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Prelude

A Gathering Storm

Shadows flickered restlessly in the corners of the tower as the wind pulled at the flames that cast them, trying in vain to snuff out the candles. Within the deeper shadow of his cowl, the man smiled faintly and bitterly as he watched. It seemed almost too perfectly metaphorical, that the literal storm gathering upon the horizon would try to extinguish that flame.

That was a fleeting thought, though, not enough to distract him from the matter at hand. No, his eyes lingered upon the candle for no more than a moment before they returned to the other man in the tower with him. Though both of them wore cloaks, it was the other man whose attire seemed more suited to subterfuge, the cowl of his cloak doing more to hide the wearer’s face. That was to be expected, though, when the man across from him was truly a creature of the underworld—an assassin. There was a lithe and deadly grace to the other man that might’ve been enough to guess that even if he hadn’t already known it. His own cloak was not nearly as concealing… but that was fine. It still cast a shadow enough that he would not be easily recognized even without the mask that obscured the upper half of his face.

His cloak did, however, betray his wealth, and that was the point. He had chosen a new one, without a hint of wear, and the dark fabric was decorated subtly with gilded thread. It was tasteful, but he would never seem less than the wealthy merchant he was to anyone who was familiar with the nuances of the underworld. His eyes narrowed as they searched the shadows of the assassin’s face. “…ere we continue, my friend, is there something I might call you?” His voice was mild, and yet there was a steely quality to it that the other clearly recognized.

The assassin hesitated, but only for a moment. “…Raven will do, my lord.” His voice was low and rough—but that easily could’ve been the work of a spell distorting it.

The merchant arched a brow. “Raven, hm? Very original of you.”

The assassin shrugged. “It’s simple enough, and gets to the point. That’s why you’d hire me, aye? To be a bird of ill omen for your enemies. What of you, my lord?”

“Sovereign will suffice.” There was no hesitation on his side.

The assassin—Raven—shifted at that. “…sounds like you’ve got pretty damn grand aspirations to me.”

The merchant—Sovereign, as he’d decided he would be tonight—smiled thinly. “It’s simple enough, and gets to the point,” he repeated, dryly, “Now then, if you’re here, I assume it means you’ve considered the offer I sent you.”

Night had only just fallen upon the small border town below the stone tower in which they stood—from which one could, if he looked to the west, see the edge of the desert sands. The watchtower itself was perhaps meant to ward against danger from the burning sands, but… a small purse of coin had proved more than enough to send the sentries away, this night. The assassin glanced out from the tower toward the sands, then back at Sovereign. “…you’re sure you want to get involved in business like this in the Dominion of all places?”

“I think I’ve made my desires clear, my friend. And that I’m accustomed to having them, regardless of the complications. Besides, I already told you that I can see to it that the city guard will not intervene in our business. Does that strike you as the promise of a man who is uninvolved with the Dominion?” Sovereign’s smile turned sardonic. “Even if you were right that it is folly, I have already cast the die. One more sin will scarcely change aught.”

Raven shifted, betraying more real uncertainty this time “A man might think that makes you Kerathi yourself.”

A brow arched, unseen. “My friend, if you are uninterested… I am certain I can find others who would consider my offer more than tempting. Assassins of your skill are not truly so rare, in my experience.” The merchant started to turn away—and that made it easy to hide the smirk of satisfaction that came when Raven’s poise broke for a moment. The creature of the underworld was not so willing to watch such a tempting offer pass him by.

The assassin took a step nearer before catching himself with a hiss of breath. His voice, though, was still neutral. “Now wait, I never said I wasn’t interested, m’lord.”

“It sounded rather like disinterest to me.” Sovereign didn’t turn back quite yet. “I am not offering such a sum for a man who asks too many questions.”

The assassin hesitated. “…it’s dangerous work, m’lord.”

“Yours is a dangerous profession. You know that much—men do not look kindly upon ravens, and for good reason. My offer is already rather generous, and safer than most.” Sovereign looked over his shoulder. “I should think it a simple enough thing to put a blade in the back of a defenseless girl.”

The assassin straightened, the light of the flames for a moment flicking over a young but hard face, scarred in several places but still fierce and handsome for it.“…speaking plainly, m’lord, when a Merchant Prince of Al-Kerath wants a woman dead and won’t simply see it done himself, I think only a fool’d fail to wonder what he’s getting himself into. I won’t ask who she is, but I want another ten-thousand.”

Slowly, very slowly, Sovereign turned back, his face schooled to perfect neutrality. “A bold presumption, my friend. But I do value discretion. Five thousand.”

“Seven, or I’ll let the next man be fool enough to barter with you.”

Carefully suppressing his smirk this time, Sovereign paused, one hand lifting to stroke his chin idly for perhaps half a song. “Mm. More than I should care to pay, but you do come highly recommended… Very well, my friend. Seven thousand. You drive a hard bargain. I trust that means you are amenable to the arrangement I proposed?”

“...aye.” Raven’s voice held a twinge of uncertainty, now, but he surely realized he would be a fool to back out now, having won concessions already. “I’ll take that first half now.”

This time, it took more effort to suppress the smirk that wanted to come, and Sovereign pretended to consider for a moment before he nodded and offered a not-quite-mocking half-bow. “But of course.” A gesture summoned a pair of men from the shadows of the stairwell behind him, each bearing a plain-looking sack. “I trust you do not object to payment in silvari’il? Far easier to transport than coins—and harder to trace.”

Despite himself, Raven started again, betraying a hint of unease as he glanced at the sack. The Sovereign’s lips twitched wryly, and he allowed himself the expression. “If you have any concerns regarding its potency or freshness, you’re free to sample it,” he added.

The assassin’s eyes flickered beneath the hood of his cloak, and he shook his head a bit too pointedly. “I’ll pass, m’lord. I’d know the smell anywhere, and I’ve seen men enough ruin themselves on Silver Death.”

Sovereign shrugged. “Suit yourself. I trust a raven such as yourself doesn’t presume to take moral offense to trading in it?”

Silence betrayed that the answer was probably yes, but the assassin shook his head after a long, long moment. “No, of course not. And you’re not exactly wrong that it’s easier to trade in than gold.”

It likely helped, Sovereign mused with a flicker of carefully hidden amusement, that the contents of the two sacks were worth perhaps a third again what the assassin had bargained for. Raven clearly imagined himself to be getting a spectacularly good deal—and that would motivate him well indeed to try to claim the other half of his pay. “In that case, my friend… It has been a pleasure doing business. I shall eagerly await word of your success.”

He gestured again, and the two hooded servants held out their sacks to the assassin; he hesitated only a moment before taking them, then nodded. “…so it has, m’lord. I’ll have word of my success to you ere—”

The words cut off all at once, because suddenly Sovereign was no longer looking at him. No, there had been an abrupt, almost inaudible sound from the stairwell—but the merchant had heard it, and he spun back with an unnatural swiftness. For just a moment, his eyes locked with those of the soldier standing there, a young man, not even twenty summers old. The soldier’s eyes were wide with innocence and surprise alike as he stared at the two of them—the four of them, if one counted the servants.

For an almost endless heartbeat, everything was still. Then, in the same moment, the soldier’s mouth opened as he realized that he should almost certainly scream and Sovereign’s hand was moving. Everything unfroze at once; there was a  glint of silver followed by a wet sound, and, when the soldier did try to scream, nothing came—because an expertly-thrown dagger had buried itself in his throat. He lived long enough for his hands to lift and grasp at it, for just a moment, and then his eyes rolled back and his body started to topple into the stairwell.

Before it could, though, Sovereign closed the distance, catching hold of the corpse and pulling it into the tower so that it would not clatter down the stairs and give as much an alarm as any scream. As he moved, his hood fell back, betraying an aged and yet still handsome face. Care and pride had written lines into it and yet, if anything, they had but given his strong features a greater gravity. Around that face fell waves of rich blonde hair, touched here and there with hints of silver.

For all that he clearly was not young, though, Sovereign was possessed of a strength that matched his features, tall in a way that only accentuated the effect of his broad shoulders. His skin was darkened to a rich bronze from the desert sun, all but confirming the assassin’s guess at who he was, especially for the way that one could now see the gilding upon the black of his half-mask, almost ornate enough to have been worn to a masquerade. Perhaps it was vanity… but the man found himself to imagine it was easy to see why he’d chosen to call himself Sovereign, when one truly saw him that way.

But he had not earned that title by being easily rattled. No, he hesitated scarcely a moment before pulling the dagger easily from the soldier’s throat. A heartbeat later, he was turning back to Raven with a thin smile. “Pray forgive the interruption, my friend. It seems the poor fool was just a bit too diligent in his duties. I suppose the raven was an ill omen for him as well."

The assassin barked a harsh laugh, looking between the body and the merchant. “…so it seems, m’lord. I suppose there’s a good reason they say it’s a fool who presumes to cross a Kerathi Merchant Prince.”

“I’ve always thought so,” Sovereign agreed, mildly. “I’ll be looking forward to your results. Pray do not disappoint me.”

“You needn’t worry on that score.” With a ripple of fabric, Raven stepped backward—and, to his credit, he all but vanished from sight a moment later, gone with not so much as a sound. A man without Sovereign’s unnaturally keen senses would almost certainly have lost the assassin in that moment. He did not, of course, following the shadow’s course over the edge of the tower and down the side.

Even so, he waited perhaps a full song after Raven had fully disappeared from sight to allow his smirk to return, more openly now; it had been an enjoyable negotiation and, more to the point, a successful one. “It seems the die truly is cast, now.” A moment later, though, his eyes flickered to the dead soldier and his smirk faded, replaced with a frown. That, on the other hand, had been regrettable, no matter how necessary.

One of the servants’ cloaks shifted, and after a moment, the young woman wearing it turned back to him. Sovereign couldn’t quite see her face in the shadow of her cowl, but he knew the sharp face beneath it, and not even the shadows could quite hide the intent light in her eyes. “…my lord, you are truly certain this is the best path? It seems… a greater provocation than you have ever dared.”

“It is that, without question,” Sovereign agreed, producing a cloth from beneath his cloak and moving to clean the bloodied blade in his other hand carefully, “But that does not mean it is not necessary, Haydee. On the contrary, there are times at which the seemingly safer play is actually the more dangerous one—and this is one such time. That girl could, if left to her own devices, become a far more dangerous enemy than all her dear royal siblings together. She may already be that—she is careful, and it took no small effort to arrange the circumstances in which an attack might reasonably hope to succeed. And if there are times in which I would welcome the danger and pleasure of an enemy like her… this is not one.”

He paused, his eyes lifting. The wind had picked up further, tugging more insistently upon the flickering torches now. As if on cue, a greater gust surged through the open wall of the tower, nearly extinguishing the flame, and he smiled bitterly. “In better times, I would be all too happy to play the game with her, and perhaps even dare to hope I might twist her into my ally. But a storm is coming, Haydee—a terrible storm, one that would make the last tempest our fair domain weathered seem no more than a cool summer breeze. I have known that for some time, but events have begun to move quicker now. Time grows short, and I cannot dare to countenance her defiance. Should we face the coming storm united, there is yet some hope that the Dominion will survive. But if we should face it as a house divided against itself? Should that come to pass, there will be naught for us but to fall.”


Chapter I

 Stranger in a Strange Land

It felt somehow like fate. Leo couldn’t shake that thought as he moved to dismount his horse, his feet landing upon the golden sand of the Sahelion. Heat rolled off it in waves, and even with a ward in place to resist that, it was sweltering. His mare nickered at him in confusion, clearly having expected that they would  ride over to the pool of water in the shade of trees as they had at the past few traveler’s rest areas along the royal highway. And that had been his intention, but as they approached this one, something else had caught his eye. Well, that wasn’t quite right; it would’ve been hard to ignore it, because there was a gathering of nearly a hundred people upon the sand just outside the rest area, far more than he had seen at any other waystation since setting out. Some of them had surely come from the city proper out to watch the display they seemed to have gathered for. And it wasn’t hard to see why it had brought people at least half a bell’s travel out of the city and into the sand dunes of the desert beyond to see this.

Summoners. It was a duel between summoners. The thought set Leo’s heart racing with anticipation as he tethered the mare to a palm tree by the water and hurried over himself, barely paying attention to the people. No, his amethyst eyes were drawn entirely to the four figures at the center of the crowd. Two were human—sorcerers, almost certainly. They were dressed more lightly than he was accustomed to here in the desert, but the rune-etched white robes were familiar to him. One of them was a man, and the other a woman, though she had a roughness to her face that suggested she was no less of a warrior than her opponent. The two of them faced off from across what seemed like a makeshift arena. More to the point, though, the two of them could only be sorcerers because of the other two figures in the arena.

It took no more than a glance to tell that neither of those was human at all, even if one looked much closer to it than the other. The less human of the two was clearly a minotaur; it had the body of a man and the head of a bull, its horns gleaming in the sunlight. The creature’s skin was a rough, leathery brown, and he—it was obviously male—stood half again as tall as Leo, the muscles of his chest bulging with barely-contained strength. That strength seemed like it had been protected by armor before, but only scraps of that remained now. The minotaur’s eyes burned a fiery red, and he needed only one arm to heft a massive axe that a man could barely have lifted in with both, clearly preparing to charge.

Across from him, the other figure was more human. It was, like the sorceress it stood in front of, clearly female, and it was no bigger than the sorceress in stature, nor even as tall as the shadow the minotaur cast upon it. And yet, that shadow couldn’t quite touch her; she seemed aglow with an inner radiance that turned the light of the sunset gold where the two met. That made it easy to see her—and to tell that she had the features of a wolf. It wasn’t just the black furred ears that rose out of a mane of wild auburn hair; she had a wolf’s tail as well, and her eyes were slitted like a beast’s. More than that, her hands seemed to end in claws that glimmered in the setting sun like daggers. She wore little more than a leather cuirass and loincloth, leaving much of her skin bare—and the glow that rolled off her body felt almost like an aura of fire.

…no, not almost. Leo drew in a sharp breath as his eyes moved over her. It was an aura of fire. Fiery aether suffused the whole of her, betraying that she was a spirit of flame, given corporeal form only through her pact with the sorceress. The minotaur instead felt like he was made of stone, but that was because he was a spirit of earth, his aether radiating a heavy, dense gray-brown. With an ear-rending roar, the minotaur lifted his axe and rushed at the wolfish girl with a wild swing that would’ve surely crushed her if it’d connected—but it didn’t. No, with a dazzling speed she rolled forward and to the side, effortlessly dodging the swing.

The minotaur tried to slow his charge, but she was already inside his guard, and flames danced in the air around her as she came at his leg, the dagger-like claws upon her hand suddenly ablaze with flame. The minotaur roared again, but this time the sound was pained as he managed to stop and leap backward, throwing the fire spirit off balance for a moment… but only a moment. With a feral grin, the wolf-like girl—Leo idly decided it was just easier if he thought of her as a wolfgirl—jumped after the minotaur. Landing with a grunt, the minotaur slammed his axe into the ground and its sorcery raced through the sand. All at once, a jagged pillar of stone rose up scarcely a span from the wolfgirl, blocking her path.

The minotaur obviously hoped she would run headlong into it, but she was nimbler than that; with a growl, the wolfgirl slammed her blazing claw into the stone, and the clash of power sent her flying backward to land easily. The sorceress behind her laughed. “Alright, let’s end this sad little game. Finish him.” Her words had an almost feral edge to them too, and the wolfgirl responded to that by dropping to all fours. Her slitted eyes blazed with fire, and then she let out a bone-chilling howl into the sunset. Despite himself, Leo retreated a step—though, out of the corner of his eye, he noticed most of the crowd had backed off at least two.

The sound had been suffused with aether. He had known that, had felt it, but he still barely had a chance to process it before that aether seemed to take shape. All around the wolfgirl, more shapes flickered into existence like embers catching upon the desert sands, each one of them an almost perfect replica of the wolfgirl herself. Leo could see which one was real… but only just, because the fiery aether that glowed within her was the brightest. All of them looked perfectly real otherwise, and the minotaur stared at the pack of enemies in horror for a long moment…

That stillness broke all at once, and what followed could barely be called a battle. Against the single fire spirit, the minotaur had been able to put up a fight, but if a single sweep of his axe reduced three of the fiery illusions to cinders, six more surrounded him, and he clearly had no idea which was real. He guessed again and swung, but didn’t even manage to hit one this time. Just a moment later, the real wolfgirl darted through the minotaur’s legs, jumped into the air, and came down upon his back with far more force than her petite frame should’ve been able to deliver. The minotaur toppled, falling upon his chest with force enough to shake the sands around it.

With a curse, the sorcerer behind him dropped to one knee. “…damn.”

The sorceress across from him smirked triumphantly. “Heh, still so sure I’m a pushover just because I use an elemental?”

“…yeah, yeah. I get the point. No need to rub salt in it.”

“Now, now. It was just an exhibition between friends, you two.” The third voice came from a tall man in armor—probably a mercenary, Leo realized, as his presence of mind slowly returned—who stepped onto the field now. “You both did well.” Moving to stand a few paces from the two spirits, he turned back and grinned at the crowd. “And as to all of you… my thanks for your attendance. As I said ere we began, my friends, this is but a small taste of the power you can expect from the Brass Blades of al-Rendesh. If you need a problem solved in these tumultuous times, our rates are more than reasonable. And if you’re good with a sword, well… we can always use more skilled men.”

He was a mercenary. Leo resisted the urge to blanch, when he’d never cared for mercenaries much at all. The thought was fleeting, though; trying to ignore the racing of his heart from the battle was significantly harder. It wasn’t the first time he’d ever seen summoners in the flesh, and yet… it was the closest he’d ever been to two summoners fighting. And it had been to advertise a mercenary company, nothing more profound than that. If that thought was maddening to some part of him, to see such power spent on such a petty purpose, it sent another, much larger part of him soaring with excitement. It truly did feel like fate, to have chanced upon such a scene… and it was proof of his reasons for coming here. Proof that Al-Kerath was a land of sorcery.

Leo glanced back just in time to see the two spirits rise and, as the sorcerer and sorceress gestured, fade out of existence as though they had never been. Yet the aether they had shed left his senses alight in a way that was almost intoxicating, and he repressed a shudder as he found his way back to his horse. Some part of him wanted to mount up and push on to the city right away, but they needed to rest and drink, no matter that it wasn’t far now. Still, that couldn’t calm the excitement that flowed races in his veins for what he’d seen. As he had known in his heart, this was a land of sorcery. Whatever else awaited him here… he’d come to the right place.

 [image: ]

Even before he’d stopped at the rest area, the rose gold spires of Heliopolis had been visible on the horizon for several bells. But only now, as the royal highway wound its way between a wall of dunes, was the royal city of the desert truly coming into sight. With a tug upon the reins, Leo slowed his horse and simply let himself stare. The hottest part of the day had finally started to pass, but the oppressive heat of the Sahelion sun still beat down upon them remorselessly. As his eyes fell upon the sight of the city, though, that was easy to forget—even easier than it had been when he’d come upon the summoners’ duel before. The sight of the city would’ve almost surely been stunning even if he hadn’t been riding through the desert sands for what felt like an eternity, but when he had…

When he had, it felt as though he had stumbled upon the very paradise of the gods. The white stone walls of the city rose up out of a lush, verdant expanse of foliage that stood in stark contrast to the burning sands beyond. If those golden sands had their own beauty, the rolling dunes felt barren and empty indeed compared against the lush greenery that ringed the city, dotted here and there with splashes of color from plants in bloom. Amidst the ring, glimmering dazzlingly in the afternoon sun, ran its source—a channel of pristine flowing water that could almost have been mistaken for a river.

Almost, because the true river dwarfed it. To the south of the rose-gold spires, Leo could see the deep azure waters of the Karonis River, the mightiest river in the Dominion. Wide and deep, the river had wound its way along parallel to the royal highway he had been following on the way to the capital for the better part of two days. That had created a swath of rich, arable land, but the greenery of that was a pale reflection when compared against the lushness that ringed Heliopolis itself.

Stalls had been set up along the border where the greenery gave way to sands, but Leo couldn’t help but notice there were no permanent structures outside the ring the channel made around the walled city, at least on the side he approached from. That was surely by design, when even the slow-flowing waters of it presented a formidable obstacle to any would-be attacker, and likely flooded each year as well. In truth, the areas closest to the river on either side seemed like cultivated orchards—beautiful, yes, but functional as well, when water was too precious in this fiery land to waste. Only further inward, at the base of the city’s alabaster walls, were there truer structures set amongst more merchants’ stalls.

As he drank in the beauty of it all, Leo paused for a moment before taking in the walls themselves and reached over to stroke his horse’s neck. Even with the protection of a ward against the desert heat, her skin was slick with sweat from the journey, and he smiled wryly. “We’re nearly there, girl. Then you can drink your fill,” he soothed, “I think I’m about as tired of the gods-damned sun as you are.” The horse nickered and, though he was surely imagining it, the sound seemed somehow accusing.

His lips twitched a bit further as he reached up to brush the strands of dark hair that threatened to fall into his eyes away—that, too, was slick with sweat—as he reflected that she probably had every right to be mad at him. It likely would’ve done them both some good if he had managed to adopt the local custom of sleeping through the heat of the day, but he had always been a late riser, and stubborn. Too much so for his own good, sometimes, Leo mused, with a shake of his head. But it wasn’t something that he could change about himself, even if he’d really wanted to.

Perhaps it would’ve been better if he hadn’t been able to make a ward against the heat. Spellcraft had always been his greatest talent—some might have said his only one, though he wasn’t inclined to agree—and fire had always come easiest of all the elements. Even so, the ward was only enough to make traveling through the heat of the day bearable, not comfortable. For that, he probably owed the horse as many extra oats as their budget allowed, at journey’s end.

‘As many as their budget allowed’ was, ultimately, probably not half so much as she deserved. Leo sighed at the thought, glancing down at his pointedly plain and rather worn traveling attire. No, not nearly as much as she deserved, but it would have to do for now. He had never meant to leave home with so little, but circumstances hadn’t left him much choice. The life he’d left behind had been far from satisfactory, but it had been… fine. Uneventful. Many would’ve likely called it normal. It was a life much of him had always dreamed of leaving behind, but not so ardently that he would’ve set out on this journey just to escape it. He had idly thought of traveling to the Dominion one day, but he hadn’t decided to ride alone across the entire gods-damned continent to Al-Kerath on a whim. But then his mere discontent with that boring, empty life had become something far worse all at once, and those tentative plans to travel to the Dominion were suddenly all he had.

He’d left in the dead of night, without so much as a farewell… and it still felt like the right choice even now. That normal, uneventful, unsatisfying life had already been forever shattered, even if he had wanted to try to keep it, and he couldn’t say he did. No, even if the circumstances were far from ideal, there was a part of him that had always wanted to be free of it, and now he’d had a taste of that freedom. Even with no more than a few coins to his name and little to do but press on toward the horizon, that freedom was something it was hard not to exult in at least a little. Whatever happened now, he found he couldn’t imagine that he would ever be willing to turn back to that the dreary life he’d had before, even if he could. And he couldn’t, anyway; it had been shattered irrevocably, and all he could do now was make the best of the freedom he’d traded it for. The chance to make a life he wanted.

But that, he reflected darkly, didn’t exactly leave him in a good position even so. What he’d been able to bring along hadn’t been nothing at all, but in some ways it might as well have been. He had his horse, coin that would likely not go far at all in the gilded city upon the horizon… and the book.

Instinctively, Leo’s free hand reached over to his saddle bag, ensuring the book was still there. It was, of course; he’d packed and stored not even his water so carefully, but the thrill of sorcery that ran through him as his fingers brushed its cover was still reassuring. It was only for the book that he did not, in this moment, feel wholly adrift. It was the book that had brought him here, to this ancient land of fire—and somehow, even that didn’t quite feel real.

But regardless, it was the path that he had to walk, and even if the rose gold spires seemed likely to be far beyond his means if he did not take care… there was still a good reason why the Dominion of Al-Kerath was considered by many to be a land of opportunity. No other kingdom upon the continent saw even half so much wealth move through its streets each day as did the Dominion, replete with trade and spice and exotic silks, never mind the bounty of the harvests reaped along its rivers. It was wealth enough that many had tried to claim it by force over the years—but even those few who had succeeded in their brash attempts at conquest had, in the end, been made a part of the Dominion rather than taming it.

Drawing in a deep breath, Leo shook off those thoughts and let his eyes return to the city. The walls, elegant as they were, were clearly more functional than decorative, if only because the stone itself rose up over five stories before giving way to the more ornamented rose gold ramparts—and though he could hardly make out the details from afar, the great sunburst motifs were plain indeed to see. It was, after all, he mused, Heliopolis—the city of the sun. The name felt painfully apt even with the sun itself starting to sink low in the sky. Regardless, any invading army that survived the brutal trek across the desert to reach the city would have been met with a deadly rain of spells and arrows from atop the walls.

Perhaps more to the point, though, he could sense the city’s sorcerous wards even from afar. Sorcery wasn’t truly something he could see, and yet it was something that he could imagine the sight of in a strange way, because he felt its presence keenly whenever he looked upon it. The wards upon the city felt like an impervious golden dome capping off the soaring walls like one of the towers that ringed them. Those towers rose up above the walls, dotted here and there around the city, but then concentrated far more in its center, around the highest spire which could only belong to the royal palace.

Al-Kerath had always been a land of sorcery. Looking upon the city and its defenses was a vivid reminder of that, as if he’d needed one after the summoners’ duel he’d seen before. The desert was not a land of sorcery only because something about it seemed perfectly suited to the untamed power of the arcane, nor because no few plants that grew deep in the desert were renowned for their potency as reagents. No, more than any of that, the people of the Dominion accepted the power of sorcery far more deeply and entirely than those of any other land. That was really what had drawn him here, the promise of a land where sorcery was more truly accepted.

No land could deny the power of sorcery, but few embraced it. No, most tried to bind its power, forbidding it to the lords and strictly regulating it for anyone else. But if the true nobility of the Dominion was still forbidden sorcery, the Merchant Princes of Al-Kerath—the merchant lords whose wealth and power were famed all across the continent—were not. They, if the stories were to be believed were ruthlessly ambitious men, but that ruthless ambition begat an acceptance of all things that could afford them power… and sorcery was first among those things. And so, upon the sands, sorcery was wielded far more freely than elsewhere.

Perhaps, because of that, it was inevitable that his path would have led to the Dominion. Even half a continent away, beneath the shady boughs of his home, tales of the distant desert land had always tugged at Leo’s imagination. But if he had wished one day to see it, the circumstances of those fleeting flights of fancy had always been far more… lighthearted. A temptation to draw him, not the inevitable destination of the only path left before him. Now, it was that, because he had closed off the last of the other choices that remained, and only the storied opportunity of the sands kept him from despairing of the future. And yet …

And yet, the weight of his circumstances could not wholly erase the flicker of giddy anticipation that came with the sight of Heliopolis. The gilded rose of the desert of which he had so long dreamed stood before him, no more than a few bells’ ride away. If that wait felt almost impossible right now… still, gods, how he wanted to look upon the city in truth. Here, he would begin anew, and claim a life of his own. Allowing himself a slight grin, Leo urged the dappled grey mare beneath him forward along that last stretch of road—like this, she could not quite manage a canter, but she seemed aware of his anticipation, and some part of her shared in it, surging ahead for several spans before settling into a more sustainable pace.
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By the time Leo reached the stalls outside of the city, the grandeur of Heliopolis had recaptured his attention. He’d reached the market half a bell before, as twilight fell over the world—which was to say, just as the city itself came to life. There had been only a small trickle of other travelers when he first arrived, but in the time he had spent perusing the market the flow had swelled to a throng. He hadn’t done much in that time, beyond watering his horse—one of the few things, Leo mused wryly, that hadn’t cost anything so far—and finding a livery stable for her. That had cost, but it was surely better than some seedier stable within the city proper.

Fortunately, the stables for horses, camels, and drakes were all well-separated; that was something that had worried him ever since he’d started to see a few drakes upon the road. They were wingless, draconic creatures, not as tall as a horse at the shoulder but considerably longer, with dark scales and long, serpentine tails. They were predators, clearly—and though rare, they seemed the favored mounts of some of the more affluent Kerathi. Leo was more than glad they wouldn’t be anywhere near the horses’ stables.

Since stopping at the stable, though, he had idly wandered the outdoor markets. Even in just the small space around the walls, the assortment of wares had already proved dizzying even compared to the finest market he had passed through upon his way. There were silks of every color—no small few bearing the exotic artistry of the distant western lands he had only ever heard vague tales of—weapons of far more styles than he had ever known to exist, and scents enough to dazzle the senses. With time and coin enough, he might have spent days in this market alone.

At the moment, though, he had neither. He was exhausted from his journey and very much wanted to find a place to rest for the night, but there were a few necessities he needed to see to before that. With a slight laugh, Leo checked the small pack he had taken from the saddlebags. There was the book, of course, and what few coins he had. They had felt like considerably more before he’d seen the prices in the markets, but the cynical part of him knew that this market was surely the city’s most overpriced, essentially a trap for travelers who would be too overawed by this first glimpse of the city’s offerings to spend prudently. It was a small solace, at least, even if it did nothing to make what lay within the city much less daunting.

Of the things he needed, though, one of them would still be found here. The outlying cities upon the Sahelion had sold maps of Heliopolis, but he hadn’t been ready to trust that they were accurate. Considering the city’s size and splendor, it seemed foolish to try to navigate it without one, though. For that, he had just finished comparing four stalls selling maps. There were likely more, but that had been enough to get a sense of how they compared to each other. One of the four was clearly inaccurate for how different it was from the rest, so he had ruled it out—and now, slipping between a hulking man and a woman wearing silken robes from Xian, he found his way back to the cheapest of the other three, the coin in hand to purchase a map.

He could’ve tried to barter, he knew, but he doubted he would have much luck with that in the stalls that catered to visitors, when they had an all but endless supply of customers. Besides, compared to the other three, this stall’s prices were actually something resembling reasonable. For that, he offered the man behind it—he was dressed in a bright green Kerathi robe and a turban encrusted with polished glass gems that could’ve passed for real stones in the right light—a faint smile. “I’ll take a map of the city.”

The man beamed at him, “You have good taste, my friend—and you’re a smart man. Getting lost in Heliopolis isn’t a fate I’d wish on anyone. Here, that’ll be twenty kerili.”

Leo’s eyes narrowed. “I like to think so—but the sign says fifteen.”

The vendor arched a brow at him. “Sorry, it’s a little outdated. High demand, you know.”

Frowning, Leo considered for a moment. He really hadn’t wanted to haggle, but being cheated was considerably worse. “Is that so? A pity. Your maps looked rather finer than those of the man selling for thirteen, but I thought the quality was worth a little more. Not that much more, though.” He started to turn away—even if it was a lie, he decided he would buy from one of the higher-priced ones if the vendor was honest.

Behind him, though, the merchant’s glee had faded, and he reached out a hand. “…wait. I’ll give you a bargain, friend. First customer of the day, so sixteen.”

Leo hesitated, but only for a moment; some part of him still wanted to leave, but that was still a fair bit cheaper than the next best, and the others might well try the same tricks. If nothing else, the fact that he legitimately had to consider would likely keep the man from trying to renege. “I guess I can swing that,” he decided at last, turning back to the man and producing the coins he had counted plus one more.

“Pleasure doing business with you, friend,” the merchant replied, with a flicker of wryness, “I do appreciate a man with an eye for quality.”

Leo waited until he’d turned away with the map to roll his eyes, then headed for the city gates themselves as he studied it. Even skirting alongside the flow of people as he read, though it took longer to reach the gates than he had expected, and by the time he did, he had some sense of a route. For tonight, he’d decided he wanted to find some more appropriate clothing for the desert and then head to the quarter that seemed most likely to have a reasonably priced inn. Planning beyond that could wait until he wasn’t so tired. Honestly, some part of him said he was a damn fool not to just go to the inn straight away, but… finally reaching Heliopolis had left him with a restless, giddy energy that demanded he do at least something else before turning in for the night. He was tired, but trying to sleep would be a fool’s errand right now.

Shaking off his thoughts, Leo glanced up at the gates. Since the channel was too far away from the walls to be an actual moat, there wasn’t a drawbridge, but the gates themselves could be closed to present a face of sheer stone instead, and the frame was reinforced with at least five kinds of sorcerous wards. At the moment, the gates stood open, lit by golden runes etched upon the sandstone path that led through them rather than torches. In contrast to the wards he could sense, it was impossible to tell at a glance if the runes on the path served any greater purpose, but they hardly needed to when the effect was that of a path of sunlight leading out of the night.

As he slipped into the stream of people entering the city, Leo let himself look over at the guards who flanked the gates. They seemed mostly ceremonial, but their attire was unlike anything he had seen before. Kerathi men, Leo had found, favored flowing robes in light colors, often decorated with floral patterns and topped with a turban. Many of those entering the city were dressed that way. But if the guard wore turbans, they also wore chainmail and pieces of plate in the style of a knight from the eastern kingdoms. The armor itself was painted a glimmering shade of rose gold that managed not to feel garish and intermingled with flowing silken robes. So far as he could tell, those robes were actually made of silk, light and shimmery where it fell protectively around the knights, warding away the sun without adding weight or a true second layer to their armor. The floral designs on most Kerathi robes had been replaced with gilded sunbursts as well as a pattern of crescent moons in lapis lazuli.

The effect was, he decided, surprisingly graceful, making them feel equal parts dangerous and elegant. Each of them held a halberd at the ready, but also wore a curving Kerathi scimitar on his hip. But… before he could look closer at the weapons, Leo caught the guard’s eye and realized with a rush of embarrassment that he’d been staring. Offering the man a rueful smile and a half-bow, he looked away and picked up his pace, moving past the gate. He was painfully aware that he needed not to seem like—no, not seem like, he needed not to be—some naïve foreigner who stared at every wonder of Al-Kerath… he could already tell that that was going to be much easier said than done.


Chapter II

At What Cost

Even the main gates of Heliopolis were well-fortified. There was a great stone barbican not far past the gate proper, and he followed one of the two curving paths that led around it. They were relatively long, slowing entry, but that was the point, he knew; the winding paths would give defenders on the walls ample time to rain arrows or spells from above even if an attacker broke down the gates themselves. For that, it took perhaps five songs to reach the royal promenade beyond, and Leo spent most of that time studying the map.

He also spent a little time looking upon the people who were entering the city alongside him, though. Most, of course, were Kerathi—but that could mean a wide range of things, from mostly pale skin like his own to skin nearly as dark as the twilight sky. Their dress here varied more as well, with some trading the flowing robes for sleek, shimmering silk or intricate tunics. Even the least of them seemed at least somewhat ornate, which was a painful reminder that Leo himself was dressed… humbly, to put it kindly.

That his cloak—a dull, brown thing—was a bit tattered was by design; he had hoped the appearance of being poor would ward away bandits upon his journey, and it seemed to have worked. Still, the tunic and trousers he wore beneath had seen better days. They had some… sentimental value, but the once bright blues had long-since faded, and the journey through the burning sands had done them no favors. They were basically intact, and that was perhaps the best that could be said of them.

Still, if he could only feel underdressed, he wasn’t too badly out of place in the stream of people otherwise. There were plenty of other foreigners, and aside from a few who were clearly noble or wealthy, they were dressed plainer than the Kerathi. He was tall enough to stand at least half a head above anyone in his immediate vicinity, but he wasn’t particularly broad, especially not compared to several armored mercenaries he could make out at a glance. Most of the travelers were men, but maybe a quarter were women—and it was all too easy to let his eyes be drawn, however fleetingly, to the sensuous, revealing silks a few of the Kerathi women seemed to favor.

Not long after he’d started to take in the people, though, the path finally opened up into the royal promenade, and Leo couldn’t help but gasp to look upon it. If the market outside had been a taste of the city’s wares, this was instead a taste of its luxury and grandeur. A shimmering canal ran the length of the path ahead, with fountains rising out of it every few wheelturns. A thin band of lush greenery and flowers in bloom flanked the canal, and the precious water was guarded by more men like those at gates. There were benches under the watchful gaze of those guards, though, and he could see people sitting upon them here and there, enjoying the beauty of the water and flowers, or perhaps simply taking a break.

Off to one side was what clearly seemed to be a fortress; it was no less ornate that the rest of the city, but its towers were squarer and clearly reinforced, despite its rose-gold splendor. Opposite that was a large circular amphitheater where people seemed to be gathering, likely to watch horse races or other games; many of the wealthiest of those who entered the city seemed to be splitting off in that direction.

What held his eyes most, though, was unquestionably the dancers. At the end of the small canal, there was a stage set amidst the street, not wide enough to block the flow of traffic around it much more than the canal itself did—but wide enough to hold five dancers. If the more revealing attire some of the Kerathi women wore was hard to ignore… how much more poignant that was here. The five women there were all young and exquisitely beautiful, dressed in very revealing silks of different colors—in the same breath, almost indecent but also only close enough to be utterly teasing, covering their full breasts and much of their thighs and not much else. For that, the flames of several braziers played entrancingly upon their caramel skin as they danced to the music of a musician who sat off to one side, the movements slow, sensual, and utterly beguiling.

Despite himself, Leo froze as his eyes found them, watching the young women twirl and gyrate upon the stage. They moved like water, or maybe like liquid fire, and every movement seemed intended specifically to draw the eye. They shifted about as they danced, their movements entwined but never quite touching as they took turns moving to the fore, the girl who stood there shifting into a more elaborate—and provocative—series of movements for perhaps a song, then fading away to let another take her place.

It was only when another man ran into him and cursed that Leo managed to tear his eyes from them, muttering an apology as he ducked out of the flow of traffic, his throat dry as he realized that he had simply been staring at the dancers for at least two songs. It was only now, no longer so entranced by them, that it occurred to him that each of the lovely, sensual creatures upon the stage had been wearing a golden collar, and he frowned, focusing on that thought if only to force his thoughts away from the dancing itself somehow.

They weren’t the first slaves he had seen in the city, admittedly. No, if slavery had been all but unheard-of in the eastern land he had been born in, he’d noticed it more and more frequently as he’d traveled west, and the thought of it could only be discomfiting. But even then, before he’d reached the sands of the Sahelion—the vast, golden desert itself, though almost all of it fell under the Dominion’s control—slaves had numbered at most one in ten of the people he saw. Here, at a glance, perhaps one in five bore some mark of that status, whether a collar or simply chains or bonds of some sort. Pursing his lips, Leo reminded himself of his own thoughts before—if the things the Merchant Princes of Al-Kerath would dabble in for the sake of their ambitions included sorcery, it clearly also included slavery. He found he could not but hope that the number of slaves would decrease as he moved into the city proper.

For the moment, though, he drew in a deep breath and, pointedly resisting the almost burning temptation to look at the dancers again, set out further into the city. He was going to get something to wear, at least. And even a cheap inn room was starting to sound better and better for each way the sights of the city threatened to overwhelm his senses.
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As it proved, the number of slaves did decrease as he found his way past the gates and through the city, but it was hard to say if that was because the number of slaves at the gates had been more than elsewhere or if he’d simply moved into the less affluent parts of the city. So far, the map he’d bought had proved blessedly accurate, allowing him to detach himself from the stream of visitors along the royal promenade that the gates—technically, the Gates of the Sun, one of the three main gates of the city—naturally led into and head for the more… common parts of the city.

For all that he had fit in acceptably well among the stream of travelers at the gates, Leo stood out far more here amidst the natives of the city. Most favored their flowing robes, though the colors and styles differed more here without the need for light colors to ward against the sun. Even here in a poorer section of the city, the robes almost all had some measure of ornamentation. For that, his tattered brown cloak felt very shabby and out of place indeed.

In truth, Leo had decided, Heliopolis was clearly a city of color. Night had fully fallen, and if the runes lighting the road were rarer here, they were still present. In the market he stood in now, almost every stall or shop had a colored awning. Many were faded, but most were also lit up and stood out in the darkness, whether by flickering torches or sorcerous baubles. Aside from that, the biggest difference from what he was used to was that almost all the buildings here in the desert were wrought of stone rather than wood. In the eastern kingdoms, stone had mainly been used for fortifications or the raised acropolises of the great cities he had seen. Here, though, wood seemed the exception, at least outside of the freestanding merchant stalls.

For that, the city felt… ancient. Leo hadn’t quite decided if that was a good thing or not, but it unquestionably made Heliopolis utterly alien to all he had known before. In time, if he decided to stay here, he would almost surely need to learn the native tongue, but for now, most of the merchants seemed to speak Forvathi—or “common,” as they were wont to call it he reflected ruefully—the shared tongue of travel and trade across the eastern kingdoms. That had been enough to purchase the first few things he had needed, no matter the strange looks that he’d gotten from the vendors. What remained was to choose a wardrobe.

That, so far, was proving rather harder than he had hoped. He had no real idea how to size the flowing robes favored by the Kerathi, and if the merchants hadn’t been hostile, they also hadn’t gone out of their way to be helpful. They were clearly used to serving primarily locals, and a foreigner like him was at best a curiosity.

But perhaps more than that, he was an unusually tall young man, and that build did not seem common among the Kerathi. Perhaps had his frame been filled out more with strength, it would have been easier—but he had never been much given to physicality, for all that the jeers of his peers made some part of him wish he had been. And yet… even if he’d had the inclination, the study of sorcery was a consuming thing. In the end, the life he had lived was still hard enough that he was not truly weak, but he knew that hardly compared to the strength of a warrior. Even for that, though, he was not… unattractive, though his waves of dark hair—not quite black, but too dark to truly be brown either—had always felt too plain to bother putting much effort into. His face was not narrow, but there was a sharpness to his features he knew likely came from his mother, with high cheekbones and fair skin that had started to darken under the desert sun.

In truth, Leo mused, he would almost surely have burned rather badly without his wards. He’d seen other fair-skinned foreigners on the way, and few of them had managed to travel the desert highways without angry red sunburns, not even those who had done more to adapt to the schedule kept by the Kerathi. Beyond that, perhaps the most notable thing about his appearance was the amethyst color of his eyes. It was a rare shade—so rare that his mother was the only one he'd ever known to share it. Though she had never quite told him precisely what or where, he’d always known she had come from something more than the simple woodland clan where he had been born and raised. Perhaps she had meant to share that, but… if so, her death had denied them the chance to properly discuss it, and the things she had left him offered precious few clues.

Shaking off the familiar trail of thoughts, Leo looked back at the stall before him and lifted a hand to brush at the fabric of the robe that had caught his eye. It was black, which would be ill-suited to actually traveling even with his wards, but the crimson embroidery along the edges and the subtle outline of a dragon upon the back held his interest better than anything he’d found so far. From the shimmer—and the texture—it was silk, and that put it above the sum of his limited coin he should have spent on attire, and yet… it was hard to resist the temptation, in this moment. It was rare indeed that he’d truly bought something he simply wanted.

The stall seemed to be owned by an older Kerathi woman, her skin several shades darker than his. She herself was dressed in a dark green sari, the fabric draped around her adeptly where she sat. Her eyes were dark and shrewd as they met his, peering out of a face that had likely once been exquisitely beautiful—and still held an echo of that, even for the lines of care and the toll of the dry, burning land.

“How much for this one?” Leo managed to sound at least a little disinterested—or he hoped he had managed that, at least—as he gestured to the black silk robe.

The quiet intensity in the woman’s eye was unmistakable, but hard to read. “You’ve good taste, boy,” she replied, after holding his gaze for a long moment. “That’s the finest I’ve got.” Her voice held only a faint trace of an accent, suggesting she had spoken Forvathi for at least some years, or perhaps even spoke it natively. “Two hundred kerili.”

Inwardly, Leo winced; that was half again as much as the last piece he had asked a merchant about, and nearly half the coin he had at all. He should just pick something more… practical. Which was to say more boring, another part of him countered, and it seemed unlikely he would be able to escape paying at least a third of the coin he had. Why not spend a bit more for something he actually liked? And if seeming poorer than he was on the road had been useful, seeming richer than he was in the city seemed like it could be just as valuable.

He suppressed a frown as he held her gaze, wondering just how much of his thinking someone with her clear experience could guess. But then… it was said that the Kerathi respected haggling. Leo allowed the frown to show after a moment. “It does seem fine indeed—but if I may say without giving offense, I also think it fine enough to have long since sold if that were the fair price. I’ll offer a hundred and fifty kerili.”

The woman held his gaze evenly for a long moment—long enough for him to wonder if he had given her offense—but then a faint grin tugged at her lips. “You’re a bold one, boy. Suits a man with an eye for dragons, as I see it. But that price is an insult. I’ll not take less than a hundred and eighty.”

Only barely did he suppress the sigh of relief that wanted to come with that, studying her. Despite that grin, her eyes were still impossible to read, and a hand lifted to stroke his chin idly. “…a hundred and seventy five.”

Her grin vanished, and again, for a moment, he thought he had overstepped—and some part of him cursed, wondering if he had pushed it too far… But then she laughed, the steely impassiveness of her eyes gave way to a twinkle of amusement, her grin returning. “Hah. Fine, one seventy-five—but only if you come to me first the next time you’re looking for something of the sort. You’re a bit green at the game, I can tell, but you’ve fine taste in clothes and steel enough not to fold. Those will take a man far, in a city like this.”

Leo couldn’t help but grin back at her, offering a faint half-bow. Maybe the words were flattery, but… they felt nice, especially measured against how daunting much of the city felt. “Sounds more than fair to me, if you carry things of this sort often,” he decided, straightening as he reached into his satchel for the bag of coins there—and counted them by feel, not caring to show her how much of his whole purse the sum was, “I’ve heard it said that clothes are half a man’s measure in this land.”

“So they are, boy,” she agreed, with a sagely nod, “Whoever told you that had the right idea. And if that one caught your eye… you’re a sorcerer, aye?”

He froze, for a heartbeat—and then decided there was no point in lying, when that reaction had likely already given away that she was right. “It seems you’ve a keen eye, Lady… ah?”

She laughed again—and the sound was richer and fuller this time. “Been a lotta years since a man called me ‘Lady’ anything, boy, so I guess I’ll give you credit for the courtesy. I’m Eritha, and I’ve a proper shop a few streets over.” She pulled a piece of parchment paper from a drawer in her stall and penned an address—the care of it giving him to think she couldn’t truly write, and had only memorized the parts she needed. “If you’ve the gift of the spirits, I don’t doubt you can find coin here, so I’ll be expecting that visit sooner rather than later.”

Leo’s lips quirked into a half-smile. “Well, I’ve always liked to think I’m a man who keeps his promises, Lady—… ah, Mistress Eritha.. So, if I find such success as you predict, you may expect it. With any luck, it’ll be worth a lot more here than it was back home.”

“You’re from the east, aye?” Leo nodded, and she studied him. “I’ve heard folks that way don’t much appreciate those gifts, it’s true. Feels like an affront to the gods not to make use of them properly, if you ask me.”

“…heh. I’ve never thought of it quite so bluntly, but I can’t say I disagree.” He sighed. “Maybe it’s not such a bad thing that I ended up coming here sooner than I was planning.”

She arched a brow. “Seems like giving away information for free there, boy. There are plenty of men here on the sands that would say that’s a mistake.”

Leo smiled ruefully. “Well, if it’s any value to you, consider it a bit of extra payment. Though can’t say I’d expect my complaining to be worth a whole lot.”

She flashed him a slight grin. “We’ll see about that, boy. If you’re rich and famous some day, it might be worth more than you think.”

“I guess I’ll just take that risk,” Leo replied wryly, as he finished counting the unfamiliar coins and held the sum she’d asked for out to her—he’d traded the currency of his homeland for kerili, the currency of the Dominion, near the edge of the Sahelion, and if that had likely been at a loss… having the local coin was likely the only thing that made these merchants willing to take his custom.

Her eyes glimmered as she counted the coins, then nodded, offering the parchment she had written the address on with one hand as she took the coins with the other. “Pleasure doing business, boy. That really is the best I have, so wear it well.” She grinned wider and pulled the robe from the rack it had hung upon, offering it to him.

Leo accepted it with a faint smile of his own and a nod. “And with you. I’ll look forward to seeing the rest of your shop, truth be told.” He found that it was true, as he carefully folded the robe and slid it into his pouch. If she had been any indication… then perhaps he would like the Kerathi more than some part of him had been imagining.

With that thought in mind, he almost missed the glint of a dagger in the alley across from her stall as he turned away to see if he could find the rest of what he needed. Almost.


Chapter III

Dagger in the Dark

Many things upon the darkened streets of a city such as Heliopolis could flash in the light, but there was no mistaking the glint of a blade, not really. Maybe it was just something he’d seen too often, but it hardly mattered why he was sure, because he was. The flash drew his eyes almost instantly to its source further up the alley just in time to watch one cloaked figure lunge at another. The first was taller—almost surely a man—and moved with a deadly grace. His cloak was, if not tattered, worn and plain enough that he wouldn’t have looked at all out of place in the alley if he’d just been standing there.

The other figure, though, was shorter—shorter and far less certain, especially in this moment. Yet that uncertainty did not seem to truly betray a lack of resolve. No, even as the cloaked man’s dagger flashed out, the second figure produced a slender blade from somewhere—thin enough that it was nearly a stiletto, and halfway between a dagger and a sword in length—and parried the attack with finesse enough to surprise the attacker. That surprise was enough to create an opening; the second figure’s foot lashed out suddenly, and Leo could’ve sworn he felt, in that moment, a surge of sorcery, though the city was too full of it to be certain. Regardless, the sudden kick came too fast to block and harder than the second figure’s smaller stature should’ve allowed for, sweeping one of the attacker’s legs out from under him and sending him sprawling backward with a startled curse.

If the second figure might’ve pressed their advantage in that moment… they did not. No, the moment the man’s attack relented, the second figure turned and dashed toward the mouth of the alley. By now, Leo wasn’t the only one who’d noticed; the loud clanging of clashing steel and the shouted curse of the attacker as he went down had drawn the attention of several patrons and vendors around the market, though none of them had moved to act.

Not that he had either. Leo’s eyes flickered between the two figures, and he found himself torn between the impulse to intervene and the thought that he could easily be getting himself killed over something that was none of his business. It wasn’t something he should get involved in. He’d barely arrived in the city. And there were surely guards…

There should have been guards, at least. A glance to either side told him that there were none in sight, and he cursed under his breath, looking back to the alley. By now, the second figure was nearly in the market proper, and the glimmering illumination of the stalls there betrayed that they wore a finer cloak, the black threads new enough to shimmer in the light of the nearest torch. More than that, though… more than that, the second figure was a woman.

Leo realized that from her size and her movements, just a moment before the world conspired to reveal the truth of it more pointedly. Right as she reached the mouth of the alley, another cloaked figure appeared, dropping down from one of the roofs that framed the alley with a deadly grace. This new attacker—another man—came down little more than a span in front of the woman before she could escape the alley and launched himself at her with a pair of daggers almost instantly. Though she was quick enough on her feet to catch herself before she ran headlong into that attack, the force of it through her desperate parry was enough to send her off balance. She stumbled away a step—and then toppled backward, her hood falling free as she landed on her back.

The flash of her hair in the light as the hood revealed it was almost blinding for a moment; it fell around her in a curtain, spun of a color he had never seen before. It was neither silver nor gold—or perhaps it was both, where it shone in the firelight. Of the two, the color was closer to a rich and lustrous gold, but there was an almost metallic shimmer to it, as though it were truly wrought of gold, or strewn with gold dust. In contrast to that gold, though, threads of silver ran through it like highlights—not the white-silver of age, but a metallic silver that shimmered almost as beguilingly as the gold. The full curtain of her hair seemed to fall past her shoulders—that was likely why she had let it fall free, rather than binding it into a tail, because the cloak itself held it in place against her back.

The face it framed was young and exquisitely lovely, even contorted as it was in this moment into a pained grimace. She had high, elegant features, the sort that very much bespoke the old nobility, and perfectly smooth skin, its color lighter than even Leo’s. Set into that face were eyes of a particularly vivid blue that evoked lapis lazuli. At a glance she looked around his age, or a little younger, which was to say maybe twenty summers.

Even just that glimpse of her face and hair, Leo decided after no more than a heartbeat, was enough to make her the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. Not even the dancers at the gate could compare, even with the rest of her hidden away beneath her cloak. And… in the next moment, the man who’d dropped from the roof surged at her again and Leo realized—as another haphazard parry blocked the cloaked man’s attack but sent her reeling, stumbling backward until she could only drop to one knee to steady herself—that she was about to die.

The thought was clarifying, almost painfully so as it cut through the uncertainty that had gripped him. He didn’t even need to look to realize that no one else in the small market had managed to break out of the stunned stillness that gripped all of them, because he knew in his heart that no one would. He looked anyway, just to be sure no one was on the way to join the attack, but the crowd might as well have been spellbound to stillness, staring in horrified fascination.

No, he was already moving, drawing in a deep breath as the arcane words to a spell flickered through his mind. If there was a frozen lump of ice in his gut… there was also another part of him that stirred eagerly in this moment at the prospect of a fight—and it wasn’t a part of him he could deny, not now. No, perhaps it was the part that managed to put steel in his voice a moment later; “Leave her alone!”

The attacker had been advancing toward the woman where she had fallen, but the challenge made him turn back with a swiftness that betrayed he was a professional. There was no hesitation in the motion at all, his dagger lifted to intercept an attack that didn’t come—and even for that, he took only a heartbeat to recover his poise, his eyes searching for the threat.

He had no trouble finding Leo, of course; the space between them was open, and not more than twelve paces. That surely favored the man—the assassin, some distant part of Leo’s mind corrected, with a shudder—but Leo refused to take cover behind the stalls when his sorcery could so easily set fire to them. But open space was safer for that, and by the time the man’s gaze found him, the words of a spell had already danced upon his lips. In answer, a sphere of red-gold fire flared into existence in Leo’s hand. That brought a gasp from those who had been staring, but he was scarcely aware of them now, already fairly certain none of them intended to join the fray on either side.

No, his focus was squarely on the assassin—and the assassin’s was now on him. The cloaked man hesitated, clearly not having expected sorcery, and took a half-step back. “…you’ve no idea what you’re sticking your head in, sorcerer. We’ve no quarrel with you—just move along, if you don’t want to die.” His voice was rough, but there was a deadly intensity behind the words.

Leo’s throat tightened as he felt his body tense instinctively in answer. “You may not, but I certainly have one with you.” Gods, the words sounded more confident than he felt, but he managed a sneer, “What kind of sorry bastards attack a woman two against one in an alley? Besides… I can’t imagine you’d care to leave witnesses.”

Behind the assassin, the woman was still on one knee, but she’d caught her breath enough to stare at him almost incredulously. A wry, bitter smile tugged at Leo’s lips as he met her eyes for just a moment, then glanced to the left, hoping it was enough of a signal. There was no time to do more, because the assassin in the mouth of the alley tensed—and just before the man could dive at him, Leo was throwing the fireball.

The suddenness of the motion caught the assassin off guard, and the realization brought a rush of dark satisfaction even as Leo threw himself to one side in case the spell missed. It didn’t, though; the assassin had clearly thought he would hesitate to actually use it, and for that, he had charged straight at Leo, intending to close the distance as quickly as possible. Instead, the fireball caught the cloaked man squarely in the chest, exploding with a blinding flash of red-gold brilliance that sent his cloaked form flying; he landed inelegantly, like a discarded doll, and the knot of ice in Leo’s stomach tightened for the realization that he had likely just killed the man. It wasn’t the first time he had taken a life, but it was close enough that much of him recoiled from it.

Even so, though, there was no time to dwell on that, because by now the first assailant was back on his feet, farther up the alley—but so was the woman, the incredulous expression upon her face replaced by a mask of fierce determination as she bolted from the alley. As Leo managed to catch himself with a half-roll, he pushed himself back to his feet. The fireballs were one of the costliest forms of sorcery he knew, but he hadn’t spent so many years practicing the craft to be exhausted after just one. No, a moment later he conjured another, the exertion enough to bring sweat to his brow, and threw it blindly into the alley a moment after the woman cleared it.

That he wouldn’t take out the other assassin with such a haphazard attack went without saying, but it served its purpose; the man’s charge toward the market stopped dead as he threw himself to the ground to avoid the deadly spell—and that bought them time. It wouldn’t take long for a man like him to recover, but it was long enough for the woman’s quick pace to bring her near Leo. Under other circumstances, her voice might have been melodious; in this one, it was instead hard and thick with suspicion as her lapis eyes burned into him. “Who in Mara’s name are you?!”

“Does it matter? We need to get out of here!” he shot back, his voice low and urgent as he stepped forward; almost instinctively, she stepped back despite the smallsword she yet held in one hand, perhaps for the realization that, while she was not short for a woman, he still stood a whole head taller than her. Her eyes flashed back at him in silent refusal, but he couldn’t wait for that right now. No, with a glance at the alley—where the assassin’s hooded form hadn’t reappeared yet—he reached out and grabbed her hand, the motion sudden enough that she didn’t even try to parry it. “Come on!”

Yet if he’d hoped that would be enough to get her to follow, the resistance on his hand denied that hope. The woman pulled back against his grip sharply, her nails digging into the back of his hand. Leo turned back with a hiss of breath, his amethyst eyes flashing furiously; she met that with a defiant glare. “Do not presume to command me!” she growled at him, tugging against his grip again.

Leo drew in a sharp breath, biting back the inclination to pull back just as hard—because if sending her tumbling into his chest would be satisfying, it wouldn’t exactly be productive. Even if he wasn’t truly strong, it seemed like it would’ve been more than enough to overpower her that way. If nothing else, though, the surge of frustration was enough to make him all but forget about the lump of ice coiled in his stomach, “…do you want to die?! We can talk later—I have no idea what in the gods’ name goes on here, but if they were that intent on killing you, I doubt they only have the two—”

The words cut off because the world he had left behind was one where archery had been commonplace enough that he recognized the sound of an arrow in flight almost instantly. Spinning toward it—and releasing her hand to put himself between her and the sound without quite thinking about it—Leo growled out arcane words that were half a curse as he reached for his other strongest spell. A barrier of red-gold fire burst into existence from nowhere around them… but that proved to be a mistake. It would’ve repelled a man, and perhaps a moderately powerful spell from another sorcerer. But the barrier’s power was half in fire and half in fear of it, and neither of those were worth much against the steel point of an arrowhead. No, the arrow’s wickedly sharp tip, meant for piercing armor, struck the barrier and sparks flew… but a moment later, too quickly for him to react to the mistake, the arrow simply punched through.

Leo bit back a scream as that wicked arrowhead buried itself deep into his shoulder, but only barely; his haphazard turn had left it to strike him there when it had been meant to catch her in the throat. Despite the pain, his eyes scanned the darkness for the archer, but the glimmering lights of the market and the city seemed to mock him, offering no hint of whence it had come… Behind him, the woman gave a startled cry, and the blood drained from her face as he spun back to her, her eyes fixating upon the arrow with an almost terrible fascination.

In the same moment, his uninjured hand—the right, at least—was lifting to catch hold of the arrow’s shaft. He realized almost instantly that it had buried itself too deep to be pulled free without doing more damage, in this moment, and he cursed, a word of magic instead cauterizing the wound with a flash of fire. That, if anything, seemed to redouble the woman’s horror as she stared at him—but though the fire brought a surge of pain and a hiss of breath, it lessened that of the wound itself. “…y-your arm,” she managed, the intensity having drained from her voice as entirely as the blood had drained from her face.

In daylight, a skilled archer could’ve made a second shot in the time it took to do that, and he was painfully aware of that as his eyes flashed furiously at her. “I’ll live—but I’m not sure either of us will if we stay here. Let’s go!”

“A-alright.” Her voice was still weaker, but his words had roused something of her determination. This time, it was her hand that darted out for his as he reached it out, and their hands clasped a moment before they took off into the night. Another alley opened up several spans ahead and instinct demanded they duck into it. His thoughts raced, though—and then, he refused that impulse, feinting toward the alley only to straighten his course a heartbeat later. That won a startled gasp from the woman, but his lips twisted into a grim smirk of satisfaction as the next arrow whizzed harmlessly past them, into the space he would’ve occupied if they had tried to duck into the alley.

The feint bought them some breathing room, and Leo surged forward. For all her startlement a moment before, the woman kept up, the way her hand tightened around his betraying her fear in a way that she otherwise hid very well indeed. Gods, whoever she was, she had more than enough reason to be terrified. His own heart was pounding almost unbearably fast, but if the pain burning in his shoulder hadn’t been enough to steel him against the fear, the thought of her own fright surely was. Whoever this woman was... he found it all but impossible to imagine that she could deserve to die in the dark depths of the alley.

Another alley branched off the market a few spans further along, and Leo doubted the same feint would work twice. But then… a ghost of a smirk touched his lips and this time he really did surge to the side, pulling her with him. Anticipating a feint, the archer’s shot struck where he would’ve been if they had gone straight, and that was enough for them to dive into the safety of the alley, both of them all but out of breath. He released her hand, looking over at the woman. “…I don’t suppose you have allies nearby?”

She grimaced and looked away. “…not near enough. I guess that makes me a damn fool.”

“Then I guess we do this the hard way.” He closed his eyes, finding the pain in his shoulder harder to ignore now that they weren’t fleeing—but the first cloaked man would surely overtake them soon.

“You really have no idea who I am, do you?” Her voice was more composed again when she spoke a moment later, tinged with incredulousness and a hint of bitterness, “...why did you help me?”

“Because you obviously needed it.” The words came without much hesitation, and he managed a wry grin against the pain when her disbelief seemed to only grow. “Guess that makes me a worse fit for this city than I thought, huh? Well… if you think you owe me for it, I won’t complain—assuming we get out of this alive, anyway. But that isn’t why I did it.”

“…you must be mad.” Despite the words, the tone of her voice wasn’t quite accusing—more bitter and incredulous, “But I suppose I’m in no position to complain right now.”

Leo managed a wry laugh. “Maybe so, my lady. You can tell me just how mad I was after we’re out of this. I’ll be sure to take notes—I’d rather not get myself into quite so deep a mess before I’ve even seen the next city I visit properly.” He drew in a long breath and summoned another fireball, the red-gold light illuminating the alley. Though the narrow street continued a ways further away from the market, he decided there was no point in running now that they were out of the archer’s line of sight; with the wound, he would wear out far sooner than the assassin who had attacked her first. No, better to fight on their terms now. If his aetheric reserves were already starting to feel low… well, low wasn’t empty.

“I’ll be sure to give you a full accounting, my lord,” she shot back, acidly, but there was a faint twinge of almost amusement mixed in with that. “I, for one, have no intention of dying here.”

“Then watch my back, would you?” He turned back to the entrance—and not a moment too soon. Before the woman could reply, a shadow blotted out the light of the market from beyond the alley. In truth, even for that, the cloaked man might’ve managed to slip into the alley unnoticed, for his movements were utterly silent—but the fireball’s red-gold light prevented that, and Leo had the satisfaction of hearing the man curse to realize he’d been seen.

Still, he was a professional... and in that moment, it worked against him; as soon as Leo’s hand lifted as though to throw the fireball as he had before, the assassin was already diving for cover. Leo didn’t throw it this time, though—not immediately, waiting until the assassin was on the ground. That brought another furious curse as the assassin rolled away desperately, his hood falling away to reveal a harsh, weathered face and a mop of blonde hair, nothing about him Kerathi at a glance.

Even the quick roll wasn’t enough to totally avoid the explosive burst of red-gold flame, but it was enough that it didn’t send the assassin flying as the last had his compatriot. The flames caught upon his tattered cloak, but only for a moment—and now it was Leo’s turn to curse as the man’s roll extinguished them. A moment later, the assassin was back on his feet, far quicker than should’ve been possible, and it was all Leo could do to raise his barrier of fire in time to repulse a quick slash of the man’s daggers.

The flame caught on the assassin’s cloak again as he tried to push through the barrier with a roar, but then… a vicious smirk twitched at Leo’s lips as he released the barrier; all at once, the man was pushing against nothing, and he stumbled forward with a yelp, running headlong into the outstretched elbow of Leo’s good arm, which Leo rammed into the assassin’s chest with all the force he could muster. If that wasn’t as hard as he would’ve liked, it was still enough to bring a pained grunt and knock the wind out of the assassin.

…in the moment later, that almost proved not to be enough, though. Leo spat another curse in almost disbelief, scrambling for a spell that could be used this close as, again, the assassin recovered all too quickly, his dark eyes flashing almost wildly. But then, before Leo could find his spell or the man could stab him, there was a flicker of motion from behind and a wet sound. This time, the assassin truly went limp, staring in disbelief at the woman whose smallsword had been driven into his chest with deadly accuracy.

A moment later, the assassin fell away, taking the sword with him. Leo spun back to the woman, finding her face pale again, and her hand trembled where it had just released the weapon, but… her expression was far more resolute than horrified, and he let out a slow breath. “…my thanks.”

Faintly, she nodded, not quite able to tear her eyes from where she’d driven her sword into the assassin’s chest. “…I… I guess that makes us even,” she managed, the words trembling as much as her hand was.

“…I guess so,” he breathed, ruefully, “…sorry you had to—”

This time, there was no sound. It was hard to say if it was instinct or he simply caught another glimpse of movement, but something screamed at him a warning of danger. Whatever had warned him, it was an instinct Leo trusted without hesitation; he shoved the woman sharply—harder than he’d meant to, hard enough to send her stumbling to the ground, but he could barely even think about that. No, all at once the space she had filled was instead occupied by another black shadow, and even if it had been aimed at the woman, the assassin’s dive caught him with force enough to send Leo stumbling to the ground too.

Pain surged, and for a bitter irony, it was the more grounding pain of the arrow in his shoulder that let him keep his clarity. Distantly, he was aware that this third attacker must have been the archer, for the bow strapped across his back—but that hardly mattered now. No, the assassin recovered from his botched landing far too quickly, and Leo’s head was still reeling from the fall as he forced himself to roll to one side, narrowly avoiding a slash from one of the assassin’s daggers. That drove the arrow deeper into Leo’s shoulder before he could shift his weight off it, though, and it was impossible not to cry out for the pain.

And yet… yet even then, there was some deep, primordial part of him that shouted at him that he should ignore the pain. That he had to ignore the pain because otherwise he and the woman would both die here—and he could not die here. That thought was clarifying, and something he could hold onto, at least enough to give him the strength to roll away again as the flashing daggers came down a second time. The second roll put him near the body of the fallen assassin. His mind raced and he reached out, grabbing one of the fallen man’s daggers, lifting it to parry the assassin’s next strike with a strength born of desperation.

The shadow cursed, drawing back… but only a little, enough to settle into a proper combat stance as Leo managed to rise to one knee. His head was throbbing and the re-opened wound in his shoulder burned, but the intensity of the thought that yet burned in his mind was enough to hold onto. I can’t die here. I won’t die here. He sucked in a sharp breath as the assassin charged, raising the dagger to catch the man’s first attack. The assassin—near enough that his scarred face was visible for a heartbeat through the shadows of his cowl—grinned viciously as the blades locked together. “…nothing personal, boy.” He paused for a half-heartbeat, then laughed cruelly. “Actually that’s a damn lie. Gonna be bloody satisfying to gut a bastard like you who made me climb down here. You really should’ve kept your nose clean. Was brave of you… but the brave always die first!”

For a heartbeat, the world felt still. If the other dagger fell, Leo couldn’t possibly hope to parry it. The assassin seemed certain of his victory, and then… a thunderclap split the darkness, followed by a blinding flash of gold as Leo surged every drop of aether remaining to him into his left hand, having managed to lift it just enough to point at the other man’s stomach. The assassin didn’t even have time to realize what had had happened as a blast of lightning erupted out of Leo’s palm and drove straight into the man’s stomach like a lance.

And like a lance, it skewered through him with a terrible, deadly ease, throwing the assassin’s body backward with an explosive force that was, if anything, more than that of the fireball that had struck the first of the three. Half of the man’s body was gone by the time he bounced off the far wall of the alley; there was no possible way he had survived that. The thought brought a blazing surge of triumph; the spell Leo had used was not so much one he had known as one he had made out of sheer necessity, and it could easily not have worked. But… it had worked. The assassin was dead. They were safe.

With that thought, the burning will to survive that had given him that mad burst of strength ebbed away all at once, and Leo sagged, collapsing onto his back. Somehow, he managed to hold onto the dagger, but it scarcely mattered as the darkness of unconsciousness closed in. The last thing he saw, as the world faded to black, was the woman’s face above him—and somehow, that was enough to let him sink into unconsciousness with more satisfaction than regret.


Chapter IV

From Night to Day

Leo’s first thought, as the world started to come back into focus, was that everything hurt. His second was that everything around him seemed to smell surprisingly pleasant in spite of that, and for just a moment it crossed his mind to wonder if he had pushed himself too far, and perhaps this was the gods’ paradise. The gauzy light of the world around him didn’t exactly contradict that possibility as he—very slowly—opened his eyes. But… no, that was ridiculous. If this was the paradise of the gods, then surely everything wouldn’t hurt.

Then again, it wasn’t actually everything that hurt. Mostly his shoulder and his head, and if the light had worsened the pain in the latter, that pain also started to pass as he closed his eyes again, thinking back to… well, honestly, it was impossible to say how long ago that had been. Judging from the fact that he could clearly remember having spent his very last drop of aether and yet found his reserves nearly full, it had likely been at least most of a day, though. More carefully, Leo opened his eyes again, and this time the gauzy light resolved itself as the sunlight through a veil that lay over the bed he was in. Which, if perhaps a little disappointing, made considerably more sense.

