. ?espite 
the hubbub, he seemed calm, and his body remained motionless, but 
when Mila gently let her horns eRtend a little, she could feel his fear 
pulsing out ”uickly in time with his heartbeat.

!Sou took it upon yourselfNW Jezebel’s tone was stiT and cold. !xo 
remove something V own from my possession, without my knowl-
edgeNW

Cer face was red with rage, but Mila also sensed glee emanating 
from her. “he was clearly relishing this, a welcome opportunity to re-
inforce her power and ensure that even those closest and most loyal to 
her knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that they would be punished 
if they put a foot wrong.

!V believe that’s deHned as theft, Jahan–W Cer voice now became 
hysterical. !Cave you been stealing from me all these yearsN Bemoving 
anything else you saw Ht to part from meNW

!…o, Cighness, never,W Jahan replied instantly, contritely.
!…everNW Jezebel lambasted. !Gell, you did last night– Cow am V to 

believe anything you have to say about the matterN Cow am V to ever 
trust you againNW

Jahan had no reply to this, or perhaps realised that a reply was futile. 
Mila realised with shock that Jezebel was e”uating his gesture of simple 
human kindness L a bed and room to herself L as the e”uivalent of 
robbery. As though Jahan had removed Iewels from the room without 
asking Jezebel’s permission.

Mila felt what little hope had bubbled in her chest the night before 
dissolve. xhis woman was truly mad.

!…othing to sayNW Jezebel crowed. !Gell, thenK W Cer tone re-
turned to its earlier calm with chilling swiftness, !xhe punishment for 
thievery is usually the loss of a hand.W “he let that statement linger in 
the warm morning air for a moment before continuing on. !Cowever, 
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you’ve been loyal enough for many years. Ge’ve known each other 
since we were children. xhat bond does not mean nothing to me. 
Gould you like to keep your handNW

!CighnessKW Jahan’s reply was barely audible.
!Fouder–W Jezebel demanded.
!Ses, Cighness.W
!Ueg me, Jahan. Ueg me for your hand.W
Jahan did not hesitate, as though he’d seen enough of Jezebel’s 

punishments over the years to know that she only responded to utter 
subservience, and for him to hold onto any sense of pride was futile.

!V beg of you, 3rincess, daughter of the Almighty 5od-6ing Midas, 
powerful, beautiful and magniHcent.W Cis voice was low and ”uiet. 
Mila heard true contrition laced in every word. !3lease, forgive your 
servant for his transgression. Vt shall never be repeated. xhe lessons 
learned today shall be applied henceforth through every step of any 
future service V am graced to bestow upon your person. V remain your 
most devoted servant. 3lease, allow me to keep my hand.W

Jezebel let the silence fester for a long moment, then spoke. !V will 
be gracious this time.W “he paused and considered her neRt words. 
!Sou may keep your hand, and you may even remain in my retinue as 
one of my guards, although you will no longer be permitted to be my 
5uard of the Uody.W

Cis shoulders did not relaR an inch at the sentence, as though he 
knew this outcome was too good to be true and was waiting for the 
true blow to fall.

Ce was not wrong.
Jezebel luRuriated in the tension before continuing in a some-

what lecturing tone. !V suspect this transgression was injuenced, not 
through a sincere desire to steal for me, but by what you took to be a 
situation where a pretty, young woman needed care. Sou are wrong. 



CEBExVO UECAPVY4B OY3S DA

Sou forgot for a moment, V suspect, that she is a demon. “he has 
committed the Birst Ceretical Uehaviour. A reminder to all,W she raised 
her voice and cast her gaze about the audience, !this means she sold 
her soul to obtain demonic powers. “he is a heretic. “he is a living evil, 
and treating her as anything other than that sets a dangerous precedent 
on how to treat her while she remains in my service.W “he turned her 
attention directly back to Jahan. !Cer unsuspecting appearance and 
meek demeanour fooled you into believing she is one of us. “he is not.W

Jezebel let that statement simmer, marinating in the attention of 
her captive audience. !…ow that V’ve schooled you on one of the be-
haviours, it’s your turn. Bemind me, Jahan, what is the “iRth Ceretical 
UehaviourNW

Jahan did not hesitate, as though he’d been born reciting the Coly 
xeRt. !xhe “iRth Ceretical Uehaviour is any display of disrespect to-
wards the Ohurch of Midas.W

!And would you concede that your lapse of Iudgement about the 
demon straddles that line of heresyN Blirts with it, perhapsNW

Jahan remained silent. Everyone in the room knew what Jezebel 
was doing. xhe “iRth Ceretical Uehaviour was a famous catch-all for 
any sin. Anything could be considered an act of disrespect towards the 
Ohurch in the right conteRt.

!Fet your eyes never deceive you again,W Jezebel announced Hnally. 
!And you will lose one of them for this transgression.W

xhe shock of this Iudgement landed on Mila like a blow to the face.
“he imagined that a braver, more fearless version of herself would 

have stepped forward to argue against the monstrous punishment. xo 
defend the man’s actions. xo roar in Jezebel’s face that, demon or not, 
she was a living being and that the guard had been the only eRample of 
human decency she’d eRperienced since she’d arrived at the Coly Oity.
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Uut she did not. xo her great shame, she found that she could do 
nothing but watch.

Jezebel narrowed her eyes at Jahan in disdain, and two other guards 
stepped forward to escort the proud, trembling man away to receive 
his punishment.

Fater, Mila tried to tell herself that she’d done nothing because she 
could sense the futility of any rebellion in that moment, but the darker 
and more cowardly truth was that she had simply been too frightened. 
“cared bone deep.

Ghatever understanding she had hoped to foster between herself 
and Jezebel was shattered. xhe woman viewed Mila as property, noth-
ing more, and had ordered the blinding of a kind man who, by all 
accounts, was a childhood companion, simply because he’d dared to 
treat Mila otherwise. Vt was the most evil act she’d ever beheld.

Ghen Jahan disappeared from the doorway, Jezebel turned to Mila 
with a sickly, sweet smile, and the fear cemented deeper.

!And now that this unpleasantness has been dealt with, V’m ready 
for a repeat performance of last night’s eTorts. Oome.W “he clicked her 
Hngers, and Mila somehow found the strength to take a step forward, 
knowing that if she had any chance of surviving another few minutes 
here, there could be no shadow of doubt that she was anything but an 
obedient slave.

And, she told herself, she would keep up this pretence for however 
long it took for her to Hgure out a way to escape.



The Dress and the 
Collar

I t was only a little later that morning when Jezebel and two guards 
escorted Mila into a carriage outside. Once in, they left the high, 

black walls of the palace and went into the whitewashed city of Jer-
alusah. The city was remarkably clean, but felt uncomfortably so, in 
the way a child’s room is clean after they hurriedly sweep their toys 
under the bed. The streets were pristine, with evidence of the daily 
morning rinsing now rising from the cobblestones in a glistening mist, 
but many windows remained shuttered, and for a city in the peak of 
its midmorning bustle, it seemed awfully quiet.

The few people moving about on the streets were striding with 
purpose, not dallying to mingle in the new sweet, spring sunshine. 
They bowed respectfully when Jezebel’s carriage passed, but averted 
their eyes, and collectively, their energy seemed to exude frustration 
with the interruption, rather than excitement at seeing their princess. 
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Mila surmised that Jezebel must venture out often, and her presence 
was probably more of an inconvenience for the city folk than a novelty.

When they stopped out in front of a seamstress’s shop, Jezebel 
gestured to the guards to haul Mila out of the carriage, saying nothing 
by way of explanation until they met the demure, young seamstress. 
The plump woman would not look directly at Jezebel, and visibly 
shrank back from Mila when she saw her horns.

Jezebel delighted in her reaction. “Yes. Now capture whatever it is 
you are feeling in a dress, Lorelai. I want all who see her to revile, desire, 
pity and fear her, in a single moment. And, most of all, I want them 
to know that I own her.”

“Of course,” the trembling woman said quickly, but Mila also felt 
her energy rise at the idea of the interesting challenge. There must be 
a reason that this seamstress was Jezebel’s one of choice.

* * *
It was late into the afternoon when the outSt was Snally Snished. 

Lorelai had long overcome her fear and aversion of Mila. !he now 
looked over the new attire she’d created with pride.

Mila was exhausted. !he hadn’t eaten in nearly three days, and the 
symptoms from the rubane withdrawals were now hitting her like a 
ju, causing her to tremble and ache as she’d stood for hours under 
Lorelai’s administrations. Jezebel either hadn’t noticed or didn’t care.

“It’s perfect?” !he clapped as Lorelai stepped back for the Snal 
time. The princess had supervised the entire proHect from a deep green 
ottoman in the corner, barking out suggestions and corrections as 
Lorelai worked.

“And her hairR” the seamstress asked, inspecting Mila with a critical 
eye. “Are you happy with how it is, or do you wish it styled somehowR”

“Leave it,” Jezebel replied. “It’s not important to me that she’s 
pretty. It’s important that she makes an impact.”
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The outSt achieved exactly that.
In the mirror, Mila could see that the joor-length, sweeping black 

dress was designed to appear unSnished in parts, making it di0cult to 
tell if she was wearing something magniScent or tattered rags. 1or the 
bodice, she’d been stu2ed into a corset that laced up the front rather 
than the back. The crisscrossed lace tie had been deliberately left loose 
enough so that Mila’s skin was exposed all the way from the top of her 
breastbone to the top of her pubic bone. If she’d had more of a bust, 
it would have been utterly scandalous. 1rom her hips downward, the 
fabric of the dress was a mix of black layers and green velvet strands 
that had been clipped and hung in awkward places to look like strands 
of algae and riverweed. This, together with her short, brutally cut hair 
stabbing out awkwardly from her head made her unrecognisable. !he 
truly looked like a creature that had crawled out of a swamp, a demon 
of the Muds.

Terrifying and seductive all at once.
Thankfully, she’d been permitted to keep the small gold hoops in 

her ears and nose. !he stared hungrily at these in her rejection, trying 
to use the familiarity of them to Snd her old self.

Home, they reminded her, and for a moment she was enveloped by a 
crushing wave of sadness and despair. Would she ever see it again? Did 
Cari know what had happened to her? Was it Cari who had betrayed 
her?

!ummoning her inner strength, she shoved the thought away. Let-
ting that pain in would not help keep her alive today. !he needed to 
focus. The small brown eyes that stared back from her rejection were 
hollow and pinched with stress and fatigue but remained determined.

There came a knock on the seamstress’s door and another guard 
entered. Be walked straight to Jezebel and presented her with some-
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thing Mila could not see, but she clearly felt the princess’s second-hand 
delight.

Jezebel turned to Mila and held out the item. It was a golden collar 
and matching lead.

Mila shrank back from them in horror as Jezebel approached. The 
guard was anticipating this and moved to block the exit.

Mila could do nothing but clench her eyes shut in misery as Jezebel 
leaned forward and clasped the golden collar tight around Mila’s neck, 
clipping it together and locking it securely.

“Made from the melted gold of all those who’ve failed me,” Jezebel 
whispered in Mila’s ear.

As she drew back, Mila shuddered in horror but Slled with morbid 
curiosity, she turned back towards the mirror. 9nwilling to look, but 
unable not to.

The golden collar stood out brightly against her tanned skin and her 
dark new apparel. The long lead held in Jezebel’s tight grip seemed to 
twinkle in the candlelight. The energy of the thing was like a perpetual 
death knell. !heer sadness and pain made into an obHect that was now 
latched permanently to Mila’s throat. Ber knees trembled under its 
force.

