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Chapter One

 

 

 

Late morning filtered in through the old shutters, light the color of clarified butter, soft and golden, splashing itself over the contents of the room. A fresh breeze laden with the scents of honeysuckle and the blooming apple trees just outside the inn caused the curtains to ripple and raised goosebumps across Zarja’s bare thigh and arm. 

Hugh stood at the foot of the bed, hands on his hips, undressed to his breeches, and drank in the sight of the lisica. 

She lay back on the grand old bed, pillows strewn about her, nude but for a pair of white stockings pulled up just over her knees. Languorous, completely at ease and comfortable in her own skin, she slowly rubbed her legs together, arching her back so her full breasts pushed out, reaching up to run one hand through her long, luxuriously blonde hair. 

Her eyes gleamed with wickedness and amusement, her expression mockingly innocent and perfectly calculated to provoke. Studying Hugh, the intensity between them growing by the second, she bit her full lower lip and slid one hand down the contours of her stomach, over the subtle swell of her abdomen, then ghosted her fingers over her shaved pussy.

Hugh fought to remain stoic, uninvolved. To betray no expression on his face, but had to work hard to resist a pang of disappointment when her hand slid further down to her full thigh. There, it slowly drew back, fingers gouging into her soft flesh, trails which went quickly from white marks to soft, protesting red ones.

“You’re almost there, my lord,” she purred, turning amongst the pillows, her body voluptuous and impossibly feminine, from the full curves of her broad hips to her narrow waist, from her large, bounteous breasts to her perfectly heart-shaped face. “And I can’t tell you how hurt I am. How wounded. That you could resist me all night. Can resist me even now.”

Hugh crossed his arms over his broad chest, rocked his weight back onto his heels. “Ten more minutes and I win, Zarja.” He barely managed to keep from gloating. “And then you have to do whatever I demand.”

She pursed her lips into a pouty moue. “As if I would deny anything you asked of me? You know this body is yours.” She began to trace her fingertips back over her curves. “To do with as you wish. Why resist me? Why waste time? You could be taking me right now.”

“Because a bet is a bet,” Hugh said, grinning wolfishly at her. “And you challenged my pride. So, writhe and pout all you want. Ten minutes till the midday bell, and then I’ll ravage the ever-living fuck out of you.”

“I can’t wait that long,” she moaned, and dropped her other hand from her hair to smooth down over her full breast, cupping it and taking her pale pink nipple between thumb and forefinger. “I’m burning up, Hugh. You torture me.” She began to pinch it, rolling it back and forth even as her other hand pulled her knee out wide, exposing her sex completely. “Break this fever. Please. I can’t bear it.”

Hugh’s throat grew tight at the sight of her. Resplendent and lush on the blankets, the golden coins of sunlight that made their way through the shutters playing across her nubile flesh, sliding over her shoulders, dappling her breasts. 

“Suffer,” he said, voice tight.

“But oh, I do. I know what you’re keeping from me. That massive rod with which you’ve punished me before.” Her voice was become full-throated, husky with desire, eyelids closing so he could barely make out the gleam of her gaze. “Don’t you wish to break me again? Pin me down to this bed and punish me for my temerity? For daring to doubt you? Make me moan, make me…” 

And her fingers slid down the smooth expanse of inner thigh to hesitate at her outer lip, which was swollen with desire, puffy and pressed so tight Hugh couldn’t make out her inner folds. She pressed her head back as she used her fingertips to pull herself open, revealing the glistening pink of her pussy, the nub of her clit visible, the whole of her wet with desire.

“Gonna have to do better than that,” Hugh said gruffly, pretending to look away in boredom.

She froze for a second, glaring at him in mock anger, then turned over onto her side, knees pressing together and hiked up so that her curvaceous ass was fully exposed, her pussy lips squeezed together between her upper thighs.

“You monster,” she whispered. “Then I will take care of myself.”

“You do that,” Hugh said, wishing his throat wasn’t so dry.

Reaching around and behind, she pulled up an asscheek, her glorious golden tail shifting up and away, and slid her other hand between her legs to probe at her pussy, teasing and brushing it before sliding two fingers deep between her folds.

She sighed, arched her back, then began to run a finger from her other hand in tight circles around the pale star of her asshole.

Hugh frowned, turned, and stared out the shutters at Erro’s little square just outside. A few more minutes. Hugh could do it. He’d come this far. They’d been up all night in Branka’s bar, drinking wine, carousing, doing their best to not think about the pressing events happening in the world and the fact that they were rapidly running out of time.

Hugh had lasted all night. Resisted her every provocation. He could go five more minutes.

Movement dragged his eyes back around. She’d slid two fingers into her ass and was now alternating pistoning them in and out of her tight hole with those in her pussy, gently rocking her hips as she did so, biting the pillow as she fought to not moan too loudly. Her full tail spasmed and twitched as she worked herself harder, and the sweet, musky scent of her was filling the air, driving me wild.

Those damn bells couldn’t ring soon enough.

Biting her lip, Zarja propped herself up, half-turning to gaze down at her hips, and angled her wrist and elbows just so. 

Hugh raised an eyebrow, suspicious at her expression, which had suddenly turned focused, almost solemn. 

Carefully, she slid a third finger into her pussy, withdrew, then slid in all four. She was so slick now that tendrils of juice hung from her lips to her knuckles each time she drew out. Shifting her weight, she adjusted her hips, and folded her thumb into her palm, scrunching it together before forcing it deep inside her.

“Being with you,” she said, voice strained, almost too quiet to hear, “has pushed me past my limits, expanded my… my horizons. Made me realize just how much I can take. And…”

She frowned, working her hand around, and Hugh saw that she was stuck at the knuckle of her thumb.

“And… if I can’t get your cock inside me, I’ve had to find… find other ways to… satisfy myself…”

A change in the angle of her wrist, a moment of strain, then her hand slid all the way inside her pussy, disappearing entirely to the wrist. 

“Oh, yes,” she said throatily, eyes rolling up as she focused on the sensation. “There… there we go. Oh. Oh fuck.”

All thought of the bells had fled his mind. He stood there, aching with desire, aroused and taken aback, never having seen the like, not having known such an act was even possible, mesmerized by how her lips stretched around her wrist, the way her full body slowly throbbed back and forth as she began to pulse her fist deep within herself.

“Now, Hugh,” she gasped, voice raw with desire. “I’m almost there. Please. Don’t make me beg. In my ass. While I… while I…”

Somehow Hugh’s breeches were around his ankle as he knelt on the bed, moving forward to position his cock right before her pale star. She was still propped up on one elbow, her body contorted, heavy breasts hanging down, golden hair spread about her.

“Spit on your cock,” she whispered. “Push it in, Hugh. Now. Please. I’m so close.”

Hugh could only obey. Feeling lightheaded, as if leaving his own body, Hugh spat and pushed his cock against her asshole, feeling the resistance soften, working it back and forth, leaning in with his hips, her wrist brushing against his thigh as she fisted herself.

Hugh spat again, worked the lube deeper into her hole, then pushed… pressed carefully, firmly… until with a sudden release he sank deep into her ass, his shaft disappearing smoothly, her back arching, her whole body going tense as she flung her head back and cried out.

“You all right?” Hugh growled.

“Yes. Oh, by the stars and the fucking moon, yes, yes, yes. Now fuck me, Hugh. Fuck me as I finish myself off.”

And by the gods, he could feel - was that? Were those her knuckles, undulating through the wall between her pussy and ass, kneading his shaft as she worked her own passage?

Hugh didn’t know. Didn’t care. Was losing himself to the sensation, the impossible tightness, the sight of her moving, undulating her body, impaling herself upon his shaft as she continued to fist her stretched pussy. Her gasps came faster, a sheen of sweat breaking out across her pale, perfect body. 

He gripped her by the hip, fingers digging deep into her soft flesh to pound her harder. He felt her pick up her own pace, felt the strange, sensual, slick gyrations of her hand through her own body upon his shaft.

It was too much. The sight of her, the love and wonder Hugh felt for her, the magical intensity of the moment, the sheer, overwhelming physical sensation of ass-fucking her as she fisted herself into oblivion -

Hugh cried out, a deep, raw shout of release, and came within her, pressing forward, burying himself to the hilt, her soft asscheeks against his thighs and stomach. He pressed as deep as he could go even as she pulled her hand free, worked her fingers frantically across her clit, then screamed in turn and buried her face into the pillow.

Her whole body shook like a sail in a storm, spasming as it was wracked by her orgasm. It was all Hugh could do to hold on, to not crash down beside her, her ass clenching around his shaft like a fist, squeezing out every drop as she shivered and climaxed again and again.

Finally, after what felt like eons, she went limp, and he crashed down by her side. They lay there, both gasping for breath, staring up at the rafters, shoulders pressed tight together.