It also made him realize he was in by far the most comfortable bed he’d ever been in in his life, and that plus the lingering pain in his shoulder made it easy to want to stay where he was and drift off back to sleep. Unfortunately, lucidity brought with it a clearer memory of what exactly had happened before he’d passed out, and that was enough to startle him bolt upright with a sharp breath. His left shoulder had been bandaged at some point, and his arm seemed to have been set in a sling. More than that, the faded tunic he had worn—now surely irreparably damaged, between the arrow and the blood of the fight—was gone, replaced by a black silk shirt that someone had dressed him in as he slept, and a similar pair of dark trousers.

All at once, he realized that that meant the book was gone, and that brought another sharp breath, this one closer to panic as he shifted towards the edge of the bed, reaching out to brush away the veil. If some part of him had already expected it, between the luxury of the bed and the distinct thought that the woman he had risked so much to save was a noblewoman of some sort, still the opulence of the room beyond was stunning. The furniture was shaped of lustrous redwood, trimmed elegantly in gold; the bed itself could easily have fit three or four people, and a silken veil hung from its massive canopy. The room otherwise seemed… little used, though. A guest room, perhaps.

Either way, that thought was secondary; a moment later, Leo caught sight of his pack on a chair beside the bed as he pushed himself to the edge without standing up using his good arm. It was only when he reached out and found the familiar thrill of sorcery rising to meet his touch that his panic subsided. The book was safe. Nothing else in the pack mattered even nearly as much.

Beside the pack was the dagger he had used at the end of the struggle with the assassins, and Leo’s hand grazed over that briefly as well, a very physical reminder that everything he remembered had been real. He lifted it for a moment, finding that it fit surprisingly well in his hand; the blade was well-made and a little more ornamental than he’d realized, but mostly the dagger was sharp and functional. Perhaps it was even something that the man who’d used it had treasured… But that was a fleeting thought.

Setting the dagger back down on the table and drawing in a deep breath, Leo glanced over at the massive windows that dominated one wall of the room without trying to stand just yet. The view from where he sat alone told him that he was in one of those rose-gold spires that he had glimpsed as he approached the city, because the angle from the bed was high enough that he couldn’t even see any of the streets below.

Before he could divine more than that, though, there was the sound of a door opening behind him. All at once, Leo became painfully aware that the shirt he wore wasn’t actually buttoned up, but it was too late to change that—and with one arm in the sling, he realized, it was hard to say if he even could’ve. Drawing in a deep breath, he looked back over his shoulder… and then let out that breath sharply as his eyes caught upon her.

He hadn’t been certain if he could expect the woman he had saved in the marketplace; she had obviously been a noble, so some part of him had expected no more than a servant to check on him. But no, it was her, and this time, it wasn’t merely her face and part of her hair that he could see. If anything, the exquisite streams of gold and silver glimmered all the more alluringly where the sunlight fell upon then than they had the night before. Without the cloak holding her hair in place, he could see that it was naturally wavy enough that the edges were almost curls, and that it fell nearly to her waist. There was something almost… intimate, in the way it fell free in this moment.

Without the harsh emotions that had defined the struggle before, her face was lovelier as well—it still held the sharpness of old nobility, and in the same breath, the perfect smoothness that betrayed a life untouched by the elements. The subtle touches of the makeup she wore now only emphasized that, adding a deeper shadow to her eyes and a slight crimson gloss to her lips. But more poignant, in this moment, was that she had traded the concealing cloak for a simple but elegant silk dress. It was azure, not quite as vivid as the lapis as her eyes and yet still more than enough to shimmer dazzlingly in the sunlight.

The dress was, by the standards of some of the Kerathi attire he had seen on the way into the city, modest—but less so by the standards of any other land. The neckline was cut low, betraying an expanse of smooth pale skin that gave way to the royal blue fabric only a few marks above the swell of her breasts. The dress itself clung to those well, emphasizing them enough that he had to force his eyes not to linger upon them overlong, no matter the temptation. It was long enough to realize they were large for her height, though, without being so much so as to contrast the easy elegance that defined her now.

From there, the dress—its hem gilded and set with small rubies that glittered in a contrast to the silk itself—did cover her stomach, but the slits upon the sides came part way up her thighs, offering easy movement even for the way it clung to her body, a temptation in its own right. She was slender and willowy, and that made the styling of the dress all but perfect. It was shoulderless, but wholly separate sleeves were held in place upon her arms by a pair of golden bands on each, though the silk there was more translucent than that of the dress itself.

For the ease with which she stepped into the room—seeming almost unaware of the dress—it was the kind of thing she was entirely accustomed to wearing, and somehow that made the effect of it all the more alluring. For all of that, it took some effort of will for Leo to lift his eyes to meet hers as she strode around the front of the bed, even as he pushed himself to his feet. When he couldn’t button the shirt—and no matter that it brought a momentary wave of dizziness—standing at least afforded him some small measure of composure. It also won him a flicker of surprise from the woman as her eyes found him.

For just a moment, her own eyes grazed downward, over the black silk shirt and the glimpse of his chest it offered, and something flickered in them, but it was gone. Instead, she arched a brow faintly. “…you’re finally awake,” she murmured, her voice soft—in truth, only just loud enough to reach him. “I was starting to wonder if you would ever wake at all, my lord.” The words could have been either concerned or dismissive—but they weren’t quite either, instead neutral with an undertone that could almost have been playful.

Leo arched a brow faintly in answer. “Apologies if that would’ve been more convenient,” he decided upon, after a heartbeat, “But I thought it would be rather rude of me to go and die so easily after asking you for an account of just how mad I was.”

That won him a laugh—likely despite herself, for the flicker of reproach in her eyes a moment later, but she couldn’t quite hide her amusement even so. “On the contrary,” she countered, “It would have been decidedly inconvenient if you’d died. I prefer to pay my debts, my lord—and I would’ve felt some need to avenge you, considering you saved my life. On top of being quite rude, yes.” She hesitated for a moment, then glanced away, her voice far harder to read, “…I do owe you… no small thanks, though. You saved my life twice over, when I do not so much as know who you might be.”

His throat tightened, and he glanced away in turn. “…it isn’t like you didn’t do your part, my lady. Especially with the second man, and… when ‘tis plain to see that you’ve little experience fighting.”

She looked back at him with a wryly lifted brow. “You say that like you have much more, but I’m inclined to doubt it.”

He arched his other brow at her in turn. “Not much is more than none, my lady. I think I could’ve done worse, though… I’ll grant I could’ve done considerably better as well.”

“You could, and I would have much preferred not to needs fear you were dead at the end,” the woman replied, with a flicker of accusation as her eyes narrowed. “…I really did fear that, in truth. Especially for the force of the final spell you worked.”

Leo’s lips twitched for a moment as he held her gaze. If she sounded almost chiding… there was something strangely endearing about it, given the words themselves, and what they betrayed. If they hadn’t sounded accusing, they might have seemed perfunctory, but like this, it was easier to believe that she had been worried. “I wasn’t exactly planning that, for the record. I just did… what felt like it was necessary, that we might both survive.”

She drew in a long breath and shook her head. “…I suppose it’s hardly right of me to complain, when you needed not help me at all. I do know full well… that things would have gone very badly indeed, had you not.” Her lips pursed as she stepped further around the bed, one hand worrying at the silk of her dress. For a moment, she looked out over the city beyond, but then, slowly, she turned back to face him in full, her face softening as a thread of uncertainty wove itself into her voice. “Pray forgive me if I seem ungrateful, my lord. I am… ill accustomed to being quite so much in the debt of others, and I know not so much as your name. But… on my word, I will see this debt to you repaid. You needn’t doubt that, especially since I fear that helping me might well have made you more dangerous enemies than you know.”

He swallowed against the tightness in his throat at her words. Somehow, the shift in her demeanor itself was enough to make her words… poignant, and he found that he believed them. “I meant what I said, that I didn’t do it so you would owe me. But, I admit I’m not exactly in a position to refuse your gratitude either.” He took a slow step nearer, though there were yet several paces between him and where she stood framed by the windows. “I can give you a name, at least. It’s…” A sheepish smile twitched at his lips. “Leocalithistos of Sylvarithea.”

For a moment, despite how carefully controlled so much of her was, the woman couldn’t help but stare incredulously—and Leo laughed with a hint of sheepishness. “A bit of a mouthful, isn’t it? Leo is fine, my lady, if you prefer.”

“…I appreciate it,” she replied, ruefully, “I’ve heard my share of elaborate names, Lord Leo, but that one may be at the top.”

“Well, if I ever truly become a lord, my lady, I think it shall at least have the appropriate gravity,” he replied lightly, offering a half-bow—or starting to. The motion brought a wince of pain from his shoulder, and he drew back halfway. “…I suppose this will yet take some time to heal.”

She had started to laugh—but the sound was cut off by a flicker of concern, then a sigh, “…my healer was pretty displeased with it, yes,” she admitted, “Though she said you should have the use of it back in another day of her efforts. But… if I knew you were not a lord, I must admit, I am ill-accustomed to speaking of matters like this with those who aren’t. Will Sir Leo suffice instead? If naught else…” Her lips quirked, “You seemed to have every intention of acting the knight last eve.”

“Well, far be it from me to decline the honor, when offered by so fair a lady.” Her brow arched at him for that, but he decided she wasn’t actually displeased. “And… if he can get results so quick as that, I must admit, that would make her the finest healer I’ve ever met. Which is… another thing that gives me to wonder who exactly you are.”

Her eyes narrowed, and for a long moment she simply stared at him. “…you truly do not know,” she murmured, at last, as much to herself as to him—but the wry disbelief in the words was plain to hear. A heartbeat later, she sighed and closed her eyes. “If you needed guess, who would you imagine me to be?”

He hesitated. Something in the question felt dangerous. It could easily have been a trap intended to ascertain if he did know, but… no, that wasn’t quite right. Leo frowned. The answer upon the tip of his tongue was simply ‘a noblewoman,’ but… was that really what he thought? His eyes shifted to the window behind her for a moment, and then he glanced around the room again. All of that would be consistent with the guess, and yet… and yet, he realized, that guess did not feel like enough. And perhaps more to the point, therein lay the danger; to guess below her station might well have given insult. No, far better to guess higher, even if he was wrong. “…truth be told, my lady, at the risk of adding another to the list of reasons you have to think me mad, I find that I cannot think you to be anything less than a princess.” His eyes flickered in half-challenge—and a moment later, he had another thought and added, “…not one made by coin alone, either.”

For an almost endless moment, she stared at him, her expression unreadable—long enough for him to wonder if he had been wrong, and that had been even more the wrong thing to say. But then, a soft sound of exasperation escaped her, half a laugh and half a sigh. “…you cannot but think that? Truly, my lord? And why is that?”

His first impulse was to say that it was because she was as beautiful as any princess in a story—but that would have been firmly a mistake, when there was yet a burning intensity behind her question. “…we’re quite high above the city,” Leo decided upon, gesturing at the window behind her, “And I could not help but notice how high the spires of the palace rose on my way to the city. Plus my mother was a skilled healer and I think it would’ve taken her a week to mend an injury like this, even with sorcery. And besides, you said before that… I might have made more enemies than I realized by helping you.”

Her lips pursed tighter. “…I… suppose there’s scant point in pretending you’re wrong then, Sir Leo.” She sighed and stepped away from the wall, straightening slightly. "I am Valyrianna de Helios, third princess of Al-Kerath.”

Despite himself—despite his own guess—it was impossible not to let his eyes widen at that. The thought brought with it in equal parts a tightness of his throat at the thought that he had essentially been… bantering with a princess, a rush of excitement at the fact that he was seeing a princess at all, and the question of whether he might yet be dreaming. The pain in his arm suggested the last was unlikely, and he glanced away uneasily. “…pray forgive me if I have been disrespectful, your grace.”

“You haven’t. In fact, I’d rather prefer you didn’t decide all the formality would be better, especially given the debt I owe you.” There was an edge of sharpness in her voice that drew his gaze back to her, and Leo swallowed against the realization that there was genuine displeasure in her eyes.

For a moment, he was still—but then he forced a sheepish smile. “…pray understand, your gr—Lady Valyrianna, that for all I should like it to be otherwise… this is the first time I’ve met a proper lady at all, much less a princess. I’ve… little idea of how a man ought behave in her presence.” His eyes flickered. “…but if that’s how you’d prefer it, I suppose I’ll not try harder than I must.”

Her expression softened slightly. “…it is, Sir Leo. Very much so, in truth. For all the danger it brought, you have no idea just how much a relief it was to be out of the palace when we met.” She frowned—as if she had caught herself saying something she hadn’t meant to—and shook her head, only for her lips to twist into something closer to a grin. “Regardless, considering you were very intent on physically dragging me around through the streets scarcely a day ago, all those pieties and ‘your grace’s would inevitably feel rather hollow from you, don’t you think?”

Despite himself, he felt his cheeks color as he glanced away. “…point taken, my lady. Though for the record, you were about as easy to drag around as I would’ve expected a princess to be.”

“I wonder if I should take that as a compliment or an insult,” she mused, stepping closer, that same edge of playfulness not quite gone from her voice.

Though the flush hadn’t quite faded from his cheeks, Leo glanced back at her, a brow arching. “I’d like to think I’m not quite fool enough to mean it as aught but a compliment when I am, if I’m not mistaken, within the princess’s tower of her castle, surrounded by her guards, and rather entirely at her mercy,” he pointed out.

“And that would be better evidence, Sir Leo, if you were not a man who had nearly gotten himself killed saving a woman he had never so much as seen before,” she countered, easily, “I think you’ll needs do better.”

“It would be wasting the effort to protect her if I turned around and made her angry?”

Valyrianna scoffed. “A wise man would realize that idle flattery is no better than an insult, in my view.”

“Ah, but we’ve established I’m anything but a wise man,” he countered dryly, “After all, you owe me that list of reasons why I’m mad.”

Again, seemingly despite herself, the princess could not help but laugh, shaking her head. “…there isn’t much I can say to that, Sir Leo, I must admit. Your recklessness speaks for itself.”

After a moment, though, Valyrianna sobered, her eyes narrowing as she studied him intently. “…there is much we needs speak of, Sir Leo, and much you must know. But before all of that, I do owe you considerably. And, if I am to repay that debt properly, there are things I would know.” She took a half-step closer, leaving only perhaps a single long pace between them. “The foremost of those things is this. What has brought you to Al-Kerath?”

Leo hesitated, resisting the desire to glance over at his pack as he tried to decide… if she had looked through it or not. If she had, the first answer that rose to his lips would be an obvious lie, and that felt like a terrible mistake. But in the same breath, telling the truth without needing to seemed like its own mistake. It was not a purpose he had planned to simply… speak of, at least until it was achieved. His fingers—on his good hand—drummed against his thigh. Propriety said she wouldn’t have rifled through his things, when she was a princess. But she herself had all but demanded that he set propriety aside. His throat was dry, he realized—and that gave him a thought. “…before we speak of that, my lady, would it be too much to ask for something to drink? I’m afraid I’m not quite accustomed to how dry it is here.” It wasn’t even a lie, Leo mused; honestly, it was a small miracle that his voice wasn’t hoarse.

Suspicion flashed through the princess’s lapis eyes, but only for a moment; then, all at once, her expression turned rueful and she drew back a step, her voice a little sheepish. “…goddess, of course. That was thoughtless of me. I should’ve offered before anything else.”

Leo smiled, managing to hide the flicker of relief that ran through him. “…it’s fine. I barely thought of it myself. But this is more talking than I’ve done in a couple of weeks, and that’s not exactly a light question.”

“You must have come from quite far away, if it’s been that long.” There was a flicker of curiosity in her voice. “I suppose Sylvarithea must be one of the further eastern kingdoms. That I’m not more familiar with it is proof of that in itself.”

Leo nodded, his lips quirking. “…about as far east as you can go without crossing the sea. We don’t do a lot of trade, so I’m not surprised.”

More curiosity glimmered in the princess’s eyes, but only for a moment; then, it was hidden beneath a carefully composed mask as she turned away. “Pray give me but a few moments, Sir Leo.”

------

It proved to be a little more than that, but Leo found he didn’t mind the chance to think, even if it gave some part of him the chance to be more properly nervous about interacting with a princess as casually as he had been. He still wasn’t sure if she had gone through his pack, but it was only too easy to push the thought away for now as he considered the rest of it. A princess’s gratitude was no small thing, some part of him whispered. If it’d probably been a foolishly heroic thing to do, throwing himself into the fray for her sake that way, it was going to be hard to feel like it had actually been a mistake. That was entirely too easy to feel just a little smug about.

But he’d still only had a little time to think of that when Valyrianna returned, moving with that same easy grace. She had brought a tall glass of water in one hand, and Leo was vaguely aware that the glass itself was slightly enchanted against the desert heat as she strode over to the table he’d sat down at and offered it to him. He offered her a slight smile. “…thanks. Feels a bit awkward to ask you to bring it yourself, though, so sorry for the trouble.”

“Please,” she replied, with a slight roll of her eyes, “It’s nice to do something for myself for a change. I had to distract the maids with ordering you a meal for when we’re done to have the chance—but I’m sure you must be hungry, too.” She seemed restless, not moving to take one of the other chairs.

Leo took a long, slow drink of the water—and found that he was thirstier than he’d thought, as it hit his throat. Without answering, he took another, longer drink, draining half the glass between them. It tasted heavenly, though, and he let out a long breath, closing his eyes to savor the taste. “…heh. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised, when you’d rather skip the formalities,” he replied, after a long moment, looking up at her.

She sighed. “I wouldn’t be so self-centered as to pretend it’s a life of suffering, but being a princess is hardly all that you might imagine it to be. Especially if you have things you care to see accomplished, Sir Leo.”

His eyes flickered as he considered for a moment, then Leo’s lips quirked slightly. “…I guess that’s not really so hard to imagine. Half the stories about princesses are about them just getting married off to heroes even back home, and those are the romantic ones.”

She arched a brow. “I hope you aren’t expecting that kind of reward.” If the words might easily have been serious, her voice was light enough to know they weren’t.

“You’re telling me that would be unreasonable? Surely all those heroic tales can’t be so wrong as that, my lady.” He feigned horror, then took another long sip of the water.

The princess laughed just a little—but the sound was more rueful than truly amused. “Oh, I have no doubt my lord father would give me away to the right hero, Sir Leo. But you’d need to save the whole Dominion. Saving a third princess is hardly adequate.”

“…heh. Pity it doesn’t need saving, then,” he replied. But something dark flickered in her eyes, and Leo realized almost immediately it had been the wrong thing to say. His mind raced for a moment, and then he glanced away, hitting on a thought. “Anyway… yeah, I think I can understand why it’s a harder life than people would think. I mean, being a sorcerer back in the eastern kingdoms isn’t so different.”

The darkness was gone almost as quickly as it had come, and it was hard to say if that was because she realized he had noticed it, or just because she seemed interested in the thought. “…I am under the impression that the lords there still value sorcery, but not quite as we do.”

He nodded. “Yeah. They try to keep sorcerers there on a pretty tight leash. If you have any real talent, your opinions are to serve a lord, to join the Order, or to keep it quiet, basically.”

“That does seem little like what I’d imagined of a sorcerer’s life.” There was just a slight hint of wistfulness in her voice. “It’s easy to imagine it as… full of freedom and adventure. Or at least the freedom to walk your own path.”

“Well, I have the impression it’s more like that here.” Leo hesitated, realizing they were straying dangerously close to the original topic—one he wanted to avoid a little longer. He  took another drink of the water, leaving the enchanted glass all but empty.

Before he could change the subject, though, the princess spoke again, a flicker of uncertainty in her voice. “Were you… the last of the three, then? Or did you serve a lord before you came here?”

He hesitated for a moment, then nodded “Basically the last one, yeah.”

“I’m surprised you’re so skilled, then. Even if you do not have much experience in combat… I do know enough of sorcery to know the spells you cast last night were not weak.” Curiosity glimmered in her eyes. “Did you teach yourself?”

“Heh. I’d be pretty damn proud if I could say I’d gotten this far all on my own, but no. My mother was a sorceress too, and she taught me.”

“That sounds almost like the start of some tale of intrigue. A sorceress skilled enough to teach you that passing on her arts in secret to her son, outside the eyes of the lords of the land.” A thread of playfulness had slipped back into her voice and gaze as she looked down at him, mingling with the curiosity there.

“Well, I suppose last night would fit well enough into that tale,” he replied, lightly—but then he couldn’t quite repress the sigh that rose with the thought. “…but if my mother had some grand plan for us, she never told me before she died.”

The curiosity and playfulness in Valyrianna’s eyes vanished all at once, and she looked away. “…pray forgive me.”

Leo sighed. “…it’s fine. It’s not like you could’ve known.” Some part of him cursed the impulse to say it, when it had made her recoil that way, and he closed his eyes for a moment. “…would I presume too much if I asked you something myself, though?”

She was silent for a moment, but then her lips quirked wryly as she looked back at him. “I think it would be unfair of me to refuse, though… I’ll not promise I can answer. Princesses have, if aught, more secrets than you sorcerers.”

“This princess in particular, I might dare to imagine,” Leo replied, with a hint of amusement, only to catch her gaze more intently as he set the glass aside and moved to stand. “You swore by Mara’s name last night. Do you follow Her too?”

Whatever she had expected him to ask, it hadn’t been that. The way her eyes widened slightly betrayed that much. “…you were paying more attention than I’d have expected, in the middle of a fight for our lives,” she murmured, with a hint of incredulousness.

“Would it sound too ridiculous if I said it stuck in my head because I thought it might he fate?” It wasn’t entirely untrue, even if he was exaggerating just a little. “Not many others followed Her back home, so hearing the woman I recklessly decided to help swear on Her name stood out.”

“Fate, hm?” Valyrianna’s tone was thick with amused skepticism. “I’m not sure I believe that you believe that at all, Sir Leo.” She glanced away, out the window. “…though I won’t say it’s not a nice thought, that maybe the Queen of Flames sent you to help me. I do follow Her, yes. It’s not so uncommon here, though. She has Her own temple. If you follow Her, you should visit it when you can.”

He laughed despite himself at that, but then he was stepping nearer, curious. “…Her own temple? I wouldn’t have thought the Order would ever countenance that.”

Valyrianna looked back at him with a slight smirk. “And who says they did, Sir Leo? So far as I’m concerned, any true follower of Mara should know they hardly give Her the honor She deserves.”

Leo arched a brow high at that. “And the Order hasn’t tried to drive them out?”

“They might have tried.” There was a hint of pride in her voice. “…but my father has no intention of allowing them that, even if our people would stand for it.” She stilled after a moment, though, as if realizing she had betrayed too much. “…I guess that’s probably a strange thought for you, though. I hope I haven’t given offence. I know the Zepherians are more-or-less unchallenged in the east, and… if you follow their teachings, that’s hardly unwelcome here either.”

Leo’s lips quirked. “…it’s fine. If I was pious enough to be offended by that, I probably would’ve joined the Order myself.” In a way, he mused, it had always been easy not to be, when the goddess he looked to most was—as Valyrianna had said—rarely given Her due by the Zepherian Order. “So I’ll admit, a temple to Mara alone has its appeal.”

She relaxed slightly at that and nodded. “You should go and see it for yourself, when you can, Sir Leo. If you follow Her… I hope you will not be displeased with what you find there.”

For a moment, after that, the two of them regarded each other in silence. But then, drawing in a deep breath, the princess seemed to compose herself as she took a step toward him, her voice more neutral and her gaze more guarded. “That is a matter for another time, though. I should like an answer about what I asked you before—why it is that you came to the Dominion.”

Swallowing, Leo fought back the impulse to wince, cursing the part of itself that had found it all too easy to put off thinking through his answer. He studied her for a moment, trying again to decide if this princess had gone through his belongings. She was certainly willful enough to have, and clever. But in the same breath, the way she shied away from things that seemed as though they might have given offense said she hadn’t. “…like I said before,” Leo began, carefully, “There aren’t many opportunities for a sorcerer who wants to male his own way in the world back in the eastern kingdoms. And Al-Kerath is a land that holds many temptations for a man of my gifts.”

Valyrianna’s expression remained neutral, schooled carefully into unreadability. “I know that to be true, Sir Leo. But it seems to me that if you are such a man as would make a point of not having saved me that he might be owed for it… you are already much unlike many of those who bring their sorcery to the sands of the Sahelion.”

He swallowed slightly, his mind racing. She could be bluffing. Perhaps she was. But… all at once, a stray sunray glimmered upon the silken shirt he had been dressed in, and the realization hit him. Very little in the room was black, and it wasn’t really a natural color to choose in this land at all. Which meant… she had likely seen the robe he had chosen. Exhaling slowly, Leo looked back into her eyes intently. “…I suppose there’s not really any point in dancing around it, is there? I… came to the sands of Al-Kerath because there is no land in all the world more attuned to the element of fire, my lady—and because… it is my intention to make a pact with a spirit of fire, that I might become a summoner.”


Chapter V

The Secrets of Fire

Valyrianna’s eyes narrowed dangerously as she looked up at him. This close, he nearly towered over her, and yet that didn’t really diminish her presence, a pointed contrast to the hints of uncertainty that had betrayed themselves as they spoke before. “…well, I guess at least you didn’t lie about it,” she murmured, with displeasure, before shaking her head, “You do realize that’s likely to get you killed, though, I hope?”

His own eyes narrowed in answer as he looked back at her. “…respectfully, my lady, that’s a hell of a presumption.” Some part of him was hoping that meeting her words that sharply, and with equal force, could just head off the argument. “If that was true, there would be a lot less summoners than there are in the world. Maybe they aren’t common, but they’re not exactly unheard of. Especially not here in Al-Kerath, as far as I can tell.”

“That doesn’t mean most summoners don’t lose themselves eventually.” Her voice was, if anything, harder when she answered—as though she meant to leave no room for argument. “They do, don’t deceive yourself into thinking otherwise. You clearly have skill enough at other sorcery, so why meddle with something so unnecessarily dangerous as summoning? Especially here. The spirits you can find in our land are dangerous, and if your heart is truly set upon that foolish course… then do it anywhere else. Anywhere.”

Leo drew in a slow breath without giving ground, considering her words. There was no avoiding the argument, it seemed. And… it wasn’t really that she was wrong, even if he could not but think that she was exaggerating the danger. Maybe she wasn’t necessarily wrong that he was mad, he reflected, if he admitted that she was probably right and found himself not at all dissuaded for it. “As I said, my lady, there is no land so attuned to fire as this one,” Leo replied, more measuredly than a moment before, “And if I have some small talent with lightning… I think you saw last night that my sorcery is more fire than anything. Honestly, that’s a reason in itself, isn’t it? Most expect a sorcerer to be less… specialized.”

She scoffed. “I doubt you believe that is reason enough to toy with the danger any more than I do, Sir Leo. Yes, many sorcerers are more adept at a wider array of sorceries… but I hardly think a strong gift alone would truly get you turned away from much. Your fire is clearly well-suited to fighting even without the lightning atop it.”

Only barely did he bite back the temptation to point out that that was a very easy thing for her to say, in her position. From everything he had seen of her and what she had said before, that would’ve been a mistake. One hand—the only one he had free to at the moment—clenched slightly. “…and if I just happen to think I can handle it? As I understand it… the Dominion made no little use of summoners in the war several years ago.”

She glanced away. “…we did. Why do you think I’m so aware of the dangers, Sir Leo? We made use of them, and that has carried, at times, direr costs than most realize. If you truly must do this… you ought at least pick a simpler thing. It’s easy enough to imagine you can hope to master a Daemon, or an Eidolon, but you’re just deceiving yourself. An Elemental you could at least hope to control, and you will find few of those indeed upon the sands of Al-Kerath.”

Despite himself, Leo couldn’t help the wry smile that tugged at his lips. “For the record, my lady, I was intending to summon an Archon.”

It was the wrong thing to say—he knew that, on some level, but he couldn’t quite help it this time, and his eyes flashed back at her in a mirrored challenge even as hers flared with fury. “That’s no better! Goddess, that might be worse!” she shot back, closing half the distance between them with another half-step forward, her eyes blazing, “Maybe you have not seen the aftermath of a summoner losing control of an Archon, Sir Leo… but I have.”

He didn’t yield a mark, some stubborn part of him flaring in response to her anger. “…maybe not, but I do know the risks, my lady. Only too well. Do you think a man comes to Al-Kerath with a summoner’s tome in hand without having read the warnings?”

She let out an aggravated breath. “Well, you certainly don’t seem like you’ve read them, Sir Leo. That very fire affinity you spoke of makes it all the more likely you’ll lose yourself if you dabble with a goddess-damned spirit of fire!”

Leo’s jaw clenched, and he held her burning gaze in steely silence for a long, long moment. And yet… she wasn’t going to back down, he realized. More than that, the words he had said before, jokingly, floated back into his thoughts like a malevolent ghost. Valyrianna was very much a princess—and at this moment, he stood in her tower, surrounded by her guards, and essentially wholly within her power. Drawing in a long breath, he frowned and forced down the anger that had made him argue back as fiercely, considering her words more carefully. Then, he swallowed at a realization. “…this is personal to you, isn’t it?”

For a moment, danger flared in her eyes again, and he thought he’d said the wrong thing again. But there was something startled mixed with that danger, and both vanished quickly enough that he wasn’t entirely sure he’d seen them. Slowly, Valyrianna nodded, her anger ebbing a little. “…as you said, Sir Leo, we used summoners rather liberally in the War of Steel and Spice several summers ago. Far too liberally.” Her lips pursed, and she glanced away. “My brother was one of the greatest proponents of that, you see. His most favored retainer was one of our most skilled summoners. He was very certain of his control, Sir Leo. Certain enough that no one doubted it until he lost control in the heat of battle, killing himself, my brother, and every man fighting with them, plus half a company of soldiers putting the goddess-damned spirit down afterward!”

Leo winced and looked away. If there was more anger than actual pain in her voice, well… she was clearly a good actress. He swallowed. “…my condolences. Truly, my lady.”

She glanced away in turn. “I always told him he was being reckless,” she murmured, bitterly, “But he never cared to listen.” Drawing in a breath, the princess looked back at him, her eyes intent. “Don’t make the same mistake, Sir Leo.”

He swallowed, looking back at her in turn. “…would it help if I told you I was Forvathi, my lady?”

She frowned at him, confusion flickering over her features for a moment. “You say that like it matters much for this. If you think I ought abandon care for what happens to you because of that, Sir Leo… then I’m not sure it’s an insult I can forgive.” The princess’s eyes narrowed dangerously, and he could see her anger was about to reignite.

“No! No, that wasn’t my intent at all!” The words escaped too quickly to think about, because hers brought a flicker of panic.

That proved enough to soften her expression, and she frowned. “…then why should it matter if you are Forvathi?”

Leo sighed, trying to find his composure again. Well, it could’ve been worse. He’d half expected her reaction to be one of disgust, when… his people were held in poor regard by many. “Because it does matter. It says as much in the book that led me here, my lady. That those of our blood have always been more able summoners.”

She stared at him suspiciously, her lapis eyes searching his face for any hint of a lie. “I’ve never heard anything like that.”

“Are there many of us in Al-Kerath?”

The words were meant as a rhetorical question—and for that, her answer surprised him. “More than you would probably think. Al-Kerath is a land where men care less for creed than most others.” There was a flicker of pride in her voice, at that, “…and if I have little good to say about Lord Xhanatos of the Merchant Princes, Sir Leo… I think he is proof that your people can find their fortunes here no less than any other, for he stands head and shoulders above the rest of their number.”

“…if that is so, my lady, then I guess I knew less of your land than I had thought—and I am full glad of it. I am ill-accustomed to lands that look well upon us.”

Valyrianna sighed, glancing away again. “…I’ll admit he is more the exception than the rule in that regard—though if the law were mine to make, that would not be so.” A moment later, she looked back at him. “…what language is that book in, anyway? I assumed it was your native language, but if you’re Forvathi, then…”

“We’re speaking it, yes.” His lips pursed faintly. The book wasn’t something he had wanted to tell anyone of, if he could help it. But they were well past that, at this point. “Honestly, I’m not sure. My mother was trying to translate it, and I have some of her notes—but the runes aren’t a language I’ve seen anywhere else.”

She arched a brow at him skeptically. “But you can read it, you say?”

Leo grimaced; he’d walked into that one, hadn’t he? It would’ve been easier to just lie. And yet… he found that there was a stubborn part of him that, having told her all he had, very much did not wish to lie to the princess. “…if you want to know more, my lady, I’d… like a promise that you won’t try to take it.” The words were, on some level, daring—and she could easily take offense. But in this moment, it was too important to risk.

Something in her eyes flickered, and then a slight, wry laugh escaped her. “…I guess you aren’t completely reckless, Sir Leo. You probably should’ve asked for that before you told me anything at all.”

His lips twitched wryly in turn, and he could only shrug. “Probably. But considering everything you’ve said about owing me… I guess I was willing to take a chance and trust your intentions. This is too important, though.”

Her lips pursed, and she considered a long moment… but then, there was a reluctant nod. “…fine. I guess it’s not like taking it would change what you’ve already set yourself to do. On my word as Valyrianna de Helios… I swear I have no intention of taking from you what is yours. It isn’t like I could use it, anyway. My lord father’s laws forbid the use of sorcery by the nobility.”

For a moment, Leo thought of the flicker of power he had felt while she was fighting the first assassin and her wistfulness before… but in this moment, there wasn’t that much point in questioning too deeply. He knew that her word was the greatest assurance he could really ask for, when she held all the cards. Or... most of them. She was standing scarcely a span away, and last night had proved he was the stronger of the two. That was something.

With a sigh, he glanced over at the pack that had started all of this. “The runes aren’t a language at all, as far as I can tell. They’re an arcane cipher. Once you know it, you can cast a spell that seems to make the words appear in whatever language you’re most familiar with. But… each section has its own cipher. My mother deciphered two, and I’ve deciphered two more, but there are at least eight others.”

The princess’s eyes widened slightly. “…a cipher? Truly? I’ve never heard of aught of the sort, not like you describe it.”

“Nor have I. Honestly, I don’t even know where my mother got it, but… it does seem to have been written by one of my people. I almost wonder if it’s a relic from the Empire.”

Her eyes narrowed slightly—as if she knew something he didn’t, but if so, she said naught of it. No, there was a slow nod instead. “…I guess that would stand to reason. There are a fair few ruins even here in Al-Kerath, and few places give our scholars such fits.” She shook her head, though, “…but you say this book says your people are more skilled summoners?”

“…it does, yes. And honestly, I’ve heard it elsewhere, before that. Before the book, I thought it was just a rumor, but… it is true that every sorcerer of my people I’ve ever met was more specialized.”

She frowned, then turned away, stepping toward the window. “…I suppose it’s not impossible. But even so, Sir Leo… I implore you. Turn back from this path. The dangers are greater than you know, no matter how much you think you have considered them.”

His face tightened. “…I have very little to lose, Lady Valyrianna—and, as I see it, much to gain. Pray understand that.” Leo sighed. “The most I can promise is to consider it.”

“…then at least do that. Please.” Her voice sounded, for that fleeting moment, very distant—and very lonely indeed.

The words seemed to hang in the air between them for a long, long moment, and as the conversation ebbed, it crossed his mind to wonder how it was that a princess had been free to spend quite so much time talking to someone who was essentially a stranger—and alone, no less. But then, what exactly a princess of the Dominion had been doing in an alley in a minor market quite far from the palace was an equally good question, wasn’t it?

Leo frowned. Asking either of those directly seemed ill-advised, and he had already been more reckless in arguing with her than he should’ve been. “…what now?”

She was still for a long moment, but when she turned back, Valyrianna’s expression had been schooled to careful neutrality again. “…before anything, you should probably eat. You lost a lot of blood last night, Sir Leo—and you must be hungry. The food I ordered before should be ready soon.”

He was, he realized—more so than he had realized. It had been an easy thing to forget, when her visit had swept him up in a certain intensity. “…something to eat would be nice,” he agreed, “We... are in the palace, I take it?”

“We are, yes. In my personal chambers. And… it would be for the best for all of us if you didn’t try to go wandering elsewhere. My father’s guards have no idea who you are—they’d think you were an intruder.”

Well, that answered one question. Leo swallowed against his hesitation. “…I’m assuming that means he doesn’t know about what you were doing last night?”

Her brow furrowed. “No. And I intend to keep it that way. Truthfully, I should’ve asked you for this promise sooner too, Sir Leo… but since you had your promise of me, I would have your word that you will tell no one of what you saw last night without my permission. As I have said I owe you no small amount, and I will see you repaid in full, but I must have that promise.”

He hesitated—but only for a moment. The thought of trying to extort her for more was repugnant, never mind that it felt exceptionally stupid right now. “…alright. On my word, I’ll say nothing of what happened without your permission, Lady Valyrianna.”

She let out a slight breath. “Good. It’s for your own protection as much as mine—we might yet hope that my enemies will not recognize you for your role in it, so long as you do not tell them. But more than that… I cannot afford to risk father working to tighten this gilded cage around me. I cannot.”

Leo arched a brow slightly. “…then whatever you were doing there sounds important.”

She frowned. “…you shouldn’t ask. It’s safer if you don’t become too involved in my affairs beyond this, Sir Leo.”

His eyes narrowed, and this time he stepped closer instead. “If your enemies do learn what happened, I’d rather at least have some idea of who I need to worry about.”

Valyrianna’s frown deepened, and one hand worried at her dress with displeasure. “…in truth? My enemies, Sir Leo, are the Magnathi—or, as you have likely heard them called, the merchant princes. Each and every one of them.”
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In the end, Valyrianna hadn’t been willing to say any more on the matter before leading him off to eat. She seemed to have been right that what she’d ordered before was ready, because a meal was already waiting for them upon the table, the food kept fresh and hot by a set of enchanted rose gold cloches. The dining room was as opulent as the guest room he had been given, or maybe more so, the floor a thick azure carpet and the walls a tiled mosaic of almost hypnotic geometric patterns. The table and chairs were redwood again, and as to the food…

Well, it was the best he’d ever had. It wasn’t as fully unfamiliar as he’d expected, in truth—but if parts of it were dishes he had sampled before, upon his trek through the eastern kingdoms, they tasted entirely different the way they were prepared here, the spices of the desert adding nuances to the flavor with which he was wholly unfamiliar. The rest of the food itself was unfamiliar too, and all of it was exquisite. For all that his hunger demanded he simply wolf it down—especially since Valyrianna had left him with the offer of more if it proved not to be enough—he forced himself to eat more slowly, both to savor it and because eating too many of the unfamiliar spices too quickly seemed like something his stomach would pointedly not appreciate.

Besides, eating more slowly gave him time to think. He had vaguely heard that the royal family of Al-Kerath—her house, the House de Helios—was from Luxterre, one of the most powerful of the eastern kingdoms, originally. They had come as conquerors, only to realize that they had no need of the support of Luxterre itself, with the endless wealth of Al-Kerath in their possession. That had been well over a century ago now, and he supposed that the food itself was demonstration of how much time had served to more deeply wed the two cultures, at least among the nobility.

The Merchant Princes were another story. All he knew of them was that they were the richest men in Al-Kerath—and apparently, Valyrianna’s enemies. By her own accounting, at least one was a Forvathi. That was a strange thought, when the Forvathi tended to exist at best on the edges of the kingdoms where they dwelled. Many were skilled artisans, or sorcerers, but… they had no homeland of their own, not any longer, and that made them outsiders in every land. The thought that one of his people had risen so high among the Merchant Princes brought back a flicker of the giddy anticipation he had felt upon first glimpsing the city.

Leo reached for another fork of the Kerathi pasta—he had seen it called couscous, when a vendor had peddled something in one of the markets—and let his thoughts turn back to Valyrianna. If the Merchant Princes—the Magnathi, as she had called them—were her enemies… Well, there were several things that could mean. On some level, it had sounded like an exaggeration, and yet she had said it with an ardor that made him certain she meant it. 

Before he could consider that further, though, there was a knock at the door—and then, before he could think to answer it, the door swung open and a man walked in. He was tall, though not quite so tall as Leo, and strength filled out both the breadth of his shoulders and his limbs. From the tone of his skin—a deep, rich bronze—the man was a fully native Kerathi, and the straight black hair around his face seemed to support that. He wore his hair short, but it still somehow managed to look messy, a sharp contrast to the intensity of his face and the elegance of his white robes, cut in a style that ensured they did little to impair his movement.

The man’s eyes were dark, like his hair, and they had a piercing intensity that matched his face. That intensity was only accentuated by the crescent scar that ran down one side of his face from his forehead to his jaw, somehow, not having blinded the eye on that side. The man's eyes found Leo instantly, and… just as quickly, Leo realized that he was being judged and measured. The thought was enough to make him straighten, drawing himself up as much as he could while sitting at the table and lifting his eyes to meet the other man’s. Even without the sword upon his hip, the man would’ve had the air of a soldier, and with it, his presence held a pointed note of menace…

A menace that evaporated away to nothing a moment later as a laugh rose to the man’s lips. “Hah. I should’ve known it after what Valyri told me, but you don’t scare easily, do you? I like that.”

Despite himself, Leo found he couldn’t resist a wry smile in answer—something about the man’s grin was infectious. “I like to think not,” he agreed, “…though sometimes I wonder if I might be better off if I did.”

The man laughed again as he stepped closer; he moved with an easy, fluid grace that betrayed danger and confidence alike. “Like as not you would be, aye. But the Dominion would be a damn sight worse off if you did, so I’m full glad you don’t, for my part.” He reached the table and extended a hand, “…I told the girl it was a damn fool thing to go to that meeting, and if not for you, letting her go anyway would’ve been the worst mistake I’ve ever made, so you’ve my thanks. Truly.”

After a moment’s hesitation, Leo stood and accepted the man’s offered hand. The soldier’s grip was as firm as his physique would’ve suggested, and Leo knew he couldn’t match that—but at least he tried to match it with one that was firm enough. “…I’ll admit, I’m feeling a bit out of my depth with this,” he answered, after a moment’s consideration, the wry smile twisting further at his lips, “Like I jumped into a lake and found myself trying to swim in the ocean instead. But nevertheless… her grace makes it hard to think it was at all a mistake.”

“Hah!” The man’s grin grew as he released Leo’s hand, nodding sagely, “She’s a hell of a woman, isn’t she? And seems like she doesn’t mind you either. Honestly, that’s a rare thing in itself.”

“…I wonder if you’re right about that,” Leo answered, with a flicker of bemusement as he thought back to their argument several songs before, “I feel like I managed to annoy her more than anything.”

“Believe me, if she didn’t like you, she wouldn’t have shown you that, lad,” the man answered, his voice lowering just enough to sound conspiratorial, “Though you didn’t hear that from me. Think she’d probably flay me if she heard it.”

“That makes you sound like a man who likes to live dangerously, Lord… ah?”

“Danger is the spice of life, my boy. Too much and you’ll regret it, but… well, a man born in Al-Kerath would sooner starve than live on bland food, as I see it.” The soldier stepped back, eyeing Leo up and down again. “If you were so quick to dive into it the thick of it, seems to me you’ll see it the same way one day.”

Leo could only laugh at that, shaking his head. “…well, I guess I can’t say it wasn’t exciting.”

“Damn straight. Honestly, leaving her safety aside, sounds like it would’ve been a damn fun fight. Though… from where I’m standing, you could use a proper weapon if you’re gonna pull mad stunts like that.”

He still hadn’t, Leo reflected ruefully, answered the question of who he was—but nor was he necessarily wrong about that. “I must admit, it was the first time I’ve felt my sorcery alone was quite so… sorely lacking.”

The man sobered, nodding gravely. “Just so. It’s a damn good ace in the hole, don’t doubt that—but sometimes it just isn’t going to be enough, especially if the bastards are up in your face like that. But I have men who can teach you.” The man’s dark eyes glimmered intently. “…well, assuming you’re interested in joining up with the princess’s cause, anyway.”

Leo’s throat tightened—not just for the suddenness of the question, but for how pointedly it was at odds with what the princess herself had said. And yet… somehow, the loneliness of her voice made it painfully easy to want to simply say yes, without further thought. That, though, would have been incredibly foolish. “I fear I do not quite know enough of her situation to know what ‘her cause’ even is, my lord,” he replied, his eyes flickering with an intensity that he hoped could at least match the other man’s. “But… I would like to know, if you are willing to tell me.”

The soldier nodded. “…ah, right. Sorry, I got a bit ahead of myself there. You’ve a meal to finish—sit and I’ll give you the long and short of it while you do.”
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The man—Saladin, as he had finally introduced himself—proved a compelling storyteller. Even for the allure of the food, Leo found his attention squarely focused on Saladin as he recounted first the tale of House de Helios’s meteoric rise after the conquest of Al-Kerath. The last sultan who had ruled the desert before their coming had been, as it proved, an unpopular and tyrannical man, and for that, many Kerathi had been willing to take a chance on the foreigners instead. They had defected in droves after the first decisive defeat of the sultan’s army. That was much of why the conquest—which sounded almost to be more of a coup—had succeeded at all, much less allowed the Helosians to so quickly cut ties with Luxterre.

And, for a time, their reign had been all it was promised, in the bargain they had struck with the locals. They provided stability and diplomacy, while the Kerathi plied their knowledge of the desert to produce the Dominion’s prosperity. The Sahelion had always been a vital part of trade between the eastern kingdoms and the vast empire of Xian to the west, but that trade had historically been only along the so-called Silk Road and in local spices. Under the Helosians, who had reached Al-Kerath by ship and brought with them an extensive knowledge of shipbuilding, the Dominion had become a formidable naval power as well, sailing ships to every part of the twin continents and beyond and bringing back all the more prosperity.

In the end, though, it had been that prosperity that had brought with it their undoing. As the merchant class’s power grew, the Helosians themselves had increasingly lost their ability to control the outlying cities where the wealthiest merchants had dropped their roots. Saladin shook his head, his lips twisted into a deep frown. “It’s a damn shame. These days, the Helosian Guard barely has the numbers left to protect the capital, much less the whole Dominion, even if the merchants and their damn fool Gilded Knives disappeared tomorrow. And they won’t, I can tell you that.”

Leo frowned. “Gilded Knives?”

Saladin made a face. “Ah, sorry. The Border Guard, if we’re going by the official name. You probably saw plenty of them on your way through. We call ‘em the Gilded Knives because they’re basically the Merchant Princes’ private armies—and, far as I’m concerned, they’re a bunch of petty thugs wearing a thin coat of gold.”

Leo drummed his fingers on the table faintly, setting aside the empty bowl of couscous. “…it did strike me, just how different the knights here in the capital were. They’re the Helosian Guard?”

“That they are,” the soldier agreed, with a satisfied nod, “Finest fighting men on the twin continents, by any measure. Give me twice as many as I have and I’d like our odds against all the damn Gilded Knives in the Dominion. But… well, his majesty doesn’t seem to agree with that—not the plan, nor the goal.”

Leo’s eyes narrowed. “But her grace does?”

Saladin nodded, a glimmer of satisfaction in his dark eyes. “Damn straight she does. Well, the goal anyway. We argue about the methods often enough. But the fact is, the Magnathi  are a den of snakes—it isn’t just that they’ve left her father king more in name than in fact, it’s that they’re bleeding the Dominion dry, in her view. Wealth just isn’t reaching the people anymore. You might not see it here in Heliopolis, but take a ride through any of the outlying cities and you won’t have much doubt of it.”

Leo’s frown deepened as he thought back to the two cities he’d passed through on his way to the capital—and, it was certainly true that there had been more signs of poverty there, but… “I fear they seemed no worse than the cities I passed through ere reaching the Sahelion, my lord,” he replied after a moment.

“Well, as I see it, that’s proof enough. The sands practically bleed gold, and the smallfolk aren’t any better off?” He scoffed and shook his head. “Still, fair enough. I’ve seen what they’re about my whole life, so it’s probably just a bit too damn easy to think it’s obvious. Still… I’ll be straight with you, lad. I know you already have her grace’s gratitude, but it’s not hard to guess what you’re after, if you’re a sorcerer here in Al-Kerath. And she’s far too proud a woman to ever let me ask anyone to join up with us out of the sheer goodness of his heart.”

Leo glanced toward the door through which Valyrianna had left not so long ago. “…I can’t say I think she’d appreciate you suggesting it at all, honestly.”

Saladin laughed. “Maybe not. But that’s why I’ve gotta do it, lad. She’s a cunning girl, and she knows she needs allies—but she’s too proud and too kind to just ask for them where she should, sometimes. And considering you practically volunteered, I’d be a damn fool not to offer.”

Leo’s lips twitched wryly again. “You really do like to live dangerously, it seems, my lord.” His brow furrowed, and after a long moment, he was shaking his head. “I appreciate everything you’ve told me, Lord Saladin. But I do not think this is something I can decide quite so quickly.”

The soldier nodded. “Fair enough. Frankly, I’d question if I could trust you as much as I thought if you could. But I’ll be around, if you decide you want to know exactly what I’m offering. And I’d appreciate it if you kept the offer to yourself.”

Leo laughed. “…somehow, I think you’re an enemy I’d regret making, so I’ll try.”

Saladin smirked back at him. “Smart lad.”

As the older man moved to leave the room, Leo stood up, more impulsively than anything. “Can I ask you one more thing, before you go?”

Saladin turned back, a brow arched idly. “I’d say that was a question itself—but if you’ve another, I’ll listen.”

“Hah.” Leo rolled his eyes lightly at the rejoinder—but then, a moment later, he was narrowing them instead, studying the soldier carefully. “…her grace seemed rather opposed to the art of summoning, Lord Saladin. I’d like to know what you think of it yourself.”

The older man studied him in silence for a long moment—but then, a wolfish grin rose to his lips. “All I’ve to say of that, lad, is that if I had the talent, you can damn well bet I’d go out there and bring back the biggest, meanest, toughest spirit in the whole damn desert.” And then, turning away again, he was gone.


Chapter VI

Temptations

At some point after the meal, a maid had come to find Leo. Like the princess, the maid seemed to be more Luxterrian than native Kerathi, for her lighter hair and skin—though she clearly went out in the sun more often than the princess, which had darkened the latter—and she’d told him that the princess would be busy for at least the next few bells. She had first offered to button his shirt for him, but… though she was a pretty creature, she had also seemed decidedly uncomfortable with the idea even as she had offered. Perhaps, Leo mused, she was only used to serving the princess, when Valyrianna seemed intent on keeping word of his presence from spreading. Either way, he decided he preferred to deal with being self-conscious about walking around with his shirt open over making her too uncomfortable, and so he’d ended up asking the maid if he could have a bath instead. She had seemed grateful for the alternative, and led him to a bath attached to the guest rooms, no less fine than the rest.

In truth, the bath itself would have been much easier with help, when he only had one good hand, but if the girl had been uncomfortable with simply buttoning his shirt, then surely she would have died of embarrassment over that. Even undressing had proved a challenge—ultimately, he’d had to undo the sling, and he had asked the maid for help with putting that back on afterward. Still, especially after the ride through the desert before all of this, it was good to be clean, and he’d managed to make his hair a bit more presentable. Buttoned or otherwise, the silk shirt made him feel a bit more conscious of his appearance. He’d also asked one of the servants if it would be possible to have his horse retrieved from the livery stable at the city gates—or at least a payment taken there for her care. The woman had given him a slightly incredulous look for that, but had said she would pass the request on to Saladin or one of his men, and Leo was willing to trust a soldier would see the importance of that more easily.

For the time being, though, he had been left alone, and that had brought his attention back to the book. Carefully, almost reverently, he drew the tome out of the pack, his fingers brushing over the black leather cover. The title was written in the same incomprehensible runes as the rest—and, for an irony, that had proved harder to translate than many of the sections. It wasn’t truly hard to guess, though, because the black leather was decorated with an exquisite engraving of fanciful creatures. There was a vast sea serpent emerging from the frothing brine upon the lower left, a colossal, wingless dragon of stone and crystal upon the lower right, a swirling, almost intangible woman made of air upon the upper left, and a foxlike creature radiating fire upon the upper right. Beneath the four of them was etched an intricate magical circle, and the image was completed by an angelic figure, evoking the mythical, winged messengers of the gods, with its head framed by a sunburst above all the others, and a vicious face peering out of eddying darkness at the bottom.

In his own mind, Leo had taken to calling it the Tome of Spirits. What he’d told Valyrianna before was essentially accurate; flipping open the book revealed a skittering page of intricate runes unlike any language he’d ever seen before. But when he whispered a spell and ran his fingers down the page, the runes slowly shimmered and shifted, reshaping themselves to familiar letters in Forvathi. He’d flipped to a page in the first section, one that his mother had translated years ago. That section covered only the basics—the existence, foremost, of elemental spirits, like the ones he’d seen fighting on his way into the city. They were essentially intangible entities, less than gods and yet more than men, born of the elements themselves. Each of the creatures upon the cover was one of their number, and in the same breath, each was no more than one of their myriad number.

The spirits represented a power that had tempted men since time immemorial—and they, in turn, seemed tempted by pacts with men, if only because it was dangerously easy for a spirit’s essence to subsume that of its summoner. For inherently incorporeal entities such as the spirits, the chance to take on a mortal form and experience the more physical pleasures of the world seemed nigh irresistible. Valyrianna hadn’t been wrong, about the danger of that; there were stories enough even among the Forvathi of the calamities wrought by the more powerful spirits—Eidolons or Daemons or Archons or Titans—that had overpowered their summoners, then drowned themselves in the pleasures of the mortal world, often leaving a trail of devastation in their wake.

But if everything that he had told the princess was true, there were things he hadn’t told her. Of the four sections of the Tome of Spirits that had been decrypted between him and his mother, one told the basics of spirit lore, one bespoke the techniques used for summoning and the dangers, and a third was the first of what seemed like several sections on the different classes of spirits. It spoke of the most… basic—and in the eyes of most, the weakest—sort of spirits, the Elementals. They were wont to be simple entities, defined by the element they were a part of and some simple aspect, such as fire and anger, perhaps, or water and serenity, that related to it in a straightforward way. The wolfgirl he had seen outside the city had been an Elemental, from the exchange he’d overheard.

But on the whole, the book bespoke the value—and danger—a summoner could find in a spirit whose aspect he or she shared in. A shared aspect vastly increased the power one could draw from a pact, but equally, the risk of being subsumed by the spirit. One thing he hadn’t told Valyrianna was that the Tome of Spirits warned against picking an aspect one could attune with too easily, because… he had every intention of ignoring that advice.

The last of the four sections, though, was something altogether different. If the Tome of Spirits addressed these matters in a particularly comprehensive fashion, there was little in the other three sections that one could not have learned in any other grimoire of summoning. The art was far from common, but nor was it truly rare. He’d always thought as much, but seeing a mere mercenary company fielding two summoners had been proof that summoning was, if anything, more common than he’d expected here in Al-Kerath. Yet… the immutable law of the summoner’s art was that a summoner could have but a single pact; that was why the advice in the Tome of Spirits, to pick a spirit whose aspect one could not use too well, was all but absurd to most summoners he had met. Every other tome of summoning he had read emphasized the danger—but also why one needed to do that, to truly gain from being a summoner.

Whoever had written the Tome of Spirits, though, had not presumed that limit at all; the last of the four sections expressly contradicted it. More strikingly, the chapter that violated everything he had read elsewhere had only been the second of the four to be deciphered, one the author essentially considered part of the basic lore of summoning. And that secret was why, no matter what happened, he did not dare risk losing the book. It alone seemed to promise power far beyond even that of summoning itself—and the power of summoning was not small.

Lost in his thoughts, Leo almost didn’t notice the knock upon the door; he started when he did, instinctively closing the book as he stood. “Come in.”

A moment later, Valyrianna stepped through. She had, at some point, changed out of the dress and into something more comfortable. That, he decided with a flicker of mild amusement, had done nothing to make her less lovely. No, if anything she was almost more tempting this way, having traded the blue dress for a crimson silk blouse that shimmered in the firelight and a pair of loose black silken pants, the fabric pooling about the sides of her legs. It emphasized her supple grace all the more, and the top was cut almost as low as the dress had been, its sleeves leaving most of her arms bare. She’d also removed the golden bands upon her arms and drawn her hair into a neat tail.

If, before, she had been almost the embodiment if her station, now… now she seemed something closer to simply a beautiful young woman, and it was hard to say which way she was more attractive. Again, it took Leo an effort not to let his eyes linger as they flickered over her, finding their way back to her face. The princess arched a brow at him as she stepped into the room easily, her own eyes flickering to his chest. “…you bathed and you’re still wearing your shirt like that, Sir Leo? I begin to wonder if you simply lack for modesty,” she greeted, the words light—though he had the feeling that she actually meant them.

For that thought, he met her gaze with a lifted brow of his own. “I must admit, I thought I was doing your maid a favor, my lady,” he replied, dryly, “Just the offer of helping me button it had her blushing brighter than your shirt.”

“I suppose they aren’t used to attending men,” she allowed idly, stepping closer, “Frankly the only man they see regularly is Saladin, and I think you can imagine about how interested he is in having my maids attend him.”

A laugh escaped Leo as he tried to picture that. “I get the feeling they’d faint and he’d end up being the one to help them back to their chambers, yes,” he admitted, “And he seems a man ill inclined to want the help of others even if that wasn’t the case.”

Valyrianna nodded, a ghost of a smile tugging at her lips. “Not quite what I was thinking… but I could see it happening, honestly. Still…” Her steps had carried her closer, and her eyes flickered up at him almost playfully, “If you were scandalizing my poor maids, I doubt walking around with your shirt like this is exactly helping.”

Bemusement touched his lips as he looked back down at her. “…are you offering to help instead, my lady? I feel like there’s likely some law against that, honestly.”

“Probably,” she agreed, “But considering what you’ve seen, Sir Leo… I’d be rather disappointed if you didn’t know what I thought of laws that say I shouldn’t do something.” There was an edge of challenge in her voice as she took another step nearer—and despite all the parts of him that said he would be an utter fool not to object… those that said he would be an utter fool to object were decidedly stronger.

Swallowing, he looked down at her and did his best to hide that flicker of uncertainty. “…well, the law aside, it’s hardly the sort of thing I care to ask a lady to do,” he replied, more seriously, “But I’ll admit, it would be nice to be properly dressed. Not in the least because of how cold the nights here are.”

Valyrianna arched her brow again, even as she took a half-step nearer. “You really think my father’s palace gets cold at night, Sir Leo? I somehow doubt that. This is entirely for the sake of my poor maids, naught more.”

They were near enough to almost touch. It was a tantalizing and dangerous thought—and yet, despite that danger… Leo himself took a half step forward, erasing the distance that made it almost. Something about the playful challenge in her gaze was enough to demand that he not back down. “…then I suppose I would give you insult if I refused.”

“You likely would, yes.” There was a certain intentness behind the playful challenge in her voice.

Something in that could only feel utterly sensual, and Leo’s tongue played at his lips, all at once… wholly on edge, as her hand lifted. Her fingers were delicate and nimble, but even so, for a fleeting moment, they unintentionally brushed across the strength—modest though it was—of his chest as she started to draw the shirt closed to button it. In that moment, they both froze. It wasn’t the first time they had touched, and yet… this moment was rather more pointedly intimate, intentionally or not. Her skin was soft and perfectly smooth, and despite his intentions, he couldn’t help but draw in a sharp breath at the sensation as it sent a shiver running through him.

It was hard to say, in that moment, if it was the touch itself or his reaction to it, but her playful challenge faded away all at once; the princess drew in a breath of her own, as if realizing she had gone further than she should’ve, and a hint of color touched her cheeks. Her eyes lowered after a moment, her fingers working almost frantically as they lifted to the next button, aware of the almost physical tension between them and yet… too proud to back down. Leo let out a careful breath, his eyes fixed upon her as he willed himself to be still so that she could work; if there was a part of himself that whispered it would be painfully easy to make her fingers brush him again if he moved as she worked at the other buttons, he rejected it rather pointedly.

No matter that they had clearly both felt something in that moment… gods, thinking about it couldn’t have felt more foolish. She was a princess and he had naught at all, never mind that they had scarcely so much as met. The heartbeats it took for her to finish buttoning the shirt seemed to stretch out into almost eternity—and as soon as she had finished, she let out a sharp breath and darted backward skittishly, turning away to look out the window.

If the silence that lingered after that was equally long and acutely uncomfortable… they likely both needed it. Leo did, he realized, because it took at least a song for the racing of his heart to still enough that it didn’t feel like it was pounding in his ears any longer. Distantly, he wondered if hers had done the same—and then just as quickly dismissed the thought, letting out a long breath. “…Lord Saladin seems like a most admirable retainer, my lady,” he said at last, carefully, trying to clear the tension between them a little.

“…he is,” she agreed, almost absentmindedly, still looking out the window. It was dark, by now, but the city below was still alive with luminescence, between lamps and torches and the glowing runes that illuminated the streets. A moment later, though, she frowned and looked back at him over her shoulder. “He seems to like you already, though, and that worries me. What exactly did he tell you?”

Swallowing, Leo wondered for just a moment if he’d leaped out of the frying pan and into the fire with that choice of topic. “…he told me about your family history,” he decided upon, after a moment, “And… why the Magnathi are your enemies. He seems to hold them in poor regard as well.”

A faint hint of a smile crossed her lips. “…he’s passionate about that, I know. In truth, it was what brought him into my service.”

“Was that why you were out on the street last night, my lady?”

As quickly as it came, the hint of a smile faded, and she turned back to face him, her eyes flickering with sparks of displeasure. “I told you not to get involved in my affairs.”

“You also told me I had probably made enemies, by helping you,” Leo pointed out.

“…I said that a little rashly. Honestly, I think you’ll be fine as long as you have nothing further to do with me after you leave the palace.” Again there was something almost wrenchingly lonely in her voice, and she closed her eyes, “Plenty of people saw us, but your description will be pretty generic. It’s not like they have a name.”

His lips pursed; regardless of anything, he found the thought of simply disavowing her that way… unpleasant. “And if I decided I wanted to help you?”

Her eyes narrowed. “I told you not to get involved, Sir Leo. My path is far too perilous, and… I do not wish to repay your aid to me with ruin.”

“…I’m not saying this is how I feel right now, because I’m not sure I believe it fully,” he replied, the words more honest than he’d fully intended them to be—and yet, something in her intensity felt like it precluded deception, “But if I did believe everything Lord Saladin said, it sounded like there were plenty of reasons why I might want to back you anyway. So what if I really do want to?”

Her expression tightened—and it was with both a flicker of triumph and a pang of guilt that he realized the words had been chosen almost too well, when she couldn’t refute them despite that she clearly wanted to. “…look, if you want to help the Dominion—and… that’s really all I wish to do myself, Sir Leo, to protect the Dominion and her people—then there are better ways. Safer ways. You could just join the Free Swords.”

“…the Free Swords?” Leo blinked; it wasn’t a term he’d heard before

Valyrianna sighed. “Right, I suppose they aren’t that well known outside the Dominion. Well… I’m sure Saladin told you that we don't have nearly as many men in the Helosian Guard as we should, right?”

“He did—he said the Border Guard handles most of the outlying cities.”

“…yes. The goddess-damned Gilded Knives.” She scowled. “It feels like the Magnathi increase their numbers every damn moon, while the Helosian Guard only ever gets smaller.” The princess turned away angrily, one hand twisting into a fist as she looked back out over the city. “And the levies we can call up from the few remaining emirs are hardly anything.” She shook her head, her voice bitter “It’s a pathetic state of affairs, honestly.”

Leo frowned. “…if I can ask without giving offense, does your father just… accept that? Or does he not see it?”

She hesitated, biting her lip slightly, then shook her head again. “…it’s not important right now.”

“Alright.” Asking had been dangerous enough, and he decided not to try to press. “But the Free Swords are something else?”

Valyrianna nodded, looking back over her shoulder. “They’re… a militia, of sorts. Men who promise service to the crown in times of need in exchange for certain privileges. They serve in times of war, of course, but aside from that, they agree to take certain missions if the crown asks. It’s about the only way we can project power outside the city at this point.”

Considering how they had met, Leo decided it wasn’t much likely that that was the only way she had to project power outside the city, but… that wasn’t really the point. The thought had a certain appeal, even setting aside the question of whether he was interested in her conflict with the Magnathi. “Are there requirements for joining?”

“Not really for joining, no. But… I know starting from the bottom probably isn’t very appealing, for a sorcerer. You’d end up following someone else on those missions that way.” She frowned, turning back to look at him in full. “A full knight—basically, an officer—can be appointed directly if he performed some distinguished feat, though. Sorcerers usually rise at least that far anyway, and… well, I do think what you did for me would count.”

Leo frowned in turn, considering. “…but we couldn’t tell anyone what it actually was I did, I assume?”

“No.” The answer left no room for discussion—but then, he had expected that.

“It’s something I’ll have to think about, then,” he decided, looking away. “I feel like it would just look like favoritism if I couldn’t tell anyone I was in charge of what feat I was appointed over. I appreciate the offer, though.”

The princess sighed. “…I guess that’s fair. Well, you did do a feat I would call distinguished, so… it’ll be open if you decide later. You can just send a letter to the palace.” She stepped away from the window, regarding him intently. “…the longer you stay here, though, Sir Leo, the greater the risk that someone will realize that you were the one who helped me, and I truly do not wish for that. As I have said, I owe you much—and you told me you have nothing. And… I should be a rather poor princess of Al-Kerath if I could not at least offer coin to repay my debts.”

Leo swallowed, looking back at her uncertainly. “…would that not risk attracting your father’s attention to this?”

She laughed, bitterly. “You needn’t fear upon that score. For how little freedom he is wont to give me, he is happy enough to drown me in coin. Perhaps he imagines that could make me happy. But regardless, spending some of it from time to time is all but expected.”

His eyes flickered at the bitterness—and the fleeting sense of pain that lingered behind it in her eyes. “…I’m sorry.”

She scowled and glanced away. “…I hardly need sympathy for being unreasonably wealthy, Sir Leo.” Valyrianna was silent for several heartbeats, after that, an uneasy silence lingering in the air between them.

When it broke at last, though, she was turning back to face him again, determination burning in her lapis eyes. “I truly am thankful for what you did for me last eve. But for that, I think the best thing I can offer you in return is the chance to live your own life. If you are willing to serve in the Free Swords…. I think you might one day hope to do much good for the Dominion. But by tomorrow your shoulder will be healed, according to my healer. So… when that has come to pass, I will see that you have your reward, and then you needs no longer say that you have naught to lose by doing something so reckless as trying to summon an Archon.”

She took a step closer, the intensity in her eyes only growing. “…you will no longer have naught to lose, so I implore you—do not do such a foolish thing as that. Do not throw your life away for power. No matter what your book tells you, or that you are Forvathi, the danger and the cost are still far greater than you know! Far, far greater!”

The princess drew in a sharp breath, regaining her composure without looking away from him. “…but I cannot force you to see reason in that, I know as much. Still, if you hold any regard for me… heed what I say. Please. The vicissitudes of summoning have already cost me more than I should ever have wished.”

She paused there, hesitating for a long, long moment—nearly long enough for him to try to interject. Maybe she saw that, for her eyes flashed up at him in refusal. “Regardless, so long as you are here, you are in danger. So… I fear it would be for the best if this were the last time you and I saw one another, Sir Leo.”

Whatever he had been expecting, it had not been that—no matter that some part of him agreed that it more than made sense, that it was almost absurd that they had spoken alone like this at all even once, much less twice. But the thought was far bitterer than it had any right to be, and his eyes flashed back at her as he drew in a sharp breath, grasping for a rejoinder; “But, my lady—”

She shook her head fiercely. “No buts, Sir Leo. I have decided, and… this is for the best. Thank you again for everything you have done, but this this must be farewell.” For a long, long moment, she held his gaze—and then, all at once, she turned away and was gone.


Chapter VII

In the City of the Sun

Much to Leo’s chagrin, things proceeded much as she had declared they would after that. She had vanished, and for all that he’d tried intently to catch a glimpse of her somewhere in those of her chambers he had access to, he hadn’t managed it so much as once. After some time, and another entirely-too-delicious meal, he had reluctantly gone to sleep. In contrast to the unconsciousness that had followed the struggle upon the streets, he found his sleep to be fitful and full of strange dreams. Somehow, though, enough had happened that he still managed to get a reasonable amount of asleep, or at least enough that he awoke in a mostly coherent state.

The princess’s healer—a Kerathi woman in perhaps her forties, with sharp eyes and a kind face—had come the next morning as promised. Well, it hadn’t been literally morning, but rather what passed for that in Heliopolis, which was to say early evening. Either way, she had looked over his shoulder, which had been significantly better by then, asked him some questions, then set about working her mending sorcery. Mending was, in truth, one of the rarest and most sought-after talents a sorcerer could possess, and one of the hardest to learn, mostly manifesting in those with affinities for earth or water. Fire could cauterize a wound, yes, but that was far from truly healing it. In that sense, he hadn’t been lying before; his mother’s talent had not been inconsiderable, and that made how entirely this woman outdid her truly impressive.