“Bow do you like itR” Jezebel asked.
“I’m in agony,” Mila croaked back, tears in her eyes.
“Good.”
When they left the seamstress’s townhouse, Jezebel surveyed Mila’s 

new attire and expression of anguish with pleasure. !he clutched the 
lead tightly, as though feeling even more possessive now that her new 
pet looked so Sne. It occurred to Mila then that, with this lead now 
around her neck, the likelihood of her slipping away in the night and 
escaping had all but vanished. This thought made her chest ache, and 
she was nearly overcome by the impulse to burst into sobs and throw 
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herself into the path of one of the many oncoming carriages rumbling 
up and down the busy street.

Ber soul couldn’t bear this.
As if she knew her thoughts, Jezebel smiled as she stepped into the 

carriage, yanking on the lead as she did which caused Mila to stumble 
up the steps behind her.

When they were seated, Jezebel let out a sigh of pleasure and 
knocked on the roof of the cabin to signal to the driver that they were 
ready to return.

“What a fabulous day,” she said out loud to herself. “I don’t know 
why I didn’t think of doing this earlier. I’m having so much fun. Oh? 
And we’ll deSnitely be taking a trip to Lady Ficory’s house soon,” she 
said. “!how that arrogant woman that she’s not half as interesting as 
she thinks she is.”

While the thought of being paraded around in this attire by Jezebel 
made Mila feel even more physically ill, knowing that she would be out 
of the palace again tomorrow shook her a little out of her depressed 
stupor.

It’s just a lead, she silently reminded herself. It’s not a cage. All 
Jezebel has to do is put it down and leave me unattended in a room for 
one minute. Perhaps even within reach of a dinner knife. That’s all I 
would need.

That tiny adHustment of perspective provided Hust enough hope. 
Mila felt the cloud of despair recede slightly, and it became a little easier 
to breathe again.

The sun was starting to set as the carriage returned them to the 
palace. As they entered the thick, black cast-iron gates, Mila made an 
e2ort to stare out the window and learn as much about her surround-
ings as possible. It was hard not to be distracted by the sheer beauty 
of it all. As the carriage trundled past the many grand buildings that 
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lay within the palace estate, Mila took in the sight of hundreds of gold 
lanterns that paired beautifully with the deep orange glow of the dusk 
sky. Together, they lit the road up brilliantly and heralded the way to 
the Grand Cathedral, which now lay immediately before the carriage. 
Its four, tall sandstone spires and enormous stained-glass windows 
made it impossible to miss. It had powerful lights shining at its base, 
which illuminated it right up to the top of its tips of gold. Mila found 
herself thinking that, if she didn’t hate the structure so much, it would 
have taken her breath away. 

Around it, Mila could see a few smaller, but equally breathtaking 
buildings. !he wished she knew what each one was used for or who 
lived in them, but Jezebel did not o2er an explanation, nor did she 
seem inclined to even acknowledge Mila’s curious stares. The only 
noise Mila heard in the carriage now was the omnipresent cicada 
symphony from outside that had commenced the moment the sun 
dipped below the high black walls. 

The carriage continued to rumble quickly along the cobbled road, 
moving away from the buildings and now through a small forest of 
fruit trees, decorative gardens, and occasionally passing a beautiful 
sculpture or fountain. Once, it passed over a bridge made entirely of 
stone and glass. The water in the hand-cut stream below was illumi-
nated by glowing stones, and the blue light shining back up through 
the glass bridge joor was one of the most spectacular things Mila had 
ever seen. !he wondered how many commoners had ever been allowed 
to see any of this.

The palace was separated from the rest of the city of Jeralusah 
by a round, slick, towering wall of obsidian. Guard posts manned 
by Hesu were dotted along the wall at even intervals. The palace was 
simultaneously a place of worship, a home to the elite, and a fortress.



BEVETIC UEBAPIO9V COFY 3E

1inally, Hust as true night fell, they arrived at Jezebel’s private apart-
ments, which sat on the western boundary of the property.

Finner was waiting for the princess when they arrived, and she 
did not hesitate, descending on the plate with a hearty appetite after 
issuing a brisk order to Mila to sit on a cushion by her feet.

Fespite the large table, Jezebel ate alone. Mila assumed that Midas 
must have a similar living arrangement on the other side of the prop-
erty. !he wondered for the Srst time what their relationship was like. 
Fid Midas ever Hoin his daughter for mealsR Fid Jezebel ever invite 
himR

!he also wondered, with increasing urgency, if she would be fed at 
all.

Jezebel also seemed to be considering this exact question, eyeing 
Mila at her feet with great pleasure as she sucked the rich skin o2 a 
chicken bone.

“It’s been a big day for you today. You must be hungry.”
Mila hadn’t risked saying much all day, but at this point, silence 

seemed the wrong choice.
“Yes, mistress,” she said softly, bowing her head in the picture of 

submission. Internally, she frantically scanned the princess with her 
power for any inclination of what she might expect next.

It didn’t help. Now, satiated with food, the energy radiating from 
Jezebel was a thick, toxic mix of callous boredom and arousal.

“Well, if you’re hungry G ” the princess spread her legs, leaned back 
and raised an eyebrow.

Mila complied.



Meeting Midas

W ith all the controversy, curiosity must have got the better 
of the God-King. Word soon arrived at Jezebel’s apartments 

that Midas was demanding an inspection of the demon who had been 
plucked from his Sacrament of Contrition in a manner so outraging 
to his High Priest.

Mila had been expecting this, and she tried to mentally prepare her-
self to be calm and poised for the presentation, but when the day came, 
even Jezebel had woken diEerently. Mila had sensed a heightened level 
of stress emanating from the woman, which could not be assuaged 
with sex. Tven the princess was afraid of her father, and that morning, 
she was nursing a sliver of doubt about what he would make of her 
reckless decision to keep Mila as her pet.

When they entered the main hall of the God-King’s Grand Cathe-
dral, Mila’s breath was swept from her body by the sight of it and its 
accompanying rush of death energy.

Rhe vast expanse of space was lined with glass columns on either 
side that formed a wide aisle. Tach of them was at least ten metres 
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high, about a metre in diameter, and qlled to the brim with the heavy 
sand made of pure gold particles. Particles that had once been living 
creatures.

Mila’s mind struggled to grasp the enormity of the graveyard she 
was walking through. She knew that when Midas had qrst appeared 
from the sea and announced himself to the nation of Vrtor, he’d been 
challenged by humans and demons alike, and eventually, there had 
been a war. She’d also been taught that Midas had stood as one man, 
one God, alone against an entire Vrtorian battalion. Bn an enormous 
display of his strength and power, he’d proceeded to individually dis-
integrate every single arrow, net, horse, stone, sword and eventually 
soldier, as they’d come at him, turning them all into an insigniqcant 
pile of Golden Sand. She’d always assumed that the tale had been 
exaggerated. jow that she saw the amount of sand that made up the 
wide, glass columns that lined the Grand Cathedral, she wasn’t so sure.

Iegardless of whether the story was a parable or not, it remained 
undeniable that none could walk in this hall without being remind-
ed of Midas’s enormous power, and his unLuenchable demand for 
Vrtor’s sub6ugation. Bn fact, the very order was inscribed into the 
northern-facing wall of the cathedral as an eternal reminder.

“Provide ten sacrifices to me, by the end of the season, every season, as 
demonstration of your contrition. Or I will destroy you and all you hold 
dear.”

Bt was a mammoth eEort to retain her impassive mask as she shad-
owed the princess through the hall. Rhe High Priest Vbbott was also 
present, his heeled boots echoing in the hall as he walked one step 
behind Mila, her noisy, scowling shadow.

Bt was a relief when they qnally arrived at the far end of the hall and 
she was permitted to kneel and drop her head to the “oor. V blessing 
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that she no longer had to look at the pillars of death or feel Vbbott’s 
gaze upon her back.

FWell, daughter–D Rhe God-King’s voice was deep and rich, re-
verberating through Mila despite her distance from the high-backed 
throne.

7illed with both fear and curiosity, she risked a tiny peek up at him. 
He’d been anticipating it and, to her horror, met her gaze with his own, 
one full of white qre.

She ducked her head again swiftly, inwardly cursing her reckless 
gesture. Bt had, however, given her a tiny snippet of context for what 
was about to befall her.

Midas was enormous, taller than the largest man Mila had ever 
seen. He was not especially handsome or youthful, and his face was 
dominated by huge, hawkish, dark eyebrows that were narrowed in a 
perpetual sneer. His nose was crooked and angular, as though it had 
been broken in his youth … but were gods ever really young, and who 
would have ever struck one–

Rhe Luestions sprung unwillingly into Mila’s mind, but she had no 
time to dwell on them. Midas awaited her.

His tanned skin ran deep, with lines that sat entrenched through 
the middle hollow of his cheeks, nearly down to his chin. 8espite 
his weathered face, his body was in impeccable condition. He sat 
shirtless, save for a gold shoulder panel, which hugged his thick neck 
and shallowly covered both shoulders. Vside from this and a belted 
warrior skirt, he was naked. His huge, corded arms and wide expanse 
of chest were on display for all to see, meticulously presented as if 
sculpted from stone. Txcept for his hands, of course, she corrected her 
assessment. Roday, as always, he wore his protective, sacred, red gloves. 
Rhe only items in the world that did not disintegrate at his touch.
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FB hear you robbed me of a sacriqce this season.D He continued to 
address Jezebel. FVbbott is most distressed.D

He himself didn’t sound too distressed. Curious, perhaps. Maybe 
even slightly amused at his daughter’s antics and his High Priest’s 
response, but he was also clearly expecting an explanation.

F7ather.D Jezebel performed a deep bow. FBt is merely a small delay. 
She will be sacriqced at the next Sacrament. B am merely indulging 
myself9temporarily.D

FB see.D
Rhere was a long pause, and when Jezebel realised that neither 

his approval nor disapproval was incoming, she pressed on. FMila’s 
uniLue demon power, combined with her desire to avoid death, is 
keeping me entertained, and you know how much B have struggled 
with boredom, 7ather.D

FUh–D the God-King rumbled, his interest piLued. FVnd what is 
her power–D

FShe can sense the energy of living things.D
Rhere was another long pause, then, FAring her to me.D
Mila heard Jezebel huE in surprise. Rhis demand was apparently 

completely unexpected, and Jezebel was hesitating, fearing that Midas 
would use the moment to destroy Mila before Jezebel was qnished 
with her.

Mila felt the petulant energy “ow from Jezebel as she considered 
disobeying for half a second, before she qnally submitted and pulled 
Mila forward by the neck, placing the lead in the God-King’s gloved 
hand.

jow that she was this close to him, Mila began to tremble in 
earnest. She’d been around demons with strong powers before, but 
Midas was a god and he could kill with an eEortless touch.
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jo demon had powers like that. Vs a rule, demon powers, whilst 
all diEerent, couldn’t transform the world around them, and certainly 
couldn‘t kill. Rhey were as harmless to others as the whispers of ants 
were to a sleeping lion.

Mila was so close to him that she could smell him. V scented oil 
covered his skin and accentuated the harsh lines of his muscles. Bts 
smoky, plum smell made her feel nauseous. Rhree white, “uEy cats 
wound around his feet, oblivious to Mila’s closeness. She felt a pressure 
beneath her chin as Midas gripped her with his red-gloved hand and 
forced her face up, so that her eyes looked directly into his.

FWell, demon–D Menace and the promise of death laced through 
every word. FWhat is my energy–D he growled.

Mila was frozen. She tried to read him, but her powers seemed 
numbed and muted. 8espite her pride, she began to cry with fear. 
She was so frightened, terriqed that he would whip oE his glove and 
disintegrate her within the next second.