The midday bells began to toll.

“Hmm,” said Zarja, raising her slick hand to examine it with satisfaction. “I win.”

“What?” Hugh blinked the sweat from his eyes.

She turned her head to regard him, her cheek nestling in a bed of golden curls. “I won. I bet you couldn’t keep your hands off me… and, well.”

He stared at her, blinked once more, then rose to rest on his elbows. “Wait. I feel like I was just ambushed by a vastly more powerful opponent.”

“Fitting,” said Zarja, snuggling her hips back and forth to sink a little further down between the blankets. “I’d be a poor excuse for a three hundred plus year-old fae of love and seduction if I couldn’t tempt you down into this bed.”

Hugh looked up and down the length of her - the rise and fall of her curves, the smooth expanse of her stomach, her high, full breasts spreading outward from her chest as she lay on her back, bare pussy still glistening. “I guess I’ve no choice but to concede. I was fairly defeated on the field of battle.”

Zarja laughed and leaned up to kiss Hugh on his jaw. “Don’t pout. What we just did was… hmm.” She rubbed the tip of her nose back and forth across his cheek then sank back down with a grateful sigh. “You’d think you’d never seen a lady fist herself before.”

“I, ah…”

She raised a golden eyebrow. “Really?”

“Well - I mean, is that… common? Because…”

“All those prostitutes I saw you take in at the Rusałka Inn, none of them…?”

Hugh laughed and draped an arm over his eyes. “No. I think they’d have slapped me and stormed out if I’d asked. Or tripled their rates.”

“But…” Now it was Zarja’s turn to prop herself up on one elbow, cheek resting in her palm, fingers moving out to explore the musculature of his chest. “You had so many women. Hundreds, it felt like. And all you did was…?”

“Fuck them? Hard enough that they couldn’t walk after? Yes.” Hugh grinned wearily. “I never said I was the most creative lovemaker in the world. I just get the job done.”

“That you do,” she said, fingers walking down over his ridged stomach to spread into his damp pubic hair. “By the stars and moon, that you do. And oh. Don’t forget. You lost our bet, so now you owe me.”

Hugh dropped his arm down so he could study her. “You were pretty vague about what you’d want.”

“You failed to ask. Ah, the price of hubris. But you’ll find out soon enough. I’ll demand that you obey me in the bed chamber some night soon, and no matter my request, you shall have to do as I ask.”

“Agreed,” said Hugh suspiciously. “But…”

“But?” Zarja raised an eyebrow. “No buts, my lord. A bet is a bet.”

“Fair enough.” Hugh closed his eyes, the sensation of her fingers slowly teasing his cock causing him to stir. “That and I guess I trust you with my life, so.”

“Such romantic words,” purred Zarja, leaning in close to nuzzle at my cheek again. He could hear the swish of her tail moving from side to side across the blankets. “Such a poet.”

Hugh snorted. “Give it up. You’ll never provoke me into composing poems for you.”

“Hmm, we’ll see.” Her hand began to slowly work his cock back to life. “I’m capable of all manner of miracles.”

Faint shouts sounded from outside, people calling to each other across the river, no doubt.

Hugh smiled, eyes still closed, began to shift his weight about to face her. “So I’m learning. Be wary of what you’re starting, though. Having lost my bet, I’ll be eager for my revenge.”

“Please don’t be too rough,” whispered Zarja, feigning fear as she brushed her lips against his own. “Please, master, don’t have your way with me till I can’t take it any longer.” 

Hugh was about to snarl and roll atop her when a loud knocking sounded on the door, a staccato blast whose urgency brooked no denial. 

“Come in,” he said, rising to sit and draw the blanket across his hips.

Zarja had no such compunctions, and lay there in all her nude glory, golden tail whisking from side to side as she propped her head up on her palm once more.

Anastasia stepped inside, face flushed, breathing heavily as if she’d run across the whole village to find them, strands of black hair escaping her customary chignon. She was dressed formally as always, in Duke Annaro’s gold and slate uniform, jacket hanging open to reveal her tunic, an elegant black and gold patterned scarf tied around her long neck. 

Any thoughts Hugh had entertained of luring her into the bed were immediately dispelled by her alarmed expression.

“Found you. There’s trouble. The fae have detected. An armed force. Rapidly approaching the village.”

“Armed force?” asked Hugh, rising from the bed to begin getting dressed. “How large?”

“Not sure,” said Anastasia, raising her chin as she gulped down air. “Floriana’s taken her men to the south bridge. Told me to find you. I’ve looked everywhere.”

That last was said accusingly.

“From the south?” Hugh pulled on his tunic. “So not a revenge attack for Baron Nestor?”

“No,” said Anastasia, wiping the sleeve of her dress jacket across her brow. “But it’s large. Large enough that the fae have pulled back to form a protective ring around their Queen.”

“Fuck,” Hugh growled, sitting down to jerk on his boots. “How soon till they reach the southern bridge?”

“Hard to tell. We were warned maybe ten minutes ago. I’ve been running all over Erro looking for you two.”

“Well, you’ve found us now.” Hugh stood, grabbed his scabbarded blade, and strapped it to his waist. Zarja had already dressed and assumed her human Elena guise. She stood with a hair tie in her mouth, gathering her golden mane into a ponytail with both hands.

Hugh led the way, moving swiftly as he strode out the room and down the broad stairwell. “Morwyn? Sir Trofim?”

“Morwyn’s at the bridge,” said Anastasia, hurrying to keep up. “Last I saw Sir Trofim, he was shouting at the fae, arguing with them about the defensive advantage of holding the bridge.”

Hugh stormed down the old steps into the common room of the Mountain Laurel, the sole tavern in the village of Erro. The place was empty, drinks and platters abandoned on tables. Of all the nights for him and Zarja to grab a random room and make themselves hard to find. 

“Have you seen Branka?” he asked, striding out through the front door.

“No.” Anastasia’s long legs brought her abreast of him as they stepped out into the gorgeous morning. “She’s most likely gone to summon Medved.”

“I pray that he won’t be needed,” said Zarja from just behind.

Hugh had no time for Erro’s charms, the peerless blue of the mountain skies, the swift rush of the Mandroga rushing by. His attention was focused on the village’s southern terminus, where even now he could make out a knot of our soldiers gathered as if to receive a charge.

It was a matter of moments to race through the small village, and to come rushing up to where Floriana paced back and forth like a caged panther.

“Report,” he said, coming to a stop beside her and not missing the relieved glances more than a dozen soldiers sent his way. Many had fought either alongside or directly against him in battles; his reputation had a steadying effect on their nerves.

Floriana all but snarled as she peered at the ingenuously innocent stretch of road that curved out of view into the forest beyond the bridge.

“They’re using some form of magic to guard their approach. Elsewise we’d have picked them up ages ago. Was the fae that noticed them at all, a patrol of their managing to pierce the illusions that hide them. Without their warning, we’d’ve been caught with our pants around our ankles.”

“Do we have a sense of their numbers?”

“A large force,” said Floriana, resuming her pacing behind the rear rank of her guards. Some fifty men and women were positioned here, the rear rows with bows at the ready, the front two ranks a phalanx of long spears. “A hundred or more, the fae scout said. Not to mention their magic-user.”

“Their chirographer is greatly skilled,” said Anastasia. “Most can but darken an area, raise or dampen luminescence, but to actually bend the light around such a large force?” She gave a quick shake of her head. “I can’t imagine their talent.”

Hugh scanned the ranks. “Where’s Morwyn?”

“She insisted on joining the scouts.” Floriana nodded at the tree line. “Out there somewhere, waiting and watching for the approach.”

“Do we have a sense of how close this force is?”

“Close. Too close. I expect them -”

Floriana’s words were cut off by several forms materializing from the undergrowth – their own scouts, Hugh realized, rushing to cross the bridge even as they cast fearful glances over their shoulders. Morwyn was the last to appear, his relief palpable at the sight of her, but when she reached the mouth of the bridge, she stopped and turned to face the empty road, a wicked blade in each hand.

Hugh went to call to her, to order her back, but then, out of nowhere, the sound of marching men impressed itself upon his ears. Louder and louder, too distinct to be anything but immediately present, but still the road remained empty, devoid of the very activity that his ears revealed.

“They can only work with light,” said Anastasia with grim relief. “I was beginning to fear them omnipotent.”

The air in the empty road shimmered and seemed to flow, like eddies of water shaped by invisible objects beneath a river’s surface. Hugh’s skin broke out into goosebumps, and he moved forward, passing through his guards’ ranks to reach the front as at last the chirographer allowed their magic to fall away.

A column of guards stood in the road, five abreast and winding back out of sight around the curve of the road, easily several hundred strong, the front rank not a dozen paces from where Morwyn stood. They were well-armed, each carrying an identical black kite shield, all clad in uniform iron caps and black chain. 