When she was done, his shoulder had been essentially functional, if still sore. She had warned him against using it too intensely in the next day or so, and given him a salve that he was to apply for a week, which was simple enough. Leo could feel the lingering sorcery in the medicine, in truth. But it hadn’t been too long after that that the princess’s maids had brought him what they said was her royal reward, and that… that, if it had been brought in the form of Kerili, or even the ancient golden Forvathi sovereigns—another ever-present reminder of the empire his ancestors had once forged across the continent—would have required a small army of servants to bear it. For all that he hadn’t done it for the reward… gods. Gods. There was a part of him, the larger one in this moment, that said he would have done it for the reward even had he not wished to save her in that moment.

It was almost terrifying, to realize that the key to that fortune laid in nothing more than a slip of parchment set with a golden seal, at least until he could reach the royal Helosian bank and properly claim the ownership of the account. It was enough that even if he did nothing but live off of it, he could’ve lived comfortably—even here in Heliopolis—for at least a year, likely considerably more. He had immediately found a random place between the pages of the Tome of Spirits and hidden the promissory note away there for safekeeping. Whether that much coin was enough to make him reconsider his plan… well, that was another question altogether.

The maids had also told him politely but firmly that he was to leave the palace that day. And, in truth, Leo had known he had no grounds to object to that on, no matter how desperately some part of him had wished to. No, he’d waited until after lunch—served a little after sundown—and then reluctantly gathered what things he had. Had that truly been the end of it… even for the coin, he could not pretend he would not have departed the palace on a bitter note.

And yet, instead of the maids, it had been Saladin who had come to see him out of the palace—through a back way out for servants and supplies, ultimately, to avoid attracting attention—using the excuse of wanting to be sure Leo was reunited with his horse. Despite everything, the soldier had thrown him another conspiratorial grin and made clear that, no matter what the princess had said, the offer he’d made before was still open. A commission in the Free Swords seemed to suit the Kerathi man’s hopes well enough, from how he’d responded to the idea, and that made the thought more tempting, though Leo was still worried about whether he would be respected if he could not so much as speak of the feat that had won him the position.

Still, it hadn’t been that encounter that had eased the bitterness of the rest of it. No, it had been the way, as they were preparing to part ways in the royal stable—itself stunning in its scale—that Saladin had thrown Leo a sly smile and passed him a simple, leatherbound tome without anything upon its cover, whispering that he should only open it outside the palace. That alone had been enough to make Leo immensely curious…

Along with the promissory note for the royal bank, Valyrianna had seen to it that he be given some coins for more immediate use, and after retrieving his horse—the mare had seemed very excited to see him again, enough so that it had taken nearly five songs to calm her enough that he could saddle her—he had taken the mare to a far nicer livery stable in the royal promenade, within the palace district. It was an indulgence, to be sure, but in his own mind he still owed her those extra oats, regardless of everything that had happened since they had arrived. Moonshadow had been his companion for nearly five years, and the gray—in truth, nearly white, but her coat was tinged with just a hint of blue-gray color—mare had proved both reliable and loyal in that time. He made a mental promise to spend some time with her, when he had the chance. It felt as though that had been far more than just a few days before that they had rode up to the city.

But with that done, Leo had found himself… free. The palace district was, if anything, brighter than the entrance to the city had been, mostly illuminated by sorcery upon the fronts of the shops. At the far end of the royal promenade, where it gave way to the actual palace approach, there was an elegant statue park surrounding a fountain. Two clear, pure channels of water ran down from the palace, spilling into the pool as a pair of waterfalls with several tiers. Here in the desert, that was the ultimate display of luxury, and it was carefully guarded by several members of the Helosian Guard.

The park was relatively crowded at the moment, though. In the attire he had been wearing from the palace, Leo fit in surprisingly well given the mix of different peoples that made up the city’s elite, much like those he had seen at the gates. That diversity was in itself striking, but the thought had been fleeting compared to his burning curiosity about the book he had been given. And, when he had opened the cover…

When he had opened the cover, it had more than lived up to the anticipation. The Tome of Spirits was a practical guide—and he did not doubt, if he had managed to decipher all of it, that would’ve included a list of the higher-tier classes of spirits the way it did the Elementals. But the Tome was also… gods knew how old. Maybe it really did date back fifteen hundred years, to the Forvathi Empire. But this? He couldn’t quite help the way his eyes widened as he leafed through the pages, full as they were of striking renditions of the spirits that could be found in the desert. Renditions and… gods! Gods, he had never seen a tome with half as much detail as this. For each spirit, there was a detailed description that he could only guess was everything the Helosian Guard knew of it.

And, perhaps more stunning than that, there were dates. His eyes caught on one as he flipped through the pages, and couldn’t help the way his breath caught in his throat as his eyes fixed upon the date of one. ‘Last Known Summoning: 1464 KE.’ Though Leo had little experience with the Kerathi calendar—it was, he had heard, the oldest on the continent, but it had seen little use in Sylvarithea, which used the more standard Zepherian Calendar—he knew enough to know that was only two years ago, just after the War of Steel and Spice that Valyrianna had mentioned. The thought sent his mind racing as his fingers traced the words upon the page, blinking several times to be sure he hadn’t dreamed it.

Of all the things that stood in his way to becoming a summoner, that had been perhaps the greatest single obstacle. He had already known it would likely be challenging to find an accurate compendium of the spirits that dwelt upon the desert sand. The coin of his reward would surely have helped, but still he had known it would be no small challenge—one that might well have required stepping outside of the law, based on the princess’s vehemence about the dangers of summoning. And even once he found such a thing… he hadn’t even dared to hope it might have dates.

For all their intangible power, the spirits remained wholly singular entities. Each could make a pact with but a single mortal at a given time, and for that, it had seemed almost inevitable that he would need to travel to the dwellings of several before he so much as found one that was present that he could hope to summon. But the information at his fingertips now all but erased that uncertainty. The thought was tantalizing almost beyond belief—and it was that which had, at least for the moment, overpowered the sense of bitter disappointment at leaving the palace without even having the chance to bid the princess a proper goodbye.

There were, he realized as he leafed through the pages of the book Saladin had offered him, a wider variety of spirits that dwelt in the desert than he had realized. Powerful spirits of fire were a given—and the number of those alone was almost dizzying—but there were others, too. Titans of earth born of the scorching sands and craggy peaks, spirits of air carried upon the desert winds, even those of water who had arisen from the rivers, oases, or offshore islands, just to name a few. Drawing in a long breath, Leo closed the book, finding himself glad for its nondescript cover as he slipped it into his pack.

That he owed Saladin a pointed debt for that seemed a given, in this moment. Leo frowned contemplatively, glancing up at the palace. He owed the man a debt, yes, but… a debt wasn’t really enough to win his loyalty. If Saladin had imagined the book would make the choice for him, he had been wrong. Though, Leo mused wryly, it was hard to imagine the quick-witted soldier having made that mistake. He did not truly seem like the sort of man who imagined that loyalty could be bought. But that left the question of just how much of what he—and Valyrianna, for that matter—had said was true. With the book tucked away alongside the Tome of Spirits, Leo stood, deciding it was perhaps time he see the City of the Sun properly—and ask a few questions along the way.
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“…aye, that’s about the size of it,” the bartender agreed, regarding Leo wryly across the latest mixed drink he’d ordered. Keeping the man talking had proved a bit of a challenge, especially since Leo had never been especially fond of drinking, but one of the few healing spells his mother had been able to teach him was essentially a ward against alcohol. He probably should have been dead drunk after three of the expensive, artisanal drinks, but he only felt slightly lightheaded, and he could tell it was vexing the bartender. Still, the man seemed wise enough to realize Leo was paying for conversation more than drinks. “As I see it, just a matter of time before the Magnathi own Heliopolis too. Crying shame, if you ask me.”

“They’re not well-regarded here?” Leo’s eyes flickered intently. The drone of conversation around them in the tavern—far from the palace district, though it was still a fine establishment in one of the city’s wealthier markets. Leo stood out as better dressed than most of the patrons at the moment, but not by too much.

The bartender’s expression clouded. He had darker skin, but if anything, his features had a hint of the orient to them, bespeaking that he had ancestors from Xian, the vast empire that sprawled across the lands to the west of the Sahelion. “Eh. They’ve all got their supporters, ‘course. And some are better than others. Lord Xhanatos led the Gilded Knives in the war personally, so… he’s not so bad. But most of their lot? Yeah, they’re a bunch of damn leeches, if you ask me. They say they’re bringin’ prosperity to the sands, but even in my lifetime, seems more like they’ve been strangling it. When a trader can’t dock in one port without paying a tax and might well have an unfortunate accident with pirates if he tries to sail on by? Well, men just stop trading as much, and start trading only the things with the most gold in ‘em, aye?”

Leo nursed his drink contemplatively. “And you’re sure that’s… new? I won’t say you’re wrong, but even back in Sylvarithea, there were always taxes on trade.”

The bartender gave him a look. “Aye, taxes—one set. A merchant not part of one of the Magnathi cartels might well have to pay four. And that’s how they really get you, you know? It ain’t the taxes, it’s the threat of ‘em. The cartels offer protection from that, ‘cause even the greediest magnate ain’t fool enough to take on a whole cartel. But as I hear it, once you join, there ain’t a whole lot of ladder to climb.”

Amethyst eyes narrowed intently. “…I was under the impression the merchant houses rose and fell fairly often.”

The bartender shrugged. “The minor ones, sure. But I ain’t seen one of the major cities change hands but once in my lifetime, and that was Lord Xhanatos’s rise when I was just a lad. Seems to me that the real powers are set in stone these days.”

Leo’s frown deepened. “I seem to hear of this Lord Xhanatos a lot. What sort of merchant is he?”

Across the bar, the older man cocked his head. “I’ve heard he’s a dabbler—has a finger in everything. Supposedly he got his start trading weapons, but that was a long time ago, ‘fore he couped the magnate of the old house de Lyon. If the Magnathi have a leader, I’d reckon it’s him… but frankly they don’t. What’s probably kept the king on the throne this long is that they hate each other more than they want him out. Always squabbling, between the houses or the cartels, but the big names are too entrenched for that to really matter much. It’d take a damn sight more than house squabbles to loosen the grip of any of the Nine Princes on their cities.”

Ruefully, Leo arched a brow at the man. “You’re going to make me ask you who the Nine Princes are too?”

The bartender grinned back at him. “Well, you could buy another drink, friend.”

“I haven’t finished this one.” Leo took another sip. The drink was good, if he ignored the taste of the alcohol itself, a mix of rum from the eastern kingdoms with unfamiliar fruits from the west.

A brow quirked at him, and the bartender chuckled. “Lad, wherever you’re putting these down, it sure as hells ain’t your stomach, so I don’t see the harm.”

Leo made a face and sipped his drink. “I think I’ll pass. Maybe another day, though.”

The other man laughed. “Well, can ya blame a man for trying? Fine, I’ll answer, but it’s your last question ‘fore you’ve gotta buy another. They’re the only Magnathi that really matter—the families that hold the most important outlying cities of the Dominion. There are small fry here in the capital and some lesser lords with territory, but I reckon Lord Xhanatos is the first new man to join the Nine in fifty summers now.”
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Over the next four bells or so, Leo asked essentially the same questions at several places around the city—and got essentially the same answers, though thankfully without needing to pretend to drink quite as much. Most of the other bartenders he asked were rather less aware of how much they could’ve insisted he keep paying past the first drink, Leo reflected with bemusement. The first man had been right; each of the Nine and many of the lesser Magnathi had their supporters. Many of the people he’d spoken to had cast aspersions on them as a group, but exempted a favored Magnate or two.

But though it was delivered variously with regret, contempt, pity, or glee, basically everyone he’d spoken to had said the same thing about the king; that he had little to no real power, and what remained was limited mostly to Heliopolis. When the first tavern had been one for merchants, it was perhaps unsurprising that he’d learned the most there about the shipping cartels, but they’d been mentioned occasionally elsewhere as well. As near as Leo could tell, there were three. Two of them were controlled by alliances between two or more families in the Nine, while the third was a loose confederation of more independent traders, backed mostly by the emirs—the last remaining lords of the old feudal system with any real power. He’d heard some kinder words about the latter, but also that it had significantly less leverage.

Beyond all of that, though, he’d learned a few other interesting things. There were some vague rumors about Valyrianna, one or two even pointing in the direction of what she’d said herself. More notable, though, was Saladin—or rather, High Warlord Saladin of the Helosian Guard, one of the four generals who led the kingdom’s forces in times of war. From what Leo had gathered, Saladin was a minor noble from the lands of one of the emirs, and he had risen through the ranks of the Helosian Guard during the War of Spice and Steel, as the Kerathi called the war that had ended two summers ago. He had a reputation for both feats of personal daring and bold strategies that had consistently let him appear in places the attackers had never expected, throwing their strategies into chaos—enough so that he’d heard Saladin called the Demon of al-Jibril more than once, after the outlying city where he’d won his most famous victory, or just the Demon of the Sands. A half-smile twitched at Leo’s lips; it wasn’t hard to imagine the man he’d met in the palace doing those things, and yet… in the same breath, it made all that had happened in the palace feel all the more like a surreal daydream. Only the clothes he wore and the heavy coin purse at his hip truly assured him that it hadn’t been. Well, those and the weight of the dagger he had taken with him, tucked away inconspicuously between the layers of his clothes.

After bells of wandering the palace district and the edges of the other districts that adjoined it, Leo was starting to grow weary. In the same breath, though, there was a restlessness that kept him from returning to his room at the inn. Booking one had been his first order of business after leaving the royal bank, where he had found the funds available as promised and registered the account in his name properly. Now it was no longer only that small slip of parchment that connected him to a small fortune, which put his mind somewhat at ease.

It was that combination of weariness and restlessness that had led him to the temple. It was, Leo noted, simultaneously within the palace district and pointedly distinct from it. That was a common arrangement he had seen across the continent for temples—and likely one that bespoke the complexity of the relationship between the crowns of most kingdoms and the Sacred Order of Zepherion, the most widespread religious organization upon the continent. In truth, Leo wasn’t that wont to go to Zepherian temples, as he’d told the princess, but… here in Al-Kerath, the white stone of the temple represented familiarity in an unfamiliar land. After so much that was unfamiliar, there was some appeal in that. The other temple she’d mentioned was more of something new to explore another time.

In contrast to the native stone and rose gold of Heliopolis, the temple was of white, imported marble—as they always were. Leo wasn’t sure he’d believed it, but one tome of history he’d read suggested that the preference for white marble and fluted columns derived from a misunderstanding of an ancient Forvathi style from the era of the Empire. The Order was the one fragment of the Empire’s rule over the continent that had remained relatively intact, even over a millennium later. It was a heritage that they held to proudly, especially given that their claim on that legacy was widely enough accepted as to allow them a significant presence in every major kingdom.

As he ascended the steps toward the temple—as with every other he had seen, the building was mostly an open courtyard garden protected by a roof, the soaring row of columns, and wards against the elements set between them—Leo frowned, hearing a commotion near the entrance. The steps hadn’t looked like much from afar, but up close they felt nearly endless and he picked up his pace as much as he could without seeming to run.

“…it’s really a disgrace. You still haven’t found even a hint of their trail?” The voice that came into focus first conveyed a sneer even while the speaker remained out of sight, and it was unquestionably a man’s. Something in the tone of it seemed to be inherently grating, even beyond the sneer. “So much for the omniscient eye of the Lord of the Sky, I suppose.”

Leo reached the top of the stairs just as the other person answered, and for that, he could see that she was a woman in the alabaster robes of a Zepherian priestess. Hers were ornamented enough to suggest she held some rank—and that thought was confirmed by the laurel crown that sat above the hood of her robe. “…He reveals the truth to us as is His will, Warlord,” she replied, her voice quiet but steely. “We have beseeched Him upon this matter, but His wisdom is beyond us. Perhaps it is too late, perhaps He has some design of His own for the lost ones you speak of, or perhaps there is some other reason altogether. I can tell you only that we have scryed for the fate of those you asked us to, and seen naught.”

The other—a soldier and, for her words, very possibly one of the other three High Warlords—scoffed. He was a shorter man of clear Luxterrian descent, with light brown hair and blue eyes. Even if there was yet a strength to him, he did not bespeak a warrior the way Saladin did, and that was as much for the almost churlish affect he wore as much as his appearance. He was flanked by four men in armor, but since they didn’t have the distinctive armor-and-robe ensemble of the Helosian Guard despite their fine equipment, it seemed more likely that they were from the Gilded Knives instead. Leo found the derisive term felt natural to him almost too easily. “Hmph. A man could wonder if maybe you were withholding information from us, woman. You should realize that Lord Thalias has taken a rather personal interest in this particular matter. The Forvathi of Tor Varondis are under his protection.”

The priestess drew in a long breath, the light of the nearby torches illuminating that she was neither young nor old—in perhaps her thirties—and shook her head forcefully. “Warlord, the Order does not play petty politics. Respectfully, your request and your lord’s interest are immaterial. Your messenger came before us as a man in need of aid, and we have implored the Lord of the Sky to grant that aid. He has declined our request, and there is naught more that can be done.”

“Arrogant woman!” The warlord advanced a step, but if he expected to intimidate her, she stood her ground. “Maybe the diviners at the temple of Mara will be of actual use.”

The woman’s eyes flashed at him. “…you may ask those foolish charlatans if you so desire, my lord. It will change nothing—save perhaps to bring misfortune upon your house. The Gods, my lord, are ill-wont to look well upon men who presume to doubt Their divine rulings in such a fashion. I think it would bode ill for your lord to show the Lord of the Sky such disrespect.”

The warlord growled and took another step forward—and when she didn’t back away again, he reached out to grab the front of her robe forcefully enough to make the priestess stumble toward him. “Are you threatening me, woman?!”

That won a cry from her, and she pulled at his grip sharply. “Unhand me!”

Again the warlord scoffed. “Not so high and mighty now, I see. What, is Zepherion going to smite me for this? Hah, no, I bet He was glad enough to see a fool like you shut up. Now tell me, where can we find the missing Forvathi?”

The woman’s eyes glowered up at him hatefully. “…you truly are a fool, warlord. I do not know—and if He were a more spiteful god, surely He would curse them for this as well. Let go!”

“Tell me!” the man demanded, his voice nearly a roar.

Leo’s shoulder ached—almost as if warning him not to get involved in something else dangerous that wasn’t his business—but it wasn’t a warning he could heed. Not when there was no one else around at the moment to step in. Mounting the last few steps, he reached the platform the temple was built upon and drew himself up, making his face as much of an imperious mask as he could—trying his best to look how he imagined someone who wore something as fine as he did now regularly would. “…pray excuse me, but is there aught amiss here?” His voice was cordial but cold—or so he hoped.

It was, at least, enough to catch the warlord’s attention. The man turned back, as did two of his four guards—and Leo knew in his heart that, if it came to blows, he had no hope here. But that was the last thing he could afford to betray. No, he drew himself up to his full height and met the warlord’s eyes without hesitation, doing his best to look like a man with nothing to fear. For a long, long moment, their eyes locked in a silent, invisible battle of wills…

It was the warlord whose will ebbed first, and Leo barely repressed a sigh of relief as the other man released the priestess and turned back fully with a snort, eyeing Leo up and down. “Hardly. Word of advice, though, my friend—you’re wasting your time if you’re praying for aught in this den of conniving fools. We’ll be on our way.” He gestured and the four men fell into formation behind him, marching smartly to an unheard beat.

Their path, though, led right through where Leo stood, a deliberate challenge. And… as much as some part of him dearly wanted to answer it, that would’ve been foolish. He stood his ground until they were several paces away and then, with a flicker of irritated reluctance, stepped aside. Leo turned to watch their retreat until they were halfway down the stairs, before looking back at the priestess, only then letting out that breath of relief. That could’ve gone far worse.

The woman had still been struggling when the man had let go, and for that, she’d stumbled a ways backwards, but she had recovered her footing by now and threw him a grateful glance as he approached. “…welcome to the temple, my lord.”

Leo offered a wry smile at the fact that she had managed the greeting, even as he half-bowed. “My thanks, lady priestess. Are you alright?”

She returned that smile, if only slightly. “I am, my lord—by Zepherion’s mercy, no doubt, but my thanks to you as His instrument nonetheless. I do not think your face is known to me, though. Are you a traveler?”

“…of a sort. I arrived here only recently, at least,” Leo replied, “And though I would not call myself the most pious of men, it hardly seemed right to see a man simply accost you thus, lady priestess.”

She sighed, shaking her head. “Would that he had not been blinded by his anger—I fear he shall do something else rash and foolish. But I will not say that the cause of his anger is not… understandable. Truth be told, I had hoped the Lord of the Sky would answer our prayers in this matter, though His reasons for not are His own, and I will not question them.”

Leo frowned. “He seemed to be looking for something, or someone?”

She nodded gravely. “Though ‘tis but one of many ill portents that have reached my ear of late, it was a most disquieting one. A group of travelers, mostly young women, was meant to reach the city but a few days ago, and they have all but vanished. It seems the lord of the land from which they came sees the matter as reflecting poorly upon him, and he has sent the warlord searching for them, but to no avail.”

The frown deepened. “…that does sound troubling, yes. I assume there is no chance they merely… perished upon the road?”

The priestess shook her head. “None, my lord. One of their number arrived ahead of the rest to prepare the way, I am told, and that was how their coming was known. The Border Guard has scoured the route they were to take—or so the warlord told me.” She hesitated. “…many of my brethren here at the temple have come to believe that they were taken by illegal slavers.”

Leo’s throat tightened, as he remembered that the warlord had specified that they were Forvathi, because… there were certainly widespread assumptions about his people in some circles that would’ve made that more likely. But he pushed that thought aside; it was better not to reveal that when he didn’t truly need to. “…how wretched,” he replied after a moment, his eyes narrowing, “Is that your belief as well?”

She glanced away. “It would not be… unheard of, of late. Pray understand that this is not His revelation, merely my personal thoughts, traveler, but… yes, I do think it the most likely thing to have happened.”

He took a half-step nearer. “…how common is that, if you should know? I must admit, I was struck by how common slavery seems to be here, compared to the eastern kingdoms. But that it is not even the whole of it?”

The priestess shook her head. “Would that it were, my lord, truly would that it were.” She closed her eyes and sighed, then stepped past him to look out over the city. “This land embraces the wickedness of slavery with an unholy ardor that in time will earn them His ire—surely. They sell their own brethren into bondage over so little as a debt unpaid, though they would tell you it is made right because a man can buy his own freedom, and because he cannot be made to suffer too much.”

The scorn in her voice was almost palpable, as she turned back to look at him, her eyes ablaze with her displeasure. “Yet it seems not enough to the greedy men who have come to rule here—these so-called Magnathi—that we have had little luck in pressing the king to abolish the wicked practice. They resent that such slavery as he allows is still bound by laws and limits, and so they break both the law of the realm and the sacred laws of Zepherion as well.” Her expression hardened further, along with her voice. “Heed me, traveler. In time, they will face His wrath for their ill deeds.”
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They spoke for several songs more, after that, but after her outburst of passion, the priestess had donned the mask of her station anew and there was nothing else in the conversation that truly interested him. For a time, Leo wandered the sanctuary of the temple, walking before the ritual statues in the likeness of each of the gods. None of their shrines called to him save one, though—and it seemed one of the most neglected. Having heard what he had at the entrance, Leo was fairly certain that was because followers of Mara, the Lady of Fire, were wont go to the temple the princess had mentioned instead. Regardless, he laid several coins upon Her altar and lit a votive candle of beast tallow, staring into the graven face of Her statue for perhaps half a bell.

By the time Leo left the temple and at last headed back to the room he had booked at the inn, he had all but come to a decision. For all its promise and opportunity… the things he had seen and heard this day had been enough to realize that Helipolis was also a stagnant and oppressive place. Perhaps a man could hope to truly rise in power and influence doing things straightforwardly… but he found he did not truly think that possible. Whether or not Valyrianna’s cause was just, whether or not he wished to join her, oppose her, or simply stand upon his own, he would need power—and his original purpose in coming to the desert sands still seemed in every way the best method by which he could hope to obtain it.


Chapter VIII

Spirits, Sun, and Sand

Adapting to the schedule in Al-Kerath was proving more difficult than he had hoped even after his time in the palace, Leo mused as he rubbed at his eyes. Admittedly, that wasn’t much helped by the knowledge that he would need to adjust it back the other way soon. His research had suggested that, while most of the city-dwelling Kerathi preferred to sleep during the middle of the day, experienced travelers and merchants rarely did. The heat and sun weren’t the desert’s only dangers, and no small few came out primarily in the dark of night, even beyond that the chill of the desert night, almost as cold as the day was hot, was its own danger.

That he would have to travel went without saying. He had come to the desert to summon a powerful spirit, but he had always known he would need to find the sacred site associated with whichever one he chose to pursue. “Sacred” was contested, he knew—many people considered the elemental spirits to be interlocuters with the divine, but the Order of Zepherion didn’t accept that interpretation even if they did see them as manifestations of divinity, and he had never heard a truly credible account of a spirit claiming divine knowledge... And they could speak, he knew that much.

But he was getting ahead of himself. He would need to choose a spirit he wished to seek out, then find the sacred place of power where it dwelled and journey there. Once he had, there were various ways of drawing forth the spirit with the intention of initiating a pact, including prayer, offerings, meditation, and several others. Leo had already decided he would use offerings, because he knew that he was not a patient man, and most of the other options required patience. Perhaps moreover, it felt distinctly more appropriate to put an offering of some sort upon the spirit’s altar—not a literal altar so much as the focal point of its place of power—when he meant to seek it out in pursuit of power. And, though perhaps it was naïve, some part of him thought that it would be safer to build a more… amicable relationship with a spirit than most of the tomes he had read suggested. If the spirits were entities that could think and speak as he knew them to be, then it was hard to imagine they would not hesitate more to try to overwhelm a summoner who showed them consideration in turn. It seemed simply… obvious, despite that not even the Tome of Spirits said as much.

If that had been one of the factors that had guided him as he leafed through the book Saladin had slipped him, he had to admit, it hadn’t been the main one. No, first in his mind was simply how much the associated entities appealed to him, and on that score, the mythical phoenix had been an obvious first hope. Sadly, though there was a phoenix spirit that dwelt in the desert, it seemed to currently have a summoner. Moreover, it was a Warden, and that wasn’t what he was looking for.

Even without having decoded the Tome of Spirits’ chapters on any of them, Leo knew the types of higher-order spirits well. He would have, in his own view, been a fool not to, when becoming a summoner had been his ambition. The five greater classes were hard to rank in their relative power—but that hadn’t stopped sorcerers through the ages from trying. Most tended to place Eidolons near or at the top. If every spirit had an aspect it was associated with, the aspects tied to the Eidolons tended to be the most abstract and conceptual, and their powers were often… profound for that. One he had come across in the book was the Eidolon of strife—taking the form of a great, six-armed knight, each arm holding a different weapon, and six wings, half of them angelic and the other half demonic—which had been used in the War of Steel and Spice to great effect in sowing discord amongst the enemy army. Just the image of the spirit, named Aversadrienal by the page about it, set him on edge, much as some part of him did think it was strikingly impressive.

Even if there had been an Eidolon that he had been drawn to the form and aspect of, though, their more conceptual nature had never been to Leo’s tastes. No, he had always been most interested in an Archon. They were often ranked second in power, at least in the lists he found most credible. More to the point, though, Archons were the spirits of sorcery; though any spirit could enhance a summoner’s aetheric reserves and offer power, Archons offered the most. Maybe more to the point, though, Archons could usually imbue the sorcery of their summoners with unique characteristics not easily obtained by other methods. That was itself a temptation, even if he had yet to settle on a specific choice. Leo flipped through the pages again, eyeing the options; he couldn’t help the giddy surge of satisfaction that the thought of any of them brought.

Next, in his mental catalogue, were the Titans. They had always interested him least, because they were a class of spirit almost entirely dedicated to physical enhancements of the summoner. Some Titans had more aetheric enhancements instead of just purely physical ones, he knew—but still, they were associated with physicality more than anything. For that, most Titans had some bestial form, with the summoner’s boons being related to the nature of that form. Moreover, they were often considered the most perilous class of spirit because they could only incarnate. Any—or, well, almost any—spirit could be manifested in its natural form by the summoner, and all gave the summoner some boons simply for the pact’s existence. Many summoners were content with those two paths to power alone… but there was a third, by far the most dangerous, but equally the most powerful. To incarnate with a spirit was to summon it into oneself, merging with its power and manifesting it wholly as one’s own. To incarnate was to risk letting the spirit take hold and subsume one’s will and essence far more than was simple summoning, and those who made their pacts with Titans had little choice. Leo shook his head. “Even if I was better with a sword,” he muttered to himself, “Who would risk that when there are so many better options?”

Fourth were the daemons. They were… eclectic, and if he didn’t know much about them, it was because it was hard to know much about a group of spirits so diverse. The unifying characteristic was essentially that their powers were… strange and unique, in ways that strayed far outside the purview of the other classes. The thought wasn’t unappealing, but still compared poorly in his estimation against the raw potency offered by an Archon.

The last—and least, in most rankings—were the Wardens. Almost the opposite of the Titans, they offered essentially no passive support and many couldn’t, or at least wouldn’t, incarnate. Yet, as much as he didn’t want one himself, Leo had always thought they were given too little credit. They were powerful independent combatants, and he had heard at least stories of those that could act on their own very far from their summoners. For an irony, they were the other class most likely to take on bestial forms rather than human-like ones, as befit their more independent and primordial nature. If he had believed that he would never risk incarnating, then a Warden would’ve been ideal. But… Leo knew himself too well to think he would be so prudent as that, he reflected wryly. Not having that option to call upon if a situation grew truly dire felt like it was far too limiting.

Ultimately, though he was satisfied with his reasoning in all of those choices, it limited his options more than he would’ve preferred, Leo admitted. If he limited himself to fire—and that seemed the only good choice, even if he had some affinity with lightning—then there were only eight options to choose from after eliminating those that seemed likely to already have summoners. He had narrowed it further to five from there because there were three more that he simply had no interest in. There was, for example, one that took the form of a giant, fiery spider, and he was all but certain he could not countenance that, no matter that its powers were quite tempting. And, for summoners who meant to incarnate… it was considered deeply unwise to forge a pact with a spirit that did not manifest in a way that aligned with the summoner’s own gender, or at least in a neutral form. Scholars debated whether spirits truly had genders or simply were mimicking mortals, but most tended to assume an identity aligned one way or the other. That ruled out two more of the remaining Archons—though he couldn’t help but look longingly at one of them, a fiery angel with four wings, as he ruled her out.

Of the three that remained, the one that he found most tempting was named Kari’alyx of the Fiery Wake, depicted as an ebon centaur with a fiery mane whose aspect was swiftness that Leo thought might align with his own restless impatience. The centaur was said to impart an unnatural alacrity unto its summoner’s arcane workings, which could easily be the difference between life and death. Second most tempting was Salysterion, a volcanic spirit who dwelled high in the mountains, in the caldera of a dead volcano. He took on the form of a wizened hermit draped in a cloak of black and red serpents, and the pages of the tome Saladin had given him suggested that he had the power to transmute fire sorcery into magma, imbuing it with an earthen aspect, truer volume, and considerably greater destructive power. Salysterion’s aspect of resentment, however, was a harder sell. Leo knew he could be a bitterly resentful person at times, but it was a… rare feeling, even so, and he very much preferred to keep it that way. And if that would in theory shield him from the danger of being subsumed, it would also substantially limit the power he could draw.

The third option was Atharlesiaxion—even in his head, Leo struggled to grasp the name, much less pronounce it, which… counted against the spirit more than it probably should have, he admitted. Atharlesiaxion was depicted upon the page as a great bull with flaming horns and hooves, plus a fissure of fire running down his back. If there was something earthen to Salysterion, Atharlesiaxion was truly a dual-aspected spirit of earth and fire. According to the notes, he could allow a fire sorcerer to manipulate earth, or an earth sorcerer to manipulate fire. That was potentially powerful, but it didn’t truly appeal to Leo, and the spirit’s aspect of rage seemed like a very dangerous one.

So, in the end, for all that there were technically choices… there was really only one good one. Leo traced the printed image of Kari’alyx—likely made by an enchanted quill that had been used to copy the original manuscript—and frowned. If the fiery centaur wasn’t quite what he had pictured in his mind’s eye when he had imagined summoning a spirit, there was certainly nothing wrong with the thought of a pact with him. Upon the page, he looked fierce and majestic, and Leo had always liked the freedom of riding. Perhaps he could ride a centaur into battle, when such a creature was essentially a horse and he didn’t want to risk his own horse that way; even if Kari’alyx’s mane was made of fire, surely the mane would not burn its own summoner…

And there was a lot to like about the thought of the centaur’s powers. Saladin had said he needed to learn a weapon, but Leo found the thought of surprising an enemy with a spell cast far swifter than it had any right to be in melee combat at least as appealing, if not more. Even beyond that, though, the raw power of making a pact with an Archon would be more than worth it upon its own. Everything he had read in the book suggested that any of the Archons that dwelled in the desert would have been worth the danger of summoning them for the passive boost to his sorcery alone. The details of their passive boons were less well-documented, but what was there was more than enough to be tantalizing… With those thoughts in mind, Leo set the tome aside and reached for an atlas of the desert he had bought. The open sandy plain in which Kari’alyx’s sacred altar could be found was quite a ways away from the capital, and he had much planning to do for the journey.
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In the end, preparations for the journey took the better part of a week. Perhaps he could’ve done it in less, but it would’ve been a dangerously foolish thing to try to rush this, no matter how much some eager part of him wanted to. Despite some initial hesitation, he had found the idea of claiming Kari’alyx’s power to be increasingly seductive the more he thought of it. It had, if nothing else, been adequate to get Leo through the duller parts of preparation.

Beyond ensuring that Moonshadow was well fed and in good health, he had decided to buy a pair of pack horses for the journey. One might have been enough, especially with his wards, but two seemed safer. Aside from that, he needed the actual supplies, which included a sturdier tent than he’d had before, adequate water storage, and food that wouldn’t spoil in the Sahelion heat. He’d also gone shopping for more outfits; true to his word, he’d returned to Eritha’s stall, or rather, to the shop at the address she had given him, and reassured her that he had survived the fight she had seen much of. Beyond that reassurance, Leo had browsed her goods, selecting a piece or two for wearing around the city. They were not so fine as the black robe with the dragon motif—he had worn that around the palace district while shopping and noticed more than a few admiring glances—but it was useful to have things to wear that didn’t look as wealthy. At the moment, there was much of him that was still more comfortable that way anyway.

But although it had been gratifying to surprise Eritha with just how quickly he’d returned with more coin, even for her prediction, her things were for use in the city. He had spent some time looking elsewhere and purchased several white silken robes inset with arcane wards against heat and the sun. They hadn’t been cheap, but the quality of both the fabric and the spellwork had been impressive, and he had been fairly certain that he would have use for them in the future. And, after much consideration, Leo had also decided to hire a local guide. He’d traveled the desert before, but that had been along the royal highway, and Kari’alyx’s plain was far off the beaten path. They would have to take a lesser-used trade route much of the way, then travel into the desert itself to reach it. The man had seemed incredulous that anyone would want to go there, but the glimmer of coin had been enough to convince him not to worry too much about Leo’s reasons.

And so it was that, a little over a week and a half after he had first arrived in Heliopolis, Leo found himself setting out again. Aside from the majority of his coin—still the vast majority, really, despite that he had spent more freely over the past week than ever before in his life, and not by a little—everything he owned still fit on the two pack horses plus Moonshadow. And if that was a sobering thought in some ways, it also made setting out upon the journey much more of an adventure. Enough of one that, as they exited the rose gold city through the Starlight Gate on the south side, Leo found he was nearly trembling with anticipation.
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The route he had plotted to the al-Arathiari Plains had seemed like it would take six days based upon the maps Leo had purchased, but it wasn’t hard to imagine it taking longer after the inevitable delays. He’d hoped to make better time than that, but his guide had urged him to both rest through the hottest part of the day—after rising early to use the morning bells, ere the heat set in fully—and not trust the desert nights for travel. As much as there were very impatient parts of Leo that had wanted to overrule the man… he had decided it was best to take care upon the journey. There were times that called for swiftness, but no matter how much he wanted to be at the altar now, he couldn’t truly find a reason to justify rushing this journey.

And in many ways, it had proved the wiser course of action, Leo admitted, sighing as he rubbed Moonshadow’s neck. The mare had been in fairly good spirits when they left the city, but it was easy to see that she was already growing weary of the desert heat. The two pack horses were desert bred and seemed more ambivalent towards it where they trailed along behind. He had considered camels instead, or the large sand drakes that could be found in the desert, but both were expensive and would have needed expertise he did not possess to wrangle at all, much less care for. It had been two days out of the city by now, and the burning sun was starting to sink towards the horizon, though it wasn’t yet near enough to consider looking for places to pitch camp. They likely wouldn’t have to do that today anyway, in truth, because his guide had told him there was a nearby village.

The guide himself was a small, lean man with deeply sun-dark skin and a thick black beard, perhaps in his early forties. He was an excellent rider, having brought his own horse along, and a native Kerathi, obviously. Even by that standard, though, his complexion was one of the darkest that Leo had seen in the city. He had asked his guide about that—carefully—at one point on the first day and the man had, after some reluctance, shared a little about himself.

He was from, as it proved, one of the Kerathi clans that held to the old ways upon the Sahelion sands. From what little Leo knew of them, they lived the nomadic life of herders upon the more temperate highlands along the southern coast of the desert, though some apparently preferred life in the east, making do with heartier animals and the produce along the oases that dotted the sands. Once, many had lived along the rivers, but most of those clans had ended up growing into the cities ruled by the Nine Princes and their subordinates, or several smaller enclaves that weren’t quite cities, but were still far more than villages.

Perhaps that was what had made the guide—Rasheed, as Leo knew his name to be—taciturn at first, especially when Leo himself was clearly a foreigner. He knew he could never pass for Kerathi, whether to the men of the desert or even the Helosians. Still, that standoffishness had eased over the past two days, enough so that they had traded regular, if sparse, conversation throughout the day this day. Leo scanned the horizon idly, and decided they were alone. There were rolling dunes in the distance, but most of what he could see was simply open sand, dotted here and there by dark outcroppings of stone. From afar, the path itself, much rougher than the royal highway, all but disappeared amidst the sands and the roiling mirages that rose off of them.

Still, they seemed to be alone, and that was enough for Leo to urge Moonshadow forward until he was riding parallel to Rasheed’s dark-coated stallion. “Might I ask a question, my friend?”

The Kerathi glanced over at him, a brow lifted slightly. “I’d be a poor guide if I said no, my lord.”

Leo threw him a wry smile. “I’m not sure I’d say that. I hired you to guide me, not for talking. If you’d rather not, it can wait for another time—it’s naught important.”

Rasheed hesitated for a moment, but then there was a slight shrug—slight, like essentially all his gestures. He seemed ill-inclined to waste movements. “Ask. It’s at least a bell to the village. And this stretch is dull even to me.” He had an accent, but Leo had never had any real trouble understanding the other man. If anything the short, choppy sentences were the thing that felt the most unnatural.

“Are you familiar with Tor Varondis?”

The Kerathi man paused, but only for a moment; then, he gave a curt nod. “Forvathi.”

“So I’ve heard,” Leo agreed, “But I hadn’t realized there were Forvathi in the desert—or at least, not more than there are elsewhere. But Tor Varondis is a community?”

Rasheed nodded. “Old clan. They were here already in my father’s grandfather’s time. Probably before the sultan’s folly. They live on the sands, like my people.” His expression tightened slightly. “Never got on well with them. Bad blood. They disrespect our women—or the ballads say so.” He shrugged. “I know songs change with years. Never met them myself.”

Leo’s throat tightened, but he forced himself not to betray the unease that came with that answer. “I suppose they keep to the old ways? Their own, I mean. With the chieftain of the clan having… many wives?”

Rasheed shrugged again—really, it was impressive how much the man conveyed by barely moving his shoulders. “If you believe the ballads. Who can say? Even if the ballad was true, it was long ago now.”

The words seemed to preclude any further discussion of the matter, so Leo fell silent, mulling the words—but before he could decide how he felt about that, Rasheed spoke again, perhaps the first time he’d ever volunteered anything unprompted. “Old ways are not bad. Not theirs, not ours. Old customs are worth remembering. But I think my people are too slow to forget. A grudge in our fathers’ grandfathers’ time should fade.”

Leo’s eyes flickered. “…I’d be inclined to agree.”

Rasheed’s eyes glimmered with something like levity in answer, and a ghost of a smile touched the Kerathi man’s lips. “…you’re Forvathi, no?”

It wasn’t quite a question, not really, but even so, Leo hesitated a long moment before slowly nodding. “What gave it away?”

“You speak carefully. Most would denounce them quicker. And ‘old customs.’ Not many think that something past.” Rasheed’s eyes flickered again, this time with something darker. “It sounded familiar. Like I feel. Respect the old ways, yes, but don’t live by them. If I did, would never go to Heliopolis.” The small man threw him an expression that could pass for a grin. “Old ways are fine, we should not forget them. But old ways don’t put coin in your pocket.”

Despite himself, Leo laughed; the words rang entirely too true, even if Rasheed didn’t know the half of it. “No, that they really don’t,” he agreed, ruefully, “I suppose you’re right about the rest as well—that you wouldn’t be here if you followed yours any more than I would if I were following mine. But I came from far to the east, in Sylvarithea. I hadn’t realized some of my people had settled here as well.”

“I wonder if they’re really your people, now. To be apart so far and so long.” The Kerathi man looked out toward the horizon. “Life in the city and life in the desert were far enough apart to divide mine.”

“Maybe not,” Leo agreed, “We’ve always had a… strong sense of our culture, or so my mother told me, so maybe that’s enough. She traveled much of the continent, before I was born. But I’m not sure I’m in any position to judge. Maybe I’m not too quick to denounce them, but I can’t say I agree with how they live, either.”

Rasheed nodded concisely. “But still you care for them, yes? Like me there too.”

Leo glanced away. “…I suppose I do, if I’m asking. I heard some concerning rumors in the city recently about them.”

Rasheed glanced back at him. “The missing women, yes? It reached my ears too, but I know no more than that.”

Leo sighed. “The best theory I heard was that they were taken by slavers.”

Rasheed scoffed. “Pah, slavers. I might not follow the old ways, but slaves? No better proof the cities have gone soft—make others do their work, or force women to warm their beds. Pathetic.”

Leo allowed himself a wry smile. “I suppose I can’t much argue with you. I wonder if I’m in any position to talk, though. I feel like paying isn’t much better on that score.”

“Hah. You need not worry. Forvathi soft from the start anyway. No point in arguing, I know it is so. The ballads are never wrong.” Rasheed threw him a sly grin, and Leo met it with a mock-glower; a moment later, they both laughed, and then Rasheed urged his horse ahead to scout the path.
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After that, Leo had expected an uneventful ride the rest of the way to the village—and, only ten songs or so later, he had been proved rather starkly wrong. It had started with no more than a cloud of dust on the horizon, and at first Leo had worried it was one of the fearsome desert sandstorms, but Rasheed had assured him it wasn’t nearly big enough for that. No, it seemed to be a group of riders—which was made all the more unusual by the fact that they were riding out of the depths of the desert, almost directly perpendicular to the highway. Leo’s heart had already been sinking even before Rasheed had glanced back at him gravely. “…bandits, most likely. You can fight, yes?”

“I can,” Leo affirmed, hesitating a moment, then adding, “…though only with sorcery, I fear.”

The Kerathi man’s brows lifted to his hairline. “‘Only’ with sorcery. Hah. I would think that a joke if I could not see you meant it. I thought we should worry, with just two. But sorcery? I think they not even get close.”

“…here’s hoping.” Drawing in a long breath, Leo slipped from Moonshadow’s back. She was better than most in the face of sorcery, if only from exposure, but it was still better for them both if he wasn’t atop a flighty horse when trying to cast combat spells. The mare seemed to sense the tension as he dismounted, and she nickered at him uneasily. Leo brushed her muzzle to reassure her, then glanced back to the horizon; by now, the dust cloud had started to resolve itself into the individual shapes of perhaps five men riding straight at them.

Nearby, Rasheed had dismounted too—and he had produced a bow from his back, starting to nock an arrow. Leo frowned, even as he gauged the distance. Despite his concerns after the battle with the assassins in the city, he realized that Rasheed was likely right; at this range, being a sorcerer was an overwhelming advantage, one that more than evened the numbers. But… “…how will we know they’re actually bandits? I don’t want to just… kill them, but we’ll give up our advantage if we let them get too close.”

The Kerathi man laughed mirthlessly. “…would be a bitter thing, yes. But these are men of the sands. I can see from here.” He looked back toward the approaching riders. “They get one warning shot—that is the law of the desert. Whether they follow the old ways or no, they will know them. If they are not bandits, they will break off.”

“And if they are?”

A similarly mirthless smile touched Rasheed’s lips. “Then we show them what a mistake they made coming at us. Ready?”

Leo grimaced, but he couldn’t really argue with the logic. “Ready.” As Rasheed finished nocking the arrow, he prepared the spells in his mind. On some level, he hadn’t been wrong, he decided, to think that the desert itself was a land aspected toward fire. Standing here upon the sands in the setting sun, he felt very much in tune with the land itself, as though the aether that pervaded it were flowing into him. Perhaps it was, in truth… But he had no time to think of that.

With a loud thwang, Rasheed loosed his warning shot, and Leo’s amethyst eyes traced the arc of the arrow as it soared upward at an angle toward the riders. By now, they were close—and the relative silence of their horses’ hoofbeats was unnerving, the padding of the sand all but erasing the sound. The arrow arced toward then—and then fell back to the earth a few wheelturns ahead of the foremost rider. If the man jolted slightly for it… neither he nor any of the others broke off.

Leo cursed, but found he wasn’t really surprised. Beside him, Rasheed was already nocking another arrow, but that was all the attention he could afford to pay the other man. No, his sorcery gave him an advantage, and he needed to make the most of it. Arcane words played upon his lips, and unlike in the battle in the city, Leo had nothing to limit the force of his sorcery here. No, instead of a smaller fireball only big enough to catch a single man, he poured more and more power into it the spell.

The flames manifested in his hand with a red-gold glimmer. At first, they were no bigger than his usual fireball, but this time… this time he kept forcing the aether into it well past that limit. The orb swelled, pulsing dangerously, to twice the size, then thrice. At that size, it burned dangerously hot, threatening to scorch Leo himself, and roiled as though it would burst at any moment. He gave it no chance to, though—no, every moment the riders were drawing nearer, and with a growl, he sent the oversized orb of fire racing toward them.

Despite its size, it flew as quickly as the ones he had used in the city, and unlike the arrows, gravity did not have much of a hold upon the intangible sorcery; for that, it flew at the men with stunning speed. With a cry, one of them did try to break off; upon the far wing, Rasheed’s arrow caught another rider in the chest before he could try, and the man tumbled from his horse, sending the horse itself galloping away with a shriek.

That left the three men in the center to catch the brunt of the oncoming fireball. One of them dove off his horse, and they were still too far away to see if he managed to survive, but Leo was bitterly certain the other two did not as they ran straight into the blast and, with a whispered word of sorcery and a silent apology to their horses, he detonated it and the world was briefly dyed crimson as the fireball burst into an explosive conflagration that ignited all they wore and sent them flying off their horses with concussive force.

That left the one rider who had veered off. If Leo had hoped the man might cut his losses and run, he didn’t seem inclined to do so. No, with a furious cry even as his horse reared, he was urging the creature forward, a scimitar in his hand flashing in the dying sunlight. Rasheed loosed another arrow, but it went wide as the rider bore down on them—close enough that, by the time he could weave another spell, the blast would catch them too. Leo heard Rasheed curse, throwing down his bow and drawing a scimitar from his hip as he prepared to face the attack…

Mind racing, Leo stepped behind Rasheed even as he grasped for another spell. For a moment, his eyes caught on the attacker’s, and something in them sent a chill down his spine. The fury that burned there felt… wild and unnatural, and the expression his face was contorted into matched that. Something in that spurred panic, and Leo threw aside his hesitation, reaching for the spell he had used against the third assassin. It would cost most of the aether left to him, and yet… something primordial said he didn’t want to risk fighting the man in close combat.

The words escaped him almost as a curse as the rider drew nearer, and he drew back his hand; this time, it was more deliberate and more controlled, as he formed the blazing spear of lightning in his hand—and something in the power of the spell almost demanded to be thrown. With a bitter smile, Leo granted it that; it shot from his hand with blinding speed, a crack of thunder splitting the desert twilight as it caught the man full in the chest, burning a hole through the bandit even as it threw him off his horse.

Rasheed cursed in startlement at the crack of thunder that came with the spell, instinctively dropping into a crouch a moment later—but by then, the lightning lance had already passed him by and caught its target. With a hint of incredulousness, the Kerathi man glanced between the singed corpse and Leo. “…I wonder if you needed help at all.”

Despite himself—and the utter weariness that came with having spent essentially all of his aetheric reserves so quickly—Leo found himself grinning just slightly. It was hard not to be… proud of that, especially not with the hard-fought battle in the city streets so fresh in his mind. If the assassins had been professionals, the bandits clearly had not, even for the crazed look in the eyes of the last one. “…if it’s any comfort, I think I’m going to have to rely on you from here to the village. I probably overdid it there. The look in that man’s eyes… bothered me.”

Rasheed gave him a tight smile. “…then I guess we hope they were alone.” His lips shifted to a frown a moment later. “He had the look of a madman about him, yes. That bodes ill. But not much to do. We should hurry to the village, in case they had friends.”

Leo grimaced, drawing in a long breath against the exhaustion that said no, they should make camp exactly where they stood and nodded, despite his body’s protests. “...so we should.”


Chapter IX

Shadows of Strife

Either they had been lucky and the bandits didn’t have friends or their haste in pressing on to the village had been enough to avoid them. Leo hoped it was the former, but couldn’t help but worry it might be the latter. Either way, the village was a welcome reprieve from the endless sands. It had been built in the shadow of a particularly large outcropping of rock that made a U-shape, enclosing the village upon three sides. For that, the village was naturally well-protected—at least against the threats it was likely to face, from bandits and the creatures of the desert. Maybe a particularly determined enemy could've hoped to climb the outcropping in actual war, but the village likely hadn’t seen such conflict in living memory.

Regardless, if this place wasn’t the size of one of the river enclaves that had grown into an almost-city, it was still larger and livelier than Leo had expected from how Rasheed had spoken of it. That was likely in part because, in addition to its favorable position, the village sat at a crossroads between two of the smaller highways—and the other of the two seemed notably busier as they arrived at the village.

All of that meant that the village essentially represented safety. Even beyond its naturally defensive position, the traffic seemed to be enough that the Gilded Knives had set up a watch post there, complete with a short watchtower. The tower stood out for being in the architectural style Leo had seen in Heliopolis, while the houses of the village itself were built in a wholly different one. They seemed to be made of clay bricks rather than stone and mortar, each of them designed as a circle with an open central courtyard. Even the smallest and worst-maintained of those houses he could see used that structure, so Leo could only assume it offered some utility against the heat of the Sahelion.

By now, the sun was sinking low on the horizon, and that cast the whole of the world in an eerie purple-red shade as they rode up to the watchtower. The Gilded Knives here seemed to be native Kerathi, because one called out a challenge in the native tongue, and Rasheed answered in the same language. Whatever the guide had said, the man in the tower seemed to accept it, because he was waving them through. As they passed, Leo idly glanced over the men he could see in and around the tower; they were more lightly armed and armored than he would have preferred, considering the threat of the bandits, but they still had numbers enough that no one seemed likely to attack the village lightly. In this moment, that was enough to mostly put his mind at ease.

The village itself seemed about as active as Leo would’ve expected around twilight. Children darted about, nimbly navigating the inclines between the several tiers and weaving between the adults and merchants. It seemed a small caravan had arrived just before them along the other highway, and the merchants were still in the process of unloading their camels for the evening, which took up a fair amount of space in front of the large clay brick building that seemed most likely to be the village inn. Aside from the children, many of the village’s people seemed out and about, talking or doing tasks in the village during the relatively cool window the twilight afforded them. Regardless of age or gender, the people seemed to favor colorful—if simply made—desert robes, except the hunters who still favored white for traversing the sands.

Otherwise, though, he was tired enough not to pay much attention to the village—and if some would’ve said the attention he’d already paid was not a little, Leo thought with an inward laugh, he would tell them that it was all still new enough that he wasn’t going to let his tiredness keep him from at least taking in the gist of it, especially when they would likely set out early. Besides, the aether here on the sands did seem to be flowing into him; his reserves had recovered far more than he would have expected in the time it took to ride to the village, even if they were still all but empty. Without a summoner’s pact, effective combat sorcery really did favor those who had age and experience enough to have built their reserves up, he mused. It was a maddening thing indeed to have talent but lack for the power to use it. That was perhaps the most burning of the many reasons why he couldn’t back down from his quest.

Regardless, though, they wove through the unloading merchants—he mostly followed Rasheed’s lead here, out of weariness and because the Kerathi man was much more familiar with how close they could safely approach the camels. If the unfamiliar creatures were not actively intimidating, he could tell that Moonshadow was deeply uncomfortable with their presence. Gently, he stroked her muzzle, offering the gray mare as much reassurance as he could. It wasn’t enough to make her less than edgy, though, as they slipped past the camels.

Given that it catered mostly to travelers and merchants, the inn had a stable—separate stables, in truth, for horses and camels, which Leo found himself more than glad for, and there were no drakes here. After stabling their four horses, the two of them went inside; the caravan was likely a bit of bad luck, raising the price for a room, but if nothing else, he had coin enough for that to be no more than an annoyance. For now, Leo reminded himself with a frown, as he paid the innkeeper and received the key. He likely needed to take care with the coin where he could, because it wouldn’t last forever, no matter how boundless the number in the account felt right now. Still, the inn was more necessity than luxury, given the risk of more bandits. And, even aside from that, whatever stew was cooking behind the innkeeper smelled delicious.
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The dreams that came to him that night were strange—almost as strange as those that had come at the palace, but in a very different way. Those had felt like fractured memories viewed through a broken mirror, except that half were memories and half were strange, fantastical things. These dreams were wholly different; they were, foremost, dreams of fire. If dreaming of fire was so strange for one who knew it so intimately as he did, this was unlike any dream he’d had before. Fire had always been a comforting thing, its warm caress almost intimate. These fires, though… they were different. They burned red-black and seemed to consume everything, setting all they touched ablaze with war. One moment, he saw them clawing at the alabaster walls of Heliopolis, tendrils of fire trying to grasp and darken the sunbursts that crowned the battlements. In the next, it was instead a wave of onyx flame surging outward from the desert, finding ready tinder in the grasslands beyond…

Then, a heartbeat later, he glimpsed Valyrianna amidst the fire; it made a circle around her, almost like an arena, where she faced a shadowy foe, not unlike the assassins he had fought off with her. She was holding him off with her smallsword, but she was dressed as though for a ballroom and not a battle. With a shout, Leo broke through the stillness of the dream and rushed forward, to interpose himself again, but this time… this time as he tried to reach her, the black flames rose up around him, licking at him greedily, as though to devour him. His own came at his call, but the red-gold power of his barrier felt pale and weak against the all-consuming black flames, even as he surged all the power he had into it. That power seemed to count for nothing; the dark fire only closed in all around him, and then—

And then, Leo sat bolt upright in bed, his breathing quick and his brow drenched in sweat. Looking around desperately, he caught sight of the embers of the fire he had set bells before and focused upon them even as one hand searched beneath his pillow. The tomes were still there, and the soft pulsing of sorcery beneath his hand, the embers’ soft flickering, and the chill of the desert night against his skin where he’d thrown off his woolen blanket were enough to slowly fight down the panic that had stolen over him. As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he glanced over and saw Rasheed still asleep in his bed; Leo found he was glad he hadn’t awoken the other man, and not merely because he would’ve been ashamed of it, but because at least one of them deserved a good night’s sleep. It had just been a dream.

And yet… despite that thought, he found that the images in his mind’s eye felt little indeed like a dream. They lingered with perfect clarity now that he was awake, despite that they were utterly the twisted, almost surreal stuff of dreams, and he shivered for reasons that had nothing to do with the cold to think of the last one. If he had… complicated feelings about Princess Valyrianna, after all that had happened, the thought of her being attacked again angered him on a deep-seated level. Maybe it was foolish, and yet the thought of someone hurting the willful, quick-witted princess had become far more intolerable now than it had been before he had known her—and before that, it had already made him rashly risk his life against three assassins, Leo mused ruefully.

But for the clarity with which the dark dreams lingered, he could not help but wonder if they were something more than just the twisted imaginations of his own mind. Prophetic dreams weren’t unheard-of, especially among sorcerers, and all three of them had been… specific. Frighteningly specific. Leo frowned deeply; he should get back to sleep, but he was suddenly considerably less certain that he would be able to.

Before he could decide if he wanted to try, a woman’s scream pierced the night from outside the inn.
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Leo rushed out into the village, cursing the fact that his aetheric reserves were only half-full. Sparing enough to create some guide light was likely not the best use of what he did have, but he hadn’t had time to find a torch. Others in the inn had been stumbling to their feet and out the doors of their room, but he had already been awake when the sounds of chaos outside had reached him, and that gave him an advantage he was determined not to waste. And yet… even as he had rushed through the inn, that first scream had been joined by others, and his heart sank.

Stepping out the door of the inn was terrifyingly like stepping into one of the visions in his dream, Leo realized. Perhaps the village was not alight with black fire, but there were hints of fire from near the entrance, and something in the air had that same suffocating quality that had made his barrier feel like a sputtering candleflame in the dream. Several people ran past him as he stepped out into the loosely-cobbled street, their eyes wild with fear. One younger woman caught a glimpse of Leo as he took a step toward the source of the sounds and ran over to him, shaking her head desperately. “No! Don’t go that way, get out of here while you can!” she gasped out, trembling.

“What happened?” He made his voice as calm as he could, despite the racing of his heart, as he tried to steady her with one hand, but the woman pulled away.

“…attack,” she managed, glancing back over her shoulder, “Bandits, out of the desert—too many! Too many, if you go there you’ll just die!” She shook her head all the more desperately.

“…get to safety. If there really are bandits, I can’t just do nothing.” Swallowing against the lump of fear, Leo turned away from her, back toward the village entrance. He could hear the sound of steel on steel now, and that was surely the Gilded Knives at the watchtower doing all they could to hold off the attack. For all that some part of him said it was beyond foolish to get caught up in a fight when he didn’t even have a full store of aether, though, another said he didn’t have any choice, not really. Any bandits who had set upon the village in the dead of night could surely ride him down and kill him upon the sands in the darkness unless he left the packhorses behind, and that was its own death sentence when all the supplies he would need to get back to civilization were on them…

With a curse, Leo took off toward the watchtower. As he approached the entrance of the village, though, that sense of stifling dread only grew. The tower itself seemed to be burning, as did several of the houses near the entrance—and perhaps it was simply the aftereffects of the dream, but from where he could see, the flames almost looked like they had a black tinge to them. Forcing the thought aside, Leo weaved his way through several more fleeing people until the base of the tower came into sight…

A glance at the scene was already enough to make him blanch. At least three of the Gilded Knives they had seen at the tower laid dead, their fallen forms mutilated in terrible ways. Around them lay the bodies of at least five of the attackers, but that counted for little, when at least ten more were closing in around the remaining defenders. The defenders had formed a protective semicircle around the door—instinctively, Leo knew that was a bad idea compared to defending from inside the tower itself. They seemed to have had suppressive arrow support from above, but either the attackers had a sorcerer of their own or they had found some other way to set fire to the upper levels of the watchtower, killing or displacing the archers there.

Heart racing even as he started to work a fireball spell, Leo scanned the attackers… and frowned deeply. At a glance, they didn’t look like bandits. No, the brightly colored robes they wore reminded him of the people he had seem milling about as they had entered the village. He hesitated, trying to make sense of that as he studied them; they hadn’t seemed to have noticed him yet. No, they didn’t seem to notice the fleeing villagers at all, fixated upon the watchtower with a single-minded intensity. More than that, there was something erratic about their movements… As one lunged at the semicircle of defenders, his eyes flashing, Leo realized what that was; the attackers all had the same deeply disconcerting look in their eyes as the bandit who’d come straight at Rasheed during their previous encounter.

It was a troubling thought, but not one he could dwell upon. Even as he watched, that first attacker’s charge spurred the others to action, and the attackers surged forward, their wild blows forcing the defenders back even where they were repelled—and that was enough to know he could not hesitate, if he hoped to make a difference. The way the attackers had charged clumped them up, though, and that was to his advantage. Drawing in a long breath, Leo dismissed his hesitation and conjured a fireball. When he was working from half-strength, making one as large as the first he had cast against the bandits would’ve consumed almost all the power he had, and that seemed foolish…

Still, he had enough to make it larger than a normal one, and with a desperate thought, he focused his efforts upon the concussive force of the spell. Meddling with its properties that way was a difficult thing, but it was one of the benefits that he had found came with talent like his—and a welcome reprieve from the frustrating number of things about sorcery that favored experience. Even as he summoned the fireball, though, Leo pressed himself against the side of a building, aware that he couldn’t afford to be seen if the attack went awry. There were far too many of them for him to have any hope if they came at him in melee.

But he was stalling, he realized—the point driven home viscerally as one of the defenders was caught by a wildly flailing attack and fell to the ground bleeding, nearly collapsing the half-circle they had made. Sucking in a harsh breath, Leo finished the spell as best he could and sent it flying toward the group of attackers, then ducked behind the building even as he shouted “Get down!”

A moment later, the world flashed red-gold, and Leo felt the building he was standing against shake and rattle with the force of the blast—it had been even more than he intended. Peering around the corner, he felt a surge of satisfaction to see that it had sent almost all the attackers flying, and set at least half of them aflame as well. He winced to see at least one more of the defenders had been thrown against the wall by the blast as well, but most of them seemed to have heard his warning and reacted… Or well, at least enough that three of them recovered a moment later, setting on the attackers before they could recover.

Letting out a slow breath, Leo emerged from behind the building, trying not to watch as the three Gilded Knives—joined soon after by another, who had been a bit slower to recover—finished off the dazed attackers. But if some part of him thought they had won… the unnatural pressure that felt as though it might suffocate him still lingered. He had meant to call out to the men of the watchtower, because standing with them would be far safer if there were more attackers, but as he stepped toward them, a sheer presence washed over him in a way that froze the words in his throat.

Almost unwillingly, Leo found his eyes drawn to a point in the darkness just outside the village, just as a deep, resonant laugh echoed in his mind. The sound was low and full of malice, and it almost gave the impression of metal scraping along metal. Dark flames—unquestionably the same ones in his dream—flared to life, illuminating a path between the darkness and the village entrance. “So there are those here, even in this paltry place, who would dare to fight. Good. Good. Yes, this is the fury I have come to expect from you, sons of men.”

The darkness shifted, and then a shadowed form was stepping into the pool of twisted light that the two rows of dark fire across the sands cast. It took only a heartbeat of looking upon the entity that stood there for Leo to recognize it from Saladin’s compendium of spirits. The depiction in the book… had not truly done it justice, though. No, how could such a thing capture the dark majesty of the Eidolon before him? Simply looking upon it radiated that crushing pressure, and it was all Leo could do not to look away. As in the book, the entity before him took the form of a dark-armored knight, but in person he could see that the armor it wore was truly made of living shadow, inset with smoldering embers. The knight stood only as tall as a man, and yet somehow it felt vastly larger. Perhaps at least part of that was the six wings upon its back, those upon one side white and feathered, aglow with an almost blinding radiance, while those upon the other were leathery and bat-like, tinged with a rippling darkness.

The most notable difference, though, was that the knight was not only wearing a heavy, horned helm, but that the helm itself had a plume of that black-tinged fire—and matching it, a cloak of rippling fire fell from his shoulders, trailing out behind him over the sands. To look upon the knight, Leo doubted for not so much as a heartbeat that he was gazing upon Aversadrienal, the Eidolon of strife. Unbidden, Valyrianna’s words surfaced in his mind: That doesn’t mean most don’t lose themselves eventually. They do, don’t deceive yourself into thinking otherwise.

The figure before him was unquestionably that—a summoner who had lost himself in the power of the spirit he had summoned and been subsumed. Beyond the… corporeality of the spirit in this moment—which simply could’ve been it being summoned—the knight had only two arms, compared to the six in the illustration, which suggested it was incarnated with the summoner. Leo’s throat ran dry, and he took a step back.

It was harder to say if the guards realized what it was they faced, but either way, he had to give them at least a little credit that they didn’t simply flee at its appearance, when they were considerably closer to it than he was. No, having essentially finished off the attackers before they could recover, the defenders were back on their feet, and one raised a defiant scimitar toward the spirit. “…whoever you are, this is Lord Odilon’s land!” he shouted, “If this attack was your doing, you’ll face his justice!”

The Eidolon laughed; the sound was more physical this time, instead of the ringing voice in Leo’s mind, and that made it all the more obvious that it was currently incarnated, a spirit clad in the flesh of the master it had consumed. The voice still had an unnatural echo of power to it, but it was different now—not as deep, not as powerful, despite that the emotions in it were the same. The voice was surely an echo of who the summoner had been, but that hardly mattered now. “Bold words, sons of men—but if thou wouldst test thy blades against me… that would end this sport all too quickly.”

The Eidolon’s power rippled. There was no other way to describe the sensation except that; it was as though they stood in a sea of that power, the oppressive presence that had weighed upon Leo since he had stepped out of the inn, and now a wave washed through it. He groaned and staggered backward, the sensation clawing at his mind—but with a grimace, Leo pushed back against it, whispered words of power summoning his red-gold barrier of fire. That, at least, blunted the flow of power against him. The Gilded Knives hadn’t been so lucky; they all staggered backward, clutching their heads or falling to their knees.

The pulse felt like it lasted an eternity, but it was surely only a few heartbeats. When it eased, though, Leo found that the Eidolon’s eyes—no more than a pair of glowing slits through its helm—had fixed upon him. His barrier of fire, translucent enough that he had become accustomed to seeing through it, remained in place, and that was likely the only reason the weight of its attention was not crushing. “…ha! To think I should find a sorcerer such as thee here, in the desert wastes. ‘Twas thee who did vanquish mine pawns before—yes, I see it now. Glorious! Mayhap this night shall yet make for worthy sport.”

Leo set his jaw. His aetheric reserves were already perilously low, and some part of him knew he had no realistic chance against an Eidolon even if his strength had been full. And yet… what was he to do? Run? Try to flee? His pride refused that thought—and even if it hadn’t, it was surely pointless. If he had no chance, then, having caught its attention, trying to run was likely just as much a waste of time as trying to fight. And… if his heart raced in his chest at the thought that he almost surely would die here, he found his mind strangely calm. Maybe this had been inevitable. Maybe Valyrianna had been right—maybe everything he had wanted had been foolish from the start, and he would’ve ended up like the creature before him, even without this…

Even so, the thought of the princess brought a pang of pain. Somehow, foolish as it was when they had barely met by most standards, the thought that he would never have the chance to see her again was the easiest thing to regret, and he drew in a harsh breath. Whatever the Eidolon’s power had done… the men were recovering, and he wasn’t entirely out of power. When there was still a fragile human summoner at the heart of the incarnated monstrosity before him, maybe there was still a chance. A tiny chance, but a chance nonetheless. “…you sound far too happy about that,” he shouted back at the spirit, defiantly. “Are you sure you want to risk fighting a sorcerer? You could lose that… stolen body of yours, you know.”

The Eidolon’s presence flickered, and then it laughed again. “If thou art such a fearsome foe as that… If that is so, then I shall rejoice! Too long have I wanted for a proper foe, a proper battle, a contest! That was mine only wish—and that one wish was again and again denied, for this fool who has at last succumbed to my truth was no more than a coward! What farce it was—to have my power and desire no more than victory without glory! No longer. Now, I shall have a battle that shall rouse my soul as it ought, even if I must sweep all this land up in the flames of conflict that I might see it. And thou? If it is thy intention to stop me, then draw thy blade and do thy worst!”

Leo stared at the spirit in horror—in horror, but not quite in incomprehension. No, the words made a twisted amount of sense, that a spirit of strife would desire nothing more than the glory of battle. And yet… those words called to mind the visions that had beset his dreams with a frightful ease. Had some cruel god sent him those as a warning when it was far too late to act upon it…? He shook off the thought and took another step forward. “If you seek a proper battle, then why waste your time here? This is but a simple village.” The knight was armored, and he could only think that was metal, even if it was suffused with shadow. If so, then… maybe with lightning, he had a chance. He lowered his barrier, knowing he would need every drop of aether left to him if he had any chance of making the mad thought work.

The Eidolon laughed again. “Even the grandest of blazes must begin with a spark—and it has need of tinder. If I am to set this realm alight with war… then I have need of an army.”

Nearby, the door to a house opened—and Leo almost ignored it as his thoughts raced, trying to decide what sort of lightning spell had the best hope of killing the Eidolon’s summoner through the armor, except… except, with a bloodcurdling cry, the man who stepped out of the door surged at him. Leo gasped and threw himself to the side, dodging the man’s haphazard charge; between the flames on the watchtower and the moon above, there was just light enough to see the madness that burned in the villager’s eyes, and that made his blood run cold.