FB do not know,D she choked out. FB cannot sense you.D
Vnd it was the truth. She felt nothing at his touch, as though he 

were invisible to her power.
He considered her answer for half a second and then spoke. FRhat 

is because B am not a living thing,D he said softly, releasing her face so 
abruptly that she fell back a step. FI am immortal!D he roared to no 
one and everyone, but most especially himself.

FPraise be,D Jezebel intoned, fully cowed now, showing no ounce of 
deqance.

FPraise be,D the High Priest Vbbott repeated dutifully.
FB am not entirely opposed to the idea of demon pets entertaining 

my aristocracy before their sacriqce,D Midas said, appearing molliqed 
by their sub6ugation. FTspecially if it amuses you, daughter.D
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Jezebel blinked. Bt was clear she hadn’t been expecting the conver-
sation to take this turn, and Mila knew she certainly had no plans to 
share the outrage and attention she was receiving with others in her 
circle.

F5our Tminence,D the High Priest Vbbott spoke for the qrst time. 
His voice was “at with barely masked outrage.

Uf all the priests who served Midas, Vbbott was the one known by 
name throughout Vrtor. Tven Mila knew of his reputation, despite 
the self-imposed isolation of her previous life. She’d heard a number 
of disturbing stories about his devotion. How, in his youth, he’d once 
reportedly lit his own feet on qre to demonstrate the strength of his 
conviction. Rhese stories were not only good for bards to regale to 
sweaty listeners in the airy drinking gardens of the Highlands, but they 
were extremely eEective when it came to exporting and enforcing the 
rule of the Church across the vast nation in rapid form. 8espite the 
fact Vbbott was now an old, thin man who lived oE self-“agellation 
and gratuitous displays of routine starvation, the reputation stalked 
him like a shadow.

FB warn,D Vbbott continued, Fthat to allow the perpetration of 
such an anomaly within the very walls of your palace may lead to 
your sub6ects being tempted into sacrilegious9attachments to these 
creatures.D He turned to Jezebel and his gnarled voice turned ser-
mon-esLue. Fjever forget, Highness, that while they may present to 
us like humans, it is not their true form. Rhey are fallen. Rhey are 
humans who have sold their souls to obtain the slightest whiE of 
power. B wonder if you’d en6oy the close proximity of such a creature 
if you could see its true form … a black and shapeless form of energy. V 
being who has deep capacity and unrelenting desire for deception and 
destruction. V demon’s earthly power may have some uses and bring 
small pleasures and conveniences, but they are to be viewed as nothing 



T.C. G?5jj”E

more than a sinful temptation. Rhey are, at their core, rotten beings … 
D

Jezebel was nodding in fervent agreement with him, but to Mila’s 
surprise, Midas chose to interrupt, seemingly annoyed that the priest 
had chosen this moment to rant and dampen a rare moment of his 
daughter’s en6oyment.

FB remind you, High Priest, that there is no hierarchy among the 
behaviours. Rhe 7irst is eLually as toxic and corrosive as the Tight, no 
more, no less. Bt would do well for the humans in Vrtor to remember 
that. Tspecially as the demon population begins to dwindle but my 
need for the Sacrament of Contrition remains ever present.D

F5our Tminence,D Vbbott conceded immediately, scraping his 
forehead to the “oor. Mila resisted the urge to read his energy, trying 
to keep her focus purely on Jezebel. Aut she was very curious to know 
what he truly felt about the rebuke, even as he said, FBt shall be the 
sub6ect of this week’s sermon. V timely reminder.D

Jezebel looked 6ubilant, and Mila felt from her the “ow of great 
satisfaction, reassured that her actions straddled the border of theo-
logically acceptable.

Interesting, Mila observed, this dynamic between Jezebel and the 
High Priest. Aut even more interesting was another little tidbit 
Mila had learned during the exchange. She’d never known that the 
God-King viewed all Tight Heretical Aehaviours as eLually unforgiv-
able. How curious to learn that the Second, Fpublic displays of 6oy 
or group celebrations’, was as worthy of the same punishment as the 
7irst, Fselling one’s soul to obtain demon powers’.     

Mila studied the hard face of the High Priest Vbbott carefully and 
realised then that the nation-wide persecution of ikarei was almost 
entirely a construct of the Church alone.
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Midas might demand sacriqces, but Vbbott was the one, through 
his sermons and lessons and preaching, who had caused the Church 
to turn the people of Vrtor so speciqcally against them.

Why? she wondered, and tentatively reached her power out to read 
him, but all it took was a yank from Jezebel’s hand upon the lead to 
bring her power back where it was most reLuired. jo time to pull 
the thread on that mystery, at least, not while she had this abominable 
Princess to entertain.

She dutifully followed the princess as they left the priest and the 
God-King behind them in the Grand Cathedral.

Vs they departed, Mila observed with interest that Jezebel could not 
keep the smirk from her face, and her energy was still exuberant, as if 
scoring such a victory over the High Priest was something she’d long 
desired.



Lady Picory's Party

N avigating Jezebel’s ever ucmtcating eohtihnal state th earn 
ferseld dhhM bemaoe pila’s shle ycryhse as tfe Ma.s yasseMI ,n 

tfe eveningsw sfe khclM lie akaAe lhng adter Jezebel faM dallen asleeyw 
anM tr. Mistramt ferseld drho tfe yain hd fer sthoamf eating itseld b. 
yhnMering tfe o.ster. hd Tbbhtt’s Meliberate yersemctihn hd fer AinMI

Was he simply scared of ikarei? Or was something more sinister at 
play?

Hfere kere nh anskers reaMil. availablew anM pila’s hyyhrtcnities 
th reaM tfe Pigf Oriest kere lioiteMI Jezebel fateM fio anM avhiMeM 
fio kfenever sfe mhclMw mfhhsing insteaM th shmialise hctsiMe tfe 
yalame kferever yhssibleI

Sne scmf ohrningw Jezebel annhcnmeM kitf glee tfat tfe. khclM 
be visiting Oimhr. panhrI pila mhclM barel. rhcse ferseld th be mcrihcs 
abhct tfe MestinatihnI Bfe mhclM nht tell id it kas tfe fhrriM leasf’s 
acraw tfe starvatihnw hr tfe rcbane kitfMrakals macsing fer th deel 
ligftfeaMeMI Orhbabl. a mhobinatihn hd all tfreeI

EreaAdast faM nht been hRereMI
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Uhnversel.w Jezebel’s ohhM mhclM nht fave been ohre brigftI pila 
senseM great e”miteoent anM antimiyatihn raMiating drho fer as tfe. 
Mrek mlhser th tfe oanhrw anM sfe khnMereM kfat e”amtl. tfe yrinmess 
faM in sthre dhr fer tfat Ma. anM kfh tfe.’M be oeetingI

qCliza Oimhr.wG Jezebel saiMw as tfhcgf anskering pila’s cnsyhAen 
?cestihnI qBfe anM pereMitfw kfh .hc’ll alsh oeet at shoe yhintw are 
yart hd tfe nek nhbilit.IG Bfe sak pila’s ?cestihning gaze anM rhlleM 
fer e.esI q-hMw .hc are trcl. a featfenw aren’t .hcK Hfe nek nhbilit. 
is kfat ke mall tfe kives kfhse fcsbanMs kere aohng tfe Frst th la. 
Mhkn tfeir keayhns anM skear hbeMienme th o. datferI Hfe. kere 
rimfl. rekarMeM dhr tfeir lh.alt. anM nhk all hkn titles anM oanhrs in 
tfe lanM tfat lies kitfin a Ma.’s marriage riMe arhcnM JeralcsafI 3hc’ll 
neeM th cnMerstanM all hd tfis id .hc’re th be hd yrhyer cse th oew 
MeohnIG

q3esw oistresswG pila agreeM kitf a dervent nhM anM silentl. nhteM 
tfe oanhr tfe. ayyrhamfeM kitf akeI ,d tfis kas tfe t.ye hd rekarM 
available dhr remhgnising piMas’s asmensihn as -hML4ingw tfen it kas 
little scryrise tfat tfe kar faM been sfhrtLliveMI

Csyemiall. kfen tfe hyyhsing hytihn faM been MeatfI
Hfe marriage maoe th a falt at tfe large khhMen Mhhrs hd tfe oanhrw 

anM Jezebel ammeyteM a dhhtoan’s fanM as sfe MesmenMeMI Bfe yclleM 
pila befinM fer anM MiM nht yacse even dhr a ohoent th allhk fer 
th gain fer dhhting hn tfe soall steyI Snl. fer agilit. drho a lidetioe 
living aohngst trees saveM pila drho a yaindcl dall hnth tfe sfary 
gravelleM mhcrt.arMI

Hfe Mhhrs th tfe oanhr hyeneM slhkl.w anM pila dhllhkeM Jezebel 
insiMe th tfe greeting rhhow kfere tfe. kere oaMe th kait a scryrisL
ingl. lhng tioe bedhre tfeir fhst ayyeareMI 'inall.w tfe Mhhr ycsfeM 
hyenw anM a tall khoan kitf mcrl. brhkn fair anM a Manmer’s gait 
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kaltzeM inI pilajs yhker kas Mrakn th fer invhlcntaril. anM sfe kresL
tleM kitf itw tr.ing th Mrak it bamA hnth JezebelI

qOrinmess5 …elmhoeI , kasn’t e”yemting .hc th grame cs kitf .hcr 
yresenme thMa.IG

!aM. Cliza Oimhr.’s kelmhoe seeoeM sh sinmere anM karo tfat pila 
kas scryriseM th deel tfe cnMerthne hd resentoent anM MisliAe MiremteM 
thkarMs tfe yrinmessI Hfe lhhA hd fhrrhr sfe mast in pila’s Miremtihnw 
fhkeverw kas entirel. cnMisgciseMw anM Jezebel lacgfeM lhcMl. kfen 
sfe sak itI

q, faM th sfhk .hc o. nekest yetw ClizaI T demonI , AnhkwG sfe saiM 
gleedcll. th tfe sfhmAeM silenmeI qNhk mhoew let cs gh th tfe sitting 
rhhow anM ,’ll sfhk .hc fhk sfe man entertain .hc thhIG

'hr a fhrrid.ing ohoentw pila khnMereM id Jezebel reall. intenMeM 
th sfare fer arhcnM dhr tfe se”cal gratiFmatihn hd fer shmial mirmlew bct 
tfat tfhcgft kas interrcyteM kfen sfe delt !aM. Oimhr.’s hkn sfary 
kaves hd energetim Mismhodhrt at tfe iMeaI

Hfe khoan kas a oaster amthrw anM kitfhct pila’s yhkersw sfe 
khclMn’t fave nhtimeM tfe uhhM hd mhnmern tfat scMMenl. envelhyeM 
!aM. Oimhr. at Jezebel’s scggestihnI Ect sfe mhntinceM th soile brhaML
l. as sfe saiMw q'abclhcsI Nhk ,’ll 7cst karn .hc tfat tfere are alreaM. 
a dek hd tfe girls cystairsI , Mh fhye it’s alrigft th sfhk fer hR th a dek 
htfers as kellKG

qSd mhcrse5G Jezebel kas MeligfteM b. tfe iMea hd a larger acMienmeI
Phkeverw hnme tfe. asmenMeM tfe granM ghlMen stairmase anM 

ycsfeM hyen tfe Mhcble barrel Mhhrs th tfe sitting rhhow tfe abrcyt 
silenme tfat oet tfeo hn tfeir arrival oaMe it ?cimAl. ayyarent tfat 
!aM. Oimhr. faM cnMerstateM tfe shmial event sfe kas fhstingI Bfe faMw 
in damtw been tfrhking ?cite tfe yart.w hne tfat faM alohst mertainl. 
inmlcMeM Manmingw 7h. anM melebratihnI T trcl. feretimalw semret gatfL
ering hd elitesI
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TnM it kas mlear tfat Jezebel faM abshlctel. not been inviteMI
pila kasn’t scre id tfe absenme hd tfe invitatihn faM been bemacse 

