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I - Dia’s Stomach

The woman Cecilie was wearing had made it into her living room, muddy heels staining the white carpet.

“You should take your shoes off,” Dia, mage of artificial things, said from her place on the couch. She rested her pen on the note she’d been writing, leaving it on the small side table, and straightened her robe. She made sure to keep it from opening as she stood up with a clicking noise audible in her back and knees.

“Do you know who I am?” the interloper asked, an uncourteous smile staining her face.

“I know who you’d like to be. That's what you came for—the mage who cuts things apart.”

“Then it won’t be a surprise what happens next. You’re calm, I could get used to this.” The woman stalked forward.

Dia certainly wasn’t calm. A residual adrenal gland was flooding her brain, and several parts of her nervous system were lighting up like a christmas tree, with Fight and Flight chief among them. Dia chose a third option, and scowled at the line of brown dots Cecilie’d left on the previously pristine floor. “I didn’t want to make a fuss, but you really shouldn’t wear your shoes on the carpet.”

“I promise you won’t mind in a moment. Let me make it better.” Cecilie’s body smiled, and Dia thought she could see something blue and chitinous move in the woman’s mouth.

“Please, won’t you get on with that?” Dia met Cecilie’s body in the middle of the room, pushing closer to the larger woman, having to pause and force back a rise of bile in her throat. She remembered what Cecilie left of her victims, and a wave of doubts overtook her. This had to be a mistake, there was no sanity in this path of action. Then Dia felt Cecilie begin to pull away, perhaps suspecting something.

“... could we kiss, my Dermestid?” Dia asked, a tad plaintive, before the woman had a chance to pull back. She put a little flirtation into the comment. Dia was a poor liar, but she was betting the swarm’s hunger outweighed its sense.

Cecilie thought a moment, looking down at the mage’s desperation. Finally, she met Dia's lips. A moment later, Dia felt the first insect pass between them, into her mouth and down her throat. Then another. Several.

The mage of artificial things coughed and pulled away, already dizzy but with a smile of her own. Every part of her was screaming at her for what she’d done, a familiar cacophony of too-human doubt and revulsion; hopefully, if this worked, she’d never have to hear it again. “They have a bit of a kick, moving more than I expected,” Dia managed, good natured. “Is it going to hurt? I think I might sit… down.”

At that, Dia collapsed to the floor, robe splaying open around her. Cecile watched the mage as she twisted and began to shake on the carpet. The view made Cecilie smile, and she took Dia’s place on the couch, enjoying the first tastes of the mage.

Below, Dia felt the bugs moving inside her, scouring magic and self; she could feel their bodies slipping between the folds of muscle tissue as they burrowed towards their target, her center, her heart of hearts.

Dia continued to twitch for a while, as Cecilie felt the taste on her lips, that of Dia’s Name, begin to dry up. Cecilie watched Dia’s hands grip absentmindedly at the carpet, growing weaker, but still Cecilie could only taste a hint of her. Finally, only when the artifice mage was motionless and Cecilie strangely unsatisfied, did she think it prudent to read the note the woman had written in her final moments. The penmanship was lacking when she glanced over the words.

Dermestids are a beetle, used in museums to clean and brighten bone. So you may be that to me—clean my gristle, strip away the parts of me that elude my own scalpel. Can you taste the hollow where I tore it out? Grow cold in the place where no name could live, worm. Fill your mouth with my sand and my ash and all my silicates which I have arranged for you.

♦

Dia sat up in the room, coughing on the insects, crushing them with her teeth and spitting the acrid corpses onto the carpet. She wiped her lips of the chitin and guts, then started to stand on shaky legs. She clutched her stomach, there were still plenty of the beetles inside, and hungry enough to complain it seemed. Whatever her acids couldn’t kill, starvation would finish eventually. There weren’t any organs that mattered there anymore, and no insect ate porcelain, or brass.

She looked over the room. Another set of footprints, still muddy, leaving. And now, with the bug-shit spread around, the mess was really starting to rile her up. But the anger was colder, subdued. It was a relief. It didn’t feel good by any means, just quieter. She imagined the ritual to replace her eyes with enchanted glass, and waited for the sick to rise in her gullet, but— Nothing. Pleasant, cold, quiet. Perfect.

She moved to head to get the steam cleaner when she noticed that her note was missing, and beneath it on the notepad, Cecilie had written a telephone number. Again, none of the feelings of revulsion she felt before. This could be fun~


II - Cecilie’s Doll

Dia was getting to recognize Cecilie.

Not by appearance, of course: Cecilie could look like anyone, could be anyone, that was the whole and entire point. Men, women, young, old, rich, poor: any of them could be her, and Dia was now realizing that many of them were. (She seemed to have a slight preference for tall, icy-beautiful blondes, but that was hardly enough to find her by. Dia wasn't even sure if that was a real preference in her prey, or simply a favored look once the husk's old life had been wrung dry and she was free to reshape it to her own liking.)

No, she recognized Cecilie by the sound. Not a real sound, even. Dia's senses were superhumanly, inhumanly, precise, and she knew that the fleshy masks Cecilie wore did nothing a human would not. But when she was close, there was a... a susurrus, of rustling wings and crawling legs, mandibles and shells, the sound of a legion of insects in blind squirming motion. The part of Dia the mage that had survived the meticulously planned rituals and surgeries she’d devised to scour away Dia the person could still feel that, somehow, and when Cecilie was nearby she could hear her.

So when the woman walked past on the street, a businesswoman en route to some meeting or something, probably, Dia heard the sound of the infestation breeding and growing inside her, and got up to follow. The woman turned a few times, Dia still following, and then turned abruptly down an alley. When Dia came around after her, the woman was standing there, glaring, one hand reaching into her purse. "Do I know you, lady?"

"No, but I know you," purred Dia with lovestruck reverence. "You took everything from me." She stepped forward, and before the woman could react grabbed the sides of her face with her hands and kissed her, long and deep.

Very deep. Her tongue inside the other woman's mouth was suddenly a thick strip of metal, like a watchspring uncoiling, and it drove into the woman in a direction that was not quite the same as down, or inside. Down inside the woman, in a place that was in her torso but much larger than her body had space for, there was a void, an empty meat-walled cavity packed with writhing arthropod bodies. So much of Cecilie here, filling this thing that used to be a person, churning with her chitinous life and her iron will.

Well, Dia had iron in her too, and the protrusion of her, cold and alien in the hot damp warmth of the body-hive, probed through the insects, searching. Some of them were sliced open or apart by the sharp edge, but Dia knew Cecilie wouldn't hold it against her: each bug was such a tiny, tiny part of the whole that was Cecilie. But some parts were more valuable than others, and she found the worm, huge and fat and bloated with the former-woman's life and with ambient magic far beyond any natural creature. Dozens of little legs protruded; its maw had teeth. The thing that was not her tongue closed around the thing that was Cecilie, and, although the sound in the alleyway was that of a woman grunting in confused panic, Dia could hear Cecilie's low sensual moan, in a way that was not quite hearing.

Dia withdrew her tongue, and the worm, and then stepped back. Her face was not flushed: what she had instead of a human body no longer did that. But it would have been, if it could. The woman's face was not flushed either: it smirked amused at Dia for a moment and then it—there was no better word for it—flickered, every muscle going slack for a fraction of a second and then pulling back into a look of horror.

"What the fuck!?" shouted Cecilie, in a perfect unimpeachable imitation of what the woman who once wore this face would have done, before Cecilie consumed her, name and body. "Get the fuck away from me!"

"Now I have something of yours," said Dia, breathily. The worm lay in the little terrarium she'd built for it, somewhere down within her own torso. She could already feel it tearing apart the first of the mice she'd left in there—no reason to make her guest feel unwelcome. She turned without waiting for a reply—Cecilie wouldn't make the puppet say anything of value from here out anyways. She wondered how long it would be before Cecilie came to retrieve herself. She wondered who would come, and how many. She smiled in anticipation, and set off for her next rendezvous with the hivemage.

♦

"Hello, Dia," said the woman, standing where her door had been a moment before. "You have something of mine."

It was the woman from the alleyway, dressed if anything even sharper, her nice business casual replaced with a much crisper tailored suit, her lips and nails blood-red, her ears and nose studded with gold. It was the look she might have worn to a crucial meeting, or a job interview; or, Dia chose to imagine, a second date. But the look on the woman's face was not her own. Even without the blast of magic force that had taken her (unlocked) door down, or the fact that the ostensible stranger now knew her name, the cruel, predatory, hungry sneer that had been forced onto her would have made it clear that Cecilie was filling this woman in every way. Something Dia was more jealous of than she’d ever admit.

Flanking her were a hulking pair of androgynous thugs, cropped blonde hair, high cheekbones, with the same vivid red lips Cecilie always seemed to have when not disguised, and then huge bodies rippling with muscle, hands like shovels, white t-shirts and jeans and steeltoed boots. Unlike the woman, their faces were expressionless, more than that, blank. Dia knew that Cecilie had the multiplicative attention to act with her whole host of bodies at once, so this too was acting: and what it was expressing was a show of force. Cecilie, Dia was coming to realize, had a flair for the theatrical. There was no need for her to communicate amongst herself because there was only one self there, but she loved playing with the power she had over these weak, mortal shells. Dia couldn't help but love watching it, too.

Sure enough, the woman raised one hand, lazily, and gestured. "Take her."

The two were upon Dia in a moment, slamming her on her back, with enough force to at the very least knock the wind out of a human, and their hands were twisting her arms in a way that would have dislocated her shoulders, had they still been bone and ligament. Each, symmetrically, put a knee on her thigh, and the weight there might have done some real damage. But Dia didn't care—didn't even notice, because her body was tougher than that and every piece of it and all the pieces together were eventually replaceable. She wondered, instead, if the thughosts were twins Cecilie had taken together, or if they had been entirely different people once, made into twisted, brutal parodies of Cecilie's own idealized appearance for showing off just like this. She hoped it was the latter: it would mean she was worth showing off for.

"You should take your shoes off," said Dia. The woman laughed, a cold hard laugh, and then started walking towards her. Actually, her heels and the two pairs of boots were all clean. Dia felt relieved.

"You took something from me," the woman repeated. "And I'm going to take it back, and destroy everything in my way doing so."

"Sweettalker," said Dia. "You think there's anything you can do to me that I haven't already done to myself, but sharper, cold razor blades instead of crude animal jaws?"

The woman actually looked irritated at this, which was not quite Dia's intention, but she said the right thing next anyways. "Open her."

The two hollowed Cecilie-bodies obeyed instantly, ripping Dia's shirt off. The curve of her belly, the lines of her ribs, her small, conical breasts—all the trappings of a human disguise, not so different from the woman's, probably, lay exposed. Instead of anything sexual—anything humanly sexual—the two each slammed a hand with incredible force into her chest, punching easily through, and then grabbed and tore, ripping what might have been a ribcage on another woman open.

Dia was splayed out now, a watch-factory worth of ticking gears and pistons and springs and cables, large and small and smaller and smaller, escapements the size of dust-motes whirring, and smaller still, because the whole gorgeous mechanism had been crafted not with anything as crude as tools but with the infinite precision of Dia's inhuman mind. And between them two tired still-human lungs, some scattered plastic tubes of blood and even a clockwork heart. Her industrialization was still a process—and expensive. Each of the thughosts reached in, grabbed almost at random, and tore. Steel and brass scattered across the room, broken and bent. Dia (although her throat now ended abruptly in a bloodlessly torn edge of skin and machinery) gasped. In horror, a little, but also in the dreadful ecstasy of being handled this way.

"I'm in there," said the woman, standing over Dia and staring contemptuously into the cavity, where the other two of her were industriously digging. "I can feel myself."

"I think you like it here," said Dia, her voice almost teasing. "You love infesting people, why not me?"

"I'm not a pet," said Cecilie.

“No? But you’re so well domesticated,” Dia said, glancing to her spotless carpet with a proud smile.

"If I wanted you I'd crawl into your repulsive steel pipe of a throat myself. Ah." The terrarium was visible now. Really, it was a glass bubble, gridded with steel, now packed tight with worm: Cecilie had grown ravenously on the succession of mice Dia had shoved in.

The two other Cecilies leaned back out, back onto Dia's arms and legs, and the woman-thing knelt, almost daintily, in the ruins of Dia's torso, reached down with one slim hand. Dia, in deference, opened the little glass bubble for her and Cecilie's stolen body's red nails closed around the squirming, slate-grey worm.

Dia struck. She had not been lying—she had torn herself apart so much more thoroughly than this, before. Dia was a nameless, inhuman thing of metal and machinery, and that all the machinery was broken and scattered in ruin around her living room was nothing. Dia was far more irritated by the mess that had been made than she was disabled by it. So she lashed out, twisting gears on pistons, brass muscles freed from their tendons, broken porcelain and shattered glass, all leapt from her chest in great pillars (there was no space left between her ruined machinery and the carpet behind her back for them to have come from, but of course that didn't matter). They punched through the woman's hip, her abdomen, her ribcage, her shoulder, her throat.

"Mistake," snarled Cecilie’s body, her voice no more affected by the impaling blow than Dia's had been, but Dia retracted her cables and pulled her down into the ruins of her chest. There was no blood whatsoever, but each wound was leaking black: the tiniest bugs, squeezing out of the holes, and widening them as they went: soon there'd be a flood of enraged insects pouring from the vast cavern inside this woman. On each side the blank faces of the thughosts had gone even more slack, jaws lolling wide as bugs crawled up to flood from them, too.

The woman's head was right by Dia's, like they were embracing. Her arms were pinned on each side and the woman's were trapped awkwardly between them, but they were embracing, so much more intimately than any human could, Cecilie down in amongst Dia's gears and Dia stabbed fivefold through Cecilie's body. Her ear was by Dia's lips and she whispered: "Please, Cecilie. Stay with me. Fill my coldness with yourself."

The woman's face distorted, not with human expression but with the soldiers pouring out of every orifice: mouth, nose, ears, even the corners of her eyes. But Cecilie's voice was still clear: "You have nothing to offer me. I will take myself back and break you like I should have the first time."

Dia whined beneath her. Some of the bugs were already falling in her gears, crushed and mulched like meat for a sausage. “If I’m nothing to you, love, then why do you need to impress me?”

“That’s hardly the checkmate you think it is.” Several of Cecilie’s larger beetles began to explore Dia’s chest cavity, finding nooks and sensitive corners to wedge themselves into, legs continuing to flail as their exoskeletons clogged up gears and dials. The two other bodies were holding Dia down still, adjusting to let the bugs in at her joints. There was just so much of the mechanical mage to fill—an unreality of space within her, and Cecilie colonized it with wild fervor.

Dia’s thigh rose to meet between Cecilie’s legs. It was cold to the touch, but then Cecilie's warmth was only skin-deep too. Cecilie had left it free but seemed to move with some surprise when Dia made use of it. Dia whispered to her captor still. “You leave your number for me, you bring a whole song and dance. I know I harp on it but you even make sure not to make a mess anymore. That’s not something you do for a corpse.” There’s a rolling sea of black crawling around them, the thughosts emptying beside the two of them, intertwined and inside one another. The white carpet was a stark contrast to the black circle bustling around them, a reverse spotlight of hungry mandibles.

“Maybe so. Maybe you’re not a corpse, not quite yet.” The very room spoke to Dia now, whispering and chittering from all directions, continuing their assault. Dia had brought Cecilie close, the way she wanted, but her options were limited now, and the bugs numberless. They were covering more and more of her, forming natural ramps up her sides, moving and shifting. They flowed over the uneven and sharp edges of her and layered in, smothering the subtle machinations of her system. Thoughts grew harder to reach; projects broke and crumpled as Cecilie filled Dia’s deepest center.

“Who can you claim to know—who have you touched like this—without consuming them?” Dia managed to muster, having to pause to pick up what thoughts she could. “I’m not anything real to you. I claim no such power over you. I’m happy to be your toy. I love the games we play, my dermestid.” Dia was motionless: the sea of bugs was inside her face now, spreading open every ingress they could find with their bodies, prodding and gnawing each and any bits of softer plastic available. “Please, give this a chance.”

The horde rested in a rare silence as Cecilie considered the offer. Or Dia hoped she was considering it. This was the second time she’d invited oblivion into her home, though she hardly minded anymore, that part was cut out a… time ago. There’s a bug shoved between Tuesday and Wednesday now. The rest of the mass was pushing closer, enough that there was a stream of connecting bugs pouring like black water from Cecilie and into her.

The silence broke when the whole throbbing mass of Cecilie chuckled like a symphony of locusts and cicadas screaming into Dia’s head. The next words came right next to Dia’s ear, much softer, more intimate than before. “You are certainly refreshing, young mage. That’s important in a diversion. You understand your position. You entertain. Be my romance then, give me something to amuse myself. And when I’m bored I’ll end you.” Another wave of Cecilie pushed into Dia, causing her throat to swell with life as it moved into her chest cavity from above. Several pieces of connective tissue snapped, like a choker pushed to its limit with the invasion.

Dia didn’t even have to wait for it to clear to reply: her new body didn't need to speak from the throat. “Can you say that again?” Dia lifted her head, crushing a number of smaller creatures near the pistons of her neck. She nibbled slightly on the ear of Cecilie’s now-almost empty body. The bugs were so prevalent that even when she slumped back on the carpet again she had to wince as a dozen were smashed in an instant. Another stain.

“When you finally bore me, when this dalliance with my tin soldier becomes too much a chore: I will end you.” Dia felt the insects pulsing inside of her. They were preparing for something—finding leverage, pressing out in pumping motions through every fault line and fulcrum. Again Dia was helpless and writhing before Cecilie. This time however, there was no pain. The motions between them were purely ones of intimacy and show.

“Thank you," Dia moaned in the warm embrace of acceptance. Of being seen. Of being broken. All at once each of the bugs pushed and every one of her joints are split apart in a single motion. Her arms collapsed, her head detached from her body but for a few lines of blood vessels and wires. Her legs undid themselves with a crunch. Each of her fingers were pushed apart into tiny disconnected digits in a feeling like cracking her joints but so much more climactic, so final.

The two of them lay like that for some time, each in pieces, ruined by the other, neither quite dead. It was a mess of them, neither quite ending then the other began. Each twitching gear or centipede sent shivers through the other—a heaving twisting muddle of feelings and nerve and pressures grinding against one another. For Dia it was like nothing her soullessness had ever experienced. For Cecilie it seemed a novelty to not have to control both members of the act at once. But she looked entertained. Entertained enough to allow her to remain in repairable tatters when she finally pulled back, returning to her host bodies.

Dia could only see the Cecilies out of the corner of her vision. “How come every time I see you I end up stuck on the floor.”

“You’re cute when you’re impotent. Don’t think too hard about it.” Cecilie tilted her head back, jaw unnaturally wide, and dropped the recovered worm down it. Her cheeks and then throat pulsed with the massive volume of herself moving back into herself. Her face twitched and spasmed, neither in pain nor ecstasy, but with the effort of bugs pulling shut the rents they'd torn pouring out to attack Dia. Elsewhere in the room, her minions collected the remaining creatures. Cecilie herself knelt down again, and picked up and pocketed a particularly important looking herringbone gear, one in polished brass for display… somewhere.

“I still have your number, will you pick up this time?” Dia did her best not to sound desperate despite her circumstances. It was hard not to be helpless when she was a literal mess in her own living room, and her love was already leaving.

“Better yet, I’ll call you,” Cecilie said, without turning back, and then snapped her fingers and one of her thugs adjusted her jacket for her. "Look at this," she said, "you've ruined Gabrielle Sejana's favorite suit." She'd also ruined Gabrielle Sejana's neck, but that hole, at least, was closing as bugs within laid flesh like wax to seal it. The woman Cecilie was wearing would soon look as immaculate as ever. Dia, left behind on the floor, had no such consolation.