Before he could round upon the spirit, though, another door opened, and then another, and another. All of those around him from which the people hadn’t already fled, Leo realized with a growing sense of panicked horror that threatened to overwhelm that deathly calm that had settled over his thoughts. Another man charged at him, and he jumped aside again—only to be caught by a third. With a curse, he kicked the man’s leg, sending him stumbling, and managed to step aside, but he was already off balance as the next man came at him, and then—

“I think not!” Rasheed’s voice was full of fury in the darkness as the Kerathi man jumped from the shadow and struck the attacker with the hilt of his scimitar hard enough that he crumpled and fell away entirely. Leo let out a breath of relief, catching himself in time to throw a punch at the next man who came at him. It would’ve done little against a warrior, but against the battle-mad villager, it was enough to throw him off balance. Rasheed dashed forward and dispatched another with a sweep of his leg, sending the villager face-first into the sand. “Forvathi! You alive?”

Leo caught his breath and retreated backward toward the Kerathi. “…for now. Not sure for how long.”

Rasheed laughed mirthlessly. “I suppose we die in battle, then. Pity no one here to make ballad of it.”

Around them, the ensorcelled villagers gathered; the initial frenzy had passed enough that they formed a not-quite circle around the two men, and the Eidolon advanced out of the darkness. “Where is thy fire now, sorcerer? This chaff ought be dust in the wind, if thou imagine thy power aught but a candle against mine own.”

Leo grimaced. “…I don’t make a habit of killing innocent men, spirit. If you want a fight, then release them and face me.”

Aversadrienal scoffed. “Preposterous. Thou art not possessed of such power as to extend thy mercy unto them—and what matters their fate? Ye sons of men are embers flickering in the night, who can but hope to glow brightly ere thine ends. Show me thy power now—or perish!”

Leo cursed, his mind racing desperately—and finding nothing. There was no way he could try to so much as attack the Eidolon like this before the men reached him. But there was nothing else to do but try either. Drawing in a breath, Leo started to whisper something to Rasheed…

And then, all at once, the world around him froze to perfect, impossible stillness.


Chapter X

Lord of the Burning Skies

A moment before, everything had been in motion, and then, all at once, nothing was. Even the chill bite of the desert wind was suddenly gone. Leo realized that he was frozen too, in truth—or at least his body was. His thoughts raced as he tried to look around and found he couldn’t. A heartbeat later, though, the chill of the desert wind was replaced by something else—a deep, pervasive heat behind him. The nature of the sensation was somehow not so unlike that of the Eidolon’s power, and yet… the two were nothing alike in another way. That power had felt suffocating—crushing. This one was almost invigorating to simply feel.

You have an admirable will, mortal. The voice spoke directly against his thoughts—and it too was both simultaneously akin to the Eidolon’s and utterly unlike it. It had the same deep, resonant power, and even against his thoughts, it seemed to echo upon itself even when it wasn’t truly a real sound. But there was something more… regal and proud in the way it manifested itself—and, at the same time, something lower, almost rumbling. But will alone is not enough. To impose your will upon the world, you need power… and you want sorely indeed for that.

Leo’s thoughts raced—and when he tried to answer, he realized he couldn’t move his body enough to speak. And yet, trying seemed to manifest the words he meant to say. …who are you?

The voice against his thoughts laughed—and unlike the Eidolon’s mocking laugh, this one seemed truly amused. That matters only if you desire the power you lack, mortal. The presence behind him shifted, and he had the impression that whatever had replaced it—and Rasheed, who had been standing back-to-back with him a moment before—would have towered over him utterly, even for his height. It seemed to radiate sheer power. You must choose—if you wish for power, it can be yours. Power enough to sweep this paltry child away before you.

Leo would’ve swallowed, if he could. You’re a spirit. It wasn’t truly a question—the words the entity behind him had spoken left no question of that. Unbidden, a passage from the Tome of Spirits flashed through his mind. ‘Above all, as a summoner, you would be wise to never consider a pact freely given before you yourself have offered it first. The spirits of the world are cunning, and they know well those who they might most easily use for their own ends.’ That was one warning he had always meant to heed, and yet…

You need hardly state the obvious, mortal. The voice flickered with contempt, and Leo would’ve flinched if he could’ve moved. Time grows short. Even here, in your own mind, a moment cannot last for an eternity—and my patience is not without bounds. If you wish for power, if you wish to live, to see again those you hold in your heart, if you wish to leave your mark upon the stagnant world of men… then I offer you my pact.

Leo’s thoughts swirled—but the harshness of the words let him find an edge of clarity to cut through that. What did the dangers matter now? The warning was meaningless—even if the tome was right, even if it was foolish… the alternative was unequivocal defeat. Again, the thought of Valyrianna flashed through his mind’s eye, and Leo tried to draw in a breath—though he was, of course, unable. …and what would you have of me in turn, spirit? Only a fool imagines power is ever given for free.

Hah. No, power is never free. To know that is indeed wisdom. But the price I ask is less than most. I demand of you only this, mortal—continue as you have ere this moment. Burn the brand of your will into this stagnant world, and become the cleansing flame that wipes away the rot that it might be born anew. And, in turn… I offer this. If there is aught you desire, you will needs but devise a design by which to take it—for, with my power, naught shall truly be beyond your reach.

The words were almost electrifying; as it spoke them, the voice had seemed to surge against him like a roaring blaze, pervading his very soul. They conjured a thousand visions in his mind’s eye—wealth, power, status. A villa in Heliopolis, overflowing with water and greenery. Valyrianna, at his side, dressed as she had been the second time she had come to him, as just a woman. Then another, of her kneeling before him, very much as the princess. The golden flicker of a crown, a shadowy room of silks, full of equally shadowy outlines that he could recognize all too easily as women… A vault full of gold and gemstones and every other sort of treasure he could imagine. And fire. Fire, burning all around him, running through him with an intensity heretofore unimagined.

Even without the dire circumstances of this moment… the torrent of visions, the unspoken promise that matched the very much spoken promise in the spirit’s voice, might have been too much to resist. Not every flickering glimpse had been tempting, and yet, gods, so many had been. Leo’s thoughts roiled, but again he managed to bring them to heel. …if we are to make a pact, spirit, I would have your name. It was harder to make this voice of his own thoughts more confident than he was than when he spoke aloud. For… I, Leocalithistos, son of Aishalytheria, do accept your terms—I will do as you demand, and have of you in turn your power.

The spirit’s power still surged around them—and for that, the voice’s triumphant laugh seemed to resonate through his very soul. Ahahahahahaha... Yes. That is as it should be. You are possessed of desires deep enough to match your will, mortal. And I would expect no less, for it ill befits a man who would be king to want for ambition. You ask my name? I am a whisper upon the desert wind, the crimson wings that eclipse the sun… I am Zethraxion, Lord of the Burning Skies—and my power is yours, for our pact is bound. Now, come—drink deep, and we shall show this impudent child the true meaning of power!

The stillness that had grasped the world—for the spirit’s words… time had never truly frozen, it was only that they had spoken those words within a single moment, within the confines of Leo’s own mind—began to fade away. Yet, it was not gone quite so suddenly as it had come, and for that… Leo had time enough to look behind him, and see the source of the voice. And when he did, he could not but stare.

There had been nothing in the book that resembled Zethraxion—nothing at all. He towered over Leo just as he had imagined the spirit would, but it was more than that. So much more, because what stood behind him was a dragon. It was nothing like the drakes that dwelt in the desert, which were not even so tall as a horse. No, Zethraxion was at least twice the size of the nearest house, and thrice as long, the whole length of his form armored in ruby scales that seemed to glow with an inner light, as though they were wrought out of living flame. The dragon’s body was long and elegant, but defined far too entirely by muscled strength to be truly slender. His neck was long, curving upward to an elongated, almost equine head, with curling ram-like horns upon either side. His slitted eyes were a brilliant gold, alight with their own inner light.

Even for his bestial form, the dragon’s cunning seemed to shine in his eyes, and smoke seeped from his jaws around sharp, deadly fangs. Each of Zethraxion’s legs was thicker than a man’s body, tipped with equally deadly claws. A pair of crimson wings—leathery and scaled—were set upon his back, half folded and yet their span still as wide as the dragon was long; it was not so hard at all to imagine them truly blocking out the sun. And finally, a line of jagged obsidian spikes ran along the dragon’s spine, starting from a crowning crest atop his head and reaching all the way to the whiplike end of his tail, tipped with a V-shaped pair spiked ridges that looked very much like blades.

For a fleeting, fleeting moment, Leo stared into the dragon’s eyes and Zethraxion stared back. Some part of him was suddenly entirely certain that he had made a terrible mistake—and another surged with giddy elation at the obvious, overwhelming power of the spirit before him. This was everything he had wished for, wasn’t it? In his heart of hearts…? The dragon’s mere presence felt like enough to eclipse the very world. Then, all at once, reality returned in full, and the world began to move again. Rasheed tensed against his back, and the circle of villagers shifted, seemingly awaiting the Eidolon’s command.

Aversadrienal seemed unaware that anything had changed as he advanced another step. His presence still flooded the space around them, but Leo realized it was no longer overwhelming or suffocating. No, even without his barrier, it was as though there was an aura around him upon which the waves of power broke, flowing past him instead of over him. The Eidolon lifted one arm and a sword tinged with black fire formed in it, pointing it at Leo. “Thou must make a choice, son of man. Sweep away this chaff and face me, or meet thine end!”

Behind Leo, Rasheed growled. “…not sure we have a choice, Forvathi. They deserve better, but us or them.”

“…I’m not so sure about that.” The power flowing through him filled Leo with a newfound confidence; it washed away the panicked horror that had swept over him before, the deathly calm of the moment coming back in force. He was vaguely aware that he probably looked utterly mad as a smirk tugged at the corners of his lips, but he didn’t care. Not with the power that surged within him, almost demanding to be set loose. He could feel the dragon’s presence all around him—like the title the spirit had claimed, a whisper upon the desert wind. Aware that Rasheed was looking over his shoulder in confusion, Leo lifted one hand into the air. “Come, Zethraxion!”

For a moment, the dramatic gesture felt ridiculous—but only for a moment. The power around him surged, and the dragon’s rumbling voice washed over him. Yes. Drink deep, mortal. I am become you… and we are become one!

Fire surged around him—and this time, it was real. A column of flame rose from the sands at his feet, wrapping around Leo without touching him, without burning him. No, it seemed to rush into him, molding against his body, and there, it took shape, becoming scales. In an instant, the flame washed over all of him, leaving ruby-scaled armor in its wake. First his legs, then his chest, then his arms—and his head, forming a helm as well. Though he could not see it, some part of him simply knew that the helm was crowned with the dragon’s ram-like horns, and that either shoulder of the armor was capped with a dragon’s fierce visage. Upon his hands, ruby gauntlets formed; the left that felt as much like a talon as a glove, while the right was instead a draconic maw that covered his hand, the fangs within it glowing with red-gold fire as he flexed his hand. But most stunning of all was when the flames formed wings. They folded against his back like a cloak as they materialized, and yet, just as he simply knew so much else in this moment, Leo found that he had absolute confidence that they would work if sorcery enough were infused into them.

If Zethraxion’s presence had lingered against his thoughts before, now it was almost omnipresent—as though he were immersed in a sea of fire, and the dragon was the sea. For the first time, Aversadrienal’s confidence faltered, the Eidolon’s slitted eyes flickering as he took a step back, sword still raised. “…what?! Thou art a binder? How preposterous! How is it that thou did conceal thy power from my sight?!”

Leo ignored him—if only because the sudden surge of power was almost maddeningly exquisite, and it took far longer than he would have preferred to suppress that sensation. He drew in a sharp breath, and he found he scarcely recognized his own voice a moment later, imbued as it was with that same resonant, echoed quality. “…Rasheed. There’s no time to explain. Get to safety as soon as I make an opening.”

The Kerathi man’s confusion a moment before had turned to disbelief now. “…when time is right, you owe me a damn drink,” he muttered, after a moment.

“If we live through this, the whole damn night’s on me.” Leo drew in a long breath, then tried to focus his thoughts as he had before as he scanned the frenzied villagers. Unlike the Eidolon, they seemed unfazed by the newfound power that surged through Leo now. …must we kill them?

The dragon scoffed. He was not wrong to call them chaff, mortal. They are scarce worthy of your attention. Leo winced—but before he could answer, the dragon gave a haughty laugh. Hah. They are no more than chaff—and that would make it pitiful indeed if we needed kill them. No, to look upon the glory of my power is more than enough to drive such feeble pawns to despair.

Some part of him soared at the answer. One hand lifted again, but this time he reached toward the flames burning atop the watchtower. It was surely the dragon’s knowledge somehow flowing into him, but the thought of beckoning the flames there to him and absorbing their power felt as natural as breathing. The flames flickered and, despite their faint black sheen, they answered the call; they flickered then surged, rushing down toward him like a fiery meteor and landing in his outstretched hand—or rather, in the maw of the draconic gauntlet that guarded it—where the aether that pervaded them flowed into him, refilling his nearly empty reserves. That feeling, too, was almost ecstatic, but he couldn’t let it linger.

No, Aversadrienal’s presence seethed with displeasure at being ignored. “Bah! It matters not—binder, invoker, or sorcerer, thou shalt fight or thou shalt perish!” The words seemed to be a signal, and the circle of men around Leo and Rasheed started to charge.

For a heartbeat, Leo panicked, realizing he didn’t know exactly what the dragon had meant a moment before—but then, the presence against his thoughts rippled and it was as though his body were moving on its own. The power he had drawn into himself surged back into his hand, forming there a glowing orb that was not one of his fireballs, but instead a red-gold replica of one of the dragon’s burning eyes within the draconic visage that covered his right hand. It flared with power as the men charged, and as their wild eyes caught upon it, the power radiating from it seemed to wash over them, wiping away the wild madness in their eyes—and everything else there with it. One by one, the men crumpled to the sand like puppets with their strings severed.

Leo’s breath escaped in a hiss as the dragon’s presence receded, leaving him again in control of his body; then he spun, letting the power of the dragon’s eye wash over those who were charging at Rasheed as well. The Kerathi man’s own eyes caught upon the red-gold orb, but… if he seemed transfixed for a moment as well, that passed after a heartbeat and he blanched. “…dark sorcery, Forvathi. Hope you know what you are doing.” But then, with an uncertain glance at Leo, he was dashing away.

As he did, Leo realized the spell that the dragon had cast in his stead was quickly draining away all the power he’d taken from the flames and more, and he clenched his armored hand around it, crushing the fiery eye between the fangs of his gauntlet and ending the spell. The dragon laughed, but Leo ignored him, taking stock of the situation even as he instinctively reached his hand out toward the burning corpses of those he had caught in his first fireball before, reclaiming that power. He had all but forgotten about the Gilded Knives in all the rest of it, and a glance showed that they had retreated back to the watchtower’s entrance, fighting off several of the entranced villagers. Leo winced to realize those men were probably dead. But, the Gilded Knives seemed to have no intention of directly coming at the Eidolon again… which was likely for the best, in this moment.

At last, Leo’s eyes found Aversadrienal again. The six-winged knight was glowering at him, now, the black pressure of his presence seething in the air where the aura of Zethraxion’s power deflected it. “…what trickery is this?” the Eidolon demanded, “Chaff though they were, they were mine to spend!”

“Like I said before,” Leo answered, addressing the incarnated spirit for the first time since calling Zethraxion’s power, “If you want a fight, fight me yourself—not with a bunch of innocent villagers, you bastard!” Almost without thinking, Leo pushed the power he had reclaimed into one of his red-gold fireballs and hurled it at Aversadrienal.

The Eidolon scoffed, lifting his fiery blade to deflect the spell away. “Even if thou art a binder, mortal… Thou art a fool, to imagine that flames can hope to best me! I am flame—the flames of war, of battle, of strife! Behold!” With a single motion, Aversadrienal slashed the empty air with his blazing sword, summoning an entire volley of red-black fireballs in answer. A heartbeat later, they shot forward at Leo in sequence, clearly meant to track a fleeing opponent…

Beneath the crimson helm, Leo smirked and raised his hand in turn, though; as the first fireball arced toward him, the trajectory changed as he called it to himself as he had the other flames—and then the second, and the third, and the fourth and the fifth. Where they touched his hand, the flames flowed into him, refilling his power. By the third, his aetheric stores were full and trying to absorb more was almost painful, but even if he could not use the power of the last two, still it dissipated harmlessly within the maw of the gauntlet on his outstretched hand. “…then it seems a folly we share, spirit,” he shot back.

Aversadrienal hissed angrily. “…absurd! I am the first lord of fire upon these sands—no other here ought be able to tame my flames! None!” The spirit drew itself up, and the anger in his voice had ebbed away only a moment later. “But it matters not. Flames are scarcely the only weapon of strife. Arise, ye shadows of war!” His power surged again—not unlike the ripple that had ensorcelled the villagers before. This time, though, it seemed to be the very shadows around the village that stirred in answer.

From them, weapons rose. They were not true weapons, Leo could see at a glance, only… shadows in the shape of weapons, and yet he instinctively knew that to be cut with one would be deadly. With a growl, Leo raised his fiery barrier, finding that it felt infinitely more solid with the dragon’s power behind it. When the first of the shadowy blades flew at him a moment later, that was tested—and proved to be true, the flames not only sparking in answer, but surging back against the shadowy blade, their light destroying it. A moment later, though, five more shot at him, and Leo cursed, dashing forward.

It was the first time he realized that, despite what should have been the crippling weight of the crimson scale armor, his body felt incredibly light, and his movements were far swifter than he was accustomed to. There was no time to dwell on that now, though, because another volley of shadowy blades was flying at him. This time, he managed to raise his hand in time, forming another fireball there and throwing it against the oncoming swords; it caught them in a fiery blast that dissipated the entire lot. Leo cursed again a moment later as a spear drove into his barrier from the side—and managed to smash through it before dissipating at the fiery shield’s angry response. A sword pressed through the opening, and Leo only barely managed to catch it with his right gauntlet, instinct more than anything making him close the armored hand around it—which brought the fiery fangs of the draconic visage guarding that hand down upon it, dissipating it as his fireballs had the others.

Letting the barrier fall, he closed his eyes and pulled its power back into himself, forcing himself to ignore the oncoming hail of blades as he concentrated on a spell he had once designed but never been able to use. Perhaps ten of the shadowy weapons remained, and he knew they were all closing in around him, but… none of them reached him. No, not unlike when he had called Zethraxion’s power to him, a torrent of fire swept upward from his feet, engulfing him then swirling outward like a fiery cyclone as it caught all the blades in a wave of fire and swept them away in a surge of red-gold radiance.

For a moment, Leo allowed himself to feel satisfied with that, but then the dragon’s voice echoed in his thoughts, a furious command: Move! Without thinking, Leo obeyed, throwing himself backward and stumbling away just as a crushing leap from Aversadrienal landed where he’d been standing, the impact from the knight’s armored boots upon the sand almost like thunder. “Let us see, sorcerer, if thou canst survive the very blades of war!”

The fiery sword from before was gone, replaced by a pair of very physical swords that arced toward Leo with deadly skill; he leaped backward again, unsure what else to do. You have dire need of a proper weapon, mortal, Zethraxion’s voice chastised against his ear, But still, you needs hardly fear this presumptuous child. One who bears my power is never truly unarmed, when he bears my fang and claw.

Aversadrienal laughed scornfully and lunged at him with dizzying speed; with the dragon’s words echoing in his mind, Leo lifted his hands, parrying the first thrust with his left hand; the crushing impact brought a wince of pain, but it did work. A moment later, he deflected the other sword with his right hand, the scaled dragon visage there working as well as a shield; it brought a sort of primordial satisfaction to deflect the blades with what felt like his bare hands and, in the next moment, that feeling drove him to counterattack, slashing at the Eidolon’s armored chest with the talon upon his left hand. Aversadrienal deflected the blow away, but not before the sound of metal on metal echoed through the village night, leaving three clear scrapes gouged into the Eidolon’s otherwise flawless armor.

Stepping back, Aversadrienal’s glowing eyes flared furiously. “Absurd! Who art thou, to match me so in blade and spell alike?!”

Straightening, Leo laughed—making the sound as full of mocking contempt as he could. “I thought you wanted a worthy battle, spirit. But maybe you just liked pretending you wanted that when you had the upper hand?”

The Eidolon practically seethed, his displeasure radiating into the darkness with a crushing malice. “Such presumption! But thy power can scarce be aught but trickery—thou who wouldst not even do battle with mine paltry pawns in truth.” His stance tightened and the flames upon his cloak flared, slowly seeping over all of him until they covered every mark of the ebon armor he wore. “And thy trickery cannot avail thee against true power. That thou hadst been an entertaining diversion I shall grant… but thy end is come.”

Even for the radiant power that yet surged within him, something about the murderous black aura around the Eidolon sent a surge of dread through Leo, and he took a step back. One of the fallen Gilded Knives was nearby, and the glimmer of his scimitar caught his eye. …you said a weapon?

The dragon’s presence flickered with impatient displeasure. Yes, you have need of a weapon—but that hollow lump of steel would avail you naught. To be a vessel for my power, a weapon would needs be yours, mortal. Focus!

Leo cursed, drawing in a long breath as he stared back at the Eidolon; their eyes locked, and he could feel the spirit’s murderous intent clearly. Drawing in a sharp breath, Leo called his barrier again and braced himself, even as a part of his mind raced at the dragon’s words… Yet those thoughts were no more than nascent when Aversadrienal charged—though charge seemed a poor word for it, in truth. Without the fiery power that flowed through him, Leo would likely have thought the Eidolon simply disappeared. In the blink of an eye, the spirit had crossed the distance between them, aether surging into his six wings as they lifted him off the ground entirely, his swords raised…

The first slash fell with force that felt like it could’ve crushed a mountain. With a sharp breath, Leo caught it upon his barrier, surging power into the point where the steel crashed against spellfire, but that meant the barrier could not hold against the diagonal slash from below. The black blade cut through it… and, beneath his helmet, Leo smirked viciously; the barrier had still slowed the blade enough to lift his right hand, and this time, instead of trying to deflect the blade off his gauntlet, he caught it in the dragon’s maw that wrapped around his hand. Ruby fangs dug into the steel with a terrible, rending sound—and if Aversadrienal was immune to fire, his blade was pointedly not. Releasing the barrier, Leo poured his sorcery into the burning draconic fangs within the gauntlet, and was rewarded with an ear-shattering crash as they bit through the steel, severing the sword entirely.

The rush of primal satisfaction that erupted from that was short-lived, though—because without the barrier, Aversadrienal’s other blade connected, smashing into Leo’s chest. The scales of his armor flickered and seethed under the weight, sparks flying from the impact… The armor held—but the force sent Leo flying back several spans. Again, more upon instinct than anything more conscious, he found himself unfurling the draconic wings upon his back, a flap of them stabilizing him and letting him land on his feet.

Despite the groan of pain the blow brought, though, that wicked smirk only grew, and as he landed, Leo produced a dagger, the taloned gauntlet melting away from his left hand to give him more dexterity. “Die, you bastard!” With Zethraxion’s words echoing in his mind from before, he threw the weapon—because it was most certainly his, the one he had claimed from one of the assassins in Heliopolis—and sent a surge of aether into it. It was hard to say what he expected from that… but the results exceeded it; as it flew, the power surged into the blade until it was practically one of the obsidian spikes he had glimpsed upon the dragon’s back.

With a roar, Aversadrienal raised his remaining blade to deflect the spike—and though he managed it, sparks flying as the dark obsidian crashed against steel… he realized only too late that it had been a distraction. In Leo’s other hand, within the maw of his draconic gauntlet, there was a flash of gold, and then he released the spell he had been considering with such care before the villagers had attacked. When it was not a spell of fire, it was not truly strengthened by Zethraxion’s power, but that did nothing to stop Leo from pouring the raw aether he had absorbed into it. All around him, he felt as much as heard the dragon’s laughter—deep, pleased, and utterly triumphant as he realized Leo’s ruse.

This time, it was not a lance of lightning, but a single deadly bolt, no wider than one of Leo’s fingers, and all the deadlier for the concentration of its power that way. Desperately, as the spell sparked but before it flew, Aversadrienal managed to turn—and that was likely all that kept it from being lethal. The bolt crossed the distance between them in an instant, shattering the armor upon the Eidolon’s shoulder and searing the flesh beneath; broken hilt of the sword Leo had destroyed clattered to the ground as the arm fell limp.

Leo cursed—but he realized, even for all the power behind the spell, he wasn’t actually out of aether this time. Desperately, he started to cast again, but Aversadrienal found his composure too quickly for that. “No! My glorious battles cannot end like this! A thousand curses upon thee, treacherous son of man—I shall repay this insult a hundred fold! A hundred fold! All that thou doeth hold dear shall burn in the flames of war!” Even as he spoke, the Eidolon lifted his good sword and, with preternatural strength, threw it at Leo. With another curse, Leo dove to the side to avoid it, discarding the spell he had been casting… and that was opening enough for the Eidolon’s six wings to flare as it kicked off the ground, then turned and disappeared into the desert night with the same blinding swiftness it had drawn upon as it surged at him.

The sword flew past Leo and buried itself into the side of a building, and he stilled. For a moment, he contemplated trying to give chase, but… he had not so much as truly used the wings upon his back once, and Aversadrienal had already vanished from his sight. More than that, with the Eidolon gone, a wave of exhaustion washed over him with almost staggering intensity, and he fell to one knee. Despite that, the dragon’s presence against his thoughts seemed pleased. Hah. It seems I have chosen well indeed, mortal. If it ill becomes a man who would be king to rely upon cunning alone… it would befit him far less to lack for it. And that impudent child shall not soon forget the sting of his defeat here.

…would that my spell had found his heart, Leo answered bitterly, shaking his head.

Would that it had indeed, mortal. You have much still to learn, if you are to be worthy of my power, the dragon answered, and Leo had the impression of a shrug. But you yet live, and that comes ere all the rest.

The answer stung just a little, and yet… only a little; he had survived, something that had seemed all but impossible scant songs before. More than that, he had won; the village yet stood around them, and most of its people had survived. That wasn’t truly a defeat. Leo let out a long breath. I suppose you’re right. And you may rest assured that I have every intention of learning to use this power. Allowing himself a weary smile, he willed the dragon’s power away. Like so much else, the knowledge of how to do that came naturally, and the ruby armor flickered. A heartbeat later, much as it had formed out of flame, it faded away by turning to ashes and blew away in the desert wind as though it had never been at all.

Zethraxion laughed, mirthful this time. To do less would rather disappoint me, mortal. I have high expectations of you, in the days ahead.


Interlude 

The Lord of Strife

Aversadrienal stood high upon a craggy mountain, looking out over the desert. The early afternoon sun beat down with sweltering intensity, but even with the mortal coil he had taken for himself, the Eidolon barely noticed. He was, after all, a creature of fire. No, not merely a creature of fire—he was the Lord of Strife, the master of the desert’s primordial flames.

…or at least, he should have been. Aversadrienal gnashed his teeth, thinking back to the encounter. That the mortal sorcerer had, under incarnation, held him off in physical combat, that was one thing. He would not have claimed to be the mightiest in all the desert in that sense, even if few could have matched him even so. But to steal his flames?! That should have been impossible, and the fact that it had come to pass made him seethe. Who was this dragon that the mortal had summoned? Why had he caught no sense of its presence?

Seeing the djinn a mortal had a pact with was not an easy thing—he knew that. He had been asked to determine if an enemy was a binder—or an invoker, ever the more dangerous of the two sorts of sorcerers who bound djinn—more than once. For that, he had become skilled at it, despite that it was a skill that fell outside his domain. He was, after all, an Eidolon, and mighty even among his kin. What surprise was it that he should come to be skilled at whatever he set his mind to? Perhaps he was young, by the standards of djinn, but he had no shame for that. No, if aught, did it not make him all the more impressive, that he had risen to the pinnacle of power so swiftly? The desert was a land of fire, and amongst the djinn of fire, he had never known an equal.

Until now. That thought gnawed at him like a gut wound. His arm yet hung limply, a bitter reminder of the battle, but it would be healed soon. It was his now, and it would heal far more quickly than his former “master’s” body ever would have upon its own. Aversadrienal sneered beneath his helm at the thought of the man. He had been a cunning trickster, smug and certain he was superior to all while wholly lacking for strength. Perhaps he had used Aversadrienal’s abilities better than most would have managed, but… the Eidolon could not think well of a craven creature regardless. The man had been weak, ill suited to battle, and that had made it insufferable for the Lord of Strife to serve him.

Oh, but he had been so certain of his superiority. Aversadrienal laughed to himself at the thought of it. It had been galling, to pretend to be subjugated… but he was not a creature who lacked for cunning. Strife was so much more than mere violence. Strife was anger and hatred, slights and grievances, bitterness and pride. A dagger plunged into a man’s back was strife as much as a sword driven through his chest. He could do both of those things, and well. Oh, yes. He was no brute, no fool, no mindless knave, no matter that the song of battle called to him more sweetly than did plots and schemes.

It was those two aspects of himself that warred with one another now, though. The part of him that was a schemer said that the wise choice would be to leave the desert. No matter how absurd, there was another djinn here who could match him in his strength, and that was incredibly dangerous. That imperiled his chances of victory. He should set out from the sands and alight upon the world beyond, where there would be ready tinder for the flames of strife. Some primordial part of him knew that it was there.

Not to the west, of course. No, it took no more than a glance at the western sky for him to recoil in distaste. Xian was a land of harmony, and the very thought of setting foot upon its soil repulsed him in a visceral way. Perhaps its guardian yet slumbered, and yet… even so, the power that seeped out of it had always felt strong enough to quench his flames. Aversadrienal would never go west.

But the east was different. From the east, power flowed into him, with the promise of more if he were to follow its trail back to the source. Even with that slow, steady flow, he was stronger than he could ever remember being, and that strength seemed only to be growing. Slowly, perhaps, but it was. The flames of war in the east were not yet so bright as to light up the horizon, and yet he knew that the embers of strife were crackling and flickering, throwing sparks upon dry tinder and threatening to catch. If he was wise, he would leave the desert and stoke those embers into an inferno that would threaten even the wretched harmony of Xian. And yet…

And yet, the thought of leaving the desert without having his vengeance was intolerable. It gnawed at him, swirling around him like a haze of miasma, or a swarm of biting insects. Looking out over the empty sands below, Aversadrienal clenched his good hand into a fist, an angry hiss upon his lips. “Curse thee, invoker! What foul presumption and trickery thou doth possess!” With a growl, he opened his hand and summoned a ball of black-tinged flame in it, then spun to the cliff face behind him and threw the orb against the red-brown stone.

A mortal would surely have staggered from the shockwave of its explosion, or at least flinched and recoiled from the rain of shards it threw back at him to blast a hole in the stone, but Aversadrienal was unmoved save the way his six wings shuddered at the sensation of the destruction. Perhaps it was hollow, but oh how some part of him delighted in seeing the stone give way before his flames. Naught ought have been able to stand before their dark majesty. Naught! Certainly not some mortal invoker with a djinn who he had not even caught a hint of! With a furious shout, Aversadrienal lifted his hand again, and this time he summoned an entire barrage of the fireballs, then sent them against the cliff face one by one.

When he had started, the cliff had been sheer; by the third impact, he had blasted a cave in the side of it, but he did not stop. No, quite the opposite; his power surged and another wave of fireballs formed—and then another, and another. Long before all of those impacted, the hole bored clean through, and spiderweb cracks started to spread through the stone around it. Beneath his helm, Aversadrienal grinned wickedly, looking up at perhaps the fifty span tall expanse of stone above him. The cracks spread, even as his remaining fireballs flew off into the distance, exploding like dark fireworks against the bright desert sun.

It would fall. The thought delighted him, and he felt a surge of dark ecstasy to watch the cracks spread faster and faster, the weight of the vast expanse of stone above him quickly becoming too much for its weakened supports to hold up. With a tortured groan, it started to break free, sliding downward…

…toward him, of course. The Eidolon had known it would; he had, after all, weakened that side of its support so much more. Glee raced through him at the challenge of it as the groan of stone upon stone was joined by a series of sharp cracks, and then it was falling. Power surged through him, and Aversadrienal summoned both fire and shadow around his armored form, forging the two together into a sword in his outstretched hand—a sword large enough that a mortal would’ve needed both hands to so much as lift it.

Fire was not solid—fire could blast through the cliff, but not hold its weight. His shadows, though... Those were another matter. They were as hard as steel when he gave them form this way, and they were the edge and point of the blade, but fire surged around it, the flames burning hot enough that they turned blue-black instead of red-black. His power surged into the weapon and, as the towering wall of rock began to fall toward him, he launched himself upward, his wings all surging in tandem.

Shadowsteel met stone as his blade dug into the falling rock, his flames melting it where they met so that the sword drove into the stone. But the cliff was incredibly heavy, and for a moment the force of it threatened to crush him. Yet… he was not that weak! With a roar, Aversadrienal called all his power into himself and surged upward; suddenly, the groan of stone on stone went silent as his power managed, for what felt like an endless moment, to perfectly counterbalance the force of the falling stone, flames surging around him and burning upward into the rock, swirling around his sword almost like a whirlpool.

And then, the stone gave way; it shattered outward around the point of his weapon, more spiderweb cracks forming and racing through the stone as it gave way like a sunburst, his power winning out as he drove through it and up into the empty air. Suddenly, the power that had countered the stone’s weight had nothing to hold it back, and Aversadrienal soared into the air hundreds of wheelturns, the sheer thrill of his victory roiling through him like the sweetest wine as he let out a roar of triumph…

When at last he caught himself and turned back to look down, the cliff he had destroyed was far below, and it looked like no more than a broken child’s toy. Aversadrienal flew lower, circling it once, and then turned his eyes away from it, out over the empty desert. Was that not fitting? Men were creatures of strife, in their hearts. It was only natural that they should be his toys, if he wished it thus.

No, he would not flee the desert. This land and its people were toys he could do with as he wished, and a dark smile tugged at his lips. The invoker who had dared say things were otherwise, who had dared try to prevent him from setting the stage for a proper play of strife, would yet learn the folly of that. If aught… destroying that accursed mortal and whatever djinn he had bound would make Aversadrienal’s triumph all the sweeter. He would need simply prepare more carefully this time, and see to it that all was in place before he took the stage once more.

His wings flared and he soared upward over the open sands, thoughts of how exactly it was he would do that already starting to form…


Chapter XI

A Weight Upon the Scales

Physical changes from summoning weren’t necessarily uncommon—Leo had known that. And yet, even so, he hadn’t expected anything nearly as dramatic as this. He was back in Heliopolis, having allowed himself the luxury of a finer inn room after… everything that had happened. Everything since the Eidolon’s flight into the desert night had seemed to pass in a whirlwind, and for all that some part of him had appreciated the gratitude of the people of the village, another part of him had been deeply uncomfortable with the gifts they had offered. Rasheed had taken him aside and told him that refusing such gifts was a terrible offense in Kerathi culture, and so he had not, but they had lingered for no more than a day’s time, long enough to be sure the Eidolon seemed to have no intention of returning, before heading back to Heliopolis. Even for that, he hadn’t been able to escape without the gift of a camel and enough smaller things to load the fickle beast up with, though.

But there had not been a proper mirror in the village, and so now, looking into the gold-framed mirror at the Round of Seven, one of the finer inns in Heliopolis, was the first time he had truly been able to appreciate just how profound the changes from his first summoning had been. The most pointed thing—and the one that made him glad not many people at the village had likely noticed him before he had intervened—was that his hair was now red. Not merely a red-brown or auburn, but red-gold, more like the color of fire, where it framed his face, and there was an almost ineffable quality to it that made it feel like it was fire when the light caught upon it. It seemed somehow thicker as well, but he was less certain about that.

The other change, though, was only a little less noticeable—and it certainly explained why none of his clothes fit right anymore. As it proved, the ease he had felt at moving within the ruby armor wasn’t only the effect of the incarnation. No, he was pointedly stronger; muscles he had never taken the time to properly develop suddenly looked very much as though he had. Whereas before he had simply been tall… now, he found his own reflection in the mirror decidedly imposing, and it was an almost unnerving change. To say he didn't appreciate it would have been a lie, and yet, there was still something disconcerting about his own reflection being almost that of a stranger.

You will grow accustomed to it, mortal. Zethraxion had said little since that night, and Leo found it impossible to tell for certain if the dragon was paying attention to things. Most of the things he had tried to ask had simply been brushed off, or ignored. That included his very pointed questions about how and why the dragon had been there. Too much about the moment made no sense, based upon all that he knew of summoning. Surely someone would have been aware of such a powerful spirit simply dwelling within a village, never mind that there had been nothing to suggest the natural altar of a spirit. It was baffling—and when he asked, Zethraxion at most laughed, if he said anything at all.

Not knowing if the dragon was listening, though, was a disconcerting feeling in its own right, but one he had become accustomed to more quickly, if only for the realization that Zethraxion found most of mortal existence decidedly boring. The few times the dragon had deigned to speak, it had been when something out of the ordinary caught his attention.

Leo said nothing, for a long moment, staring at his reflection. The dragon was probably right. Looking… decidedly not plain seemed like it was something that he could very much become accustomed to. The thought was appealing, it was just also disconcerting at the moment. Still, it solidified something else that had been at the edge of his thoughts ever since that night, and his eyes narrowed, picturing the great crimson dragon behind him in the mirror’s reflection. …you’re a Titan.

The words were more accusation than question. It was almost painfully obvious, in many ways, but he hadn’t been truly certain until now. Seeing his reflection, and the sheer physicality of the changes, left little doubt. Zethraxion’s power had imbued him with strength, and that strength had persisted when the incarnation had ended. Perhaps more than that, he hadn’t necessarily meant to incarnate at all, in that moment; he had meant to summon the dragon normally. That alone could’ve been explained by unfamiliarity, but the fact that it had felt like the only option combined with all the rest.

Hmph. You sound displeased. Does my power leave you unsatisfied, mortal? There was a flicker of irritation in the words, but beneath it was a smugness that rankled Leo just a little.

It rankled him mostly because the dragon wasn’t wrong, though. His lips pursed. …I suppose it would be a poor lie to say it did, he admitted, But still, it is hardly what I imagined. I am a sorcerer, not a warrior.

Zethraxion’s presence rippled, and Leo had the distinct impression of scoffing. And did sorcery alone avail you aught in the face of that enemy? Do you truly imagine that it will always be enough? To have command of sorcery befits a man who would be king, yes. But to lack for power of any other sort? A sorry king that would make for, mortal.

Leo’s brow furrowed. You seem certain that I wish to be a king, dragon.

Zethraxion’s presence rumbled with mirth. I simply speak the truth. I would have had no interest in a man who lacked for ambition. Whether or not you realize that truth yet yourself matters not, your path is set. Your pact is with me, mortal… and a man given the power of a dragon does not serve.

Drawing in a deep breath, Leo bit back a rejoinder—mostly because, with those words, the dragon’s presence withdrew from his thoughts, and it was likely better not to call him back. Arguing with Zethraxion had proved an exercise in frustration. Leo was stubborn enough that he would not stop trying because of that, but he had decided he would at least avoid provoking such arguments.

Besides, as much as some part of him wanted to argue for the sake of it, he couldn’t say the dragon was actually wrong. To say he wished to be king was probably going too far, but the fact that he had set out to summon a spirit was probably proof it was true that he had no desire to merely… serve. There were far safer things he could have done if he had been willing to. And even now, with the knowledge that he was essentially stuck with a Titan rather than the Archon he had hoped and planned for, he couldn’t say he really regretted it.

No, Zethraxion hadn’t been wrong about that, either. The dragon’s power had been intoxicating; just thinking back on it was enough to bring a thrill of pleasure at the memory of what it had been to don the crimson-scaled armor and feel invincible. To feel as though there was nothing in all the world that could hurt him or stand in his way. If that thought was surely not quite true, the fact that he had been able to fight an incarnated Eidolon on essentially even terms was still almost surreal.

With a sigh, Leo ran a hand through his hair, admiring the way it flickered in the mirror. But even so, it was a mess, and he very much needed to visit a barber. He hadn’t since he had left Sylvarithea, and that had been well over a moon ago now. Before, it had seemed relatively unimportant, but now he couldn’t help but be newly aware of his appearance.
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In the end, he visited a barber the very next day, one of those in the palace district. It had made his reflection even less familiar, but… he couldn’t say it looked bad, either. His hair was still not quite short, but it was trimmed neatly, his bangs brushed to one side to keep them out of his face. In the back, it didn’t quite reach the nape of his neck. After the barber’s efforts, though, and washing his hair, he was relatively certain it was thicker in addition to the new color.  He’d gone to a tailor, too, to have his clothes adjusted to fit the changes to his physique.

Ultimately, though, for all that he had needed to go to the barber, it was hard to deny that that had been essentially stalling the greater question of what he should do now. The thought of summoning a spirit was something that had dominated his ambitions for so long—and felt so far away—that even as they had ridden out into the desert, it hadn’t felt enough like something that he could actually accomplish with certainty to make solid plans beyond it. But now, that hurdle was truly behind him, and that left him… adrift.

Of course, there was Saladin’s offer. Somehow, he could almost imagine just how the man would grin if Leo came back and told him he had summoned a dragon. And a dragon that wasn’t so much as in the ridiculously comprehensive tome about spirits of the desert, at that. That was still a mystery that Leo hadn’t quite figured out, and Zethraxion clearly had no intention of explaining. For all that some part of him wanted a more satisfying answer as to how it was that the dragon had come to him and offered a pact in that moment… it wasn’t pressing, compared to so much else.

For all the appeal of the High Warlord’s offer, though, Leo still wasn’t quite sure he wanted to get involved in the dispute between the princess and the Magnathi. Some part of him felt like it was the obvious choice, but maybe that was why another part of him resisted it. Regardless, though… the letter sitting on the table next to him where he had settled on a velvet sofa had brought all of that into a decidedly sharper focus. It had been two days since he’d returned from the village now, and word of what had happened seemed to be spreading. That was almost surely the source of the letter.

Faintly, his fingers brushed the orchid seal at the bottom of the parchment, next to the signature of one Lord Odilon de Chalois. It wasn’t a name Leo had been very familiar with, and so he had spent a bell or so asking around about him earlier. Lord Odilon had proved to be a notable Magnathi lord; not one of the Nine Princes, but one of the more influential merchant lords outside their number, and possessed of a degree of influence in one of the two major Magnathi-owned cartels—the one that handled the lion’s share of Silk Road trade, from what he’d put together, rather than the one led by Lord Xhanatos. That, and Lord Odilon was the man who essentially controlled the territory around the village where he had faced Aversadrienal.

That was the one part he had known already, because the Gilded Knives at the village had named him as their lord. And it at least gave a likely reason for the invitation. It was also a reason he should go, much as part of him was less than certain he wanted to. Beside him, the dragon’s presence rippled. You ought be done with it, mortal. You have matters of greater import to see to, but letting this one linger would be foolish.

Leo arched a brow. “And what matters are those, exactly?” There was no one around to think him mad for it, and he had been finding that he preferred to answer the dragon aloud when he could.

Finding a proper weapon, for one, replied the dragon, as though that should have been obvious, I do not think you a fool enough to imagine that Eidolon’s threats to be hollow. And, presumptuous child through he may be, the power he holds is real. You would do well not to forget that you faced him in single combat—where he is at his weakest and you at your strongest—and still only barely did you claim victory.

That brought a frown. “…now that word of him has spread, I thought the Dominion would deal with him.”

Zethraxion scoffed. They will try. But will they succeed? I hardly imagine so, mortal. You recall the powers he possesses, no doubt. Is he a foe you imagine an army well-suited to dispatching? I, for one, do not. Were it that which I possessed that he had threatened, I would not be content to wager that another would dispatch his stolen avatar ere he could try to make good on his threats. You would be wise to make ready and see him laid low by your own hands, lest you needs face him upon his terms rather than your own. The dragon’s presence rippled with a greater intensity. Besides, that battle is a hunt unfinished. Pride alone ought be reason enough to see it through.

Leo’s eyes narrowed, considering the point. He hadn’t dreamed again of Aversadrienal’s black fire since before the battle, and yet… the clarity of those dreams still haunted him, he couldn’t deny that. And it wouldn’t have been right to say he was truly afraid of facing the Eidolon again, much as some part of him had no desire at all to do so. And yet, it seemed very much like a senseless risk. “…I’ll give it some thought,” he decided, after an uneasy moment.

Zethraxion’s presence flickered with displeasure. Hmph. Do as you will, mortal. But do not deliberate overlong, lest you find the choice taken from you altogether. And even if you delude yourself into imagining that you needs not finish what you have begun, you would be a fool not to seek out a weapon that suits you, if you wish to make proper use of my power.

And then, again, he was gone. Shaking his head, Leo sighed, then picked up the letter and decided to get the meeting with the Magnate who had sent it over with.
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The position of Magnate had originally been created by the king as a counterweight to the emirs in the early days of Helosian rule, when the emirs had been the main faction opposed to their takeover. For that, the district of Heliopolis where most of the Magnathi kept their estates had once been the Noble District, Leo knew. It was something that had come up several times when he was asking around the city about the Magnathi after leaving the palace—but, in truth, he might well have guessed it simply from looking. 

That was to say, at least as far as the estates they kept, the Magnathi very much lived up to the standards of the old nobility. Most of the estates were centered on ornate mansions in a mix of styles, including Kerathi, Luxterrian, and even Xiani architecture, and the mansions themselves were nearly as large as the Round of Seven, practically minor castles save that they lacked for the fortifications. If water wasn’t quite so plentiful here as in the palace district, the Magnathi estates made up for that with, if anything, even more greenery. At least half the estates he passed had a large garden of some sort—and he suspected the other half still did, it just wasn’t facing the street.

The district was also the only place he had seen in Heliopolis where the Gilded Knives had a substantial presence, though the Helosian Guard still had several postings along the way, and he barely had to look to notice the obvious distrust and animosity between the two groups. It was late afternoon, perhaps three bells before sunset, and that was early enough that Leo wasn’t sure if the streets of the Magnathi District were usually as relatively empty as they were now or if he had just come at a quiet time. Regardless, he couldn’t help but take a little satisfaction at the way that at least half of those he did pass gave him a second look.

Beyond having gone to the barber, Leo had dressed in the black and red robe he had bought on his first night in the city. Its colors, if anything, suited him all the more perfectly now, and the dragon embroidery felt almost prescient. He had hoped to cut a striking figure this way, but the reactions of the passersby made him a bit more certain of that as his eyes scanned the addresses set into each estate. He wasn’t used to finding buildings by an address, but it was a system he’d picked up fairly naturally here in Heliopolis. The numbers were getting close, though…

Leo stepped past the end of the wrought iron fence that protected one estate and glanced at the number upon the gate of the next, then down at the parchment he held, confirming that they matched. In contrast to the elegant green and black of the fence around the estate he had just passed, the one he seemed to be bound for had a fence of white stone in a Kerathi style. The mansion itself was constructed of the same, which made a strange contrast with the Xiani garden—minimalist, with statues, neatly trimmed small trees, and shrubs rather than the paradisiacal tropical beauty of Kerathi gardens or the abundant colors and flowers of the Luxterrian-styled ones—and the décor he could see matched the Xiani styling, but only mostly.

“…I suppose no one said wealth came with a sense of style,” Leo murmured under his breath, with a shake of his head. It wasn’t impossible to imagine a harmonious wedding of the Xiani and Kerathi stylings, but this was pointedly not it. Still, after a long moment, he schooled his face into neutrality as he approached the gate; little as some part of him wanted to deal with the Magnate, it would be foolish to make a bad first impression if he was going to.
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His welcome proved rather smoother than he had expected. The guards, a pair of Gilded Knives in the fancier armor that was common in the Magnathi district, had clearly been expecting him, and he almost hadn’t needed to produce the letter of invitation before they waved him through. That had been enough to make Leo frown, uncertain how he felt about being recognized on sight that way… but he had suppressed it and offered them thanks with a half-bow, before entering the estate.

Up close, the mansion was, if anything, larger than he had realized from afar; it was at least five stories tall, and at least two of those had balconies overlooking the approach. The guards at the door had been slightly more diligent about checking his invitation, but they too had clearly been expecting him. That was enough to make him glad he had decided to answer the summons quickly, he decided; it would have been decidedly awkward to deal with them if they had been waiting for him for days.

A maid had been summoned to lead him inside, though. He took a little satisfaction at the fact that she couldn’t quite hide her fascination with his appearance, but only a little; she was clearly intimidated as much as attracted, and that was a more mixed thing. With a murmured apology, she had told him that the lord of the estate was occupied with another visitor, but that he would likely be done soon, brought him a tray of western tea and sweets, then scurried away, leaving him to wait in the foyer of the mansion.

The interior décor, at least, was more coherent. The foyer was at least as large as two normal rooms, if not three, with a grand staircase at the far end, and it had been wallpapered in a pattern similar to the orchids on Lord Odilon’s seal, with matching furniture. It was strange to see so much Xiani influence here, when the western empire had scarcely been so much as a distant story in Sylvarithea. There was a beauty in the simplicity of it, even if it wasn’t really Leo's first choice. The thing that stood out most, he decided, was that the maid who had greeted him was dressed in a Luxterrian style maid’s uniform, but that… wasn’t really surprising. The style seemed common in Heliopolis, considering the maids in the palace and those who had tended to his room at the Round of Seven wore the same style of outfits.

It wasn’t something he could say he minded, Leo admitted to himself, letting his gaze flicker over the maid—he was getting better at doing that without letting himself stare. The cut of the girl’s skirt here was quite a bit higher than those at the palace or the inn, and the cut of the top lower, but the style was otherwise much the same, a dress that went no lower than the knees overlaid with an ornate, lacy half-apron and a matching lacy headpiece. The girl was a pretty creature, if not especially remarkable, but Leo realized now that at least half the discomfort he had noticed before was likely from the knowledge that what she wore was obviously meant to draw attention to that.

Before he could look away, though, there was the sound of a door opening upon the terrace at the top of the banister, and then the clip of quick, confident steps in heeled shoes, drawing his eyes there—and the contrast almost could not have been more pointed. If the maid was pretty but clearly not quite comfortable with flaunting that, the woman he found there was stunning and clearly had no such qualms. She moved with an easy, almost languid grace that belied the quickness of her steps, crossing the distance to the top of the stairs in mere heartbeats. From what he could see, as she approached, she wasn’t much older than him, if at all.

She wore a silken dress in the Xiani style—he had heard that they were called yukatas, though the hem of hers was cut a bit higher than he had seen elsewhere to allow for easier movement, and the neckline was less modest as well—and, in truth, her features matched that, between the shape of her face, her eyes, and the faintly olive tone of her skin, though not entirely. No, she seemed much more likely to be only part Xiani, but… regardless of that, she was strikingly beautiful. The white of her yukata, set with crimson flowers and a golden sash, contrasted the lustrous waterfall of ebon hair that framed her face; it was straight and fell past her shoulders, eschewing the more ornate hairstyles the few wealthy Xiani women he had seen tended to prefer. The simplicity suited her, though, Leo decided. It made her presence feel more intense, especially for the streaks of crimson that ran through her hair, glowing like embers. Those almost reminded him of the change that had come over his own hair, and he wondered fleetingly if she was a summoner...

Regardless, though she was short—perhaps a head and a half shorter than him, if he’d had to guess, at least without her high-heeled shoes—somehow that did nothing to detract from the presence she carried with her as she moved to descend the stairs. It also emphasized the swell of her breasts, which the cut of her yukata seemed designed to emphasize; the garment hugged them tightly, ending just above them in a way that left her shoulders bare as well. Leo forced himself—with some effort—not to stare as his gaze swept over her, drinking in all of that before lifting to her own eyes. They seemed to glimmer crimson themselves, and he found that she was looking at him as well, her lips quirked into something that might have been a smirk.

As she reached the bottom of the stairs, she stilled for a moment—and then that almost-smirk became one in truth as, holding his gaze, she turned away from the door and pointedly approached him. The faint scent of cherry blossoms reached him as she did, far further than a perfume should have, and Leo drew in a deep breath… Then, without waiting for her to act first, he was standing, moving to offer her a bow of greeting. “Can I help you with aught, my lady?”

She arched a brow lightly as he straightened, not offering a curtsy in response as she studied him for a moment. “Mm… So you’re the hero who spared Odilon quite a bit of embarrassment, hm? Leo, I believe I heard your name was?” Her voice was soft, and Leo only barely resisted the impulse to lean nearer to hear her better. “Not bad at all. I had heard you were a sorcerer rather than a warrior, so I was expecting someone rather more… bookish.”

Leo ignored the urge to lick his lips, and instead forced a slight shrug. “I think hero might be overselling it, my lady. I merely did what I thought was right in the moment.” He arched a brow faintly. “I suppose that expectations can be deceiving, though. I certainly was not expecting to meet so striking a lady when I accepted Lord Odilon’s invitation this morning. And I fear you have the advantage of me.”

Her eyes flickered up at him—he had been right about the difference in height, though her heels were high enough to make him only a head taller—and then she laughed, the sound soft and sensual. It somehow pervaded the very air around him the way the scent of cherries did. “I do have the advantage of you, Sir Leo, yes. In more ways than one, as things stand. But I find myself to wonder how long that will be true, if you continue as you have.” The smirk had faded from her lips, and instead she offered a conspiratorial smile, taking a half-step closer. “You’ve made quite the impression for your first move upon the board, and I think I shall keep an eye upon your progress in the days ahead.”

Leo couldn’t help drawing in a breath this time—but he managed to keep himself from reacting beyond that, his eyes narrowing. “Surely you flatter me, my lady. I know full well that I have far to go to be of any real importance here in Heliopolis. And I am no knight, as things stand.”

She leaned forward slightly, her eyes twinkling. “So you do, Sir Leo… But I think the distance matters less than the speed at which you cover it. And perhaps not—but I think you will find it easy enough to turn the feat you’ve done into knighthood, even if you achieve naught else.” Her voice lowered, and he couldn’t fully resist the impulse to lean a little nearer when she spoke again. “So, if you think it idle flattery, Sir Leo… pray allow me to give you a little advice, just between the two of us. You may judge how genuine I am by how useful you find it to be.”

Leo’s brow arched higher. “Or make a fool of myself if you mean to lead me astray, perhaps.”

Some part of him expected her to be offended by that—but before he could curse the impulse to say it, the young woman laughed. “Oh, of course. There is always that danger. But a man who is unwilling to risk danger will not make it far at all in Al-Kerath, Sir Leo. So, I shall give you my advice, and leave you to do with it as you see fit.” She stepped nearer, until they were no more than a pace apart, and her voice lowered further.

This close, her scent was almost dizzying—but Leo managed to ignore that by holding her gaze, focusing instead on her words: “You truly have saved Odilon a great deal of face. My father places no small value upon the village you saved, and had Odilon failed to protect it… father would have been very ill-pleased indeed. Do not let him tell you otherwise—for he will try. Allow him to get the best of you and you shall be the laughingstock of the Magnathi. But see that he gives you what you deserve and it will reflect well upon you with even men such as my father. There is much opportunity in Al-Kerath for a man who knows his own worth.”

She stepped back, the smile upon her lips quirking back into a smirk. “But I fear I’ve already overstayed my welcome here.”

“…your father?” There was a part of him that was still reeling from the almost overwhelming sensuality of her nearness a moment before… but another part of him refused to look a fool in the face of that. Beside him, he felt Zethraxion’s presence ripple with something that might have been satisfaction.

She arched a brow at him almost playfully. “Oh, you did ask my name, didn’t you? It must have slipped my mind. Pray forgive me.” The smirk on her lips grew just slightly. “It’s Aurelia de Renais. And I shall be rather disappointed if you aren’t at least a knight when next we meet—if we do, I suppose. But the city has been dreadfully dull of late. You’ll have my appreciation if you make it a little less so.” With a slight curtsey, she turned and strode out of the mansion.

Leo watched her go, letting out a long breath only after the door had closed behind her. Against his thoughts, the dragon laughed. …heh. You managed better than I had expected against a woman like that. Well done, mortal.

Leo turned away, mainly so that the maids and guards wouldn’t see the face he made. You have such confidence in me, dragon, he shot back, sourly, I wasn’t about to let her make me look like a complete fool.

Only somewhat of a fool, then? The dragon countered, with bemusement, Well, you did better than I expected, regardless. And better than she did, if I am not mistaken. That will suffice… for now. Next time, though, she will expect more—as will I. And you would do well not to disappoint her, mortal. She seems a creature I would keep an eye on, were I the one who had caught her interest.

Leo rolled his eyes at the first part, but they narrowed a moment later. She’s the daughter of one of the Nine Princes. I feel like too much of her interest would be rather dangerous.

The dragon laughed. Of course there is danger, mortal. But you are a fool if you think she was wrong to say that a man who shies from danger cannot hope to go far. Such a creature is dangerous, yes—but you needs only be more dangerous than she, and then you may play her games as much as your heart desires.

 [image: ]

It wasn’t long after the woman—Aurelia—had left that he found himself invited into Lord Odilon’s office. The Magnathi lord was a short, portly man and, in contrast to the Xiani stylings of his home, he didn’t look Xiani at all himself. Nor did he have any of the presence that Aurelia had used to compensate for her stature. He was an older man, surely at least fifty summers old, with hints of gray just starting to show in his brown hair. Still, there was a shrewdness in his eyes as he stood to welcome Leo. “Ah, yes, Master Leocalithistos. Many thanks for joining me today. ‘Tis no small pleasure to meet a hero like you in the flesh.”

Leo offered his customary half-bow as he sized up the Magnate and his office in turn. It was small, but that seemed deliberate, making the richness of its furnishings—again in a Xiani style—more pointed. His desk itself was made of cherry, the wood varnished to a shine. “The pleasure is surely mine, Lord de Chalois,” he replied neutrally, “And the honor as well, to receive your invitation.”

“Nonsense, my boy,” Odilon replied with an easy smile that didn’t reach his eyes, “‘Tis no common thing to meet a man with the strength and valor alike to face down a raging Eidolon. Truly, ‘tis a great failure of the Helosian Guard to see one of their summoners run amok this way. I shall have strong words for his majesty over this matter. But come, sit.” The Magnate sank into his chair, then gestured for Leo to take the one opposite it.

“I’m just glad I happened to be there, your lordship,” Leo replied. The words were… true, he found, despite all the complications. Despite the danger. He moved to sit, deciding the chair was rather less comfortable than he would have expected—and that that was surely deliberate. “I care not to think what would have become of the people of the village had I not, much less your men.”

Odilon’s smile faded. “Pah, my men. What a sorry lot, frankly. I’m bitterly disappointed that they couldn’t defend a mere village. Might’ve been better if they’d died for their failure.”

Leo’s eyes narrowed, a spark of anger igniting at the words. “Respectfully, your lordship, that seems rather unfair to them. They were no more than common soldiers. They had no hope of victory.”

The Magnate frowned. “With equal respect, Master Leocalithistos, they were fifteen against one. Eidolon or not, if one itinerant sorcerer could drive it off… their failure is unacceptable."

One hand twisted into a fist, but Leo managed to resist the sudden, overpowering urge to stand and slap the man, if only barely, when the words managed to simultaneously insult him and the Gilded Knives who had been guarding the village. If he had a poor opinion of the Gilded Knives on the whole… those that night had hardly abandoned their duty or fled, even when victory had been clearly impossible. It was, in truth, only the memory of his mother’s words in the back of his mind that let him resist the impulse. The words had been his first lesson in sorcery, when fire was a power that could easily consume one as much as any spirit: Anger is a tool. Rule your anger and it will serve you; be ruled by your anger and it will destroy you.

Drawing in a harsh breath, Leo did his best to school his face into a frigid mask as he arched one brow slightly. “A bold claim, Lord Odilon,” he said, slowly, “But I wonder if you are not merely… unfamiliar with the powers involved.” One hand lifted, and, almost casually, he willed a ball of red-gold fire into existence there, its light flickering over the dragon embroidered upon his robe. “Perhaps you would care for a demonstration?”

Odilon’s face had started to go pale—but to his credit, the Magnate managed to keep his voice even as his eyes narrowed dangerously. “Is that a threat, Master Leocalithistos?”

Leo let out a slight, mirthless laugh. “Oh, no—pray forgive me if my meaning was not clear. It truly was an offer. You seem quite certain that the men stationed there ought have been able to drive off an Eidolon. So… surely you imagine I could not hope to best a similar number of your guardsmen here, in single combat?”

The Magnate’s eyes narrowed further. “…that seems a bold claim, Master Leocalithistos. No, I do not believe you could do that.”

“Then… perhaps you would care to put it to the test?” Leo’s eyes flickered, and he knew some hint of the anger that had surged in his chest likely showed there. “I should be happy to do as much now, if you’d like.”

With a whisper of sorcery, the fireball grew, and the two of them stared at one another as its light flickered over them for what felt like an eternity. Finally, with a slow breath, Odilon looked away. “…n-no,” he murmured, carefully, “I do not think that will be necessary, Master Leocalithistos. It would be rather… impolite of me to ask that of you when I invited you that I might see you rewarded for the service you have done me.”

“Respectfully, my lord, I think it rather more impolite to me and your men alike to speak so lightly of the danger of that night,” Leo replied, his voice still cold, “I myself nearly died, and they surely would have without the aid of one who could match the Eidolon’s power upon equal terms. But if you are willing to withdraw that claim…”

Odilon’s face tightened as he looked back to Leo, and he was silent for a moment longer, but then, slowly, he nodded. “…if you are so certain, Master Leocalithistos, then… I suppose I may have been mistaken. Matters of spirits and sorcery are far from my expertise.”

Leo nodded slightly, allowing his fireball to fade away to nothing. The words—poor apology that they were—didn’t really ease his anger, but he had it under his control enough to pretend they had. “…of course. An understandable thing, for a man in your position. I just wanted to be sure you understood the gravity of the danger, Lord Odilon,” he replied, after a moment. “Especially given my understanding of the value of the village in question.”

The Magnate’s face tightened at that—but if he was smart enough to understand the implication, he also seemed to realize that trying to refute it would bring them back to where they’d been a moment before. “…yes, quite so,” he admitted, shaking his head, and for a moment there was a flicker of something more genuine, “Would’ve been a damn problem to lose that route. Nearly a third of the overland trade with Xian passes through there.”

Leo’s frown was more real too. “…and I doubt anyone would care to take it any time soon, if they heard the villagers turned into raving monsters under an Eidolon’s control.”

Odilon blanched. “…wait, what?”

A brow arched. “You hadn’t heard that part, my lord?” There was a part of him that couldn’t help the urge to emphasize it. “I suppose the full report must not have reached you. The Eidolon who attacked there was a spirit of strife, your lordship. One with the power to drive men to madness. It was impressive enough that your men kept their wits about them, in truth, and that they did not turn upon each other.”

“…and your faced that monster?”

“As I said, I did what I thought was necessary. It was merely lucky for all of us that there was another summoner there to drive it off, or I think we should have greater problems than merely the danger to the trade route.”

The Magnate’s face had turned pale again, and he nodded. “…aye, maybe so. Well, if that’s the case, my boy, you’ve done the realm a greater service than I realized. And I’ll see that you’re properly rewarded. Never let it be said that the Magnathi do not pay their debts.” He reached into his desk and withdrew a promissory note not unlike the one Leo had received from Valyrianna. And… much like hers, it took a sheer effort of will not to simply stare at the numbers written there when the man passed it across the desk. “I trust this will suffice, Master Leocalithistos?”

Leo studied it for a moment—some part of him too proud to seem overeager, no matter that he very much was—and then he nodded. “…indeed. Your lordship is most generous.”

“I like to think so, my boy. As I said, the Magnathi pay their debts.” The color had returned to his face. “Considering that, though… you strike me as an enterprising young man, and ‘tis plain to see you lack not for power. I could make it rather worth your while to use that power in my service, my boy. I think I’ve made that plain.”

Odilon gestured at the promissory note with a flicker of satisfaction. “What say you? From your offer a moment ago, it sounded very much as though you are a man who enjoys a challenge, and I can certainly offer you those. Rogue Eidolons are far from the only things that endanger trade, I’m sure you know.”

Leo’s throat tightened, and his hand stilled where he had reached out to take the edge of the promissory note. “…and what are you offering, my lord?”

Odilon arched a brow speculatively. “If you prove yourself as capable as you seem to believe yourself, my boy… Well, that would be for you to determine, as I see it.”

He hesitated, but only for a moment. “…a most generous offer, my lord. But I fear not one that I can accept without giving some thought to.”

The Magnate offered a soothing smile, slipping back into his element. “But of course, Master Leocalithistos. I would not wish to rush you. Still… I do not think you will find a better offer than mine, at least not easily. I, after all, have proof of your power.” If it was all but an admission that the man had been lying through his teeth before… Odilon hardly seemed to care, grinning at Leo. “So think about it very carefully. My door will always be open, if you decide you wish to accept it.”


Chapter XII

The Temple of Mara

After leaving Lord Odilon’s estate, Leo delivered the second promissory note to the bank, and then he found himself drifting through the city. Time enough had passed that the sun was sinking below the horizon and the lights of the city around him were coming to life, but he was only vaguely aware of that. The offer the Magnate had made lingered at the forefront of his thoughts—though it wasn’t alone there. No, it was jostling with several other things there for his attention: Valyrianna’s suggestion of joining the Free Swords—which was rather more appealing with a feat he did not need to hide under his belt—Saladin’s request that he join the princess’s cause, the vague implications from the woman he had met at Odilon’s estate… and Zethraxion’s words before. For all the dragon’s other arguments, somehow the one that stuck in his mind the most was the last one. Besides, that battle is a hunt unfinished. Pride alone ought be reason enough to see it through.

The dragon had been silent since he left the estate, beyond a few amused words about the way Leo had all but threatened Odilon. It had been… rash, perhaps, but not really reckless, in his own view. If incarnating to fight the guards would surely have been dangerous, Leo found he had no doubt that he could’ve bested them, and there was a part of him that was profoundly unwilling to back down when he could put that power behind his words. Besides, it truly had rankled him to hear the Magnate speak so dismissively of the lives of his men. Leo had expected him to at least deny that… contempt for their wellbeing, when it matched well with the way the men had expressed to him their shock that anyone had cared to save them at all. For all of Saladin’s disdain for the Gilded Knives, they had seemed like little more or less than simple men trying to make an honest living.

Of course… the remoteness of their posting could well have had something to do with that. Leo sighed, looking around as he pushed away the swirling thoughts and forced himself to focus; he had started to wander idly, and that was almost surely a mistake. It was, he mused ruefully, likely a good thing that he hadn’t been carrying too much coin, because a pickpocket could’ve stolen it without him necessarily noticing. Some part of him wanted to wander a little more deliberately to straighten out his thoughts, but… right now, they would inevitably get the best of him, he knew. Better to return to the inn if he was going to let himself become lost in thought that way. Fortunately, it wasn’t really that far from the outskirts of the noble quarter—which he hadn’t quite gotten past—back to the inn in the palace district.

But if some part of him had expected to settle into his musings… When he returned to his inn room, there was another letter waiting. It had been delivered, he was told, by an unremarkable man, and it bore no address nor seal or signature. And yet, even before he opened it, Leo knew in his heart that it was the one that some part of him had been waiting for, in contrast to Odilon's—that it was from the palace. It even had the same scent to it that he remembered from Valyrianna’s chambers, a scent that was subtler than Aurelia’s, and yet somehow more poignantly embedded in his memory.

Drawing in a deep breath, Leo drew the dagger—it had returned to its original form after the battle—that he carried with him all the time now and carefully opened the sealed envelope. There was a faint flicker of sorcery as he did, and he frowned; he had heard of such spells before, but never seen them. Someone at the palace, presumably a sorcerer in the princess’s employ, would be certain that he had opened it. Leo shook his head; in the end, it wasn’t as if there had been any real chance he wouldn’t read it anyway, and if some part of him wanted to put it off… that seemed foolish.

Drawing in a deep breath, he withdrew the neatly folded parchment within and slowly unfolded it. The script inside was not quite neat enough to have been penned by a scribe, and that made him think the princess had written it herself. Despite himself, he couldn’t quite resist the faint grin that twitched at his lips as he read it—almost able to imagine her speaking the words. For the briefness of their meeting… Valyrianna had left no small impression upon him.

Sir Leo,

It seems that you are an even more reckless man than I had been given to imagine, if the stories I have heard are true. I wonder now if my failure to impart to you the list of reasons as to why you are decidedly mad did not merely give you to add to it out of spite. Against my better judgment… it is a matter I should like to have words with you regarding. If that is your wish as well, then I shall await you at the temple of Mara within the city at the stroke of midnight this eve. If you do not come… then I will presume it your wish that our prior parting truly be the last.