Jezebel kas tfe Macgfter hd tfe -hML4ingw hr sioyl. bemacse sfe 
kasn’t liAeMw bct eitfer ka.w tfe sncb kas hbvihcsI Bfe mhclM deel 
Jezebel’s hctrage anM fcoiliatihn sizzling drho fer as tfe yrinmess 
dhcnM ferseld stanMing in tfe mentre hd a silent rhhow FlleM kitf yehyle 
kfh MiMn’t kant fer tfereI

pila yacseM befinM Jezebelw csing tfe khoan as a sfielM against 
tfe size hd tfe mrhkMw bct tfeir energies maoe barrelling thkarMs fer 
an.ka.I Bfe sfranA fer fhrns reue”ivel. th oinioise tfe ioyamtw bct 
tfe amtihn 7cst Mrek attentihn th tfeo anM oaMe tfings khrseI T 
ncober hd MistresseM gasys eoitteM drho tfhse kfh faM kitnesseM itI

Fear, horror, curiosity.
Bfe kas cnscre kfimf hd tfhse energies kere MiremteM at fer anM 

kfimf at Jezebelw bct eitfer ka.w it MiMn’t oatterI Hfe. fit fer all 
at hnmew bhobarMing anM hverkfeloing fer sensesw dhrming fer th 
yf.simall. gasy dhr air th steaM. ferseldI Bfe dhcgft dhr mhntrhl hd fer 
yhkerw anM Fnall.w kitf great eRhrtw sfe oanageM th Mrak it ohstl. 
bamA inth ferseldw blhmAing hct tfe drenzieM energies hd tfe Fdt. hr sh 
yehyle in tfe rhho anM leaving 7cst a soall beao tfat linAeM fer th 
Jezebel alhneI

Jezebel’s energ. kas oi”eMI Per fcoiliatihn anM hctrage faM 
MclleM as sfe mhoyrefenMeM kfat sfe’M interrcyteM anM kas steaMil. 
being reylameM b. anger anM yriMeI Bfe kas MeteroineM nht th let tfe 
hmmcyants hd tfe rhho Anhk tfat sfe kas cysetI Bfhking inMiRerenme 
kas tfe hnl. ka. sfe mhclM save dame in tfis sitcatihnw shoetfing !aM. 
Oimhr. cnMersthhM yerdemtl.I Bfe trieM th felyw breaAing tfe cnmhoL
dhrtable silenme kitf a maredcll. khrMeM e”ylanatihnI

qTyhlhgiesw OrinmessI , believeM .hc th be ?cite bcs. kitf hcr Phl. 
-hML4ing dhllhking tfe Bamraoent hd Uhntritihn anM e”yemteM tfat 
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.hc khclMn’t kant th be bhtfereM b. scmf a soall gatferingI ,t’s reall. 
been nhtfing ohre tfan 7cst an:eobarrassing Meohnstratihn hd grhss 
hyclenmeIG

Hfere kas a titter hd nervhcs lacgfter drho tfe htfer khoen anM 
oen in tfe rhhoI

Jezebel gave a mlhseLliyyeM soile in resyhnseI q3esw .hc’re rigftI , 
fave been bcs.I ,n damtw , barel. fave tioe th grame .hc all kitf o. 
yresenme thMa.I Ect , kas yassing tfrhcgf anM tfhcgft , oigft yhy 
b. anM sfhk .hc all o. nek mhn?cestI p. Meohn yetIG

Bfe steyyeM asiMew dcll. e”yhsing pila in fer nekw fhrrid.ing garbw 
dhr all tfe yart. th gakA atI

qT demonK5G
q, knew , sak fhrnsIG
qPhk fas tfis been yeroitteMKG
,t seeoeM an age yasseM bedhre tfe rhho faM tfeir Fll hd staringw 

anM Jezebel kas ohre tfan fayy. th stanM in silenme anM stare tfeo 
all Mhkn cntil tfe. MiMI 'inall.w tfe tensihn lidteMw anM general mfatter 
slhkl. rescoeMI

Jezebel ammeyteM a MrinA drho !aM. Oimhr. anM allhkeM ferseld th 
be esmhrteM th a oagniFment mfair ne”t th hne hd tfe dar kinMhksI 
Hfere sat eigft hr sh khoenI Jezebel’s drienMsw pila asscoeMw hr at 
leastw khoen sfe e”yemteM th inMclge ferI

Snme Jezebel kas seateM aohngst tfeow sfe hrMereM a server th bring 
hver a bhkl anM shoe breaMI Bfe kas skidtl. hbe.eMI

…fen tfe iteos arriveMw tfe yrinmess ylameM tfeo hn tfe uhhr at 
pila’s deet anM gestcreM th tfeoI qCatIG

Pcngr. bct kar.w pila Anelt slhkl. anM leaneM thkarMs tfe bhklI
…fen tfe tiys hd fer Fngers thcmfeM tfe riow Jezebel rayyeM hct a 

sfaryw qNh5 Nh fanMsI 'rho tfe uhhr kill scit .hc 7cst FneIG
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,t kas fcoiliatingw bct pila kas starvingw anM in tfis sitcatihnw 
yriMe kas a MeaM mcrrenm.I 'hhM kas dhhMI

Bhw sfe Anelt anM ate tfe breaM kitf fer ohctf alhnew liAe a ycyy. 
b. its oaster’s deetI

qPer yhkerwG Jezebel’s vhime shcnMeM drho abhve ferw qis tfe abilit. 
th sense .hcr energ.IG

qHfat’s tfe yhker sfe mfhseKG Hfe khoan kfh syhAe faM a lilt hd 
a lacgf th fer vhimeI qTffI ,’o shrr.w OrinmessI , man’t fely bct lacgf 
kfen , fear hd tfe yhkers Meohns ammeyt in e”mfange dhr tfeir shclsI 
Hfe. mhclM nht be ohre cselessw ohre riMimclhcsIG

q…ellw tfat’s fald tfe evil hd Yiaf hn Misyla. tferew isn’t itK CnL
trayying mfilMren in tfeir Mreaos kitf tfe yrhoise hd great yhkerswG 
shoehne else saiMI

qCntrayying tfe keaAwG Jezebel mhrremteMI qVeoeoberw ke’re all 
scb7emteM th Yiaf’s teoytatihn in hcr sleey as mfilMrenI …e D G sfe gesL
tcreM th tfe grhcy arhcnM ferw q D kere aohng tfhse Mevhct enhcgf 
th resistIG

pila delt an air hd scyerihrit. settling hver tfe grhcyI
Hfe khoan kfh’M ohmAeM pila’s yhker sat kitf a kfite mat nesL

tleM sleeyil. in fer layI Bfe reoinMeM pila vagcel. hd a yeamhmA9 tallw 
anM slio enhcgf tfat fer mlavimle kas all bct yhAing dree hd fer sAinI 
Bfe kas hlMer tfan all tfe htfer khoen b. at least tkh MemaMesw anM 
khre a sfiooeringw hmeanLgreen Mressw fer ghlM fair yileM figf in an 
cyMhw kfimf yclleM tfe sAin hn fer dhrefeaM tactI

qBfe mertainl. fas an:eartf. ?calit. th ferwG sfe saiMI
Hfe hbservatihn kas a barbeM mriti?cew esyemiall. mhnsiMering fhk 

ocmf eRhrt Jezebel faM yct inth Mressing pila in a oanner tfat mhclM 
be MesmribeM as an.tfing bct qeartf.GI     
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Jezebel let tfe mhooent rhll hR fer as sfe remlineM dcrtfer inth tfe 
mfair anM gestcreM th a oaiM fhlMing an enhrohcsw deatfereM dan th 
mhooenme mhhling ferI 

qJcMge fer all .hc liAew pereMitfIG Bfe tcrneM th tfe kiMer grhcyI 
q3hc’ll all mhoe th fate fer shhn enhcgfIG Bfe mhclM barel. mhnmeal 
fer MeligftI qp. Meohn man sense .hcr energ.wG sfe reyeateMI qTnM 
dhr tfhse hd .hc thh tfimA th Fgcre hct kfat tfat oeans .etw it oeans 
tfat an.tfing .hc hnme tfhcgft th fhlM semret drho oe kill be semret 
nh lhngerIG

pila MiMn’t Anhk kfh trieM th fiMe tfeir fhrrhr ohrew fer hr tfe 
laMies hd tfe rhhoI Jezebel ylhcgfeM hnw thtall. akare anM mhoyletel. 
MeligfteM b. tfe reamtihn th tfis indhroatihnI

q1eohnwG sfe hrMereMw qreaM Cliza’s energ.IG
Bfe eviMentl. faM nht dhrgiven tfe fhst dhr nht inviting fer th tfe 

yart.I
SbeMientl.w pila tcrneM th dame !aM. Oimhr. anM reamfeM fer fanM 

hct thkarMs ferw th fely Miremt fer cnyreMimtable yhkerI Hfe kall hd 
fhstile energ. raMiating drho tfe khoan fit pila liAe a mfarging fhrseI

qBfe khclM Aill oe id sfe faM tfe mfanmewG pila resyhnMeM fhnestl.w 
tr.ing th ayyear blanM anM MisinteresteM in tfis neksI Jezebel kas 
Mangerhcsw bct sfe alsh MiM nht kant a khoan liAe Cliza Oimhr. as an 
eneo.I

q1hn’t ayyremiate o. little reaMerw ClizaKG Jezebel lacgfeM againI q, 
khnMer kfat .hc tfinA .hc fave th fiMe drho oeIG

q, fiMe nhtfingw OrinmesswG tfe khoan farrcoyfeMI qBfe is a MeL
ohnI , oerel. believe sfe sfhclM fave been samriFmeM kitf tfe rest dhr 
bhtf fer sin anM dhr hcr natihn’s reyentanmeI Hfe khrlM khclM be a 
sader ylame kitfhct fer AinMIG

qTs khclM ke all drho .hcr aobitihnsIG Jezebel sneereMw anM !aM. 
Oimhr. ycrseM fer liysI
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pila trieM th Mrak fer yhker aka. drho !aM. Oimhr. anM retcrn 
fer attentihn th tfe breaM tfat still la. bedhre ferI Per yhker MiM nht 
hbe.I ,t uek drho fer keaA oental grasy anM smattereM tfrhcgfhct 
tfe rhho againw reaMing ever.tfing in tfe viminit.w hverkfeloing anM 
oeaningless th fer in its sfeer vhlcoe9 lust, anger, hunger, delight, 
human, human, mouse in the wall, plants hanging from the ceiling, 
thirsty, anxious, human, human, ikarei, human, human –      

pila sat bhlt cyrigftI
,Aarei energ.K Hfere kas anhtfer iAarei in fere shoekfereK
'hrgetting tfe breaM entirel.w pila krestleM dhr mhntrhl hd fer yhkL

erw tr.ing th sman tfe rhho ohre Meliberatel.w kisfing tfat sfe mhclM 
fhne it ohre ammcratel. anM kitf less eRhrtI

,t kas cselessI
Hfere kas anhtfer iAarei in fere shoekfereI Bfe Anek itw bct 

oaMMeningl.w sfe sioyl. kasn’t yhkerdcl enhcgf th iMentid. kfh it 
kasI Nht kitfhct thcmfing eamf anM ever. yershn in tfe rhhow anM 
tfat kas never ghing th fayyenI