Bare blades gleamed in their hands. 

Two figures were mounted on steeds, each flanking the column perhaps ten rows behind the front. One Hugh didn’t recognize, a military man, was the commander no doubt, his powerful frame draped in a sable cloak, his breastplate enameled black and embossed with the Fate Maker’s sign.

The other he knew immediately, and Hugh’s heart sank.

Fate Maker Jarmoc, the proud, bitter old priest who had visited Erro for Subrogation Day, whose caustic eye had taken note of Hugh’s lack of faith and judged him accordingly.

The column had come to a stop just before the chirography had been dropped, and now the front rank eyed the assembled soldiers of Erro with something akin to professional curiosity. Clearly, there were not enough men to concern them overmuch, for Hugh saw little more than hard determination on their faces. 

“Welcome, Fate Maker Jarmoc,” called out Hugh, pitching his voice so that it rolled out deep and powerful. “I see you travel in force. Are the woods grown so dangerous?”

Jarmoc raised his chin so that he might look down the length of his nose at where Hugh now stood beside Morwyn. It was easily done. The man was already mounted on a fine steed. “Indeed, my Lord Hugh. Word has reached us that Erro is plagued by bandits and worse. Is that Black Floriana I espy upon the bridge?”

“It is,” rumbled the commander on the far side of the column. “The very harpy who has murdered and pillaged this land for years.”

“And now under your employ,” continued Jarmoc, picking up seamlessly as if he and the commander had rehearsed these lines. “How disappointing. I had hoped the rumors false. To think that a man of your lineage should stoop to consorting with such trash.”

A third of the guards arrayed behind Hugh had been forest bandits under Floriana’s leadership not long ago; Hugh sensed them bristle and heard Floriana’s rapid step forward, but he stopped her with an outflung arm.

“She and her men have been pardoned by my decree, and now serve the duchy. It is with their aid that we repulsed an attack by Baron Niestor and preserved the sanctity of my brother’s realm.”

“Is that so?” Jarmoc’s voice was a study in skepticism and mockery. “How heartwarming. But at least this is the worst of your sins, is it not, my Lord Hugh?”

Hugh narrowed his eyes, seeing where the conversation was leading. Sensing already the violence that was to come.

“For I have heard scandalous rumors that I could not deign to believe. Tales of such abject wickedness that I had to seek a spiritual cleansing simply for imagining them in my mind. Tell me, my lord, they are lies, are they not? These tales of fae come down from the mountain to reside in Erro?”

“They are not lies,” Hugh said, voice as grim as a headsman’s ax. “The fae assisted in defeating Baron Niestor’s forces. They have earned -”

“Nothing more than a quick death if I am merciful,” cried out Jarmoc, raising his voice to a preacher’s boom, “and a slow, tortured death if I am not. How dare you, my lord, invite such filth into this good town? How dare you sully the good people of Erro with this… this… heinous behavior?”

“Easily.” Hugh placed his hands on his hips, forcing his face to register nothing but callous contempt for Jarmoc’s bigotry. “The world is wrong about the fae, Jarmoc. The Fate Maker is wrong in his judgment of them. I invited them and their queen to Erro because I wish to cement an alliance with their kind. In fact, I intend to bring their queen to Stasiek and effect a formal alliance between them and my brother.”

Jarmoc’s supercilious disdain crumbled before his fury. His face turned apoplectic, darkening and mottling into shades of crimson and white. His eyes gleamed with a fanatical light, and he sat back, swallowing several times as he fought to control himself.

“Well,” he whispered at last, voice harsh with emotion. “I have heard enough to pronounce judgment upon you. In the name of the Fate Maker, I declare you an abomination, Hugh of Stasiek, and your followers anathema. Surrender and you might be granted a swift trial and execution. Resist, and you and your filthy fae will die terrible deaths.”

He lowered his chin, gaze smoldering. “This I swear to you.”

Hugh considered the column. They were not arrayed for battle, but that would swiftly change. A concerted charge and they would smash into Hugh’s forces. Their numbers and superior armament meant that the bloody melee that would follow would be short indeed; Hugh’s forces were composed of untried recruits from Niestor’s defeated army and his own core of reformed bandits. Neither had the military experience or discipline to match the elite soldiers Jarmoc had brought from the closest Fate Maker’s barracks. 

His thoughts swirled. How had word reached him? He must have heard a week ago to marshal such a force and bring it so quickly up into the mountains. Did he have his brother’s blessing? 

The thought rang a bell in his mind, a dim and distant hope. “You are acting, of course, with the Duke of Stasiek’s permission?”

Jarmoc’s face distended into a sneer. “No. But I do not need it. This matter falls under the Fate Maker’s jurisdiction, as an unnatural crime against humanity. I am at liberty to act as I see fit and shall. Now. Enough talk. Order your men to lay down their arms, or all of you will be summarily butchered.”

Morwyn and Floriana could summon their gods for unmatched martial power, but Hugh’s secret strength, the Reavers whom he had once commanded and who had made him invincible in battle, were now locked away in the depths of his soul, bound by Vispathia’s enchantments. 

If the enemy charged, he would face them, but face them as a mortal man. Skilled with the blade and in the prime of his health, but only one man, alone. 

He could not turn back this tide.

Hugh caught sight of Anastasia drawing forth a bag of pebbles, stones which she would enchant to hurl into the enemy ranks. Morwyn would kill dozens. Floriana perhaps as many.

But how many enemy soldiers were there? Two hundred? More? His fifty along would never stop them. And when their forces fell, all of Erro would lie open to Jarmoc, who would not doubt flow up the road to the town square, and there fall upon the fae where they surrounded Vispathia’s bier to butcher them all.

The tension in the air was so heavy Hugh found himself barely able to breathe.

“No?” Jarmoc’s smile betrayed his delight. “Very well. Then your blood shall be atonement enough. In the name of the Emperor and Fate Maker -”

“You’ll excuse me if I interrupt,” came a new voice, a heavily armored figure moving through the ranks of Hugh’s soldiers to step up by his side. The man’s helm was intimidating, ornamented with gold up the sides but with a single horizontal slit across the front where the knight could peer out. Small holes were bored through the lower half to facilitate breathing, but still, the effect was of a brutal, inhuman force. A white wolf fur was draped over one shoulder, pinned in place by a medallion of gold.

The young man spoke with an easy authority born from a lifetime of being obeyed, and when he raised his visor, his expression was clear of doubt, touched with a hint of humor. “But I believe I have a greater claim to speak in his voice.”

A moment of confusion. Jarmoc frowned, leaned forward to scrutinize the youth, then glanced uneasily to the commander.

“Let me introduce His Royal Highness the Prince Sergei Trofim,” Hugh said, “Duke of Alaborg, Earl of Lyubutsk, Earl of Peremyshi, Grand Master of the Most Noble Order of the Black Wing, Member of the Order of Virtue, and Knight of the March of Trofim. Also, incidentally, the Emperor’s youngest son.”

Jarmoc’s face drained of blood, and the column of soldiers grew restive, as if a strong breeze blew between their ranks, causing them to sway like tall ears of corn.

“I…” Jarmoc was at a loss for words - something, Hugh imagined, that rarely befell him. He could see the man’s attempt to calculate the odds, to determine whether this was a ruse, but Trofim’s sublime confidence and elegant sneer reinforced the words; he positively exuded nobility, from the quality of his armor to the accent of his voice.

“Your royal highness,” said Jarmoc, descending from his mount in haste. “I was not aware… I mean, I thought you were summering at Baron Niestor’s court…”

“So I was,” said the young prince. “But I was bested in fair combat by Sir Hugh and pledged my assistance to his cause in exchange for my release. Seeing as I am a man of honor, I am intent on executing my word. As such, pray allow me to speak in the Emperor’s name forthwith, and do not attempt such grandiosities yourself.”

Jarmoc colored, hesitated, then straightened as he drew in his courage. “You stand amongst heretics and fae lovers, your highness. Please. My men will be more than glad to escort you to your father’s court once justice has been served.”

“I stand where I desire,” said Trofim, his words ringing. “And I say to you, Fate Maker, that the village of Erro is under my father’s protection, and that your men are barred from persecuting any who reside within its boundaries. Return from whence you came, before you give me cause to report this boldness to my father.”

Something subtle shifted in Jarmoc’s expression; his jaw grew firm, and his brow lowered as he reached a decision. 

A decision, Hugh could immediately determine, that was not in Erro’s favor. 

“My sincere apologies, my prince, but this matter falls squarely under the jurisdiction of the Fate Maker, and not the Imperial Court.” Jarmoc’s words had hardened to steel. “It is our solemn duty to exterminate fae wherever they are found and to punish those perverse enough in aiding them. I cannot stay the justice that Erro deserves. I ask only that you step aside.”