Her door was in pieces on the floor, the hinges swinging in the light breeze from the outside air. God forbid someone stuck their head inside and checked what the fuss was about. Gears, oil, and some spots of blood dotted the carpet now, alongside hundreds of dead bugs. Her body was completely destroyed, and her living room was a nightmare.

It was even more a mess this time, but unlike before, Dia—more alive than ever—couldn’t seem to mind one bit.


III - Dia’s Heart

“I have a tiger in my basement,” Dia says aloud. She’s standing in the living room, pacing, alone.

“I have a weretiger in my basement, which I stole,” she clarifies, as if it makes it any more reasonable, or permissible. She takes a breath when she hears something roar beneath her, followed by the sound of shattering glass. “And it seems she’s woken up.”

Dia hurries down the stone steps to her sealed workshop below. The clicking of her heels is dwarfed by the ticking and hissing of her artificial body, but both are whispers in the face of sounds of animal rage rising from the bottom of the steps.

The basement workshop resembles a strip mine—two stories of vertically arranged cages; cobwebs of chains and all number of suspended projects lazing about on lines, like dinosaur bones in a museum. Dia continues down the steps as they spiral around the edge of the room, glancing over the side of the rail to spy her prize illuminated at the bottom.

In the center of the workshop, mounted on the solid stone floor, glows a sealing circle—and within that sits the weretiger. She’s beautiful, all sharp lines and hard muscles, a point for the purity of the organic machine Dia had not yet found a viable counterargument to. She’s also pacing, which shouldn’t be possible yet; the alchemy should have kept her unconscious for a while longer.

“You are a dead woman, of course,” the beast growls from her ethereal cage, having shifted to have a human mouth to threaten with.

“It’s not a threat,” she clarifies, “just a statement of fact. It’ll be a race to see who kills you first: the sorceress, the demon, or me.”

“I feel like everyone tells me that these days.” Dia tries to stare the tiger down, gives up after a moment, and begins to math out how the opponents arrayed against her will change the likelihood of survival. “Or perhaps it’s just that I have terrible taste in guests.”

The artifice mage pauses at the bottom of the stairs and does her best to catch her breath. Her heart is steel now, but her lungs are still ugly flesh; Cecilie’s beetles were disinterested in them. She straightens herself, putting on the air of a mage of utter confidence. Unearned, but Dia’s not the one in the binding circle.

“I should really explain why you’re here,” Dia says, after a sufficiently dramatic pause. “Nobody knows you’re here. I even made a clockwork Dallas to prance around the Hua estate and be intimidating. It’s quite the tribute to you—though I had to make it a bit bigger than the genuine article, since I could never hope to replicate that certain… je ne sais quoi about you.”

“Olesya will know in a heartbeat. Chang’er, too. They’re already scrying about for my location.”

“Please. Olesya won’t mind if you left to take care of a few things in the area. I’m sure she respects your comings and goings.” Dia motions with her hands. She lies with a cold confidence, heart never wavering, face never flushing; even that prick of guilt at her center is now dead. Artifice is a wonderful thing.

But she needs to get to the point. The simulacra will only hold for so long; Olesya, among others, will be coming for her soon, if she wasn’t already. And of course, Dia wouldn’t be able to take Olesya by herself, not that she would want to. The two mages had exchanged letters, off and on, and the clockwork mage had nothing but respect for the sorceress. More than respect, if she cared to listen to the ticking of her heart; Dia still kept the few letters she’d received in a small chest in the workshop.

But needs must—and she needs the tiger, even if it earns the ire of the powerful Olesya Hua.

Dia steps closer to the ring. Still not close enough to touch—arms were replaceable but still expensive. High Command hadn’t figured to give her a salary deserving of her work yet.

Upon her plastic and brass face, Dallas spots something dreadfully familiar—a black line, jagged and trailing, much older than Dia herself. “What have you done?” the tiger demands.

“I’m not helpless, you know.” Is her voice nonchalant? That would be offensive. But it was a feat. “It’s a stripe, one of yours. I’ll give it back if you work with me, and I can take much, much more if you don’t.” She’d cut it out when the tiger had been asleep; transplanting it was easy, so much easier than a True Name, and a cleaner cut, too.

“You’ll be giving that back now,” Dallas says, a voice that rumbles with all the malice of the darkest wood.

Dia is glad the bite of her fear left with her Name. “There’s no need for threats. I want your help, nothing more or less.” But the stolen stripe she wears can feel its owner nearby and pulls; the mage stumbles an inch closer to the circle, her head tilting forward. “And it’s not stolen,” she clarifies with a little laugh, petting the stripe. “I’ve only borrowed it. And how it misses you! I’ve never seen the part yearn for the whole like so; you two must be close.”

Dia pulls herself back and straightens her cravat, smoothing it down and making sure it fit neatly between her blouse and vest. Her finger suddenly pauses, hooked in the new line in it, threads fraying at the edges. She looks up, spying the claws Dallas is lowering.

The tiger has slipped through the wards, if only for a moment, aided by her stripe; a near-fatal strike, imperceptible save for its aftermath. Too close to her throat, artificial or not—her binding magic must need some more practice. She takes a step back and, after a moment, puts on her best salesman smile.

“It is a very simple task, but I have few friends to ask, and so I must find a stranger to compel. I need you to eat my heart! It shouldn’t be hard, I know, and you’re already so upset with me.”

Dallas stares back, unmoved, and Dia redoubles her winsome smile. “It’s a very simple exchange. Show me what I looked—what I look like, and I’ll let you go. No fuss no muss, I have the heart, contracts, let me…” Dia, voice more chipper than ever, twists to ruffle through the pile of blueprints and scrolls on her altar-esque workspace nearby.

“I’m an old tiger, long in tooth and sharp of claw.” The anger still simmers in Dallas’ eyes. “You must know that I will never consent to eating this.”

Dia, oblivious, returns with a pile of papers in her hands and a twisted, dry and fermented piece of meat—gray, and despite its lack of moisture the hunk was still bigger than a baseball. “I kept good care of it, despite it all. Here you go. Just swallow that down, do your weretiger trick, transform into me, and then we can all go home again. Or I can start by hurting Olesya.”

It’s a bluff, of course; Dia would never hurt the mage she most admires. But Dallas doesn’t know this; the last of her restraint flees before her barred teeth.

“Oh, go ahead. Channel that anger.” Dia tosses the heart into the circle, where it clacks against the stone like a puck, then watches with rapt attention as Dallas picks it up. The tiger had seen many hearts, and eaten almost as many as that; this one is a sick, desiccated thing, and her nose wrinkles at the putrid smell, salt pork and cured leather. She holds it, looks up at the ticking, broken mage; unlike how Dia described the tiger stripe, Dallas feels no tugging of the heart to return to its own master, and for a fleeting moment the thought makes the tiger sad.

“What’s wrong? It’s a heart. You eat hearts. Cecilie wasn’t so afraid to taste me. Do I have to kiss you to make you do your work as well?” Dia was glad enough she could no longer blush. “I will, if that’s your price.”

“I’ll be putting my mouth on you alright. Just not in a way you’ll like.” Dallas meets her gaze with one a headmistress gives a smitten schoolgirl.

“You’ll chip a fang you know,” Dia counters, glad enough to exchange barbs with her idol’s personal tiger.

“I have plenty of fangs to chip.” Dallas gives a grimace that shows too many of them, her displeasure manifest.

Dia frowns. Why couldn’t the tiger play along! It was all purely transactional. Has she not been clear enough? There is no subterfuge here, why the delay? She doesn’t understand. Dia needs this.

“Fine enough. You need privacy, I understand. I work alone, too. I’ll go get some refreshments for us both. And if I get back and there’s still a heart there, I’ll just get to see what a six-hundred pound orange tabby looks like with no stripes.” Dia pauses, thinking of how to drive the knife home. “Remember, if Olesya or any of your personal army does show up and someone gets hurt, it’s on your ego, and it alone.” She turns and starts the long trip up to the ground floor of her townhouse. Dallas is left with the pitiful hunk of meat and the muddled sound of magic and swinging chains above.

♦

Dia is in the kitchen when she regains control of her breathing (and her thoughts). She moves to grab the tall cylindrical glasses from the cupboard. There’s dust on the surfaces of them and the plates, she realizes. Plenty more than she remembers there should be. When was the last time she ate? She moves a hand to her stomach but nothing. She grins at her forgetfulness; things were moving so fast she almost imagined she was a person still. She sets aside the notion, silly as it was, and moves to address the cupboards. The dry ingredients are fine, untouched.

Everything else has spoiled. Another month? Two? Gone without a trace; she remembers buying the food yesterday, or perhaps the day before—but there it was, lining her shelves with expiration dates like weathered tombstones.

She snaps her fingers twice and the silver field mice hidden in the cracks and corners emerge. Little delicate things in hand-carved filigree, they gather the sugar in tiny handfuls, a bowl, two glasses. Each of their small turnkeys twisting, having been wound almost a year(?) ago by a different Dia than the one who now watches them dance.

Dia opens the fridge and pulls out one of the two things remaining—a bottle of lemon juice. The jug of milk has spoiled already, she figures; she doesn’t drink coffee anymore either.

Into the glasses: powdered rind, cold lemon juice, muddling with the sugar at the bottom. The mice even bring the ice cubes, two to a block, slipping on the moist countertop and tumbling in their mechanical revel. She has to suppress a giggle, her joy still there, if dry and worn.

She finishes the glasses with some tap water, tasting one of them, and making sure the balance was right. Sure, she figures. That probably tasted like lemonade.

Again, in her living room Dia paces, running plastic hands through her rich human hair—a touch of too-human vanity, something she’d taken care to keep. She holds a bit up in her vision, watching as it curls gently like smoke through her fingers. She can see her hair, yes, but… what color was it? It twists underneath her fingers. Cecilie was blonde, in the bodies she wore. Dallas is orange, as a tiger. The women she’s kept company with were all mutable, like her.

She chuckles a bit to herself, realizing. “I’m not like them,” Dia corrects. “Not mutable. I’m melting.” Something hot burns her cheek. She lets her hair fall back down, mysteries intact, to touch at the feeling. Hot liquid, almost boiling. She tastes it—salt? Had some pipette burst? She rushes to the bathroom, stocking feet silent against the carpeting.

The bathroom mirror looms tall in front of her. The high lightbulb in the room doesn’t do nearly enough to illuminate her face, but it doesn’t matter. Her eyes, still human, stare into the polished surface, searching her face for recognition, judgment, anything. There’s the streak on her face from the bottom of her eye to her jawline—not the stripe, but something newer. It was already drying, with no stain. What was that? Her eyelids widen, her fingers holding them back; they’d caused the leak so they’d hold the answer. And yet, she doesn’t even know what color her eyes are. She knows the pupils are black; they should be black, at least. Are they supposed to be that bloodshot? She turns back into the hall, pictures and paintings lining it, taunting her. She can see herself at the beach but it doesn’t mean anything. It isn’t anything—just printed dots on a piece of paper.

When she closes her eyes, she can still smell the salt, hear the gulls as they circle the cliffsides. She knows she wore something green—or was it grey? Grey blue. She sees her eyes reflected in the photo and for a moment she’s staring down young Dia, brash and eager to make a new kind of mage.

Her fist goes through the thin glass protecting the polaroid. She frees the photo, pulling it close. She remembers when she took it—the swimsuit is still hanging in some closet, but it’s nothing. There’s nothing in the picture. Was she taller? Handsome? Who was Dia. Who is Dia. That damn tiger doesn’t know anything of this sort of pain. A hundred faces and a form sinuous and muscled enough to shred a grown man—to copy a fraction, Dia had to give up so much, more than she’d realized.

But that was fine. She had a tiger in her basement after all. And she would know who Dia was soon enough.

♦

“I brought lemonade!” Dia calls down the steps. “I know it went down dry, and probably didn’t taste very good, but I’m proud of you for doing this. I’m proud of us. I know it wasn’t easy to swallow your pride and the heart could not have been much easier—”

“I need a blanket,” Dallas shouts from the floor, some fifty feet below.

“What?”

“That or a towel. I’m not being you and naked at the same time.”

“But of course! I’ve been so inconsiderate of your needs.” Dia spins on her heels and disappears through the basement door for not a minute. “Now!” She emerges again with a towel draped over an arm, still holding the tray with the glasses, now beading with condensation from the cool basement. She starts down the stairs, two steps at a time—landing with a dancer’s grace on each of the concrete slabs, tray bobbing perfectly, gyroscoping in the rush.

She emerges at the bottom of the stairs, beaming at her victory over the tiger’s pride. “I think this could be the beginning of a wonderful friendship.” She moves to hand off the glass to Dallas, then thinks better of it, bending at the waist to slide it along the polished concrete to the weretiger. She pulls up a chair and again is watching the tiger with both eyes, ignoring the growing irritation as she makes sure not to blink.

Dallas has turned around, fussing with some part of the towel in the human form Dia recognizes from before—long, scarred, hair line a mane of black gold. She examines the woman with less clinical detachment than she would like; a weakness of the flesh, that, something else to slough away. She stares at the edge of the towel with as much rapt attention as she gives the coming transformation, the edge of the fabric’s slight rise and fall, like the tides revealing the curve of the beach cliffs in the form of Dallas’ sculpted back. Again, even human Dia marvels at the machine Dallas constructed for herself.

Finally, the mage can see the changes start. Dallas’ form shrinks, her hair lengthens—a straight and glossy black. Dallas turns around, eyes deep brown and mischievous looking. Slender lips, and a scar at the edge of her jawline. It was Dia’s shape. It has to be.

There’s only one problem, Dia realizes: she’s never seen this face before in her entire life.

Dallas stares back, through the boundary of the circle. Neither of them have touched their drinks yet. Dallas wonders if the mage can even eat or drink anymore—(the answer is no but she hides it well.)

“Well, is this it?” Dia motions to the woman wrapped in a towel in front of her.

“You tell me. I ate your heart, I bear your form.” Dallas glances off to the side indignantly. She snorts. “Are you claiming my magic is some fable made up by time? You saw my body change before your eyes.”

Dia stares into Dallas’ eyes, traces her neck down to her chest. She stares at the shoulders and tries, desperately tries, to imagine what things she’s lifted with them before she gives up. It’s worse than looking in the mirror. Now she knows there’s… nothing there. No curtain to pull back anymore, no door number three to trade for.

If Dallas can see the disappointment on Dia’s face, she doesn’t mention it. The tiger sighs, returning to her former human form. The towel is suddenly taut again, her body almost a foot taller, harder. “There. Heart eaten, face delivered. May I leave now?”

“We didn’t even need to form a contract, convenient.” Desperation bubbles up through her voice. Weakness. The boiling stream is back, trailing down from her remaining good eye. It moves strangely on the tigerstripe still superimposed on her cheek. “Yes, I’ll be just a moment. You should at least wait for me to return the stripe before killing me,” Dia reminds her, still trying to keep the same cheer as before. Lying still comes easily to the machine, but for the first time, her heart’s not in it; she just isn’t feeling it anymore.


She walks up to the ring and kicks at it, almost petulantly, scattering the magic and causing the purple aura to dissolve into the air. She looks up, loosening her joints for when the tiger would maul her. Maybe Dallas could kill her. Maybe she could stare up at the ceiling as her dissolution goes from months to moments even! But Dallas steps forward, resting a hand on her head, encompassing it with the size of her palm. 

“Stripe, and then I kill you.” Dallas turns Dia’s face up to look at her scowl.

“Worse women have tried,” Dia says with bitter cheer. “Well, watch close. I don’t get to show off very much these days.” She reaches up with a plastic finger, touching the top of the stripe. With a wince and a slight whine, steam begins to escape in small bursts around the edges of the tiger stripe as she moves her fingers down around it. A type of surgery, marring to remove; she didn’t feel much pain anymore aside from these sort of amputations—they targeted a self that was not governed by nerves.

And in a moment, she was holding it. It was a little stiff from resting on unfired porcelain instead of a tiger’s hind for too long, but entirely intact. “Told you.” She hands it to Dallas gently, letting the woman inspect her stripe. She was taken aback by the weight of it, and its smell. A rich smell fills her nose and head as she lifts it up as one would the handkerchief of a lover.

Dallas breathes in the rainbow of scents coming from the stripe—her scents, all eager to be reunited with their tiger. Her jungle, first: a home lost, and for a moment she’s not in this dead basement with the dead mage pouting around the room. It smells of tall reeds near the riverbank, and furtive tracking. The smell of a prince breaking for lunch during his hunt. It smells of lampposts in London, smeared with industrial soot. It smells of gun oil in a Soviet arms cache in ‘41. A hundred stories rush to her mind, and she almost considers this moment a gift, instead of the indignity it is. The stripe wraps around a finger and zips along her body to disappear over her flank, barely covered by the towel. She is whole again.

“I have no real animosity toward you. I have a thick hide in the torture department; more powerful people have tried to do worse things to me. And I have lived three hundred years, worn almost as many faces—I empathize, truly, with wanting to find yourself. Had you framed your question differently…” The tiger trails off.

The mage manages a smile, despite her current devastation. Perhaps this sad misunderstanding was but a preamble to a truer, fuller friendship; perhaps Dallas would take her by the shoulder and lead her back to Olesya’s estate, and they would have lemonade and then magic up some magic mirror that finally, finally let Dia see her face again.

“... but you threatened Olesya.”

Dia’s body hits the altar at a bad angle, several metal spinal disks popping and bending out of place. Already pistons and gears are misaligned, shredding delicate mechanisms within her chest. She leans up, beginning to tweak her lower back into a human looking direction. Dallas doesn’t give her the time to; her claw plunges into a shoulder and hoists the clockwork mage up. Hand around the doll’s throat, she slams Dia’s head into the wall—once, twice, thrice, again and again until both porcelain and rock begin to crack; blood begins to splatter, blood from a stone, and Dia and Dallas are both surprised.

But damage to the person is not enough; someone hurts you and yours, you burn their den, leave ruin about their safe places. Dallas sweeps the body across the altar surface next, smashing vials and staining blueprints with red and black; the broken pneumatics in her limbs are bleeding lubricant now.

“Let me know when you’re finished playing.” Dia pokes fun at the tiger thrashing her. Blood is pooling on her shirt from her face; there’s not much to bleed anymore, so it’s impressive how much Dallas has drawn out.

“I know I can’t hurt you in any physical way.” Dallas sneers at the toy woman, lifting her high above her head with one hand, the mage’s broken body hanging limp like a marionette with its strings cut. “Wreck you? Sure, but you’d like that. You’re not even sure if what you are can die anymore, and an answer would be relief—”

“You flatter me,” Dia replies in perfect English despite her face being fractured, shredded.

“—but that doesn’t mean I can’t cause you some pain. You really have no idea what you are anymore, do you?” Dallas fishes something from her cleavage, tossing the grey rock to the floor.

Dia looks down with her one good eye and sees her heart. Resting intact. Uneaten.

“What—you lying whore! Who even was that? You’ve shown me nothing!”

“And that is exactly what you are.” Dallas’ grip grows tighter. “You’re nothing. I could have shown you a thousand different faces, and you wouldn’t feel a thing. I’m not choking on that dried offal for a husk like you.” She throws Dia to the floor, sending a shower of sparks up from below her when she bounces.

“Please—I need this. Don’t leave,” Dia’s body croaks up from the floor. Her voice is finally a bit scratchy and tinny from the treatment.

“If you bother me or any of those close to me, I’ll turn you to scrap and dump you in the river.” Dallas begins to walk away, picking over the altars for a trophy to bring back with her. The mage couldn’t stop her anymore. Dia was still whispering from the floor.

“No—no… you can’t leave. I need to know who I am. It’s all gone slippery. It’s all melting. Tiger, tiger please.” Dia couldn’t see what Dallas was doing anymore; the delicate pistons governing her neck were strewn around her workshop, and she had landed facing a shattered glass of lemonade.