,t kas be.hnM drcstratingI
…itf resignatihnw sfe allhkeM ferseld th be MistramteM drho tfis 

startling Mismhver. b. tfe nek thyim being MismcsseM b. tfe laMiesI
qHfere ocst be shoetfing Mhne abhct tfeoI Hfeir vhimes grhk 

strhnger in HraMers Ea. ever. keeAw anM shhn it kill syreaMw as tfese 
tfings alka.s seeo th MhIG

q,t’s straigft cy blasyfeo.w it isI …fh Mh tfe. tfinA tfe. are th 
Anhk better tfan tfe UfcrmfKG

q, Anhk better tfan tfe UfcrmfwG Jezebel mfioeM in facgftil.I
Hfat macseM a sligft fimmcy in tfe uhk hd mhnversatihnw bct tfe 

khoan naoeM pereMitf sohhtfeM it hver skidtl.I qSd mhcrse .hc Mhw 
PigfnessI 3hc’re fald 1ivineI Ect tfese MissiMents: …fere Mh tfe. 
even mhoe drhoK …fh are they? ,t’s sfeer arrhganmeIG
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q,t’s a yfasewG anhtfer khoan fcReM Misoissivel.w kanting th reL
tcrn th ghssiy ratfer tfan yhlitimsI

q,t’s a tfreatwG pereMitf mhrremteMI q,’o telling .hcw UeMriA gets 
ocltiyle reyhrts tfese Ma.s hd soall mrhkMs gatfering th fear tfeo 
syeaAIG

qByeaA abhct kfatw e”amtl.KG
q, Mare nht reyeat syemiFms ferewG pereMitf kisel. saiMI qBade th sa.w 

it’s mritimal hd tfe UfcrmfI Csyemiall. tfe Pigf OriestIG
pila kas scryriseM th see Jezebel snhrt at tfatI q,s tfat itK …ellw taAe 

it drho oew tfe Pigf Oriest mhclM Mh kitf a little mriti?cing nhk anM 
againI ParMl. khrtf trhcbling hcr adternhhn hverw pereMitfI Nhkw 
kfh is ne”t dhr o. Meohn’s smrctin.KG

Ts tfe mhnversatihn arhcnM fer mhntinceMw it ?cimAl. bemaoe evL
iMent tfatw kfile tfe yrinmess kas en7h.ing tfe smanMal sfe’M mreateM 
b. bringing a Meohn inth tfe rhhow tfere kere ohre yehyle tfan 
7cst !aM. Cliza Oimhr. kfh mhclM nht remhnmile fer amtihns kitf tfeir 
beliedsI pila’s yresenme macseM an cnMermcrrent hd tensihn th Jezebel’s 
shmial mirmle in a ka. tfat tfe yrinmess faM nht e”yemteMw nhr MiM sfe 
cnMerstanMI

pilaw fhkeverw cnMersthhM it yerdemtl.I
…fen pila faM been a fcoan mfilMw sfe’M been mhcnteM aohngst 

tfe ohst MevhctI !iving in a farMkhrAing thkn in tfe regihn hd OriL
hcsw sfe’M Mctidcll. ghne th Ufcrmf kitf fer daoil.w anM sfe’M hbe.eM 
Ufcrmf lak kitf dervhcr anM e”miteoentI Bfe lhveM being remhgniseM 
anM yraiseM b. fer mhoocnit. as qscmf a ghhM girlGI ,t faM all been 
sh eas. th Mhw anM tfe alternative kas sh drigftening tfat sfe mhclMn’t 
ioagine living hr being an. htfer ka.I

Cven tfhcgf sfe’M been .hcngw sfe still reoeobereM tfe ka. tfe 
yriest faM MesmribeMw in e”mrcmiating Metailw tfe Vhtting pcMs hd tfe 
adterlide tfat akaiteM all nhnbelievers anM feretimsI 'ear hd tfat date faM 
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been yaral.singw anM tfe oental ioage hd a ylame kfere Yiafw tfe great 
…hro hd 1eatfw stekeM in tfe Fltf hd tfe Vhtw Mevhcring tfe shcls hd 
tfe dallenw dre?centl. gave fer nigftoaresI

Hfat dear faM been reindhrmeM keeAl.w tfrhcgf a variet. hd oemfL
anisosI Bfe reoeobereM dhr .ears hd fer .hctfw sfe’M been seyarateM 
drho fer yarents ever. …hrsfiy 1a.I …file tfe aMclts faM attenMeM 
lesshns rcn b. tfe yriestw tfe mfilMren yla.eM kitf th.s in a bamA rhho 
cnMer scyervisihn hd an amhl.teI Hfe th.s available th fer kere FgL
crines hd piMasw tfe 7escw anM a karyeMw fhrrenMhcsLlhhAing mreatcre 
tfat pila kas thlM kas a MeohnI Hfe hnl. ammeytable gaoe th yla. kas 
tfe hne kfere tfe Meohns kere van?cisfeMI

Bfe alsh reoeobereM sthr. tioew kfere hne hd tfe attenMing 
amhl.tes reaM dables th tfe gatfereM mfilMrenI 'ables tfat mentreM 
arhcnM tfe sthr. hd Yiafw tfe Mevil kfh Mkelt hn fis tfrhne hd grht 
anM bilew anM ylhtteM ka.s th teoyt .hcng fcoans kfile tfe. sleytw 
th mhnvinme tfeo th sell fio tfeir shclsI

Hfe oessage kas alka.s mlear9 be prepared, strengthen your mind 
and resolve against this threat now, for when he comes for you in your 
sleep, the strong will prevail and the weak will fall.

Ts sfe’M grhkn a little hlMerw sfe’M been yeroitteM th attenM tfe 
serohns kitf tfe aMcltsw anM sfe’M kitnesseM FrstfanM tfe ka. tfese 
teamfings faM mriyyleM oeaningdcl mhnnemtihns hctsiMe hd mlhseLAnit 
daoil. grhcysI Per yarents kere dhrever oistrcstdcl anM kar. hd tfhse 
kfh seeoingl. faM reashn th be fayy.w alka.s kfisyering tfat tfe 
neigfbhcr kfh’M rementl. given birtfw hr bemhoe betrhtfeMw ocst be 
semretl. Manming anM deasting in tfeir fhoesI Hfe. kere alsh cnable 
th sfhk fhsyitalit. hr mhoyassihn dhr an. hctsiMe tfeir tin.w e”mlcsive 
selemtihn hd trcsteM drienMsI pila Mistinmtl. reoeobereM fer datfer 
tcrning aka. an hlM travelling khoan Mcring a trcl. derhmihcs sthrow 
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hct hd dear tfat fe oa. cnAnhkingl. farbhcr a feretim insiMe fis 
fhcseI

Hfis kas tfe Ae. issce tfat Jezebel’s mirmle faM kitf fer MemisihnI
Hfe endhrmeoent hd tfe Peretimal Eefavihcrs faM kageM a ?ciet 

kar hn tfe mentcries hd mcltcre anM traMitihn tfat faM e”isteM kitfin 
tfe oan. Miverse regihns hd TrthrI Hfere kere oan. hlMer dhlA still 
alive th kfho tfe L1arA Tges’ kere ohre tfan a mactihnar. talew bct 
a lide tfe. reoeobereM anM en7h.eMI

Bhw th tfeow tfeir yrinmess’s ayyarent MisregarM hd tfe ycnisfoent 
given th feretims kas a slay in tfe dame th tfe samriFmes tfe.’M oaMe th 
enscre tfe. kere dhllhking Ufcrmf lakI

Sn tfe htfer fanMw Jezebel kas piMas’s MacgfterI Bfe kas gcaranL
teeM a ylame in Tlcafw tfe feavenl. adterlidew regarMless hd fer amtihnsw 
anM as scmfw sfe khclM never trcl. e”yerienme tfe ?cestihningw tfe 
betra.ing insemcrit. tfat alohst all htfers delt abhct tfe date hd tfeir 
ioohrtal shcl at hne yhint hr anhtfer in tfeir lideI

pila reoeobereM mlearl. tfe Makning fhrrhr sfe’M delt hn tfat 
ohrning dhcrteen .ears agh kfen sfe’M akhAen kitf fhrns yhAing a 
dek inmfes tfrhcgf fer fairlineI Bfe faM nh remhllemtihn hd tfe Mreao 
kfere sfe’M agreeM th a Mevilisf yamt kitf Yiafw bct tfe fhrns kere 
eviMenme tfat it faM fayyeneM anM tfat sfe’M daileM tfe testI Bhoefhkw 
Mesyite fer .ears hd Mevhtihnw sfe faM been teoyteM anM trimAeMw anM 
dhr reashns sfe mhclM nht Mismernw fer sleeying oinM faM agreeM th 
bemhoe fis MeohnI Tt tfirteen sfe’M mhnMeoneM ferseld th an adterlide 
hd thrtcre anM oiser. in tfe VhtI Bfe yrhbabl. khclM fave trieM th enM 
fer hkn lide tfat ver. Ma. hct hd sfaoe id sfe faMn’t scMMenl. bemhoe 
sh deardcl hd kfat khclM fayyen th fer adter sfe MieMI

pila sfhhA tfat oeohr.w anM tfe adteroatf hd tfat ohrningw drho 
fer oinMI ,t khclM nht be felydcl thMa.w hr an. Ma.w th reoeober kfat 
faM transyireM ne”tI
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M M M
6ltioatel.w miting a bcs. smfeMclew Jezebel MiM nht sta. lhng at tfe 

yart.w anM ever.hnew dhr tfeir hkn reashnsw kas gratedclI …fen bamA in 
tfe marriage anM 7hstling alhng tfe rhaM againw pila kaiteM dhr Jezebel 
th oaAe ghhM hn fer tfreat anM MeoanM th Anhk abhct tfe trce 
energ. anM deelings hd tfe shLmalleM drienMs kitfin fer shmial mirmleI Bfe 
khnMereM id tfere kas ever a yleasant ka. th tell shoehne tfe. kere 
cniversall. MisliAeMI Bfe khnMereM id Jezebel khclM lasf hct at fer in 
yain anM ycnisf pila dhr tfeir deelings thkarMs ferI Bfe khnMereM id 
sfe’M be able th ylacsibl. lieI

Hh fer scryrisew tfe ?cestihn never maoew anM kfen sfe ne”t rhcL
tinel. ran fer yhker hver Jezebelw sfe realiseM tfat tfe reashn dhr tfe 
lamA hd intrigce kas sioyleI Jezebel alreaM. Anekw anM as ocmf as sfe 
yretenMeM it MiMn’t aRemt ferw it MiMI

Hfe. arriveM bamA at Jezebel’s ayartoents anMw hnme insiMew Jezebel 
hrMereM a beactidcl staineMLglass batf th be Mrakn anM a bhhA hd 
cnmhctf yheos th be brhcgft th ferw hrMering pila th reaM alhcM 
kfile sfe batfeMI

pila kas scryriseM b. tfe mfhimew bct as sfe sat hn tfe mhlM blamA 
tilesw kitf tfe batftcb karo against fer bamAw sfe dhcnM ferseld tr.ing 
nht th lacgf as sfe reaMw Mesyite tfe ohhM hd tfe Ma. tfat faM tranL
syireMI

qHfere hnme kas a girl drho Trthr
…as a teamferw bct alsh a kfhre
Bfe MiM scos hn tfe siMe
…filst riMing astriMe
Bfe’s eNmientw bct alsh sfe’s yhhrIG
Jezebel MiM nht fhlM bamAw lacgfing dreel.I …itf interestw pila 

delt tfe tigft mlctmf hd fcoiliatihn anM fcrt tfat Jezebel faM been 
krayyeM in slhkl. lhhsening kitf fer lacgfterI
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qHfere hnme kas a bh. drho tfe ylains
Eig breemfes bct lamAing shoe brains
Tn. girl fe khclM keM
…hclM taAe fio th fer beM
'hr a nigftw anM a sfeet dcll hd stainsIG
Jezebel lacgfeM again anM tfenw th pila’s scryrisew began th mhnL

strcmt fer hknI
qHfere hnme kas a girl drho tfe kest
…fh faM a largew singclar breast
Jcst hnew nht tfe tkh
!hysiMeMw asAek:G
q,t kas farM th FnM ?cite tfe rigft vestKG pila MiMn’t Anhk kfat 

bhlMness yhssesseM fer in tfat ohoent th sa. an.tfing hr kfere tfe 
line even maoe drhow bct it khrAeMI