“Cannot or will not?” asked Trofim. Hugh heard his confidence slipping a notch. “For I tell you I shall not abandon my friends, and that you will risk much by raising arms against a member of the imperial family.”

“It wouldn’t be the first time,” said Jarmoc quietly, his eyes narrowed, “nor, I am sure, will it be the last. With the deepest respect, I entreat you to step aside, your highness.”

Trofim jutted out his chin. “You would lay hands on me, priest?”

“With a fae queen within my grasp?” Jarmoc’s grin became predatory. “And a plethora of degenerate humans in need of severe rectification? Oh, yes. The church predates your line, Prince Trofim. Our power is old, old as the very roots of the earth, roots which we have watered with the blood of fae since time immemorial. The Fate Maker shall move against the fae, and it shall be on your gracious head if you insist on remaining in our path.”

Trofim snapped down his visor and raised his blade. “Then so be it. Come, and sign your death warrants.”

The enemy soldiers tensed, knees flexing, shoulders dipping forward slightly in anticipation of the order to charge. Jarmoc stepped aside and moved back to his horse, never taking his eyes off Hugh and Trofim. 

Madness. Hundreds against fifty. The Mandroga would run red. The butchery would see his friends and lovers slaughtered. If Hugh had but the ability to summon a few Reavers to his aid, if he could have drunk deep of Dragoslav and Kevanir, Black Evec and Blind Igocha’s power, perhaps he would have dared the fates. Would have summoned every Reaver to his aid, and sought to accomplish the impossible, to slaughter an army with Morwyn and Floriana by his side, Anastasia’s magic providing support, suicidal defiance of the hatred and evil of the world.

But he didn’t.

And come to love too dearly to so lightly throw away that which he treasured more than the world itself.

“Wait,” he called out, raising a hand to forestall the madness. “Wait. There will be no butchery here. My forces will stand down.”

“Hugh!” hissed Morwyn, her face pale in shock.

Floriana scowled, her eyes never leaving the enemy. “You cannot be serious!”

“We achieve nothing by throwing our lives away. Less than nothing. Alive, there is still hope.”

“That is where you are wrong,” sneered Jarmoc. “From this moment on, your hope of a heretical haven hidden in the mountains is dead. But I applaud your wisdom, my lord Hugh. You have saved many lives. Now. Weapons on the ground.”

Hugh glanced back over the ranks of his soldiers, seeing the relief on their faces. They had known the odds as well as he. 

“Lay them down,” he commanded.

“Very good,” said Jarmoc. “Commander?”

The man stepped forward and set about the business of confiscating weapons and neutralizing Hugh’s force. The fifty or so soldiers were commanded to cross the bridge, single file, hands behind their hands, and to kneel in ranks on the grassy verge, where half of Jarmoc’s forces set to watching them.

“I must admit,” said Jarmoc, stepping close enough that Hugh could smell the man’s sweat-stained robes, “that I had expected a little more fun from you, my lord. Word of your impossible deeds had aroused my curiosity. No matter. In the end, you are but another petty, deluded lordling in need of discipline. This I am more than willing to provide.”

“If I’d known surrender would involve being forced to listen to you prattle on,” said Hugh, “I’d have fought to the last man. Can we skip to the torture and hot irons?”

“Amusing,” said Jarmoc, forcing a smile. “Very amusing.”

Guards surrounded Hugh, stripped him of his weapons, and bound his hands behind his back. Morwyn stood frozen, jaw clenched, clearly restraining herself from lopping off heads, but in short order, her blades were summarily confiscated, and her hands bound. 

Sir Trofim was allowed to keep his weapons, but the sheer press of bodies around him made it clear any attempt at violence would be immediately smothered. 

Floriana, however, received far rougher treatment. The commander stepped up to sneer in her pugnacious face. 

“Ah, Black Floriana. At long last. Gotta admit, I thought you’d be as hairy as a bear, but you’re merely ugly.” 

Before Floriana could snarl a response, he slapped her, cracking his gauntlet across her face and snapping her head aside. 

Hugh surged forward, not thinking, but was immediately restrained by four men. He reached for the Reavers, called for their strength, but of course, there was no response.

Floriana slowly brought her head back around to smile at the commander, dark blood running from her split lip. “So that’s how you get off. Beating unarmed women. What a warrior. I -”

The commander frowned, stepped in close, and buried his fist in her gut.

Or tried.

Hugh knew just how iron-hard her muscled abdomen was, and the commander’s blow failed to garner the result he hoped for.

Floriana grunted but didn’t bend, winking at him instead. “You should stick to slapping. Much more your style.”

The commander growled under his breath and dropped his hand to his blade.

“Commander Ephraim,” said Jarmoc, tone mild. “There will be plenty of time for justice later.”

“As you say, Fate Marker,” said Ephraim, relaxing. “Take her.”

Four men jostled Floriana over to where the soldiers knelt, and there bound her arms and kicked her feet out so that she fell to the floor.

“Now,” said Jarmoc. “Let us proceed to the heart of the matter. Array your men in battle formation, commander. We’ve a hive of fae to eradicate.”

Hugh clenched his jaw against his rage. They had to wait for their opportunity. The right moment to tip the balance back in their favor. They had to hope the fae would surprise Jarmoc and his men sufficiently to provide an opening.

Looking around, he saw that Zarja had slipped away. Anastasia and Morwyn were bound and by his side, but there was no sign of the lisica. 

Excellent.

But Ephraim wasn’t a complete fool. He crossed his remaining troops over the bridge at a rapid march, then arrayed them in a column ten wide, so they marched up Erro’s main street in tight formation. Hugh and his friends were prodded to follow Jarmoc, who mounted again and rode alongside the column, leaning forward in his saddle to peer ahead eagerly. 

Panic swept before the army. Windows were slammed shut, locals cried out in hoarse panic and either fled or dropped to their knees, hands raised in desperate pleas of mercy. 

Ephraim ignored them all, and stalked forward, bare blade in hand. His men grew increasingly nervous, glancing in every direction, eyes rolling like frightened horses, startling at every unexpected sound.

How many of them, wondered Hugh, had ever seen a fae, much less been asked to kill one?

On they marched, till the gentle curve of the road as it followed the Mandroga’s banks brought the town square into view, and beyond it the falls and upper bridge. The army’s approach slowed at the sight of the fae gathered on the far bank, their greatest warriors encircling Vispathia’s bier of roses. 

“It’s worse than I thought,” said Jarmoc, voice little more than a whisper. “I expected dozens, but you’ve been cozening up with scores. How could you, Hugh? You, who were once a Lost Reaver?”

“People change,” said Hugh. “Some for the worse. Others for the better.”

“Well, we can now see how you’ve degenerated,” breathed Jarmoc, shaking his head in wonder. “My word, I declare myself shocked. And such variety, too. And there. I can sense her from here. A fae of terrible power. Why does she lie on that shrubbery? Is she taking a nap?”

Morwyn chuckled darkly, and Hugh gave no answer, which clearly irritated Jarmoc.

“Never mind. They will die all the same. Men! Hark! You see before you the greatest enemy of mankind. Blood drinking fae, babe-slaughtering monsters. You will be honored for what you are about to do and feted across the duchy as heroes. But most importantly, you shall strike in the name of the Fate Maker and earn a measure of his divine gratitude for your bravery. Now, raise your arms, and strike for the empire, for the emperor, for your duke, and for your faith!”

His words bolstered the shaken ranks, and at Ephraim’s command, they resumed marching, up through the square, tromping to the mouth of the northern bridge. There, they turned to face the fae across the bridge’s expanse.

“What do we do?” whispered Morwyn. “Tell me you have a plan.”

Hugh grimaced. 

“Fuck,” hissed Morwyn.

Anastasia came up on his other side. “I can soften my bonds. Not well, but enough to free my hands.”

There, the spark of hope Hugh had been waiting for. Everyone’s attention was on the line of glittering fae knights who stood arrayed across the far mouth of the bridge, their armor iridescent, their blades impossibly slender, their faces alien and haunting in their beauty.

A plan. Say they freed their hands. Then what? The remainder of the forces were up at the fort, guarding against a revenge strike from the north. Local patrols had no doubt fallen back and were hiding, overwhelmed by the size of Jarmoc’s force. Branka and Medved were likely close, awaiting the right moment. The fear and awe the fae engendered on their foes would not hold for much longer. All too soon the Fate Maker’s men would realize just how few fae there were, and charge across the bridge. 

A plan. 

Could he force his way through Vispathia’s enchantment, find a way to contact the Reavers once more? 

“Wait,” cried out Jarmoc, edging his steed up to the Mandroga’s bank. His voice rolled across the square, the bridge, the massed fae on the far side like the tolling of a bell. “Before you cut down these vermin, let us minimize their advantage. They are surprisingly delicate creatures, given to great melancholy. And nothing saddens them more than having their kings and queens torn apart.”