Which means Dia does not see when Dallas spies the flask with the throbbing, pulsing object, neatly resting hidden on one of the few untouched workslabs. The object in the glass called out to be used, to be claimed. A True Name is hardly without an owner, even Dia’s. And so, without too much thought, Dallas snatches it up, tying the bottle with Dia’s True Name, wreathed in crystal and flesh, into the towel wrapped around her waist and heads up the stairs, leaving Dia lesser than she’d been before, if only a little.

“Tiger, please. I was wrong. Tiger? Are you there? Tiger, I’m sorr—”

Dallas shuts the door on the workshop and lets out the breath she’d been holding. Mages were unfortunate creatures, and she thanks her stripes this one took to hurting herself more than anyone else. Perhaps this would be a moment for growth for the mage in her pit; Dia didn’t seem to be cruel, just self obsessed. Self obsessed and stupid—Dallas had told Dia straight to her face what she would do when freed to do it. That the tiger let her live at all was a mercy, or maybe the cruelest punishment; any mage in their right mind would have finished the mechanical wraith when they had the chance.


IV - Cecilie’s Date

Dia felt more human than she’d had in weeks. Butterflies fluttered in her stomach, none of which were Cecilie. (She claimed to be too pragmatic for such gauzy and lavish forms). It was somewhat of a luxury to worry about what would match well with her date, what would go with her hair—what would Cecilie like? Dia slid another few dresses to the side in the closet. She’d never seen the woman outside of something black and formal, and so she went with something white and shoulderless to draw a better contrast between them.

Her blouse and trousers were tossed aside as she went to the mirror. Dia was eager to see herself in the dress again after all this time. Had it been a year? Two? Her reminiscing quieted when the dress looked different than she remembered.

With each turn in the mirror she found another spot that didn’t quite fit right on her artificial body. Loose here, tight there. She kept going over it, smoothing out parts that weren’t supposed to drape, or bunched on a curve to no avail.

“Fine, I fixed my body, I can fix you too,” she said to the disappointment of a dress. Dia went to work at tailoring it back into the shape it once held on her. The dress was laid out on a table in an upstairs guest room, then she grabbed her tools from a nearby dresser drawer. She went over it bit by bit… Every stitch she had to change, she realized, was another detail in herself she’d managed to lose track of. How many times had she done over and redone a piece of her body by now? She never meant to deviate in her replacements, but mistakes were inevitable. She just never realized she was changing so much.

Never one to dwell, Dia’s mind began to wander as she worked, until the tickle of a new project began to emerge at the back of her head. She was already remaking her dress, perhaps Dia could make her own corsage for the date. She couldn’t just phone it in only redoing her dress like this. It would be a deep teal blue cornflower, something complex. She could even sculpt it out of glass and edge with molten copper or bronze when she finished. It’d match the beetles living in the chest of her date, a coordination only she and Cecilie would share or understand.

She kept the image of the blue flower in her mind, hemming and cutting and stitching the dress with mechanical skill. Her sewing machine was in a landfill somewhere now that her hands could copy a motion with more speed and consistency than any living thing. Scraps collected beneath the table where they remained as she rushed onto the next part, still naked and dress lying over the shoulder. Down the carpeted stairs she ran, through the living room and onto the cellar door—

It was like any good idea a mage could have. She never would have thought of the corsage a week before, when she still had the time to balance it with rest and self critique. No, she quickly moved on to hole up in her basement workshop, itself being a two story pit of sheared concrete and stone plunging into the earth below her house. There, she would work for what hours she had without break, pause, or distraction.

This wasn’t new for her. No, Dia had been down here more and more in the past months, rediscovering her inspiration for modifications and strange additions to her body to impress her patron, and perhaps future partner. She wanted to prove more than a dalliance. Cecilie already told her about her current apprentice—and Dia was a full-fledged mage, but there was still much more to be gained beyond tutelage if she was worth it to Cecilie. At the same time, she couldn’t show it. It had to be perfect, yet effortless. The bug mage had decades on decades of practice, but Dia thought herself a quick learner, and horrifically ambitious if nothing else.

And so Dia was still bending and beading the molten metal with her spells when the doorbell rang. Two petals to go… She just had to finish the last bit.

The doorbell rang again and Dia pulled back, letting the spell drop along with the molten brass, where it sparked as it landed. “Ok, ok—close enough.” She grabbed the white dress draped over some project and her little glass flower, smaller than the palm of her hand, and dashed upstairs.

Cecilie was waiting for her.

♦

Dia sat across from the woman of her infatuation. Cecilie sat across from her entertainment for the night.

Cecilie had taken them to an upscale restaurant in the city—only a floor or two from the top of the skyscraper they sat in, a beautiful view and dizzying height. Cecilie had made reservations, of course. Dia wondered if the name she’d given to the concierge was one she’d eaten as well.

“Have you ever dined at Dorsia before, Dia?” Cecilie closed her menu and folded her hands overtop of it.

“No?” Cecilie hadn’t mentioned the corsage. Had she even noticed it?

“Ah, it’s killer to get a reservation, even with a mage’s connections. Don’t feel bad,” Cecilie chuckled and looked out over the sea of blinking lights. Dia stared into her eyes, counting the tiny specs of light reflected in them. She realized there were just as many Cecilies out in the city this very moment, if not more. She might even have been among them were circumstances different. Dia still remembered when the worm brushed the remnants of her Name.

While the view was perfect, the ambiance left something to be desired. There was a quiet ringing, a shushing in her ears just below the audible level in the room. Dia could hear it since they’d arrived, despite the myriad conversations and trifling kitchen rancor…

“You’re in someone else here—I can hear the buzzing.”

“How curious. You can hear me? That explains our tryst in the alley; I’d been wondering how you did that. You know, let’s play a game. You guess which of these people I am, and I’ll give you a treat tonight.”

“And what happens if I lose?”

“What can you offer me? You don’t have a name to wager on anymore.”

Dia had worked hard for this moment, letting her clockwork heart’s sudden increase in speed bring some color to her cheeks. It was an artificial mechanism, but she’d manage to give Cecilie the flushed and rosy toy she wanted to play with. It wasn’t the only prize Dia had prepared for the night. “I think I have something in mind. I’ve come up with something to make up for that disappointment earlier. It’s a—”

“Can I get you two anything to drink?” came the voice of the waitress. She was in a black uniform, small black apron holding pens and her pad of paper, when it wasn’t in her hands. Dia looked up with hidden distaste.

“Glass of the house red for me, and something strong for my friend here? She wants to take her mind off things tonight.” Cecilie’s order was as certain as it was demanding. Dia looked back to her, a little surprised while the waitress walked off to put in their orders. “What? It’s not like you can get drunk anymore. And you know I don’t need you inebriated to overpower you.” Cecilie idly stroked the rim of her water glass with a finger.

Dia felt a kinship with the line of condensation running down the side of the same glass as she took a beat and thought a moment to herself. “Is it the waitress? You’d never leave an order to someone else. You can’t give up that kind of control.” Cecilie frowned at the assertion of “can’t” but didn’t put up a fight. Instead she smiled and crossed her legs, shifting her hips beneath her unnaturally steady body.

The two waited in silence until the waitress returned with a glass, bottle, and a drink the color of rubies with an orange peel twisting out of it.

“A Manhattan, the bartender recommended it.” The waitress uncorked the bottle, setting the cork down on the table, with a folded scrap of paper which Cecilie plucked with equal ease. The wine filled to the swell of the glass before the server stopped, smiled, and left for the next table.

“The note?” Dia asked.

Cecilie unfolded it, showing the digits scrawled in a quick hand. “I think she gave us her number,” Cecilie said with a cat’s grin.

“Ok, so maybe you’re not inside the waitress. Don’t get any ideas—it’s cute she’d ask you out, and it’d break my heart if you ate her.”

Cecilie just kept her mouth shut and sipped her wine.

Dia worried what she might have just doomed the waitress to and blanched. The usefulness of her new bloodflow went both ways. Cecilie didn’t seem to mind bothering the mage. In fact, her smile pulled a little wider on her crimson lips.

She looked over her shoulder as the waitress exchanged words with a table behind her, and the feeling of worry was… drier than she realized. She didn’t want to be the one to sentence the woman to consumption, but the thought of it didn’t bother her, and that fact felt distasteful.

“So,” Cecilie broke the silence. “I’m curious, why is a thing like you still pretending to be human?”

“Aren’t you? I don’t seem to be dining with a terrarium right this moment.” Dia shifted back around, and sipped at the Manhattan. It burned at her tongue and throat just as much as she wanted it to.

Cecilie actually laughed slightly at the joke. It was sharp, and intentional—much too practiced to sound forced.

“I know what I am. I hunt my prey. I kill and eat, like any of God’s best apex predators. And yet you don’t. It’s interesting. You’re even less of a person than me, I would know—” Cecilie looked over Dia’s shoulder and waved the waitress back towards their table “—so why do you care about them?”

The question took her aback. She didn’t agree with the premise: she and Cecilie were people. Odd, sure, but still people. Just like all the other humans in the restaurant. The ones that were people, of course—Dia could still hear the buzzing of a host or two quietly.

Realizing the silence, Dia forced an answer. “I’m a creature of habit.”

“Lying again. I suppose I should expect it from you.” Cecilie finished her wine, glaring at the waitress as they waited for her to return for their order, and perhaps another glass of the red. “I’ll have to break you of that habit, if you’re going to be mine. It’s cute, but it gets old quickly. When you’re like me, you have to know what you are, or they’ll kill you when you can’t find the stomach for it.” She motioned at the server passing the table again, and Dia couldn’t help but find her frustration cute.

The waitress was finally waiting with her pad of paper and pen ready. “And what are we having?” She said with a voice too rosy to be for customers alone, though without the note she’d already slipped them Dia wouldn’t have made anything of it.

“Yes, finally. Calamari for me, Caesar salad for her, and a refill on the wine.” Cecilie made a little twirling motion with her fingers to send the waitress on her way. She smiled and turned to leave. Dia held her tongue: Cecilie clearly had a vision for how the date would go, and Dia was happy to oblige. Still, in the momentary abdication of an order, she listened out for the telltale hum. The booth over had a man and a woman, both hollow now that she could relax her senses a moment.

Dia opened her eyes, a step closer to winning the game. “My turn, if I may. What made you want to be like this, with the bugs?”

“I had unfinished business. There was something I wouldn’t have been able to do with the time and body I’d been given, so I took this form.”

“Yes! I mean, exactly, I completely relate,” Dia said, elated.

Cecilie stared her down, colder than Dia’d ever seen her, a chirring growing in pitch all around them. It seemed Dia had again given the wrong answer to a question she hadn’t even been asked, but Cecilie softened her sneer in a moment. “And you?”

“I knew what I wanted to be, and I wasn’t going to let anyone stop me, including myself. The attention it drew didn’t hurt. A mage of my family, of my caliber, isn’t something that turns heads in High Command, and the woman I was would never have made it this far.”

“Ambition is an admirable feature. You couldn’t live with almost-perfect, and that led you to me.”

“Led to me using you.”

“You’re playing with fire, pretty thing. Clearly namelessness hasn’t come with judiciousness.” Dia could hear multiple hives in the room now; four? Seven?

The arrival of the first course saved Dia from her quick tongue. The server set down the two plates and waited to see if Cecilie had anything to add, not even bothering to face Dia, who was taking the opportunity to listen closer, rather than drive another barb in the woman she sought to charm.

“Two of today’s special, and quickly this time.”

The waitress nodded and hurried off to put the order in.

“Aren’t there usually like, several plates before the main course?” Dia was not at all used to this kind of dining.

“Usually, but I’m growing tired of this game.”

Cecilie didn’t need to say more, Dia had already grown quiet. For a minute the only sound between them was the ticking of one heart and the susurrus of another. Neither needed to blink, and Dia didn’t break the stare to take another sip of the mixed drink—it didn’t help, couldn’t help, but the alcoholic burn made her think it might.

Another minute and Dia could hear, with gross fascination, more and more the hostbodies in the restaurant. A dozen, maybe more, table after table. One of the waitstaff, a man this time, stopped by to rest their plates in front of each of them. The house special.

Atop a black slate plate was a pile of writhing, squirming beetles-worms-centipedes-wasps. Within a moment they were already spreading over the side of the plate. Dia didn’t feel the impulse to recoil, and without a stomach to turn, she was left with only a cold pallid dread resting in her.

“You’re in the kitchen staff too? How many people did you take for this?”

Their previous waitress screamed from across the room. Another woman had let her head roll back, a tide of black beginning to escape it and slide towards the woman as she backed up, bumping into another man. He reached for her as a mass shifted beneath his shirt.

“New game Dia, double or nothing. You keep your waitress crush from being infested for ten, no, five minutes and you win her safety and your prize. How about it, no holds barred. Anything goes.”

Dia’s fingers had already slipped around the steak knife and with pneumatic speed she’d driven it through the top of Cecilie’s palm and the table both. She wasn’t going to let anyone else get caught up in this dance she was having. She wasn’t having this blood on her hands. Dia was already out of her seat and moving to grab the waitress—her Manhattan in her other hand.

Cecilie pulled back, letting her flesh separate around the blade when she found that veins of the metal had spread up the limb almost a foot—little skewers of brushed steel meant to pin her. A clever trick, but she simply let it tear through her arm as well, mending it just as quickly. Her bodies were encircling the mage and her prize already.

“Miss, listen, you need to trust me on this—” Dia smashed the glass on one of the guest’s heads, the glass shards reforming into a briary appendage whipping at the closest hostbodies and anchored securely to Dia’s shoulder. “We have to go now.” Dia offered a hand.

A hand the waitress took. “What’s going on, what happened to them?!” 

Dia didn’t answer. A curse was escaping her lips. She’d learned many things exploring the magic around inanition and amputation. Dia would be safe, her piece in the game would be safe. Everyone else…

Black dots, independent of the beetles, emerged on the faces and hands and all visible skin of the guests. Insects poured from them as well as they widened, but the insects had the dots as well—the Curse of Porosity did not discriminate outside of the caster—and the next moment, the beetles were already disappearing, consumed when the voids passed the boundary of their form.

Cecilie grinned and snapped her fingers, and the curse undid itself like wet tissues. The hosts were already reknitting themselves, though their swarms had taken a much bigger hit.

Dia dragged a tablecloth out from under a few plates, now shattering on the floor, and pushed into the crowd. Her magic filled the cloth and animated it to twist and force the hostbodies aside. In the chaos she and the waitress made it to the fire exit. They were on the, what, the thirtieth floor? God, the stairs…

She pushed into them regardless, letting the door twist itself into the frame behind her and the woman. She could still hear the buzzing of the swarm as she dashed down the stairs, sweeping the waitress in her arms as she descended them four at a time.

“Hey, look at me. What’s your name,” she said to the waitress in her arms, who was already sobbing and shaking.

“Amanda.”

“Good. Remember that. Hold onto that Amanda. You’re going to be Amanda for such a long, happy time.”

“You’re not making any sense, what are you?” She was at least focusing on Dia as she flew down the stairs. With any luck, she might not go into shock quite yet.

“I’m like a Terminator. From the future.”

“You’re shitting me…”

“Nope, and it’s going to be a little bit worse tonight; just hold on.” Dia slipped over the side railing and fell, letting her free hand and glass tendril shatter themselves on the concrete as she slowed herself every few floors. There was no pain for her, save the agony of watching the delicate machinery shred itself on impact over and over and over. Amanda was screaming, but it was fine. This was fine.

Almost a minute and she’d reached the bottom. Just a few more, and they could all go home with a few new notches on their belt. She set Amanda on her feet. She was still upright, and when Dia pulled she followed, perfect.

She went up to the door at the bottom, pushing it open; a few small skeletal brass filaments of Dia’s were already pulling into an ugly hand. She could still hear a hive nearby, close. A bellhop approached them and Dia’s flower corsage leapt to her hand, shaping into a blueglass dagger. It met his neck, and suddenly the two women were sprayed with all too human blood. Red. Sanguine. Dia could see the fear in his eyes as he grabbed at the hole in his throat. Amanda was screaming again, dragged by Dia out into the street.

“Amanda. Please, here. Focus here, we need to move. We need to be quiet. Please.”

Amanda took one look at the splattered and cracked porcelain face talking to her. Lines of the red pigment Dia used to achieve her blush were already welling up inside the fractures. Amanda continued to scream.

Dia could still hear hives nearby. More than one, and getting closer. “I’m really sorry, Amanda, I really am,” Dia said, pressing a finger to the woman’s throat and suddenly she was silent, her voice stolen away. It was for her own good, and Dia couldn’t lose it all here. Both their heads were on the line.

Amanda was actively fighting her now. Pulling and hitting her. Dia was fine with it—her dress was ruined, it couldn’t get any worse. So Dia took her, over the shoulder, dragging her kicking silently down a nearby alley.

“You can sell this story for a fortune, never have to take orders from another person like me or anyone else; starting tomorrow, Amanda, you’ll be on easy street. Wanted to travel? Or buy a boat?” Amanda had snatched a nearby bit of rebar and struck Dia over the head with it.

Dia turned. She could feel her brain bleeding but her consciousness was seemingly detached from that even. “No. I’m saving you. You get to live and be safe and whole and—”

She caught the second blow with her skeletal hand, the rusty bar twisting like a viper and locking the captive’s hands together.

“That’s five minutes. I win. You get to be fine.” When Dia dropped Amanda to the ground, she stayed there.

Scattered applause came from the entrance to the alleyway. Cecilie was there, alone.

“Congratulations, Dia. You won. I was hoping you could manage it.” The voice came from behind Dia—-from Amanda, who’s voice she’d stolen away only a minute ago.

“What?” Dia asked, confused, as Amanda kissed her ear, nibbling it slightly.

The Cecilie in front of her spoke now: “I’d taken her hours before we arrived at the restaurant, like everyone else there. She was never in any real danger. The Amanda you met stopped existing some time ago now. Nobody got hurt who wasn’t in on it.”

The image of the bellhop whose blood was now staining her dress flashed in Dia’s mind. How had Cecilie managed that? Was she hearing Amanda’s hive when she lashed out?

“Oh Dia, my Dia. My brave tin soldier, you won. Why so down? Would your prize help? It’s a simple thing.” Amanda had slipped out of her bonds, breaking and healing her wrists to do so in a smooth motion punctuated only with a crunch.

Amanda continued with the same voice. “The prize is… ‘I love you.’ It’s the only time you’ll hear it. Treasure the memory, my toy.”

“I didn’t win—you said if you infested her, I lose. This isn’t a win. This isn’t what winning feels like. None of it meant anything.” It was just another elaborate theater Cecilie put on for her. None of her momentary cruelties to her charge were… anything. Every scream was a facsimile of a woman long dead. She hadn’t spoken to another living person the entire night.

Dia had to steady herself against the wall as her legs threatened to give out. Why did she even try and care? She was willing to hurt people to win. She did hurt people—not that they were real. But she… Dia put a hand to her head; her fingers traced the shattered and shredded plastic. It did little to soothe her mind, still throbbing from the blow earlier.

“Shhh, you did wonderfully. I’m so very impressed with you.” Ahead of her, Cecilie—the body she had sat across from at dinner—continued to approach.

“My knight in shining porcelain.” Cecilie’s voice came from Amanda again, as the former waitress embraced Dia from behind, and Cecilie pulled Dia into a kiss from the front. Dia relaxed into the feeling, letting herself be held by the only person who could understand her anymore. It was a break from the agony of squaring the past few minutes.

“If you want to call this a loss from the start—very unfair to yourself, I again insist—then what was your prize for me?” Cecilie’s hand trailed down Dia’s torso overtop of her dress…

Dia broke the kiss, tasting the pigments she’d mixed for her face now collecting, like tears, on her chin. “I had—I made a place for you. A synthetic antrum for you, to live. I could let you move me like one of your bodies. I thought it’d bring us closer.”

Cecilie’s hand moved lower, massaging a spot some inches below where Dia might have once had a naval. Dia shuddered at the sensation. She’d put so many nerves there that the gentle pressure was enough to take the wind from her. Cecilie seemed impressed, or pleased, from the way she began to luxuriate on the broken toy.