Jezebel snhrteM in aocseoentI qHfat’s a ghhM hneI !et’s tr. anhtfL
erIG

qHfere hnme kas a girl drho Trthrw
PaM an arse tfat kas big as a bhar:G
qEig as a bharKG pila mfallengeM mactihcsl.I qHfat Mhesn’t oaAe an. 

sense5G
q3hc Mh better tfen5G
pila mhclMn’t believe tfat sfe kas amtcall. en7h.ing tfis e”mfangeI 

Bfe kramAeM fer brain dhr a ohoent anM tfen beganw
qHfere hnme kas a girl drho Trthrw
Per naoe kas Cliza Oimhr
Bfe faM tin. reM lcoys
Sn fer breasts anM fer rcoy
Hfe. kere yeroanentw itmf. anM shreIG
Jezebel’s dcllLbellieM lacgfter emfheM tfrhcgfhct tfe entire ayartL

oentI
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Hfe. kent hn liAe tfis cntilw eventcall.w Jezebel malleM dhr a servant 
th bring tkh large ylates hd dhhMI Hfe soell hd sesaoeLrhasteM rhht vegL
etables serveM alhngsiMe soallw fht balls hd syimeM oinme anM mabbage 
FlleM tfe airw anM pila lhhAeM aghnisingl. hver at Jezebel kfh soileM 
anM inmlineM fer feaM in mhnmessihnI 

pila ate yrhyerl.w dhr tfe Frst tioe in Ma.sI



The Test

T wo weeks later, Mila woke and sensed two very important 
things had changed. The brst was that something was very 

diuerent aJozt ’eSeJelqs mood. Ihe was nervozs and szJdzed and 
wozldnqt respond when Mila inWzired why. Dt worried her, and Mila 
knew she needed to bgzre ozt the reason Wzickly.

Ihe cozldnqt Jlame it on Gorship Cay. That was tomorrow, and 
even thozgh ’eSeJel resented sitting in the frand Aathedral -or hozrs, 
listening to ?JJott drone on, sheqd never Jeen nervozs aJozt attendB
ing the weekly sermon.

Aozld it Je the weatherU Mila wondered. The spring was pressing 
on and these specibc weeks in the season were known as The PzildBHp, 
easily identibaJle Jy the nearBconstant, oppressive hzmidity that never 
allowed a storm to Jring relie-. Dt was zncom-ortaJle to do mzch 
o- anything dzring these weeks. Eerhaps that was contriJzting to 
’eSeJelqs moodU Pzt no. Ghy shozld that make her nervozsU D- anyB
thing, the weather had created more staJility and roztine to ’eSeJelqs 
days. ?n early morning walk aroznd the palace gardens Je-ore the 
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crippling hzmidity strzck, a nap in the heat o- the a-ternoon, and then 
socialising dzring the evening a-ter the intense wall o- hzmidity Jzilt 
like clockwork xzst Je-ore szndown. Lo storm thozgh. Itormweek 
wozld come later in the season, right Je-ore szmmer.

Lo. Lone o- these were satis-actory reasons -or ’eSeJelqs nervozs 
mood, and Milaqs ignorance made her stressed.

The second important thing she realised, was that sheqd bnally 
awoken withozt the searing Jzrn o- pain Jehind her eyes.

Rer Jody had bnally adxzsted to the lack o- rzJane and was no 
longer pznishing her -or its aJsence.

Sweet, blessed relief – finally.
Dn -act, over the past week, she -elt as thozgh she were Jeing reB

warded in more ways than one -or her patience. Iheqd steadily gained 
more control over her power and was now aJle to sense ’eSeJel and her 
szrrozndings with -ar less euort. 7n top o- this, ’eSeJel now seemed 
to have grown acczstomed to Milaqs dzti-zl, Wziet, constant presence. 
The reszlt was a -ew lapses in her seczrity, inclzding letting the lead 
-all to the groznd dzring her most recent dinner. Mila knew that as 
she gained the womanqs -avozr and trzst, lapses like this wozld happen 
more and more o-ten. ?ll she needed to do was wait -or one she cozld 
e8ploit.

Mila had anticipated most o- these changes happening eventzally, 
Jzt what she cozld not have predicted was ’eSeJelqs growing enxoyB
ment o- Milaqs company. Iince composing limericks in the Jathroom, 
’eSeJel now spoke to Mila directly and even occasionally e8plained 
things when Mila asked Wzestions. Ihe never asked Mila -or her opinB
ion, and regzlar meals were still not gzaranteed, Jzt the lack o- -ood 
seemed to stem more -rom ’eSeJelqs short attention span, rather than 
a maliciozs desire to starve her new pet. Dn -act, Mila noticed a czriozs 
instance o- ’eSeJel glancing across at her whenever the princess was 



V.A. f*jLLN‘

Jeing -znny or clever, as thozgh, now that sheqd acknowledged that 
Mila was intelligent, she wanted to Je acknowledged as szch in retzrn. 
Milaqs small reJellion came in the way she made a point o- never giving 
’eSeJel szch recognition, not znless she was ordered to do so. Dt was the 
one semJlance o- aztonomy she still retained, and she was determined 
not to relinWzish it easily.

9 9 9
The mystery o- ’eSeJelqs nervozs mood prevailed as they headed ozt 

on their schedzled morning walk, and althozgh Mila was determined 
to bgzre ozt the cazse, she cozldnqt help Jzt Je distracted Jy the 
Jeazty o- the gardens. The szdden aJsence o- her rzJane headache 
made her -eel as thozgh she was aJle to trzly see and appreciate them 
-or the brst time.

The zse o- the word –gardenq to descriJe the horticzltzral marvel 
that Midasqs gardeners had managed to create over a mere -orty years 
was an inszlt. Dt was enormozs, and the vast area was divided into 
segments that represented every single specimen o- “ora that cozld Je 
-oznd across the vast and diverse regions o- ?rtor. ?long the eastern 
side, where they walked today, Mila discovered with delight that it had 
Jeen planted with the rich, tropical “ora that dominated large swaths 
o- her home in the rain-orest Righlands.

?roznd them, stood the towering, hzndredByearBold Jayan trees 
that had Jeen care-zlly zprooted -rom their original homes and now 
lined the marJle pathway. Cespite the heat, the thick Jranches and 
znzszal roots o- the hzge trees managed to create a cool walkway with 
their shadows. The sight o- them made her power-zlly homesick, and 
-or a Jrie- moment, Mila cozldnqt help Jzt reminisce aJozt her own 
Jeazti-zl cottage.

Dt sat nestled Jetween a sisterBpair o- hzge Jayan trees that, over 
time, had come to grow aroznd, and seemingly emJrace, the small, 
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sweet cottage. The thick roots, which grew downwards -rom the lowB
est hanging Jranches on the trees, acted as pillars that protected her 
hozse -rom the elements and also created small alcoves where sheqd 
Jeen aJle to clamJer zp and sit to meditate in the mornings Je-ore 
the cooler air szJmitted to the hzmidity.

Dnside was largely Jare o- any -zrnitzre that she had not painstakB
ingly created hersel- -rom the -oraged wood o- -allen trees. Rer winB
dowsills were overrzn with small plants, which had simple energies. 
Mila cozld easily sense their needs with little drain on her Jody, and 
sheqd delighted in giving them what they needed in order to grow to 
their -zll potential 0 Je it more or less sznlight, or more or less water. 
Rer attentiveness had Jeen rewarded Jy Jeing Jathed daily in their 
content and pragmatic energy.

Rer cottage lacked the zszal hzman smells o- JaJies, chewing 
toJacco and rzJJish. Dnstead, it smelled primarily o- smoke, herJs 
and sweet “orals. The rzJane sheqd smoked daily had an earthy, nztty 
aroma that complemented the concoction, Jzt the pretty weed itsel- 
grew prolibcally aroznd the oztside stones, tzrning red, yellow and 
pink as the seasons changed. Dt was Jeazti-zl. Ihe missed it desperately.

Gith a semJlance o- hope, she considered looking -or it in these 
gardens. Dt was a Righland native plant, a-ter all, so i- it wozld Je 
anywhere in the palace, it wozld Je in this area. Pzt it was a weed, so 
perhaps it hadnqt made the czt.

Rer viszalisation was Jroken Jy ’eSeJelqs sharp …GellU Dsnqt that 
-znnyU1

…Dt is,1 Mila agreed smoothly, althozgh she had no idea what had 
Jeen said. Ihe Jrozght her attention Jack to the princess. The golden 
lead to her collar continzed to dangle loosely Jetween ’eSeJelqs bngers, 
and the new fzard o- the Pody -ollowed, always a -ew paces Jehind, 
holding himsel- tazt as a drawn Jow, ready to intervene i- his princessqs 
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demon decided to tzrn on her. Mila sensed his neverBending nervozsB
ness -or the tenth time that day and sighed. ?ttacking ’eSeJel in that 
moment was the -zrthest thing -rom her mind, and the gzardqs an8iety 
was rzining the otherwise znzszally peace-zl morning.

…D need to relieve mysel-,1 ’eSeJel aJrzptly annoznced, and Milaqs 
stomach tightened as she watched the princess tie the end o- the lead 
to a nearJy Jench Je-ore walking ou in the direction o- the garden 
lavatory.

The gzard seemed as con-zsed as Mila. Re hesitated -or hal- a secB
ond Je-ore bnally deciding to -ollow the princess. Cespite the WzesB
tionaJle wisdom o- leaving a demon alone in the garden, his dzty was 
to protect ’eSeJel at all times.

Mila was alone.
Rer Jreathing tripled in pace. This had never happened Je-ore. Gas 

now the moment sheqd Jeen waiting -orU Dt seemed too good to Je 
trze.

Dncredzlozsly, Mila watched the princess and the gzard depart. ?s 
soon as their bgzres were ozt o- sight, she tzrned and inspected the 
knot. Dt was loose and per-ormative. Mila cozld have yanked on the 
loop hal-Bheartedly and it wozld have come zndone.

Dt set ou alarm Jells in her head. Iomething aJozt this wasnqt right.
Mila closed her eyes and sent her power ozt into the garden, pzshB

ing past the immediate energy o- the dense szrroznding vegetation 
and e8ploring deeper amongst it.

There.
? hzmanBno, two hzmans. Aozrtiers spying on her, waiting to see 

what sheqd do.
Gell, at least the cazse o- ’eSeJelqs mood was now revealed. This had 

Jeen a test, and a timely reminder that ’eSeJel might Je spoiled, crzel 
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and vain, Jzt she was certainly not stzpid, and it wozld Je dangerozs 
to asszme that she did not szspect Mila o- plotting to escape.

Io, instead o- tzgging at the knot, Mila sighed and made a show o- 
sitting com-ortaJly on the Jench to wait like an oJedient pet, -anning 
hersel- as the szrroznding din o- crickets denied her even a moment 
o- peace and Wziet.

Eatience had always Jeen her strong szit, and she knew that earning 
’eSeJelqs trzst now wozld Je invalzaJle -or her -ztzre plans. ?nd she 
had time, she still had two months.