The fae bristled as Jarmoc’s men brightened.

“Now,” hissed Hugh. “Anastasia, break my bonds hurry.”

He had no plan. But sometimes plans were a luxury. Sometimes action was its own imperative. Hugh would not stand there as Jarmoc executed his strike. The Fate Maker had his back turned, considering Hugh and his friends conquered and no longer a threat.

This wasn’t exactly the opportunity he had hoped for, the chance for which he had bought time with his surrender, but he’d take it.

Anastasia pressed in close, and he heard the soft whisper of her ropes as they fell to the ground. Morwyn pressed in on the far side, shielding them from view. 

Hugh need not have worried. All eyes were on Jarmoc, who had raised his hands in supplication toward the sky.

“Oh, Fate Maker! Oh, mighty judge, impartial, impervious, splendid in your exacting certitude! Behold the fallen queen! See now the fae bitch lying upon her briar of roses and allow me the might to destroy her where she lies!”

Anastasia’s fingers worked feverishly on Hugh’s bonds. He forced himself to wait, to not struggle, to fight against the ropes and in so doing tighten them anew.

“Oh, Fate Maker, most just, most revered, the great and formidable lord of this realm and all mankind - turn your grave eye upon this unhallowed town and grant me the strength to purge it of evil!”

The hairs on the nape of Hugh’s neck prickled as power began to swirl about Jarmoc, a vast, surging whirlpool of magic that he thought he could almost see. He tasted a flat metallic tang in his mouth, rich and coppery, and realized he had bitten into his tongue. 

“Destroy them!” cried one of the fae knights, and with a bright and silvery cry, he led the charge across the bridge, flitting toward the black armored soldiers like a bolt of lightning. 

“For Vispathia!” cried the fae. “For the Queen!”

“Charge!” bellowed the commander, and the front line managed to take five steps before colliding into the flickering blades of the fae.

But it wouldn’t be enough. Jarmoc was calling down some terrible power. Was focusing his gleaming gaze on the supine Vispathia. And Hugh knew he was right. Should he manage to murder the queen, the fae’s will to resist would crumple.

“Almost,” hissed Anastasia, voice rich with frustration. “These ropes - damn it, I’ll use chirography.”

There was no time. Hugh took a deep breath and gave vent to his fury. He strained against the ropes, ropes meant to hold any man’s arms bound. But even deprived of the Reavers, even without their supernatural strength, Hugh was still no man. His body was corded with muscle, an impossibility that caused men to stare and women to blush. He strained, felt the ropes grow taut, then strained some more.

Then saw red.

Felt the tendons in his neck stand out, felt the ropes cut into the flesh of his wrists. 

Strained, shoulders burning, chest locked, manifesting every ounce of his formidable strength.

Strained - then the ropes snapped.

Hugh bolted forth in a flash.

He would never make it. He had to race past a dozen armed guards, all of whom turned in alarm to strike at him, to cut him down, long blades arcing toward him.

But each froze, locked in place, faces contorted in fear and confusion.

No time to analyze. No time for thought. Hugh bounded forth and hurled himself at Jarmoc, catching the man around the waist and dragging him from the saddle.

They crashed to the ground together, the violence causing Jarmoc’s horse to rear and kick at the air.

“You fool!” screamed the Fate Maker. “What have you done?”

Not rage. Fear. 

Hugh frowned, felt the precarious power that had been swirling in the air slip, spill over, run wild.

The Fate Maker’s power, or spell - or whatever it was - broke from Jarmoc’s control. A huge geyser of water erupted from the Mandroga’s waterfall pool, rising sinuously into the air like an animated snake, then split into a dozen larger spouts, drenching everyone on the bridge.

“Fool,” hissed Jarmoc, clawing his way free. “We are all doomed!”

“Some of us are more doomed than others,” said Morwyn sweetly, sliding a dagger alongside Jarmoc’s sagging neck.

Hugh scrambled up to his feet. He didn’t know what was happening but could sense the magic running amok. Fish were being drawn up out of the pool by the funnels, flung into the air, then exploding into great smatters of guts and scales, blood and bones. 

The funnels weren’t content to roil the pool but slid toward the bank and the bier on which Vispathia lay.

“No!” Hugh contemplated diving into the water, swimming across to the bank - and then - what? Wrestling the funnels into submission?

“It’s too late,” laughed Jarmoc, ignoring the blade at his neck. “Destruction has come to Erro, and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

One of the funnels carved a path into the bridge, shattering boards, tearing men apart, hurling fae into the air, causing everything they touched to detonate into blood and flesh.

Three gained the far bank, tore huge trenches into the earth, flung massive clods into the air where they burst into sprays of dirt and riven rock. 

“Cancel your spell,” hissed Morwyn directly into Jarmoc’s ear, “or I’ll slit you through to the bone.”

“Go right ahead,” said the Fate Maker. “My life is as nothing compared to what I’ll accomplish here today.”

A ring of frozen soldiers surrounded them, beyond which the rest of the army stood in alarm, none daring to draw closer. Several had attempted to rush the perimeter and been frozen in turn. Fae magic? No matter - it was protecting them for now. 

But to what end? Jarmoc was more than willing to die, and with that willingness, Hugh lost all leverage. 

“Anastasia!” he said, watching the funnels converge on Vispathia. “Can you…?”

“No,” said the chirographer, voice bruised with emotion. “That’s not how my magic works.”

Hugh turned his attention to her, caught her gaze, and held it. “You’ve been practicing with Zarja. Breaking your constraints. You can do something. I know you can.”

Panic. “She’s been teaching me theory, yes, but this… I can… I mean, I don’t even know where -”

Hugh took her hands, squeezed them tight. “You can do this. Just try.”

Anastasia squeezed her eyes shut, then gave a jerky nod and stepped past him to the bank. Extending a hand toward the distant bank, she clenched her jaw, focused her will - then cried out in alarm. She raised her hands to her eyes, staggering back. “I’m blinded!”

Hugh wanted to scream in frustration. “What? Did your -?”

Anastasia dug her fingers into her eyes, dropped her hands away, and stared out at nothing. “I can’t see!”

“The enemy chirographer,” said Morwyn, voice eerily calm as she scanned the army beyond the circle of frozen soldiers. “The one who hid their approach. If I can but find her, kill her…”

“It’s too late,” croaked Hugh, turning back to stare across the pool. 

His heart hung heavy in his chest, his stomach filled with acid, his very soul with regret. For the three funnels had encircled the rose-filled bier, wreaking destruction on all they touched, and even as Hugh watched, they converged upon the fallen form of the fae queen.

 

 


Chapter Two

 

 

 

The funnels collided with the bier of roses at the same time, each a geyser that hurled rocks, plants, and dirt into the sky, so the air filled with a haze of debris that made it hard to determine what took place next.

Jarmoc was laughing, delighted, as men and fae screamed and clashed, weapons ringing, doing their best to murder each other upon the rapidly collapsing wreckage of the broad northern bridge.

A pellucid chime sounded, eclipsing the riotous clamor. Crystalline and pure, it silenced the roar of the geysers, the shouts, and cries. All grew still and silent within its resonating sound.

All but the geysers, which converged upon the Vispathia, merging into one great vortex, fat and undulating, tapering down to a point over her slender body. 

But where fae and mortals had been sucked up and exploded, this massive geyser instead sank into her, drawing itself into her body, tamed and absorbed, so that a moment later they were gone, and the chime slowly faded away.

The battle stopped, murderous instincts temporarily abated by the miracle. Men and fae stepped back from each other to turn and stare, eyes wide.

“What?” Jarmoc’s whisper broke the silence. “What happened? How…?”

Then, to Hugh’s endless delight, he saw Vispathia stir, draw a deep breath, and sit up. 

“No,” said Jarmoc, pushing away Morwyn’s knife to crawl forward, fingers sinking into the muddy riverbank. “That can’t be. The Fate Maker… the Fate Maker will destroy her…”

Platinum light flared and became an aura around the fae queen, who was lifted to standing as if by a dozen invisible hands. By the gods, she was beautiful, resplendent, pale hair whipping about her perfect face, her eyes blank and white, righteous and absolute and merciless like twin orbs of the moon. Waves of power baked off her and Hugh wanted to whoop in delight, to punch his fist into the air.

“No,” hissed Jarmoc, climbing to his feet, black robes soiled, to stand shaking and extend a hand toward her. “I will not permit this! I will break you to my will, will reduce you to a mewling wreck, you hear me? This land belongs to the Fate Maker, and I shall not allow this!”

Vispathia extended her arms out to her sides, and all the power that had been rolling off her seemed to contract, to be sucked back in, all sound growing muted. Still the men and fae stared, and only when the corner of her luscious lips curved into a smile did the men recoil.