“I think that’s a perfectly good prize,” Cecilie said, a minute later. “While I would have liked your name, wearing Dia is an acceptable consolation. To think you’d need me inside you so badly.”

“I think I’m done being a person tonight.”

“Careful, this is my prize. You’ll be as human or as monstrous as I’ll make you. Open wide.” 


V - The Presentation

High Command had accepted her application. High Command had approved her exhibition. [Dia] could hardly believe where she is standing now—the most prestigious, most secretive institution in the magical hierarchy. In her short time in the quiet halls, she overhears names dropped like peanut shells beneath the stadium stands. Names who wrote textbooks she’s studied. Names that belong to great houses and names that have shaped the world as it is today. And [Dia] is joining them soon.

The soft chirping of her sparrow snaps her out of her daydream; it’s a glinting copper thing resting on her shoulder. A few more peep from her bag or under her coat. [Dia] takes a breath. She has her presentation in less than an hour, and she’s on airport time—anything less than two hours early was already late.

She takes off, a few of her sparrows alighting as a clockwork field mouse sticks its head out of her bag. She jogs on new feet, literally. Her left leg below the knee, her first adjunct limb, was a success but she was still getting used to it. She wobbles as she turns a corner, the metal foot too heavy, her momentum too great, and suddenly she’s on the floor. A few books, notes, even her phone goes scattering with her bag as she lands roughly and tries not to panic. Her clockwork friends are already grabbing things and dragging them back to her bag as she gets off her side. She quickly glances around. A resting spread of a dress, rising into a swell of a mage standing in front of her. [Dia]’s heart drops.

Someone has already seen her, but she just rises to her knees, and then to her feet as the stranger helps her up.

“Thank you! Sorry, two left feet.”

The woman looks down at [Dia]’s prosthetic and raises an eyebrow. “Not literally, I hope. That’s a cute menagerie,” she says, motioning to the knick-knacks gathering [Dia]’s things. The high mage’s voice is like silk, and she smells of lilacs. Even at her full height, the mysterious woman is still several inches shorter than [Dia], whose face is ablaze as she helps her mice back into her bag with her stuff.

“I’m [Dia], and I’m the mage doing the presentation today. I made them myself! Uh, they’re partially animate, letting the mana give direction while the watchspring provides the locomotion–”

“That’s lovely, I’m looking forward to hearing more about it at your proposal.” Her voice has to be magic, [Dia] decides; it twists and circles the inside of her mind like a line of perfumed smoke. [Dia] stands dumbstruck like that for nearly a minute. She only realizes the woman has moved on past her in the hall when one of her clockwork mice gives her hand a small nibble.

“Ah! I didn’t get your name!” [Dia] calls after her.

She waves back, gliding along without reply. [Dia] notices the small trail of basalt behind her, dissolving into smoke with enough distance. The mages of High Command were… stranger than she thought.

♦

[Dia] stands before the assembled mages of High Command. They’re younger looking than she’d expect, and less patient than she’d hope. She can see the light from several phones illuminating faces in the darkness of the small auditorium; it’d once been a medical theater, and at the moment [Dia] feels she is the thing being operated on. She’s only been here for a minute, or two? She takes another drink of the water bottle. So the opening was slow. No surprise there—she clears her throat and presses the clicker. The slide changes.

“Now. A True Name, the soul, the Animus, all organs essential to any mage. All things bestowed upon us by virtue of our existence, and cared for like any part of our anatomy. Each corresponding to a part of our natural biology.” Slides pass, illustrating a different representation of the metaphysical concepts.

“The soul is the mind, giving shape, giving reason. The Animus is the heart, driving magic and desire. And of the three, the True Name is the most like the appendix.” [Dia] grins as the crowd shifts in their seats. A few quiet blusters and chuckles escape from the darkness at the edge of the stage.

“It is, perhaps, the most vestigial of organs in the modern mage, real or imaginary. What need do we have of a definition? One that constrains ourselves in the mouth of another, or asphyxiates us by a thousand tiny habits?” Shouts ring out. Someone’s laughing, their voice pausing only as they need to breathe. Two mages leave through the back door, light streaming in and threatening to blind her, like God peeking in to disapprove from above.

[Dia] continues: “Now I am not the first to imagine this operation. Plenty of rituals have tried and failed to separate the name from the willing or unwilling subject–”

“Pray tell. How will you succeed when more storied, and talented mages have failed?” a voice jeers from the crowd, several others agreeing, loudly.

[Dia] raises her voice in reply. “Good question!” She clicks a few times, skipping past a number of slides detailing histories, references, a bit on anatomy—oh, back up… The crowd is snickering and laughing, and [Dia] takes another big sip of water and dry swallows after, her mouth still dry, her face red with heat.

Finally, she stops on the right slide: an illustration of the classic, and deeply unethical, Harlow’s Wire Mother experiment. “The following is known. Nature abhors a vacuum, and the Name is a thing of base desires and slow learning. Every time it had been separated, the name would jump immediately back, like a tick to the warm body it had been separated from. The solution is to make a wire mother of the subject, a place even the most irrational name could not call home.” 

“You’re well on your way little wire girl!” Another voice, a man this time. [Dia] can feel her heart beating in her ears, but she’s done the legwork. She lets her anger carry her to the next slide without pause.

“Full body augmentation. Limb replacement, skinflaying, organ replacement. All done in a span small enough that one is unable to adapt; dissociation from the name becomes enough that it can be removed in full.”

The room is finally quiet. [Dia] figures they can finally see the possibility of it working. Some of them are impressed that the young mage has found a way to extract revulsion from minds long dulled to horrors.

[Dia] stands triumphant, her breathing still hurried and her heart still pounding. “The disjunction magic should hold, without phylactery, without totem. The state of artifice should keep it from returning for any reason.”

Another minute of silence and [Dia] begins to worry. Finally, a voice—the woman she’d met in the halls before. “And who would you put through this experience?”

To which [Dia] replies, voice dripping with transgressive sadism: “Myself, of course.”

♦

[Dia] rolls the flute of champagne between her fingers. The sound of chatting and quiet laughter echoes off the polished tile of the ballroom around her in the after-meeting potluck. She’s put it all on red, and the ball was spinning around the roulette, around and around, waiting to land. The bubbles in the glass swirl with the movement in her hands. It was good champagne at least.

The moments after the presentation felt like it had been in slow motion. Quiet processions into the hallway, and then the potluck afterwards. She hadn’t had a chance to try any of the assembled dishes, surely fashioned by familiars or servants, taking a drink and finding a corner to sulk in as she waits in anxious rapture for High Command’s opinion. Best case scenario, she is accepted on the spot, made a High Mage, given a workshop, a lab, a stipend and titles. Worst case—she’s thrown in a cell somewhere for insulting the prestige of the institution. Or worse even, given the minds that’d be thinking up her punishment.

Somewhere else, the meaningful seats on High Command are actually making the decision, and here in this afterparty everyone else pretends they know what was going to come next—

“[Dia]!” comes a voice approaching, knocking the mage free of her daydreaming. It’s the woman from before, who’d helped her in the hallway. “That was a wonderful presentation. So brazen! A cheeky girl will do well to liven the place up a bit,” she continues. Behind her a larger woman follows, muzzled, and glowering. Her suit has a few fraying pockmarks near the shoulders

“I’m so sorry I never got your name? And your… friend’s?”

The smaller woman laughs and pats her suited companion’s arm. “Silly me! I am the illustrious Vivianne Heloise, head of HR here, and this is my loyal puppy, Kass Fenborne.”

Kass nodded, either kept from speaking by the muzzle, or using it as an excuse not to.

“Kass,” Vivianne chides, “won’t you shake the woman’s hand?” Vivianne’s own flute of champagne is bubbling more than it should, practically foaming.

“Really that’s ok—” [Dia] protests but Kass is now holding a black gloved hand out for her. Now the one in breach of courtesy, [Dia] takes it, suddenly encompassed by the soft leather gripping her. And beneath it, something razor sharp at the edge of each of those fingers. This woman isn’t human, [Dia] realizes. “Wonderful to meet you, High Mage Heloise, and Miss Fenborne.”

Kass continues to stare her down as Vivianne talks. Kass has to be at least twice the width of Vivianne herself, and half again taller than her master. The bodyguard isn’t dumb, [Dia] is realizing. Muzzle or not, Kass is sizing her up, watching her breaths. The bigger woman’s eyes are laser focused on [Dia], just waiting for a reason, her grip tightening with each moment.

“Really, call me Anne, titles are so overdone around here.” She hangs off her bodyguard’s arm, practically swooning against the larger woman. Kass relaxes at the touch again, releasing [Dia]’s hand. “Impressed with her? Poor thing, her former employer perished in the most terrible fire. I was there to help her after, building her back up, making sure she’d never suffer through failing her master again. I’ve helped quite a few mages get their start at High Command.”

“That’s very generous of you… Anne?” High command is populated with the most powerful mages of the age, [Dia] assures herself. Of course they would be a tad eccentric. She was in no position to read into their relationship.

“A quick learner, good! Come to me if you need anything at all, honey. Welcome to the team.” Vivianne pulls back, and with her Kass. Again the basalt deposits follow the woman’s floor length dress, and again they disappear in a bout of magical steam moments later. [Dia] could still smell Vivianne’s rich scent of lilacs even at this distance.

It takes a minute for [Dia] to catch her breath, and another to realize the implications of Vivianne’s comment. Has she already been accepted into High command?

She didn’t need to wait long, as the magical lamps studding the ballroom dimmed.

“Attention all!” A man’s voice rings out over the collected mages as they begin to hush. [Dia] recognizes it as the one who called her a wire girl. “We would like to congratulate the mage of the hour, on her probationary membership to High Command.”

Is that good? What even is a probationary membership—

“In honor of her innovative proposition, she will be allowed attendance to High Command, use of its facilities, and the honor of having her research available for our, exclusive, use.”

Ok, a leash. That means they need her.

“However—as a probationary member her votes will be relegated to tie-breaking. That will be all. Please, give another round of applause to our newest peer.”

Sparse clapping arises from the crowd, interspersed with the returning din of discussion and previous engagements. But [Dia] doesn’t mind. Her gambit’s worked. She’s in, and absolutely nothing was going to stop her meteoric rise now.


VI - Dia’s Epistle

Dear Ms. Hua,

Hello! I am recent graduate, [Dia] Heartgrove-Clairmont, and it is with great seriousness that I state my desire to serve as your apprentice. The tails of your family are long and storied, along with those of your own achievements. I’ve come to know you specifically in my study and accomplishment of some of the things outlined in your work. Specifically, able to replicate a number of the successes in magical ‘bodily self-determination’ that you’ve published.

My own houses of Heartgrove and Clairmont have had an impressive history in the local mage circles, and with the binding of the houses together with my generation, there is sure to be impressive potential simmering in my blood waiting to be tapped by your expertise.

I have graduated in the top third of my class, and have attached a number of references to my schooling, pedigree, and recommendation of several mages who had taught me at my time in Shenzhen University.

If these are not enough, I am able and willing to complete any further courses of study you would require before you were to consider my application.

With great eagerness,

[Dia] Heartgrove-Clairmont

♦

Dear Ms. Hua,

Apologies for the typo in my former letter. I am sure that the House of Hua has only as many tails as it would like. Ha Ha.

I would like to clarify that while I was in the top third of my class overall, I achieved the highest marks in artifice, engineering, artistic enchantment, and high marks in transmutation, and abstract magical theory.

I believe I have much to offer the house of Hua and yourself specifically, and would leap at the chance to learn from someone with your sensibilities.

Sincerely,

[Dia] Heartgrove-Clairmont

♦

Dear  [Ms.] / Mrs. / Mx. / Mr. / Other Hartgrove-Clairmont      ,

It was a pleasure to receive your inquiry. The Hua household receives hundreds of such requests each year. Each are afforded the attention they deserve. Unfortunately, at this time Olesya Hua is not soliciting applications for the position of apprentice    . We invite you to resubmit your application at a later date.

Sincerely,

The Estate of Olesya Hua

P.S. We have also received your second missive and admire its gumption. We invite you to resubmit your application at a later date, once applications are formally solicited.

♦

Dear Ms. Hua,

If you are not accepting applications, what of a professional question? I have had a great deal of trouble finding a Master of both suitable bearing on my interests, impressive caliber, and lack of a… measurable mortality rate that you share. Are there any peers of yours you might direct me towards?

I appreciate the PS. I was worried that it would be taken in poor taste. I hope this letter will find you well, and more solicited than the last!

Furthermore, when it comes to submitting an application to join High Command. I am aware your family is not part of the group, but do you know anyone you could recommend who is already a member I could reach out to? I am not sure who to submit my proposal to, nor am I sure on how to approach such an institution without the proper elbows to rub and I am terrible at parties.

Lastly, I am having a few troubles with keeping a few of the enchantment spells encouraging certain discretionary effects working for long enough time. My mind slips, or a dream is disruptive. Are there any rituals or seals you can point me towards with thoughts for further research?

Many thanks,

[Dia] Heartgrove-Clairmont

♦

Dear Ms. [Dia] Heartgrove-Clairmont,

You are young and ignorant, so I am particularly impressed by not only your obstinacy, but the remarkable offense you were able to pack into one short letter. The ignorance you demonstrate about my family’s “relationship” with High Command speaks to either a grave need for a master, or to the fact that you will never be equipped to become an apprentice; I will let the future decide which without my input. If you insist on wanting introductions to High Command, I will point you to a ditch or a graveyard, as that is where each party of this feud desires to find the other.

But the obstinacy of one’s lessers is the lifeblood of the house of Hua, so my regard for you is genuine, if not an unalloyed positive. Please elaborate on the nature of your enchantments. Are you attempting to arrest entropy or halt a reaction mid, well, reaction? You’ll need something quite the opposite of a catalyst—an inhibitor of some sort. I’m intrigued.

Finally, I am glad to hear that you have had success with bodily transmutation, and that my writings on the matter were not simply inspirational but instructive. It is a terrible thing, to be shackled to an identity you care not for. I hope you have found some measure of peace.

Sincerely,

Olesya Hua

♦

Dear Olesya,

I must admit I was ignorant to your family’s relationship with High Command. I had assumed that there was some reason those like you would lack an interest in membership, but I had not been aware of the specifics. My family is not new to magedom, but rather magical politics have escaped our oversight, and as I’ve said I am terrible at parties. I will not let that be the end of my pursuit of expertise.

All reactions of that sort have reacted by this point, and I seek to clean the slate and build upon it. I am hoping to find something that is consistent enough to be able to renew the spell and its slow effects daily, or to channel something long and large enough that it might have its way with this body and be done with.

I admit, the mana reserves I am working with are finding some difficulty with the base spells outlined in your work. You, yourself, are inspirational. I am very glad to feel seen by someone else who has felt the way I have! What peace I am seeking, I am sure to find.

With affection,

[Dia]

P.S. I hate to draw attention to it but is there no person I might turn to with your name in my mouth instead? I confess I have sent a number of other letters to other mage households at this point, and to date yours is the only one I have received back, form letter or no.

♦

Dear Ms. [Dia] Heartgrove-Clairmont,

Mages have a reputation for speaking in obtuse riddles; it seems you have mastered that aspect of the art well enough. Speak plain: as I understand it, you have sought to duplicate my transfiguration work, but the spell continues to unravel? That sounds like a living hell. I will provide what instruction I can.

I must say that my transfiguration was reached only after a decade of ceaseless work toward one specific end; I do not doubt you have a similar drive, but the sealing of the spell takes unbroken focus and perfect, unbroken commitment.

Barring that, you could conceivably look for an inhibitor of some sort, as I mentioned in my last letter. It will help to contain and control the spell, allowing you incremental progress over time. It isn’t precisely what you are looking for—jagged steps are not a smooth line, or the joy of an immediate transformation—but it would allow you to exert yourself to your limit, and then establish a new physical and mental baseline with which to resume the spell at the next casting.

You could also call upon the resources of other transfiguration mages. The art is common enough, the services in demand. I understand the desire to mold yourself with your own hands, but I caution you against letting perfect be the enemy of good. There are many who refuse to take the action they must, because they are waiting for the impossible moment where the stars will align—or worse, are waiting for permission to begin. No one will ever give you permission to do what you must do, [Dia]. But if you must hear it: do what needs to be done, and let others worry about the consequences.

Unfortunately, this is a path you must walk alone; I cannot offer material aid, nor assist with the spellwork. But I do believe in you, and if you like, could make introductions to other transfiguration mages that are looking for apprentices.

Sincerely,

Olesya Hua

♦

Dear Olesya,

I am overcome! Thank you so much for your reply. I will keep the letter, if you do not mind. Plainly, I walk the same path as you do, in body at least. Thank you for sussing that out quicker than I could growing up. As much as I would like to remake myself in one fell swoop, I understand there are efforts and costs involved.

Costs, that I cannot yet afford. I had already spoken with a number of your recommendations before sending my first letter, and I unfortunately don’t quite have the finances to manage what I’d be aiming for. But I’ve continued working with what I have, and the inhibitor idea is doing wonders! I’ve been able to soften any hiccups, and let the existing charge carry me through any mistakes.

Thank you for your continued discretion, advice and support. If you have any more to offer, I would like your help with a project I’m working on. I’m looking into ways into making a splash in my local academic circles and have been looking into the concept of True Names. Could they be altered, truncated, removed?

All theoretical, of course, but if you have any suggested literature, I would love the opinion of someone a tad more well read and with a better handle on the existing consensus in the higher circles of magedom. I’m finding it both underreported and in high demand these days. Perhaps a career opportunity?

With affection,

[Dia] Heartgrove-Clairmont

♦

Dear Ms. [Dia] Heartgrove-Clairmont,

I think your ignorance is showing here again, but I will extend you the benefit of the doubt, that you are not trying to insult me twice over. So, a bit of a history lesson, or a social lesson, or both:

All mages seek the manipulation of True Names—either through The Name Itself, or The Thing Itself. In fact, this inclination is arguably not even limited to mages: every human seeks mastery over both knowledge and also over physical reality.

So again, all mages manipulate True Names, one way or another. But there is only one organization that performs the actions that you describe. It is, again, the sworn nemesis of my household—High Command.

High Command is, politely, a cult. They have an exclusive membership, they perform esoteric dark rituals, their true identities cloaked with masks. They came into existence with a singular purpose—to codify and control all True Names, to achieve perfect knowledge and mastery of all that is and that will be and that can be, all so that they might find the source of all things and become something akin to gods.

And that which they cannot know, and thereby command, must be pruned and destroyed. It is for this reason that warlockery is anathema to them; with strange syllables and our own eldritch rites, we can call into this reality new beings, and our mere existence reminds them that there are other realms and other powers they have awareness of.

Their hatred is, on some level, misplaced. What we do with witchcraft, a mother does when she gives birth, a river does when it shifts, a street does when it is rerouted. They want to still a raging sea in storm, to map every outcome and foreclose every possibility of a future they do not possess perfect awareness of—and thereby possess everything. It is a foolhardy, foolish, impossible task, made all the more dangerous because the members of High Command wield immense power, command near unlimited resources, and share a fanatic’s belief that they can succeed.

High Command seeks the end of reality as we know it, and reality recoils. Someday, one of them must fall, and I’m on the side of reality. You should be, too.

Sincerely,

Olesya Hua

♦

Dear Ms. Hua,

I see. Things like this escape me on occasion. I promise to keep my questions academic, or personal in nature, eschewing things like politics in the future. Your ongoing patience is appreciated, and while I can promise no malice on my part, that also comes with its promise of a continued threat of ignorance on my part.

But with that said, perhaps this could be an answer I am looking for. What truer way to know and be true to one’s self than to get at the core of one’s true nature. Demons, as you say, are unknowable. Rivers shift, and streets find new paths. Let us become the civic architects of our own selves in the primal sense!