There was no signature, of course—but even if he had not guessed who had sent it, the words would have made it obvious. His first thought was that it was utterly reckless to go into the city again after she had been attacked there, but then he realized Saladin at a minimum would likely be with her this time. If that was less flattering than imagining she trusted him, he found he preferred the thought that she would take greater care. Closing his eyes, Leo considered the letter. Midnight was still perhaps three bells away, and yet… in contrast to the rest, he found that the question of whether he would go to the temple was no question at all.
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Amethyst eyes flickered as he scanned the streets around him; he’d been to the merchants’ district several times, especially when looking at horses and camels for the trip out across the sands, but still it remained more unfamiliar than not. Even so, each time he’d passed through it, he had noticed the temple of Mara, but never found the time to actually visit it. Or at least, that had been an easy excuse to put off visiting it, some part of him corrected. To say that he did not want to visit the temple of Mara would be wrong, and yet, in the same breath, he could not but feel trepidation. And maybe, aside from that, some part of him had found it easy to put it off out of perversity, because not doing what she’d suggested let him take some small revenge upon the princess for having refused to so much as let him say goodbye properly.

The trepidation, though, had little to do with the Zepherians’ disapproval. No matter that he had aspired to be—was, now—a summoner and the Order of Zepherion held that the spirits were divine manifestations, Leo had never felt a particularly strong affinity toward them. If he had, perhaps he would never have come to the Dominion, when the Order presented another path for sorcerers that wasn’t simply serving some lord, even in the eastern kingdoms.

For that, what he had heard of the temple of Mara had intrigued him more than a little. It wasn’t hard to find the temple, given that he’d seen it several times before. In contrast to the way that the temple of the Gods had been both a part of and apart from the palace district, the temple of Mara was very clearly a part of the market district. It occupied a space within a line of stone shops, where perhaps three of them had been demolished to make room for its construction. Despite the impracticality of such a thing in the Sahelion, the temple was wrought of black stone, a pointed defiance of the alabaster colors of the Zepherian temple he had visited before, and… perhaps a testament to Mara’s dominion over fire. Leo had passed by the temple close enough to touch it, and the stone had been strangely cool beneath his hand.

The temple itself had been built in the form of a ziggurat, with a wide base that sloped inward for perhaps three stories of height before leveling off into a platform upon which several large braziers burned at the corners around a larger, central flame. If the color of the temple hadn’t already stood out, the flames were impossible to miss as they reached into the sky. There were statues of the Queen of Flames both around the main entrance to the temple and partway up the sloping side of the temple; those were wrought of rose gold, matching the décor of the city itself, and set with rubies that sparkled in the sunlight or glowed with inner sorcerous flame in the night. Mara was depicted as a young woman with flame-like waves of hair—done in copper rather than the rose gold—and ruby eyes, much as in the Zepherian temples, except that these statues depicted Her in attire that was both more regal and more Kerathi, managing to be pointedly sensual without feeling profane for it.

Drawing near the temple, Leo paused across the street. Perhaps the greatest difference between the temple before him and that of the Order of Zepherion was that, while the Order’s temples were open to all, the temple of Mara was closed to the uninitiated. He had heard more than a few rumors about those who attended it—the Mysteries of Mara, as they called themselves. Many, like claims that they practiced human sacrifice, were obviously false. Others had been harder to simply dismiss, though. Would it truly be so strange if the rituals of the Goddess of Desire were more… intimate in nature? It was not knowing what to think of that, or if he could believe those rumors, that had been most of what had kept him away until now. 

Beside him, Leo felt Zethraxion’s presence stir and flicker. You are all of two bells early. It may be wise to consider your choices with care, mortal, but hesitation is far less admirable. Do you mean to simply throw your problems upon the altar of the Queen?

Leo rolled his eyes. Hardly. Even if I thought She would answer, the choice is mine to make. I merely… feel as though I would be at a disadvantage if I were to meet the princess in a place I’ve never been. Besides, I’ve heard much of these Mysteries of Mara. It seems as good a time as any to learn of their nature. I can’t imagine the princess would want to meet here if she wasn’t familiar with them herself.

But you still seek a distraction. That may not quite be hesitation, but you would do better to simply make your decision. A pause followed, and then there was something a little more intent. Still, meeting with princesses in secret? I hardly see what grounds upon which you might deny my claims of ambition.

…you said before that you don’t like leaving our battle with the Eidolon unfinished. Maybe I just feel the same way about the princess. I helped her against an enemy, and yet I don’t even know what serpent it was I cut a head off of. Or how much danger she’s still in.

Zethraxion was silent for a moment, then offered the impression of a shrug. Better reasons than most, if they are true. I suppose I need not tell you she likely wished to repay her debt by keeping you safe, mortal?

He scowled. I don’t need that kind of protection. Especially not now.

Heh. True enough. Power is meant to be used. And the role of a king is to be protector, not protected. Hold true to those words and you shall rise in my esteem, mortal—but I warn you now, they are more easily said than seen through. The dragon’s presence shifted slightly, …regardless, I would admit some curiosity about these Mysteries myself. Are you a follower of the Queen, then?

Leo glanced toward where he felt the dragon’s presence, though there was nothing there to see, with a hint of surprise. The Queen of Flames? I am, as it happens. I’ve always felt most drawn to Her out of all the gods. Are you? He had never found the Zepherian view of spirits especially convincing, so the thought of the dragon following a God at all was strange.

The dragon’s presence rippled with bemusement. Would it be so strange to you if I were? She shares my domain, and that is reason enough to give Her my respect. That is all. But, regardless, perhaps you were not hesitating about the choice that matters, but it seems to me you are hesitating about this one. If you follow Her, what keeps you from Her temple?

A frown pressed at his lips. I’ve heard that one must be initiated into the mysteries to join. And there are rumors enough about them to give me pause.

Zethraxion snorted. Hearsay is all that keeps you from it, then? If you have come this far, go and see for yourself.

Leo sighed. You make it all sound so simple. What exactly am I supposed to do if the Mysteries are some kind of… sex cult?

You needs ask? If it is that, you ought simply enjoy yourself, the dragon answered as if it was the most obvious thing in the world, and then his presence was gone. Leo could only stare incredulously at the space where Zethraxion had been for half a song, trying to decide if the answer had been serious.
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In the end, he had decided to approach the temple—not because of the dragon’s goading, he told himself, though he wasn’t sure if he really believed that. There was always a hooded priestess near the door, and he had assumed that was to ward off the uninitiated. That proved less true than he’d expected, though. While the woman, who was neither young nor truly old, did ask if he was an initiate… when he said he wasn’t, she hadn’t turned him away. Instead, she had told him that the temple offered services for those considering initiation as well as for those who were already members, and that he was free to enter the outer area of the temple, just not the inner sanctum. With that, she had waved him past, and he had stepped into the darkness.

In contrast to the universality of the Zepherian temple, the temple of Mara was distinctly Kerathi. There were no windows to let light inside, casting the dark stone corridors in shadow, but fiery runes etched upon the walls, floor, and ceiling illuminated the path. If there was something eerie about that, he couldn’t deny that the effect was far more striking than any other temple he’d ever been to. It felt very much indeed as though he had stepped into an unearthly place, one that could easily be the domain of the goddess of Fire and of Desire. Most of the actual initiates seemed to have come in dark robes not unlike those of the priestess at the door. For that, those he passed on their way out felt almost like fleeting shadows moving about in the deeper darkness around them, which only added to the otherworldly feel of the temple.

The corridor leading inward curved several times, and it felt like an eternity before it opened into the outer sanctum he had been told of. Leo distantly wondered if the initiates knew some secret way to enter more easily; it would seem fitting, if they did. If the way in had been darkness lit only by firelight, though the chamber that opened up before him now was something very pointedly different. Instead of torches or runes upon the wall or the floor, the room seemed to be lit by a swarm of fiery butterflies that danced through the darkness, each flap of their blazing wings sending sparks dancing through the air like fleeting fireflies. The butterflies moved almost at random, but their paths seemed to circle a vast altar at the center of the room, set before a towering statue of Mara. Leo licked his lips as he stepped across the threshold, some part of him feeling as though he had stepped out of one unfamiliar world and into another.

For all that it did feel sacred here, and all the more so than even on the way in, he found he couldn’t quite be at ease. There were several others who wore no cloaks wandering about the outer sanctum, but even here, it seemed to be mostly initiates. There were a few others who seemed to be actual priestesses, based on the greater ornamentation on their cloaks; some had crimson rubies, others bands of gilded thread, and others still had both, though he glimpsed at most one or two of the latter.

And, in contrast to the robes of the priestesses outside, those within the temple did seem dressed in a more tempting way. Some still wore the hoods of their cloaks fully lifted, but others had let their cowls pool around their shoulders. The cut of the robes was different as well; they were almost more cape than cloak, wrapped around their shoulders and worn over black dresses. Some of those were audaciously cut enough that he had to force himself not to stare as he glanced around the room, wholly determined not to be caught up in the spectacle as he had been at the gates of the city. No, he was, after a long moment, moving into the room to avoid obstructing anyone else who sought to enter. When the chamber was so full of darkness, it was easy to find a quiet corner where he could settle against the wall and take in the sanctum more fully.

There were, so far as he could tell, only priestesses among the temple attendants, no priests, and Leo wondered idly if it was true that the Mysteries allowed only women to be priestesses. It made some degree of sense, when they were clearly devoted primarily to a single goddess. More than that, there was enough sensuality pervading the air—especially for the scent of incense that smelled of cinnamon and vanilla and fire—that some part of him decided he couldn’t rule out the rumors about the temple. It was painfully easy to imagine the priestesses dancing in the firelight as they slowly drew away their cloaks and dresses, their hair falling free and shimmering in the firelight…

Shaking his head, he pushed the thoughts away with a sharp breath. Something about the otherworldly atmosphere of the temple made such flights of fancy easy. Yet, if there was any truth in the rumors… that was clearly part of the truer Mysteries. Instead, his thoughts returned to the actual problem at hand. There was an irony that the thing he had been trying to distract himself from had become his distraction from the flickering fantasies the flames seemed to invite, but… on some level, Zethraxion wasn’t wrong. By the time the princess arrived in less than two bells, he needed to have an answer.

From a purely logical standpoint, allying with the Magnathi was the obvious choice. Likely not the specific man who had made him the offer—or perhaps him, yes, but only as a stepping stone—but… it was plain to see that their stars were only rising. That they would control Heliopolis as well as the outlying cities one day felt like a foregone conclusion in the eyes of so many, and there was clearly opportunity to be had among their number. The tale of Lord Xhanatos alone was proof enough of that. With power and cunning, he could surely rise to the top in time. If he could walk that path, it led to almost unimaginable wealth, relative to all that he had known before the Dominion…

And yet, there were reasons against it that he could not so easily overlook. What he had seen of the way the Magnathi treated their men hardly inspired confidence in them, either as employers or as allies. Of course, he would hardly need to do the same, and yet… to ally with them was to countenance that, in so many ways, or at least to accept it. And, beyond that, he could not so easily ignore that they endorsed slavery as strongly as they did. He thought back to Rasheed’s words on the trip into the sands; I might not follow the old ways, but slaves? No better proof the cities have gone soft—make others do their work, or force women to warm their beds. Pathetic. If the thought of slaves like the dancers at the gates was tempting to some part of him… he could not truly say that the Kerathi man had been wrong. The thought of forcing a woman to share his bed that way felt equal parts repugnant and pathetic. And slavery was widespread enough among the Magnathi that he likely could not easily ignore it, if he sided with them.

In contrast to that was Saladin’s offer—to join the princess’s cause. He still had only a vague sense of what she stood for, and yet she had made what she stood against abundantly clear; she opposed the Magnathi, and likely much of what they represented. Joining her would be… foolish, in some ways. Foolish when it was hard to imagine she stood a chance. By her own admission, she didn’t even represent the crown of Al-Kerath, diminished as that was, only her own views, and those stood in contrast to her father’s in at least some ways. When at least one of the other High Warlords had been evidently acting on the orders of a Magnathi lord at the temple of Zepherion, it was hard to say how much of the Helosian Guard she could hope to rally, even with Saladin. And… she had nearly died in front of his eyes. Whatever she stood for, the princess felt painfully, poignantly fragile. Never mind that she didn’t even seem to want his help, based on how they had parted ways.

And yet, even for all those reasons, Leo found it hard to dismiss the thought of joining her. A wry smile twitched at his lips; no, worse, for all of that… some part of him still said it was the obvious choice. Was he really that arrogant? To think that he could hope to turn the tide in her favor? The idea was almost laughable, some part of him said. But another countered that, if she had no hope of victory, no one would have been trying to kill her. It was a flimsy reason, and yet it lingered stubbornly. Perhaps more than that, for all that it wasn’t truly his fight, some part of him had seemingly decided that she was his to protect. With Zethraxion’s power at his command, perhaps that thought wasn’t truly absurd, but he had scarcely any experience using that power.

Since returning, he hadn’t tried to incarnate again. Some part of him very much wanted to, to test the boundaries of the power that came with so doing properly and learn its limits, but the thought of how intoxicating it had been at first had been reason enough that he hadn’t wanted to risk it… idly. He had tested the rest of the power that came with the pact, and if some part of him was still bitter at the knowledge that the dragon was a Titan, the strength he now possessed had its appeal. More than that, his aetheric reserves had at least doubled, and that was worth quite a bit on its own. Even if it surely would have been a far greater increase from a pact with an Archon.

Leo sighed. There was, of course, Saladin’s offer of a weaponsmaster. He had more than coin enough to pay for one himself, but some instinctual part of him said that the High Warlord’s choice would be more dangerous than any he could buy with coin alone. All else aside, Saladin had struck him as an intensely dangerous man. Of course… that was not a small factor in the thought of refusing to join the princess. The warlord would be a dangerous enemy to make—and likely had expectations, after having given Leo the book of spirits.

He had also considered the option of trying to stay neutral, of joining the Free Swords and trying to stay out of the conflict, but on some level the idea of neutrality felt almost hopelessly naïve. Maybe more to the point, it felt very much like running away from the conflict he had found himself in the middle of, and, whatever else he might be, Leo refused to be a coward. It was likely, he reflected wryly, the same impulse that had driven him to help the princess and get caught up in all of it in the first place. And likely the same one that had left him in the position of needing to leave Sylvarithea, though another part of him treacherously whispered that it was leaving his homeland that had been the coward’s path.

But those were his choices. Or… the essence of them. Gazing up at the great statue of Mara that dominated the sanctum, Leo frowned as a thought occurred to him. Heartbeats stretched out into songs as that thought circled his mind and he found the possibilities of it playing out on his mind’s eye. It was… most assuredly mad. The princess would say as much, beyond all the other reasons she had to tell him he was mad. And yet, even so, he couldn’t help the grin that rose to his lips as he imagined the possibilities. As he thought about them, they seemed to only multiply instead of diminish…

Songs slipped by as he let himself become lost in his thoughts this time. And, when at last the bells somewhere in the temple above struck midnight, Leo stepped out of the alcove, the swirling thoughts replaced by newfound certainty as he made himself conspicuous and waited for Valyrianna to appear.


Chapter XIII 

Sub-Rosa

Leo hadn’t thought that a pair like Valyrianna and Saladin could manage to be terribly inconspicuous. For that, he had to admit he was surprised when the bell out in the market tolled midnight and he looked around the chamber without seeing anyone who seemed likely to be them. There was a tall man in a heavy cloak off by one wall, but he was alone, and no one else who looked big enough to be the High Warlord. Of course, he couldn’t be entirely sure that Saladin would come in person, but after how much he seemed to regret what had nearly happened the last time the princess had gone into the city alone… well, it seemed unlikely that he wouldn’t.

Leo was still scanning the initiates within the outer sanctum when he noticed a priestess approaching him out of the corner of his eye, one of those with her cowl up. Frowning, he turned toward her, a hundred deflections rising to his lips… only to die there as he found a pair of lapis lazuli eyes looking up at him from the shadows of the priestess’s hood. Leo’s eyes flickered over her, and he swallowed against the realization that it was definitely Valyrianna, and she was wearing one of the more audacious priestesses’ outfits. The dress itself was exquisitely crafted, woven out of black velvet that hugged her figure temptingly. The top of the dress went up only just past her breasts, the hem of it edged in gold—and then it plunged down between them daringly, offering a tantalizing glimpse of the pale skin of her stomach. A small golden clasp in the shape of a flame held the front of her dress together between her breasts.

The rest of the princess’s dress was more modest, falling around her legs with only a small slit on either side. It was essentially sleeveless, though, aside from a golden ornament on either shoulder that held the priestess’s cape and cowl in place, and again her arms were bedecked with gilded bands. All together, especially in the tempting firelight of the temple, the effect was perhaps the most alluring of the three outfits Leo had seen her in. Even so, he managed to lift his gaze back to hers after a moment, and she held it intently as she stepped closer...

When she spoke, though, her voice was low and soft. “…I’ve prepared a chamber for your initiation, brother. Will you join me there this eve, in the light of Her sacred flames?”

Leo bit down the urge to lick his lips at the thoughts that managed to conjure up and offered a smile instead, and a half-bow. “You do me great honor with that, sister,” he replied, carefully, trying to feel out the right words; her expression, at least, suggested that they didn’t sound entirely wrong. “If you mean to offer me the Queen’s grace thus, then I should be the most foolish of men to refuse.”

“She honors us all with Her grace, brother,” Valyrianna replied, her eyes flickering—and Leo found he wasn’t entirely certain she wasn’t a priestess in truth, for the quiet intensity in her voice. “Come.”

She turned, looking around discreetly to be sure no one had been paying them too much attention, then led him toward the door to the inner sanctum. Leo glanced up at the statue of the goddess that dominated the space and murmured a quiet prayer—mostly asking forgiveness for trespassing uninitiated.

Perhaps he needn’t have bothered, though; the door the princess led him through a moment later did seem to lead to the inner sanctum, there was a hall that branched off to the side as well, and they took the latter path instead, which led to a small but richly appointed room that he found easy to believe actually was meant for initiation into the Mysteries. It was lit by candles all along the walls, but also the air itself seemed faintly suffused with light. The door swung closed on its own behind them, and Leo found he was relatively certain the room was essentially soundproof. There was a shimmer of sorcery upon it that suggested it was warded against scrying as well. An ideal meeting room, in that sense.

The room was dominated by another statue of Mara, and Leo swallowed at the realization that this one was dressed in only translucent, ethereal silks—and that it was quite detailed beneath that. Suddenly, the idea that the temple’s mysteries were intimate in nature felt even less like a fantasy, especially when the space before the statue—which seemed like an altar—was easily big enough to serve as a bed. Drawing in a deep breath, Leo tried not to focus on that. The incense in the room was thick and heady, but not so different from that in the outer sanctum at least.

A moment later, he looked back at the princess—and his next breath caught in the throat to realize she was studying him in much the same way his eyes had wandered over her not long before. Just faintly, Valyrianna flushed as she realized he had seen, and she glanced away with a slight cough. “…I see you didn’t mean what you said, about considering my words. I barely recognized you, Sir Leo.”

There was a note that might have been pain in her voice, and Leo steeled himself against it. “I only promised I’d consider it, my lady—and I did. The reasons to do this were still stronger.”

She sighed. “…I suppose there’s no point in arguing about things that can’t be taken back.” Her lapis eyes returned to him, narrowing. “But now you’ve seen firsthand exactly why summoning is so dangerous, haven’t you? Maybe you needed that power to drive off the Eidolon, but… that was only necessary because his summoner took the same risks.”

Leo’s eyes narrowed in turn. “…but there will always be people who do, my lady, won’t there? As long as this power exists… people will want it for themselves. I won’t say that was my main reason for desiring it, but the need to protect against those who misuse it won’t ever disappear.”

Her expression tightened, and she glanced away. “…maybe not, no. I won’t say I don’t see the temptation of it.” She sighed again and shook her head. “There’s a lot I want to ask you, honestly. If you fought off Aversadrienal, then you must have made a pact with a powerful spirit—and seeing how much it changed you leaves me with no doubt that you did. I want to know exactly how you managed that so quickly. But…” The princess hesitated, then bit her lip. “…but as I said, I didn’t invite you here just to argue over things that can’t be changed. You saved many of my people, from everything I’ve heard, and… well, before anything, I wanted to say that you have my thanks for that—you do, truly. “

Leo had steeled himself for more accusations, and for that the earnestness in her words caught him off guard. His eyes flickered, and he suddenly found himself glad that he didn’t have to choose between lying to her and betraying the help Saladin had given him. “…it’s a long story, my lady. But I hope you believe me when I say that protecting the people there was the least I could do. I was there, and I had the power to do it, so… I couldn’t really live with myself if I’d done less than that.”

She arched a brow at him. “I’d say I had a hard time believing that if you hadn’t been mad enough to help a woman you’d never met against professional assassins.”

Maybe he was imagining it, but the words felt slightly affectionate; either way, he threw her a wry grin. “But I was, so this is just another for the list, assuming you’re still keeping track.”

She rolled her eyes just slightly. “…I am, Sir Leo. And this list is already unmanageably long, so I’d appreciate it if you stopped adding to it quite so quickly.”

“I’d rather not make any promises I can’t keep, especially not to a princess.”

“You’re impossible.” Despite herself, and despite the exasperation in her voice, the princess couldn’t quite seem to keep a smile from her lips—and Leo found he couldn’t help but grin at that.

A moment later, though, his eyes flickered from her face to the dress she wore, and he hesitated. “…I barely recognized you either. I might almost think you were truly a priestess here, my lady. Well, assuming you aren’t.” The idea that she might be wasn’t as strange as some part of him said it should’ve been.

Her lips pursed slightly. “I’m not… Well, not yet. I’ve thought about it. I do follow the Queen of Flames, and… well, sometimes it feels like I should do whatever I can to win Her favor.” Valyrianna shook her head. “…but that probably sounds silly. It’s not like I have much time to spend here at the temple. Either way, I have allies here. More than a few, though I hope you understand that I can’t really say who.”

Leo nodded. That was the answer some part of him had expected, and… it was a relief, when so much about the chamber they stood in made him wonder if a priestess would have more intimate duties. “…of course,” he agreed, “You hardly have cause to trust me with that.”

She smiled ruefully. “You could argue I have more reason to trust you than most… so I appreciate that you aren’t.” A moment later her eyes flickered. “What about you, though, Sir Leo? Are you actually interested in becoming an initiate of the Mysteries?”

He frowned. “Maybe. I don’t know enough about them. I’ve always favored Mara out of all the gods, but… the Mysteries are very new to me.” Leo hesitated. “…I’ve heard rumors that initiation is an intimate ritual. Is there… any truth in that?”

Valyrianna flushed again and glanced away. “…I guess I should’ve expected that, when I brought you here,” she murmured.

“If you don’t want to say—”

“It can be.” She cut him off with a defiant intensity, drawing in a breath and looking back at him, “If both are willing. Such rituals would never be required, Sir Leo, not of anyone. Do not ever doubt that. She is the Lady of Desire, and desire must be shared and given freely.” Her cheeks were still colored, but Leo found himself transfixed by the intensity in her words and eyes. “But, for the willing, such initiations are sacred in Her sight, and said to bring great blessings upon the temple and initiate alike.”

His throat ran dry. Whatever answer he had expected… it hadn’t been that, so direct and so pointed. She seemed aware of that, because the princess licked her lips uncertainly. “…it’s rare, despite what you might think. Most people just come to the temple for the same reasons they go to any other. Myself included.” She hesitated. “…this room is used for those initiations, but… they are rare, like I said. That’s why I started using this chamber for meetings, it’s well protected, and usually free.”

“…I did wonder.” Leo glanced at the statue—but found his eyes drawn back to the princess almost instantly. He’d already been all too aware of how lovely she was, and yet… gods, the thoughts her words conjured made it painfully difficult to be aware of anything but that.

“Do you disapprove?”

There was more vulnerability in the question than he’d expected, and Leo shook his head quickly. “N-no.” From her expression, she didn’t believe him—and he could hardly blame her, for how hurried the answer had been.

For that, Leo drew in a breath and banished the edge of unease in the answer, continuing before she could say anything. “No, I don’t disapprove. I can’t say I expected it to be true, I’ll admit, but… as long as it’s something everyone agrees to, I can’t really see anything wrong with it. Desire is Her domain after all.” He managed a wry smile. “I’d be lying if I said that wasn’t part of why I follow Her, honestly. I have my fair share of desire.”

Her eyes flickered at him for a moment, and Leo thought he saw gratitude there. It was hard to be sure, though, because a moment later it was replaced by something more playful. “That seems a bold thing to say, Sir Leo,” she replied lightly, “One might almost imagine you were trying to corrupt me.”

His first instinct was to protest—but another part of him, the part that won out, wasn’t satisfied with that. No, instead, he arched a brow and allowed his grin to become a slight smirk. “Well, I have been known to consort with dragons, my lady. I’m not sure I can fairly deny that I might be a dangerous influence on a beautiful princess.”

Beside him, Zethraxion’s presence rippled with laughter—though, for the time being, the dragon said nothing. Valyrianna’s brows shot into her hairline, though. “…dragons, hm? Why do I have a feeling you’re not just talking about that robe of yours?”

“Probably because I’m not,” he admitted, sobering, “The spirit I made a pact with is a dragon.”

She frowned. “A dragon? Truly? I’ve never heard of a dragon spirit here in Al-Kerath. There are supposedly some in Xian, and… well, I don’t know much about spirits in the east, or on other continents, but I think I should’ve heard of a dragon here on the sands.”

Leo drew in a slow breath. He’d thought about how exactly to explain that, when Zethraxion wouldn’t. “I’ll admit, I hadn’t heard of it before either. I have studied spirits, and it’s not uncommon for new ones to emerge over time. Or even old ones that once disappeared to return. I… happened upon his altar by chance, honestly.” It wasn’t strictly a lie, at least.

The princess’s frown deepened. “…I guess that’s true. I almost think it would have to be an ancient one, if you defeated Aversadrienal—because it must have been powerful. His summoner was one of the best sorcerers in the Helosian Guard.”

Leo nodded, instinctively glancing toward the dragon’s presence. “…he is, and I think he’d never let me hear the end of it if I said he wasn’t.”

Wise of you, mortal, the dragon agreed, with a ripple of amusement, Foolish is the man who doubts my power lightly.

Valyrianna hesitated—and for a moment, Leo almost could’ve sworn there was something like fascination on her face, but she had schooled it into neutrality a moment later. “…can you show me?”

His lips pursed. “Maybe we should… decide exactly what is to be between us before that, my lady.” If he was stalling the question with that answer, it wasn’t exactly untrue. Even if he could’ve summoned Zethraxion that way, showing her when they hadn’t truly… settled things between them would’ve been rash.

You cannot evade telling her forever without lying, you know. Leo ignored the dragon’s voice, his eyes focused upon Valyrianna.

The princess regarded him impassively for a moment, but then she nodded slowly. “…I still think you’d be better off not getting involved in my affairs, Sir Leo. But… I think it plain to see you will do what you will, no matter my wishes.” If there was a thread of bitterness in her voice, she suppressed it quickly. “And after hearing what you managed against Aversadrienal, Saladin seems to like you more than ever. For my part… I still think it would be best if you just joined the Free Swords, though. Now you have a feat no one can question.”

He nodded slowly. “…I do mean to join them, yes,” he agreed, “It was one of the things I wanted to talk to you about.”

“But not the main one.” It was more accusation than question, though Leo found he didn’t think there was any force behind it.

“No,” he agreed, taking a half-step nearer, “That would be the reasonable thing, after all, and we both know I’m thoroughly mad.”

She shifted with a hint of uncertainty, looking up at him though the darkness. “You’re too proud of that, you know. Far, far too proud.”

He laughed wryly. “I’ll not deny it.” Leo paused, searching the depths of her eyes. “…I know what you stand against, my lady—the Magnathi, and all that they represent. But I know less of what you stand for. If you were queen, what would you see done?”

She turned away all at once, leaving her back to him entirely as pain threaded itself into her voice. “…I can’t be queen, not in the way you mean it,” she replied, darkly, “You should know that from the start. Our succession laws explicitly forbid it.”

That brought a frown—a frown and more anger than he had expected. Drawing in a breath, Leo stepped closer to her in the shadows of the chamber. It wasn’t truly large, and so he was nearly close enough to reach out and touch her now. “…but if you were? In spite of that?”

“I hope you’re not implying I should try to overthrow my father.” The words were probably supposed to be accusing, but she hadn’t put any real force behind them.

“…no,” he replied, quietly, “I just want to know what you would do if you had the power. You said you want to protect the people of Al-Kerath, but what does that mean to you?”

For a long moment, she was silent—though, without being able to see her face, Leo couldn’t tell if she was considering the question or just deciding if she wanted to answer. Either way, when she did, her voice was quiet. “An end to the cartels as they exist now, to start. The Dominion should be a land where any man can seek his fortune.” In contrast to the words a moment before, there was intensity behind these.

A moment after, Valyrianna looked back over her shoulder at him, her face set into a mask of fierce determination. “And an end to slavery, for the same reason—because my people should be free. The Magnathi prey upon them, but I’m not blind enough to think they’re the only ones who do.” The quiet intensity in her voice grew as she spoke, matching that which burned behind her eyes. “Those are the two things I stand for, most of all, Sir Leo. There are many others too, of course—but they are lesser things. Half of them are just the power to enforce my wishes, and the other half are, as I see it, just the necessary consequences.”

For a moment, he was silent, considering all that she’d said. “…I half expected you to say you wanted power back in the crown’s hands,” he said, after a moment.

Her lips pursed. “…as I said, I cannot ever hope to hold it, Sir Leo. And father, for all that I love him, wishes for very different things than I do.”

“Would you want that power back if you could?”

Her eyes flashed. “Do you want me to deny it? Because that would be beyond foolish. Of course I would want it back. Denying that would hardly be virtuous.”

He offered a rueful smile. “…I just wanted to be sure we saw that the same way, my lady—because I happen to agree.”

Leo paused, drawing in a deep breath, and then he spoke again. “With all of that in mind, though, I’ve decided that the best course of action for me would be to join the Magnathi—”

Before he could continue, she spun back to face him in full, her eyes blazing with a fury that much of him demanded he recoil from. But he didn’t; no, foolish and daring as it was, before she could speak, he found himself closing the distance between them, one hand catching upon her shoulder as the other rose to cover her lips, forestalling whatever curse she had been about to shout at him, his own eyes flashing back down at hers with no less intensity, “—but not as your enemy.”

A heartbeat later, his hand fell from her lips before she tried to make him regret covering them, and their eyes locked in silence for an endless heartbeat. Then, slowly, the fury that had swept over her face melted away into incredulousness. “…you’re offering to be a spy?”

If he could read the words right, there wasn’t disapproval in her voice so much as disbelief, and he nodded gravely, still holding her gaze. “Yes, that’s exactly what I’m offering. As I see it… your cause is righteous. I thought so before, even when I only knew you opposed the Magnathi. But… we agree on more than I had even imagined, if you truly wish to end slavery.” Leo drew in a long breath. “But… from everything I’ve heard, and everything you’ve said yourself, I’m not sure I think you can hope to defeat them in an open fight, not even with Saladin and the Helosian Guard at your side.”

Valyrianna’s jaw clenched at that, and she looked away. “…so you’re mad enough to join what you think is a lost cause?”

“I only said in an open fight, my lady.” It was daring—but so much that he had done was already foolishly daring; one of his hands lifted and caught upon her chin, pulling her gaze back to his; she resisted, but only for a moment. Her skin was warm and utterly, temptingly smooth beneath his touch as their eyes met again—and, a moment later, one of her hands was pressed against his chest, though he couldn’t quite tell if that was deliberate or instinctual. Either way, it made the moment feel only all the more intimate. “I can’t imagine it was an accident that we met with you out doing… cloak and dagger in an alley, or that you had a place like this to meet already on hand. You were never planning to try to take them in an open fight anyway, were you? No matter what Saladin thinks.”

Her lips twitched with a hint of dark amusement, “Saladin approves of cunning more than you likely imagine, Sir Leo,” she replied, fiercely, “…but suppose you were right, and I always meant to be the dagger that buries itself in their back. Why should I trust you to play them for my sake, and not to play me for theirs?”

Leo’s eyes narrowed. “I suppose it would sound facetious if I said betraying you would be doing the world a terrible disservice?”

She gave him a look. “It would sound like flattery, Sir Leo.”

He shook his head lightly, arching a brow. “Hardly, my lady—it would just be the truth.” The words brought back just the slightest hint of her blush from before—but a heartbeat later, Leo dismissed the fleeting levity and spoke more intently. “Honestly, it seems to me that I could betray you with what I already know, if I was foolish enough to want to. But… if you need proof of that, why not give me some task to complete on your behalf? Something I can do in secret against the Magnathi that you could reveal to them if I turned on you? I can’t imagine they would be terribly forgiving of that.”

She stared at him for a moment. “…and you mean to just trust me with that, Sir Leo? Why?”

He shrugged. “As I see it… if we’re to be allies, one of us has to trust the other first, and I still have far less to lose.” Leo couldn’t help the way his lips quirked into a grin a moment later, though. “Alternatively, you could just chalk it up to my being mad.”

She glowered at him for a moment—though again, then was no real venom behind it. “I’m half-convinced that I should,” she muttered, shaking her head, but then she looked back up at him more pointedly. “…suppose I wished to agree to this, Sir Leo. What would you want out of such an alliance?”

With her all but in his arms, and the heady atmosphere of the ritual chamber swirling around them, it was on the tip of his tongue to say ‘You,’ and… in truth, it took almost all of his willpower not to. The thought brought entirely too tempting images of drawing her down upon the altar before the statue behind her and exploring every last mark of her pale beauty, but… gods. Gods, no that would have been beyond foolish to say.

Instead, Leo drew in a steadying breath and gave a more sensible answer. “…in the long run, my lady… Well, that remains to be seen. But in the short run, I doubt simply siding with them would get us the things we need to destroy the Magnathi as you wish. I have power and coin, as things stand… but I’ll need more than that to be successful here, from everything I’ve seen and heard, and I think you can give me much of what I’d need. Influence, connections, and maybe secrets. I’ve barely been here long enough to know my way around… and I imagine few people know quite so much about Al-Kerath as you do.”

“More flattery,” she countered—but this time, he caught a hint of a smile on her lips in spite of the words. “I’m sure others know far more than I do, but… I suppose you’re not wrong in principle.” Her eyes flickered up at him. “…you want the success itself, then.”

“I said I’d be lying if I claimed I didn’t have my share of desires, my lady,” he replied softly, “…that was why I came to Al-Kerath, after all. If I can have that and help you along the way, I’d be a fool not to want both.”

The princess laughed softly. “…fair enough. Honestly, it’s a little refreshing that you just admit it.” She was still for a moment, then looked back up at him with an arched brow. “Are you planning to let go of me, though, Sir Leo?”

Despite himself, he couldn’t help grinning again. “Do I have to?”

“It’s terribly improper, I hope you realize.”

“I warned you I might be a bad influence,” he replied lightly.

Valyrianna rolled her eyes and drew back herself—and, with reluctance, Leo made no real attempt to stop her. He stepped back, a moment later, giving her space as she considered his offer for a long pair of songs. When she looked back at him, though, there was determination in her gaze again. “…if you’re really willing to do this, Sir Leo… I have to admit, I like the idea more than I probably should,” she murmured, taking a half-step nearer, “I’d remind you of the danger, but… I suppose that’s a lost cause at this point.”

“I thought it was less dangerous than joining you outright, truthfully,” Leo replied, with a slight shrug, “But… it would be, yes. I’ve given this no little thought, my lady, and my mind is made up.”

“…I thought as much.” There was a touch of bitterness in her smile, but only a little. “Like I said before, I’d probably be worse off trying to stop you anyway, wouldn’t I? You’d just do something like this yourself anyway.”

“Probably,” he agreed, mildly.

She sighed and shook her head. “I need to talk to Saladin about this before I make a final decision. Can you wait here a few songs?”

If some part of him felt like smirking… another part of him was smart enough to know that betraying that sense of triumph could well turn her against the idea. Instead, he nodded. “…I don’t have any other obligations tonight.”

“Then I’ll be back soon.” The princess carefully stepped around him and slipped from the room, the door swinging shut behind her.

As soon as she was gone, the dragon’s presence rippled with amusement. You have rather high aspirations, mortal, trying to seduce a princess.

Leo made a face. “You’re the one who keeps calling me a man who would be king. Should you really be surprised?”

I didn’t say I disapprove, the dragon countered, I merely wonder if you fully grasp what you mean to undertake.

“…I do,” Leo replied, “It was my idea, dragon.”

It will not be the same, though, how you think of it now and how such a design will seem when you are in the thick of it, all that you care for suspended by the thin thread of your pact with her. One day, you may bitterly regret the things you once thought clever.

“Maybe not, but… I don’t see a better path even if I didn’t want to help her.” Leo sighed. “Nothing here is like I expected it to be.” He paused for a moment. “…besides, we also have a pact, as I recall. Isn’t this the kind of thing I need to do to uphold my end of it?”

Hah. True enough, yes. As I said, do not mistake my warnings for disapproval, mortal. I merely tell you that you must needs steel your heart and gather your resolve if you mean to tread this path, for a single misstep upon it might undo all you hope to gain.

“A narrow path is better than none.” Leo’s eyes narrowed as he looked toward Zethraxion’s presence. “Besides, you said that, with your power, I could have aught I desired—and this is what I desire. So even if there isn’t a path, I’ll just blaze one of my own.”

The dragon laughed. If that was your answer, you might simply have said it from the start. Very well, then. Show me just what sort of path you hope to burn into this stagnant world, and prove yourself worthy of the power I have given you.

A moment later, Zethraxion’s presence was gone—and it wasn’t too much longer after that Valyrianna returned. As soon as the door had closed behind her, she looked up at him with determination. “…very well, Sir Leo. I’ve decided to accept your proposal. And I have just such a task as you suggested in mind.”


Chapter XIV

Preparations

“I’ve got to hand it to you, honestly,” Saladin rumbled with a laugh, “Never thought you’d get her to agree to let you help entirely on your own. There I was standing there thinking of my best arguments in your favor and she comes out not needing any convincing at all.”

They were in the warlord’s mansion in the palace district; it was apparently a tradition that the four High Warlords each had the use of an estate not far from the palace, and Saladin had made a point of using his for enough official business that the comings and goings of unfamiliar people weren’t especially noteworthy. Leo was technically there to receive the promised commission in the Free Swords, which made the visit even more innocuous for anyone watching. “It took some doing,” he replied, with bemusement, “But I won’t say I’m not proud of it. I admit, I’m a bit more surprised you’re up for this, though.”

The soldier looked over at him with a grin. “What, you think I sent the Eastwind Alliance limping out of the desert like a three-legged dog by playing fair, lad? A fair fight’s more fun, aye, but when you’ve got something worth protecting, you fight with every underhanded trick you’ve got if you have to. I was playing to win, and the two of you’d be damn fools if you weren’t doing the same now.”

“Fair enough. When you put it that way, it does feel foolish to think you’d mind,” Leo mused.

“You wouldn’t be the first to make that mistake, and you’ll not be the last. Not if I’ve anything to say about it, at least.” Saladin’s grin turned conspiratorial. “It’s no accident you got the wrong impression there. When you make a point of how much you enjoy a good fight, some men assume you’d do damn fool things to have one, and you can always use that to your advantage.”

The mansion itself was a sprawling, almost palatial thing; it was built of marble and full of columns, not unlike the Zepherian temples, but the marble here had been painted in shades of black and gold instead of left a naked white. Saladin himself wore the same color scheme, his Kerathi-style robe black and set with intricate gold detailing. Leo had worn his black and red dragon robe, so they almost matched. The cavernous foyer had a pair of long spiral staircases that wound their way up the three levels; they had almost reached the top of the third level, by now. “Remind me never to get on your bad side, my lord,” Leo decided after a moment, with a quirk of his lips. “It seems like a decidedly dangerous place to be.”

“I try to see to that, aye,” the soldier replied with a laugh.

“…speaking of, do you want that book back?”

Saladin arched a brow. “Not quite sure what you’re talking about, lad. I never gave you any book as far as I recall. Though if I had, I’d probably tell you that it was a gift and you should keep it.”

Leo studied the warlord’s face for a moment, but nothing there suggested Saladin hadn’t actually meant it. “…heh. Maybe my memory’s going bad. I did get knocked around a bit fighting that Eidolon. Though I’d have said thanks if you had.”

“Fighting’s hard on the noggin,” Saladin agreed, sagely, “Sounded like you did a damn good job out there, though. And from what Valyri tells me, you whipped up some lost-to-the-ages dragon, eh? Not sure how exactly you pulled that one off, but I’ll admit, I wasn’t expecting you to go and take my advice quite that literally.”

“Frankly, neither was I,” Leo admitted, with a shake of his head. “None of this is exactly how I was imagining things would shake out, honestly. Still, I can’t say I’m really unhappy with the results.”

“That’s how life is sometimes. Roll with the punches and you’ll come out better off. Not that it sounds like you needed me to tell you that.” The warlord smirked. “Ready to meet my weapons master yet? Feels a bit silly for a man looking like you do now not to have a sword on his hip.”

“What, I don’t look like the kind of man who crushes his enemies with his bare hands?”

Saladin snorted. “I’ll admit you could almost pass for that, with the way you look now. But I think we both know you could put that new strength of yours to better use.”

Leo sobered and nodded. “…I do want to, honestly. I’m not sure I’ll have time before I need to see to… the matter we were talking about, though. It doesn’t seem like something I should be rushing through.”

“If it was me, I’d want a weapon on me before wading into a den of vipers,” the warlord countered, only to shrug, “But that’s your call. I guess you’ve got that dragon you can call on if you need it.”

“Yeah. And if I’m fighting, things will have gone pretty badly wrong.”

“Hope for the best and plan for the worst, if you ask me.” They stepped out onto the top floor of the foyer, and Leo could see that it was the one Saladin had clearly put the most effort into decorating, between the plush carpet woven with geometric patterns in the Kerathi style and the various suits of armor in different styles that lined the balcony. “Anyway, watch your back in there, one way or the other. I’m pretty sure the contact who got us the invitation can be trusted on his own, but I’d still never give my back to a room full of Magnathi and their hirelings.”

Leo nodded. “I plan to, yes. Though… can I ask who the contact is? Or is that something that needs to be kept under wraps?”

The warlord grinned. “You’re about to meet him. This way.” He took off straight ahead, down the largest passage that led out of the foyer, toward what Leo could only assume was his office.
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The office was about what Leo would’ve expected from Saladin, which was to say it was a study in organized chaos. It was well-appointed—contrary to the stereotype of soldiers Leo had heard elsewhere, Saladin seemed to care a fair amount about appearances—and furnished in the same style as the top of the foyer, a thick carpet over a stone floor. A large rosewood desk dominated the room, but the chaos manifested atop and around it, with piles of papers stacked in almost-haphazard ways here and there. Several more boxes of documents were piled upon either side of the desk, and Leo could see what looked like at least three half-written missives on different parts of the desk.

The wall behind the desk, though, was hung with a large Dominion banner, comprising a field of lapis lazuli blue set with a rose gold sunburst in the center and a line of rolling dunes along the bottom. A pair of silver crescent moons flanked the sunburst, facing toward opposite sides of the banner. In contrast to the simplicity of that wall, the other walls of the room were hung with weapons. Each of them was carefully cared for, but many were also damaged in various ways—that, together with the sheer variety made Leo all but certain they were trophies of the warlord’s battlefield victories.

At the moment, though, the man waiting for them in front of the desk was the focus of Leo’s attention. He was young, likely at most a few years older than Leo… and the resemblance to Valyrianna was immediately obvious. He had the same lapis lazuli eyes, most pointedly, and though there were no silver highlights in his hair, the shade of blonde wasn’t far off hers. His skin was darker, though, hinting at mixed heritage.

His hair was longer than most men in the Dominion seemed to favor, falling around his shoulders; that together with his almost willowy build gave him a slightly effeminate quality, though he was still very obviously a man. He was dressed richly as well, his blue tunic much more in the Luxterrian style and trimmed with gold. As they entered, he looked up from the book he’d been reading and offered the two of them a deep bow. “Ah, Lord Saladin, always a pleasure.”

“Prince Darian,” the warlord greeted with a nod, “You honor me, as ever.”

The other—Darian, apparently—arched a brow lightly. “My dear friend, I’m not certain there’s anything in my small power that could actually honor a man like you.” His voice was light and not-quite-playful, “And we both know it. No, pray forgive me for needing take your time.”

A moment later, though, those eyes flickered to Leo instead—and before Saladin could reply, the other man was stepping forward, dropping into a bow that was, if anything, lower than the one he’d given the warlord. When he straightened, he flashed an almost blinding smile; “…and you must be the Sir Leo I’ve heard so much about. So, since we’re alone and in good company, please, let me extend to you my deepest thanks. I am given to understand that you saved my dear sister’s life, and there is naught I could ever do that would adequately repay that deed.”

For a heartbeat, Leo found himself frozen, not quite sure what he could say to something so… unabashedly heartfelt. Beside him, Saladin laughed. “I think you’ve spooked him, your grace. Could’ve introduced yourself before piling on the charm, you know.”

The prince coughed slightly. “…ahem. Fair point. Pray forgive me, Sir Leo. I’ve merely been hoping to meet you ever since Valyri told me what happened—and when I heard she’d sent you away, I feared I’d never have the chance.”

Leo shook off his startlement, then shook his head with a wry smile. “You need hardly apologize, my lord—you caught me off guard, but… if you care so deeply as that for your sister, then I’m just glad she has such a reliable brother.” That much was true; he hadn’t really expected there to be anyone else in the palace she would’ve told about that at all. “In my view, I only did what was right, but… if I’d known her before I’d done it, I’d have jumped to her defense twice as fast, or so I like to think.”

The prince—Darian—chuckled softly, the expression in his eyes distant, as though lost in some nostalgic thought. “She has that effect on people, doesn’t she? I’ve always envied her for it just a little bit, truthfully. But though I am her equal in few things, I like to provide her with what help I am able, and any man who she counts as a friend may count himself as mine as well.”

Saladin rolled his eyes. “He’s a bit heavy on the modesty—and by a bit, I mean heavy as a godsdamned boulder—but his grace’s a good lad, and he’s always been a reliable ally.”

“On the contrary, Saladin, I simply try to be honest about these things,” Darian cut in, shaking his head, “Not all of us can hope for your boundless confidence, nor do we all so wholly deserve it.”

“Well, you can talk yourself down sometime when you’re not delivering us valuable information,” the warlord countered, gamely. “Because I happen to think you’re damn good at that.”

“We all have at least some talents, yes,” the prince agreed, “And using that one amounts to what little I can hope to offer my dear sister in her ambitions. But please, excuse me.” He turned back to Leo, lapis eyes flickering warmly. “I should introduce myself properly. I am Darian de Helios, fourth prince of the Dominion, at your service. As I said, if you are Valyri’s ally, then you may consider me yours in turn.”

Leo glanced between the two of them for a moment, deciding he felt… out of place when they clearly knew each other so well. But he pushed that thought aside and offered the prince a bow in return. “Leocalithistos of Sylvarithea,” he replied, “Though Leo is more than fine. I try not to inflict the full thing on anyone but my enemies.”

“Hah. I’ll admit, I’m a bit envious of you for having the option to choose one or the other. I’m afraid my name never sounds terribly impressive, whether or not I want it to,” Darian replied with a laugh, “But I really am honored, Sir Leo.” He extended a hand and, after a moment, Leo shook it; there was not even a hint of Saladin’s strength in the prince’s grip, but still something about it bespoke a certain conviction.

“The honor is mine, my lord.” As they spoke, Saladin had circled past the two of them and moved to sit in the large chair at the desk.

Darian grinned. “Well, maybe so, but if you’re already happy to call me just ‘my lord,’ then I’m going to say the pleasure is mine, at least.”

Despite himself, Leo laughed. “I think your sister would throw me out on my ear if I started calling her ‘your grace,’ so… if you don’t actually mind that I don’t, I’d prefer not to get in the habit.”

“That does sound like her,” the prince agreed, affectionately, “It’s a taste we share, so I’ll thank you if you extend me the same consideration, Sir Leo.”

“Heh. Didn’t think the two of you would get along quite so well.” Leaning back in his chair, Saladin drew their attention back to him. “That said, I’ll have to let you get to know each other another time. If we’re in here talking too long, hard to say who might notice, and we’ve got appearances to keep up.

Darian sobered, moving to stand by the desk. “Right, of course. You received the missive I sent on this matter, right?”

The warlord nodded, fishing a piece of parchment out of the endless stacks with deceptive ease. “Aye. You said one of your contacts had a lead on the missing Forvathi women—that they were taken by an illegal slaving ring, like the rumors had decided.”

The prince nodded gravely. “…it’s a bitter thing, isn’t it? We have more than slaves enough here in Al-Kerath. I can’t really fathom why anyone would think we needed more. Regardless… it’s painfully evident that they do. And not only that, but they seem quite certain these girls will bring in a high price at auction.”

“…as bed slaves, right?” Leo’s jaw clenched almost painfully as he cut in.

Darian winced. “…just so, I’m afraid. They seem to be trading upon the view that Forvathi women are… compliant,” he replied after a moment, “The invitation my contact was able to procure all but promised that they’d make for willing concubines.”

“Bastards!” Leo’s breath escaped in a hiss as he balled one hand into a fist, and he forced himself to inhale slowly. For all that the anger was justified, he was going to need to get it under control if he could hope to do what Valyrianna had asked of him. Swallowing, he managed to keep his voice even. “…but you have an invitation?”

The prince nodded. “…if I were a more daring man, I might have gone myself and seen if I could finger the man responsible, but… truthfully, I think my face is too well-known to have managed it. But I know Valyri feels even more strongly about all of this than I do, so I thought she might have someone who could go without attracting attention.”

Saladin nodded. “I wasn’t sure we would… but now we do.” He pointed at Leo. “He’ll be just about perfect. He’s Forvathi himself, not associated with us, and has coin enough. At least as long as we can say he got the invitation from your contact if we’re challenged.”

The prince’s eyes flickered uneasily. “…you’re Forvathi, Sir Leo? Pray forgive me if anything I said before gave offense.”

Leo drew in another breath and shook his head. “You weren’t saying it for yourself, my lord, so none taken. Besides, I can’t exactly let stupid taunts like that throw me off if I want to pull this off. I’m sure I’ll hear more than a few snide comments about planning to buy a harem.”

“Or enticements,” Saladin cut in, his eyes narrowing, “Frankly, most of the bastards at a place like that are probably just envious of the customs. I mean, hard to really look down on it when you’re there buying women to warm your bed.”

“I’d not underestimate the talent of men for hypocrisy, my friend.” Darian smiled mirthlessly, “I’ve heard my share of men criticize others for things they’d gladly do themselves.”

“Fair enough. Anyway, think we can make this convincing?”

The prince considered for a moment—but then, resolutely, he nodded. “…I’ll needs speak to my contact, but I think so, yes. As you said, the circumstances make all too much sense. And… I’d like to see these slavers brought down myself, so I’ll do what I can to make that happen.”
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Heh. An interesting man. Zethraxion’s presence rippled in what felt like a stretch as Leo watched the prince depart. The royals of this land are little like one would expect.

I suppose that’s not so surprising when they have a lot less power than one would expect, Leo replied, thinking about it. Those who want any power at all must find other ways to wield it.

You do not trust him, then. It wasn’t a question.

…I think he’s more than he seems, that’s all.

Most men are more than they seem, mortal—but no less uninteresting for it. But, as it happens… I am inclined to agree in this case. The dragon’s presence shifted. In your place, I would watch him closely.

I will.

When he was fairly certain that Darian was well out of earshot, he turned back to Saladin. “…I hope I don’t give offense to the princess by asking, but are you sure we can trust him?”

The warlord lifted one hand to stroke his chin idly. “Don’t let Valyri hear you asking that, she wouldn’t take too well to it. But if you ask me… well, I’ll admit there’s always been something about the lad that felt off to me. But frankly, he knows more than half our secrets at this point, so it’s hard to imagine he’s just waiting for a better time to turn on us. And his contacts are damn good. Just about every hint he’s passed us has been worth the time to look into.”

“…fair enough.” Leo sighed. “I can’t really say we shouldn’t trust him if that’s his record.”

“That’s about the size of it,” Saladin agreed, with a shrug, “Maybe he is playing some game of his own, but… I think he does honestly care for Valyri, at least. He’s done more for her than all ten of their other siblings put together. And that’s what really matters, when push comes to shove.”

“…ten? She has that many siblings?”

Saladin arched a brow. “Heh, easy to forget just how new you are around here. Yeah. The king has five wives, after all. Honestly, twelve children is on the low end compared to what his father had.”

The thought gave Leo pause, and he frowned. “…I hadn’t realized that was the way of things, no. Maybe there was something to what he said about hypocrisy, considering… it really isn’t so different from my ancestors’ traditions.”

The warlord shrugged. “Probably was, honestly. But as far as I’m concerned, men have always been greedy and always will be. Reaching for more than we can grasp is just part of our nature—sometimes for good, sometimes for ill. I don’t see a lot of point in hand wringing about it, whether it’s our kings or yours.” He shook his head. “Anyway, we’ve got a commission to give you, and plenty more getting ready to do. The auction’s in two days, from what he said.”

Leo nodded, pushing away the thoughts for the time being. “Right. I’ll be ready.” As much as some part of him revolted at the thought of attending such a thing… another, stronger part of him was only too eager for the chance to help take down those responsible.


Chapter XV

Gilded Shadows

There was something ironic in the fact that he’d spent time in the palace and a High Warlord’s mansion, Leo mused, but that this gathering upon the docks north of Heliopolis still somehow felt very much the most formal event he’d attended. Admittedly, that was in part because it was the only one he had actually made an effort to prepare for, though—and because everyone else around him had clearly done the same. It was just past sunset, a faint crimson hue lingering upon the horizon still, and he could feel the chill of the desert night setting in. The cold didn’t bother him—but it was a good excuse for the impatient way he paced around the outside of the gathering, at least. And he was impatient.

They were outside the city proper—in truth, the lights of Heliopolis glowed like a second sun just south of them—and waiting at the most ornate of the various docks. No small amount of trade flowed along the Karonis River, and there were more functional piers to the west. But the part of the city’s river port he had come to this night was decidedly less practical than that. No, rather than trade, it served the vast pleasure barges that many of the Magnathi—along with the emirs and even members of the royal family—kept. The barges were vast by the standard of any boat Leo had ever seen, and yet the Karonis was more than wide enough that several of them could comfortably have fit abreast.

Many of them seemed more like floating palaces than ships, in truth, with decks held out of the water by twin hulls, their true decks running across both and rising into structures not unlike an actual mansion. Some of them were surely at least fifteen wheelturns across, if not twenty. Even in this moment, when his thoughts were consumed by impatience and nervous anticipation, some part of him couldn’t help but marvel at them—and perhaps covet one just a little. There was something entirely too tempting about the thought of such a thing, an island of luxury away from all the world.

Most of the barges he could see out upon the river were as much aglow with light as the city, as well. They were lit by the same combination of torches and sorcerous baubles as he had seen in the markets of Heliopolis, and music rose from several of the closest barges. Upon others, he could make out the forms of dancing girls putting on shows, in some places for an audience of no more than one or two wealthy lords. His lips pursed, wondering how many of those girls were slaves like the dancers he’d seen upon his way into the city… and it was probably better to focus on that than the temptation they represented. Drawing in a breath, Leo looked away from the river and back at the group gathered around him upon the docks.

They were a group of twenty or thirty, mostly men—though the few women among them could’ve given Aurelia de Renais competition for audacity and confidence, if not for beauty and presence. They were all dressed at least as finely as the lords he’d glimpsed out on the barges, and most were on the younger side, though a few seemed older as well. It was hard to be sure about their ages because most wore some form of mask as he had learned was the Magnathi custom at formal affairs. Those masks rarely covered the whole of their faces—his own was a glittering golden half-mask that only really covered his eyes, set with a ring of amethysts around the outside—but they were enough to make them hard to recognize, especially since many of those gathered wore hooded cowls as well.

That made for a strange affect—a combination of intimacy, when they had all clearly gathered for the same event, and anonymity when he would’ve had trouble recognizing them even if he’d known anyone. That suited him well enough, though; he still wasn’t entirely sure he trusted himself to wholly conceal the anger that burned just beneath the surface, knowing why exactly they’d gathered. He was as well dressed as any of them—having chosen a Luxterrian-style noble’s tunic in black with gold trim and a sweeping cloak, ebon upon the outside and crimson on the underside—and he could give the impression of mingling without actually doing so as he paced restlessly around the edges of the group. And… when all of them were here for no purpose other than to buy slaves, Leo had no desire to truly mingle unless he had to.

Zethraxion’s presence rippled against his thoughts a moment later. Heh. How strange it must be, to walk as a wolf amongst the sheep, mortal.

Leo scowled, turning back out toward the river so no one would see it. They’re hardly sheep, dragon. If anything, they’re the wolves—though that seems an insult to wolves. The wolves in Sylvarithea at least hunted their own prey.

Hah, true enough. A lion wandering amongst jackals, then, the dragon replied with a laugh, Yes, that does seem more fitting—and not merely when it comes to the women you mean to save. For your deeds, I rather imagine that these wretches fear you… but for that very reason, they would seize upon the first sign of weakness you gave them.

I’m not planning to show any, Leo replied, darkly, And if they try, I’ll make them regret it. But the point of all this is to avoid it coming to that.

Leo had the impression of an arched brow a moment later. You risk much for the sake of women you’ve not so much as met, mortal. I suppose it would hardly be the first time… but still, you seem to have quite the appetite for danger.

Do you think I went looking for power so I could sit around not using it? He shook his head fiercely. This is important for winning Valyrianna’s trust, but… I’d want to do it if I could even without that.

Zethraxion laughed. I was merely amused, considering you seemed far more aware of the danger when you stood before that Magnathi princess the other day. If you imagine I would say you should shy from danger, you have paid no heed to my words at all—but I do find it curious, the sort of things you are most wont to risk yourself for.

Leo’s lips pursed. I just don’t like people who abuse their power, dragon. That’s all there really is to it.

There was no answer to that, and Leo turned back to the others who had gathered for the auction. It was getting harder not to seem conspicuous for being alone, at this point. Most of the others had broken off into several groups and were talking among themselves, leaving only him and a few others standing by themselves. But it seemed everyone who was going to had gathered, by now… and before he had to decide if the danger of keeping it that way was too great, one of the great floating palaces finally approached the dock, its towering bulk casting a shadow over all of them.
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When Valyrianna had told him he was going to infiltrate an illegal slave auction, Leo had assumed it would be in Heliopolis—or at least in one of the major Magnathi cities. He had to admit, though, it was clever to hold it on one of the pleasure barges instead. The river port was the one place in Heliopolis where the Magnathi had more control than the Helosian Guard. More to the point, though… there had been at least twenty-five barges docked or out upon the river, if not fifty or more, and no way of knowing which the auction was going to be held aboard until it came to the docks. It wasn’t hard to see why Saladin had said the bastard running the illegal slaving ring was canny; he could just as easily called off the whole thing at the last song at any sign of irregularity.

But that cleverness wouldn’t be enough. Leo allowed himself a small smirk at the thought as he looked around. The floating palace they’d been taken aboard was one of the largest he’d seen, apparently large enough that every passenger was to be given their own stateroom. That stood to reason when they weren’t scheduled to dock until dusk the next day, though, and… it wasn’t hard to imagine that many of those aboard would want to enjoy the slaves they’d come to purchase without having to wait. The thought wasn’t one he could let himself dwell on, though. It would be foolish to focus on that; none of those who had come to buy slaves would escape the ship so long as he did his job, and… that had to be enough, because for all that he’d tried, this was the best plan they’d been able to come up with.

If nothing else, though, he didn’t seem to be the only one who was nervous. At the moment, he was sitting in the lounge they’d been led to—pointedly, before the boat had cast off, so he couldn’t even tell if they were sailing upriver or downriver—waiting to be shown to a stateroom, along with perhaps ten others. The lounge itself was almost unreasonably opulent, with a carpet that his feet sank almost a mark into and plush velvet furniture… More to the point, though, a pair of young lords with sandy blonde hair sitting on the sofa to his left, likely brothers, seemed unable to stop fidgeting. Neither of them were wearing masks any longer; the desire for anonymity had ebbed since they left the docks, as far as Leo could tell, especially since their host’s servants were calling each of the guests by name before taking them away to their rooms, a subtle reminder that he knew exactly who was here. Leo still wore his, but he knew it did little good when his hair stood out so well now.

One of the women he’d seen was sitting across from him, dressed in a spectacularly low-cut corset; she had sized Leo up at least once from behind her fan, and for all that she was attractive, he’d managed to ignore her so far. If the brothers were called away before he was—

“Lord Leocalithistos?” A voice cut into his thoughts, and Leo forced them away, ensuring his face was schooled into a mask before he looked up. One of the maids that served on the barge had called his name from the doorway that led off toward the staterooms, and she gestured to him. “Your chambers await, my lord.”

A moment later, he was on his feet, studying the maid carefully as he stepped nearer. She had fair skin, green eyes, and a lustrous mane of raven hair, marking her as almost surely Luxterrian. He’d come to realize that having Luxterrian servants was essentially a mark of status among the Magnathi, and she was dressed much as the other maids he’d seen, except that the uniform itself was red with golden trim. Stepping nearer, he offered a half-bow. “My thanks. His lordship’s hospitality is truly remarkable.”

“He likes to think so,” the young woman replied, offering him a deep curtsey—though there was more of a note of irony in the words than Leo would’ve expected. “But ‘tis his guests who honor him nonetheless. And you especially.” She arched a brow at him curiously. “I must admit… I hadn’t expected we’d have the honor of hosting the hero who’s the talk of the city this eve.” She turned and stepped into the hall, which led to a pair of stairwells going up and down.

The one she chose led down, but the maid glanced over her shoulder at him as they started the descent, “If I may say, you aren’t the sort of man I’d expect to see here. I suppose that means the rumors of you being Forvathi yourself are true?”

Leo’s eyes narrowed—and, for just a moment, he let a bit of his anger show, deciding that was something it was fair to seem offended about. “…do you make a habit of such presumptions about your lord’s guests?”

She arched a brow at him for a moment, then shrugged and looked away. “If you’d rather I not pry, my lord… Well, I’m yours to command, of course. But as it happens, I do make a habit of learning our guests’ tastes. If there’s something I can get you that would make any purchase you might make tonight more enjoyable… it’d be my pleasure.”

Leo’s lips pursed, and he shook his head even though she wasn’t looking. “If I have need of aught, I’ll send for it—but upon the whole, I’m a man who values his privacy highly. I’d appreciate it if you remembered that.”

Some part of him had hoped the annoyance would cow her—but instead, she laughed. “I suppose you heroes are usually the brooding type, aren’t you? Well, I suppose there’s plenty of value in keeping your secrets here in Al-Kerath, my lord. Still, if you do want for aught tonight, you need only ask. Naught, I think you shall find, is too good for my lord’s most esteemed guests.”

“I wonder if that’s really true.” Leo’s eyes narrowed, studying the maid in the shadows of the stairwell. She was a tall woman, and her uniform had at least three-mark heels, which left her only half a head shorter than him, and she moved with an elegant grace that could easily have been dangerous.

She slowed for a moment, looking back at him as though she’d felt his gaze, one brow arching suggestively. “Do you see something you’d care to test the theory with, my lord…?”

Despite himself, he couldn’t help but laugh, arching a brow back at her. “Even if I did, I’m firmly not convinced it’s available,” he replied, “Though somehow, I wouldn’t be surprised if you’d tricked plenty of men into thinking otherwise.”

She chuckled and looked away. “A bold presumption, my lord. I’ve not the slightest idea what you mean. Though… I can hardly be blamed for it if some of my lord’s clients get themselves a bit too eager for what’s to follow.”

This time, Leo had to fight down his scowl at her answer, and he said nothing. They reached the bottom of the stairs a moment later and she stepped to one side, gesturing to the door just to the right. “Your cabin, my lord—yours to use as you see fit, for the duration of the cruise.” She produced a key, and Leo accepted it, moving to unlock the door.

As he did, though, the maid stepped up behind him, almost uncomfortably close, and Leo only barely managed to resist giving her the satisfaction of a sharp breath when her words were all but against his ear; “Though I’m sure you’re most impatient for the main event of the night, and... I promise you that you shan’t needs wait too much longer for that. Look forward to the night’s pleasures, my lord.”

A moment later, she was gone, her heels clicking as she climbed the stairs back toward the lounge.
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The cabin proved as opulent as everything else about the pleasure barge. The carpet there was, if anything, thicker than the one out in the lounge, and the furniture seemed to be made of a black wood he hadn’t seen before, adorned with gold leaf upon all the trim. If the color was a bit more garish than the rose gold favored in Heliopolis… he couldn’t actually say the room was in poor taste, as much as some of him decidedly wanted to. There was a smaller secondary room off to the side that seemed to be made to house a retainer, but he had decided it was better not to pretend to have any to bring yet. The lie would be too easily seen through… and more to the point, he could always escape the barge himself by incarnating if he had to. That would be considerably more complicated if he had someone else along to protect.

Idly, the dragon’s presence rippled beside him. You certainly have an interesting way with women.

Leo rolled his eyes, looking around the room before moving to sit on the bed. It wasn’t quite as comfortable as the one in the guest room at the palace, but it was at least as big, and it had the same four-poster style, with black, lacy curtains that could be pulled closed around it. They made a striking contrast against the red quilt laid out across the bed itself, both inlaid with more gold. “She was just trying to cajole me so I was more interested in the auction.”

Perhaps, Zethraxion replied, Though I would not be so certain of that. She was quite presumptuous, for a mere servant. In your place, I would be wary of her.

Leo sighed. “Did it look like I wasn’t wary of her? Even if she’s nothing more than she seems, I need to be careful around her.” He was relatively certain it was safe to say that aloud because of the bracelet Saladin had given him, one set with a rare and powerful enchantment that would essentially block any listening spells from picking up anything said for several spans around it. It wasn’t even something he fully had to hide, if anyone noticed; such enchantments were popular among the Magnathi, or so he’d heard… and it wasn’t hard to believe. Besides, anyone who noticed that was less likely to notice the second, subtler enchantment on it, the one that would act as a beacon that Saladin’s sorcerers could use to track his location. The Helosian Guard would be waiting for them when the barge docked, wherever that was.

Wariness is all well and good… but you could’ve surely gotten more from her had you played her games, mortal, the dragon replied. Unless I miss my guess, which I rarely do, she had some greater interest in you specifically. You might have learned it, had you taken her bait… and I have seen you when you give such things real effort. You would have gotten the better of her had you plied her with half the passion you gave the princess.

“All the more reason not to draw even more attention if she had some interest in me,” Leo countered, his eyes narrowing as he looked in direction of the dragon’s presence, “And all the rest of this is hard enough without playing games of seduction with a maid who might not know anything useful. Besides… that’s not the kind of thing I want to do just for an advantage in petty games of politics.”

Hmph. Suit yourself, I suppose.
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In the end, whether or not she had some ulterior motive, the maid hadn’t been lying when she said the auction would start soon. It had only been about a bell since he had boarded the floating palace that she returned to fetch him, knocking on the door and offering another very deep curtsy before leading him off. Though she made a few more attempts to pull him into conversation, Leo was too focused on what laid ahead to give her much of a response even if he hadn’t been so wary…

The path through the floating palace’s corridors almost felt like it had been made to confuse anyone trying to keep track of it, and maybe it had. Even so, Leo was fairly certain he’d managed to create a mental map of the three stairwells and four turns that they took between his cabin and the vast theatre-like chamber she led him to now. All three flights of stairs had been up, but there were no windows along the way and so it still felt like they were deep in the earth rather than likely on one of the upper levels of the barge’s superstructure.

The auction chamber itself was, if anything, darker than the halls that had led to it, though. It was lit only by sorcerous baubles upon the walls that gave the impression of embers and a few crimson runes upon the floor that guided the way along the rows of seats that seemed to run in concentric half-circles around a central stage. The stage itself was lit only by a few more of those runes, for the time being, and closed off by a massive black curtain. As far as Leo could tell, the theatre would seat far more people comfortably than the group that he had come aboard with—perhaps a hundred or more. As far as he knew, there were about twenty missing women, and the group on the docks had numbered somewhere between thirty and fifty.

Only a few of the seats were taken so far, and the maid threw him a wink over her shoulder. “My lord wanted to extend unto you a place of honor, my lord, for your efforts upon behalf of the Dominion. Sit wherever you’d like.” She stepped aside—then leaned nearer again as he started to walk past.

This time, Leo was ready for it as her breath brushed against his ear, and he managed to avoid reacting at all. “…if I may, I would suggest a seat near the stage, my lord. Less prestigious, perhaps… but the view is far better, I think you’ll find. And just between the two of us, the first girl on offer tonight is by far the loveliest we have. You won’t want to miss her.”

“…I wonder why I should trust you,” he replied, after a long moment, without looking over at her, managing to keep his voice even, “It seems to me that you have every reason to lie about the matter.”

“I would if I was saying it on my lord’s behalf,” the maid whispered, “But consider this a favor from me alone. You seem like an interesting man, my lord… and I’ve found it never hurts to make a good impression on one of those. So judge my words on the truth you find in them, naught else.” She flashed him a grin, curtsied deeply, and then slipped back out of the theatre.