But it was too late. Vispathia flicked her hand, and the bed of roses beneath her stirred to life, long ropes of thorned branches bursting forth like famished snakes, streaming through the air faster than thought to coil around limbs and heads and torsos and tear the humans apart. 

Jarmoc’s hands burned with black fire, and he drew his fist back as if to hurl the flames across the Mandroga, only to freeze as Hugh stepped in close. With one motion he drew the Fate Maker’s own dagger from his hip sheath and slid it across his neck.

Jarmoc sagged back against him, blood sheeting down his front. 

“You’re wrong,” whispered Hugh into the man’s ear. “This land doesn’t belong to the Fate Maker. It belongs to me.”

Jarmoc tried to say something but could only gurgle. A moment later he sank to his knees, then fell forward to tumble down the bank and plunge into the quick waters of the Mandroga.

Screams. The rose vines were decimating the human army, stretching out to impossible lengths as they sought ever new prey. The soldiers hacked and withdrew, roaring their confusion and fear, their sergeants crying out orders, commanding them to hold their ground, but it was futile.

Vispathia’s power seemed limitless. There she remained, hovering over the roiling bed of thorns and roses. From beneath her doom flowed, seeking out ever more flesh, crushing men within their armor, sloughing the features from their faces, pricking and puncturing thighs and arms and chests.

Hugh dropped the bloody knife and stared, amazed. 

“How has humanity won against them?” whispered Anastasia, amazed. “If they can do… this?”

The whole army shuddered, and when the rose vines left the dead behind on the bridge and reached for those bunched in the square, the army broke. Men screamed, threw down their weapons, turned, and shoved at their fellows. They fled into the street that ran parallel to the river behind the inn or surged back down from whence they had come, hurrying for the southern bridge, casting terrified looks over their shoulders as the vines gave chase.

Those frozen around Hugh suddenly came to life, and as one turned and raced away. Within moments Hugh, Morwyn, and Anastasia stood alone, the chaotic retreat emptying the square faster than Hugh would have thought possible. The fae and their knights didn’t give chase, however, and the vines themselves stopped at the edges of the square to hang suspended as in water, their lengths glistening with blood. There they remained, undulating and waiting as if daring humanity to step back within their radius.

Hugh turned back to the bier of roses, where Vispathia hung in the air, and saw that platinum light yet played about her figure, wreathing her in terrible glory. 

“Queen Vispathia!” he hollered, cupping his hands to his mouth, then raised a fist in victorious salute.

She blinked, as if coming back to herself, and caught sight of him. She smiled, the expression weary and tender - and fell to the ground.

The rose vines collapsed at the same time, then shriveled away to nothing and disappeared.

“Come on!” cried out Hugh, running along the bank to the ruined northern bridge. Morwyn, Trofim, and Anastasia came fast on his heels, and together they navigated the corpses and shattered planks and leaped the gaping crack that the funnel had torn into the bridge.

The fae had withdrawn, clustered around the bier of roses as they murmured in awe and delight, but some sixth sense caused them to part for Hugh, fae knights and satyrs, murderous dryads all.

The bier of roses had reformed itself into a great, sloping bed on which Vispathia lay twisted, her ivory braid tossed about her form, one arm flung up over her head, the thorns failing altogether to prick or tear at her body and clothing. She looked cradled, and the fae closest to her - knights of terrible power three - seemed helpless, unsure as what to do.

“She lives?” asked Hugh, stepping forward to join their number.

“Assuredly,” said Dianthos, the eldest of the fae knights, tall and grave, cheeks sunken by countless centuries of woe. 

“A miracle,” said the second, Lysimachas, her virulently green armor spattered with gore, her harsh beauty alien and focused on the queen. “She… I cannot say what she did.”

“She drank deep of the Fate Maker’s spell,” came a familiar voice, and the crowd parted to admit Zarja, who approached with - and this caused Hugh to startle - Katharzina, the foe and witch who had served their enemies in turn, Aleksandr and Niestor both. 

“How so?” asked Dianthos, his furrowed brow furrowing further. “Drank of his magic? But it was set to destroy, was inimical to our kind…”

Zarja stepped up alongside Hugh and slipped an arm around his waist. “Hello, gorgeous.” She then turned her attention to the elderly fae. “Did you not sense it? Much less see it? The vortices were meant to extract, yet she drank them into her essence. Clearly, Jarmoc was no match for her spirit - nor his god, for that matter.”

Anastasia raised her hand to make the warding sign of the Fate Maker but caught herself and smiled apologetically. “Sorry. Old habits die hard.”

“As do old queens,” said the third fae knight, a tousled-haired youth with the look of eagles to his sharp features. Viburnos, Hugh thought his name had been.

Lysimachas’s smile was all sweet venom. “Say that to her face when she awakens, dear cousin, I dare you.”

Viburnos laughed. “You think me suicidal? I only mutter such truths at dawn, dusk, and while our dread queen lays comatose.”

“What is she doing free?” demanded Morwyn, glaring at Katharzina.

The sorceress stood at her ease by Zarja’s side, gorgeous and sultry and faintly amused. Her locks of lustrous black hair contrasted with her pale skin, her eyes were alive with intelligence and humor. She wore a slender black velvet choker about her neck and was clad all in leather and black fox fur. “Me?” She pointed to herself in mock confusion. “Oh, I’m just bungling my escape attempt.”

“Call it intuition,” said Zarja. “Or desperation, perhaps? But when I left you at the southern bridge, I fled to the manor to make her a deal. Assistance in the battle in exchange for a renegotiation of her terms of bondage.”

Hugh recalled again the soldiers freezing about him, faces wracked by confusion and terror. In just the same manner he had been frozen so long ago when Katharzina had trapped him and the others for Aleksandr, locking their bodies so they could be taken as sweetly as blind kittens by the smuggler’s guards.

“I live to serve,” said Katharzina, inclining her head with theatrical politeness. “And only now, having managed to aid you in some small way, do I find meaning in my life once more.”

Hugh glowered at her. “You’re on thin ice. Don’t think your opportunistic assistance changes that. In fact -”

“Hugh?” Zarja squeezed his arm. “Can I ask you to leave this matter to me? Instead, we should be focusing our attention on my queen.”

Hugh tore his gaze away from the smirking Katharzina and considered Vispathia’s still form once more. “Should we leave her here? Bring her inside, or…?”

“This altar has sustained her thus far,” said Dianthos. “I believe it may serve that purpose yet.”

“On the other hand,” said Viburnos, “its enchantment might have a stasis effect on her. Can you not sense it? The way time slows within its radius?”

“Those are just your mental faculties,” said Lysimachas sweetly once more. “Do try to keep up, Vib.”

The young fae knight shook his head in disgust at her.

“We should leave her here,” said Dianthos resolutely. 

Viburnos scowled. “I say we detach her from its power.”

Zarja raised a hand to interject. “Perhaps it would be wise to -”

“Enough,” said Hugh. “This arguing accomplishes nothing -”

The others cut in, only for a slight whisper to cut through the hubbub and still all voices: “A cup of water would be most welcome.”

Vispathia had opened her pale eyes and was smiling faintly up at the knot of them, looking at once gorgeous and vulnerable and dignified in some utterly impossible manner. 

Hugh acted on instinct and reached down to scoop her up in his arms, even as the fae knights protested. Vispathia felt as light as a feather in his arms, and she rested her head gratefully upon his shoulder as he bore her from the crowd, striding up to the imperial manor that was but a stone’s throw away.

“Morwyn,” he called over his shoulder. “Gather as many soldiers as you can and see to Floriana and the others.”

And with that, he kicked open the front door and walked through the parlor, toward the large back room. It was gloomy within, beams of sunlight slanting through the shutters and picking out the rotating motes of dust. The wall in the bedroom through which Morwyn had hurled him had been patched up, and for once the great bed was made and neat, the sheets looking clean, the blankets warm and inviting. 

Carefully, Hugh lowered the queen onto the bed, feeling at once protective and out of his depth as she smiled up at him.

Others clustered in the doorway, fae and mortals alike, but the queen raised a hand with ineffable authority stalled their approach.

“I would speak with Hugh alone,” she said softly, but it was all she need say. The others bowed their heads and retreated, closing the door behind them.

Hugh drew up a chair and sat on its edge, leaning forward, elbows on knees, to scrutinize her.

Vispathia smiled. “What is it?”

“I’ve been studying your face each day for some sign of movement, of life. To see you awake, to hear your voice… it’s almost strange.”

“A welcome change?”

She was teasing him, he knew, but he couldn’t help but flush. “Of course. Everything has been stalled while you… slept? Rested?”

“Slept, shall we say. Though it seems I awoke just in time.”