’eSeJel and the gzard retzrned. Ihe tried to keep her -ace neztral, 
Jzt Mila was so well tzned to her now that the princess cozld not 
disgzise the energy o- xoy and relie- that rose when she saw Mila 
waiting dzti-zlly -or her retzrn.

…food girl,1 ’eSeJel said happily, and the condescending phrase 
szddenly triggered in Mila an old memory.

“Mila is such a good girl.” They had all said aJozt her. Rer -amily, 
her village, the acolyteB Iheqd loved the praise, lived -or it. Pzt none 
o- it had mattered on the morning sheqd awoken as a thirteenByearBold 
and -oznd that she cozld szddenly grow horns and -eel the energy o- 
the hozsehold. Mila was momentarily awash with memories 0 the way 
her sister had screamed and how her motherqs -ace had tzrned ashen 
grey. The way her -ather had smashed things, and -or the brst time in 
her li-e, Mila had Jeen a-raid o- him, a-raid he might convince himsel- 
that he cozld somehow Jeat the taint ozt o- herB

Push it away.
Mila shzt her mind down and -orced the memories ozt o- her 

head. ’eSeJel was looking at her e8pectantly, and Mila knew that she 
wozld not Je aJle to keep the pain ou her -ace i- she allowed hersel- to 
rememJer that morning in more detail.
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…RighnessU1 Ihe -orced hersel- to look zp innocently, acting as 
thozgh she was con-zsed Jy ’eSeJelqs praise, as thozgh an escape 
attempt hadnqt even crossed her mind.

’eSeJel said nothing more Jzt glowed happily at the response and 
tzrned to continze down the garden path.

Mila had passed the test.



The Artor Trading 
Company

T he following day, Jezebel informed Mila that they would be 
attending a dinner in the city that evening. She also mentioned 

oGhandedly that Jahan, the former Buard of the jody, would be 
xoining their entourage. Mila felt a thrill of ekcitement at the news.

She ’new shepd earned Jezebelps trust now, and this event, more 
than any other shepd attended with Jezebel thus far, seemed most li’ely 
to yield a Kotential oKKortunity to escaKe.

Hnowing that Jahan was to be the guard in attendance was Kossibly 
another bonus. Pepd already shown himself to be symKathetic towards 
her once. WerhaKs he could be Kersuaded to helK her again. WerhaKs, 
she fantasised, he was so resentful of Jezebel that he might even xoin 
her in her escaKe.

Eith this thought in mind, Mila could hardly wait to see him and 
gauge his energy, and the day seemed to crawl. Ehen the evening 
Cnally arrived and Jahan arrived at Jezebelps aKartments, Mila loo’ed 
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uK at him with hoKe and Kleasure, but Jahanps energy was anything 
but reciKrocal. Per oKtimism swiftly came crashing down.

Jahanps energy was Kure Krofessionalism once more, desKite the 
gaKing, bloody hole in his face that was now slightly healed, but still 
unmissable and grotes”ue. Jezebel had Krohibited him from covering 
the wound tonight, with even a cotton Katch.

AThis,- she informed him with glee as the carriage deKarted the 
Kalace grounds, Ais to reinforce to all gaw’ers the reKercussions of 
disaKKointing me tonight or treating the demon too ’indly.-

There were a lot of gaw’ers around tonight.
The KurKose of the dinner was to honour and welcome a new board 

member to the Irtor Trading YomKany, a Kowerful corKoration that 
Jezebel was heavily invested in. She ekKlained it to Mila in the carriage, 
Krattling ekcitedly about her sta’e in the evening.

AThe Irtor Trading YomKany deals almost ekclusively in the Kro!
curement of lukuries and ekotics, and they have an ektensive networ’ 
of contacts that sKan the most remote corners of the globe. They also 
have a Krivate army of guards that is larger than the Yhurchps own 
Krivate YorKs of Buards. Ind Rpm the oVcial Watron of the entire 
enterKriseO-

Mila had heard the name before. The Irtor Trading YomKany was 
infamous for many reasons. 4ot least of which were the lac’ of ”ualms 
they had about dabbling in the human slave trade. She remembered 
once meeting an envoy of the comKany in her remote home village of 
jrome, and he had severely frightened her.

The tall, angular man had arrived in ekKlorerps leathers and with a 
sharK, manicured beard that loo’ed heavy and aw’ward in contrast 
to the bare!faced Pighlander men. Pe had claimed to be searching 
for rare mushrooms and had KroKosed generous emKloyment terms if 
someone in the village would consent to be his collector and Kurveyor. 
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Mila had feigned ignorance of the YomKanyps ekistence, but even she 
remembered how hard it had been to say no to the man. The money 
hepd oGered had been good, but his demeanour, couKled with the 
Cve guards at his side, had silently imKlied that they hadnpt travelled 
this far to leave emKty!handed. They would ensure that they found 
something … or someone … to sell if the mushrooms werenpt available.

Mila was not surKrised to learn that Jezebel was a heavy Klayer in 
such an organisation.

Ehile the dinner tonight might have oVcially been in honour of a 
new shareholder, Jezebel made it no secret that she considered herself 
to be the true guest of honour, and she ensured that she timed their 
arrival at the dinner Kerfectly to command the full roomps attention.

Peralding her aKKroach were sik young footmen, intentionally 
dressed by Jezebel in stri’ing, but ridiculous, long grey sac’s that hung 
from their shoulders to their ’nees. Their faces and hands were hidden 
by white mas’s and gloves. She also ensured that she was ?an’ed on 
one side by Mila in her dar’ swamK!creature gown with her horns 
out at full ektension, and on her other side stood tall Jahan, with his 
disCgured face.

Jezebel herself had gone to ekcessive lengths for her eveningps attire. 
Shepd sKent two hours having her entire nude body Kainted by artists 
with tiny gold dots of varying sizes and Katterns, over which shepd laid 
a thin, sKider!sil’ sheer dress that hid nothing.

Rn this ris”u7 attire, and ?an’ed by Mila and Jahan, her entrance 
could not be ignored, and she was not disaKKointed.

I hush fell over the dining room as the footmen Karted li’e water 
to allow Jezebel to mince through and wordlessly Kresent herself.

She stood for a long while in the doorway, allowing all inside to 
glimKse all of her, and then, with a light tug on Milaps lead, she strutted 
over to a seat at the head of the table. She had to Cght to ’eeK a 



L.Y. BN844q‘

nonchalant ekKression on her face but was unable to comKletely hide 
her glee.

Mila and Jahan stood behind her, and Mila braced for imKact as the 
energies of everyone in the room came rushing towards them. She was 
not disaKKointed.

AR Kride myself on being unKredictable,- a male voice from across 
the table called out. Ajut even R have never dreamed uK anything li’e 
thisFEhat in fates are we loo’ing at, Wrincess;- Mila followed the 
sound of the voice, and it too’ her a moment to Klace why the sKea’er 
seemed familiar. Then it struc’ her.

The man from the cryKt. The man with the green eyes who hadnpt 
betrayed her. Eho was he, and what was he doing here;

–utside of the cryKt, she was now able to see him KroKerly. Pe had 
a very handsomely cut face, with dar’ brows, a broad xaw, and the light 
shadow of wild stubble around his liKs and chin. She hadnpt noticed 
bac’ in the cryKt that his blond hair was so long that most of it was 
Kulled bac’ and secured behind his head in a bun, with some unruly 
golden waves refusing to be caKtured in this manner and bounding 
forward from his forehead and down his face. They framed his lovely 
eyes beautifully. She noted also, with interest, that he had a tiny, gold 
circular earring in one lobe. 5ery unusual for anyone to have such a 
Kiercing outside of the Pighlands, let alone a man.

Something about it endeared him to her.
Pe was imKeccably attired. Pis YomKany dinner xac’et sat draKed 

across the bac’ of his chair, revealing a Kosh, Ctted, dar’ grey waistcoat 
that clung to his broad chest. The loose, white shirt billowing un!
derneath lent some softness to the otherwise harsh lines, and a thic’, 
dar’ blue Iscot tie comKlemented the golden comKlekion of s’in that 
had clearly sKent a lot of time under the sun. Pe was unmista’ably 
a sea!faring man and while his attire loo’ed so tidy and ekKensive 
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that he could easily be acceKted at a glance as a shiKps caKtain. –n 
closer insKection of his roguish demeanour, one could be forgiven for 
xumKing instead to the title of 0Kiratep.

Mila watched the man languidly Klace his elbows on the white 
tablecloth and crac’ a ’nuc’le as he leaned forward. Pe surveyed Mila, 
and as he did so, what little relief she might have felt at seeing a familiar 
face soon vanished. There was nothing in his ekKression or in the 
eager lean of his shoulders that revealed any recognition or symKathy 
for her situation. She tried to reach out with her Kower to read him, 
but frustratingly, found that she couldnpt and wasnpt sure why. Per 
ability to channel and hone her Kower had come so far in the Kast 
month. This should have been easy enough to do, and yet tonight, 
from him, she feltFnothing. Just a vague shadow energy that indicated 
something alive was sitting in his seat.

Than’fully, she didnpt need her Kowers to read his body language, 
and what she saw she disli’ed. Pe held himself in a loose, rolling 
manner, as though he meant to aKKear xovial and nonchalant but he 
couldnpt ”uite hide his intensity. She was reminded of a cobra Koised 
to stri’e.

A–h, these;- Jezebel reKlied, throwing a hand in the air with ek!
aggerated ?iKKancy. AMerely my Ket demon and a server who made 
the mista’e of treating her as though she were human.- She moved 
on from the ekKlanation swiftly, as though the enormous news shepd 
xust shared was little more than an afterthought, certainly not worth 
more of an ekKlanation. AYongratulations on your new aKKointment, 
YhristoKher,- Jezebel continued, AIlthough R am terribly sorry to hear 
about what haKKened to Martin. Ind R regret your father couldnpt 
xoin us tonight. Rs he well;-

So, this is Christopher Culis.
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Mila had now attended enough social events with Jezebel for the 
name to mean something to her.

YhristoKher Yulis was the great!grand!neKhew of the Irtor Trad!
ing YomKanyps original founder, and tonight, he was ta’ing over as 
the comKanyps second largest shareholder following his older brotherps 
untimely demise, which, although tragic, had not been wholly unek!
Kected.

Dor the Kast eight generations, the eldest sons of the Yulis family 
had all found cruel and unusual ways to die in their thirty!Cfth year of 
life. The family had always insisted that the Khenomenon was the re!
sult of a curse obtained by a sea!faring ancestor. Many social observers, 
however, would state that the only true curse in the family was the gene 
of unbridled ambition that ran through the bloodline.

Yursed or not, this ekact fate had recently fallen uKon Yhristo!
Kherps eldest brother, Martin, who had fallen from his horse four 
months earlier, leaving YhristoKher as the second most Kowerful man 
in the comKany and the newly instated heir to the Yulis fortune. Mila 
assumed this was who hepd been mourning when she found him in the 
cryKt1 however, with the way he carried himself tonight, as though his 
new status were a Khysical crown Kerched uKon his head, it made her 
wonder if shepd imagined his red!rimmed eyes that day.

Eith eGort, she Kulled her gaze away from him and loo’ed around 
the room at the other shareholders, who all ’eKt their faces carefully 
neutral as they surveyed her. Rt was as though they didnpt ’now how 
to react to her Kresence and didnpt want to ris’ disKleasing their Cc’le 
Krincess by revealing the wrong emotion. So, desKite sKotting a few 
?eeting shadows of fear and intrigue, Mila noted with interest that 
they all decided to follow Jezebelps lead and ignore Milaps Kresence 
entirely.
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YhristoKher Yulis was the ekceKtion. Pe stared oKenly and hun!
grily at her.