Leo watched her go out of the corner of his eye, then was still for a long moment, considering. He couldn’t actually think of a good reason not to take her advice, though. He… didn’t have the option of not bidding tonight, and so there wasn’t much point in not making a show of interest, much as so very much of him wanted no part in any of this. As he moved through the rows toward the stage, he couldn’t resist a slight smirk. He wouldn’t resume his argument with Zethraxion… but he couldn’t help but take some satisfaction in the fact that the maid had given him more of a sense of her intentions because he hadn’t taken her bait than he was convinced she would’ve betrayed if he had.

In the end, he ended up choosing a red velvet seat just off the very center of the front row. The maid hadn’t been wrong that most of the guests seemed to think there was more prestige in taking spots further from the stage, and they had gravitated toward the upper rows, though the pair of anxious brothers he’d noticed before took seats in the front row along with him, several spots over. With how many of the seats were empty—a bit over half—it was easy to see who had come in groups, or at least formed them since arriving; they made up various small clusters throughout the theatre.

Leo had been studying them out of the corner of his eye as they entered, and not just out of curiosity. There was one contingency that could ruin everything that he’d planned with Saladin… and that was if there was someone too important here. Sweeping up one of the Nine Princes here for illegal slavery sounded like a coup, but in practice, it would’ve been far too dangerous; they had too much power and too many allies for the charges to be effective. Any of the lesser Magnathi were fair game, though. For a mercy, Leo hadn’t seen anything to suggest someone that important was here, as he studied the audience. Unless he was making as much effort to conceal his presence as Leo was making to conceal his true intentions, someone that important surely would’ve gathered more than just one of those small clusters around himself.

It took about ten songs for everyone else to arrive and find their seats, ultimately, and once they had, the chamber darkened further as, one by one, the runes along the paths flickered out. For a long moment, the room was silent and still and… gods, despite himself. Leo realized his heart was racing in anticipation. He couldn’t fault the showmanship of the Magnate who had arranged all of this, whatever the man’s other sins.

Then, all at once, the stage came to life, flames igniting in a set of torches that ran along the top one by one, starting from either edge and meeting in the middle. When they met, the great black curtain rustled, then slowly started to part, both sides pulling apart to reveal the rest of the stage. It extended back into the wall at least several spans—and though there were more torches upon the back wall, the front of the stage came into focus as a man stepped forward slowly to stand at the edge, a circle of runes flickering to life around his feet and casting a circle of far brighter red-gold illumination there.

He was tall and well-built, wearing a fuller mask upon his face and an outfit that looked like a more elaborate version of Leo’s, a black tunic and matching cloak, save that the latter had a high collar that framed his head from behind and the underside was gold instead of crimson. He offered a sweeping bow to the audience as he reached the front of the stage. “My lords, my ladies… I bid you a warmest of welcomes tonight! Though our fair Dominion has her share of worthy folk, those who are gathered here tonight are a cut above the rest! You know that yourselves, as surely as I do—and for that, you deserve the first chance to have for yourselves the most tempting treasures the sands have to offer.”

Leo’s lips pursed, even as he forced himself to join in the round of applause that the audience gave the man. The danger of having sat so near to the stage, he realized, was that it made keeping up appearances completely necessary. It helped with that a little to realize that, for all his pomp and ceremony, the speaker was likely no less of a servant than the maid, though. If the leader of this slaving ring was half as clever as Saladin had said, then he wouldn’t have allowed anyone who could actually be traced back to him to be here; the announcer was likely at best a disposable pawn. On some level, it made Leo’s head spin to realize just how many layers of deceit the world he’d dived into was made of, but… another part of him found that moving in it was like second nature.

Regardless, the announcer waited for the applause to pass before offering another deep bow. “You honor us, truly—with your presence, my lords, and your interest. But I think you shall find that what we’ve prepared for your enjoyment tonight to be more than deserving of that attention. We have, you see, a most rare treat.”

He stepped back slightly, the circle of light following him as he did. “Surely all of you here have heard stories of the… indulgent excesses of the ancient Forvathi Empire that once reigned over all the land. Some, perhaps, have heard even that those did not end with the Empire’s fall. For, you see… since the days of yore, it has been the way of the Forvathi lords to take not merely a single bride, but many.” The announcer paused there, allowing the audience time to offer suitably dramatic gasps at the… ‘revelation.’ Leo’s throat tightened, one hand digging into the arm of his chair.

The announcer grinned. “Yes, you heard me correctly, my lords. Wise men if ever there were, truthfully. And that is why the women of the wild Forvathi tribes make the very finest of slaves, you see—they have been trained from birth to accept a lord and master without complaint,” Gods, it would be so easy to kill the man. A single fireball would do it, and Leo’s hand twitched at the thought, every part of him utterly incensed at the… twisted way the man told the tale, as though that were all there were to the traditions of the Forvathi. As though… as though even that custom was anything like what the announcer described.

The rest of the audience seemed all but spellbound, though, and the announcer stepped backward again, gesturing off to one side of the stage. “…and so, my lords and ladies, that is the treasure we bring to you tonight. A chance to partake of that most ancient and exquisite legacy for yourselves with a Forvathi slavegirl of your own. And… to begin, I offer you what I feel confident in saying is the loveliest rose to ever have bloomed in all the desert.”

Perfectly on cue, the lighting shifted; a line of runes drew it away from the announcer and to the spot he pointed to as shadows moved upon the side of the stage, offering a fleeting glimpse of cinnamon flesh and crimson hair. Leo’s eyes flickered there, if only to distract himself… and then, his breath caught in his throat as two dark-clad men pulled the girl into the light.

She was a stunning creature—utterly so, everything about her standing out against the darkness of the world she was juxtaposed against. Her skin was a soft, rich shade of cinnamon—bronzed more by the sun’s caress than naturally dark from the way it had already started to fade a little, leaving it lighter than that of most Kerathi. The slavers had rubbed scents and oils into her skin, so that it shone and glimmered as she was pulled into the light. She was slender, somewhere between lithe and supple. There was a dancer’s grace to her figure, but no real strength; that was somehow emphasized in the way she pulled at the bonds that held her arms behind her and the men that pulled her along without quite truly struggling, lacking strength enough for that. The swell of her breasts was more than modest, and yet not enough to detract from the elegance of her figure.

Most striking, though, was the mane of rich red hair that crowned her head; it looked almost more like fire than Leo’s did now as it caught the light, falling in waves around her face and past her shoulders. It wasn’t quite curly, but nor was it quite straight, and somehow for that every movement she made seemed to make it shift and shimmer beguilingly around her face like a veil. If it was a veil, though… then gods, that veil was the most substantial thing she wore.

That was to say, the slavers had dressed her in a sheer silken slip, just opaque enough to make the glimpses of her body beneath it more imagination than real. Her head was pressed against her chest, but Leo could still see the deep blush that colored her cheeks as she was pulled into the middle of the stage—and the golden bit gag that kept her from speaking, but did nothing to keep soft sounds of protest from escaping her lips as she pulled at her bonds. Leo’s throat ran dry, and he found he couldn’t look away from her at all.

Based on the grin the announcer wore, Leo wasn’t the only one in the audience who couldn’t; the man laughed, stepping behind the girl. “You see, my lords…? All the pretty pets we have for you tonight are exquisite, but this one? She’s the sort a man can only hope to have a chance at once in a lifetime. And the lucky one of you who claims her will certainly be her first.” She whined and pulled at her bonds more sharply than before… but the men holding her didn’t give a mark. Instead, the announcer reached around and caught her chin, lifting it away from her chest despite her protest.

For that… as her eyes were lifted from where she’d been very pointedly staring at the floor, they caught on Leo’s. They were a rich emerald green, and in this moment he was close enough to the stage that he could read the emotions there. She was dazed, confused… and utterly, heartbreakingly afraid. The depth of the emotion was like a hand around his heart—one that clenched tightly as he realized she was looking at him. She was looking at him, and… despite that it would have been beyond foolish for someone in her position to expect help from anyone in his, something in the way she looked at him felt utterly like a cry for help.

Transfixed by the intensity of her gaze, Leo didn’t notice whatever the announcer said next, but… then, slowly, the man was pulling away the silken slip that gave the girl what little modesty she had. She cried out against her gag and shut her eyes tightly as the silk was lifted away, laying bare… almost all of her. The smooth expanse of her stomach, her thighs, the neatly trimmed patch of curls above her center… Only her center itself and the tips of her breasts were left covered at all, protected by utterly insubstantial bits of black silk and delicate golden chains.

“…so, my lords… Which of you will claim this pretty desert rose for himself, I wonder? I must admit, I wholly envy the man.” The announcer laughed. “The opening bid is forty thousand kerili.”

The number was staggering—even among the Magnathi. Leo could tell that not only because it was most of the sum he’d been given to buy a slave at the auction, but because even for her beauty, the room was still and silent for a long, long moment.

…you could save her, mortal. Zethraxion’s presence had materialized all at once out of the darkness… and there was something more ardent in the dragon’s voice than Leo had heard before.

He swallowed. I’d be a fool to try.

In the back right of the theatre, a man finally raised his hand. “Forty thousand!”

But you want to. The dragon’s voice roiled against his thoughts. You have the coin yourself—you are hardly limited to paying from the princess’s account, you know, so long as you do use that coin as well, for the sake of your design. What object is mere wealth, measured against such a creature?

“Fifty thousand!” One of the few women in the room had joined the bidding.

Leo hissed under his breath. We’ll save them all.

And you really think the man who buys her will wait to enjoy his prize? You want her, mortal. And you could spare her such terrible pain this night.

“Six… sixty thousand!” The first man had joined in again, though he seemed less certain.

I’ll do what I think is right, dragon. Don’t push me! Leo’s thoughts raced.

“Seventy.” A smug, unpleasant voice joined the bidding from somewhere behind Leo—and for a long moment, the room was still.

The announcer—now the auctioneer—looked around the room slowly. “The bid is seventy thousand, my lords. Going once… Going twice… Is there truly no man who would pay more for such an exquisite treasure?”

Leo licked his lips—and found that the girl was staring at him again, her eyes pleading. Why in the gods’ names did she think he would be better than anyone else here, from what she knew? It was absurd.

...do it, mortal. The dragon’s voice felt like it was filling the room, deep and resonant.

Shut up!

Silence.

The auctioneer sighed dramatically. “Very well, then. S—”

“Seventy-five thousand!” Leo almost didn’t recognize the sound of his own voice as he rose to his feet, his eyes blazing up at the auctioneer—and then he spun to scan the room, almost daring anyone to oppose him.


Chapter XVI

Flames of Desire

For a long moment, silence reigned within the theatre as most sets of eyes in the room flickered to Leo at his sudden interjection. The woman who had been bidding sighed and shook her head as Leo’s gaze found her. A moment later, the man who’d bid first was not as quick to yield… but considering he had essentially bowed out anyway, their eyes locked for no more than several heartbeats before the man looked away.

That left only the man with the unpleasant voice. Leo’s gaze found him too, after a long moment; he was a shorter, heavyset man, clearly one of the older attendees, sitting at the center of one of those clusters, and he had already found Leo in turn. For a moment, they glared at each other; then, the auctioneer. “My, my. We have seventy-five thousand kerili. Do I hear eighty?”

The heavyset man was still for a heartbeat—but then he nodded, moving to stand himself with a sneer. “Eighty.”

“Eighty-five.” With adrenaline pumping through his blood, Leo didn’t hesitate, raising the bid before the auctioneer could ask. That was thirty-five thousand more than Valyrianna had given him to spend, and that sum was far from nothing even for the sum of his two rewards. There was no guarantee he would get it back. And yet… Even looking away from her, Leo couldn’t think of anything but the pleading look in the girl’s eyes.

The heavyset man drummed his fingers in contemplation. “….eighty-six.”

“Eighty-seven.” Leo’s eyes narrowed, almost daring the other man to try him. He was distantly aware of Zethraxion’s pleased laughter against his thoughts, but he paid it no mind.

The other hesitated for a long moment—then, with an unpleasant laugh, he threw his hands up. “…hah. I could bleed you more for her, boy, but plain to see you’ll not back down tonight. Heh, it’s a fun little drama anyway, the ‘hero’ in our midst having such a taste for beauty.”

A moment later, he was back in his seat, reclining complacently—and if that made some part of Leo angry… that anger was so much less than the other part of him that was instead triumphant as he spun back to the auctioneer expectantly. If the man had been startled by the confrontation, though, he hid it well. “You’ve more than fine taste my lords—the both of you,” he called out, “The high bid is eighty-seven thousand, my lords. Do I hear eighty-eight?”

A few murmurs, but no one raised a hand. The girl’s eyes were on him; if some part of him had thought maybe he was hallucinating it, there could be no real question of that now. The auctioneer gave a theatrical sigh. “Truly a steal, for such an exquisite creature… Eighty-seven thousand, going once.”

He paused for a long moment, but no one spoke up. Leo found he was holding his breath.

“Going twice.”

Silence. The girl stared at him, and his heart raced.

“…and sold!”
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Everything that followed felt like it passed in a whirlwind. The auctioneer’s lackeys had pulled the girl back off the stage the same way they’d brought her there, and Leo had sunk into his seat, wondering exactly how mad this made him. They were counting on the money being taken off the barge during the night so that the slavers could validate the payments before the guests left; it was central to the entire plan, because it would ensure that they could track the money back to the ringleader through the labyrinthine twists of the Kerathi financial system even as they swept up the buyers upon the docks. Maybe he could recover the money when they took down the ringleader, but that was far from certain; there was no small chance he had simply… wasted it. And yet, even so, thinking of the pleading way she had looked at him had made it impossible to feel like he’d truly made a mistake.

They’d brought out the next girl not long after that, though, and Leo had very quickly realized that he wasn’t going to be able to deal with just sitting through the rest of the auction. Maybe none of the others would tear at his heart the way the first girl did, but… none of them deserved this. None of them. But, if nothing else, he had a good excuse for slipping away between the second and third auctions; no one would really expect him to buy another girl after spending so much, and it was easy to pretend he was simply… eager to have her. Never mind that some part of him did twist in conflicted anticipation at the idea of being alone with her.

But one of the maids—not the one he’d been bantering with, which he was glad for at the moment—had met him in the hall outside the theatre and, after accepting the two promissory notes he handed her, told him the girl would be brought to his cabin soon. That had been nearly ten songs ago, and he shifted impatiently upon the bed.

Zethraxion’s presence rippled. You seem rather eager, mortal.

There was definitely an edge of smugness in the words, and Leo made a face in the dragon’s direction. “I thought dragons were supposed to like hoarding wealth,” he accused.

Oh, I enjoy wealth, make no mistake of that. I merely have taste, mortal, and the luster of a few thousand golden coins can scarce compare to the beauty of a single, perfectly flawless gemstone.

Leo scowled. “…you say that like you expect me to keep her.”

Somehow, the next ripple in Zethraxion’s presence very much gave the impression of an arched brow. I wonder.

Before Leo could come up with a suitably acid response to that, there was a knock on the door and his attention turned there with a long, slow breath. “…enter.” He managed to make his voice even, at least for the moment, and he hadn’t locked the door.

A heartbeat later, it did open—and this time, it was the maid he’d been bantering with before, though he couldn’t tell if she’d come alone or with the girl. She threw him a slight grin as she peered inside the room. “…well, well. It seems you went for the evening’s most exquisite prize, my lord.”

He arched a brow slightly. “…do I strike you as a man who is content to settle for second best?”

She laughed. “True, I suppose I ought have guessed that of you. Well, you’re certainly our most interesting guest tonight, in my view… so I think it all rather fitting.”

His eyes narrowed at her. “…did you come to flatter me or deliver the girl?” It was easy to make that sound entirely like a different kind of impatience—never mind there was some of that, despite his best efforts, an anticipation for seeing her that he could not quite repress.

The maid’s eyes flickered slightly. “To deliver your prize, of course. But a little flattery hardly seemed an unreasonable bonus, considering the sum you spent tonight.”

She pushed the door open all the way—and Leo’s breath caught in his throat. The red-haired girl stood next to her, her eyes lowered uncertainly. The silken slip had been put back in place, so that her beauty was teased more than betrayed… and yet this close, it was mesmerizing anyway. The other most pointed change, though, was that a slender golden collar had been affixed around her throat, hugging it snugly. There was a place on the golden band where he could have his name etched, from what Leo had seen on other slaves—and a glimmering leash adjoined the collar right next to that, held in the maid’s other hand. A moment later, though, she reached down and set that in the girl’s hand instead. “…be a good girl and present yourself to your master, won’t you?”

With a soft, uncertain sound, the Forvathi girl took the leash and then advanced a tentative step into the room. Leo was on his feet, but not before the maid had reached out to slap the other girl’s ass and, with a soft squeak, she was stumbling forward. Leo’s eyes flashed and he surged forward all at once, reaching her before she managed to either catch herself or fall; instead, she stumbled into his chest and ended up in his arms with a suddenness that caught him wholly off guard. Her body was soft and warm and supple against him, the silken slip hardly any barrier at all as her breasts molded against his chest. She smelled of vanilla and raspberries and… desire. The heady, feminine scent of arousal clung to her almost overpoweringly, and Leo couldn’t help the way he shuddered.

A moment later, she was looking up at him, and he found that there was a bright glimmer of wanting in her emerald eyes; it mingled with and crowded out that overwhelming fear that had been there before. Before he could say anything… the girl shuddered in his arms, and then surged against him, leaning up to kiss him with an intensity that caught him entirely off guard. Her lips were soft and warm and… gods. Gods, before he could stop himself, Leo was meeting her kiss with the same intensity. Despite her ardor, the press of her lips was utterly clumsy and inexperienced and… and though he was far from an experienced lover, his own kiss was not fumbling that way. No, there was a part of him that was effortlessly intoxicated by her, that wanted nothing more than to pin her against the wall and ravish her, and it was that part that won out now; his kiss was demanding, dominating as it plundered her lips. A soft sound escaped the girl, but it wasn’t a protest. No, it was anything but a protest; she didn’t even try to match the kiss, yielding to it as she pressed herself tighter to his chest, her lips parting in almost invitation…

With a gasp, Leo managed to pull himself back before he accepted it, when it would’ve been maddeningly easy to. The girl looked up at him, breathless, flushed, and… and gods, so clearly wanting. Leo’s eyes flashed at the maid where she stood in the door. “…what did you do to her?!”

His voice was hard and furious, but she offered him only a complacent smile. “Me? You’re quite mistaken if you think this is my doing, my lord. The girl worked herself up for you all on her own.” Her eyes glimmered. “Well, alright, I thought you might not care to wait, so… I might have helped her along just a little. But not by much, I assure you. I hardly needed to.” She laughed, her voice low and sensual. “Enjoy.” The maid flashed him a grin—and then, before he could protest further, she had pushed the door closed and was gone.

That left Leo alone with the girl he had… bought. No matter that he hadn’t really. She looked up at him with wide eyes, her breathing still quick from the kiss. She stood at least a head shorter than him, but that difference was emphasized all the more from the way he wore his boots and her feet were bare; in this moment, though, he was mostly aware of it because of how perfectly it made her fit against his chest, her hair falling in a curtain around both of them. His arms had gone around her during the kiss, and one slowly disentangled from that, lifting to brush across her cheek. “…what’s your name?”

The girl bit her lip, looking up at him. “…it’s… it’s Alarielle, master.” Her voice was soft and sweet, the dulcet tones rendered utterly sensual by her breathlessness—and what she called him.

Leo bit back a shudder, his fingers brushing tenderly along the smooth skin of her cheek as they grazed downward. “Alarielle…” He tasted the name upon his lips, and some part of him treacherously whispered that it was as sweet as her lips had been. He shook his head. “…you don’t need to call me that.”

“…but that’s what you are now, isn’t it? My master?” Her eyelashes fluttered and, after a heartbeat, she was lifting the golden leash in her hand and offering it to him as she tucked her head down against her chest. “…if… if you’ll be gentle with me, master, I… I won’t object to that. You… you can do whatever you want with me, and… and I’ll do whatever you want me to.”

The gesture stirred the heat that already seared in his blood from her nearness, and Leo’s hand had fallen from her cheek to take the leash before he’d quite fully thought about it. His hand tightened around the delicate golden chain, and he fought off the haze of heat that threatened to overwhelm his thoughts, swallowing hard. “…you don’t need to do anything like that, Alarielle. I… I came here to save you.”

Somehow, that had sounded far more intimate than he had meant it to; the way she rubbed herself against him made Leo realize that, even before she looked up at him with her emerald eyes wide. “To… to save me…” She shivered, biting her lip again.. “…I… I knew you were a hero when I saw you. That… that I’d be safe if you bought me.”

Leo frowned, distracting himself from her for just a moment with the thought. “…why? I… I could be just as bad as anyone else here, you know.” The distraction did less than he had meant for it to, though. He’d never thought of himself as easily swept up by desire, but… gods. Gods, something about the scent of her and the way she looked at him made it hard to think. On some level, some part of him was aware that something was wrong, but it was nothing more than a vague sense. How little power it had compared to the memory of her lips beneath his.

“But you aren’t.” There was a quiet, certain intensity in her lilting voice as she looked up at him. “I heard about a hero, from the servants here. A hero with hair like fire, who saved a village from a demon.”

“…no man who found himself here could be much of a real hero,” he breathed, “…you.. you have no idea how easy it would be to do terrible things to you, Alarielle.” Gods, it would—it would be so painfully, painfully easy, when she was already aroused, when she looked at him like that.

She shuddered… and Leo realized his mistake when her tongue played at her lips. A heartbeat later, her lips were against his again, and the sweet temptation was too much to resist; he met the kiss faster than he had before, and she yielded just as easily, the surge of passion that had spurred him into it melting away into a yielding sweetness that it would’ve been painfully easy to lose himself in. She tasted of vanilla and raspberries, and the intoxicating scent of her desire wrapped around him again as he kissed her. This time, when her lips parted, the temptation was too much to resist; his tongue surged into her mouth, and he found it as yielding as her lips, a low moan escaping her as she rolled her hips against him…

When Leo found the presence of mind to pull free, he was slightly breathless this time too, his eyes burning down into hers. She whined softly at the loss instead, her own breathing considerably faster. “…if you want to, master… I said I wouldn’t object,” she whispered.

Leo shuddered, shaking his head just slightly. “…I meant what I said before. I’m here to save you, Alarielle—not just you, but… everyone here.” His words were low and urgent. “…you don’t have to do this. You don’t.” He was trying to convince himself as much as he was trying to convince her.

Her eyes flickered up at him, a spark of confusion mingling with the desire there—but only for a moment. “…I… I don’t know if I can believe that,” she breathed, “But even if it’s true… I should thank you for coming to save us.”

“…you don’t need to do that.”

“…but what if I want to, master?” Something fiercer flashed up in him in the depths of her gaze—and, before he could respond, she was reaching up to catch hold of his hand.

With a flicker of confusion, Leo let her, the leash falling away. A moment later, though, he gasped as she pulled his hand down between her thighs. A soft sound escaped her as she did—but then, she was pressing his hand against her center… and the searing heat in his blood surged to realize she was soaked, her overflowing desire having only too easily escaped both the silken slip and the insubstantial piece of silk beneath. “…it’s so hot,” she whispered, half-seductive and half-pleading.

“…you… you did this because you thought you had to,” he breathed, without conviction, his fingers trembling where she held them against her core. How desperately he was trying to think… and how hard it was, with the heat of her center against his fingers. “And probably because that maid made you.”

“…she… she had nothing to do with it,” she breathed, shaking her head—and then, very pointedly rolling her hips against his fingers, making herself moan delicately. “She couldn’t have made me do this. Couldn’t make me want you.” Some part of him was painfully aware that she was trying to seduce him, but… it was a small part of him; the rest of him only knew that it was working.

Her eyes flickered up at him, and Alarielle’s lips parted temptingly; “I… I wanted you to save me. Maybe that makes me a foolish girl, but… I thought I’d be safe with you. And… and you did save me. That… t-that was why I did this.” Her free hand lifted, brushing over the strength of his chest. “Because… you’re handsome and you’re a hero and… and that was enough that I could… make myself want you, when you saved me. And… and it’s so hot now.” She closed her eyes and pressed closer.

“I… I’ve done naught to deserve you.”

…are you so selfish that you would leave her wanting because of your own uncertainties, mortal?

Before he could find the words to answer the dragon, Alarielle rolled her hips against his fingers—and then moaned wantingly. “…p-please… I…”

All at once, something in him snapped. With a sharp breath, Leo surged forward; the girl cried out, but she didn’t truly resist as he pushed her back against the door behind her and pinned her there. If the sensation of her breasts against his chest had been hard to ignore before, it was all the more so now, even as the hand between her thighs suddenly dug into the heat of her center, his fingers working at her pussy even through the two layers of fabric that yet guarded it until her head rolled back with a halting moan.

A heartbeat later, he was leaning forward, taking advantage of that to bury his lips in her throat, finding a spot just beneath her collar and suckling hard enough that she shuddered. Whatever part of him still wanted to refuse this had utterly lost, and all it could do now was be sure he honored the wish to be gentle with her. Gods, and even that was hard, when it would have been so painfully easy to simply ravish her…

A moment later, though, his hand against her center shifted; his fingers pressed inside her slip and caught beneath the paltry scrap of cloth that guarded her pussy. That made the heat of her desire all the more poignant—and with a single, sharp motion, he was pulling them down. He had meant to simply pull the cloth free, but it was flimsy enough that one of the straps holding it to her leg simply snapped, and something about that brought a fresh rush of desire. His teeth grazed her throat just hard enough to make her shudder, and then Leo was drawing back for a heartbeat.

Alarielle whined softly at the loss—but the sound was eclipsed by a delicately feminine squeak in the next moment as he caught her shoulders and pulled her away from the door just long enough to pull the silken slip away entirely. That let him rake his eyes over all of her—or almost all of her. His eyes flashed as he caught sight of the insubstantial excuse for a top that yet protected the tips of her breasts and, with a low growl, he tore that away too. Beneath it, her nipples were a pretty pale pink, crinkled and hardened with the same desire that made her core so hot.

His eyes swept downward, over her stomach—and though her cheeks blushed darkly, Alarielle made no effort to close her legs, even as his eyes found her neatly trimmed crop of curls, the same shade as her hair. A heartbeat later, he found her center. The delicate lips of her pussy were the same pretty shade of pink as her nipples, unfolded like the petals of a flower and delicately pulsing with the overflowing desire that had left them slick and glistening. She tucked her head down sweetly… and spread her thighs a little wider.

A heartbeat later, Leo was back against her—pinning her against the door again as he caught her lips with his and slid his knee between her thighs. She gasped against his lips as she found herself straddling his leg, her core grinding against it as she almost thrashed beneath him. Her lips were as yielding as they had been the first two times, but in the same breath, there was something more desperate and wanting in the way she met the kiss, not truly contrasting the way he dominated her lips so much as… trying to provoke it. The kiss hardened, and she gasped into his lips as one of his hands slipped between their bodies to grasp one of her breasts. The orb was soft and supple, just firm enough to press back against his hand, her nipple thrusting into his palm…

For an almost endless moment, Leo drank of her lips that way—and then, he was rolling his leg against her core. Alarielle moaned against his lips, her emerald eyes closing tightly as her hips rolled against his leg; the sound parted her lips again, and this time it took no invitation for his tongue to slide between them, renewing its claim upon the sweet heat of her mouth. His hand squeezed her breast for a moment, and yet… the temptation to have more of her won out all too easily. A moment later, he shifted just enough that his nails could lightly graze down her stomach—careful not to actually hurt her, as the part of him that was the least consumed by the haze of desire demanded—and find their way between her thighs just as his leg fell away.

His fingers found their way to either side of her core as his tongue found her own, and he drew the sopping petals of her pussy wider apart. That brought a fresh rush of wetness and a pulse of heat as she arched into him, some part of the girl clearly excited by being… presented that way even when he wasn’t looking at her. The thought was intoxicating, and Leo splayed her lower lips wider even as he broke the kiss with a gasp, drawing back just enough to let his eyes rake down to her pussy. Alarielle squirmed under his gaze, her chin tucked down and her cheeks burning even as her breasts heaved with the quickness of her breath, but…

But she made no attempt to close her thighs. No, with a sweet, breathless whimper, she arched her hips forward wantingly, her eyes looking up at him pleadingly as much as the way she’d lowered her head allowed, and… that was an invitation he couldn’t resist. All at once, Leo shifted, sweeping the girl off her feet and throwing her carefully over his shoulder; it was hard to say if he could’ve lifted her nearly so easily before, but with the strength from his pact with Zethraxion, she felt nearly weightless in his arms, at least with the heat that surged through his blood in this moment. Alarielle squealed sweetly—but before she could entirely react, he’d carried her over to the bed and laid her out across it.

If anything, her blush was darker now as she looked up at him over the swell of her breasts, her hair splayed out beneath her in a way that made her all the more tempting. Her knees were still bent as he laid her out upon the bed and, with a soft, wanting sound, she spread them further, making an offering of herself in a way that sent the heat in his blood surging. In this moment, she likely expected him to simply take her… but there was a wicked part of him that was much more interested in the thought of driving the gentle girl wild with desire—a part of him that couldn’t resist the thought of dominating her utterly. A moment later, Leo was kneeling between her thighs, one hand reaching out to catch the lips of her pussy as he had before.

This time, he watched her writhe as he splayed her flower open for himself—and it definitely brought a fresh rush of wetness. A heartbeat later, he was leaning forward, and Alarielle's head tipped back with a startled cry as he placed a kiss upon the top of her slit. Giving her no time to adjust to the sensation, his tongue darted between her lower lips and delved into her. The heady scent of her desire surged against his senses even as he tasted the nectar that overflowed from her center. Maybe it was just the intensity of her own desire, but it tasted as sweet as her lips had, and Leo’s tongue surged against her entrance in answer, spearing as far as he could into the velvet heat of her tunnel; that alone won another cry, followed by breathless moans as he let his tongue swirl against her there, driven as much by the impulse to drive her wild as by any conscious knowledge…

For several long heartbeats, she writhed beneath him as his tongue explored her pussy—but Leo could tell she was starting to acclimate to the sensation, and… some part of him couldn’t accept that. No, if he could’ve, he would’ve smirked a moment later as he drew back, drawing in a gasp of breath. But before she could quite protest the loss of his tongue, it was back against her, but this time seeking out the tender, exquisitely sensitive pearl of her clit. When his tongue brushed against it, she shuddered and arched; another cry followed a moment later as he licked it more pointedly, letting his tongue slide across the delicate button, then swirl around it. He could feel her tensing, and… that was enough to overpower the last of his self-control. His lips closed around her clit a heartbeat later, suckling against it with a relentless pressure that drove her mercilessly toward her peak. Heartbeats later, Alarielle all but screamed as her body went taut for an endless moment. Then, as he drew away with a hard breath, she slowly went limp, sinking down onto the bed languidly…
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It had been less than five songs since then. For all that some part of him had entirely wanted to have her in truth in that very moment, when his own desire had gone unsated… the part of him that had promised to be gentle with her had been too aware that she would be almost painfully sensitive in the wake of coming that hard. That had been enough to make him wait, stripping out of his attire and joining her on the bed. Without prompting, she had nestled up against him contentedly, and it was almost enough to forget their circumstances, some part of him still… utterly alight with the satisfaction of what he’d done to her, and the anticipation of truly having her.

Almost. Those thoughts were starting to return, despite the desire that still raced through his blood… If anything, the haze of heat that had made it so hard to think before was stronger now, for the unsatisfied desire, and yet the fact that she wasn’t actively tempting him had made it easier to try to think straight again. To question why he had so easily let himself get pulled into this, or why he couldn’t think straight.

But before that part of him could truly regain its footing, Leo felt a movement against his side. Amethyst eyes flickered open just in time to see Alarielle climb atop him. Before he’d thought she had a dancer’s grace, and the thought returned now to see just how nimbly she moved—though it was a distant one, eclipsed by the realization that she was straddling his waist, the heat of her pussy against his stomach for a moment, before she slid lower. Her desire was no longer overflowing wildly, and yet… it hadn’t faded away entirely, between the heat of her core and the fact that her emerald eyes were still half-glazed as she looked down at him. A heartbeat later, she lifted herself off his stomach and slid lower—and it took him only a moment to realize why.

Leo swallowed. If it had started to ebb a little… the sight of her like that, framed by her hair and the firelight brought his erection back to almost painful hardness, and her eyes had lingered upon his own only a moment before finding it. There was a clear fascination in the girl’s gaze there, and he licked his lips. “…you don’t have to,” he whispered.

She trembled faintly, the fingers of one small hand lifting to tentatively brush his manhood; just the touch was almost electric, and Leo felt himself jump under even that clumsy caress. “…it wouldn’t be fair,” the girl whispered with breathless anticipation, “…you made me feel so good before, master. I… I want to do the same for you.”

There was a part of him that knew he should argue, and yet… gods. Her words brought the heat in his blood back to the fore, and before he could find words, the girl was moving. With that same grace from before, she was lifting herself, one hand still wrapped uncertainly around his erection... and then, in a single, far-too-quick motion, she was lowering herself onto him with a cry. The sound was half-pleasure and half-pain, because the suddenness of it had driven him into her depths in a single motion, tearing through her maidenhead all at once. Her pussy was almost maddeningly hot and tight around him, velvet walls clenching tightly…

A heartbeat later, though, the girl gasped and sagged forward, barely catching herself against the strength of his chest as the sensation almost overwhelmed her. With a sharp hiss of breath, Leo reached up to caress her cheek—and managed to fight past the overwhelming urge to simply take her just long enough to whisper a spell. The ward against pain wasn’t nearly strong enough to be much use in battle, but it eased the tightness of her jaw as she looked down at him in wonderment, her eyelashes fluttering. “…m-master,” the girl whispered, tenderly, nuzzling against his touch gently…

And that was more than he could bear. Leo’s strength surged against her all at once, rolling them over with the same effortless ease he’d lifted her with before. She cried out in startlement—but the sound melted into a long moan as he came down atop her and thrust his hips, burying himself into her the rest of the way. Her pussy clenched around him eagerly, and that was all the encouragement he needed; his lips descended upon her, catching them in another searing, merciless kiss as his hips began to move against her in hard, long thrusts—each one pulling him nearly all the way out, only to bury himself all the way into her again.

If it had felt utterly like dominating her before, to drive her wild with his mouth… this felt just as much like that, as he ravished her mouth and her pussy, laying a burning claim upon both. Her lips yielded to him as easily as before, offering no resistance at all—and despite the exquisite tightness of her velvet heat, it accepted him just as eagerly, her walls clenching around him in a way that made every thrust maddeningly sweet. The white heat of it washed over Leo, stealing away his ability to think, and his thrusts picked up speed, each of them making the girl beneath him moan against his lips. When he had to break the kiss for breath, though, he was aware enough to know he was going to hit his peak before her, when every thrust stole another sliver of his sanity; his hand slipped between them and found her clit again, closing around the tender button.

As he thrust harder and faster, his fingers squeezed the delicate button in time with the thrusts—and that sent her soaring toward another crescendo even faster than he was, her pussy tightening around him each time his fingers worked her clit, her breathless moans building toward a cry… As the white heat swelled maddeningly, Alarielle hit her peak first, and it was the way her pussy clenched desperately around him that sent Leo over the edge in turn as he buried himself deep into her and came, filling her utterly.

In the aftermath, he barely had the energy to roll off her and draw her against his chest before settling into the bed, far more satisfied than some distant part of him thought he should be.


Chapter XVII

The Price of Power

He hadn’t fallen asleep, but it wouldn’t have been quite right to say he’d been awake, either. For that, Leo had a very poor sense of how much time had passed as he laid intertwined with the girl; it felt entirely too comfortable, and some part of him was dangerously content that way. Another part of his mind, though, was decidedly more active, and the thoughts that tumbled through it were… something else entirely. They were conflicted, uneasy, and very guilty. Some small part of that guilt came from having slept with Alarielle at all, under the circumstances, far from certain she wouldn’t awaken and decide she hated him for it. But… her words had been  convincing enough that he didn’t really believe that. She had meant to seduce him, for her own reasons. And she hadn’t had any intention of letting him say no. He still should’ve been able to control himself, and the fact that he hadn’t managed to was troubling, but… not because he’d taken advantage of her. If anything, some part of him felt like it was the opposite, though he couldn’t really hold it against her when he was the one who’d given in.

No, the guilt that clawed at him was instead related to Valyrianna. Just the thought of the princess, much less the near intimacy that had passed between them in the secret chamber of the Temple of Mara, was enough to make some part of him recoil in shame. They… weren’t really a couple, no matter the mad thoughts some part of him had had in that moment, and yet he couldn’t help but feel as though he had betrayed her, and all the more so because it hadn’t even been a wholly conscious choice. No, he had simply let himself be caught up in the intensity and temptation of the moment like a gods-damned fool, not giving anything close to adequate thought to all the things that might come of it—to the costs, or the complications. He’d been caught up in the overwhelming desire of the moment, he had no other excuse or justification. What he would do about that now was… much, much harder to say. On some level, it was easier to let himself linger on the edge of consciousness than face those thoughts head-on.

For that, Leo was just awake enough for the knock at the door to startle him into full awareness rather abruptly. He sat up, disturbing Alarielle where she had been nestled up against his chest—but he was far more aware of the fact that they were both naked, and that he had never locked the door. No matter that most of the ship had seen the girl all but naked before, some part of him found the idea of anyone else seeing her that way now intolerable. That was probably its own problem, but he didn’t have time to worry about that now.

No, instead he was pulling one of the sheets of the bed over Alarielle and moving to stand; she whined without fully stirring and groped for him as he slipped free, but the sheet offered her modesty enough. He found his pants by the foot of the bed and pulled them on, deciding they were enough for the moment. Leo drew in a deep breath, trying to get the scattered mess of his thoughts in order, and looked toward the door, taking a step nearer so it wouldn’t be entirely obvious that he hadn’t actually unlocked it. “…enter.”

The door cracked, and a moment later the maid looked through. He tensed instantly, finding he was very much on-guard against her presence now. She wore an easy, idle smile, glancing suggestively toward the bed. “Well, the two of you seem to have been enjoying yourselves."

He fought down a glower and settled for a slight scowl. “Haven’t you meddled enough?”

The maid arched a brow. “I’ve no idea what you mean, my lord. I just came to see if the man who made himself our guest of honor had need of anything.” Her eyes swept over his chest playfully for a moment, and then her brow arched higher.

“I don’t,” he replied, curtly—but that didn’t stop her from opening the door wider and stepping through. Leo was about to object when he saw the woman’s expression change, her playful not-quite-seduction replaced with a deadly serious expression.

“Are you entirely sure, my lord?” To her credit, her voice didn’t betray the change in her expression, even as she reached out and handed him a folded slip of parchment. “I could get you quite a few toys to use on your new pet, you know.”

He unfolded the parchment quickly, and found a single sentence had been written on it in a neat, precise hand: ‘Get off the ship in the next bell, if you don’t want trouble.’

Leo sucked in a harsh breath; his first thought was that someone had discovered their scheme. And yet… that made too little sense. However long he and Alarielle had been dozing, it hadn’t been over twelve bells. And if she knew he was involved in it, the warning made even less sense. With a frown, he looked over at her in askance.

The maid shook her head and mouthed the words ‘Listening spell.’

“…I have a canceler.” Leo held up his bracelet, studying her warily. “What exactly is going on here?”

She studied the bracelet for a moment uneasily, then looked back at him. “…I should’ve realized, shouldn’t I?” The maid drew in a breath. “The Gilded Knives are going to raid this boat in less than a bell, and you shouldn’t be here when they do.”

“…the Gilded Knives?” His eyes narrowed dangerously, “Why? And how do you know that?”

The maid made a face. “How do I know? Because my lord ordered it. My real lord, not the bastard running this place. And as to why…? It’s just cartel politics. Everyone he expects to sweep up has some affiliation with White Lotus, and my lord’s with the Golden Sands.”

Leo’s mind raced. It was entirely possible she was lying… but what she said was disturbingly possible. He recognized the names of the two major cartels vaguely—the Kerathi Merchants’ Guild of the Golden Sands and the Traders’ Order of the White Lotus—even if he wasn’t truly that familiar with either. More to the point, Leo had heard that their rivalries sometimes erupted into violence, and if word of this auction had reached Valyrianna, it could easily have reached a rival Magnathi faction as well. The thought of the princess brought a fresh pang of guilt—gods, he really hadn’t been thinking at all, had he? Drawing in a slight breath, he tried to push the thought away, because he couldn’t afford to dwell on it when the maid’s words were so pressing. “If that’s true, why tell me?” He didn’t bother to hide the thick suspicion in his voice.

She hesitated, regarding him in the shadows of the chamber for a long moment. “…because you seem like a man who’s going to leave a mark on the Dominion, my lord. Someone like you might even fight his way out of the attack, honestly. So… I’d rather you owe me a favor than have a black mark in your book for betraying you. I’m not telling you on my lord’s behalf, just on my own.”

“And if you’re lying?”

She shrugged. “What would I gain by lying? Not like you really lose anything by leaving early. You can right? As a summoner?”

Leo’s lips pursed. “…if I wanted to, yes.”

“Then get out of here.” She throw him a slight grin. “If you’re rich and famous one day, not like I can really demand you give me anything unreasonable by way of repayment, is it? So… I’m just gambling on you being a man who remembers his debts.”

His frown deepened; she wasn’t necessarily wrong there. If he achieved the success he hoped for… then it wasn’t like the words of a maid, spy or otherwise, that he’d once been at an illegal slave auction could do that much damage. And if she was right, staying would be a disaster. Well, if she was right, it was already going to be a disaster for their plans, but getting caught here by the Gilded Knives would be considerably worse. Clenching his jaw, Leo nodded slowly. “…I am. If you’re telling the truth, I’ll repay this someday.” His eyes flickered. “…though it would help if I had a name.”

She threw him a crooked smile. “No one ever asks when you’re just the help, you know that? It’s Elise. Of al-Jibril, if that matters.”

Despite himself, Leo laughed bitterly. “…I can imagine, yes.” His eyes narrowed. “For the record, this doesn’t give you a pass on how you treated Alarielle before.”

The maid arched a brow. “Frankly, that was almost all her doing, my lord. The girl was eager, and it was for you in particular as far as I could tell, so I can’t say I feel like I really wronged her to feed that fire. Still, if you get out of this and I call that favor in, I’ll be happy to listen to your objections one day. But for now, try not to get yourself killed before I can collect, will you?”

He rolled his eyes. “You don’t need to worry on that score.” A moment later, she was gone and he closed the door behind her, drawing in a long breath.

A possibility we ought have considered. How careless. Zethraxion’s voice flickered with displeasure as the dragon’s presence rippled against his thoughts—but Leo didn’t get the sense that it was directed at him; no, if anything, the dragon seemed displeased that he himself hadn’t thought of the possibility.

Leo grimaced and nodded. Even with the bracelet, he decided it was better to speak inwardly for the moment, when the girl upon the bed hadn’t quite stirred. Surely it’s been long enough that they took the coin off the ship, he answered, his mind racing, But I’m worried for the other women.

We can worry about them once we are out of danger, mortal, Zethraxion countered. Leave the bracelet here when we depart and your allies can still find their way here, even if those she spoke of were intent upon taking the women rather than setting them free.

His lips pursed. True enough, I suppose. You believe her, then?

As you said, she has naught to gain by lying—and we have little to lose by being gone from here. You should be swift; best to quit this place well before the danger shows itself. There was a flicker of something unfamiliar in the dragon’s voice; Even with my power, you ought take care if you must face a cartel’s enforcers.

Leo frowned; the strange tone in the dragon’s voice set some part of him on edge, but he couldn’t dwell on that right now either. Instead, he nodded and drew in a long breath, moving to the bed. Without his presence, Alarielle had curled up around herself beneath the sheet he’d draped over her. She was obviously exhausted, and it pained some part of him to need to wake her. But if he could likely have carried her off the ship, that didn’t make it a good idea. Her awakening in confusion could cause a scene—or, if it happened after he’d incarnated to carry them to shore, terrify her half to death.

No, he reached out and brushed the girl’s cheek after a long moment, then reached down to shake her shoulder gently. “…Alarielle, wake up.”

She made a soft sound of protest and curled up into a tighter ball, and some part of him could only marvel at how painfully endearing the girl managed to be. But… there was no time for that. He shook her shoulder a little harder. “Alarielle.”

The girl’s emerald eyes blinked open hazily as she looked up at him. “…master…?” She shifted, uncurling a little, “…I’m tired…”

He sighed softly. “I know—but there’s no time. We have to go, now.”

Something about the edge of hardness in his voice stirred her more fully, and she sat up, the sheet falling free of her chest as she looked up at him uncertainly. “…we do?”

“We do,” Leo affirmed, drawing in a long breath, “There’s a lot I need to tell you. Everything I said last night was true—that… I came to save you, and the others.” His voice was low, some part of him worried that someone might listen in from beyond the door in a more physical way than the enchantments that his bracelet blocked. “…but it seems like someone else is planning to raid the place too, and I’d rather not have to explain to them what I was doing here. Or trust them with you.”

Her eyes flickered uneasily. “I… you really meant that?” She bit her lip. “I thought it was just a game…”

He winced and glanced away. “It wasn’t, I swear it.”

She was silent for a moment—long enough that Leo looked back at her. Alarielle… well, if some part of him had feared she would be furious about that, she wasn’t. No, not long after he looked back at her, she looked up at him with concern. “…if you came to save the others… What’s going to happen to them if we leave…?”

Leo swallowed hard, his hand clenching into a fist. “I’m going to do all I can to see that my allies still free them, Alarielle. I promise. But I can’t do that if we get caught here by the Gilded Knives.”

The girl shifted uneasily—but after a moment, her face set into a mask of determination and she nodded. “…alright. I’ll follow you wherever you lead, master.”

He frowned. “…just like that? And you really don’t need to call me that.”

She nodded firmly, ignoring his protest. “I… I meant what I said before. Even if I thought it was just a game to you, you did save me. If you really meant it then… I’d be even more a fool not to go with you.”

A moment later, the girl was on her feet; she wobbled a little, blushing as she glanced down at the hint of blood that stained her thighs, but even so she had the same nimble grace he’d noticed the night before.

She caught the leash that was still affixed to her collar and offered it to him—but Leo’s frown deepened. “We shouldn’t go out with you dressed like this.”

Her flush deepened a little, but she tilted her head slightly. “…I don’t have anything to wear. Besides, won’t this make it more convincing if anyone sees us?”

It would—he knew that, and yet… as before, the thought of someone else seeing her like this was intolerable. Leo shook his head. “Maybe, but it’s not right.” Remembering that he’d only pulled on his pants before, Leo stepped past her without accepting the leash and pulled his shirt from where it had fallen at the foot of the bed and handed it to her. “At least wear this.”

Alarielle hesitated for a moment, but… either she wanted some shred of modesty much more than her words suggested or she preferred to simply obey; perhaps it was both. Either way, Leo let out a low breath as she buttoned the top up, deciding that the sight of her dressed only in his too-long shirt—it fell past her thighs, though not quite to her knees—was much more tempting than he had realized it would be. He forced that thought away, though, nodding approvingly as she looked at him questioningly a moment later. He considered throwing his cloak on over his bare shoulders, but decided that he probably looked less ridiculous just walking around shirtless, so he gave it to Alarielle instead. Besides, the desert night would be cold.

This time, when she offered the golden leash, he was accepting it, leading Alarielle out of the room and into the labyrinthine corridors beyond.
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Though his mental map wasn’t perfect, the effort Leo had taken to remember the layout of the barge proved useful. No matter that it felt like they should very much be sneaking around, he projected as much confidence as he could as they ascended the stairs toward the lounge he had been in before—and it seemed to work. They passed a maid there, and a guard on the far side of the lounge, but neither seemed inclined to question them. From what he could recall, there was another level above the lounge, where they’d been checked for weapons, and then a way out to the deck…

And, unfortunately, their luck ran out when they reached the antechamber. Just before he could reach for the door at the top of the stairs, there was a powerful jolt—one that made Leo grab the handrail tightly to prevent himself from tripping backward. With a sharp breath, he looked down, worried that Alarielle had fallen, but if anything the girl had caught herself with greater ease than he had. Her face was clouded with fright, though, as she looked up at him. “…what was that?”

Leo’s mind raced. “…it must have been another barge.” Of course it was. How else would another Magnathi raid the auction? He’d thought they had more time than that… Reaching for her hand, he turned back to the door; “Let’s hurry.”

Her brow furrowed, but the determination from before returned and she nodded uneasily, taking his hand. A moment later, though, as he opened the door and stepped through, Leo nearly ran headlong into the announcer from the auction. The man was still dressed as he had been upon the stage, but this time he was flanked by four armed guards, and Leo barely bit back a curse as he straightened, trying to look as surprised as he could. “…what was that just now?” he demanded of the man.

For a moment, at least, it worked; the auctioneer backed away with a cough, dusting himself off, which at least gave Leo room to step into the room, releasing Alarielle’s hand. The other man glanced at the girl with a frown, then back at Leo, his eyes narrowing. “It seems we’re under attack, my lord,” he replied, managing to project almost-convincing calm, “No doubt only by some jealous rabble, though. You may be assured of your safety here aboard the Dawn Maiden.”

Leo’s eyes narrowed; he couldn’t quite affect panic, but incredulousness was the next best thing. “Attacked? Here?! I thought your lord guaranteed we were safe here!”

The auctioneer scowled. “As I just said, my lord, you are. You should leave this matter in our hands. Return to your cabin—you’ll be safe there.”

“…I think I’d rather not.” His eyes narrowed further as he regarded the man intently, “I didn’t spend as much coin as I did here to risk it all being for nothing because you and your lord were incompetent.”

The auctioneer’s brow furrowed. “…and what were you doing out here at this bell anyway? Ought you not have been in your cabin enjoying the girl there?”

“I wanted some fresh air, not that it’s any of your concern.”

“And you brought your slave with you? Dressed like that?”

Leo scowled back at the man. “Only a fool would leave her to her own devices—and I’m not the sort of man who cares to let other men admire what’s his.”

The auctioneer’s frown deepened. “And you just happened to be leaving to take a walk on deck with your slave precisely when we were attacked?”

“Yes.” The aggravation in the answer wasn’t entirety feigned; gods, they didn’t have time for this. “Now don’t you have more serious matters to deal with than harassing your guest?”

“…I don’t believe you.” The man gestured and the four guards with him shifted, their weapons drawn. They were all holding spears, the ideal weapon for crowd control, especially in the narrow confines of the barge where an attacker had little hope of simply going around. “My men will show you back to your cabin. If you’ve nothing to hide, you can leave this to us and we’ll discuss it after we’ve repulsed this attack.”

Alarielle was trembling; Leo could feel that through the leash, and he swallowed. Without a weapon, there was no way he could simply fight them off in close quarters with his sorcery; the spears would do better against his barrier than a sword, and he was limited in terms of how readily he could use fire against them without setting the whole barge alight. But… that didn’t mean they had the advantage. He couldn’t help the bitter half-smirk that rose to his lips at the thought. “…you’re making a mistake. I’m only going to warn you once. You and your lord have my condolences on your pest problem, but it has nothing to do with me… and I don’t trust you to solve it yourselves, so I’m leaving. Stand in my way at your own peril.”

The auctioneer arched a brow with a flicker of disdain. “You think to threaten us, my lord? Without so much as a sword? I think perhaps you overestimate your own reputation.”

Leo glanced over his shoulder at Alarielle, his voice low. “Get back.”

The girl swallowed, but then nodded uneasily. “…be careful. Please.”

She drew away—and he dropped the leash to let her, looking back at the soldiers a moment later. Some part of him wished he had taken Saladin up on the offer of the weaponsmaster before all of this, but… another part of him said that it would’ve ended up like this anyway, when there were four of them and only one of him. That part was more convincing, and it said instead that he really ought have practiced incarnating more instead. But if that was true—and Zethraxion’s words before echoed in his mind distantly—there was nothing for it now.

No, before the men could approach, Leo reached into the air; “Come, Zethraxion!”

The response came faster than it had that night out in the village—and far, far more intensely, as the dragon’s presence rose around him. If it had felt overwhelming then… that was nothing compared to the searing power that swelled up within him now, and Leo nearly reeled as it flowed into him, the current of flames swirling up around him all at once. Before, it had felt like a narrow cyclone, but now it surged like the petals of a spinning rose, tongues of flame thrown off the whirl of fire searing the walls of the room and the door behind him…

The feeling was intoxicating. It had been the first time, but somehow this time it was so much more than that, burning through him like the heat of a particularly strong drink mingled with the way his blood had burned as he’d dominated Alarielle. That desire was there, but at the core of the sensation was the fury that had been simmering in the back of his mind since the moment he’d learned about the auction, and only grown as he’d stepped onto the ship in truth. Alarielle had muted it, distracting him with desire and more conflicted things, but now… now it returned with a vengeance as the flames formed crimson-scaled armor. He had the power to see things made right. Why hadn’t he used it before now? Why had he hesitated?

The thought was galvanizing, and almost before the armor had finished materializing, he was moving; the wings upon his back flared as he surged forward, giving him a speed the men couldn’t hope to match. One of them—the nearest one—tried, but he had been expecting to fight a man… and his opponent could no longer be described as simply a man. No, as the soldier lowered his spear to catch a charge, the wings on Leo’s back flared again, and it was hard to say if he was jumping or flying. It hardly mattered, though, because he vaulted over the readied spear and caught the man full in the chest with a slash from the talon-like left gauntlet of his armor.

The guard himself was wearing mail, and that was likely the only reason the blow wasn’t instantly fatal; still, he was sent flying into the far wall with a bone-shattering crash from the impact. A moment later, it barely took a thought to conjure a fireball of hungry crimson in the dragon’s maw of the other gauntlet and throw it after the man, and there was no way he survived the explosion of it. That set the wall the man had landed against on fire… but that didn’t matter.

Something was wrong. Something was terribly wrong, and there was a distant part of Leo that was aware of it, but… that part of him was distant and weak and what did it matter? The men all deserved to die. With an almost feral smirk they couldn’t actually see, he rounded on the three remaining guards. To their credit, they seemed to be professionals; they hadn’t panicked as he had so effortlessly destroyed their comrade. Still, they were afraid; he could almost smell it.

Before he could attack, though, they were coming at him; after what he’d done before, the middle man held his spear in the air to ward against that angle, while the other two advanced ahead of him with their spears outstretched in front of them. If some instinct said he should simply rush them… no, that would be foolish. His armor wasn’t unbreakable; the reminder of how it had cracked under the Eidolon’s onslaught was still fresh. Leo took a half-step back, then feinted toward one side, hoping one of the men would break their formation to try to stop him—but they were better disciplined than that. With an angry hiss, Leo stepped backward as one of the spears thrust at him and shifted, eyeing the men.

Maybe a fireball would’ve broken their formation easily enough… but some part of him wasn’t satisfied with that. No, he wanted to defeat them more viscerally than that. A moment later, he was surging forward; both men thrust their spears out in his way, but he caught one on the shield-like visage on his right arm and shoved it aside, forcing himself into the gap that opened. With a shouted curse, the third man tried to bring his spear down into Leo’s path, but flames surged along his left gauntlet as he lifted it to meet the half of the spear, shattering it into burning splinters. Shocked, the third man stumbled back, throwing away the smoldering half-stick he still held as he reached for his sword; the other two split off, realizing that Leo was too close for them to use their spears effectively.

The man he was charging did draw his sword in time to deflect the next slash of Leo’s clawed gauntlet, but the impact sent him reeling; Leo followed up with a powerful blow from his right arm, catching the man full in the chest as the fiery fangs of the dragon upon his gauntlet glowed a hungry red and bit into the metal of the man’s armor with a terrible, rending sound, tearing open his mail armor as he went flying. Before Leo could follow up with another fireball, though, one of the other two managed to turn enough to lunge at him.

Instinct made him turn, but not quite fast enough; the spearhead grazed against his armor, not enough to break it but still bringing a rush of pain. With a roar of fury, Leo rounded on the man, raising his gauntlet to deflect the next thrust. The pain, though… it brought a momentary flicker of clarity against the overwhelming fury of the moment. Why in the gods’ name was he fighting them in melee? Throwing himself backward, Leo called his barrier, the flames somehow a deeper, angrier hue than their usual red-gold.

The third man came at him with a lunge just a moment later, but the barrier held, sparks flying where the steel of the spearpoint surged against it, as Leo murmured the words to a spell furiously. It wasn’t actually his own spell—it was an attempt to recreate the fiery barrage that Aversadrienal had used against him. With one wall of the room already burning… there was no point in being careful, even to the part of him that was more lucid. No, the angry power inside him only too gladly surged forth into a row of angry fireballs that he sent flying at the men without prelude. The man with the sword hadn’t recovered in full, and he had no chance to avoid the blast; the second spearman tried to deflect a fireball away with his spear and had it knocked from his hands by the blast, leaving him to take the next one full in the chest…

The closest man managed to dodge them though, rolling to the side—and he came at Leo again a moment later. That brought a fresh rush of anger that eclipsed the moment of clarity, and Leo all but roared as his attention shifted to the guard who still dared to defy him. The sorcerous barrier faded, sending the man stumbling forward from the sudden lack of resistance as Leo sidestepped him—and used the guard’s own momentum to drive the clawed gauntlet into his stomach. The mail there held, but then Leo swung around in full and brought his other gauntlet down upon the soldier’s back, redoubling the force and skewering the man upon the talons.

Something was wrong. The part of him that could think straight was painfully aware of that, and yet… it could do nothing. No, the visceral power that surged through him was intoxicating at the anger that burned in the fore of his thoughts was too strong. Slowly, very slowly, he rounded on the auctioneer; the man was pressed back against the far door of the room, staring in terror at Leo and the flames that had caught half the room in a hellish conflagration.

Leo took a step toward him, and the man tried in vain to back away. “…w-wait! This… this was all a mistake!”

Another step.

The auctioneer’s face was nearly bloodless. “Wait, please! I… I believe what you said before! I do!”

Angry flames flickered upon the dragon’s maw of his gauntlet, and Leo advanced another step.

The man fell to his knees, “P-please! I didn’t mean it! H-help us, we can fight off these attackers together! I’ll pay you back everything you spent on the girl!”

Leo hesitated. It would be so easy to kill the man. He deserved it. Him and every man on the barge. They were all worthless, wretched bastards. Them and all the Magnathi. Why had he ever thought he couldn’t turn the tide of Valyrianna’s war? It would be so easy. He could just kill them all. They would bleed and burn and… and then he would have the princess and Alarielle both. And perhaps Aurelia de Renais as well, after he had conquered her and…

All of it was wrong. The other part of him surged in indignation at everything that was wrong with the idea of that. Even if they deserved to be cast down… he couldn’t just murder then that way. Making it happen would paint the streets of Heliopolis red with the blood of the innocent and guilty alike.

But they deserved it. With a hiss of breath, his taloned gauntlet melted away as his hand lifted to hold his head, the two conflicting thoughts warring almost physically as the auctioneer cowered by the door, all but forgotten… until the dragon’s voice spoke against his ear. It was soft and yet somehow felt all-consuming; more than that, there was a sharp chill to it now, so different from his usual provocations. Finish him. That wretch deserves no mercy.

Images of the auction flashed through his mind, and the fury surged. If anyone deserved a painful death, it was—

“…m-master…?” Alarielle’s voice cut into the swirling thoughts like a knife of glass.


Chapter XVIII

The Will to Protect

Leo spun reflexively at the voice, the instinctual part of him ready for another threat—but it was only Alarielle. The girl stood in the doorway to the stairwell that led down deeper into the ship, defenseless and unarmed—and his. Even the instinctual part of him acknowledged that she wasn’t a threat, because she was his. The other part of him, though, the lucid one, recoiled in horror at the realization of what she was seeing. The room was a burning, bloody hellscape, and…

And she should’ve been looking at him with nothing but fear, when he was the monster who had made it. But if there was fear in her eyes… it wasn’t directed at him. Not really. No, those deep green eyes were full of concern. The room was almost certainly too hot, even for a daughter of the desert sands, and yet… she stepped toward him anyway. “…w-what happened? Are you alright?”

The sound of her voice had cut through the red haze that had stolen over him a moment before, when she spoke first—and it did so again now. With a gasp, Leo fell to one knee, his thoughts swirling. She was the reason he should destroy this place and everyone in it. She was the one they had wronged, this… delicate, fragile creature who seemed in every way too soft for the cruelty of the world. They would’ve destroyed her, if they had been allowed to. To destroy her the way these men had tried to destroy those they had claimed…

All of it was true; he couldn’t deny that, not even the lucid part of him. And yet… and yet, the thought of her seeing him doing this, seeing him rip the soldiers to shreds, felt no less wrong for that. Power still surged in every mark of him, begging to be loosed against his enemies, but the thought of it that had intoxicated him a moment ago suddenly made him sick. With a groan, Leo shook his head. “…get… get back,” he bit out, his voice pained.

The command, though, had exactly the opposite of the intended effect; with a gasp, the girl was darting over to his side. Distantly, he marveled again at her agility, but there was no part of him that could think about that now. She had stopped only marks away, one hand reaching out toward him, but… she was trembling too much to quite try to touch him, her concern and fear warring in her eyes and in the way her hand wavered. “…a-are you hurt…?”

Leo’s mind reeled. Somehow her nearness made him feel all the more like a monster, because the armor emphasized utterly how much larger he was than her. It made him feel… like a dragon. Realization dawned all at once, and with a furious hiss of breath, he dismissed the helm that covered his face—then grasped his forehead with a harsh breath as the power fought him. He had meant to send it away entirely, but it clung to him, feeding on the fury that flowed through him, and he reeled; the wavering was enough for flames to run along his hand, reforming the armored gauntlet there.

With a groan, he shook his head. “…get away. Get out of here. I… I don’t know if I can—”

“No!” All at once, Alarielle overcame her fear and darted nearer. She felt so painfully small and fragile as she pressed herself against his chest, despite the armor, despite the flames still running rampant through the room, despite the blood that spattered his armor, something he hadn’t even noticed. “…you saved me, and… and I won’t leave you. What’s wrong? I’ll… I’ll do anything I can to help…” Still trembling, one hand reached up to brush his cheek with tentative uncertainty, tears in the corners of her eyes.

“…it’s not safe.” Leo’s head roiled—but something in her nearness spurred the lucid part of him utterly, and it surged against the anger that threatened to overtake him. With a groan, he tried again; the armor on his right arm flickered and rippled… then it turned to ash and drifted away, and that was enough that, despite his words, he managed to lift a hand and brush her cheek in return.

“…I don’t care,” she whispered breathlessly, “I want… I want to repay you for everything. Even if it’s dangerous.”

“…then… I’ll have to keep you safe.” Fighting the anger was almost like a physical thing—and somehow, those words were like a sword when he’d been fighting with his bare hands. He would protect this girl, no matter what. Didn’t he owe her that much, after all he’d taken from her? All she’d given him?

Again, he tried to dismiss the armor—and this time, with the force of that resurgent will behind the effort, the crimson scales turned wholly to ashes and vanished, taking the pressure upon his mind with it. All at once, he realized just how much of an almost physical thing it had been as, with a gasp, he nearly collapsed against Alarielle, barely catching himself with his free hand as she gasped.

“…sorry,” he breathed, looking up at her. “…I’m alright now.”

“…what… what happened?”

Leo swallowed, his jaw clenching tightly. “I nearly made a… terrible, terrible mistake. But I’m alright now.”

He managed to smile at her, but it was weak and bitter, and a moment later his thoughts turned inward furiously. Dragon!

Zethraxion’s presence rippled—but it had been there all along. With the pressure gone… it was painfully easy to realize what it had been. …you should have been prepared, mortal. The voice against his thoughts was hard, but it didn’t have that same cold edge from before now. You knew the risks.

Leo’s hand clenched. He… couldn’t deny that, and yet… Before he could answer, though, the dragon continued, And your mistake was worse than you imagine. For all your questions… you never asked my aspect. Not even once.

The words were like a punch to the gut, and Leo blanched. …I assumed you wouldn’t tell me. You wouldn’t tell me anything else!

The dragon’s presence rippled with displeasure. I should not have told you, mortal—just as I should not have warned you before. It would be so much easier to simply cleanse this stagnant world with my own claws—and make no mistake, if you fail, I will. But I would have told you, had you asked. Silence. Foolish though it is... I have—move!

The suddenness of the warning made it impossible to react to in time, and Leo barely managed to turn in time to see the glint of the dagger flying through the air toward him. His mind raced, but there was no time to raise a barrier, no time to move, no time to—

Crimson flashed through Leo’s vision, and then Alarielle was in front of him, her delicate body shielding him against the dagger. But there was more strength in her than some part of him expected—and that was what saved them both, because, when he was still unsteady, she managed to push him just enough to the side that the thrown blade flew by, taking a lock of the girl’s hair and nothing more. For a moment, everything was still… but then the world exploded into motion again.

Rolling over to put himself atop her, Leo did possibly the most reckless thing he’d ever done in his life; “Come, Zethraxion!”

The power came rushing back—and so did the pressure, but this time he was ready for it. The words that had been his sword before became his shield now, and he held it up against the onrushing power that tried to sweep him away again, keeping his footing against it as the fiery armor engulfed his body. Even like this, the weight of it wasn’t small; no, it crushed down on his thoughts relentlessly, a temptation to simply… destroy everyone on the ship. To wipe out the slavers, to free the slaves—and perhaps to make them his too, as he had Alarielle. But now he could recognize it for what it was, and that made it infinitely easier to hold back the tide, the thought of protecting the girl beneath him something he could hold onto.

The instinct to do it proved right, though—because when he turned, he realized it hadn’t actually been the auctioneer who had attacked them. No, the man was still cowering against the wall where Leo had left him. Instead, there was a flash of steel in the darkness and he barely had the time to feel a rush of wind upon the attack before a curved blade was arcing toward his chest with deadly precision. It clashed against the scales of his armor with a sharp metallic sound, but the attack had been meant to catch bare flesh, and it rebounded off the ruby scales. The force of the attack still threatened to send him reeling, but the power that surged through him rejected that possibility.

No, with a growl he caught his balance and swiped forward with his taloned left gauntlet. There was the sound of steel upon steel again as the curving blade met the gauntlet, glancing off haphazardly when the attacker hadn’t been expecting that. With a curse, the attacker danced backward. As Leo’s eyes followed it, for a moment he could only wonder if the haze of the incarnation from before was still clouding his thoughts, because he couldn’t quite make out the figure even with the flickering light of the flames upon the wall illuminating it. But… no, that wasn’t it. After a heartbeat, he saw the blur of aether around it; whatever it was, it was wrapping itself in shifting, flickering wind sorcery. And that left only one real possibility; it was almost certainly a spirit.

With a curse of his own, Leo summoned his spellflame barrier; it was its customary red-gold again now, and that was reassuring. Just behind him, and caught inside the sphere of power, Alarielle gasped. “…what’s going on?” Her voice trembled, but the girl was doing her best to keep her fear out of her voice itself.

Before Leo could answer, though, there was a flicker of aether from beside the spirit—from the door leading up onto the deck, which was ajar now he realized. The spirit had entered soundlessly. But a moment later, its summoner’s entry was anything but; the man’s power surged all at once, and a burst of wind was rushing into the room with enough force that it tore the door from its hinges and sent it flying at Leo.

The warning he’d gotten was enough, though; with aether surging through him, and Zethraxion’s power roiling the air around him, it took almost no effort to summon a fireball and send it flying at the door. The two met midair, and the explosive blast of it consumed the wooden door, leaving naught but ashes. Leo braced himself for the impact of the wind itself… but it never came. He hadn’t expected his fireball to intercept something that intangible, but it seemed like the blast had completely neutralized the spell. There was no time to consider that, though, because he caught a glimmer of motion out of the corner of his eye, and then the spirit was coming at him again, clearly intending to seize upon the distraction of the spell to attack him. Wind surged along the edge of the spirit’s blade, and Leo instinctively knew there was a good chance it would be able to cut through his barrier like that.

He wouldn’t give it the chance. With a growl, he summoned another fireball and threw it into the spirit’s path. It was too quick for that, though, dancing to the side without losing much of its momentum, and the fireball struck the wall, adding to the already not-insignificant conflagration there. Inwardly. Leo winced. He couldn’t afford to stop and put that out properly in this moment… but gods, how mad it had been to ever think that the wooden ship catching fire didn’t matter.

That thought was fleeting, though, because the spirit was coming at him. His first instinct was to lower his barrier and meet it with a heavy charge, confident that he could overpower it in a clash of pure strength, but that would leave Alarielle unprotected, and he would not do that. No, the thought from before was still the shield that held off the looming weight of the dragon’s power: he would protect this girl. As the spirit dashed at him, Leo held his barrier steady as if he expected it to catch the attack… then dismissed it at the last moment and swiped upward with his right gauntlet instead. The spirit’s wind-edged blade caught him in the shoulder and the sorcery there made the ruby scales of the armor seethe and spark and shudder. The attack would’ve cut through, if he’d let it...