“Or were awoken. A Fate Maker came with a large armed force. He tried to curse you with his god’s power. Almost succeeded, but I wrested him from his mount and destabilized his spell.”

Her pearlescent eyes narrowed but a fraction. “So that is what I drank. No wonder it tasted… acrimonious.”

“Yeah, uh - how exactly… I mean…?” Hugh trailed off, unsure what he was even asking.

His confusion brought a smile to Vispathia’s lips. “You wish me to explain the mysteries of fae magic to you, Hugh of Stasiek?”

“Hugh of Erro, these days,” he muttered. “Don’t imagine I’ll be much welcomed around Stasiek any longer.”

“For which I apologize,” she said, voice husky and low. “I understand the difficulties you shall face now that you have allied yourself with us all too well.”

“Yeah,” said Hugh, rubbing at his jaw. “I just didn’t expect it to catch up with me so quickly. For Jarmoc to have mustered close to three hundred men and marched on Erro since we defeated Niestor… he must have really hauled ass.”

Amusement gleamed in Vispathia’s milky orbs. “Almost as if he didn’t approve of your associations.”

“You would think. But he’s dead now. Which… damn it.” Hugh sat back with a sigh. “If my ‘associating’ with the fae wasn’t going to upset the Fate Makers enough, killing Jarmoc will put me permanently on their shit list.”

“I warned you,” said Vispathia softly. “At the very beginning. That this road would most likely lead to ruin and death.”

“Don’t I know it. I was just naive, thinking we could hide up here for a while, giving you time to rest, to recover, and that the world wouldn’t come knocking.” He peered down at her. “How are you feeling, by the way? You were asleep on those roses for almost two weeks.”

“I was lost in the fae realm,” said Vispathia, reaching up to draw her locks of pale hair from her face. “And might have wandered there still if this Jarmoc had not jolted me from my slumber.”

“So, he helped you?”

“Inadvertently, to be sure. His attack channeled power into my depleted reserves, allowing me to tear free from the fae realm and return to the waking world. Without him, I might have remained lost in slumber for… years? Perhaps longer.”

Hugh could only gape. “Years?”

“Indeed. There are those of my kind who sleep to this day, having worked miracles in ages long past that starved their spirits of all power. It is said that our greatest - even the Thavma - will slumber till the end of time, only to awaken when the gates of Arcadia open once more, allowing true magic back into the world.” She waved her hands. “But you didn’t ask about our mythologies and hopes.”

“No, that’s fascinating.” Hugh wanted to ask more, but a knock on the bedroom door caused him to turn that way instead. “Enter.”

Morwyn and Floriana stepped inside, the orc Exemplar’s face shiny where she had been struck across the cheek, her lip busted up. But the look of victorious satisfaction far overshadowed this abuse.

“We captured a dozen of their men,” said Floriana, glancing nervously at where Vispathia lay. “And have them awaiting your interrogation, my lord.”

“Excellent.” Hugh stood and stepped over to her. Floriana was heavily muscled, her frame powerful, but still he set a hand upon her shoulder and forced her to meet his eye. “And I’m especially glad to see you safe. My apologies for not being able to do better when Jarmoc first arose.”

Floriana’s eyebrows lifted. “There were three hundred of ‘em, my lord. I was game to throw my life away, but… well.” She gestured at Vispathia, then all around, as if taking in their situation. “Your wisdom won through.”

“More like his luck,” said Morwyn. “We need to be better prepared. Now that her Majesty is recovered, will we finally be able to discuss the next steps?”

“Absolutely,” said Hugh. “Just give me a moment longer with her and I’ll call a council meeting. And Morwyn? Make sure Katharzina isn’t left alone. I know Zarja feels warmly toward her, but for all we know that could be an enchantment or the like.”

“You know I will,” said Morwyn, saluting and turning to go.

When both women had left, Hugh returned to his chair. “What is it?”

Vispathia was smiling. “I shouldn’t laugh. I simply find it amusing to watch the women who surround you.”

“And why’s that?”

“They are like fish in a stream, each hooked by your lure, each struggling with the inevitability of your charm. The more they struggle, the less believable I find their protests. But I shouldn’t judge, nor keep you from your council. What else do you wish to know, Lord Hugh?”

Hugh shifted his weight uneasily in his chair. Zarja had a knack for making him feel twelve years old. Vispathia? With the depths of wisdom and dignity that she exuded, she made him feel six.

“I just wanted to make sure you were recovered and feeling well. How do you feel? Do you need longer to rest?”

“My strength returns to me even as we speak,” she said, tone placid. “By nightfall, I will be myself again. I thank you for your concern.”

“It is my pleasure,” he said. “Then I will leave you to rest. Will you join my council when I summon it?”

“I would,” she said. “I have ideas of my own as to what our next steps should be.”

“Excellent. I would hear them.” Hugh hesitated, half-turning to leave. He felt an oaf, crude and obvious, his body rough made and leaden beside her own light perfection. “I’m… I’m happy to see you well, your majesty. More than I can say.”

She inclined her head with subtle decorum. “Thank you, Lord Hugh.”

And with that, unable to shake the feeling that she was still amused by him and his companions, he strode forth, leaving the cool gloom of the house for the bright sunshine without.

A number of fae had been waiting for just this moment to enter the house and attend their queen, and he sidestepped as they rushed past, only to turn and take in all of Erro.

The northern bridge was a mess. Passable if one was nimble-footed, but not to carts or wagons. That would need fixing. Bodies lay strewn across its entrances, with more lying in the square, while others bobbed in the Mandroga pool, turning when they floated into small vortexes. 

Beyond that, however, the damage to the town was minimal. Their losses had been similarly slight, and in all, he couldn’t have hoped for a better outcome. 

Morwyn and Floriana were arguing to one side, but at his appearance, they straightened and turned to him.

“The prisoners,” said Hugh. “I would speak with them first.”

“Very well,” said Floriana. “They’re being held by the southern bridge. Captain Morwyn, why don’t you go see to Katharzina now.”

Morwyn’s expression darkened at being given this command, but Hugh raised his hand, forestalling her response.

“Please do, captain. Katharzina is now the greatest threat to this camp. I trust nobody else so much as you to see to her.”

His words mollified her enough that she gave a nod and stalked off, clearly looking for something to vent her anger on.

“You play a dangerous game,” said Hugh mildly. “Push her too far and she’ll take off your head quicker than you can blink.”

“She’s welcome to try,” said Floriana with a grin. “But I’ve powers of my own, and besides. I think she likes being poked at. Were I to treat her nice, there’s no accounting for how disappointed she’d be.”

Hugh chuckled as they walked down to the southern bridge, following the Mandroga’s far bank. The trail there was narrow, just broad enough for a single cart, and rarely used when compared to the main River Road. “As long as you know what you’re doing. I’d hate to lose you because you pushed her too far.”

“Oh, I don’t think you’ll be shaking me yet,” said the bandit queen, eyeing him sidelong. “I’ve my own plans and hopes, after all.”

“Oh?” Hugh smiled. “Care to share them?”

“One day, perhaps. When events have quietened down, some.” Floriana’s grin was predatory and provocative both. “When I manage to get you away from all those women that are constantly badgering you.”

“Good luck,” snorted Hugh. “But I look forward to hearing your thoughts when you do.”

“Hmm,” said Floriana, the rays of the sun that managed to spear through the canopy overhead casting golden coins upon her skin. “We’ll see. I’ve my work cut out for me if I’m to prove myself of sufficient worth to merit the payment I’ll ask.”

“That you’ve already proved.”

“Wait till you hear what I want,” grinned Floriana, then picked up the pace so he could ask no more.

They reached the southern bridge and there found a score of Jarmoc’s men on their knees, bandits, and soldiers watching them sharply and clearly looking for an excuse to strike them down. So intense was the atmosphere that the prisoners heaved a sigh of relief at the sight of Hugh, as if they’d not believed they’d have lasted much longer.

“Who here speaks for you all?” demanded Hugh, moving to stand before them. Their expressions ranged from abject fear to brittle defiance, and they glanced amongst themselves before a swarthy man raised his hand, his eyes narrowed, his gaze speculative. “I might as well, my lord.”

“Name and rank?”

“Sergeant Tirell.”

“All right, sergeant. Here’s how this is going to work. I’ve no interest in dragging this interrogation out or indulging in torture. Answer my questions honestly and in full, and I’ll have you and your men escorted deep into the woods and there released. Prevaricate or attempt to lie, and I’ll have your throats slit and your bodies thrown into the brush to feed the wild hogs. Clear?”

“Crystal,” said the man. 

“Where were you originally stationed?”

“Temple Tagrest, my lord.”

“I don’t know of it. Where is it located?”

“Three days’ march to the north, my lord.”