A8ou eGortlessly show us, once again, the diGerence between 
Krincess and mere mortal,- he ?attered Jezebel, refusing to be distract!
ed by her ”uestions about his family. Ajut going so far as to ta’e a 
demon as a Ket is unheard of. Pow has the Yhurch Kermitted this to 
occur;-

AThe real ”uestion here, YhristoKher, is who do you thin’ has more 
authority;- Jezebel chirKed bac’ delightedly. A8our Wrincess or the 
Yhurch;-

Eith that challenge left ?oating in the air, she too’ her seat and 
signalled to the string ”uartet in the corner to start Klaying. This 
seemed to be the cue for the room to resume its chatter, but Mila 
sensed that the Krivate conversations didnpt stray far oG the toKic at 
hand.

éntil there was another entrance.
The front door oKened again, and this time, it was the Nady Lliza 

Wicory who steKKed through with her young handmaid.
Nady Wicory surveyed the room with a horriCed loo’ that betrayed 

that, whatever shepd ekKected from this invitation, it certainly hadnpt 
been the sight she saw before her now. She nervously shran’ when she 
saw the formal Irtor Trading YomKany dinner xac’ets worn by the 
other attendees and loo’ed downright ill when she saw Jezebel and her 
footmen, sKeciCcally what the latter were wearing.

Jezebelps cac’le told Mila immediately that she was about to witness 
retribution for the hurt Nady Wicory had caused the Krincess all those 
wee’s ago. The woman had evidently been sent an outCt by Jezebel 
to wear as a gift, but here she was, dressed ekactly as one of Jezebelps 
attendants, in a long, shaKeless, grey smoc’ and white gloves.
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AEho isFis that Lliza Wicory;- an older man at the table ekclaimed, 
Keering over his glasses. A3ressed as a server; Ehat are you doing, 
woman;-

ARF- Nady Wicoryps face was now beet!red as she realised she was 
standing before the most Kowerful men in the country, men who 
fre”uently comKeted with her husband for access to rare goods and 
services, dressed as Jezebelps servant.

Jezebel could not wiKe the smile from her face as she Kointed to the 
door. AThe ’itchens are that way, Lliza. Rpm sure the entr7es are nearly 
ready to be brought uK.-

To her credit, Lliza gathered what little of her Kride she could, and 
held her head high as she turned heel and headed to the ’itchen.

Ehat else could she have done; Wublicly disobey the Krincess; 
Jezebel laughed again, and the sound was xoined by the laugh of 
YhristoKher Yulis from across the table.

AEell now, that was entertaining,- he said, and the hearty words 
could be heard clearly from the other end of the room. Mila felt 
Jezebelps energy beam in resKonse to his solidarity.

AJahan.- Jezebel snaKKed her Cngers and the handsome, disCgured 
ek!guard steKKed forward and reClled her goblet, which she ”uic’ly 
drained, ektending it immediately out to him for more.

Mila watched this with interest. Jezebel li’ed to drin’ most nights, 
but not rec’lessly li’e this. Something about this dinner was diGerent 
for the woman, and Mila was beginning to susKect it had something 
to do with the Kresence of YhristoKher Yulis.

Excellent.
Rf Jezebel was distracted and drun’ enough then escaKe might truly 

be an oKtion tonight. Milaps blood thrummed with adrenaline as she 
scanned the roomps doors and windows and identiCed the serversp en!
try. That would be the best route out of this building. Servants would 
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be the least li’ely to Krevent her if she sliKKed down that Kassage. Ind 
even if she was confronted, she could say shepd been sent on an errand 
for the Krincess. These were not the serving staG of the Krincessps Kalace 
aKartments. 4o one here ’new of the tight control Jezebel usually 
wielded over Mila. Rt might xust wor’ if she could hold her nerve for 
long enough.

She  breathed deeKly  with  ekcitement  at  the  thought  of  this 
KrosKect, but then forced herself to turn her attention bac’ to the 
conversation at hand. Rf she behaved at all susKiciously tonight, Jezebel 
would surely notice. éntil the moment of her brea’away, her behav!
iour needed to be as routine as Kossible.

AR can barely restrain myself, Wrincess,- she heard YhristoKher Yulis 
call across the table again. Pis words came out as a laugh, but there was 
an edge to it. Pe was clearly a man accustomed to getting his way, and 
he wanted more answers about the demon situation than hepd received 
so far. A3o not hold me in susKense a moment longer. Tell me, are 
demon Kets a new commodity;-

Jezebel considered her reKly carefully. Mila ’new that she hadnpt 
li’ed the idea her father had brie?y suggested, of enabling those in 
the aristocracy, such as Lliza, to have their Kic’ of demons for enter!
tainment. She enxoyed the notoriety and the ekclusivity of having the 
only one. Powever, Mila also sensed that there was something about 
Yulisps attention and aKKroval that Jezebel deeKly desired, and she was 
not ready for him to lose this intense interest in her xust yet.

AR am considering it,- she said eventually, haughtily. AMy ekKosure 
to demons is more than most, and R have found that, desKite their 
inherently evil and vile nature, many of them have harmless, and in 
some cases even useful, abilities. My demon here, for ekamKle, can read 
energies.- Igain, she decided to use the oKKortunity to threaten the 
room. AShe will reKort to me after this dinner ekactly who among you 
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can be trustedF and who harbours Koisonous intent against me. So 
be warned, do not say anything at this table with a half!truth stuc’ in 
your throat.-

Mila noted with interest that, once again, the room shifted as the 
men tried to consciously change their energy towards the Krincess … 
without ”uite ’nowing how to do so. She felt with fascination the 
way they tried to reshaKe their fear and disdain for the woman into 
thoughts of aKKreciation for her beauty and strength.

Ill ekceKt one. Yulis.
Eith burning curiosity, Mila sought answers from him again, 

forcibly Kushing away the energetic hum of the rest of the room to 
try to focus xust on him, and again she was thwarted. Ehile she could 
sense him in the room as a living being, the sKeciCcs of his energy were 
blurred and unreadable, with a muMed, hazy ”uality to it, desKite her 
best eGorts. Rt was inekKlicable, and infuriating.

Pe saw her staring, and although he misunderstood the reason for 
the frown on her face, he correctly assumed what she was trying to do 
and smiled in resKonse, a cool challenge written in his eyes. A4o need 
to worry about me, little demon. Rpm haKKy to tell the Krincess ekactly 
what R thin’ of her, and she ’nows that.-

jeside her, Mila felt Jezebel ?ush with both outrage and desire, 
which heightened as the slee’ man rose from his chair and aKKroached 
hers. Pe ’nelt beside her and leaned forward with a familiarity Mila 
had not ekKected to see. There was clearly a history between these two.

APello again, Wrincess,- he said in a low voice and with a wry smile.
AEhat do you want, YhristoKher;- Jezebel said with Klayful wari!

ness.
A–nly to see your beauty uK close.-
ADlatterer,- she accused. NIndFliar.N
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ABuilty,- he agreed with a laugh, then leaned even closer. A8ou 
’now ekactly why Rpm here, because you ’now ekactly what youpve 
done to me by bringing this thing here.- Pe gestured in Milaps direc!
tion. AThis is how a sKider reels in a ?y, Klacing the web right over the 
most interesting ?ower in the meadow.-

A8oupre saying Rpm a sKider, YhristoKher;-
ARpm saying,- he gestured to himself with ?amboyant self!deKre!

cation. ARpm a Kredictable, mercantile fool, who will be miserable all 
night … at my own dinner Karty, nonetheless … unless you have mercy 
and toss me the smallest morsel of an answer to my ”uestions.-

Mila listened to the conversation, incredulous that he was able to 
ta’e such a tone with the Krincess. Shepd never heard anyone sKea’ 
with her li’e this, but it seemed to be wor’ing. Jezebel sighed, as if 
this was all very boring, but Mila could feel her enxoyment resonating 
strongly.

ARpll be brief,- Yulis sKo’e softly, and only to Jezebel, as if they were 
co!consKirators. AR believed your 3ivine father to be the soleFcon!
sumer of these creatures. Ehat would haKKen if these new Kets turned 
out to be valuable and KeoKle wereF reluctant to sacriCce them;-

Jezebel nodded slowly at his words, lukuriating in his close Kres!
ence. AI valid Koint. Rpll admit R have not discussed the sKeciCcs with 
him directly. jut he did mention vague suKKort for the conceKt of 
demons as Kets when R Kresented this one to him. R imagine that, if 
it could somehow be assured that each demon would be sacriCced 
eventually, he would be amenable to the idea. Rtps the Pigh Wriest 
Ibbott who would have a conniKtion.-

AR thin’ both you and R would enxoy watching that.-
AEhat do you mean;- Jezebel as’ed.
AEellF- Yulis was slightly more cautious now, Kausing brie?y be!

fore reKlying. AThat ”uestion you Kosed to the room earlier, about 
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who is more Kowerful, you or the Yhurch; Eell, let me answer it with 
one of my own … why is that even a ”uestion we consider at all; 8ou are 
the Bod!Hingps daughter. Eho in the Yhurch has the gall to challenge 
your authorityF ever;-

AIbbott,- Jezebel hissed, almost to herself, but Yulis leaned into it, 
his liKs close to hers as he whisKered.

AInd wouldnpt you relish the oKKortunity to wiKe that ”uestion 
from Ibbottps mouth;-

And wouldn’t you love to ride on her coattails as she does?  The 
thought came to Mila swiftly, and to her surKrise, Yulis loo’ed over 
sharKly at her, as though hepd somehow heard it.

AEhatps this oneps name;- he drew bac’ slightly from Jezebel, mo!
tioning towards Mila with his head.

ARtpsF- Jezebel stoKKed in her trac’s, realising without embarrass!
ment that she had never thought to as’. AR have no idea,- she laughed.

Yulis loo’ed at Mila ekKectantly, waiting for her to share it, but 
unless Jezebel ordered her to, Mila resolved that she would not, and 
Jezebel did not seem inclined to humanise her demon an inch more 
than she had to. So, Mila said nothing and xust stared bac’ at him, 
waiting to see what would haKKen nekt.

Lventually, Yulis conceded defeat on the ”uestion of her name, but 
continued to address Mila. AInd you can sense energies. 5ery intrigu!
ing. 3oes that mean you can sense the diGerence between humans and 
demons too;-

What a good question. Smart man. Dangerous man.
ARt does.-
4ot even Jezebel missed the way his eyes lit uK at her resKonse. 

ARf youpre trying to Cgure out a way to use my demon for your own 
KurKoses, then Rpd stoK,- she said with a tight laugh. AR donpt li’e to 
share.-
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AR do love a challenge, Wrincess. 8ou ’now this.-
ARtps a challenge Rpm afraid youpll lose.-
ARpm not sure Rpve ever felt afraid.- Pe Klayfully raised an eyebrow. 

AEhatps it feel li’e;-
Jezebel  giggled,  and Mila  sensed the  blood Kounding in  the 

Krincessps body. Jezebel oKened her mouth to reKly, but at that ekact 
moment, the servers arrived from the ’itchen, Lliza included, bearing 
the entr7e, a rich, wild mushroom and rustic garlic souK, and Yulis 
was forced to return to his seat on the other side of the table.

Rn his absence, the discussion at Jezebelps side turned to other mat!
ters, to new islands discovered on a recent voyage that were inhabited 
by a tribe that seemed to consist entirely of women. Ilthough Jezebel 
was distracted by the new toKic and ridiculing a red!faced Lliza when!
ever the oKKortunity Kresented itself, Mila could tell that something 
had changed. I seed, something to do with Kroving something to 
Ibbott, had been Klanted in her mind.