I ask not as a challenge but as a question. I’ve been finding some especially interesting literature in Shenzhen (my student ID has yet to expire shhhh) about the anatomical specifics of a True Name. Perhaps this is a cheaper fleshcrafting, asserting our will over the truth of ourselves in the general specific. 

I will set aside High Command and any financial opportunities there besides—I believe the source of our magical woes in our own transformations to be thus: the spells and rituals we are using are naught but a rudder to steer against the existing current. Sure, we might know ourselves, but the momentum of what we were is magically… insistent, in every sense. A river doesn’t pause for the channel to be rebuilt. What I desire is a dam.

I know I’m not the only one to explore this line of reasoning (though that's no credit to its efficacy.) I’ve seen a number of footnotes regarding one Fulvia of Cilicia and her own discoveries in the field. Yet even Shenzhen has no copies of the text, despite its common reference in books contemporary to its hypothetical publishing. Would you mind terribly if I asked you to check your own collection? And if I could borrow said copy? I would handle it with the utmost care.

With great ambition,

[Dia] Heartgrove-Clairmont

♦

We are who we are, Dia. If you want to change yourself, you… need to change yourself. It’s hard work, the most bitter work imaginable. Your past isn’t something you can just cut away; it isn’t something that you should cut away. A river is a river because of where it has been as much as where it is going. You can’t solve that with a dam or with a scalpel.

I’ve included the book you asked for. Consider it my gift to you. I have reservations about your work and about what it is you seek to prove. I am not certain you know yourself. If I am permitted one final piece of advice, I recommend only that you work to know yourself before pushing off to some distant shore; in the end, the only friend we have is ourself, and we must be kind to her.

Sincerely,

Olesya Hua.

♦

Dear Ms. Hua,

Thank you for the book. It’s been extremely insightful into the lines of thinking I’ve been looking into. There’s remarkably little engagement with the True Name as an object rather than a denomination or sum output by the equation of one’s self. There was discussion of an anatomical exploration of some very unfortunate test subjects and the results thereof in the book you sent and I admit I’m already planning to do some investigation myself in that line of thinking.

Though, even if I were to be able to put something within, or cut something off my True Name, I worry for the sustainability. Will I be myself? Could I even continue forward at that point? How could I stop it from flowing back, like you mention? I can hardly change my past and I’m already doing my best to change my future.

Lastly, thank you for your support, even if I’ve been a tad frustrating sometimes. It’s been wonderful to have someone take my work seriously, and in that vein I’ve begun putting together what I’ve learned for a bit of an application and presentation! I’d love for you to look it over if you’re interested and have the time.

Regardless of what you think, thank you in advance. Even if I’m not your apprentice, your instruction has been invaluable.

Sincerely,

[Dia] Heartgrove-Clairmont

P.S.

I’ve sent along a clockwork sparrow as a thank you! She’ll chirp whenever someone scries on her. I hope she’ll find you in good spirits, I didn’t know what kind of animal you’d like so I guessed. Birds seemed reasonable. Birds are something anyone could love.

♦

Dear Ms. Hua,

I worry slightly if my previous package was lost in the mail, but until proven otherwise I shall assume you have been busy and my gift has found you warmly. Surely there is a better way to exchange correspondence but in the same, I’m happy for the physicality of this form. Each word is a memento to be held, and read—each written with great intent.

And the intent for this letter, I’ve succeeded! Not in my project, alas, but in securing funding. I had an exciting presentation this past week in which I managed to, with your help, woo some very important patrons with my work. I even secured a probationary membership to their group. I am happy that my work can speak for itself.

Of my work, I think I’ve solved the main problem with the whole ‘removing a name’ thing. For all that you’ve done for me, I’d never think to keep it secret from yourself: True Names are not physical things, but they can be found within them, isolated within them. If I can only find such a part of myself and remove it in whole, and keep it in stasis alive and safe away from me, I will have succeeded.

Sincerely,

[Dia] Heartgrove-Clairmont

♦

Dear Ms. Hua,

I worry my letters have become a bother. I won’t send any more after this unless informed otherwise.

I succeeded with the ritual and am currently writing with my Name resting in a glass vessel on the same desk as this very letter is. Still, I think I’ve missed a few bits in the surgical aspect of the process. I’m already working on a way to fix it.

With Love,

Dia


VII - Cecilie’s Christmas Dinner

Dia tucked into the large front door from the sleeting storm outside. The feeling of cold was no longer available to her, but it hadn’t grown comfortable—every extremity was experiencing a faithful recreation of an ice-cream headache. When Cecilie had given her an address, Dia wasn’t sure what to expect, but this fit the bill for ‘seat of power for the greatest mage alive.’ The place was grandiose in the extreme. From the outside it was a spear of obsidian, wreathed in the foggy, clinging veneer above. Dia could imagine the spire slicing all the way to heaven, carving a path for them should they ever choose to summer among the seraphim.

Snow and wind trailed in after her, a small but growing snowdrift collecting at her feet; the doll mage strained her ears for the shifting and serrated chirps of her hostess. Dia did her best to anticipate which passageway Cecilie would emerge from to greet her, but the soft, static roil constantly oscillated like troubled water in a glass.

And then all of a sudden, a blonde in a gorgeous red suit stood beside her. Dia could spot no blouse beneath the suit jacket, her eyes drawn to the large emerald hanging on a silver chain at the top of Cecilie’s cleavage.

“Dia! Honey, please come in, and shut the door. It costs a fortune to heat this place.”

With a start, Dia did as she was told; Cecilie’s arrival had left her nonplussed, but Dia’s failure of social decorum stung acutely. The doors were heavy and a few errant flecks of snow and slurry managed to creep in through the narrowing crack before a sonorous echo of the heavy doors on the frame.

“Are we hurting for cash now?” Dia brushed her boots off on the chorded mat in the entry hall and removed her coat, ice and rain dripping and collecting at the bottom even as she hung it on the rack.

“No.” The way the word hung in the air gave Dia a moment’s pause. “I just need you to internalize the costs this sort of enterprise incurs. It’s essential to know how the sausage gets made—this is an affluence worth spending blood for the very operating costs. Unlike some, I don’t lay a claim to virtue to excuse my… tastes.”

Dia, tactfully, kept her mouth shut. She wasn’t sure how to feel, let alone what Cecilie was expecting from her. The doll mage was, admittedly, chasing the same sort of ostentatious luxury, and Dia thought Cecilie respected her ambition. But the contempt she felt radiating off Cecilie was a surprise; she stared down the wallpaper with such hatred Dia feared it might ignite. The air felt thick and hot in Dia’s throat, and she drew closer to Cecilie, as if the woman was the eye of her own storm.

In the ensuing quiet, the two of them made their way further into the structure. The hall wound lazily like a river, the curve just enough that the walls obscured any real measure of the size or length of them. Magical candles, giving off no heat and little light, were the only source of illumination; in the flickering of the ghostly light, the patterns on the carpets and walls bled over and into one another, shifting like snakes. Occasionally Cecilie would linger, giving Dia plenty of time to drink in the ornate decor.

The place was beautiful, aspirational, and terribly devoid of love. What a masterful work of lonely craftsmanship, Dia thought, and then instantly recoiled from the kinship. In a moment of impulse she reached out, the tips of her fingers brushing Cecilie’s own. Like a flytrap, the woman’s hand snapped shut around Dia’s and squeezed tightly.

Dia quite enjoyed the sensations of their chosen facades against one another. The soft exploration of friction on the doll’s plastic digits and her individually articulated joints exploring and stretching against Cecilie’s iron grip, the woman’s winedark nails drawing lines on the back of Dia’s palm—each contributed something new to the experience, a sensation fuller than its parts.

And even though her body could no longer react physically to stimulus, her mind immersed itself in the attention. To be used was to be safe. Quickly she found a reason to pause, hoping to prolong their walk, and found herself looking over a small lead sculpture. Cecilie claimed not to know what it was, slipping in harmlessly that she'd stolen it, and this home, from the Huas. The admission was a surprise to Dia, and her pause earned her a knowing and predatory moment’s gaze from Cecilie. She relaxed her hold on Dia’s hand only to pounce anew, slithering her free arm around Dia’s shoulder and pulling the smaller woman in closer.

“It’s alright, they won’t hurt you. They’re little more than boogeymen in the shadows of greater society, and I’m burning them out one at a time.”

“Should I be worrying? Something I should look out for?”

“What other reason would you recognize the name, if not as a warning? It’s not like you’d be of use to the family as you are. They value power, demons, magical beasts. You’re an eccentricity, not a trophy. Though I wonder how your namelessness would affect a demon. A shame I lost my last toy recently; we could have had a good time with Yves.” Cecilie’s grip was enough to dislocate a finger pleasantly until the two of them continued, still joined at their palms.

♦

“I have to check on dinner, make yourself comfortable,” Cecilie said. The two of them had continued their tour further in, reaching the libraries and living rooms. The rooms in this part of the manor were attached to one another with sliding wooden doors—if she’d opened all of them, it would be a single channel running through a half-dozen rooms in sequence, like a continuous chain of cavernous stomachs.

Dia wondered if this was Cecilie’s first time penetrating this far into the house; if what Cecilie said was true and it had only been recently conquered from the Huas, then maybe they were exploring together. But within a moment, she’d picked up on the familiar susurrus coming from those door-slits into the walls—the house was gravid with Cecilie. She’d penetrated its foundations and old stones and hypocausts with herself as she might the very heirs of the house of Hua.

But she hadn’t yet, and Dia had avoided broaching the subject of her own, admittedly limited, involvement with the elder Hua sister. Instead, she wandered in the dimly lit halls and wondered how she might liven the place up. If she lived here—with permission, of course. Best not to test Cecilie’s wrath, not like their first date. Dia wasn’t sure she could survive another game of her patron’s.

Her girlfriend? No, that was too far, even for Dia’s dreams. It was a mutually beneficial parasitism. She siphoned off attention and love and social clout, and Cecilie got to do whatever she felt like with her new toy.

A fair enough trade, given what each brought to the table.

Dia approached another side of the cavernous living room. The ceiling was too high for her to see in the dark flicker of the fireplace, and the dim lamps illuminating the treasures and tapestries along the walls did little to light the room. The only other source of light was something bright and small—pale in color as it illuminated a figure on the couch.

She got a little closer, looking ahead. One eye of hers was human, the other crystal, but both could make out the shapes on the phone the woman on the couch was holding.

The phone clicked off, and Dia saw in the reflection a scowl on the woman’s face, looking back at her.

The interloper—who, Dia had to admit, was probably here first—broke eye contact through the reflection and turned in her seat. Looked directly at, the woman’s eyes were dark, and deep.

“You’re not Cecilie,” the woman said.

“No, I’m not. She invited me,” Dia responded, as if to insist on her place here. She felt like she was doing it a lot of late.

“She didn’t tell me she was having guests.” The woman turned back to her phone, and began scrolling through her feed. Line after line of text, the occasional lurid photo. The woman lingered over one—her thumb obscuring the more explicit bits.

“I’m not food, you know.” Dia positioned herself across from the woman on the opposite couch.

“And I don’t really care who you are.” She didn’t even look up from her phone. If she was here so calmly, she must be close to Cecilie, and Dia could feel something like Cecilie nearby, something wet and moving. So was this another test? No… She could feel a magic from the woman that wasn’t Cecilie’s.

“Maria Ying, then?” Dia asked, by now having a suspicion of the woman’s identity. Cecilie’s apprentice, Dia’s rival implicitly—Dia had heard the name in passing at High Command, or rather been eavesdropping at the lunchroom. And here she was doing nothing of real import, aside from making Dia’s life worse. Perhaps she could have some terrible accident— “What’s your account name; we can share follows.”

“Nah, I only follow for clout, and like, porn.” Maria glanced up in a way that was somehow more dismissive than not looking up at all.

The tips of Dia’s fingers cracked from how hard she was gripping the armrest of the couch. “I mean, I do post some more…” Why was she trying to impress her? Why did Maria Ying need to approve of her?

“Cecilie might like playing with dolls, but I’m fine. No offense.”

Dia resigned herself to silence. The fireplace popped once, and then again, louder as a log split from the heat.

Curses trailed down Dia’s arms, pockmarking her porcelain with drops of shadow and concave voids. What spell could she use to kill Maria, what curse would choke the life from the woman’s veins. Flaying, Greater Privation, Porosity even—climbing up and down her limbs with a sentient eagerness she actively suppressed. What emotions she still had! Nameless as she was, she could still feel the stinging grip of shame, jealousy, and ambition biting at her heels.

“Will you be joining us for dinner, Maria?” Cecilie rested her hands on Dia’s shoulders.

The magic dispersed, and Dia went stiff in her patron’s grip. Paranoia that somehow she’d sensed Dia’s plans wracked her thoughts. Did she catch a whiff of the magic?

“Not a chance. I got a date with some Chinese food and a rewatch of Die Hard.” Maria pocketed her phone and stood up, giving Dia a glance before beginning to walk away, despite not being dismissed by her master—Dia noted.

“If I ate enough people you’d think I could get some consensus on whether it was a Christmas movie,” Cecilie called after her, a cheer in her voice.

“It is if I watch it on Christmas,” was the only reply before Maria disappeared into the hall.

The two women were alone in the room now, and Cecilie took the moment to run her thumbs up and down Dia’s neck and shoulders, massaging at the pneumatic tubes and gentle pistons of her artifice. Dia thought it a shame she didn’t have the muscles to appreciate the attention, but she did her best to stretch and give Cecilie better access to the tight and overspun machinery.

“It’s a pity,” Cecilie said.

Dia could not see the expression on Cecilie’s face from her position. “What might that be?”

“If you would’ve killed her, I’d have to take you on as a proper apprentice. Maybe next time you can engineer some balls and try again.” Her thumb ground into Dia’s nape, tweaking delicate pneumatics, with others taking on the increased strain.

Dia had shorn her body of most of its flesh, thrown away her True Name, but her psychosomatic responses remained. Her breathing grew labored, and as Cecilie’s fingers crept further and further around her neck, tightening their hold, she forced herself to relax into the touch to avoid the worst harm. A whimper of something more than fear escaped Dia, despite herself, and Cecilie let go with a chuckle before Dia made a mess of the chair.

“Dinner’s ready, come along.” Cecilie backed away from the chair, opening a door deeper into the house and leaving Dia to wince and try to ignore the deep need that had sparked in her chest.

They were walking quicker now, Cecilie leading at a brisk pace that left no room for dalliance or distraction. More than once, Dia had to listen for the clack of heels on hardwood and the gentle hushing of insect ebullience when Cecilie dipped behind a corner too quickly for Dia to follow with her eyes. The halls were tighter now, further from the outward facing demonstrations of wealth—this was a proper mage’s operation.

The lengths and curves, Dia realized, were surely detached from the horizontal dimensions of the house. Had they begun walking vertically? She thought against asking as they went deeper—for whatever direction they moved, it was certainly deeper, the walls black with insects and lit with charming colorful lights that glinted off their slow-moving bodies. Every surface seemed to be painted with a million glittering rainbow stars, and Dia contented herself with the beauty of the strangeness, rather than trying to understand it.

Cecilie came to a stop. “Here we are—not much of a dining room ahead, but you’ll understand in a second.”

Dia nodded, pausing behind Cecilie. Looking the woman over, she realized this body was different than the one on their last date. Had Cecilie dressed up just for her? “I’d thought there’d be more servants and courses, and like—a whole pageantry thing.”

Cecilie leaned against the door, clicking her nails on the brass handle as the insects continued to murmur around them. “You’d like that; maybe next time. No, this was going to be a present for you—a surprise of sorts.”

She turned the handle and pushed the door open to an ominous sight: a man tied to a chair.

Beside him were two more empty chairs, a small table, a wicked looking knife, and a small plate besides. The man looked up and started struggling, a previously unseen circle beneath him lighting—magic bindings, dismissing his spells before he cast them. From the stench of his fear, Dia could already tell he was a real person, not one of Cecilie’s other hosts.

“I’m not bi,” Dia blurted out, cringing preemptively. 

“I don’t care. I didn’t bring you here to fuck him. Besides—you’re not into anything anymore, Dia. And I’ll break you with any body I feel like using.“ Cecilie rolled her eyes and slid into one of the chairs, the living carpet pulling it in under the swell of her haunches.

“This is dinner,” she explained, as sharp as the knife she had picked up by the blade and held out to Dia. “I’ve tasted more names than anyone can count, but I’ve never had one… fed to me, piecemeal. My gift is the opportunity to serve me a delicious dinner, and perhaps I’ll let you a taste of it yourself.”

Cecilie’s blood red lips curled up, and Dia felt a moment of relief. As long as the woman wasn’t upset with her, anything else could be rationalized.

“Knife,” Cecilie insisted.

Dia’s eyes lingered on the blade a moment. She waited no longer, darting for it, glancing to the bound man, almost for approval. In a single pull back, Dia’d cut a line deep and long across Cecilie’s palm and thumb.

“Wrong mage, pumpkin.” Cecilie did not bleed where she was cut, but lifted the bloodless injury to her mouth for a prolonged and visible lick without breaking eye contact.

Dia turned to face the man who was to be Cecilie’s meal, shaking not for his fear but her own. She’d never killed—never meant to kill anyone. She couldn’t do this—but if she didn’t, Cecilie would destroy her.

Cecilie, who was still watching her. The hive did not grow agitated. The hum was an even keeled creature, drifting closer like smoke.

“He’s a sorcerer, like us, Dia. Very much like us. Magic requires sacrifices. You know this.  You bled the offerings good, didn’t you? Enough to gain a place on High Command, even.” Cecilie’s gaze slid off the man and onto Dia, fixating on the doll. Watching the expression, the corners of her mouth and how it trembled.

“Your gift to me is this meal. My gift to you is this man. He said such nasty things at your little slideshow. Even voted against giving you the most basic of recognition in High Command. And he is helpless before you. Who has the knife now, Dia?”

“I do.” Dia was shaking, drops of moisture welling up in her eyes. But she could feel the gears falling into place, too. She knew what the answer was, there was no path other than this. She could choose to be essential, or to be left behind.

“That’s right, and I’m getting hungry. Get cutting; show me how you take a name.”

The blade was balanced, Dia thought. Balance was good—the man took from her, she would take from the man. And besides, the man had done so much worse than Dia to get to this point.

Dia approached the sorcerer. She tried her best to ignore the noises coming from the man, how he yelled and sweat and struggled. The knife was so well balanced—the curve of the blade didn’t affect the torque of it at all. Such a lovely tool, resting in her hand as it approached shirt, and then skin. Then the meat, each cutting easier than the last.

It was easy like that, it was an alarmingly good knife, and Dia was glad to not feel fear at the thought of slipping with it. Nor the expected rise of gorge in her throat, disgust, or revulsion. It was sick, all of it, but horribly comfortable. It was drab like a foggy dream as her wrist turned and the red seam continued further in.

She wasn’t cutting for flesh, no, somewhere cleaner, beneath the stomach and further on—there. Dia had only done this on herself, and the motion felt like she was cutting in the perpendicular compared to when she’d operated previously. She had found the Soul’s Antrum, an unreal and hollow part of the body, inaccessible to the anatomist’s measure. Within was a wet and hard and smooth and particularly wretched Name. A film lay over it as Dia brushed it, and while she could claim no knowledge of his character, the encounter had been sour thus far. She peeled but a sliver of a consonant off the man, taking it up at the tip of the knife when it fell from his True Name itself.

A damp and syrupy gurgle emerged from him and Dia looked up in surprise. For a moment she’d forgotten this was all attached to a living breathing person. He was looking a little purple in the face, and awfully messy around his mouth and nose. She recoiled in disdain, and the fear he might leak onto her dress, despite the flecks of blood already seeping into her cuff.