But he didn’t. No, the spirit’s blade had come down with more force than it’d intended without the barrier to intercept it, and that left it enough off-balance that it couldn’t dodge the force of his dragon-headed gauntlet smashing into its chest. The wind barrier around it howled and tore at his hand, but it wasn’t nearly powerful enough to pierce Leo’s armor, much less deflect the crushing force of the blow. With a gasp, the spirit went flying away from him. Its body seemed unnaturally light, because Leo had only expected the blow to toss it back a span or two, but the impact was enough to throw it into the wall instead. He was already starting to summon a fireball when aether flared on the edge of his vision.

“Watch out!” Alarielle’s voice rose in panic—but Leo was already turning back to face the sorcerer in the doorway, who could only be the spirit’s summoner, by then. The man hadn’t fully stepped into the room, but he held up a staff with a glowing emerald head and shouted arcane words. Just as Leo managed to raise his barrier, the sorcerer’s spell erupted into howling blades of wind, ripping at the barrier with dizzying force. They were physical enough that they couldn’t just slip through the barrier, but the spell had clearly drawn on some kind of preparation when the force of it threatened to break through anyway despite how quickly it had been cast. The flames rippled and guttered, the barrier receding, and Alarielle edged backward behind him, her determination temporarily overwhelmed by terror…

But the barrier would not break. It wouldn’t because it couldn’t. He wouldn’t let it. That thought resonated though Leo’s mind—because it was one that he and Zethraxion’s overbearing, overwhelming presence shared. With a furious growl, Leo channeled the dragon’s fury and his own into the barrier around him, heedless of the cost because, in this moment, the well of power all around him felt boundless. The flames around them flared and surged, and for an almost endless moment the two seemed equally matched as the howling gale around him intensified. The other sorcerer was pouring an incredible amount of power into the spell as well…

But it wasn’t enough. Zethraxion’s power surged and roiled and flared, and the red-gold of the barrier was tinged with the hungry red from before as it pushed back the onslaught of wind blades. And then, all at once, the contest was ended; with a gasp, the other sorcerer’s spell broke and the man stumbled back, the emerald gem at the head of his staff going dark as the power he’d thrown into the spell was exhausted.

The dragon’s instincts surged against Leo’s consciousness as the man faltered. He should seize the advantage close the distance, and tear out the bastard’s throat. It would be easy. It would… it would be a mistake. With a growl, Leo pushed back the impulse and the deeper red vanished from the barrier as its seething power eased just a little. “…it’s alright.” His voice was echoed and resonant, but it was his. He couldn’t afford to look back at Alarielle, but he was aware that she had stilled. “You’re safe. I’m going to keep you safe, and we’re going to get out of here. I promise.”

The girl shifted—and then she was moving closer instead of away. “…alright.” Her voice was weak, but there was a lingering echo of her determination there. “…I’ll… I’ll trust that.” A moment later, she was trying to get to her feet.

And so were the sorcerer and spirit, of course. He had sacrificed the advantage in that moment to reassure her, but some part of Leo thought that was the right choice. He would protect her. Besides, pressing the advantage had been to risk being overwhelmed. Drawing in a breath, his eyes flickered to the spirit. Its wind barrier had apparently dissipated, either from the blow he’d given it or from the sorcerer drawing on its power for his spell, and so he could see it properly now. It didn’t feel at all like a creature of the desert, though. No, the sword it bore was a Xiani-style katana, and the spirit was dressed from head to toe in black, form-fitting attire, including a mask over most of its face. That only left its eyes as two pinpoints of green light, glowering hatefully at him.

The sorcerer himself was at least part Xiani as well. The man’s robes were more Xiani than Kerathi in their styling, and he was at least forty summers old, likely closer to fifty when the first hints of grey were starting to appear in his long black hair. Though the largest gem on the staff he held had gone dark, there were several others that yet glowed with aether. “…I have no quarrel with you, sorcerer. Get out of my way and you can live.” Maybe it was foolish to offer him that, but… if nothing else, it would be faster.

The sorcerer stepped out of the doorway, the unfamiliar white talismans on his robe glimmering in the firelight. “…yeah, that’s real believable when you’ve torn our men to shreds. You’re here to help those Golden Sands bastards, no point in denying it.”

“These fools attacked me without provocation,” Leo countered, “I’m here for myself and no one else. This mess with the cartels is none of my concern.”

The sorcerer arched a brow disdainfully. “You expect me to believe that?”

Beside him, Alarielle had tensed. “…I recognize him,” she whispered—and there was something dark and unfamiliar in her voice. “…he… he hurt some of the others, when they disobeyed. With his sorcery, so it wouldn’t leave a mark or actually… ‘damage’ them.”

Leo stiffened, anger surging in his mind. “…you’re sure?”

“…I could never forget him. He enjoyed it.” The darkness in her voice was deeper, an almost palpable thing.

The sorcerer scoffed. “If you wanna talk, stop whispering. You really expect me to believe that? If you have proof, I admit I’d rather not waste time with you, but I can’t say I believe it—”

“The offer’s off.” Leo’s voice was cold, as the anger swirled in his mind—but he took hold of it, giving it no chance to try to overwhelm him. “You’re the one who’s not leaving here alive.” With a growl, he reached for the spell he’d used before—Aversadrienal’s fireball barrage flickered into existence with an almost terrifying ease. “Die!”

The spirit reacted first. With a furious hiss, wind flared along the length of its katana as it lifted the blade and threw it; the sword spun through the air with a blinding speed, clearly intended to cut through the line of fireballs. And yet, as it struck the first… the blast flared with Zethraxion’s hungering crimson as the sword sliced at it—the ensorceled blade tried to cut through, but instead it was the explosion that seemed to cut through the edge of wind upon the sword in a way neither Leo nor the spirit had expected. A moment later, the inert katana was thrown aside like a discarded toy.

“What?! Impossible!” The spirit spoke for the first time with a low, gravelly voice, staring in disbelief—and in the back of his mind. Leo was aware of Zethraxion’s deep, resonant laughter. But he couldn’t focus on that, or even properly try to figure out what exactly had happened. In the same moment, the rest of the barrage arced toward the sorcerer, but another gem on his staff was flaring and a barrier of wind rose up around him. It erupted outward in a burst of force as the central fireball came at him, the rush of air colliding with the fireball solidly enough that it exploded too far away to strike him, and the others impacted on the walls around him as he retreated back into the doorway. By now, half the room was on fire and Leo was aware he couldn’t afford to ignore it much longer, not when it was already starting to catch on the ceiling.

But that, too, was a distant thought. The spirit recovered and produced a dagger from somewhere; wind flared behind the blade, propelling it toward Leo with the same overwhelming speed of the one Alarielle had barely pushed him out of the way of before. This time, though… this time, with the power of the incarnation surging through him, that wasn’t fast enough. The memory of the arrow that pierced his barrier when protecting Valyri when they’d first met was enough to know it might not repel the steel edge of the dagger—so instead, he was lifting the shield-like dragon head gauntlet.

The blade struck it harder than he’d expected, though. The sound of metal on metal rang out harshly enough to make him recoil as the deadly point of the blade tried to drive through the shield, making the ruby metal of the armor there spark and seethe… But it wasn’t quite enough to break through; the blade deflected off the shield after a heartbeat, and Leo was already conjuring a fireball in his other hand. He threw it a moment later, and the spirit barely danced out of the way in time.

By then, though, the sorcerer had recovered from the fireball barrage; he raised his free hand and formed a powerful, swirling blast of air there and threw it at Leo. It was much like the first spell he’d used, more literal wind that might well slip through a sorcerous defense because of that lack of a more direct attack. But, if Leo didn’t know exactly why it’d worked the first time… it had. A fireball formed in his other hand, and he threw it at the floor instead of straight at the onrushing blast of wind. The wind itself wouldn’t trigger it, he knew that instinctively, but it erupted against the floor right about where the two spells would’ve met, and, as before, the blast all but erased the spell.

…his aim hadn’t been perfect, though. Enough of the attack got through to hit him like a gut punch just as some part of him had surged in triumph. Only the knowledge that Alarielle was right behind him kept him from staggering back. Groaning, he tried to catch his breath, even as his eyes searched for the spirit. He’d realized the cadence of their attacks now; the spirit would attack next, while he was dealing with the sorcerer’s spell. They worked well together… but it was just a little too predictable. The spirit had found its fallen katana, and wind flared along the edge again. This time, though, instead if rushing at him or throwing another dagger, it was unleashing a series of slashes that released blades of wind as they cut the empty air. They didn’t have the force of the gale the sorcerer unleashed, but each one still carried weight enough to jostle his barrier as they collided with it, tearing sharply at the flames.

And then the spirit did charge, lifting its blade and surging forward with deadly speed; this time, it seemed intent on trying to impale him instead of slashing, having seen the way its dagger had nearly penetrated his shield before. Aware of that, Leo lifted the shield-like gauntlet anyway, preparing to meet the charge head-on. With a laugh, the spirit charged—and somehow, its speed was somehow closer to truly blinding than its dagger had been.

But only closer.

The katana plunged at him, the wind around its tip shearing through his barrier; Leo had expected that, though, and met it with the shield, gasping as the blade drove hard against his gauntlet. The scales seethed and rippled and threatened to break… but only for a moment. Only for a moment because the dragon’s eyes were glowing bright, and by the time the spirit’s blade struck the gauntlet, Leo was already calling all the fire that threatened to consume the room to him. Behind him, Alarielle let out a frightened sound that might have been a warning, but even if it had realized why, the spirit had no time to escape—and nowhere to go, because fire surged in from every side, inexorably drawn into the gauntlet. Caught in the torrential inferno that suddenly closed in around it, the spirit barely had time to cry out in pained fury before the blaze swallowed it up, washing over it and through it, consuming its corporeal form in an instant.

The power of the flames surged into Leo in the same moment, and he shuddered at the sensation. It had felt like his aether was endless, but he had been aware that he was starting to run low even with the dragon’s power all around him for just how easily he’d spent it. He couldn’t have sustained that for more than a few rounds, when he could only use his spells while protecting Alarielle. But the power that flowed into him now refilled his reserves to the brim and more. The first time, against Aversadrienal, he hadn’t managed to do anything with the aether that overflowed, but that was something he’d thought about since then.

This time he managed to do something with it. The summoner was already starting to cast the next spell as Leo turned on him, but it didn’t matter. Leo had grabbed hold of that excess power and, instead of letting it roll off him like water, he managed to direct it into a spell he was already casting. A heartbeat later, before the summoner could loose his own spell, there was a deafening thunderclap and all that excess power shot forward in a golden blast of lightning, the sudden force of it overwhelming the summoner’s wards, catching him in the chest, and physically tossing him out of the room and into the stairwell he’d come down.

And then, the world was still.

With a long breath, Leo lowered his barrier and looked around, making certain there was no more danger—and that his gambit had extinguished all the fire. There was none, and he had. Leo let out a breath of relief. Now that he was lucid, he could only recoil from the thought he’d had before, that setting fire to the barge didn’t matter. No, gods, the entire thing was made of wood. If the flames had caught and spread… He shuddered to think of it. It was entirely possible that no one on the ship would have survived the inferno that followed, as the entire vessel went up in flames, consuming the attackers, the defenders, and the slaves alike.

On the other hand… the auctioneer was dead now too, having been caught by one of the fireballs during the battle. Leo found he couldn’t really feel any regret over that. Drawing in a breath, he finally turned back to Alarielle. “…are you alright?”

The girl’s face was white, and she was trembling, her eyes wide as she stared at him. And yet… if some part of him wanted to recoil from that, another part of him refused that. No, instead he was dismissing his helm and moving to wrap her in his arms; for a moment, she almost seemed to want to pull away, but then that impulse reversed and she was pressing herself tightly against his chest, burying her head into his shoulder in spite of the armor there. “...sorry. I didn’t want to scare you that way. But you’re safe now, I promise.”

She shuddered against him, but shook her head a little. “…you… you don’t have anything to apologize for,” she breathed, shakily, “You… you had to do it, to win. I know that.” She was silent for a moment, and the trembling in her voice had eased a little bit a moment later. “Besides, you… you fought him for me, didn’t you?”

Leo glanced away. “…sorry if it wasn’t what you—”

“It was.” She cut him off with as sudden intensity—and when he looked back at her, the girl was suddenly surging up at him, her lips finding his. There was an edge of desperation in the kiss, but also something deeper and hotter—something he couldn’t resist meeting, he found, in the fleeting moment before she pulled back “…he deserved it. A hundred times over.”

Leo swallowed, looking down at her. “…if he did what you said, I couldn’t just let him go.”

She nodded, closing her eyes as she rested in his arms. “…you’re so powerful. I... I knew you were a hero, that you fought off a demon, but I’ve never seen anything… even close to that.”

“…I’m still sorry it scared you,” he murmured.

“I can’t say it didn’t. But… it was amazing, too.” There was something like awe in her eyes as he looked up at him.

Leo was silent for a moment, but then he managed a wry smile. “…for the record, what you did was pretty amazing too. Honestly, you saved my life there.” Gods, how bitter it would’ve been, to have overcome losing himself in Zethraxion’s power only to be killed by the spirit’s knife.

Alarielle licked her lips uncertainly. “…you saved me first. It was all I could do.”

“…you risked your life to do it, though.” Leo let out a slow breath. “So as far as I’m concerned, I owe you.”

“You saved me again after,” she countered softly, “And you… you killed that bastard for me too. So I owe you.”

Leo’s lips quirked ruefully, but then he shook his head. “…we can argue about who owes who later. We need to get out of here, now. I’d rather no one else come to investigate that.”

She nodded uneasily, looking around, and closed her eyes. Most of the color had returned to her cheeks, and she wasn’t trembling nearly as hard now. “…I really hope you can save everyone, but I… I really don’t want to be here anymore.”

“Neither do I.” He dismissed both gauntlets, reaching down to brush her cheek. “I’m going to have to carry you. And… I think flying is the only way off the ship.”

Alarielle paled slightly. “…f-flying?”

Leo nodded gravely. “…my wings can carry us both. I promise. Will you be alright?”

She bit her lip. “…it’s… it’s terrifying. But… if it’s the only way, there isn’t any choice.” She closed her eyes and stepped nearer, determination setting itself on her features. “…so… I’ll trust you on this too. I know you’ll keep me safe.”

Alarielle drew in a breath and then looked up at him. “We should leave.”

“…yeah. We can talk later.” Leo drew back and summoned his helmet. “Let’s get out of here.”


Chapter XIX

Into the Night

Alarielle yelped softly as Leo swept her up in his arms like a bride, gathering her against his chest—but she didn’t actually resist. No, after a moment she was nestling herself against his chest, and then Leo was moving to ascend the stairs. The battle hadn’t damaged them too badly, though he tried not to focus on the acrid stench of charred flesh as he stepped over the body of the summoner he’d been fighting moments before. As he did, he was aware of Zethraxion’s presence coming into focus beside him, though.

…heh. You really are a bold one, mortal, to jump straight back into the flames there. Maybe he was imagining it, but Leo almost thought he heard admiration in the dragon’s voice. I thought I would needs at least goad you.

The dragon’s voice was still almost all-consuming, like it had been before, but the resolve Leo had found was enough to keep that from being daunting. It felt fair to be confident in that resolve when it had held through his battle with the other summoner, if nothing else …you were right. I knew what I was getting into, he admitted, with a long breath, And there’s a lot I want to hear answers to now, dragon. But this isn’t the time, and I’m not going to get out of here by rejecting your power.

Heh. As I said when we met… you have an admirable will.

A moment later, they reached the top of the stairs and Leo carefully stepped out on deck. It was still nighttime, but Leo found he could see through the darkness with an unnatural clarity—perhaps that was another part of Zethraxion’s power that he hadn’t realized the first time. He’d half expected to be greeted by more soldiers ready to attack, but no. Whatever attention the sound of the fight had drawn, it hadn’t been enough to pull anyone away from the more pressing battle; as they emerged, the ring of steel on steel echoed through the night, and a glance told him that most of the Gilded Knives defending the ship were already engaged in battle.

There were perhaps thirty men armed like the four he’d fought, but they were being pushed back by a larger and better-equipped force of men he recognized as Gilded Knives in the heavier armor he’d seen in the Magnathi district. They had a variety of weapons, but while the spears used by the defenders had some advantages, the attackers’ heavier armor seemed to have made their advance essentially inexorable. At a glance, Leo saw no summoners or other sorcerers on either side, but he wasn’t planning to stick around long enough to be sure of that. Though, if the one he’d fought was the only summoner the defenders had, there was a flicker of dark satisfaction in knowing he’d made their position considerably weaker.

Setting that aside, though, he couldn’t help but stop for just a moment to marvel at the size of the attackers’ own vessel. It was hard to be entirely sure it was actually a barge—some part of him thought maybe it was actually a seagoing ship—but either way… if the one he was aboard was a floating palace, that one was instead a floating castle. That was his first impression, at least; a second glance betrayed that the walls weren’t quite as high as they looked and were made of wood, not stone. Even so, there were towers built high enough to house archers, and those occasionally found chances to rain arrows upon the defenders without hitting their own men. The prow of the vessel looked to be a ram in the shape of a great sea serpent’s head—except that it served a dual purpose, because that ram had been lifted out of the water enough that instead its mouth had essentially latched onto the side of the auction barge, holding it in place as the attackers used it as a boarding ramp. Such a construct was surely sorcerous in itself…

Alarielle was staring through the darkness, her eyes wide. “…what… what is that?”

“I’m not sure I want to find out,” Leo muttered, swallowing, “Some kind of warship.”

“It looks like a monster,” she breathed, then shook her head. Managing to tear her eyes from it, she looked over at the battle and hesitated for a heartbeat. “…but… you’re sure they’re enemies too? Even when they’re fighting the men who did this…?”

There was a part of him that said this wasn’t the time for that—but another part of him said that it would be cruel to just brush off her concerns. She didn’t actually have that much reason to trust him over the Gilded Knives, no matter what she thought she owed him. He drew in a breath and nodded. “They’re still the Gilded Knives—I’ve seen their armor before—and… I’ve never heard of a Magnathi lord who opposed slavery.” His eyes flickered down at her. “…so I can’t believe they’re here to save anyone. But if you’d rather trust them, I can’t really say that isn’t your choice.”

She hesitated again, but only for a moment, looking back up at him. “…no. Maybe it makes me a foolish girl, but… I want to trust you.” Alarielle’s eyes squeezed shut tightly. “So… let’s go. I really, really don’t want to be here.”

“All right.” Leo drew in a breath. He wanted to say something more—but before he could,

several of the combatants nearby seemed to notice him. Leo shifted enough to drop his bracelet—he’d taken it off before lifting Alarielle—down the stairs behind him, and then he was hurrying away. They were caught up enough in their fight not to follow him, and Leo did his best to find a spot on the barge where he was shielded from view of both the combatants and the towers on the other barge.

Once he was there, he considered for a moment. It would be best if he could cause some kind of distraction… Especially with the archers on the attackers’ ship, escaping unseen would be harder than he’d hoped. But using fire on either ship would risk the same sort of catastrophe he’d nearly caused before. With a frown, he considered for a moment, then decided on what seemed like the best plan he was going to think of without more time. He was used to summoning fireballs in his hands, but it wasn’t strictly necessary when using the barrage he had copied from Aversadrienal. “…I’m going to need to cast again to give us a distraction,” he murmured to Alarielle.

The girl swallowed hard, but she nodded. “I’ll be okay,” she whispered, closing her eyes and pressing closer.

Giving her a moment to steel herself, Leo murmured the arcane words to the spell; the flames flickered into existence, glimmering with a lurid red-gold light. He hesitated, but only for a moment; then, he launched them out into the river at an angle, toward the empty water behind the second barge. Then, he was dashing to the opposite corner of the deck, the one toward the bank. Heartbeats slipped by—and then, the fireballs struck the water in sequence, lighting up the night with a series of bright flashes as the angry hiss of steam from water and fire meeting briefly drowned out the clang of steel on steel.

With the attention of both sides focused squarely away from the two of them, Leo closed his eyes for a heartbeat… then opened them and carefully unfurled his wings. Like so much else about the dragon’s power, the knowledge of how to use those wings came as naturally as breathing. With a glance down at the girl in his arms—her eyes closed tightly as she pressed to him—he kicked off the deck and leapt into the air. In the moment after, for the first time since making his pact with Zethraxion, he was truly flying.
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The sensation of flying could easily have been the most addictive part of using the dragon’s powers, and Leo found himself almost glad that he couldn’t let himself indulge in it with Alarielle in his arms, because… gods. Gods, he could have lost himself in an entirely different way in the feeling of freedom, the rush of wind against his face. At some point he had dismissed his helm again to feel that sensation more directly. The world below felt as though it couldn’t hope to touch him, as though he’d slipped the bonds of it altogether and touched the very sky. And… he could go wherever he wished, with no one to stop him.

Of course, flying cost power—the more rational part of him was aware of that, and glad for it at the moment. His wings were far from large enough to have truly carried him, much less both of them, without sorcery, but in this moment the way it drained away at the overwhelming power was freeing in itself, and… he likely could’ve flown for at least a few bells without taxing his aether too badly at the moment, between how much more of Zethraxion’s power he was channeling and the flames he had absorbed.

That was probably a good thing, though, because he had no idea where he was. Leo realized that as he reached the bank of the river, which was considerably further from the barge than he’d thought it would be. They had traveled far enough that the glowing beacon of Heliopolis was out of sight, but that was all he could say with certainty. The royal highway ran along the river here still, but there was no hint of a city’s lights in either direction—although he could see a small village not too far away. The river’s bounty was rare enough in the desert that very little of the land along its course went unsettled. Still, he had no idea if the people there would even speak Forvathi.

That left him trying to get his bearings on his own as they approached the shore, the clamor of battle aboard the ships having given into an almost eerie silence, broken only by the sound of his own wings as they beat the air. It wasn’t hard to guess which way Heliopolis itself was, based on the orientation of the barge—and from that he could tell they had traveled downriver, toward the sea based upon the flow of the dark water beneath them as he flew. It was hard to tell exactly how far they’d come, though, especially when he had no real sense of exactly how much of the night he’d spent dozing and thinking. At some point, the force from the Helosian Guard that was shadowing them to arrest the slavers would likely pass along the royal highway, but he hadn’t thought to ask if they planned to get ahead of the barge once they realized which way it was going or to follow along behind.

For the moment, though, after soaring past the croplands on the edge of the river—not wanting to damage them—Leo circled in for a landing on the boundary between the fields and the barren sand, not far from the royal highway. Alarielle had stopped trembling in his arms at some point, but the girl had never really opened her eyes, and he could hear a soft sound of relief upon her lips as they touched down upon solid ground.

A moment later, she opened her eyes, blinking against the darkness. “…where are we now?” Despite that her form was still rife with tension, she managed to make her voice mostly steady. “I can’t really see anything.” That made her tremble a little—enough so that he held her closer, for a moment. She seemed to appreciate that, and let out a soft breath.

Leo murmured a word of sorcery and conjured a small guidelight in the air next to him. “…I’m not really sure,” he admitted, sheepishly, “Somewhere downriver from Heliopolis. I couldn’t see Vyr Karondyn on the horizon either, though.” That was the second largest city in the Dominion—and, he’d been given to understand, the center and crown jewel of Lord Xhanatos’s trade empire, sitting at the mouth of the Karonis River. From what he remembered, Xhanatos was with, and likely the leader of, the Golden Sands cartel, which… made all too much sense. He sighed. “…still, we’re off the ship.”

“…I had no idea you could fly,” she whispered breathlessly, looking up at him with wide eyes, “When you said we were leaving, I thought you had a boat hidden somewhere, or we were still on the shore, not… not that.”

Despite himself, he couldn’t help but grin slightly. “…well, I’m a summoner. And I’ve been told I’m a bit mad.” The words brought a fresh pang of guilt, though, and he looked away at the reminder of… what a mess he’d made of everything. A moment later, he was moving to gently set her on her feet—on the grassy side of the divide, since she wasn’t wearing shoes.

“…did I do something wrong, master?” Alarielle’s voice was uneasy, as was her gaze when he looked back at her. She was perceptive, and at the moment he could only find himself wishing she wasn’t. And… she was calling him ‘master’ again. That made him frown; was she calling him that out of fear?

“I told you that you don’t need to call me that,” he murmured quietly, “…and no, you didn’t do anything. I’m just a damn fool myself, that’s all.”

She frowned. “…but it’s about me, isn’t it?”

Leo sighed. “…I don’t want to talk about it right now. We have enough else to worry about.”

The girl glanced away. “…alright. Then… what now?”

“We need to find my allies. But… that’s going to take more flying.” Now that they’d landed, he was feeling the weight of his exhaustion more pointedly, and he knew he should probably dismiss his incarnation. Bleeding off some of the power with the fireballs he’d flung into the river had decreased the pressure of the incarnation, but it still weighed upon him. It… probably always would, he knew. It was just something he would need to be strong enough to keep at bay. And, mad as Valyrianna probably would’ve called him for thinking it so soon after he’d nearly lost control, that felt like something he could do.

Do not grow complacent, mortal, or you will fail, the dragon rumbled against his thoughts.

“…alright.” She didn’t exactly sound happy about that, but there was a quiet determination in her voice too. “It’s better than being lost in the darkness out here.” She shivered. “...everything happened so quickly.”

“It really did.” Leo grimaced, looking over at Alarielle. “Let’s take a few songs to rest. I think we could both use to catch our bearings a little bit.”

She nodded quietly. “…could… could I have a fire? It’s… very cold.” She was barely wearing anything still, he reminded himself with a frown—and just because he couldn’t feel the chill of the desert night through Zethraxion’s power didn’t mean it wasn’t there.

“Of course.” He moved over to the ground near her and wove a spell; it was much different from one of his fireballs, both considerably less potent and more… enduring, when he needed it to keep burning without proper fuel. But still, it was a basic spell, and it took him less than a song to conjure a flame about the size of a campfire.

Alarielle moved to sit right in front of it gratefully, rubbing her hands together as the firelight washed over her hair and skin in the darkness. Despite everything, she managed to throw him a small smile. “…I really appreciate it.” Her eyes flickered. “The things your sorcery can do are really amazing.”

There was something like wistfulness in her voice, and Leo glanced away. “…I was lucky to be born with it, but I’ve always tried to make the best of that.”

“…I’ve never seen a sorcerer use it for kindness the way you do,” she murmured, quietly, looking up at him.

Thinking back to the scene of carnage he’d made on the barge, Leo winced. “I’m not sure I’d say I use it for that.” Maybe killing the sorcerer had been justified, but… killing the guards as brutally as he had was something he was considerably less proud of.

Her eyes flickered. “…you did, though. You used your sorcery when it hurt before. And when I couldn’t see. And when I was cold.” The girl rubbed her hands together and leaned closer to the fire. “I don’t think the sorcerers I knew back at the Tor would’ve thought I was worthy of any of that.”

One hand clenched, and he forced himself to exhale slowly. Shouting would only frighten her. “…then they were a bunch of self-important bastards.” She said nothing to that, glancing away. After a moment, Leo swallowed and retreated several spans away, standing just on the edge of the circle of light. If holding back the pressure that weighed upon his mind was harder when he was tired… dismissing the incarnation seemed more dangerous, right now. Without that to focus on and the wellspring of the power himself, he might well have let himself be lulled off to sleep, and that would be a terrible mistake.

You owe that girl much, mortal. The dragon’s voice was no longer so all-consuming, now that some of the power had bled off, but it was still more pervasive than usual.

…I know that, Leo replied with a growl. But that doesn’t mean sleeping with her wasn’t a mistake.

It would have been a mistake not to claim such a treasure for yourself, Zethraxion countered, But it was certainly also one to try to call upon my power so soon after having her. It was very careless of you indeed, not to notice it was affecting you even then. Not to consider why you couldn’t resist her.

Leo scowled, but for the moment he didn’t let himself be drawn into the first argument. Instead, he narrowed his eyes and looked toward the dragon’s presence. You said you would tell me your aspect if I asked, dragon. So… I’m asking.

The dragon’s presence rippled with what felt like a sigh. You ought have figured it out from the things that nearly consumed you today. It is passion, mortal. The presence shifted and grew, his voice becoming more resonant. Passion in all its forms—desire, anger, joy, hatred, it matters not, all fuel the flames just the same, though as you have seen… few things are more dangerous to you than anger.

Leo exhaled sharply. For the record, I did guess, he growled, I just already made too damn many assumptions, so I wanted to hear it from you. Of course the dragon was a spirit of passion. That made… a painful amount of sense, for the warning in the Tome of Spirits about the kind of spirit that would try to forge a pact of its own accord.

As I said, you ought have asked far sooner. And if you grow complacent as you did today… you will fall. Never doubt that.

His lips pursed. Shouldn’t you want me to fail? You… did that, didn’t you? You set me up to fall. You pushed me to take her. Your power pushed me to take her.

Hmph. Make no mistake, mortal—even if I were to wish it, if my power were to overcome you, I could not stop it. You said yourself that no power comes without a price. My power is greater than most, and the price is commensurate. If you wish to bear it, and to claim it, you must be able to endure this burden. That is the way of the world, and even if I could save you from yourself, I would not. That girl saved you this time… but next time, you may not be so lucky.

Zethraxion’s presence shifted, and his words seemed to come from everywhere for a moment. So heed me well. In battle, my power will be your armor against sword and spell. But to use it, you must guard your mind with the finest armor your will can forge. It will be tested, mortal—again and again, it will be tested. And if your armor is no more than dross, you will fall, and all that is yours will become mine. Never dare to forget that.

Leo’s eyes closed as the words threatened to overpower him—they became the pressure and for an endless moment, it surged against him harder than it had since when he’d nearly fallen. But the words themselves echoed in his mind, and he thought of what had let him push it back before. The promise to protect Alarielle before was no longer so sharp a sword with the danger passed, but… the memory of the dream he’d had the night before he’d fought Aversadrienal came into focus, the thought of Valyrianna fighting another battle and losing. And despite his guilt over everything this night,… that thought was utterly intolerable. Silently, wordlessly, between himself and the gods alone, Leo whispered a promise that it wouldn’t happen. That he would protect her. That would be his armor, and his sword and his shield.

With a surge of will, he pushed back the dragon’s presence sharply, and the surging tide ebbed. …I won’t, dragon. Not ever again. Opening his eyes, Leo looked toward where the rippling presence had receded to. But you didn’t answer the question. Shouldn’t you want me to fail?

…hah. Persistent, aren’t you? There was the impression of a toothy grin, and Leo found he almost felt as though he were looking into the dragon’s slitted, golden eyes. I should, yes. It would be far, far easier to see through my ambitions and intentions with my own claws. But, against my better judgment… I find I have become fond of you, mortal. You pay heed to my words—and though you do not always succeed, you strive not to be a fool, or to let others make you their creature. You have some taste in treasures, and you protect that which is yours. And you have not forgotten what you promised in our pact as soon as that became convenient as I had expected you to. There was a flicker of dark, almost bitter laughter, and the sensation that he was staring into the dragon’s eyes became unmistakable. So, you have won some small measure of my favor, and… for the time being, I am content to pursue my ends through you. Do not squander that favor, mortal, or I will see that you regret it very bitterly indeed. 


Chapter XX

Vyr Karondyn

After the discussion with Zethraxion, Leo found himself surprisingly calm. There was certainly some part of him that wanted to be angry with the dragon, and to blame the spirit for all that had happened and almost happened, but… it would’ve been unreasonable. More than that, he found that he thought he could believe what Zethraxion had said at the end. Maybe that made him a fool, but some part of him thought that distrusting the dragon’s begrudging goodwill was actually more dangerous than trusting him too easily. It wasn’t as though Leo had ever accepted the dragon’s advice blindly anyway.

But that was something he would have plenty of time to think about later. For now, he needed to find Saladin’s forces, and he could only hope that the High Warlord had decided to lead the raid personally. If nothing else, he seemed very much like the sort of commander who would prefer taking the field himself as opposed to leaving something that important to his subordinates. Regardless, though, they had been resting for about half a bell now without any sign of travelers on the royal highway. Much as it tempted some part of him to circle back and check on the two barges, he was hoping he’d managed to escape without being noticed and going back would almost surely imperil that.

No, they needed to press on. Leo drew in a breath and stepped back into the circle of firelight, glancing over at Alarielle as he approached. The girl had been staring into the flames of the campfire he had made for her with a distant expression, and she seemed lost in her thoughts for the way she didn’t even look up as he drew nearer. Leo frowned, moving over slowly and then settling down beside her, perhaps a pace away. “…Alarielle?”

The girl started softly, drawing back instinctively, and for a heartbeat there was a flicker of fear in her eyes—but it ebbed after a heartbeat as her eyes fixed on Leo. She let out a soft sigh. “…sorry, master. I was just thinking.”

He arched a brow. “You have nothing to apologize for, I’m the one who startled you.” She was calling him master again, and this time it didn’t feel like fear, no matter that he’d startled her. It was hard to know exactly what to make of that.

She flushed just slightly and lowered her eyes. “I… I shouldn’t have been letting my imagination run away with me right now, though. I know I do that too much.”

“What were you thinking about?” Maybe asking was unfair, but her words also felt like an invitation to.

Alarielle bit her lip, then looked up at him uncertainly. “…a lot of things. What’s going to happen to the others I was traveling with when we were caught, whether they’re okay, what… the future holds now. Whether we were just fools for letting ourselves get caught up in all of this.”

Leo shifted a little nearer, reaching out for one of her hands; after a moment’s hesitation, she offered it to him, and he clasped it in his, squeezing it reassuringly. “…we’re going to save them still. If it’s within my power, I promise you that.”

Her eyes flickered at him. “…why do you care so much about what happens to us? I… I don’t want to sound ungrateful, but… it still feels surreal that you’d risk your life to help us, when we’re not anyone important. I… I thought I could tempt you into saving me because I had something I could give you for it, but… we don’t have any way to repay you other than that.”

He hesitated, considering the possible answers. “…because it’s the right thing to do,” Leo decided, after a moment, “None of you did anything to deserve ending up like this. But… I’ll admit, it was a little selfish of me, too.” He flashed her a slight, wry smile. “I happen to be Forvathi myself, you see, so… it’s a little easier to care about someone taking advantage of my own people this way.”

Her eyes widened. “…wait, you are? Truly?”

“I am. I’m not from around here, but I’m Forvathi as much as you are.” Leo met her gaze intently. He frowned, realizing he’d never properly introduced himself. “…you probably heard at the auction, but my name is Leo, by the way. And I’m a summoner with the Free Swords.”

She frowned. “…I did. I… I knew you were a summoner, too, even before I saw you fight. Like I said, I heard… rumors about you from… from the guards there.” A flicker of bitterness twisted at her lips. “…I think they thought I was just some pretty fool, so they didn’t bother being careful what they said where I could hear. If you’re trying to destroy them, I… I can tell you a lot more than that.”

“…if you want to, I’d be glad to hear it.” Anything they could use against the slavers was worthwhile… but also, he found that it was very easy to want to give her the chance to take a little revenge. “We’re going to take the bastards down. All of them.”

Her eyes glimmered darkly for just a moment. “…they deserve it,” she breathed, “Every last one of them. If… if they hadn’t been going to sell me, I think every one of the men there would’ve forced himself on me.”

Suddenly, it made a lot more sense that she hadn’t even flinched at the brutality with which he’d dispatched the guards on the barge. Leo repressed a shudder of disgust. “…they’ll pay for it, if I have any say in it. I swear that.”

“…thank you.” Alarielle closed her eyes.

Silence lingered between them for a moment after that—and not a comfortable kind. No, the terrible images that her words evoked lingered in the air too poignantly for that. With a frown, Leo considered how to break it for a long moment. “…by the way, my spirit is named Zethraxion,” he told her after a moment, “…he wanted to save you too.”

Her eyes opened, and there was something fascinated in them as she looked over at him. “…really? Spirits never cared about things like that in all the stories I’ve heard.”

Leo laughed wryly. “Well, he… isn’t exactly normal. He’s a very opinionated dragon.”

She shifted, and after a moment, one hand lifted to brush at the pauldron of his armor. “…a dragon… That sounds terrifying. But… kind of amazing too. I guess… your armor does look like a dragon’s scales, doesn’t it? Well… I guess I owe him too, then.”

Hmph. She owes me naught. A dragon claims treasures as he desires, for his own purposes. Leo had the distinct impression that the dragon was looking at him accusingly.

Despite himself, Leo rolled his eyes at that, and threw Alarielle a slightly conspiratorial smile. “…he says you’re welcome.”

Liar.

“…in his own way, anyway.”

Hmph.

For just a moment, the girl giggled. “…so he said something else?”

“Just about what you’d expect of a dragon, honestly.”

The silence returned after that, for a long moment—but it was less bitter now. Then, after a long moment, Alarielle looked up at him and hesitated. “…I…” She looked over into the flames. “…we left home because none of us wanted to be the Torvald’s women. If you’re Forvathi too, you… you don’t want that of the others, do you?”

Leo shook his head firmly. “No. I… was never planning to do anything tonight, Alarielle. I had to pretend to buy one of you as part of our plan, but I never expected that kind of gratitude, and I wouldn’t accept it, honestly.” His jaw clenched slightly. “…if I just wanted to be a Torvald, I never would’ve come to Al-Kerath.” Torvald was the traditional title for the leader of a Forvathi clan—or Tor, as they were called; it seemed that tradition remained the same for the Forvathi here as it had back in Sylvarithea. And, despite what he’d implied to others, the tradition of the Torvald having a harem had been far from dead at his Tor in Sylvarithea.

She let out a breath, looking back at him. “…I guess someone as strong as you could’ve been, if you wanted to. I just…” Alarielle shook her head a little bit. “I don’t think you would, not after all you’ve done, but I don’t want to see anyone hurt any of them.”

He glanced away. “You must care for them quite a bit.”

Alarielle sighed softly. “…it’s probably foolish to be so worried about them, honestly. A lot of them don’t even like me. But… they don’t deserve this.”

“No one does.” Leo looked back at her intently, squeezing her hand with as much reassurance as he could muster. The girl offered him a delicate smile for that, and he drew in a breath. “We can talk more later. The sooner we meet up with my allies, the sooner we can see them all safe.”

She shifted slightly. “Can I ask who they are, master?” There was hesitation in her voice. “You said you don’t trust the Gilded Knives. But… what other powers are there?” Alarielle bit her lip. “Are your allies… our people too?”

Leo’s throat tightened. “…I can tell you, but I’m going to have to swear you to secrecy about it.” His voice hardened a little bit, as he looked over at her. “No one but the two of us can know I’m working with them. Can you promise me that, Alarielle?”

The girl paled slightly, but after a moment she was nodding. “…it’s too late to decide not to trust you, even if I wanted to.” Her lips twitched toward a slight, rueful smile. “And I want to know. Even if I’d be better off not knowing. So… I swear it, on the name of Kaliera—I won’t tell anyone without your permission.”

“…thank you.” Leo sighed. “Sorry to have to ask it, but these things are complicated. I’m working with the Helosian Guard.”

Her eyes widened again, startled. “…really? The… the king? I wouldn’t have thought he cared about us.” There was just a faint ripple of bitterness in her voice.

Leo frowned. “Not exactly the king, but close enough. And… they do care, Alarielle. I promise you that. I was surprised too, honestly.” He released her hand and drew back, moving to stand. The pressure of Zethraxion’s presence wasn’t as heavy against his mind, and some part of him whispered that that was likely the most dangerous thing, letting himself grow complacent when the danger wasn’t as pressing. But right now, he was glad for it. It had probably been foolish to talk to her without dismissing the power, but… there was something about Alarielle that he found himself decidedly weak to. It had been hard to resist the urge to comfort her. “And I’m going to get you to safety. I promise.”

The girl nodded, putting on her mask of determination. “…it’s a little hard to believe the king cares about us, honestly. If I didn’t know how people here saw us before… before that, I do now.” She shuddered, closing her eyes and balling one hand into a fist. Before he could move to comfort her, though, the girl’s emerald eyes opened and locked with his, something almost dangerously intent in them—and it matched the quiet passion in her voice. “But… I believe you. Whatever anyone else says about us, what they think about us, whether they care about us, it’s not important. If you’ll keep me safe, I’ll follow wherever you lead.”
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Before they set out, he’d ended up creating something that was essentially the inverse of the ward against heat he’d used on his trek through the desert on the way to Heliopolis, a ward that would keep Alarielle warm in his arms. It took more energy to sustain than the other ward had, but the flow was still essentially minimal, at least when he was incarnated. With that done, though, he’d gathered her up in his arms again and taken flight. Perhaps fifteen songs of flying upstream, in the direction of Heliopolis, had shown no sign of Saladin’s men, which had made him relatively certain that they’d gone ahead toward Vyr Karondyn instead. There wasn’t a lot of reason not to, when the city on the Karonis delta was the only other destination in that direction that a barge could be bound for unless it was seaworthy. Well, there were other cities on the delta, but reaching them from Heliopolis would usually involve passing through Vyr Karondyn anyway.

As they flew, Alarielle had slowly opened her eyes this time; she was still obviously afraid, and yet… it seemed to have ebbed enough that flying fascinated another part of her, even if she likely couldn’t see much through the darkness. For that, Leo had taken care to fly as steadily as he could. There was a part of him that was almost painfully tempted to explore all the things he could do in the air, but… that would risk losing control and scare her again, and one of those alone would’ve been reason enough not to. Well, probably; Leo wasn’t quite sure he could convince himself he would’ve resisted the temptation if he'd been flying alone, even for the danger.

Alarielle was a mystery, though. For all that seemed to frighten her about the world, the girl could be startlingly willful at times—and the duality of that was striking, especially when it was juxtaposed as it had been when they had been leaving the makeshift camp. And there was a temptation to both parts of her, never mind that he shouldn’t have been letting himself be tempted by either facet. His guilt over that was still a poignant thing—and he was determined not to just… ignore it, despite that there was a part of him that found it easier to just focus on Alarielle.

Still, though it was easy to see only the frightened parts of her when she was nestled in his arms like this, Leo was fairly certain the other part of her was just as real, between the way she’d climbed atop him on her own upon the barge and the quiet intensity of the way she had declared that she would trust him—and, implicitly, not his allies. Not yet, at least. And if that was fair, it had come with the weight of a certain expectation, and he couldn’t really ignore that. Her words from before lingered in mind all too easily: ‘I thought I could tempt you into saving me because I had something I could give you for it.’ If that was the way she thought, then… perhaps she gave her trust itself for a similar reason. If some part of him said that was incredibly naïve, to think anyone would protect her for that… another part of him pointed out that she was not wrong. No, it was all too easy to want to repay that trust, he found. And then there was the way she had insisted on calling him ‘master.’ Was that meant as a temptation as well? He couldn’t say for certain, right now. It was also possible she didn’t entirely believe that he really wanted to rescue her even now.

Regardless, all of that was something to think about later. It was hard to say exactly how long he flew downstream along the Karonis after that. His sense of when they’d left the barge was incredibly vague, and whatever sense he had of the passage of time was eroded away by the unfamiliar swiftness of flying. Even beyond that, flying itself was distracting enough even without his poignant awareness of the still essentially half-naked girl nestled in his arms. At some point, Alarielle’s fright had eased enough she had nodded off to sleep in his arms—which were getting tired. It had been long enough that he was starting to feel the energy drain of flying more acutely, but… he had more than aether enough left to press on even so, and the knowledge that he needed to warn the Helosian Guard of what had happened. Besides, the sky was steadily growing lighter… And he could follow the royal highway, at least—without that, he would have had no idea which of the branches of the Karonis to follow when it started to fan out across the delta. Villages and farms multiplied where the river divided, fanning out into a constellation as opposed to the thin band upon either side of the river before that.

In the end, the light of dawn broke over the horizon at least half a bell before the walls of Vyr Karondyn appeared there. The name was Forvathi—he had recognized that instantly the first time he’d heard it. Much as a Tor was a clan, Vyr meant “city.” The naming of the cities in the Dominion seemed as varied as the people who dwelt in them; from what Leo had heard, it’d had a Luxterrian name after the arrival of the Helosians, but Lord Xhanatos had apparently restored its older Forvathi name upon his ascension.

Of the cities in the Dominion, Leo had heard that Vyr Karondyn was either the largest or second only to Heliopolis in size, and it wasn’t hard to believe that as he soared nearer, angling himself downward to pick up speed. At a glance, it certainly looked larger, because the two cities could scarcely have been more different. If Heliopolis was a walled city surrounded by lush beauty, Vyr Karondyn was instead a sprawling port city that stretched out along the coast. It had no outer walls at all, at least upon the landward side of the city; no, instead there was a fortified acropolis at the city’s center, walled off by black stone that stood out dramatically against the sandstone used elsewhere. From above, Leo could see that the acropolis was full of larger buildings—temples, estates, and a military barracks at least as large as the one he’d seen near the entrance to Heliopolis, along with a similarly sized amphitheater.

The city itself stretched out in an L-shape against the side of the river, half facing the sea beyond and half running along the river itself. Without outer walls, it was hard to see exactly where the city ended and the outlying farms and villages began, because the two flowed into one another almost seamlessly. Upon the whole, the city itself was both broader than Heliopolis and not nearly as tall, though; only the buildings in the acropolis, built of white marble, granite, or other stronger stones, had any real height. The rest of the city was flatter, though also denser, made of sandstone buildings and more wood than he had seen in Heliopolis.

The latter wasn’t wholly surprising, though. The whole of the delta—which stretched out well past the edge of his vision to one side, encompassing all the space between the river’s branches—seemed incredibly lush, even compared to the land around Heliopolis, and most striking about what he could see of Vyr Karondyn was just how many palm trees grew freely among the buildings, offering shade to the streets against the sun. Aside from the acropolis, the sprawl of the city seemed to be clustered around a pair of ports; one of them he could see upon the river, and it was more extensive than Heliopolis’s. The other was beyond the seaward wall of the acropolis and so out of sight, but the towering masts of oceangoing ships docked there rose high enough to betray that it was there.

On the whole, if it didn’t make half the impression that Heliopolis had from afar… still it was one of the largest cities he’d seen, and some part of him said it was entirely unfair to judge it both from afar and from the air. Besides, the ships themselves were striking; he could see far more barges docked upon the river than there had been in Heliopolis. As he surged nearer, though, something in the corner of his eye caught his attention, and he glanced that way only to gasp as his eyes caught upon the vast lighthouse there.

Built upon the far shore of the branch of the Karonis that the city straddled, the lighthouse rose from a square base, but perhaps halfway up it turned circular, slimming as it soared up to a height that surely did match that of the royal palace. On the peak, a vast mirror caught the dawn light blindingly, sending a focused beam of radiance back out to sea, and he could see another massive fire still burning there as well. And just beyond the lighthouse was a fortress that made his breath catch in another way. It was made of the same dark stone as the acropolis walls, rising up from an already impressive earthwork base, high enough that its dark bulk towered over the city even with the lighthouse next to it. The walls were sturdy rather than elegant, the fortress itself massive in a way that the palace at Heliopolis was not. It was divided into several wings, each of them guarded by sturdy walls that were themselves capped off by towers that did not so much soar as loom, their profiles jagged and dangerous. Even from afar, he could make out the outline of siege weapons upon the battlements; any ship that tried to sail up the river past the fortress… was almost surely doomed.

It took long moments to tear his eyes away from the sight of the fortress and the lighthouse. When he did, he glanced down at the girl in his arms, but decided not to wake her. It was a view he could always show her later, if she wanted to see it. No, forcing himself to focus, Leo scanned the royal highway as he approached the city… and it didn’t take long to find what he’d been looking for.
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The Helosian Guard had made camp along the highway just far enough beyond the walls of Vyr Karondyn that they wouldn’t attract too much attention, but close enough that they could reach the city fairly quickly, especially since the detachment they’d brought seemed entirely mounted. Leo made a point of coming in to land on the far side of the small camp from where they’d corralled their horses for the night. Leo’s experience with military camps was decidedly limited, but he still found himself impressed at the one the soldiers had made, digging a ditch along the perimeter and using the sand from it to build a raised earthwork just past it. At least part of that makeshift rampart was fortified further by the wagons they’d brought along with them, likely to carry the freed slaves back to Heliopolis. The camp was in the shape of an oval, with a guarded break in the makeshift fortification at either end.

For the moment, Alarielle was still asleep—but as much as he had hoped to let her rest, it seemed unlikely that whatever exchange he had with the guards wouldn’t wake her. For that, he gently shook her awake. She looked up at him plaintively but, after a long moment, awoke enough that he could set her upon her feet; she all but hid herself in his shadow as Leo approached the camp. Thinking of her words before, he murmured a quiet assurance that they were allies, but he let her hide there. It was probably better if she didn’t draw too much attention anyway. The guards there, a pair of soldiers in the robes-and-mail uniform of the Guard and armed with halberds, had been watching him warily since he landed, and one of them stepped forward well before Leo could actually reach the perimeter. “Hold! Who goes there?”

Leo stilled; he’d summoned his helm before landing, and he knew that likely made him look particularly daunting to the soldiers. Under other circumstances, he might’ve appreciated that, but here it was dangerous. “…I’m a knight with the Free Swords, and I’ve come to deliver important news to High Warlord Saladin or his representative here.” He was hoping not to have to use his name, because even with the cover that it was part of an assignment he’d been given along with his commission, it was better if fewer people knew he’d been working with Saladin. He doubted he could actually get in without giving it, though.

The soldier shifted uneasily, eyeing him up and down. “…and you just show up here wearing that? You’re gonna need some proof.”

Even if the man couldn’t see it, Leo arched a brow. “It’s urgent important news—and I knew where to find you, didn’t I?” At the moment, he was cursing the decision to leave his knight’s insignia back in Heliopolis, but he hadn’t wanted to bring anything along to the auction that he couldn’t risk losing.

“You could’ve just flown out from the city for all we know,” the soldier countered, warily, “If you want me to consider it, at least let me see your—”

“At ease, lads.” Leo would’ve recognized the High Warlord’s voice anywhere, and he looked up to see the man striding up out of the camp from the general direction of the large tent at the center of it. He was dressed as befitted his rank, his attire similar to the robe-and-armor of the Helosian Guard save that the plate of his armor was heavier and the robe was a rich azure color—that and he wore an armored mantle over his broad shoulders, the rose-gold pauldrons wrought in the shape of a pair of lions, a white and blue cloak streaming down it to not quite reach the ground. “He’s who he says he is.”

“…are you sure, my lord?” The soldier hesitated.

Saladin arched a brow, one hand resting on the hilt of the scimitar at his waist. “Did I sound less than certain, soldier?”

His manner was still easy, but there was an undercurrent of danger in his voice that the soldier recognized at once. “No, sir! Pray forgive me.” The soldiers drew back, snapping to attention smartly as they flanked the entrance in the rampart instead of blocking it.

A faint half-smile twitched at Saladin’s lips as he glanced over them, but then his eyes flickered to Leo, studying the draconic armor with an experienced, appraising gaze as he approached. He arched a brow a moment later—but seemed to think better of whatever he was going to say, for the moment. “I take it we have a problem?”

“A bad one, I’m afraid,” Leo agreed, “Is there somewhere we can talk in private?”

The warlord nodded, all business now as he turned. “This way.” Leo moved to follow and, after a moment’s uncertainty, so did Alarielle. The girl made a slight eep as Saladin glanced back and noticed her, arching a brow. Leo only shook his head, though, and the warlord shrugged. As they approached the tent, Saladin glanced at one of the guards by it; “Get that girl something to wear, would you?”

“Right away, my lord!” The soldier hurried off, and Saladin stepped into the tent, holding it open for Leo and Alarielle. The girl regarded him more warily now, but after a heartbeat she was darting past, then moving to hide herself in Leo’s shadow as Saladin closed the flap and beckoned them further inside.

The tent itself seemed to be separated into several subsections, but there was a medium-sized table in the center of the main space. A faint ripple of sorcery in the air betrayed that there was a fairly powerful spell of suppression active, keeping anything they said there from reaching outside—like the one on the bracelet, but blocking physical sound as well. Several aides were standing around the table, but a gesture from Saladin sent them out the far side of the tent, and that left the three of them alone.

When they were gone, the warlord turned back to them and threw Leo a slight grin. “That spirit of yours has good taste, lad. I’d expect armor as fine as that to be forged by the royal smiths.”

Despite himself, Leo laughed. “I’m sure he would say you should expect no less from him, warlord.” With a thought, he dismissed his helmet, but left the rest of the armor in place for now.

As it happens, yes, yes I would. But I suppose this mortal has an eye for quality, and I do appreciate that, the dragon interjected. Leo rolled his eyes.

“Hah. Can’t say I don’t appreciate a man who knows his own worth. Or… dragon, I suppose.” Saladin’s eyes narrowed as he sobered, though. “What’s the damage?”

Leo drew in a long breath, then willed away the incarnation; it brought a slight gasp from the girl behind him, and an arched brow from Saladin, but… without the weight of Zethraxion’s presence, he could think more clearly, at least before the exhaustion hit him. “…pretty bad. The barge was attacked by one of the other Magnathi during the night. I didn’t stay long enough to see how it turned out, but… I’m pretty sure they took the ship.”

Saladin cursed—or at least, from the inflection, Leo was fairly certain that the unfamiliar words in Kerathi were curses. “Bastards. Must have been Xhanatos’s lot, considering where we are. Should’ve realized they’d try to steal a march on us.” He curled a hand into a fist. “…what bell? Did the coin get off safely at least?”

Leo’s lips pursed. “Hard to be sure… but I think so. It was well after the auction, at least.”

“Good. Then we’ve got at least one ace in our hand that they won’t know about.” He scowled. “This wouldn’t be the first time that smug bastard tried to knock Valyri’s legs out from under her, frankly. He’s a canny one, and the most dangerous by far.”

Leo’s throat tightened. “…what do you think he’ll do with the slaves?” He wanted to know for himself… but he was also making a point of asking to try to reassure Alarielle.

“Well… I doubt he’ll keep ‘em. Frankly I expect he’ll make a show of having pulled this off, one way or the other. Hopefully that’ll mean turning them over to us—or the king, which is basically the same thing.”

A slow breath escaped Leo, and he was peripherally aware that Alarielle had pressed herself against his back, listening over his shoulder. “That’s something, at least. What now, then?”

Saladin frowned for a moment, then sighed. “We’ll give him the show he wants to make,” he decided, “Show up at the docks to wait for the barge like planned and see how it all shakes out. If he thinks he’s got us licked, he’s less likely to follow up before we can follow the golden trail you laid back to the bastard himself.”

The thought of that didn’t sit right, but… with a sigh of his own, he nodded. There wasn’t a clear better option. “Alright. Can I… come along, to hear what they say?”

“…you think anyone there could finger you?”

“Hard to say.” Leo frowned. “I was… warned of the attack by one of the staff on the ship—a spy. She said she was just doing it so I’d owe her a favor, but hard to know if I can trust that.” His lips twitched into a grim smile, but only for a moment; “I had to fight my way past some of the guards, but… they won’t be telling anyone. I tried not to let the attackers see me escape, but I can’t say how well I managed it. And hard to say if they have any paperwork. I didn’t sign anything but the promissory notes, though, so anything they have is squarely on the other end.”

Saladin nodded. “I think that’s about the best we can hope for. Not enough to try to charge you, anyway.”

“Either way, I was hoping I could just pretend to be one of your soldiers when the barge arrives.”

The warlord’s brow furrowed, considering. “I suppose there’s no harm in it. I’d want to see this mess through in your shoes too.”

“I appreciate it.” Leo sighed, shaking his head. “I should’ve known it wouldn’t just go as planned, shouldn’t I?”

“Heh, well, I won’t say you shouldn’t. Though between you and me, lad, the trick is to have a plan for what to do if your plan goes south.”

Despite himself, Leo laughed wryly. “…and a plan for what to do if that one falls through too?”

“I see you get the idea.” The warlord threw him a grin, then arched a brow. “So, who’s the girl?”

Behind him, Alarielle had drifted out from behind his shadow slowly. She was still tense, but Saladin’s demeanor seemed to have drawn her in as easily as it had Leo back in the palace. Or… well, it had. When the warlord was suddenly looking straight at her, she froze and took a step back. Leo swallowed. “…she’s Alarielle, and I… ‘bought’ her from the auction. I wasn’t going to just leave her there for the Gilded Knives to take.” He glanced over his shoulder at her and offered what he hoped was a reassuring smile. “…he’s the ally I was talking about before, Alarielle. High Warlord Saladin, of the Helosian Guard.”

She swallowed, looking up at Saladin. “…high warlord? I… I’m honored to meet someone so important.” The girl frowned slightly. “…you really came to save us? I always heard the king didn’t even consider Tor Varondis properly a part of the Dominion, so… you won’t treat us as prisoners of war or anything, will you?”

Saladin arched a brow at her. “Not sure where you heard that, but it’s a load of rubbish, missy. Everything on the sands falls under the king’s authority as far as the Guard is concerned. I know words aren’t a hell of a lot of reason to trust me on that, but… far as I’m concerned, you and the other women on that barge are royal subjects and under our protection just the same as if you were Xiani or Kerathi or what have you.”

Alarielle hesitated. “…I guess I don’t have a lot of reason not to believe you either,” she murmured, after a moment. “Though… it’s still hard to believe you bothered to try to save us. I’m no one important, and neither are the others. But if you really do want to help us… we’ll be forever grateful.” Despite that she was clearly afraid of Saladin, Leo could almost hear an unspoken, reiterated ‘if’ lingering in the air for emphasis that she wasn’t sure she believed it. “I already owe Master Leo more than I think I can ever repay. I think we’d all owe you as much if you save them too.”

Saladin shook his head with a laugh. “Hah. Well, not that I don’t appreciate the sentiment, but that’s not true at all in my books—you won’t owe us a damn thing. Keeping the sands safe for travelers is my duty as High Warlord, after all, so the fact that you ended up like this at all was our fault. As I see it, seeing you and yours rescued is just fixing my own mistake. If you wanna thank anyone for that, thank his majesty. Any gratitude you have should go to him, and you can repay him best by just being a loyal subject of the crown.”

Alarielle blinked. “…that hardly seems fair, when you are the one who came to our aid, my lord.”

“Well, I’m just the hand of the king, far as I’m concerned.” He shrugged. “If you wanna think you owe me something, I can’t stop you, but I won’t be calling in any favors.” His eyes narrowed. “…but we can talk about that after we’ve rescued your friends, anyway. Though… I’ll admit it does seem like Sir Leo went above and beyond to get you out safely, so I won’t try to steal his credit for that.”

Leo threw the warlord a wry look. “…traitor.”

Saladin grinned. “Not sure what you mean, lad. It’s just the truth.”

Despite herself, and despite everything, Alarielle laughed softly after a moment, looking between them. “…you are little like what I imagined a warlord to be, Lord Saladin. And… the two of you seem close.” She was definitely surprised by that—but it seemed to put her a little more at ease. Maybe more than Saladin’s actual assurances did.

The warlord offered an exaggerated shrug. “Way I see it, I’m not obliged to live up to anyone’s expectations, little lady. And, hah, I do like the lad. He’s a daring sort, and I’d take ten more like him without a second thought.” His eyes flickered to the tent flap, which was just open enough to make out the shadow of a soldier in the morning sun. “I think we’ve got something for you to wear, though.”

A long moment later, Saladin had gone to the door and retrieved what the soldier had brought; they had brought along a supply of Kerathi-style robes for women, given their mission, and Alarielle only too gladly accepted it, slipping into one of the side partitions of the tent to change. When she did, Saladin stepped close to Leo, his eyes narrowing. “…I want the full story later, for the record.”

Leo froze. “…the full story?”

“She’s wearing your shirt,” the warlord pointed out mildly—and, before Leo could object, he continued, “And frankly, the two of you smell of sex.”
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In the end, though it had been hard to say exactly what Saladin thought of the observation he’d made, he hadn’t pressed. No, once Alarielle was dressed, he’d given Leo a plain robe and turban to hide his hair; after some fumbling, he’d managed to don it. Exhaustion was creeping up on him by then, but he’d still managed to mount one of the spare horses the soldiers had brought and join them to ride into Vyr Karondyn proper. Since Alarielle couldn’t ride by herself, she’d ridden along behind him on his horse, her arms around his waist to keep herself steady. The camp had been packed up with a striking efficiency, and since the city had no true gates, they’d only had to identify themselves at a checkpoint along the royal highway. There had been some obvious tension between the soldiers and the Gilded Knives there, but nothing truly noteworthy. Not too long after, they’d found an inn in the outskirts that was more than happy to book such a large party. Saladin had told Leo—and Alarielle, who he'd put in the same room, albeit one with two beds—to get some sleep, and Leo had been tired enough not to object. Even if the barge had kept to the original schedule, it wouldn’t have arrived until well after sunset anyway. After taking a quick meal and being sure that Alarielle had everything she needed, he found the full weight of everything that had happened that day crashing down upon him like a landslide, and he was out almost as soon as he’d settled into the bed.


Chapter XXI 

Consequences

Leo had gone to sleep alone—he knew that, distantly, and yet as he awoke, he was distinctly aware that he wasn’t alone in the bed. No, at some point during the time he’d been asleep, Alarielle had apparently slipped out of her bed and into his without waking him. The girl had nestled up against his side, curling into him, and, in his sleep, he’d apparently draped one arm around her shoulders, drawing her head to rest against his own. The soldiers hadn’t brought along nightgowns or anything of the sort, so both of them were still dressed in their borrowed robes, but even so he could feel the softness of her supple form against him. Her hair was a little tangled from the wind, but still silky from whatever the slavers had done to prepare her for the auction.

For all her beauty, Leo reflected as he looked over at her sleeping face—the uncertainty and fear of the day before eased away, for the time being—it was the girl’s sweetness that he found most tempting. Everything about her was… delicately feminine, and there was a fragility to her that made her feel painfully breakable. Yet, in spite of that, she had found the courage to ask someone she had only vaguely so much as heard rumors of for help, and the courage to follow him through all of it, when the escape had surely been terrifying. Never mind that she’d saved his life. It was a sobering thought, on some level.

In more ways than one. Zethraxion’s presence rippled nearby—and, as he had before, Leo had the sense that he was looking into the dragon’s eyes when he looked over. Do not forget that, mortal.

I won’t. He frowned. I have every intention of doing what I can to repay her for that.

…heh. You should realize she will not see it as a debt you owe her—no, if aught, I think she will imagine that she owes one to you. You went above and beyond what was required of you to save her, after all.

Leo sighed. I hardly think she owes me anything, considering. But… regardless, I’ll see to it that she has everything she needs to start the life she wanted to after this. I can afford that much, and she deserves at least that.

The dragon’s eyes flickered. One might say you’re cruel, planning to push away a girl who came to you for comfort in the night.

Leo’s eyes narrowed. As I see it, I don’t have a lot of choice in the matter, dragon. Saladin guessing what happened is already dangerous enough.

Zethraxion was silent for a long moment. …you want the princess instead. It wasn’t a question.

…maybe I’m a fool for wanting her, or at least thinking I can have her, but… I do, yes, Leo replied, closing his eyes and shaking his head. And that makes this a mistake. One I’ll do everything I can to make right, because she deserves that, but…

Heh. I would have thought you a greedier man than that, mortal. The dragon’s presence rippled more intently. It is the nature of men to reach for more than they can hope to grasp. Why not embrace that?

Leo’s jaw clenched. …because reaching for too much could cost me what I can hope to grasp, dragon. And you heard Alarielle before. She wanted no part of the Torvald’s harem.

I wonder if she would say the same if it was you, though. If you really imagine that such things are truly decided by merely the idea of it, and not those who are involved…. Well, you have much to learn about matters of the heart.

Leo rolled his eyes. And I suppose you know all about those, dragon?

Zethraxion laughed—not mockingly, but heartily, as though he were truly amused. I have lived long indeed, mortal—long enough to have made my share of mistakes in matters of the heart. Do you imagine that a creature such as I, born of the very flame’s passion, has never known desire…? Or that I have not before had pacts with those who burned with it? Hah! No, I have made my share of mistakes, and seen many more from others. Enough to have some grasp of such things. And I’ll not deny that you are wise to be cautious… but an excess of caution is just as dangerous as a lack. Hesitation can be defeat, mortal.

So can recklessness, Leo countered, You were the one who said I had a way with women before. I’m not sure I believe it… but I’d rather make my own mistakes, not repeat yours or anyone else’s.

The dragon gave the impression of a shrug. Suit yourself.
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Leo remained in bed for a few more songs, but then he was carefully disentangling himself from Alarielle, leaving the covers over her as he dressed in the turban Saladin had given him. A quick check-in with the soldiers on the bottom floor had confirmed there was no sign of the barge and that it wasn’t quite sunset. For that he decided that they had some time and ordered a meal from the inn, along with a bath. Though he didn’t know what Alarielle would like for sure, the inn had a few traditional Forvathi dishes available—he wondered idly if that was Lord Xhanatos’s influence—so ordering those seemed safe. And he was relatively certain the girl would appreciate a bath, especially after what Saladin had said to him before.

It was the scent of the food once it was delivered that stirred Alarielle. She had curled up around herself after he’d slipped out of the bed, and something about watching her slowly uncurl and sit up only further emphasized her sweetness. “Morning. Well, close enough, anyway. Honestly hard to keep track of what people around here call morning anyway.”

Alarielle stretched with a long yawn, then looked around with a blink until her eyes found him. “Mm… Morning, master,” she murmured, sleepily, “Something smells delicious.”

“I thought you might be hungry.” Leo gestured at the plates of food that filled the large table he was sitting at. “Care to join me?” After his discussion with Zethraxion before, the urge to insist yet again that she didn’t need to call him master was strong, but… she’d ignored every attempt so far, and it felt a little unfair to push her about it while she was still half asleep. Or maybe that was her being unfair, but even so, he couldn’t bring himself to contest it right now.

In answer to his question, though, her stomach rumbled loud enough that he could hear it from the table, and she flushed just slightly. “…if you don’t mind,” she murmured, tucking her head down, “It’s… been a while since I had a proper meal. I think they thought we’d be less likely to resist that way.” Her face tightened unhappily. “…it made me not want to eat even what they did give us, in case it was drugged, so I just made it worse.”

“…bastards.” Leo’s hand clenched into a fist, and he was moving to stand a heartbeat later. “Sorry, I should’ve ordered us something before going to sleep before.” A few steps carried him to the bed, and he offered her a hand.

Drawing in a breath, she shook off the dark memories and looked up at him. “It’s alright. I was tired too.” Managing a tentative smile, Alarielle took his hand and stood. He noticed that, though she had unclipped her leash at some point, she was still wearing the golden collar, but he pushed that thought away. “I hope I didn’t wake you before. I just… I was dreaming I was back there. That all of this had just been a dream itself.”

Leo’s throat tightened, and he shook his head. “…no, you didn’t. But even if you had, I couldn’t really blame you if you were dreaming about that.” He squeezed her hand softly. “But… you’re free now. And we’ll see that those bastards get what they deserve for it.”

Her eyes flickered, but if she wanted to say something, the girl kept it to herself. Instead, her smile grew a little and she nodded quietly. “…I’ll never be able to thank you enough for that, you know.”

“Like Saladin said, we were just doing our duty. And what was right.” He led her over to the table, releasing her hand to pull out the chair opposite his so she could sit. “Maybe it was partially politics, but… I think it says a lot that what happened to you was so unfair that even the other Magnathi couldn’t just let it stand.”

After she took a seat, Leo moved around to the far side of the table—only to realize she was looking at him quizzically. “…the Magnathi… That’s what they call the Merchant Princes, right? I’ve only heard a little about them, honestly. I know they’re powerful and not much else.”

“…it is, yeah. Magnate is their official title. And the Gilded Knives are their private armies.” He hesitated for a moment. “They’re basically taking over the Dominion, bit by bit.”

“…and they’re your enemies.” It wasn’t really a question, and she bit her lip. “Hearing all that you and the warlord spoke of before, I feel like… I don’t know the first thing about life in Heliopolis. Maybe it was stupid to think we could just start lives there without knowing anything more than the rumors that reached Tor Varondis. We just… wanted to be free of the Torvald.”

He frowned; the idea that he had known more about the Dominion from the other side of the continent than a girl who’d grown up there felt ridiculous on some level, and yet… on another, it made an almost frightening amount of sense. And it matched with some of the things she’d worried about last night, too. Based on what he’d heard from Rasheed, the Forvathi of Tor Varondis weren’t exactly on good terms with the Kerathi. Anyone who wasn’t a trader might well have known very little about what life was actually like in Heliopolis. “If it counts for anything… I didn’t know that much more about Al-Kerath when I got here.”

A wan smile tugged at her lips. “…maybe it would help if I were half as bold as you. You… walked into a den of slavers without even a weapon and saved me, when I barely found the courage to leave Tor Varondis.”

“I think you’re giving me too much credit. I wasn’t expecting any actual danger—and you saved my life.”

She frowned. “I don’t feel like that really counts. It was just… instinct. I saw the danger and I did what little I could without thinking.” Alarielle hesitated. “…I thought I was being stupid, honestly. That I was going to get in your way. But I just did it before I’d really thought it through.”

“I don’t think that counts for nothing—and you did save me. There was no way I was going to dodge that knife in time. And it wasn’t exactly an unimpressive feat. That was a spirit’s attack, you know,” he countered, “…but we can talk about this later. You should eat.”

For a moment, Alarielle pouted at him—but before he could cave in to the expression, she sighed and nodded. “Sorry. I shouldn’t trouble you with things like that. You’ve already done so much for me.”