A pang of disarming relief washed over Dia. Another taboo was broken and she was remarkably fine with it. She wasn’t sure why or if some deeper part of her had died. She still didn’t want to hurt people, she reminded herself—but now that wouldn’t stop her if they deserved it, or she needed to hurt them, or if Cecilie asked. Dia found herself doing a lot of things because Cecilie’d asked her to, and the thought filled her chest with something hot and sticky.

Dia held the prize out on the end of the knife carefully, allowing her to pluck it with her talons, at her leisure. Still on the edge of manic pride and a collapsing ego, Dia hazarded a glance. Cecilie was smiling up at Dia, fortunately—leaning forward, even, the emerald pendant dangling below her. The smile was not one of condemnation, but a contented control of the situation.

And still Cecilie rejected the proffered Name. “Dia, I haven’t brought any silverware. You’ll have to feed it to me—by hand, specifically.”

Dia’s stomach dropped (or something in the place of it did.) Her romantic dreams of a seductive temptation into the darkness shattered in a moment of realization: of course, why had Dia thought this would be anything more than a fetishistic show of force? It made it worse somehow. She’d almost let herself slip into the idea that she could become a monster for love—she was having this meaningful, deep moment of discovery and growth, and Cecilie was already snapping at her to get her attention.

“Focus focus, I won’t repeat myself.” Cecilie snapped a third time, and Dia found herself moving on instinct to comply. She flinched when she took the Name in her fingers. Her sense of touch was more cerebral than before, but she could feel something about it pulling and twisting in her grip. Even piecemeal, even flayed, it still lived.

Cecilie held her mouth open, her eyes closed and her tongue extended, and Dia approached. Lust and pride and a burning self-hatred all fought within her, but still she obeyed. If she had the ability to be disgusted with herself she’d have failed by now, surely.

The woman’s tongue was uncannily dexterous as it welcomed the slice of Name. Small movements of turquoise emerged at the edge of her lips, too eager to wait for her body to swallow before she devoured the morsel in her mouth. Dia watched her patron’s cheeks writhe as she hummed to herself. The man behind them groaned and roared into his gag, drowning out Cecilie’s escalating moans but for a moment.

“Now that is something new. Delicate, specific. Nowhere near as filling, but a pleasant eccentricity. So rare to find new things these days.” She snapped her jaws twice, staring blankly up at Dia expectantly.

“I think I’m done.” The room was icy cold and silent but for the assorted noises the sorcerer in the chair was still making. The moment stretched into a minute and Dia, desperate, continued.

“I gave you a piece, did my little thing. This is awful, and sure he doesn’t deserve better, but I don’t have to be the one to do it.” Dia shouldn’t feel panic, couldn’t feel panic, but something inside her spun her clockwork heart up to bursting. “I’m your toy, not your knife or tool or whatever. You have an apprentice for that. Just—just skip to the part where you rip me in two so I can go home.”

“Stupid girl. Stupid, useless girl,” Cecilie hissed at her. “How do you ruin every kindness I give you? He has a seat on the council, remember? Imbecile.” She pinched the bridge of her nose. “You’d replace him. I’ve enough pawns that any more would be excessive. Can you not trust me for five solitary minutes? You must hate me. I’m the real fool, thinking I could try and make something with you.”

Dia was shaking, the pinnacle of her career suddenly gone before she knew she was losing it. She tried to talk but Cecilie continued: “Get out. Take your milquetoast, mediocre dreams and go trim topiaries or clean carpets or whatever you did before you tried to be a mage.”

Shame cut at Dia’s core, at her cowardice. At her inability to commit even when she threw her ethics to the wind the moment a pretty girl had asked her. At her wishy-washy approach to her career and the lengths gone to endear someone who’d only ever viewed their relationship as transactional. She’d been deeply, embarrassingly incorrect, but she’d never let that stop her before. Her ambition had cost her a Name, and increasingly a memory or two. It’d almost killed her on multiple occasions—and perhaps it finally would now.

“I was wrong; I was ungrateful and stupid, Cecilie. Would you allow me to try again, better this time? My request is shallow and… contemptuous of the generosity you’ve shown me so far, but please. I need this. I should've trusted you. I will trust you.” Dia forced the words out, knowing what it would entail. The stain of one person’s blood on her hands was an acceptable price for this. It was wrong and awful and every word was thorns when it left her throat, but she would be strong.

The sorcerer was a worse monster than her, anyways.

Cecilie’s countenance softened. “Smile.”

Dia forced a gentle grin, happy her eyes no longer carried tears.

“Let’s put this little incident behind us. But I want you enjoying your present. Show me your joy and mirth and self-satisfaction. Even if it’s all pretend, let a girl play make-believe with her doll.”

“Yes, Cecilie.” Dia let her smile reach her eyes, where the porcelain softened around organic and crystal eye each. She rolled her fingers at the edge of the knife and turned back to the source of her woes. If he’d never gotten captured, Dia wouldn’t have had to flay him, wouldn’t have had to compromise her ideals, wouldn’t have Cecilie enjoying the curve of her ass and back as she bent to cut another filet out of his heart.

In, up, across and pull. The motion was easier the second time—a longer cut, this time shaving the top of several letters, touching the first vowel and splattering the antrum with a burst vesicle. This ‘joyful’ obedience was a new, quiet agony. She turned with the meat in hand, a smile on her face. It would be easier if she was having fun herself, so she’d simply have fun.

She could be whatever she wanted, if she stopped holding onto the quiet burning vestiges of her former self. She could let her scruples dissolve for Christmas, just this once, and pick them back up when it was safe, or useful.

Dia’s fingers met Cecilie’s lips as she let the tartare pass from her hand and into the monster sitting at the table next to her. The blood was invisible on Cecilie’s red lips, and her dress hid anything she might have dropped. Dia’s own white dress was spared no such exoneration, stained with the red life she had taken and dripping with the compromises she’d made.

The doll was moving to get another piece when Cecilie took her by the hand. Dia froze, immediately prepared for another scolding—or worse—when Cecilie took one of Dia’s fingers into her mouth. She closed her eyes as she licked along the digit, further unseen things within her mouth scouring it for any remnants of the leftover juices.

She let it go, a blue scarab crawling along her finger’s length, up her hand. Under the insect’s legs, Dia noticed the surface of her own plastic digit was dotted with chitinous bits and something too thick to be saliva, a viscous trail drawing her eye back to Cecilie’s mouth.

“Oh honey, it’s delicious. Another—quickly.”

Dia nodded, retaking her hand with a fluttering in her gears. The scarab slipped under a joint and began crawling along her veins as she took to the sorcerer again. This sliver was thin and warbling as it cut through several letters, finishing off a few near the front that’d been worn down to their serifs. There was a particular satisfaction in the way he shook with each turn of the knife. The blood flowed freely, splattering over her blouse and, dark and clinging, revealing the swell of her chest and her seams therein.

Cecilie took this one sharply, her teeth closing around the fingers and nipping a piece of the plastic off as well. Dia waited for whatever twist was coming when Cecilie grabbed her by the shirt and pulled her into a wet and messy kiss. Blood spilled between their lips as Cecilie pushed some of the name into Dia’s mouth.

It was raw and slick and tingling as it passed over her tongue. Dreams and definitions seized at her mind, none too coherent to grab hold of her—but bright and vivid all the same, as if she’d fallen into a campfire at some young and innocent age.

Cecilie held her there, the tongue and insistent swarm of insects forcing her to swallow for fear of it spilling out her mouth and earning a lashing. She swore the collop of True Name dove deeper as it slid down her throat. For a moment she feared it might take root in her cold and nameless emptiness, but something caught it in her stomach. Something feasted and grew fat within her—the scarab Cecilie had slipped into Dia before devoured the piece from within, just as Cecilie finished the piece in her own mouth, letting a coo of self-satisfied pleasure escape her.

Dia found herself smiling, just as much as before, but now with a real bubbliness behind it. She’d missed these games; she really was an idiot, trying to swim up river when she should just let someone happily carry her the whole way. Who else could claim anything approaching this epicurean pleasure? This wasn’t what she wanted, but she could be okay with this. She could find happiness in this.

“Merry Christmas, Cecilie.”

“Merry Christmas, Dia. Now get another before he goes stale, I’m only warming up.” 


VIII - Maintenance

[Dia]’s first time was an ugly affair. There’s so much caught up in the idea of it—of what it should be like, how you should do it. Looking up information on the internet didn’t help much, and any media was inaccurate as it always is.

Thankfully, she’s now managed to amputate a number of limbs in her workshop, replacing even portions of bone and skin with brass and porcelain, respectively. But that isn’t enough; her name might yet still mistake her for something of a home.

There is still more to cut. She’s upgraded to a small steaknife, a wooden grip around the tang. Her thumb feels the subtle imprint of carved runes on the handle, set right for the spell. Its pain turns into a lurid buzzing (an alteration of her own design, changed from the original spell’s cold numbness). She can do it levelheaded, focused, sober now. She almost looks forward to it, like one would a good shower, plenty cathartic.

The chains rattle above, and the soft hiss of steam trailing up between them stains the roof; almost half of the ceiling is bone white now, but [Dia]’s focus is elsewhere. It’s a particular thing, skinning a mage—there’s a slight dance to the carving, twisting to get the right tension: just enough, and in a single motion, her skin is pulled away and replaced with white-plastic sheath.

Before the turn of the hour she’s pale and glistening, the few drops of blood she’s drawn hanging like cranberries on her marble skin. Or would rubies be more apt? A smile of pride on her lips, she sets the knife on the workslab and admires herself. Only a few more rituals: no turning back now.

♦

Cecilie had just left, the second time, and Dia is in pieces. Physically, at least. Emotionally, she’s thrilled. Her windup fieldmice, forgotten for a time, emerge slowly, carefully, from beneath the couch and deep in cabinet nests to meet her. She hardly needs to direct them as they go about the living room. There’s a bit of her in them, animating them and helping them bring her back to herself.

They’re the opposite of Cecilie’s bugs: gentle, and few in number as they spelunk into her chest, replacing gears and resetting springs. It’s slow going, but Dia doesn’t mind. It does tickle, though, and whenever she can’t help but laugh, a chorus of squeaking and chirps rise up from the assembled mice. Maybe this feels like love.

But the feeling doesn't last long. One unfortunate soul among the little workers finds its tail caught in a gear without noticing, and Dia has to hold her breath, lest she crush it. The other mice find it and quickly, gently get to pulling it free, rotating the gear backwards as Dia feels her brain think sdrawkcab a moment—argh. That’s enough of being in pieces for one day.

Her attention spreads outwards, stretching along wires and pneumatics into her extremities, just a hint of awareness transcending physical space in her artificial body. Something impossible for most mages, she thinks with glee.

She’s able to help alongside her mice soon enough, twisting what’s left of her torso and neck, reconnecting smaller joints with force of will, the larger ones sliding to find her beneath a trail of hardworking vermin.

A few of her pins are broken and a number of joints are cracked, but she wears it to High Command proudly, like a hickey after an especially wild night.

Her next few days at High Command, a few of the mages smile at her knowingly, and more still grin luridly at her in the way only Cecilie could. Doors are open for her, people listen longer, a few compliments are given by voices previously dismissive. Whatever Cecilie’s tendrils were in the institution, they are turned towards Dia, and she finds herself blushing, if she could blush.

She should work on that, for next time. For Cecilie.

♦

Alone in her basement workshop, [Dia] addresses the first step in her plan.

It takes her two glasses of wine, almost to the brim. Cheap stuff; she drinks it like medicine. The area on the leg is shaved, her sharpie marks dotted around her calf. Everything is ready but the spell. She’s using a butter knife—anything else, she figures, could hurt her with accident or slip of the hand. Hah! It’s silly, she’s just amputating a perfectly good foot. This is a normal thing people do, she assures herself, part of the plan. She’s already reasoned out every possible option before her.  And besides, she can just stick it back on after; that’s what the chest of ice next to her is for.

The spell begins, a separation spell in the simplest terms.

A fine mist encompasses the blade, and then the skin when they grow near to one another. Finally, flesh and blade become one, and the sensation is deafening. She’s channeling the spell wrong (a rune is backwards, but she won’t learn that for another week.)

Pops of pain and static—cold and pleasure and spasms grip her. The alcoholic hum in her head gives her anger the force it needs to overcome her bouquet of feeling, and the butterknife slides slowly, placidly through flesh and then bone. Her grip slips and she giggles, then stiffles a sob, then laughs again. It’s too absurd!

In panic she tries to get up, to escape whatever is causing the cacophony. But her foot doesn’t respond anymore—she’s grounded. The pain is twisted into something new, and the bleeding is nonexistent, and still she’s made a mess of herself, tears streaming down her face. Her body twitches, her cheeks flush with excitement. It’s perverse. What is she even doing here! She looks down at the mess and retches. The metal is married to her leg now, jutting out all wrong—so violating, no matter how her spells painted over the sensation or tied off her arteries.

“I’m cutting it off.” It’s a reminder, snarled through gritted teeth. Is she so weak as to stop here? Her grin is manic, her gaze possessed. She takes up the knife, still embedded in her calf, and pushes it down again; the steam billows thick and hot, wreathing her face like the caress coming off a boiling drink.

The heat and moisture winds up slowly through the cold air of the cavernous workshop, pooling and staining the roof. The center is bleached, a small ring beginning to grow from the magical runoff.

♦

It’s lonely in the workshop, Dia is realizing. Dallas had left a few hours ago, with Dia bleeding out on the floor. There really isn’t much blood; the pool around her is barely more than a liter or two. But she can’t move, and her sole entertainment at this point is the swirling morays where the crimson meets and mixes with the lemonade next to her face.

She’s watching in mono, not stereo now. Her eye is failing her. It was already deformed slightly, her bent-in brow compressing it, sending things into a ghostly half-blur. But that was an hour ago—it’s black now. Dia figures she’s dry, every bit of blood pumped free of her face and veins. The clockwork heart in her chest doesn’t care what the rest of her body is doing, just chugging along, sending air through the small plastic tubes in her chest where they whistle on the gristle and holes. How ignoble; she has been reduced to a corpse of a pipe organ.

And so Dia waits, rotting in her workshop. It’d make a pretty image, if she knew what she was anymore—Death will be here any minute, she just needs to wait it out.

And yet, another day passes in the basement workshop. Her sense of time is shot, but she can count the ticking easily enough. She has plenty of time to think about how she got here and what, exactly, is happening to her body. She’s relieved she’s not dead, and yet there’s something prickly about the thought. Dia turns it over in her mind, her immunity to the calls of death, her newfound resilience. It feels like a blessing, but…

Dallas has taken her ambiguity, her uncertainty. Before, she could pretend she might be something near to human. Before, she could fear whenever her chest was pierced or her breaths grew shallow. No such luck anymore. She’s dead, she’s realizing. Perhaps when she tore her Name out of her gut. Or maybe later, when Cecilie finished the scraps she’d left behind?

If neither of them, surely when Amanda, the fake waitress, who had caved her head in during her date. She was dead too, like Dia. It’s probably why she can’t find herself minding that Cecilie ate so many people. They weren’t made any less than she is now, how could someone find that horrifying?

“All the lead has melted away and what is left is naught but shards of colored glass.” How stupid was she to let Dallas out. She was played, again! Just… accepting things, letting things happen. It's weak. Abdicating her guilt to fate is killing her, bit by bit. Next time, she’ll steal the tiger’s fangs and tail and stripes and words and shove the heart down her throat personally. Still, it’s harder to care so much about what she is anymore.

She should move on, grow from this, let things alone for once.

Another day’s passed, quickly this time. Maybe High Command will send someone. Maybe the Huas will send someone to finish her off. She’s rotting by now, really decomposing. The infection’s taken hold on what parts were still damp, but her heart’s still ticking, her thoughts still racing and running like fieldmice.

Mice.

Yes! The ones in the kitchen!

Dia tries to call out, but nothing. Her lungs are rotten through. It’s an agonizing paralysis, feeling what little she could still move stretch and tear with every command.

Magic, then. Her awareness drips into the mess below her, passing through it and into the solid bedrock that makes up the floor of her workshop. Dia is the basement workshop, for a moment. Then up, trailing like a stream of light, like she’s stretching on tiptoes, like her sense of self was being forced through the smallest pores of a granite cave wall.

But there they are, sleeping in cardboard nests and woven drink-straws. The Dia that is the kitchen feels. Her magic calls to them, before it begins to fray. It can notice them stir before the connection collapses. And then she’s in her body again, feeling the edges of herself smoldering from the effort. She doesn’t have to wait long; the mice collect at the edge of the basement door.

What are they waiting for—scared of some tiger, long gone? They weren’t even real mice! The group of them stare down at her over the side of the stairwell where Dia roils in her ineptitude, in her weakness. Dia can’t scream anymore, but her malice is apparent, radiating out in waves and flaring against the broken runes of the binding circle.

A mouse begins the descent, the steps much too big for it. Others follow; only a few slip this time, tumbling down the steps. One flies completely free of the sheared concrete and stone, too small for the railing and lands thirty feet below in a violent shattering.

But some make it down intact. And they begin putting her together again. They can’t fix the worst of it, but at least she has enough pieces and chunks of her limbs to work with. Skeletal brass webbing stretches out over her shattered limbs, forcing joints back together. Each misaligned gear wails and grinds independently of the next, every repair only wrecking her further.

Her fingers grind and pop as she stretches her hand. She looks like a scarecrow, with half dried blood falling off of her, the appearance of coffee grounds. Good enough.

Her anger retreats into the darker recesses of her machining. She stands, and her mice scatter, all but one—whose turnkey has stopped moving. It’s gone dry, like Dia, she realizes. She bends to take it up again, several more gears shredding and displacing within her, a tax for the kindness. What luck it must have to finally rest.

In a small act of love, she sets it by her bottled True Name, somewhere on the east workslab… On the… Where's it gone?

For a scant second even Dia’s clockwork heart ceases its hideous ticking. Where was her Name?


IX - Dia’s Dream

The Vivarium was still. The dim light filtered into it through the kitchen curtains over Dia and her pet project—a number of different specimens she’d kept from her times with Cecilie. The newest, barely more than a week old, was a scarab from Christmas; Cecilie hadn’t thought to ask after it before Dia had been sent home. She’d made them a small place to stay: meat and fruit and leaves from the grocery and garden were placed at measured intervals, her clockwork mice picking up the slack when her mind failed her. There was a small joy to helping something helpless.

And this morning she’d found that every living thing within the vivarium was dead.

There was a black sludge that covered the bottom of the glass container, and from the errant pieces of chitin within, Dia had the reasonable conclusion that it was all that was left of her little insectile menagerie. She slid her hands along the bottom of the vivarium’s window and pressed her still-human eye to the glass, searching for movement. Her mind was already filtering through the possible reasons—Cecilie couldn’t have discovered it, she’d known about it the whole time. There was no way she’d managed to miss feeding them this long. Bugs didn’t just up and explode, right?

Dia stood and strode across the room to check the calendar. She’d been losing days lately, but it looked like her entire week was accounted for, food for them and everything. She could even remember what most of the notes she’d scratched by the days were about.

What had she done? She had to have done something—Dia wracked her brain for what it could have been. Her last conversation with Cecilie, that had to be the issue. This was clearly a delayed punishment, the taking back of a present. Dia had clearly been way out of line. How could she have thought her actions were ok?! She ruffled her hair and banged her wrist on her head—the normally deep thunk-thunk-thunk replaced with a joint-rattling CRACK CRACK CRACK.

There was so much she still needed to do! Questions to ask! She picked up the landline phone next to the calendar. (She never thought to remove it, too kitsch and equally endearing.)

She’d memorized Cecilie’s phone number, but even so she’d written it on a post-it hanging off the receiver. Her fingers shook so much, she worried she’d put the wrong number in; a moment later, the loud beeping of a disconnected line filled her ear. She hung up and tried again, this time anchoring her hand against the plastic to make sure.

Every number was correct and yet still, the damning tone of a disconnected line. She hung up and steeled herself against another wave of cold, crushing realization. Was her number blocked? Could someone even do that?