Leo shook his head. “I don’t think you have anything to apologize for. It’s just… a big topic.”

“…yeah.” She looked away. “But it’s important. I don’t want to be… some foolish girl who doesn’t think about the future. Or to be the kind who doesn’t repay her debts. Especially not when it feels like I’m just going to end up asking so much more of you, even though you’ve already done so much.”
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After that, they mostly ate in silence, too hungry to talk further. It wasn’t hard to believe her words about having not had a proper meal in some time with how much the girl ate, and in the end Leo was glad that he’d ordered more than he’d thought they needed, because between the two of them, they practically cleared the table.

Afterward, he told her about the bath—and, despite himself, he’d blushed rather darkly when she asked if they were bathing together. Zethraxion’s laughter had done nothing to help that, nor had the way the girl sweetly murmured that it wouldn’t be as though he hadn’t already seen all of her. The thought brought with it decidedly vivid memories and equally vivid temptations, both of which were redoubled when she’d returned from the bath, which was thankfully only a little ways down the hall from their room, wearing nothing but a towel. At that point, escaping to take his own bath had been all he could do not to simply give in to that temptation, and…

And he was determined not to, no matter how much some part of him wanted to. Alarielle was a maddening combination of endearing innocence and temptation—and he couldn’t quite believe that she was unaware of the effect that coming back that way would have on him. Not after the way she had essentially seduced him on the barge. No, some part of her had almost surely meant to tempt him that way, and Leo found he was very conflicted about the thought of that. Either it was because she wanted to draw him nearer or it was because she thought she owed him that…

At least, that was what he told himself, trying to ease the temptation. Another, treacherous part of him whispered that it was possible that she just wanted more of the sweet pleasures of the night before just like he did. Truthfully, though she hadn’t been his first… Leo was aware that he had played her body far more adeptly than he would have expected to. As he washed away the grime and blood of the battle, some part of him could only wonder if that was another aspect of his pact with Zethraxion. It would certainly make sense, on some level, if a spirit of passion could heighten such skills.

In the end, Leo spent at least twenty songs in the bath; the water had started to cool by the end, but his own sorcery worked to warm it. Hot baths were a luxury he was used to simply because of that sorcery, though for an irony, here in Al-Kerath, it had become the water rather than the heat that was the greater indulgence. He would have to repay Saladin for the coin he’d spent on the meal and the bath, more on principle than because he truly had to. Even if he had spent more than he probably should have on Alarielle’s freedom… he was still more than well-off, and there was a part of him that refused to let himself be in anyone’s debt unnecessarily.

Whether or not she’d actually intended to seduce him before, though, Alarielle had dressed in the robe Saladin had given her by the time he returned. Leo had changed back into his own before leaving the bathing room, and checked in again with the guards on the lower level of the inn. Some part of him could only be restless, knowing that the confrontation with the Magnathi lord who had attacked the barge couldn’t be too far off now. There was a temptation to incarnate and fly up the river to check how far out the two barges were, but… that would’ve been incredibly reckless. No, he would just have to deal with the wait.

Though she greeted him on his return, Alarielle seemed lost in her own thoughts again, having moved from the table to the small, plain sofa that was set up in front of the fireplace in the center of one wall. With the sun having now sunk beneath the horizon, the room was starting to cool—and, without thinking, Leo was murmuring the words to a spell that lit the log in the fireplace. Alarielle started with a gasp, looking around, and he winced as her gaze found him a moment later. “…sorry, that was careless.”

The girl drew in a breath and shook her head. “No, it’s alright. I was just… lost in my thoughts again.”

Leo sighed. “No, I should’ve warned you. I know most people aren’t exactly used to casual sorcery.” He moved to join her on the sofa.

“…I should get used to it, though,” she murmured softly, “I’ve heard there’s a lot of sorcery in Heliopolis. And you use it so much more freely than anyone at the Tor ever did.”

“There is. That’s a lot of why I came here—because there are opportunities for a sorcerer in Al-Kerath.” Leo paused for a moment. “…I know you left to get away from the Torvald, but what were you hoping to do when you got to the city yourself?”

The girl hesitated. “…it’ll sound silly.”

“I don’t think so.”

She pouted at him. “You can’t say that when you don’t even know what it is.”

Leo arched a brow. “I think I can. I’ve been on the receiving end of enough scorn for what I wanted over the years. I won’t laugh, I promise.”

Alarielle bit her lip. “…that’s not fair. You shouldn’t just be able to say that and make it sound so convincing.”

Despite himself, Leo couldn’t help but smirk slightly. “I don’t think I’d have gotten this far if I was the kind of man who always played fair.”

She was silent for a long moment, then glanced away. “…I… I wanted to be a dancer. I’ve always heard stories about the dancers in the cities, and… I’m a little clumsy sometimes, but I put a lot of work into getting past that. A lot of the other girls thought it was just naïve of me, but… even so, when I danced, it seemed like it made everyone happy.”

“…I don’t see why anyone would laugh at that.” He looked over at her with a frown. “A lot of the dancers I saw in Heliopolis were slaves, but… I can’t imagine all of them were. And even then, they were captivating. And… you’re at least as beautiful as any of them.”

Alarielle tucked her head down, and he could see the surprise in her eyes even so as she looked over at him uncertainly. “…r-really? You aren’t just saying that?”

“No. I mean… I know it’s not the proof you’d want, Alarielle, but wasn’t the auction proof of that part?”

She flushed. “…everyone in the village said I was pretty, but… but our whole world always felt so tiny. And it felt like everyone at the auction wanted us just because they thought we’d be obedient.” A flicker of darkness touched her voice there—and from what she’d said before, he wondered if she just didn’t care to remember the darker sort of desire that had defined her captivity. Or maybe it even made her feel… dirty, somehow, that they had lusted after her that way—he wasn’t sure, but it wasn’t so hard to imagine.

For that thought, he didn’t let the conversation linger on that. “…forget those bastards. Their opinions don’t matter, regardless of what they thought about it. I’m telling you that myself, and I’ll make it a promise, if you want. You are beautiful, Alarielle.” His voice had become more intent than he’d necessarily intended, but it was true.

The girl bit her lip—it seemed very much like a sweet, nervous habit—and then, a heartbeat later, she was looking over at him in truth. One hand lifted, trembling just slightly, and brushed his cheek. “…if you really think so, then… will you keep me, master?”

Leo froze, caught in the fathomless depths of her emerald eyes as they looked up at him almost pleadingly. “…keep you?”

She shifted closer to him deftly, drawing on what he now knew to actually be a dancer’s grace. “…you… you paid a fortune to have me, didn’t you…? Even if you meant to save me?”

He swallowed against the sudden dryness of his throat. “Only part of that was mine. A lot of it was part of the plan to catch the slavers, Alarielle.”

Her eyes flickered. “…how much was yours?”

Some part of him desperately wanted to lie, but… it felt cruel, when so much about her was so exquisitely vulnerable. “…thirty-seven thousand kerili,” he whispered.

She shuddered. “…master, that’s still more money than I ever thought I’d see in my life. And you paid it for me.”

“I… I’ll probably get it back when we take the bastard behind the whole scheme down,” he countered, shaking his head a little.

“‘Probably.’ You aren’t even sure of it.”

“…if I don’t, it will still have been worth it. You didn’t deserve to suffer there, Alarielle. And… I know whatever bastard bought you would’ve hurt you before we had the chance to save you.”

She shivered, the sensation… different from the shudder a moment before. “…I’ll be in your debt for that forever,” she breathed, “You’ve done so very much for me, when… when you had no real reason to. When there was nothing I could give you, if you didn’t want to keep me.”

“I’d be no better than them if I only saved you because I wanted something out of it.” His voice was almost a growl, and his eyes flashed at her.

Alarielle lowered her eyes, but she didn’t draw back. “I… I don’t think that’s true. But…” She swallowed, the movement making the firelight flicker off her collar, “But you do believe it, don’t you? I was ready to give you whatever you wanted instead of running away, when it seemed like you might actually be kind to me. I… I thought you’d keep me, and… and reckless as it was, I decided I was going to trust you. You’ve been kind to me and gentle with me, and… and you killed those bastards on the barge without even hesitating. You… you put yourself in danger to fight that summoner for me, and to keep me safe.” She shuddered. “…I never dreamed I’d get to see them pay for what they did, not really. Him… him so much more than the rest, but all of them deserved it. And… I owe you so much for all of that. So if you wanted me that way, I thought I could at least give you something in return. But… you’ve done everything you can not to even look at me.”

Leo’s heart thundered; there was something utterly surreal about the moment, about this delicate, fragile girl all but offering to be his slave in truth. Was that what she’d expected? Was it why she wouldn’t stop calling him master…? To say it wasn’t a painfully attractive thought would be a lie, and yet… “I don’t approve of slavery, Alarielle.” He tried to make his voice as firm as he could, and from the way she winced, he’d managed it—though that could only feel like a hollow victory.

The girl glanced away. “…not even if I wanted it? I… I’m scared. There’s so much about the world that feels beyond me now that I’ve seen it with my own eyes, and I feel safe with you.”

Leo drew in a hard breath, his mind racing. “…it’s not as safe with me as you think, Alarielle. I’m about to make a lot of enemies,” he breathed—only for the memory of Aversadrienal’s words to flash through his mind, the promise to destroy all that Leo held dear. His jaw clenched. “…never mind that, I have enemies. And they’re not the kind of people who would hesitate to hurt you.”

She looked back at him. “…after what happened when I was on my own? I’ll take my chances, master, if you’ll let me.” Her eyes flickered. “Besides, your enemies are the people who did this to me, aren’t they? The Magnathi? The ones you said you couldn’t even trust to save me even when they were attacking the ship? They… they’re my enemies too, if that’s true. They were before I even met you. I… I can’t just forgive the people who did this to me.”

That wasn’t something he could deny, Leo admitted bitterly—if she wanted her revenge, he could hardly blame her. He was the one who glanced away this time, some part of him bitterly reluctant to say the real reason he couldn’t say yes, even so. There was so very, very much about Alarielle and her offer that was painfully tempting. And yet, what choice did he have? “…there’s someone else in my life,” he murmured, after an almost endless moment’s hesitation, looking back over at her, “…I already feel like I betrayed her with what happened last night, Alarielle.”

A pained sound escaped her, making his heart ache, and she shut her eyes tightly. “…who?”

Leo shut his eyes tightly. “It’s better if I don’t tell you. I’ve already told you enough to put you in danger.”

“I won’t tell anyone! Anyone! I swear it, master!” Alarielle’s eyes opened and she leaned forward, looking up at him almost desperately. “…please. I just… want to know, at least.”

Gods. Gods, it was almost impossible to resist her when she was all but begging him, and his hand clenched into a fist as he warred with himself for a long, long moment. “…her name is Valyrianna,” Leo replied at last, his voice thick with reluctance, “And she’s a princess—”

Before he could say anything more, there came a hard knock on the door and a gruff voice from beyond; “Oi, knight! Scouts say the barges are incoming! Better get out here if you wanna be there to see ‘em!”
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It was hard to say if he was glad for the interruption or wanted to curse it. Some part of him was deeply relieved for an excuse to leave the conversation there… but another part of him dreaded the knowledge that they would have to continue it, and feared what she might do in his absence. Leo had quietly asked one of the soldiers who was staying behind to keep an eye on the room, at least. But… gods.

Somehow, it was almost worse that Zethraxion hadn’t said anything as he had dressed in the borrowed soldier’s armor and robes. They didn’t fit perfectly, but it was close enough that he wouldn’t stand out, at least. But he could guess what the dragon would say—that… he should accept the girl’s offer. A traitorous part of him had even pointed out that it would be more than a little beneficial to the illusion of being on the Magnathi side of things if he seemed to have a slave. But… all of that was secondary to his relationship with the princess. Even if he was a fool to think he could have her, would she really believe that Alarielle wasn’t truly his slave when the girl insisted on calling him master even in private…? Accepting what she offered—or was it giving her what she wanted?—could ruin everything he had planned…

Waiting for the barges to reach the docks wasn’t exactly conducive to not thinking about that, though. Not long after the news had reached them, he and the bulk of the soldiers had marched over to the docks with Saladin. From what he’d seen of it along the way, Vyr Karondyn wasn’t nearly as much a city of the night as Heliopolis, but the streets hadn’t exactly been empty, either—at least before people had parted for the passage of the Guard’s column. They were clearly an unusual sight in the city, given how much attention they’d drawn.

But it hadn’t really been far from the inn to the docks, and then it had become a game of waiting. They had settled into a position far enough back to watch all of the parts of the docks that a large pleasure barge could dock at, and also far enough back for their presence not to be especially noticeable from the river itself. After that, they’d been waiting nearly half a bell for any sign of activity, which was entirely too much time to think when all he really wanted was a distraction. Some of the other men were talking in hushed whispers, but Leo didn’t know any of them except Saladin himself, and it was probably better if he kept it that way, for now.

With a sigh, he glanced over at the river again—and froze as the sea serpent prow of the second barge from the night before came into view. None of the others had noticed, or rather they hadn’t realized the significance… The sorcerer tracking the bracelet he’d left was nearby, though—and, as the serpent-headed barge moved more fully into view and the prow of the other barge, lashed to it by a heavy tow-chain, came into view, he was speaking up. “Warlord, they’re here.”

Saladin nodded. “Alright, let’s go. Nice and official. No sudden moves, but don’t make this easy for ‘em.” He gestured for the men to follow, and they fell into step behind him. Leo was only too glad they weren’t actually marching, but the soldiers moved through the market with a coordinated efficiency that it still took him a pointed effort to match, especially holding the unfamiliar halberd.

It wasn’t long after that the barges pulled up to the docks—and their arrival was timed to reach it just as the boarding ramp from the serpent-headed barge touched the pier. The soldiers fanned out, taking up defensive positions behind Saladin as the High Warlord strode out to meet the first party that disembarked.

If nothing else, they had the element of surprise; the man leading that party clearly hadn’t been expecting them, though he recovered from that well. He was dressed in a dark robe, with the insignia of the Golden Sands—a circular seal with golden sand dunes set against the crimson sunset—displayed prominently. Another crest was more prominent, though; it resembled the sea serpent on the prow of the barge, set against azure waves. “…High Warlord Saladin. To what do we owe the honor?” The man himself was a middle-aged native Kerathi with dark hair and shrewd eyes, his manner clipped and businesslike. “Lord de Valois has urgent business awaiting him upon his arrival.”

Saladin arched a brow at the man. “Well, then you’ll needs apologize to him on our behalf. I’m here on official business from his majesty, investigating an illegal slaving ring. I trust your lord appreciates the authority of the royal writ?”

“I do, High Warlord… but that won’t be necessary. You are, I’m afraid, a day late and a kerili short.” The voice that answered came from further up the ramp, and the men who had descended first scattered to the sides to make way for the man who spoke. For a moment, Leo thought the man was perhaps Lord Xhanatos, but… no, he was younger than Xhanatos was said to be, and he didn’t look Forvathi.

He was dressed in the Luxterrian style, with an ornate turquoise tunic offset by a white flowing cloak, the latter of which was edged in gold and rose with a high collar around his face. He was perhaps in his thirties, with sharp—almost cruel—features. His skin was neither fair nor dark, and his hair was a rich chestnut brown, worn short and wavy along with a thick but neatly trimmed beard and mustache. His eyes were dark and sharp, and though he was flanked by two guards with decidedly heavier armor, he moved with a fighter’s grace as he descended to stand before Saladin. If the High Warlord was several marks taller, this man—almost surely a Magnathi lord himself—nonetheless exuded presence enough not to look small.

Saladin’s eyes flickered to him. “Is that so, Lord de Valois? You’ll needs forgive me if I don’t take your word for it, when you could well be involved in the matter yourself from where I stand.”

The lord smiled humorlessly. “Diligent as ever, I see. It’s only a pity you weren’t as swift in dealing with this matter as your reputation would suggest, really. But… we of the Kerathi Merchants’ Guild of the Golden Sands have the matter well in hand. See for yourself.” He snapped his fingers and stepped aside, allowing the group behind him upon the boarding ramp to disembark. Elise was among them, and Leo studied her carefully... but even now, she seemed little more than a servant, though the style of her maid’s uniform had been changed to match the dark stylings of her lord. There were two other maids with her, and he never would’ve recognized her among them if he hadn’t been looking.

Each of the maids was escorting one of the girls from the auction, though. Rather than being given proper clothing, they’d been wrapped in blankets to make the point—and… all three of them still looked terrified, as they glanced between Lord de Valois’s soldiers and Saladin’s. The maids drew them aside and another group of soldiers disembarked a moment later, each of them dragging along a shackled lord from the group that had been attending the auction. They had been bound and gagged, and their fear was decidedly more desperate as they looked around, but… Leo could only find satisfaction in his heart for that. It wasn’t even close to the entirety of either the women or the attendees, but it was enough to make the point.

The Magnathi lord gestured to the two groups, then looked back to Saladin with a mocking smile. “I trust this suffices to prove the truth of my claim? You may rest assured, we will be filing formal charges against all of these fools before his majesty’s magistrates as soon as I’ve reported the matter in full to Lord Xhanatos at the Ebon Keep.”

“It’s evidence, but not exactly proof,” Saladin replied evenly, “But if you’ve done what you said… then you’ve his majesty’s thanks. Though I’d say it’s just a bit suspicious that you and your lord were aware enough of this matter to beat us to the punch, if you really did.”

The Magnate scoffed. “Please. If you and your… painfully traditional, shall we say, soldiers caught wind of this, it was clearly flying in the wind more than well enough for us to have heard of it, Warlord. Besides, as I see it, the waters of the Karonis are the border between Heliopolis and Vyr Karondyn, so the matter falls under our purview anyway. I do appreciate your efforts to help, but you needn’t have bothered.”

“On the contrary, his majesty’s charter is quite clear,” Saladin countered, “The Karonis falls under our jurisdiction. You were overstepping in this—but… you got results, so I’ll admit we can’t complain too much.” He stepped closer. “Well, at least as long as you turn over the slaves you seized. Even if the river was your jurisdiction, illegal slaves don’t fall under the goods the Border Guard has a right to appropriate from smugglers, as I’m sure you know.”

The Magnathi arched a brow at him. “Of course I know that, Warlord. Truthfully, I was going to offer his majesty the courtesy of seeing them delivered to Heliopolis upriver, but… if you really insist, we’d be more than happy to surrender them to your care here in Vyr Karondyn.” His smile was sickly-sweet, and Leo wasn’t sure he could’ve resisted punching the man in Saladin’s place.

The warlord, though, seemed used to such provocations. He shrugged easily. “I’ll be taking possession of the barge they were caught on in his majesty’s name, so you needn’t worry on that score.”

The Magnate’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “…as I said, the river is under our jurisdiction. You’ll be doing no such thing.”

“It’s under ours, my lord. The law is more than clear. If you’d like to contest that… Well, we can always raise the matter before the crown personally?”

“We’re in Vyr Karondyn,” the Magnate countered, “So I think the matter should be Lord Xhanatos’s to settle.”

“Lord Xhanatos has no authority in this matter,” the warlord replied easily, taking a step nearer, “But… I do believe him to be a good, upstanding subject of the crown, so I wouldn’t mind hearing his counsel on the matter. Though I trust you understand you would be extending an offer of hospitality on his behalf to the slaves you rescued until we saw the matter settled.”

The Magnate’s expression darkened. “You presume much to say that.”

“On the contrary, it’s hardly aught at all. The women—assuming they’re all women—are wards of the Helosian Guard as you suggested yourself. And as I said, I don’t doubt that Lord Xhanatos is a loyal servant of the crown, so I’m certain he’ll honor his obligation to provide food and quarter to the Guard in this matter. Though… you could just not inconvenience him and turn over the barge. I can’t imagine the Lord of Daromir Isle lacks for ships, or has much need of river craft anyway.”

Lord de Valois hesitated for a moment, and a scowl stole over his expression, but only for a heartbeat. Then it was gone, and he offered a thin smile. “I suppose that’s true enough. Although, if you hope to sail it upstream to Heliopolis, well… you may need a few weeks for repairs. The fools were rather intent on resisting, you understand.”

“Guess we’ll have to see, my lord. Your support of the crown is appreciated, as ever.” The two men regarded each other in frosty silence for a long moment, and Leo found that he couldn’t imagine either of them would’ve hesitated to kill the other, given the chance. But then, with a shallow, formal bow, the Magnate was turning away, gesturing for his retinue to follow as he strode off the docks, past the assembled soldiers without so much as looking at them, and into the city.


Chapter XXII

Temptations (Redux)

In the wake of the Magnathi lord’s departure, his soldiers held their position on the dock, not letting the Helosian Guard any closer to the serpent-headed barge. They very reluctantly turned over control of the other, though, at least after offloading the rest of the prisoners and escorting the there women they’d brought out back aboard. Leo couldn’t really find a chance to slip away from the other soldiers until they were moving to take possession of the ship, and for that time… well, if nothing else, he had the distraction he had wanted from his other thoughts. The exchange between Saladin and the Magnate had been a fascinating display of the kind of politics he was going to need to learn to navigate, if he went through with his plan, and… as much as some part of him hated the thought of needing to put up with the kind of things the man had said without reacting, there was another part of him that couldn’t help but utterly want that power, the ability to betray nothing of what he felt and lure an enemy into making a fatal mistake that way. Saladin’s easy nonchalance had surely been at least as maddening to the Magnate.

Still, for the moment, much as he wanted to stay and be sure the other women—both the three who’d been made such a cruel display of and the rest of the group, likely still aboard the barge—were alright, the fact that he’d had to leave his discussion with Alarielle unfinished was considerably more urgent. As the men broke ranks to occupy the ship, he’d found an opening to pass near enough to ask the High Warlord quietly if they could talk later. Saladin had nodded, replying that he’d try to find the time—then more pointedly giving Leo orders to deliver a message back to the men who were still at the inn. That, at least, made it considerably easier to disengage from the soldiers without drawing attention.

Thinking of what exactly he was going to say to Alarielle was harder, at the moment. He sighed, glancing around the city itself as he walked; the path from the inn to the river port was at least direct enough that he wasn’t at much risk of getting lost. In some ways, the city seemed to have been designed more straightforwardly than Heliopolis, and Leo vaguely wondered whether that was the result of it having been more carefully planned or if the open sprawl of it simply led to a more naturally straight-line expansion outward.

Regardless, the area around the inn seemed to be a market district. If the city was less alive in the darkness than Heliopolis, most of the shops he passed were still open and he couldn’t help but notice the wide array of dresses that were on display, along with other clothing. At some point, no matter what happened with Alarielle… it was hard to deny that some part of him wanted to take the girl out into the city and buy her at least one dress that properly suited her beauty. That was a dangerous thought, though, and he sighed to himself. At the very least, Zethraxion hadn’t interjected since their argument—though that was probably just because the dragon knew it would serve his own preferences better to let Leo stew in his own conflicted thoughts about all of it.

He was no closer to a satisfactory answer by the time he reached the inn, but he delivered the message Saladin had passed on to the soldiers there—mainly a report about what had happened, though one of them was to investigate other inns in the area in case the barge proved a poor place to house the women until they were ready to depart—and checked in with the man he’d asked to watch over Alarielle. That there was nothing to report on that front was a relief on some level, but it only made him more anxious on another. Still, there was nothing for it. Drawing in a long breath, he knocked on the door of the room they shared. For a long moment, he thought she wasn’t going to answer, but then the lock clicked and the door swung open.

Inside, Alarielle was waiting with lowered eyes, and she stepped back as he stepped in. As soon as the door closed, though, she was looking up at him uneasily. “…are the others safe…?”

“…they will be soon,” he murmured softly, “Saladin was right—the Magnate who attacked the ship is just going to turn them over to the Helosian Guard. I’m not sure I believe he treated them as they deserved, but… I don’t think he went out of his way to hurt them either.” He thought of telling her the way the man had made a show of the girls, but… at the moment, that would undercut the reassurance.

“Thank Kaliera,” she breathed, wrapping her arms around herself. “…I hope not too many of them were hurt in the attack, or… or before it.”

“…yeah.” Leo sighed. “…I’m sorry we couldn’t save all of you before that was even a risk.”

She frowned. “You already did more than any of us expected anyone would. And… even with what happened, I’m not sure I believe they would let us go if you hadn’t been here to make them. It would be so easy to just… make us disappear, wouldn’t it?”

Would it be? He couldn’t say for sure, and that was a discomfiting thought. Leo pushed it away. “I’m glad we could do this—I am. That just doesn’t mean it was enough.” His lips pursed, “I suppose it’ll have to do, though. I… if the king doesn’t, I’ll see what I can do as far as making sure none of you are just out on the street back in Heliopolis.” It was a rash thing to promise, he knew that, and yet… there was a part of him that couldn’t be satisfied with less.

She looked up at him with a flicker of something half-wry, half-resigned. “…you keep putting me deeper in your debt, master, even though you won’t accept anything in return. It’s really, really not fair of you.”

His eyes flickered at her. “I don’t need a reward for doing what’s right, Alarielle. Besides… I feel responsible for anything they suffered.”

“You aren’t,” she countered, her sweet voice hardening a little, “You couldn’t ever be. Master, I… I really meant what I said. None of us expected anyone to even try to save us.”

Leo looked away. “…I don’t think we’re going to get anywhere just arguing this. Either way, I hope the king will do it himself, but… if not, someone needs to.”

Alarielle shifted slightly, stepping back. “...then… can I ask something else, master?”

He arched a brow at her slightly. “If I said the answer was only yes if you stopped calling me master, would it change anything?”

Despite herself, despite the gravity of everything… Alarielle laughed softly, the sound delicate and almost musical. “…you’d have to make me believe you actually wouldn’t answer unless I stopped, master,” she murmured, with a thread of not-quite-playfulness, “And I don’t think I believe it.”

“You’re a dangerous girl.” He shook his head with a wry smile. “Fine, I’ll let it slide for now.”

“See?” She flashed him a fleeting smile of her own—but then she sobered, a heartbeat later. “…who are you, master? Who are you really? I… I realized I never even really asked, except that you were the hero I heard of. But you travel with a High Warlord, and you speak of… of loving a princess, and… and the Magnathi are your enemies. Are you a lord yourself? You said you came to this land yourself, but who were you before who came here, and who are you now…?”

Leo frowned, as much at himself as at the question—and at the realization that… he’d slept with her without even telling her any of that. That some part of him desperately wanted to accept her offer even though she knew almost naught of him. “…let’s sit down,” he said after a moment, beckoning her over to the sofa. Sitting there beside her again had its own dangers, but it still felt like the most fitting place to sit and talk about such things.

She followed him, the delicate uncertainty of her movements almost painfully poignant in the soft firelight that remained the main source of light in the room. The color of it emphasized her hair all the more now that it was clean, the strands glimmering in the firelight where it fell around her face. Drawing in a long breath, Leo looked away from her, into the fire. “…like I said before, I’m Forvathi, just like you,” he murmured, after a moment’s consideration, “Leocalithistos, of Sylvarithea. It’s a kingdom far, far to the east.”

“…it sounds like a king’s name,” she whispered almost idly, “Leocalithistos. You grew up in a Tor too?”

A faint smile touched his lips. “I admit… I’ve always thought so too, even if it’s too much of a mouthful for most people. I usually just go by Leo.”

“Master Leo.” He gave her a look, but Alarielle met it with an almost mischievous smile. “…I like how it sounds. I wanted to tell you that before, master.”

“And you called me unfair.”

“Well…. If you’re not going to play fair, master, then I can’t either,” she breathed—and his throat tightened to realize how much less playful those words were.

Still, after a moment, he continued. “I did grow up in a Tor, though, yeah. My mother was a traveling sorceress. I don’t know where she was from originally. She… she died before I could ask her, several summers ago. Or well… before she was ready to answer me, anyway.”

Alarielle looked away. “…I’m sorry. That must have been hard.”

Leo sighed. “I won’t say it was easy. My father… was the Torvald, but we never got along well. And I didn’t have much in common with my half-brothers or the rest of the Tor, since I inherited my mother’s sorcery and her love of books. So… I never felt like there was much of a place for me there.” The families in a Forvathi Tor tended to be fairly close-knit—it was essentially a clan, after all—and it would have taken effort to feel like he would fit in as an outsider, Leo reflected. But it had always been more his nature to do the opposite. He’d taken pride in his mother’s sorcery and scholarship instead of the Tor’s traditions.

She nodded quietly. “I was never happy in the Tor either. Even if I hadn’t wanted to get away from the Torvald, I always thought that… that if I stayed, I’d just… wither away living a life I never wanted.”

“…it’s not an easy life. And… I’m sure there’s more in it for some people, but I always wanted to leave. Honestly, there isn’t much place for a sorcerer in the eastern kingdoms unless you want to serve the lords or the church.”

“So… you came here.” She closed her eyes. “I wish I was half as brave as that. I always wanted to leave, to… see the rest of the world, but I never found the courage, not until I wouldn’t have to do it alone.”

“I wasn’t really alone. I had my horse, at least. She’s the best friend I ever had.” That wasn’t quite true, some traitorous part of him pointed out—but he wasn’t willing to dwell on that.

Alarielle pouted at him. “…that doesn’t count, master. Not even a little bit.” She paused, and then peered over at him, a flicker of fascination threading into her voice “How far away is Sylvarithea?”

Some part of him was half-tempted to lie, if only to avoid that pout intensifying, but… if he did, she would just find out later. Never mind that he shouldn’t have been thinking about later with her. He should’ve been insisting they finish the discussion from before, but he couldn’t quite bring himself to. “…it’s very far,” he replied, with a wry smile, “Almost as far east as you can go from here without crossing the sea. And it’s nothing like Al-Kerath. There are trees and fields as far as the eye can see.”

“…I’d like to see it someday, I think,” she murmured, her expression turning distant, “I’ve always wondered what it would be like, to see places outside the desert.” When he didn’t answer after a long moment, though, the girl looked back up at him. “…but that doesn’t explain the rest of it.”

“Well, I came to Al-Kerath to find my fortune,” Leo replied after a moment, with a wry smile, “And… it found me a lot faster than I was expecting. I was sworn to secrecy about the exact details of what happened, but let’s just say I did something a little too reckless and got mixed up in the things that led me here.”

“…you seem to do that a lot, master. Though… I guess it’s not such a bad idea if you’re a summoner.”

He decided not to admit he hadn’t been a summoner yet when he’d done that. “Do you know a lot about summoning?”

She shook her head. “Not much at all. I just… always loved the stories I heard of it. The drama of summoners fighting, all the fantastical spirits, all the things summoners in the stories could do...” Her eyes flickered up at him. “…but you can fly. Not even many of the summoners in the stories could fly.”

“…I guess I did get pretty lucky with the spirit I made a pact with,” he murmured, his lips quirking; despite everything… he found that it was true, no matter how much some part of him still longed for the power of an Archon. Zethraxion’s power, dangerous as it was, felt… right, especially now that he’d used it more. Her words made him frown a moment later, though, a decidedly treacherous thought flickering through his mind—and he tried to dismiss it as quickly as it had come, but another treacherous part of him made that harder; “If you were a sorceress, what kind of spirit would you want to have a pact with?”

She blinked. “…you don’t think it’s silly to… have thought about that, when I’m not a sorceress?”

“Not at all. I can’t say I wouldn’t have thought about it.” Leo’s eyes flickered, and he threw her a slightly conspiratorial smile, “Besides, what if I told you even a man like the High Warlord had thought about it before?”

Alarielle bit her lip. “…I’d think you were teasing me, master.”

“Well, I’m not. Not that it isn’t tempting.”

She pouted at him. “…you’re terrible.” After a moment, though, Alarielle closed her eyes. “…I’ve always imagined one that could make me a better dancer, honestly. But that probably is silly, so… maybe a spirit of water. I’ve always followed Kaliera, and it feels like a water spirit might be gentle instead of frightening.”

“…heh. I admit, I don’t know much about water spirits.”

“Yours is a spirit of fire, right? You said he was a dragon… Can… can I see him, master? Just for a moment?”

Leo hesitated, then sighed. Unlike with Valyrianna, there wasn’t much point to dancing around the topic with Alarielle. “He’s a Titan,” he replied, with a shake of his head, “So I can’t just summon him without incarnating.”

She glanced away, slightly crestfallen. “…oh.”

Zethraxion’s presence rippled. …heh. Quite the curious creature, that one. So very afraid, and yet drawn to the very things that frighten her like a moth to the flame. She is likely fortunate she cannot look upon me in truth.

Probably, Leo agreed, wryly. Though that fascination with things that frighten her seems like its own sort of courage.

Perhaps it is. You are likely many of the things she fears, mortal. In that sense… I cannot say there is no wisdom in hoping you will protect her from all the rest of them.

He gave no response to that, instead staring into the flames for a long moment; it was Alarielle who finally broke the silence. “…when you said you have enemies, or are going to make them, you really did mean the Merchant Princes, right?” She hesitated. “…it sounded to me like you thought they shouldn’t have the power they do. So, you’re fighting for the king, right?" Her brow furrowed. “…no, not for the king. For the princess.”

Leo drew in a sharp breath, then shook his head, putting a bit of force in his voice. “…telling you more than I have to about why they’re my enemies would just be putting you in danger.”

She lowered her eyes. “…I won’t push, master.” Not right now, at least—that seemed to hang in the air after the words for a moment. “But you did mean them, didn’t you?”

Leo nodded without looking back over at her. “…them, but not just them. There’s also the ‘demon’ you mentioned before. I may have defeated him when we fought, but he isn’t gone. And he swore vengeance against everything I care for, Alarielle. Being with me… isn’t safe. It really isn’t.”

“But you’re strong, master. And… and they’re my enemies too. They did this to me, and to all the others I came to Heliopolis with. But… I could never hope to see them pay for that, not by myself.” Her emerald eyes flickered intently. “…you could, master. And maybe I could be some little help, if you’re fighting them. So… I’m not afraid of that.”

His eyes narrowed as he looked over at her. “You should be. I might have power, but it’s not like I’m even used to using it yet. I don’t even have a damn weapon yet. And… you should just get out of this while you can, Alarielle. I’d be a fool if I pretended I could be sure I’d make it out of this mad plan of mine alive.”

“…it’s still better than fending for myself. You… you defeated that other summoner like he was nothing. While I was there just… getting in your way and weighting you down. I know you’re strong, stronger than anyone I’ve ever known.” Alarielle’s eyes flashed up at him. “…and I’m not even sure they won’t come after me again once I’m free.” Her eyes lowered after a heartbeat, and she tucked her head down, wrapping herself in her arms tightly. “I know I could never compete with a princess, though. I… I wouldn’t ever ask you to choose me over her, master. But… but if I’m just your slave, surely she wouldn’t care if you kept me too. It’s… it’s not that unusual here in Al-Kerath, is it?”

Leo drew in a sharp breath. “I thought you didn’t want to be part of a harem.”

She bit her lip. “…I didn’t, but this is different. This is my choice, master. Even if I can’t be first in your heart… you saved me, and I owe you so much. And I feel safe with you.”

Her words made his heart race, and he looked away with a hiss of breath. “That wouldn’t be fair to you at all. You deserve someone who treasures you, Alarielle.”

“…I think you would, even if I was just your slave,” she breathed, “…no one’s ever made me feel like you did. Like… like I belonged to you, in body and soul. Like you could do whatever you wanted to me and… and I’d just want more.”

He couldn’t quite resist the shiver that ran through him at that—but Leo shook his head. “…I don’t think you can judge that just from desire, not really,” he replied, quietly.

“…I didn’t expect whoever bought me to care at all what I wanted. I… I was just going to do what I could to keep him from hurting me, to make him think I would just do what he wanted, then… then run away when I had the chance,” she whispered, leaning nearer to him—it was enough that he couldn’t help but look back at her, meeting her eyes. “But you put what I wanted first even so.”

“…it was more selfish than you probably think,” Leo countered, his eyes narrowing, “Seeing you like that was just what I wanted myself.”

She flushed, but didn’t back down. “I… I don’t really think that changes anything. If that’s just what you want too… that isn’t worse. If anything… that’s all the more reason to want to stay, isn’t it? It means… I wouldn’t even dislike giving you what you wanted of me.” A shiver ran through her, and she drew in a long breath, her eyes lowering. “But even if you don’t want me that way… isn’t there something else I can do for you? I… I could clean your home, or dance for you, or—”

“…what I don’t want is a slave, Alarielle!” His words were more forceful than he meant for them to be—enough that she flinched back a little, but he pressed forward, “Besides, even if I did… the princess hates slavery even more than I do.”

She winced and looked away. “…then… can I be your servant instead? Or just your ally? I wouldn’t ask for much, when I already owe you so much, and when just seeing them pay for everything they’ve done would be worth a lot to me.”

Leo’s breath escaped in a hiss. “…for the record, as far as I’m concerned, I’m the one who owes you. You saved my life—twice. I’m not going to just take advantage of you.”

“…if you keep me safe, that’s all I could ask for,” the girl murmured. “I know you could. I… I could never doubt it, after what I saw when you fought that summoner.”

Gods, how utterly her sweetness worked against him in this moment. The intensity that had surged for a moment couldn’t hold up in the face of the way she wrapped her arms around herself. “What if I can’t keep you safe? I already told you why that’s dangerous.”

“…isn’t it my right to take my chances with that, master?” She looked back at him with a quiet intensity, “…especially if you’re willing to take care of the others too. It isn’t even just about being safe that way. I just… I took a chance on trusting you, and you haven’t given me a reason to regret it. Not even one. And… and I can’t think you owe me anything after that, not really, but if I did… what I’d want is the chance to see the people who did this to me pay for it. And to know they can never try again, or do it to anyone else.”

He should just refuse. He knew that—he knew it utterly. As long as she was near, she would be a painfully poignant temptation, and… in his heart, he didn’t think she would try to be less tempting, much less resist if he were to give in. And yet, he couldn’t quite find the will to say that, with her looking at him the way she was. His eyes closed for a long moment, his thoughts racing. “…I… I need to think about it.”

She was silent for a long moment, long enough that he opened his eyes to look, but all Leo found was startled uncertainty. The knowledge that she had apparently expected that argument to do no more than the rest tugged at his heart… but he refused to let himself say something rash, even as she met his eyes uncertainly. “…alright,” the girl whispered, looking away a heartbeat after. “I… I know I shouldn’t push you like this. It’s selfish of me, I know that.”

Her eyes flickered up at him, unhappiness and intensity threading together as she drew in a long breath. “…I know that, but I can’t help wanting this. Everything feels like it’s falling apart around me, like it has fallen apart around me and you… you feel like the only thing that hasn’t just let me fall. You made me feel safe, and like the people who did this won’t just get away with it. So… I want to stay with you. And I’ll do whatever you want me to in return if I can have that, as long as it’s not cruel.”


Chapter XXIII

Crossroads

After that, Leo fully changed out of the soldier’s armor—he’d all but forgotten he was wearing it, during the exchange—and ultimately decided it was dangerous to stay in the room. Alarielle was painfully good at slipping through his defenses; turning away anger or accusation would’ve been easy, but her sweetness was considerably harder, even when she wasn’t pleading. He ended up going down to the common room of the inn after some thought and ordering tea from the bar. There was a part of him that was very tempted to actually get drunk, but that would’ve been about the stupidest thing he could do. He would probably end up sleeping with Alarielle again, among other things.

Tea had been a luxury in Sylvarithea, but here in Al-Kerath it was much more common and, after trying various kinds, he had decided that he very much liked black tea prepared with a blend of Kerathi spices. The version of it at the inn wasn’t nearly as good as what they served at the Round of Seven in Heliopolis, but for a minor inn of no real note, it was also far from bad. His thoughts swirled as he sipped the steaming drink in a corner of the inn’s common area, mostly ignored by those who were coming and going. There was the temptation to talk to Zethraxion about all of this, but… he already knew the dragon’s answer.

Instead, his thoughts strayed to Valyrianna. If there were similarities between her and Alarielle… the differences were far more pointed. Alarielle could disarm his defenses with her sweetness, but the princess had a fiery passion that so much of of him couldn’t help but find even more alluring. She had her own sort of fragility, but in the same breath, she was someone who strove to project strength to the world. He couldn’t imagine Valyrianna ever begging anyone for help… and that thought somehow only made her more tempting. She was a queen he could imagine standing at his side as an equal. Heh, gods, how arrogant that thought was, when she was the princess and he was still all but a nobody. Maybe Zethraxion’s arrogance was wearing off on him. And yet…

And yet, he couldn’t truly deny that it was what much of him wanted. He thought back to the exchange he’d had with Alarielle—asking what sort of spirit she would desire, if she could have one. It was a question that some part of him desperately wanted to be able to ask Valyrianna too, but it would’ve been foolish. Foolish unless… he told her the full truth. Leo swallowed and found his throat dry in a way that a sip of the tea did nothing to alleviate. If he told her the truth that he had told no one else in all the world, would she even want the power he could offer her? At first, he’d thought the answer was surely not, but something she’d said when they met in the temple stuck in his thoughts. ‘I won’t say I don’t see the temptation of it.’

Maybe those words had simply been idle, her trying to avoid the argument they’d nearly reignited. Maybe it was just wishful thinking to imagine she would actually be tempted. But another part of him thought she would. That, for all her reasons to oppose summoning… if he offered her the possibility of having a spirit of her own, the proud, defiant creature would jump at the chance to have the power to face her enemies with more than just words and subterfuge.

And he could do it. Leo shuddered at the knowledge, closing his eyes tightly. He could offer her that power, something he was all but certain that no one else could. That was the secret at the heart of the chapter of the Tome of Spirits that defied everything any other grimoire of summoning he’d ever read said. A summoner could only have a single pact, just as a spirit could.

That was considered an immutable truth by all the world… and it was wrong. Or, at least, there was a way to cheat that limit. A way that, so far as Leo knew, he alone was privy to. With that knowledge, he could command vastly more power than even the intoxicating surge that came with Zethraxion’s…

All he needed was a vessel to share in each pact after the first. How simple that had sounded once… But he’d read the rituals—carefully, painstakingly, repeatedly, going over every detail—and so he knew all too well that ‘vessel’ meant ‘lover.’ Whoever shared in the pact would be empowered by it as much as he would be… whether or not she was a sorceress. The ramifications of that part hadn’t even truly hit him before he’d come to Al-Kerath, before… he’d met Valyrianna and considered for the first time how desperately someone might want more power than they had.

Gods—gods, what a bitter irony it was. The thing he could give her that some part of him thought she might want most was something he wasn’t even sure if she would be willing to accept. Never mind that it meant there was a treacherous part of him that whispered he had every reason to try to be greedy, and to try to have them both. But that felt exceptionally foolish, if only because of that same defiant pride that made the princess so tempting to begin with.

Even so, he couldn’t entirely shake off the image the thought conjured in his mind’s eye, an image of the two of them standing to either side of him, each of them with a spirit of her own. Was Zethraxion’s arrogance rubbing off on him? Or was he just an exceptionally greedy man? Leo found he couldn’t say with any certainty.

Lost in those swirling thoughts, he didn’t realize Saladin had come in until the warlord’s shadow fell over him. With a sharp breath, Leo snapped out of his thoughts, the words of a spell upon his lips… until he realized who it was that was standing beside the table.

Saladin arched a brow at him in bemusement. “A bit jumpy today, aren’t you? Assuming you don’t have any actual reason to try to burn me to a crisp, anyway.”

The fireball that had started to form in his hand vanished with a flicker of red-gold and Leo offered a rueful smile. “…no, and I’m pretty sure I’d regret it if I tried anyway. Sorry, I just have a lot to think about.”

“This a good time to talk, then? I’ve got a bit while the lads are securing things down at the docks.”

Leo realized that the warlord had changed out of his armor as well, at some point—he was dressed simply enough that the soldiers in the common area hadn’t noticed him. That was at least a little reassurance that he hadn’t been too lost in his own thoughts. “It’ll have to be, if you have time,” he replied wryly, “Feels like a fool of a man who asks you for it then says no.”

“Hah. I won’t say you’re wrong.” The warlord threw him a grin, then moved to join Leo in the booth. One hand lifted and he was activating a sound-suppressing bracelet, summoning a small bubble of silence around them. “Better if we have privacy.”

Leo nodded. “…I really need to get one of those myself.”

“You do. Pretty technical, from what my sorcerers tell me, so I doubt you could just learn the spell itself. Damn useful, though. Won’t say Valyri’s money isn’t handy sometimes—you can bet they’re not cheap.”

“I do have some idea of the price of luxuries in the Dominion now, yes,” Leo agreed with a slight laugh. “I suppose I’ve got a fair way to go if we’re going to make this Magnathi scheme work.”

“Heh. Yeah, kind of laughable how far what most men think of as a lot of coin goes in the Dominion,” Saladin agreed.

Leo’s eyes flickered a moment later. “…the other women from the barge, are they safe?”

“More than not. I’ll not lie to you, lad, a few of them suffered more than we’d both prefer, but seems like most of the people who bought ‘em weren’t in a rush. Small mercies.”

Leo’s stomach clenched, but he nodded tightly. “I guess that’s the best we could hope for. What’s going to happen to them back in Heliopolis?”

“We’ll have to figure that out when we get there, frankly. Most of ‘em aren’t too keen on talking to us after how Wulfric’s soldiers treated them, the rotten bastard.” Saladin scowled.

“…that’s Lord de Valois?”

“Yeah. He’s the least of the Nine Princes, and Xhanatos’s willing lapdog in hopes of being more one day. He controls Daromir Isle and its ports—though he mostly uses it to harry traders who don’t pay cartel dues.” Saladin’s voice was thick with contempt. “And he thinks damn highly of himself for a glorified errand boy, as you saw for yourself.”

“…well, it’s not hard to look forward to the day we take him down. Using the women like that was pathetic as far as I’m concerned.”

The warlord nodded, a flicker of something feral in his eyes. “Aye. I look forward to it myself, more than a little.” His eyes glimmered, and his lips quirked. “Heh, you seem awfully sure you’re on the winning side of this, though. Maybe Valyri’s not wrong about you being mad.”

Despite everything, Leo couldn’t resist a slight smirk. “…well, I wouldn’t have joined if I didn’t think we could make this work, my lord.”

“Hah. Good. A man can get tired of all the defeatists we’ve got around sometimes. You’re damn right, this isn’t some tragic rearguard action where we’re all going to fail nobly. Way I see it, we’ll put all the Nine in the ground or die having made a bloody good try of it.”

“I’d prefer the former, if it’s all the same to you,” Leo answered dryly.

Saladin grinned. “Then you’ll just have to make sure you fight your hardest to make it happen. Bastards won’t know what hit ‘em.”

For a moment, both of them were silent—but then, the warlord’s eyes narrowed as he studied Leo. “…anyway, I’d like to hear the story with that girl you’ve got upstairs. By all rights, she should go on the barge with the others.”

Leo swallowed, drawing in a deep breath even as a rueful half-smile twitched at his lips. “…if you can convince her to go, I think I’d be grateful.”

Saladin sighed. “That’s about what I was afraid of. What exactly happened?”

Leo hesitated. By all rights, he should lie, or at least deflect, but… the warlord was about the only other man he could talk to about any of this. “…can this stay between us, for now? I… I made a damn stupid mistake, as far as I’m concerned, and I don’t really know how to make it right. I… could use some advice.”

“Bold of you to assume I’m the man to ask.” Saladin regarded him dangerously—but, on instinct as much as anything, Leo held his gaze in silence for what felt like an endless moment. Then Saladin laughed, a hint of wryness in it. “…I guess I’d be a fool to pretend I don’t like boldness at this point, though. Fine, I’ll hear you out, and it’s between us as long as you don’t say anything that makes me want to flatten you.”

Leo arched a brow. “Reassuring.”

“Best you’re gonna get, lad.” The warlord grinned. “I doubt you’d do it any different in my place.”

“…fair enough. Then, before I say anything particularly stupid, is… there anything between you and the princess?” It was a possibility he’d considered more than once, and… hadn’t quite been able to dismiss.

Saladin chuckled. “…hah. If I was ten years younger, I can’t say I wouldn’t be interested. Like I said, she’s a hell of a woman. But no.” He lifted a hand and rubbed a spot on one finger, which let a subtle illusion fall away to betray a golden ring there. “I’m taken, frankly, and happy with that. I’ve enough enemies that it’s better if most people don’t realize we’re wed.”

Leo let out a breath he hadn’t quite realized he’d been holding. “…probably wise of you, he murmured, “All of this has made me think about the dangers more than I ever did before.”

“Glad you’ve got the sense to think about that. Most men don’t.” Saladin regarded him intently. “…anyway, I’m not blind. I can see how you and Valyri look when you talk about each other. So what in the hells happened on that barge?”

Leo swallowed hard. “Alarielle tried to seduce me when they brought her to my chambers, and…” He hesitated, but there was no avoiding saying it. “...and Zethraxion is a spirit of passion. His power got the better of me. It’s not much of an excuse, I know that. But… like I said, I made a mistake. She’s a very beautiful girl, and… she was desperate.” He closed his eyes. “…then on the way out, she saved my life. And now she wants to stay with me.”

“…well godsdamn. Wouldn’t have thought a timid little thing like her could manage that.”

“I… nearly lost control of my incarnation.” The words burned in his throat, but… he had resolved himself to explain things in full, and he opened his eyes, clenching his jaw, “It won’t happen again, I swear that much. But… she brought me back. And then when a summoner guarding the ship nearly knifed me while I was recovering, she tried to throw herself in the way.”

“…heh. Sounds like there’s a lot more fire in her than I’d have guessed.” Saladin’s eyes narrowed. “Told you a weapon would be a good idea. What happened to the summoner?”

For a moment, Leo’s lips twitched in dark satisfaction. “…let’s just say the bastard won’t be doing any more work for the Magnathi.”

Saladin’s eyes glimmered. “Good. I count that as a win.” The warlord sighed a moment later. “Well, that makes me respect it a little more, I gotta admit. Didn’t really sit right that you were even considering a wallflower when Valyri likes you.”

Leo winced. “…yeah. I do think it was a mistake, but… gods, she’s not easy to just brush off. I tried, believe me.”

Saladin studied him for a moment. “Well, frankly, if you want advice, all I can really tell you is that you’re gonna have to straighten this out, one way or the other. I can’t speak for Valyri or tell you what’s best for you, lad, but I can tell you that you’re just gonna end up running headfirst off a cliff if you go back to Heliopolis without a clear answer.”

“…I’m not sure I have that much choice. We need to tell her what happened here.”

Saladin was silent for a moment, but then he sighed. “Look, I understand needing some time to wrap your head around this. I can’t give you an answer, but I can give you that at least. We’re going to head back to Heliopolis at first light with the other women. The bastard was right, that barge won’t be sailing upriver anytime soon. So, I’ll make the report to the princess myself—you and the girl stay here a while. As long as you need to figure this out. Probably better for our little ruse if you happen to show up here after we’ve left, and aren’t back in the capital for at least a few days.”

Leo frowned. “…not to look a gift horse in the mouth, my lord, but why do that?”

Saladin regarded him intently. “Because I like you both a damn lot, and I’d rather neither of you rush into any stupid decisions, lad.”
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Saladin left not long after that, leaving Leo alone with his thoughts. They’d done some rough planning for how to handle things in the morning, and he needed to go and tell Alarielle what they’d decided. The warlord had offered to let her meet with the other women if she wanted to, hoping maybe it would leave them less on edge if she did. But after their argument, Leo found he doubted she would want to risk ending up… back with them. For all that it would’ve been easier, for all that it would have solved everything, he found that that wasn’t really what he wanted, either.

No, he had agreed to consider her offer, her desire, and Saladin had given him the time to actually do it. Having things decided some other way now would’ve felt deeply wrong, on some level. Especially when the last thing she said was still bouncing around in his thoughts. Finding himself restless, he rose and left the inn, stepping out onto the streets beyond. On a practical level, there were things he needed to do, to prepare for what he’d discussed with Saladin as far as making the ruse of his arrival work, but that could wait a little while.

For the moment, he found his eyes drawn to the starry sky above instead as he moved to rest against the side of the inn. The night air was cool and clear, even if the lights of Vyr Karondyn made the stars not nearly so bright as they were elsewhere in the desert. Even with that light, the sky was still brighter here than it had ever been in Sylvarithea, and he could make out the constellations his mother had taught him as a child with ease. He found the Great Tree and the Stag of the North without even trying. A frown touched his lips as he looked south, and found the winged outline of the Elder Dragon.

The outline in the stars was faint, but he could see it at all here, when he’d never been able to in Sylvarithea. That felt somehow fitting, even if it didn’t look all that much like Zethraxion. But like the secrets in the Tome of Spirits, that constellation had been a secret his mother had shared with him that had been beyond his reach back in Sylvarithea. She knew it from her time traveling the continent.

Had she once meant to make a Circle? That was the term the Tome used for a group of summoners bound together by the sort of pacts it held the secret of, pacts that granted the power of summoning to those who didn’t naturally possess it. There was something poetic about it, even if Leo hadn’t truly believed he would ever use it enough to make the term truly accurate. A Circle implied many; it felt foolish to call it a Circle when it was only two. Now, though, some treacherous part of him whispered that maybe it would be apt after all. Three would make for much more of a circle than two. That felt like a mad fantasy, and yet he couldn’t deny the temptation of it.

But he couldn’t know what, if anything, his mother had planned to do with the knowledge. She had never been a summoner, so far as Leo knew, and the book seemed to assume that it would be a man in the middle of a Circle, but nothing explicitly said a woman couldn’t be. Maybe she had once had that ambition, or maybe she had just been a scholar who couldn’t resist the allure of secrets.

Leo wasn’t that, though. Knowledge had its temptations, but the thought of knowing a secret so powerful and never truly using it would never sit right with him, Leo admitted to himself. And that was why he couldn’t forget the last thing that Alarielle had said. ‘And I’ll do whatever you want me to in return if I can have that, as long as it’s not cruel.’ Asking her to take up the power of a spirit could have been cruel, he knew. If she had wanted nothing to do with conflict, then he couldn’t have ever justified asking her to do that. But… she had all but said she wished for the power to strike back against those who had hurt her. Maybe it was still cruel, to consider dragging her into the war against the Magnathi, and yet another part of him said it would be crueler not to offer her that chance.

And then there was Valyrianna. To pretend the princess did not tempt him more would’ve been folly, wouldn’t it? And already, he had thought through all the reasons why she might want the power. In his heart, he knew he would have offered it to her already that night in the Temple of Mara if he hadn’t thought she might refuse it for how she thought of spirits. But how much that power would do for her cause.

For… their cause, he corrected, silently. Whatever came of this, seeing what had happened to Alarielle—and then to the other women, even as Lord de Valois had ostensibly saved them—had left him with little doubt that he’d made the right choice to ally himself with the princess against the Magnathi. And he’d meant what he’d told Saladin before. And he still felt… incredibly guilty for the way things had gone with Alarielle. One way or another, he had to make things right with the princess as well. He would make them right, no matter what else came of this.

Beside him, Zethraxion’s presence rippled. …I’ve told you before what I think of hesitation, mortal.

Leo turned to look over at the dragon, his eyes narrowing. And I’ve told you what I think of recklessness. Besides, thinking things over isn’t hesitation, as far as I’m concerned. It’s deciding the right path. Saladin was right, I’d be a damn fool to go back without having a clear answer.

And you think you will find one here? Zethraxion sounded unimpressed.

Leo shook his head. Not like that, no. I’ll reach an answer before I go back, though, one way or the other. He looked back up at the sky. None of the obvious choices feel right. So I need to find a different one. One that does. And I will. I promised I’d protect them both, and I’m not going to just abandon that.

The dragon’s presence rippled, and he laughed. Heh. Boldly said, at least. Good. It ill befits a man who would be king to let others define the paths before him. If you can blaze your own, so much the better. As I said before… I have high expectations for you.

…I’m not planning to disappoint you. If it was easier to say that than to fully believe it… Leo found, in his heart of hearts, that he did believe it. We’ll see about the whole ‘man who would be king’ part, but I’m going to uphold our pact, burn my will into this world, destroy the Magnathi… and protect those I’ve come to care for. He had chosen to make a new life here, Leo reflected, and he was going to make good on it.


Epilogue

A Land of Strife

Al-Kerath was a land of strife. There was a bitter irony in the fact that he had not realized the whole, naked truth of that sooner, Aversadrienal reflected darkly. But perhaps that was only to be expected. It was, after all, his homeland, and it was all too easy not to see one’s homeland with clear eyes. He could feel the power of strife seeping out of the east, and yet he had been blind to how much of that same power rose off the sands like waves of heat. No, he had not so much been blind to it as he had been so accustomed to it that he did not see it for what it was.

But the conflicts here upon the sands were not distant embers that wanted for something to stir them into flame; they had long since caught. The fire burned hot upon the desert, hidden beneath the surface—but only just. Those who spoke cordially with one another around the negotiating table were quick indeed to draw daggers when they were instead alone in the dark, thinking their rivals’ backs were turned. It was a truth he had come to understand quickly, once he had thought to look. Perhaps it was simply that his former “master” had considered those conflicts beneath him and so turned a blind eye to them. His binder had, after all, been a soldier of the Helosian Guard, and it was the Magnathi lords who were so quick to turn their blades upon one another. Not that they would not gladly have turned their blades upon the crown, given the chance.

The trick to learning such things had been figuring out how to walk among mortals. Through experimentation, he had figured out quickly enough how to banish his armor, leaving him to wear the binder’s face. His wings were harder to hide; they did not seem wont to come and go, even if he willed it. But mirage was a part of fire, and he had long ago learned the value of illusion in weaving strife upon the field of battle. It was near enough to outside of his domain as to be difficult, but not so difficult that he could not spin a shroud of haze around his wings. It wasn’t a true illusion, but the tendency of mortals to overlook the unusual aided him in that—as did a small application of his power. If they noticed aught amiss with his appearance, they would be wont to think it a problem for their foes, and not for them.

Speaking like a mortal was a greater challenge. It felt… trite, to use the simpler language they were wont to favor. It felt beneath him. But he could do it, at least long enough to make them talk. Mortals seemed very inclined to talk at length, if given the chance, so it had not truly taken much of that to learn of the things he had wanted to. And while he might simply have interrogated men at the point of his swords… that would leave a trail of evidence easily followed back to him. He had seen the Guard’s actions against other djinn who had broken free as he had now, and if he left them a trail to follow, they would be upon him ere he was ready.

That was unacceptable, and so he had walked the streets of a mortal city for the first time in the whole of his existence. Other djinn seemed to favor the hollow pleasures that the mortals enjoyed; the sweet caress of desire, the taste of food, or the physicality of things such as a bath. He had sampled all of those things with coin taken from a merchant he had set upon and slain deep in the desert, where no one would soon find his corpse… and found them wanting. It was perhaps one of the ways in which he and the mortal whose form he had claimed were truly alike, Aversadrienal reflected with a bitter flicker of amusement. His binder had seemed to find no more joy in the pleasures of the flesh than he himself did.

No, he craved only the thrill of battle and the glory of victory. Even slaying the merchant had been an empty act, because the man had been fool enough to travel without guards, and he had offered neither flight nor resistance. When the man’s lifeblood had stained the sands and his beasts fled into the desert, Aversadrienal felt nothing save a deep-seated contempt for an existence so pitiful as to be extinguished without even a whimper. That thought, though, had brought anger, because it reminded him of other men who had equally been naught but worthless chaff—and yet, somehow the invoker with the dragon had stolen their fates away from him. That ought have been no more possible than stealing his flame.

But surely that had only been possible because his hold upon them had been freshly wrought and weak for it. Aversadrienal narrowed his eyes as he strode up the dune he stood behind. With his wings concealed behind a hazy mirage, he seemed no more than a simple traveler upon the sands, but the song of steel upon steel rang out from beyond the rise and it called to him. The emotions, the conflict, the violence… that was what he desired from this life he had taken for himself. War, battle, and destruction; the clash of steel, blood spilled in anger.

The battle itself, though, was drawing to a close. In truth, it had been little more than a skirmish, because the attackers were outmatched. They were dressed as simple bandits, and yet they fought with a ferocity that bespoke greater training and purpose. They were in truth, Aversadrienal knew, raiders hired by one of the trite mortal cartels—the “Golden Sands,” as he had heard them called—to attack their rivals.

Their rivals had expected it, though. The small caravan, barely worthy of the name, was defended not just by a few guards, but by a company of elite mercenaries. In contrast to the ferocity of the raiders, they fought with a cold professionalism, their formation practiced and precise, several shieldbearers covering their fellows with great tower shields while others behind them attacked with spears and shortbows. When they had the chance, the shieldbearers themselves struck out with their swords, and the attackers had no chance of piercing a coordinated defense like that. Even as he watched, an arrow caught one of the attackers in the throat, and another was caught by a shieldbearer’s counterattack. The rest seemed to realize the futility of their efforts then, because they fell back and started to retreat.

That wouldn’t do at all. Both sides would need to think the other had claimed victory here. Aversadrienal’s eyes flickered with a dark satisfaction and he crested the hill, a gesture summoning a barrage of his black fireballs. It took no more than a wave of his hand to send that barrage raining down upon the escaping raiders; they were caught wholly off-guard, and his fireballs scored direct hits upon several for that. Even the rest, though, could not avoid being caught in the wicked, explosive conflagration that each of the fireballs erupted into as they impacted the sand. A dark grin played upon his lips; that was far more satisfying, even if they had not been fleeing from him.

The mercenaries were truly professionals, though. By the time he had looked back at them, they were already pivoting their formation to face him warily, blades and spears and bows at the ready. There was an almost overpowering surge of bloodlust—a part of him that very much wanted to test that formation, to shatter it and kill them to a man. But he was not so weak of will as to let that impulse ruin his design. He had heard about all of this through no more than chance, a drunken mercenary in the tavern he had visited to taste of ale and food… but that chance encounter had been enough to set this plan into motion.

Their animosity would serve him well. Aversadrienal’s lips quirked toward a vicious smirk. Before he could speak, though, one of the mercenaries was. The man hadn’t caught his interest at first, because he’d just been watching the battle, but now… now he had raised earthen wards around the group, and he was staring up at the Eidolon. “…not that we don’t appreciate the help, stranger, but who in the hells are you?”

Aversadrienal laughed—truly laughed, not bothering to hide the way his voice echoed upon itself as it boomed through the darkness. “Who am I, thou wouldst ask? If thou would know… gaze upon mine visage and despair!” All at once, he allowed the mirage upon his wings to fall away and summoned his armor to him; it materialized in a burst of black fire all around him—and with it came his aura.

Aversadrienal’s power surged outward like an invisible tide, thickening the air, intensifying the bloodlust that already there; it hit the formation of mercenaries like an almost physical thing. It was neither a physical blow nor quite a spell, and so it rolled over the mercenary sorcerer’s wards as though they weren’t even there. The men staggered; some fell to their knees, others clutched their heads. Only a few managed to stand their ground, and it was all they could seem to do to manage that, much less attempt a counterattack.

…but the sorcerer was another matter. The wards he had raised might have failed, but something around him seemed to resist the power more acutely. Aversadrienal’s eyes narrowed beneath his helm. “…hah! Thou art a binder, little sorcerer? If that is so, then what a fine prize thou shalt be.” One hand lifted—both his arms were back in working order—and he summoned his shadowsteel sword, wreathed in flame just as it had been before.

The sorcerer swore. “Bastard! Don’t know who in the hells you’re working for, but you won’t get away with this! To me, Rhadamatherion!” A surge of sand rose up around the man—and then, it coalesced around him into a judge’s robes, a bronze scale forming upon the head of the staff he held.

A moment later, with no more warning than a gesture from the sorcerer, the dune beneath Aversadrienal’s feet was starting to collapse. No, not just collapse; it had become quicksand, a pit that was meant to swallow him. The Eidolon sneered as his wings flared instead, lifting him up into the air. As he did, a gesture of his left hand called another barrage of fireballs and threw them at the incarnated sorcerer—an invoker, it seemed, not merely a binder.

The mortal cursed, and another gesture of the staff raised pillars of sand to block the barrage, preventing the mortal from attacking again as Aversadrienal dove forward; as soon as the pillars of sand fell, he was sweeping through where they had been, coming at the man with a swing of his sword. Rather than shy away, though, the sorcerer raised his staff—and Aversadrienal found the force of his dive met by the weight of earth behind the staff, its bronze head surging with aether.

It wasn’t enough. If he had put his full power behind the slash, it would’ve overpowered the unnatural weight of the staff, even backed as it was by what seemed like an Archon’s power, but that had never been his goal. No, even as he took flight, his aura had never subsided, and now he surged his aether into it instead, even as he let himself be thrown backward a few spans. He landed on his feet easily… and that left him squarely in the middle of the mercenaries’ formation. Suddenly, even those who had been able to hold out before crumpled to their knees, and those who had first succumbed were starting to rise, a dark light behind their eyes.

But none of that mattered. No, Aversadrienal focused upon the sorcerer before him, and his power was enough that the mortal staggered backward, clutching his forehead with his free hand even as he still held out his staff protectively with the other. “Hah. Resist if thou truly wish, mortal. It will make my triumph but sweeter.” The Eidolon stepped nearer—and once he was sure the mortal lacked the presence of mind for a counterattack, he focused upon something he had very much wanted to try.

The full extent of his power to bend the minds of men was never something his “master” had cared to test, and Aversadrienal had never cared to give the man a tool he had not sought for. But surely he could do more. If he could form his aura with no more than a thought, then surely he could do something more. His free hand lifted, and instead of fire or shadow, he concentrated his very aura there; it formed a murky orb of inky darkness.

In that moment, his focus faltered enough that the sorcerer managed to find the words to a spell—but it was the same one he had tried first, and Aversadrienal sidestepped this smaller grasping pit of quicksand with little effort at all, a sneer upon his lips. In the next moment, he surged forward; with a gasp, the sorcerer’s hands caught on his staff and lifted it to block the slash again, and it was in that moment that the Eidolon cast the spell he had prepared.

Maybe the staff could’ve blocked it, but the man’s wards could not. No, the coalesced burst of power passed through them the same way his aura had the outer defenses and caught the man full in the chest, sending him reeling backward. His staff flew from his hands and he stumbled to the ground, clutching his head as he writhed. “Hmph. Pitiful creature,” the Eidolon muttered, looking down upon him. “Thou art scarcely fit to—”

The words cut off as he leaped backward instinctively, because the man’s writhing form suddenly surged with power. A moment later, he rose—not under his own power, but instead levitating, a gesture calling the staff to his hand. But when he looked over at Aversadrienal… the light behind his eyes had changed entirely. Now they glimmered with a golden brown glow. “…what have you done?!” The voice, too, was different.

It was unquestionably the voice of another djinn. For a long, long moment, Aversadrienal stared in incomprehension, but then the realization of what had happened came to him all at once, and his laughter echoed through the moonlit night, the sheer presence of it enough that the other djinn recoiled. The Eidolon took a step forward—and then, he dismissed his sword and extended his hand.

“…what have I done, brother mine? I have severed the chains that bound thee unto that pathetic mortal’s will and set thee free. Yet the sons of men would steal that freedom from I and thee alike. So, willst thou not make cause together with me?”


Author’s Note

Thanks for reading! I hope you enjoyed Rise of the Dragon King!

This is, of course, just the first book in the series—and there’s quite a bit more to come! I’ve heard there are traditions around waiting for a certain number of reviews to start the next book, but starting something without intent to finish it really isn’t to my tastes. The next book, Circle of the Dragon King, is already in the works and should be out in a few months, tops. Honestly, I was originally envisioning these two as part of the same book, but it got too long and there’s a lot in the second book that just needed more time to breathe. And while this one ended with certain things unresolved… Well, I do think the genre makes it not really a spoiler to say I think you’ll like how they turn out with regard to Valyri and Alarielle, hah.

Anyway, if you liked this book, the preorder for Book Two is already up. And if you’d like a preview sooner, there are also preview chapters available on my Patreon (https://www.patreon.com/c/DariusThorneAuthor)! This is my first work in the genre, so it’s still getting set up, but I hope I can provide worthwhile benefits for those willing to support my work. Aside from previews of future books, you’ll be able to find maps, extra scenes that won’t make it into the books, and probably extra intimate scenes there!

All of that said, while I’m going to finish this series one way or another, I’m limited by just how much I can prioritize my writing at the moment. If you’d like to help me be able to put it first and get future books out faster, then I’d really appreciate if you left a review! It helps others find the book.

A few other thoughts. There’s definitely an edge of BSDM/dominance elements in the erotica here, and you can expect that to continue somewhat but not really predominate. That’s something I enjoy writing, and it’s definitely in Leo’s nature (never mind a dragon’s), but it isn't something I'll be leaning too hard on here either. I hope to provide a good variety in the adult content—and  a bit more of it, now that we're past the initial setup!

I also have quite a few other spirits in mind going forward, so if that's an aspect you liked and this book felt a touch light on them, you can look forward to quite a few more spirits next time. I'm looking forward to that, and I hope you are as well!

Anyway, thanks again for reading, and see you next book!


Other Works by Darius Thorne

Noblesse Oblige: Legacy of the Sorcerer Kings - High Fantasy Turn-Based RPG with Romance (Available on Steam or at LordForteGames.com)
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