Clearly, clearly she’d stepped over some boundary. 
Reality bit at her heels as she made her way into her living room, snatching her cellphone off the side desk. She pushed the speed dial for Cecilie, and the blaring tone returned. Of course, Cecilie had blocked both numbers. Cecilie had seen Dia trying and clearly hated her even more for not respecting the boundaries erected between them.

Dia wandered back into the kitchen again, confused, tired but unable to feel the bodily exhaustion of despair that would normally arrive. It was somehow a worse limbo, to have the dry fears and shames burn all the brighter without the physical validation to couch them in. It all felt much too rational.

But then a wonderful, exoneratingly guilty thought came to her:

Maybe Cecilie was dead?

Dia moved to grab a chair. The wood slid when she leaned on it, and she almost fell to the floor. The table helped steady her as Dia lowered herself into the seat. Something like ice ate at her extremities, and her breathing (vestigial as it was) continued to escalate its speed. It would make sense, right? What with her plans to wipe the Huas out sooner than later.

Her hand reached out further on the table for an old glass of water that’d been gathering dust. She missed, the glass sliding away as her fingers brushed the curve of it. How could this have happened?

More importantly—why did it have to be now. Dia’s hand closed around the glass, shattering it instantly. The one time she could finally get something out of this awful, wretched, poison little affair, and then Cecilie goes and gets herself killed. The Huas had to be involved, somehow. The two had been careening towards one another for years.

She could feel the hot saline tears doing their best to well up in the corner of her one good eye, burning the tired flesh. It wasn’t fair, she wasn’t supposed to experience this sort of pain anymore. She should be cold and calculating, not feeling her whole body try to collapse into a dying star in her chest.

The emotions took her like waves, crashing into her and carving into the walls of her mind. The operations were supposed to purge this sort of thing! Grief, biological, painful and weak. How could she grieve a monster like Cecilie, and how could Cecilie leave her alone like this, all over again?

It made no sense! It stood to reason, if anyone was to die, it should be her, Dia. A pawn for Cecilie to stave off a checkmate.

Dia pushed away from the table and moved back to the vivarium. Her hands sifted through the gunk. Cecilie must have gone to ground, tried to cover her tracks; if there was even a single survivor of the purge then Dia would be vindicated. 

Her sense of touch had left for the most part; she had to be careful, lest she destroy the very thing she was looking for. She scooped up bits of the crud, letting it fall from her fingers, sifting.

It was slow going, and stupid, she told herself. Her breathing slowed.

She wasn’t finding anything, but it was a little better. Dia wished she could cry. She’d be crying right now if she could, a good capstone. Whether she was angry or sad or horrified at herself, for the tiny amount of relief in whatever was going on with Cecilie… she could have cried about it, before she replaced her face and eye and everything else. Her eye was still stinging, still dry.

Dia didn’t even notice when she pulled the intact scarab up out of the mess. It moved slightly in her hand.

She stared at the bug, stunned. She really didn’t know how to feel about the little creature, or anything, anymore.

♦

Dia blinks a few times. She reaches a hand up to the empty socket in her face and rubs at it. There were no tears to speak of, the last vestige of her humanity so kindly removed by the weretiger Dallas not more than a week… a month ago. Time is so fluid now. An attempt to recall the simple steps of the ritual had brought forth a vivid recollection of some months ago, the moment of Cecilie’s death. Or as close to it as she can tell: the one surviving scarab still lived in its vivarium, alone but taken care of. Probably. Dia can’t tell when exactly she fed the thing last, but it hardly matters.

She can barely remember why she’d ordered the book and ritual supplies online as they arrived one by one over the past weeks. Past months? She clacks her knuckles against her head, trying to revive her failing memory. She chuckles a bit; perhaps, soon, she won’t even be able to recall the fact it's been worrying her so much.

The room had been her old bedroom before she’d set this up. The carpet is stained in many delicate inky curves and markings. Several reagents, artifacts, objects of mediocre power dot the diagram before her. The overseer of her work at High Command, Miss Heloise (Viv, as she insisted Dia call her), was happy to share from her personal stock, cheering Dia on for initiative, the scent of lilacs falling over each of the items as they were passed over. The way she’s spread them over the floor is a rather embarrassing sight if she has to imagine any of her old professors or Cecilie or Oleysa seeing it.

Thankfully, they’re all gone forever now, and Dia is free to draw her lines without using a compass or ruler. She flips back to the page she had bookmarked—if she can’t remember the steps, she’ll just refamiliarize herself with them one last time.

Dia looks over the book open in front of her. Demon summoning can’t be too hard, if Viveca Hua could manage it. The words move across the surface when she’s not actively looking at them, emerging and receding from the edges like a recent horror novel she’s read, something about a Mansion of Leaves? Not important—the words for the summoning are already half-over to the next page, and she’s impatient.

Dia turns the page, and the words scatter like centipedes beneath a lifted stone. Some even trail onto her cracked and patchwork plastic fingers before she can flick them off. She flexes her spun-wire and needle hand as the words nestle in the joints, barely bones of a proper appendage anymore. That was right, she can’t be too rash. She raises a hand unseen to the empty eye socket on the side of her face. Spiderwebs of cracks and missing porcelain make a cubist painting of her face. Each a gift from Dallas, her previous supernatural attempt at sanity and a resounding failure.

A sigh escapes her—a metallic and rasping noise as her throat shudders and lets wisps of the stale air escape along the way. None of this would have happened if Cecilie still had use for her. If Dia had been better, stronger, quicker on the draw, then the two of them would still be together.

She just has to be better this time.

There’s no question the demon would attack her, try to devour her, trap her in a sweet net of half-truths and half-remembered dreams. Which is exactly why she’s summoning it. This demon, as described, gives its victims a perfect dream, one they could never desire an escape from, all while it delves into the summoner’s mind to devour the very center of yourself: all you are, splayed out and vulnerable as a blooming flower.

There are too many variables at play for Dia to have any real confidence, but if it could give her a proper dream, of who she is, who she wants to be, maybe even the solution to her ongoing degradation—any of those things would be very nice, and very much worth the soul she’s unsure still resides within her. If it’s tied to her name then the demon will be very disappointed indeed.

Dia smiles at the thought of getting one over on the demon; she should call herself the mage of loopholes. It’s not cheating if she’s clever about it, and Dia is dreadfully clever, she tells herself.

She turns another page in the living book and spears a paragraph with a spindly finger, pinning it to the page. Her mouth begins to speak the words aloud as they struggle and do their best to pull away from her, but she continues, not pausing even for breath. The pronunciation is a tad shaky and her voice sounds like metal on stone, but she still continues, until the lines on the carpet begin to light up and the offerings disappear in ashy smoke.

A flash of light filling the circle is the last thing Dia sees. She’s already fallen asleep.

♦

“Dia. Love, wake up.” Someone shakes her shoulder. The doll mage blinks her eyes, a tad groggy and confused.

“Did it work?” Dia asks, blinking up at the woman rousing her. The woman’s eyes are discerning, and her features well defined; a few loose curls of dark hair tickle Dia’s porcelain as they hang over her. The look conjures up images she’s seen in textbooks, and something about her fragrance—of all things—seems familiar.

“Dia, we need to go. Cecilie is going to be here any minute.” The woman helps Dia to her feet, carefully making sure she is steady before letting go. Again, the faint scent taunts Dia. Feelings of excitement, desperation, regret swirl inside her as her mind played telephone with the associations.

“What?” Cecilie is coming here. Cecilie is alive. Is she mad? Oh god, the carpets are awful and she’s a complete mess and—

“Dia, sweetheart, forget about the carpets.” The woman takes her by the shoulders and makes eye contact. Suddenly Dia makes the connection.

“You’re Olesya Hua.” It’s a statement, a realization, and more than that, an accusation. “You’re Olesya Hua—why are you in my house!? Get out!” Dia’s fists bounce off Olesya’s chest a few times, to no effect. 

“Yes, and I’m here to save your life. We need to go now or—” Olesya is cut off by the shattering of wood downstairs. Just like the second time Dia and Cecilie met, the ravenous mage has shattered Dia’s wards in a single motion and begun to flood the house with herself. Olesya grimaces and Dia feels a pang of involuntary guilt; she’d invited this evil into her house before, with open arms.

Over the sound of chitin, a singsong voice rises from the first floor. “Where has my lovely toy run off to? Aren’t you too old to play with dolls, Olesya?”

In a panic, Dia glances over to the ritual circle; all of the components are still there, which means this isn’t a dream. It has to be real, against all odds.

Olesya rests a hand on Dia’s shoulder. “It’s going to be ok, I’m sorry I couldn’t be there for you before, but I’m here now. You’re finally going to be okay.”

And in that moment, Dia almost believes her.

The ground below them sags, the carpet beginning to stain teal and then black as the horde of insects burrow up from the floor below. Suddenly, from the middle, black begins to flow upwards in violation of every law of fluid dynamics. Dia knows intrinsically it’s a midnight tide of insects, and drags Olesya back from the sudden pit. A small curse burns away the few that’d reached them in a flash of porous holes.

“Downstairs,” Dia asserts. “We face her on even footing.”

Olesya nods, an approving smile on her face, and Dia feels her heart ache at how easy it is for her to forgive the woman in front of her. Whatever slight, real or imagined, is behind them now.

The two witches make it to the top of the stairs. Dia tosses herself halfway down to where the staircase turns, tumbling into the wall and resetting herself harmlessly while Olesya, eager to show off, vaults the railing and lands with a BANG at the bottom.

The Hua strides ahead into the living room, a hand flashing out as magic flame covers the walls and floor, purging insect, carcass, and dirt alike, leaving it clean and sparkling. She loosens her tie and is already taking off her suit jacket when Dia joins her. The Doll Mage does her best to keep her excitement bottled up as another plague of wasps and centipedes is already boiling out from Cecilie, flowing in through the front door behind her like the rising tide.

“Get away from my apprentice.” Cecilie’s red lips spit venom and a bleak possessiveness that makes Dia’s clockwork heart flutter with excitement. She doesn't even care if Cecilie is planning on killing her—she hasn’t been thrown away! She does matter! Even if it is just to spite Olesya!

Dia leans against the bannister, her smile wide enough it might just crack her face, as the two mages begin their duel. At any moment Dia might strike down one, curse the other. Both of the mages fight with their full attention towards the other, each trusting Dia fully.

Flame and blood magic fills the room as Olesya unleashes another cataclysmic spell from her veins. Cecilie counters, pulling the moisture from a thousand now-dessicated insects into a barrier slick that disperses it into the ether. Steam fills the room, and a chitinous hum grows from every direction.

Dia almost shouts out to Olesya. Magic and curses dance around the doll mage’s broken fingers as she senses the insects gathering. The showy spells Cecilie is casting are just a distraction, and Olesya can’t hear the ambush welling up around her. Insects press out from the wallpaper in small creases and knots. The room is a cardboard box in the flood, and the seams are beginning to melt. She has to pick a side. Save Olesya, or let the scene play out…

♦

Elsewhere, a shadowed figure stands in a remarkable tableau.

A nature diorama in glasswork—tall trees and low bushes overlap close to one another, completely stationary, clear and silent. The sun is bright, focused and diffused through a thousand crystal leaves, leaving pockets of rainbow; the rare point of focused light burns when it lands on the demon’s hide.

They take a step, moving away from such a smoking pinhead on their shoulder, when their foot finds that the grass is bloodthirsty lasque, ground in a moment to glass frit. A delirious crunching rings out, and their foot reforms away from the mess churned up from the bladed floor. Normally they are smoke, and light, and colors dancing on the eyelids of sleeping mages—but here they are flesh, malleable but vulnerable. Hooves, then; they crush and stomp easily.

They continue, avoiding the sizzling motes of condensed light, doing their best to ignore the delicate branches and leaves that lean to cut and peck at their shoulders and horns. And still, to their frustration, the place is beautiful. The land is in the shape of spring framed in the cold and quiet of winter. ‘What an odd shape for her mind,’ the demon thinks. They reach up, snapping a branch between their fingers; it shatters to the floor in countless pieces. ‘And how brittle...’

Yet still the stump remains, now bladed at the tip. They continue deeper, ignoring how it nicks them in passing. They’re searching for the mage’s soul, the foolish girl who summoned them. It’s not a high price—one’s life and eternal soul in exchange for all their wildest fantasies—but this is less pleasant than it ought to be. There’s not even any defenses, per se; the landscape is simply hostile, utterly unsuited to life.

They enter into another clearing, looking up at the empty sky. The sun is pale, they realize; far from the yellow hue of the corona, it bears down with a cold light, more akin to a spotlight.

♦

“Olesya, check your angles!” Dia calls out, and the mage responds. A wheel of red emerges from Olesya in a twirling spin, patches of her dress shirt catching and burning away from the flash of heat. Patches of skin beneath catch Dia’s eye and she watches with indulgent delight. Again Cecilie is thwarted, the stain of vermin boiling away even as it attacks.

Dia fully expects Cecilie to be furious, but the woman only smiles back. “When we’re done here, you and I are going to have a long talk about the appropriate behavior for an apprentice of mine.” She licks her lips, and a few scarabs escape. Dia dry swallows reflexively. She definitely misses the feeling of Cecilie inside her, in all senses of the word.

But oddly enough, something seems off. The feeling of something creeping up on her remains—however it’s not the insects like before. She can’t hear Cecilie, and Olesya isn’t trying to kill her, surely. She strains her senses, craning her neck against the cheap drywall of the townhouse. What is she sensing?

♦

For a minute, the demon simply stands, considering the place. The air’s dry, too, like a desert. The frit-path behind them tumbles and rings in the gentle breeze, the soft ringing of dust-on-glass like shifting sand. There’s no other sound. It’s hard to breathe; each step throws up more of the glass dust into the air to ring against the clear leaves and boughs. Every direction is a distorted fog of glass and light, that is, aside from the demon themself.

The place is a panopticon, they realize. Anything that could be used to hide nuance, layers, or depths has been scrubbed out for a sanitized understanding. There’s simply nothing here, for them or the mage they’ve invaded. They move for the tree cover as their fur singes beneath the open sun.

And then darkness descends on the forest, the aperture of the sun suddenly closing tighter, concentrating the light, the rainbows growing harsh enough to cut as they refract through the crystal trunks and branches below.

The demon goes to ground, ignoring how the grass cuts into them like bladed velcro. Their meal will be their triumph, and this odd and inhospitable mage will be dead. But as the light dims, pulled into a single spotlight point, the only other lightsource in the forest becomes apparent. A small, twinkling thing deep within, easily visible through the translucent landscape—a soul, vulnerable as any. The demon smiles, a hundred teeth in three rows, each fanged and dripping with hunger.

♦

The house shudders and swelters beneath the heat of magical flame and the weight of a deluge of insectile bodies. The walls close in, twisted and leaning from the swell of Cecilie’s children. Olesya is laughing, and Dia is increasingly distressed.

Her senses are reduced from the surgery and her remaining eye is weaker than a human’s. But its skill is in specificity, and there’s a shadow on her vision, a spot, moving like a migraine’s silhouette over her vision.

Cecilie strikes another blow, green magic and ridged limbs emerging from the floor to grasp at Olesya and Dia, and suddenly the doll mage finds herself in the opposite camp, Cecilie wrapping an arm around her, pulling her close. Her fingers grip tight enough to break the makeshift bonds between her limbs and her torso.

“Now Dia,” Cecilie chides, not taking her eyes off of her adversary, “I’ll teach you plenty, as soon as you get your priorities in order. Kill the Hua and you’ll have a thousand summers, springs, and winters to know me. I will have you inside and out, more than any human can know you.”

“You’re better than this, Dia,” Olesya says. “You’ve come so far, learned so much, and never let go of what makes you who you are. You’re a beautiful woman, and everyone deserves to see you.” There’s desperation in Olesya’s voice—need, a vulnerability that Dia is finding harder and harder to believe.

Something is sick here, she is beginning to realize it. This third party, this intruder into their scene, the shadow dancing in her vision, tipped her off, but Dia knows in her heart that what Olesya says is false. Dia doesn’t believe it, and Olesya clearly didn’t when they exchanged letters. Why the hell did she show up to her house now? And why is Cecilie here, trying to stop her? Neither of them could possibly care about a simple demonic ritual—

“Ah.”

Cecilie smiles. “Did you decide, dear? Have you finally realized where you belong?”

Dia wasn’t hurt, not really. Something inside her burns—not shame this time, just an increasing indignation, a rejection.

“I’m sorry, Cecilie. If I ever see you again, I’ll serve you right this time.” Her fingers twitch, and suddenly Cecilie’s skin is some feet to the right of her everything else. Thankfully the mage is only bugs inside, which pour out like a burst water balloon. A curse of flaying—too messy for personal use and—as the insects begin to swarm her—clearly ineffective on someone like Cecilie. But Dia was getting tired of hearing her talk.

Olesya speaks instead, this time. “What vigor! Expert handling, and not an ounce of energy wasted.” She sends a wave of blinding energy over Dia that vaporizes the person-sized mass of vermin attacking her. The room begins to calm, Dia made her choice and Cecilie no longer seems interested in contesting it.

The demon’s dream would be harmless to her—unless Dia’s greatest dream was to be hurt, which she doubts. “Olesya—” Dia pauses and swallows. Just because the woman in front of her is a facsimile crafted from her fantasies, doesn’t make it any easier. “—can you help me destroy this world? Can you die with me? Please, trust me.” Dia closes her hand at her side. The Curse of Greater Privation—an ugly spell. It pulls the energy, moisture, and strength from its victim’s core until they are too weak to resist.

Olesya’s expression hardens. “Don’t joke about that—are you feeling alright?”

Dia grimaces. There is no catharsis here. She just has to banish whatever phantom this was and find a way out. The shadow over her vision is getting bigger; she didn’t have much time now.

“No hard feelings, Olesya. Next time, let me know before you come over. I’ll try and do the same.” If this was the real world, Olesya would have broken the curse in an instant and killed her. Instead, Dia gets to watch the woman’s cheeks grow sallow; the look in her eyes is one of confusion. She casts a spell at Dia, one of searing flames, but none of it reaches its target.

“What’s going on, what magic is this?” Olesya looks worse with every passing moment, and Dia has to close her remaining eye. Humans die in such ugly ways compared to the monsters she’s used to. In the darkness, Dia weaves an awful spell over the entire dream, holes beginning to appear in walls and skin—meat falling free with wet sliding noises, the sound of vacuum sucking air to replace the organs slipping out of the woman’s body. The walls begin to collapse around them, the roof falls in, chunks disappearing before they land on the floor.

There’s a weak gurgling before a dry clatter as the rest of the moisture wicks away from Olesya. Nothing is left but a mummified body in ill repair. Dia keeps her eye closed as the world follows behind, swallowed up by holes and darkness and the quiet of her empty dream.

♦

The glass forest has a new visitor. The demon spots her immediately; it is the doll mage they were in the process of devouring. ‘So curious, to see her here and lucid,’ they think. ‘She must have let her pleasures get out of hand and died in her dream. Violent delights have violent ends, after all.’ They prowl closer to the soul, not more than a dozen yards away; the mage is still some hundred feet further.

“Did you just quote Shakespeare at me?” Dia called out to the demon. She is already moving closer, the light of the spotlight-sun splitting to bear down on the two of them, all the harsher on the demon.

Realizing they were spotted, the demon stands to their full height, and bows. “Summoner, it is so lovely to see you. I’d only thought it—to myself, specifically. I suppose you’d be privy to that, as we are in your head. But if you don’t mind, I’ll be gone soon.” 

Dia stares up at the eight feet of tight muscle beneath ashen and onyx leather skin. Their body is long, eschewing either sex in proportion; the tuft of fur trailing down their abs and covering their groin prevents any further discernment. Legs, thick in the thighs, end in hooves below them. A mop of bristly black hair shadows their angular face., and beneath glow bright yellow eyes around a singular mouth splitting their face horizontally. Dia watches it open all the way down their neck as their smile grows and grows. Despite all of it, they are beautiful, from what Dia can see between the glass leaves and refracting tree trunks.

Dia stalks closer, bare feet shattering glass below. “I want a refund. I want my appearance, my goals, my dreams. You just gave me a sitcom episode.”

“I assure you, this has been your deepest desire. It’s definitionally how it works, your soul is forfeit.” They reply, still smiling with far too many teeth.

A tense moment passes, and then Dia resumes her approach, the demon taking off towards the glowing soul. Leaves and branches rake their skin, green-black staining the clear world in spots of ink.

Dia rips through the trees and bushes, debris and dust hanging in the air behind her seemingly unaware of gravity’s impetus to fall. Her limbs disjoint, as she leaps and scours at speeds that rival a sprinting predator’s, only to be pulled back together by the same ductile gold webbing that maintains her body. She is impervious to the harrowing environment; unlike the demon, there was nothing organic left to scratch.

She gains on the demon, pieces of broken glass conspiring to hook and catch them both. The sun narrows around the demon to a silhouette specificity. Their only light is that which is bouncing off their smoking skin. Still, they’re closer to the soul than Dia, and she can’t close the distance in time.

They snatch the glowing object. ‘So small for someone so irritating,’ the demon thinks, then raises it above their head, mouth unzipping and jaw unhinging wide to swallow it whole. Dia can only watch as she pushes herself to move faster, arms and legs stretch further—ligaments fraying with each desperate step. Shards bounced over her eyes and teeth and cheeks; her flesh is impervious. Her hair is the only part of her that can take meaningful damage, getting chopped shorter and shorter. It is caught on the razor-branch vegetation that has metastasized in the demon’s wake.

And all her fury amounts to nothing. Still the soul drops from the demon’s fingers, disappearing into their mouth, throat, and completely within their chest, and the sun goes dark the same moment. In silent blackness, the demon smiles, triumphant, relaxing where they stand. The dream will disappear any moment now.

The thought is dashed when something heavy and sharp crashes into them at full speed. Dia has latched onto them, hands scratching and magic sparking. “You should be dead,” the demon howls, toppling back in pain.

“That’s mine,” Dia roars, pressing a hand against the demon’s chest, reaching through their flesh and pushing their consciousness down within them, just like she did with the walls of her house when she was trapped in the basement. It’s easier than she thought, to move through them and find what she was looking for. She pulls hard, and the demon retches. Their chest glows slightly, and then suddenly the light is in Dia’s hand.

The demon bites now, teeth carving into Dia’s shoulder, ripping at the porcelain and magic they find. Her arm flies free, and the soul goes with it, floating to a calm eye level without something to hold it.

Grim twilight takes the forest, with no light above and only the soft glow of the soul to light both  parties. Neither makes a move for the soul; they turn on one another, and all their viciousness unfurls.

“I need to know ambition! I need to know myself! What I am, what I could be,” Dia snarls.

“Perhaps that is what you need, but that’s not what you want—your soul speaks truer than your mind.” The demon tries to keep their words light, but they are frustrated, desperate. Of all the indignities, they’re losing blood, trapped in a mortal shell in a lifeless pit. So they fight: a solid kick sends a hoof through Dia’s stomach and out her back, pieces and gears exploding out to fall and mix with the glass sand below.

Dia is undaunted, and she responds in kind, her one remaining hand morphing into claws by the time they reach the demon’s skin. “It’s superficial! I called you for a reason, not an opium dream!” She rakes deep and pulls hard across their back, sending ichor spilling over the two of them.

The demon rolls atop Dia. They grab at her shoulder and collapse the joint, but mechanism no longer animates Dia; she hardly stops. The mage screams up at the demon, and whatever ungodly force still animates her is pushed to its limit as every one of her curses pour out from her. Cuttings and expulsions pull away from the demon in strips and ribbons of black magic. Parts grow dry and crack like mud beneath the midday sun while others go soft and soupy. The demon holds tight as their body fights the magic that riddles their body with hate, pulsing like a living cancer.

The crystal gravel beneath the two of them begins to melt from the energy, from the sheer weight of curses disintegrating every barrier, until the earth below is formed into a solid plane, a pool of benthic darkness; light disappears into the clear depths below, the surface’s albedo so low that there is no longer even an implication of the ground

Desperate to stem the tide of magic, the demon shunts forward into a violent, insistent kiss to muffle the impulsion. Dia glares back, but her tongue meets the visitor excitedly. The intensity of the catharsis struck her as she lost herself in the kiss. Dia can feel the teeth, rows of them pushing against her lips, hard as porcelain but soft as flesh from the enchantments allowing her to speak and emote. Each time the pointed tips glide across a crack in her face she can feel the click reverberate through her face. Each time the demon renews their assault, their face splitting wider, Dia can feel her whole world in the deep and messy kiss, feeling the tongue hit the back of her throat and push further into her.

The demon is finally close enough for Dia’s claws to reach their throat, metal points resting against their skin; the moment of intimacy continues until the exact moment where she begins to squeeze, drawing a drop of ichor from the black leather skin. A second later the demon, battered and bloody, breaks the connection with her lips.

“That was good. That was really good.” Dia’s motionless body, contrasting the demon’s heavy breathing, makes her grin and one-eyed stare particularly deranged. Her other arm is gone, and she props herself up on the masticated stump to maintain her grip. 

“I must assume my summoner still has use of me; I still live.” The demon puts on a brave face, but the mage below them is as sharp and hostile as the mind they both lay in. They can feel how easy it is to crush the tin woman beneath their hands and hooves, and yet it is easier still for the doll to cut a few valuable inches.

“You were fun. You were—” Dia feels her rationale’s patience run out, refusing to be denied any longer. “—honest. You fulfilled your end of whatever contract this was.” Her fingers tighten around the demon’s neck. “I need to stop waiting for someone else. Dreams of love won’t solve this problem.” Her mind flickers back to Olesya and Cecilie. She hadn’t cut her Name out to impress them. No, it was her ambition, her commitment to innovation and rejection of her weaknesses that had carried her this far, and it had to be the only way through it. She had to look forwards to survive, not backwards; the weretiger and now the demon had shown her this.  

The demon watches as the mage works through her thoughts, and hopes she’ll come out of it more merciful than she had seemed a moment before. 

Dia taps at the demon’s esophagus, leaving needle drops of ichor welling up beneath the claw. “I’m going to keep my soul, but as a show of goodwill, I’ll even let you leave with your throat.” Her talons close tighter to make her point, the metal sharp against the leather skin. “Though I could enjoy another kiss before you leave, if you’re willing.”

The demon softens back into their previous sultry, academic tone. “I think I could enjoy that as well, summoner.” Their mouth opens above Dia, letting the tongue spill out further and further, coiling along Dia’s collar bone. 

Dia smiles, relaxing her grip and leaning into the kiss. She lays peck after peck along the demon’s chin, up to their fangs. The hand she has around the demon’s neck moves up to their face, brushing some of their bristly black hair free.

The world goes dark.

♦

Dia sits up in her bedroom. Time has passed; the sun is much lower in the sky through her window, out over the spring green trees. The room is still the mess she left it in, the offerings gone and the ritual circle well stained into the white carpet.

She stands and brushes herself with indignation and a burning need still unfulfilled. That’s what she gets for letting the demon go, but she’ll live. She feels pretty great, actually, only now noticing  that her hair is much shorter than before; a pile of it lies at her feet, shorn in the dreamland she fought her demon in. The implications are a tad worrying, but no use crying over spilt milk; she’d made it out fine otherwise. She brushes a few stray strands behind an ear; maybe a bob would suit her, jagged as it is. She’ll just have Viv shape it up at High Command. That woman would just love the opportunity to play with a doll.

Dia stands and watches the setting sun, imagining that it must be rising somewhere else, on the exact opposite side of the world. She takes comfort from that fact. Every doll has its day. A moment later, she realizes her arm is missing along with her hair. It’d taken her even longer to notice that, than the superficial feature framing her face. She’ll reattach it in a minute.

She isn’t sure if a seat on High Command is her future, but she is certain she needs neither Olesya nor Cecilie to carry her to such a height. Both of them had been instrumental in her growth as a person, and she has a gratitude for that—but if she ever sees them again, it will be on even footing. Perhaps she might even be on top…


Epilogue - The Lab

The room smells cold. Too clean, the lights too pale. It was a mage’s workshop, but one with any personality or ownership burned away, perfect for its owners at High Command. Chests of loose mechanica, and other vats of old flesh line the walls. And on the far end, beneath a protective barrier, were some half-dozen True Names, wet and curdling in bottles. 

Dia looks down at the neophyte sedated and strapped to the workslab. An aspiring mage taking any route they can to be a part of High Command, for a chance at greatness. Volunteers, Vivianne calls them. They’re like herself in so many ways. Sacrificing their bodies for any chance to get ahead of their station. Too weak, blood too thin, minds too… uncreative to end up on the right side of the knife. And so they turn to selling their safety, future, and humanity. So lazy, not even ashamed enough to do it to themselves. Seeing herself in them drives her forward without empathy or concern. No mage was innocent, and as such, she owed them no concern.

Dia lowers the scalpel to the forearm of the woman, there’s a hiss of steam and everything some five inches below the elbow comes loose. Dia picks up the limp detritus, noticing something strange on this one. There’s scuff marks around the wrist, some bruising even. That’s odd. Mages are meticulous creatures, they don’t suffer injuries lightly, and not without healing them as soon as they could.

She moves up to the woman’s mouth, peeling back her lips to get a look at her teeth. Below, at the cut, blood moves slowly, collecting like honey at the perfect edge, the clotting spell at work. As Dia had worried, the woman’s teeth have a filling, and a crown, or what she assumes is such. And again, a mage would never have such material solutions to health. Not one working with High Command.

“Vivianne.” Dia calls out. The High Mage overseeing her work has a charm over the place, giving her ears on any secrets, or requests therein. With the blurred ripple of magic folding in on itself, her impressive figure, wrapped in her trademark gown, appears in the doorway. “This isn’t a mage.”

“Darling, I said they were volunteers.”

“The two I interviewed were neophytes—” Dia’s tone sharpens and her single eye narrows at the woman. “—aspirants to High Command, like myself. Who’s this woman? Who have I been operating on?” Blood continues pooling like syrup at the shearing.

“Honey, those two have long since perished and two dozen besides them. We needed to expand our work. Sealing and Containment offers these people expedited, gentler sentences in exchange for helping us.” Vivianne replies with the same saccharine sweetness as always, the edges of her dress beginning to shift imperceptibly.

Dia sets the knife down on the table; she doesn’t need to be misinterpreted by her overseer. “Did they agree before or after you convinced them.” Said overseer was a mesmer, someone who twisted the minds of the vulnerable and unaware; that Vivianne had a hand in their procurement, Dia was certain.

“Before, I admit.” She shakes her head in what Dia can only assume to be mock guilt. “—but there’s hardly an S&C to pull from anymore, so the issue’s already resolved, wrapped up with a neat little bow.” She’d gotten closer somehow. Her hands adjust Dia’s apron, tuck stray hairs behind the artifice mage's ears. “You really should get that trimmed, perhaps I could straighten it up for you sometime?”

Dia can smell that sweet-floral scent again, heavy on a warm breeze. Even entirely gears and whirring parts now, it is still enough to tickle her senses.

Vivianne’s voice is just as heavy and pervasive as the scent as it quickly overwhelms the smell of copper in the room. “I won’t try and deceive you again, dear. You’re too smart for me; I’ll be as transparent as possible going forward. It’s good we made the most of it while they lasted.”

Dia considers the people who’d rotted, nameless. The ones she’s watched lose themselves and push into a corner of their cell until what was left was too compacted to be called a person. It didn’t really matter, horrible as it was. They were weak and she was strong. She claims no responsibility for what they did to themselves, just as Olesya had for her.

Besides, like Vivianne had said—it’s already come and gone. Whoever was innocent among them was long since rendered another point in a dataset she herself is a part of. In fact, if she’s being honest, Dia would prefer to have Vivianne, herself on the table before her. The woman was a sick incarnation of everything wrong with magedom.

Dia gives it a minute, hoping for her moral compass to contribute to her thought process, to no luck. “As long as it doesn’t happen again.” Dia doesn’t even remember what the disgust she’s waiting for even feels like anymore.

“I promise.” Vivianne smiles and the temperature in the room drops a few degrees back to what it was before. Dia would have to ask her about that, and the basalt, and the strange lilac smell. But another day—she still has a project on the table to finish and High Command is expecting results this time.

Vivianne moves to go inspect the names extracted this week, perusing the bottles, shaking one and holding another up to the light. Dia returns to her work, addressing the scapula on the opposite side. She works quietly, her eyes turn to Vivianne as she assesses the state of the room. How much is cast off, what parts need replacing. But Vivianne is keeping an eye on her just as well. Dia is probationary, tentative, an exception. She has no foundation here, nor politic to fall back on, and insubordination was unacceptable. Even asking too many questions as Dia just did—

“How has your stipend been treating you? Is it too little? I see how long you’ve been spending in here of late, and now with such ugly scars.” Vivianne is holding up a sheatheskin, folding it neatly in her hands. That will crease it, ruining it for its future wearer, Dia notes, but doesn’t correct her.

No, Dia’s hands go to the marks on her face. Cracks and missing slivers of porcelain. The jagged line along her neck and up her jawbone behind her face. Limbs frayed and hanging on by threads of metal webbing. Even her one remaining human eye is gone, a black hole beneath her porcelain mask. She’d run out of replacements and Dallas had been thorough in ruining her. Below her, the workslab stains red, the edges of the ‘volunteer’s’ crimson silhouette spreading imperceptibly slow. Vivianne is patient, at least, waiting with that same knowing smile.

“It’s been harder, lately.” Dia’s voice regains its edge when she speaks.

“I can hardly imagine the line of thinking that led you to getting mixed up with the Hua family like that, and Cecilie even more so. Poor thing, no wonder you’ve been suffering so much. I’ve spoken with a few staff and High Command has a room for you, if you need somewhere to stay. It’ll be awfully important for you to be on site.” Her voice lets slip a smidge of conspiratorial glee; she’s offering dessert before dinner “Most members of High Command’s council are given the circumstances; with Cecilie’s death there’s been quite the number of openings.”

Vivianne is on her again, her body hot against Dia’s cold frame. A finger traces a frayed hole in Dia’s collarbone as she continues: “You’re driven, unique, detached from any of the factions, and best yet, difficult to kill. I could see your fortunes changing… High Mage.” 

Vivianne’s words are venom, surely, but there’s only magic on her plush lips when she kisses Dia’s forehead. A repairing enchantment, putting the delicate pottery back together with lines of gold. Far too inhuman for healing magic, Dia supposes. Lilac petals drift in the air around them both, hiding the acrid sulfur suffusing Vivianne Heloise’s every spell.

“Think it over, Dia. We’d love to have you. Maybe we’ll even let you pick one of the Hua’s to keep as a trophy when we finish them off. Probably not, but who knows!” Vivianne squeezes Dia’s hands in her own, pulling her close enough to feel Vivianne’s very real chest against Dia’s hard, sculpted one.

Vivianne continues, her touch moving down to Dia’s hard chest to consider it, a finger stroking the seam at the edge of her breast. “The Cynosure is going to love you.” Both hands press in deep, sliding beneath the threadbare linen dress, leaving kintsugi scars behind her fingers as they ran along Dia’s weathered body. “You’re so… tailorable. Shorter, taller. A perfect tool.”

Dia pulls back at the description. Their truth burns at her delicate edges in a way much too familiar. Vivianne’s hands retreat in kind, only stopping to grasp Dia’s face once again in her hands, jerking the movement to a stop. Dia can see an appreciation in the woman’s eyes, but more than that. She sees disdain, planning, a predatory want that sets a different part of her aflame. But this time she knows better. Most likely. She hopes.

Dia fakes a cough. “You mentioned the Cynosure, an epithet of High Command?”

“Why, yes—” Vivianne’s smile widens, as if she’d hoped Dia would ask just that. “—She’s related to me, or rather—I’m a relative of hers. She taught me everything I know.”

“High Command has time to teach still?” There is still some faint edge of hope in Dia’s words. She knows better than to entangle herself further but when has that stopped her before.

“I would hope a woman, even one as inspiring as the Cynosure, has time to teach her daughter.” Vivianne still holds Dia’s face tight, her nails digging into the tired plastic at the edge of the metal woman’s neck in a way Dia can still feel in vivid detail. “Though, I like to think I’ve improved on her work, as is the dream of all heirs to magecraft.” Dia spies a flicker of something in Vivianne’s eyes. Something misty and obtuse, threatening to draw her in to lose herself in the strange corridors within. And she can feel it working, even as her limbs struggle, they’re heavy in their sockets. Even her panic is mollified before it can take hold.

Suddenly she’s back where she was standing, intact, mind her own once more. Whatever discomfort she harbors suffocated under the weight of her commitments and the woman watching her reaction.

They stand there for a minute. The intimacy is too rare a treasure to ignore—god how she missed this. The hole in her center was only getting wider, and the drop of lead-sugar was a modicum of relief.

“Yes, I think they’ll all like you in High Command. I could easily make you accept the invitation to the council, but I don’t think I’ll have to; don’t leave them waiting,” Vivianne says as she pulls back.

Dia remains still, struck dumb, rooted in thought and desperate to recall the lost time when the woman had her entranced. Even when Vivianne leaves through the same door, claiming to hear another poor soul in need of her, Dia is still reeling. She remains oblivious even to the drops of vitae pooling at the bottom of the workslab, then falling in temporal suspension for seconds, before they hit the tile floor.

She’s being used, again. Dia knows. She’s smarter this time, maybe even clever enough to try and maneuver in the game a bit herself. But she’s being used, buttered up with offers and spins to turn her against High Command’s enemies. She had no quarrel with the warlock of the age, or—God forbid—her sister like Vivianne claimed…

And yet she’s not wrong. She may hold no ill will towards Olesya but the reverse is surely the opposite; there’s a mark on Dia’s name now, surely. She could just put the arm back, wake the woman up, help her leave, apologize and promise to right those wrongs, but what then? Where does that leave her: alone. Nameless. Scrounging for parts. Waiting for some assassin’s bullet. She is a mage of High Command. She’s given up everything for that, what other path does it leave her. What other path could she possibly desire?

And of course, despite all her efforts, her mind drifts back to Olesya Hua. The mentor she could never have. That would have been a softer life. Would Dia have been kinder then? Making little toys and helpful animals to prowl the estate—she imagines larger constructs, deer or crocodiles, or elegant silver cranes dotting the garden ponds, things she could never dream of on her current salary.

But Olesya would kill her, if they met now, that much is clear. If not before, she’d surely after Dia had stolen her tiger and threatened her by name. Besides, she’d told herself she was above this. She’s strong, her own woman. The past held death and her future was High Command.

…And why would Olesya even want Dia in the first place? Trinkets? Toys? Pets even?! Olesya has a weretiger, plenty of companionship besides, managed to rip Cecilie from her, and now… she has Dia’s True Name even, snatched by the weretiger on her way out not more than a week ago. It was little more than a trinket now, but still. The woman haunts her still; when everything else has rotted and fallen out of her head, Olesya's ghost still walks her empty halls, unbidden and unwanted.

Dia cannot let this indignity stand. She needs power, resources. These things that come to the Hua’s like sunbeams on an old oak she will have to steal and butcher for. The body and blood she was born to marked her as a dalliance, for Cecilie, for Olesya, for whichever High Mage wagered a slight on their prestige to give her a chance in the first place. No one will ever give her permission to do what she must do; to do what needs to be done. Let others worry about the consequences.

She jams the knife in the sternum of the woman below her, cutting deep, reaching in to pluck the essence of her being from her in a single confluence of gore. She had her answer to Vivianne Heloise’s question: Dia would join the ranks of the council of High Command as the High Mage of Amputations, and make something of herself yet.
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