“That would put it in Fraczek, the realm north of my brother’s. Forced march to get here?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“How did your master come to learn of the situation here?”

“I can’t rightly say, my lord.” Tirell’s expression grew fearful, as if his ignorance might spell his death. “But I’d warrant word got out pretty quick. There’s a regular network of informants who earn coin by telling the Fate Maker’s about going’s on in the land. They no doubt learned about what was going on here for a dozen different sources.”

“Right.” Hugh pondered. “Do you know of any other forces that are coming this way?”

“Next closest Temple is Temple Linard, my lord. That’s another three days’ journey north.”

“They’ll march once they hear of your defeat,” mused Hugh.

“If they haven’t left already,” said Floriana. 

“I reckon that’s right, my lord.” Tirell nodded sharply. “They’re larger, too. You can expect a good four hundred soldiers to come south with their commander.”

“Shit. Well, we still have three days to work that one out.”

“’Course, you defeat them, the next Temple will send their men, and probably coordinate with a half dozen others,” said Tirell, tone still eager. “You’d be facing a force nearly two thousand strong at that point, as well as attracting the attention of the main body of the church itself, which, of course, would mean the emperor himself learning about this, along with every major nobleman in the empire.” He grinned with nicotine-stained teeth. “Everyone’ll be falling over themselves to get here first.”

“Wonderful,” said Hugh dryly. “Did you hear of any activity to the south?”

“The south, my lord?” Tirell’s rough features were a map of confusion. “No, my lord. Nothing from the south.”

“There’s that, at least,” said Hugh. “All right. The rest I can fill in for myself. Floriana, have these men escorted a few miles away from camp and released. Once you’ve got that sorted, head back to town for the council.”

“Yes, my lord,” said Floriana, voice all business in front of the other men.

Hugh made his way over the southern bridge, moving slowly as he stared at the boards. Memories of his first arrival came back to him - forcing his way through the ranks of the smugglers that Aleksandr had sent down to occupy Erro. And now, how he had been forced to surrender to Jarmoc.

“We were lucky,” said Trofim, armor clinking as he walked up, helm under one arm. “I was unsure as to your decision, I must admit. But it paid off.”

“Lucky is right,” said Hugh. “Thank you, by the way.”

Trofim scowled. His features were at once youthful and handsome yet marred by some deep discontent that always smoldered within the depths of his gaze. “You saw how far my father’s name got us. No thanks are necessary.”

“No, they are. What you did here was revolutionary. A first.” Hugh considered the young man. “I’ve made my peace with ostracizing myself from society, but have you? This is no game from which you can withdraw once you decide it’s no longer to your taste. If you associate your name too strongly with myself and the fae, you will be forever tarnished.”

Trofim sighed, lifting his helm to stare at its bleak front, turning it slowly so that the morning sunlight gleamed off the enameled surface. “I am the third son, Lord Hugh. The imperial title will never come to me. Growing up, I used to think that a curse - that I would have to perform like a show horse for my whole life without ever being rewarded for it.”

“You’ve titles enough.”

“Yes, but each is more a shackle than blessing. I don’t know. Few have the patience to hear the entitled complain. But my life…” He trailed off, frowning off into the distance. “My heritage has been more burden than anything else. At times I’ve felt as if I were suffocating. It’s why I chose to set forth on this tour of the provinces and pass a year amongst minor lords such as Niestor.”

“Minor? Why not the great ones?”

Trofim’s smile was bitter. “The smaller the lord, the greater my freedom. Niestor was so awed by my presence that I was given the most liberty I’ve ever tasted. A chance to act as my own man, to make my own decisions.”

“And so you have decided to throw it all away and support the fae?”

“You tell me, Lord Hugh. Why have you discarded your heritage and made yourself a target?”

Hugh checked his immediate response. Turned to step to the bridge’s edge, and gaze down at the fast-flowing water. Here and there dark clouds and streaks yet flowed, blood from the corpses upriver. 

“I guess it was in large part because of Zarja,” he said quietly. “She won her way into my heart, and in so doing forced me to face my biases and hate. I couldn’t love her and hate the fae.”

“You could have discarded her,” said Trofim. “You were a Lost Reaver, were you not?”

“I was, to my shame. But no. I couldn’t have discarded her.” He thought, then, of Zarja that morning, how wonderful she looked in the sunlight, the humor and teasing, the deep ardor and passion. “No. I was lost to her from almost the get-go. And though I have my regrets - the pain that my decision has caused to others - I wouldn’t change my mind if offered another chance.”

Trofim joined him at the railing, setting his gauntleted hands upon its surface and gazing upriver to the distant Mandroga pool. “I can understand that. And while I’ve yet to meet the woman I shall love with equal fervor, I’ve seen signs of that love in the looks you share with Zarja, with Morwyn and Anastasia.”

“And that has been enough cause to turn your back on the empire?”

“No. But it was enough to startle me. I’ve never even heard of the idea of loving a fae. Only tales of death and destruction. To see you and Zarja, to witness your affection and respect for each other… it opened my eyes. In truth, I must confess a large part of me is seeking to escape my prior life, to break free of the prison in which I’ve labored all my years, and this quest of yours, along with its adventures, loves, and wild possibilities, provides me with just the right way to do so. Do I believe fae equal to humans in every way?”

It was a rhetorical question, but the young prince didn’t answer it at once. Hugh gave him time, waited as the young man chewed the inner corner of his lips, and kept his gaze out over the waters.

“I want to say yes. But in my heart… I don’t know. They are so strange. So different. Some more beast than man. I… I know I have much to grow, still. To accept. But I’m willing to put in the work to get there.”

“Because?”

“You don’t leave a man alone, do you, my lord Hugh?” Trofim laughed, though his expression darkened.

“It was you that opened this line of conversation.”

“Because… because the alternative is suffocating to the extreme, and I can map out the years of my life with such terrible exactitude that it fills me with despair. My inevitable betrothal, the wedding, the appointment to this post or that, the endless parties, the seasonal shifts from capital to summer palace, the politics, the toadying, the empty ceremonies, the endless feasts… no. My soul shrinks from such a life. I would rather explore this one, chase the fire I have seen you light, and live as my own man, even if only for a year or two.”

“Or month or two,” said Hugh, straightening up to clap the prince on the shoulder. “You are a good man, Trofim, and an honest one. I’m honored to have you by my side.”

“And I am honored to be here,” said the prince, though it was clear he was both immensely pleased as well as seeing himself as being exceedingly generous with his reply.

“Let’s set about gathering our council. Now that the queen is awake, I’ve a desire to set upon a course of action. It’s clear that waiting in Erro will be the death of us all.”

“Agreed,” said Trofim. “I’ll take a final patrol around the village to make sure all is clear, and nobody is planning a retributive strike.”

“See to it that lookouts are doubled,” said Hugh. “And that patrols touch base with them all frequently. There will be no more taking us by surprise today.”

“As you command, my lord,” said Trofim. “Though I doubt any of those curs will dare return to Erro after Vispathia’s display of power.”

“You never know with unreasoning hatred,” said Hugh. “It’s capable of defying logic and expectations at every turn.”

Trofim saluted and strode off, leaving Hugh to wander north, up the River Road toward the distant square. His thoughts spun like dust devils, collecting leaves and ideas, and discarding them just as quickly. Action was needed. Leadership. There were too many strong personalities in their group for him to not be decisive. But what was the best course of action? Each time he set upon a plan, his mind returned to that terrible moment upon the southern bridge, when, realizing he couldn’t summon the Lost Reavers, he’d felt helpless. Unable to defend those he loved.

Could any plan be put into effect that did not address his weakness?

 

 

* * *

 

Erro’s notables gathered behind the imperial estate as afternoon gave way to evening. Much work had been done on clearing the village of corpses, tracking the broken army to a safe distance, allaying the fears of the people of Erro, and giving Vispathia time to recover.

Each passing hour, however, had made Hugh more anxious; it was all too easy to imagine the second Fate Maker army marching toward them, every minute bringing them ever closer. So, he set about building a large fire in a small glade just off the large, trampled field in which Floriana’s forces had their camps, and slowly those he had asked to join the meeting arrived.

The first to arrive were Zarja, Morwyn, and Katharzina. That the sorceress entered the glade unbound was notable enough; that Morwyn didn’t have a blade drawn was just as unusual. 

Instead, the raven-haired witch entered calmly, confidently, having dispensed with the disguise she had worn at Baron Niestor’s court to appear as she had the first time Hugh had seen her in Branka’s inn. 

She was ineffably elegant, strikingly clad in knee-high boots over black leather pants, a ruff of black fox fur about her shoulders, and a thick cloak falling to her heels. She wore a slender black choker about her neck and black calfskin gloves that reached up the elbows. Yet as dark as her clothing was, it failed to match the ebon night of her long locks of hair, so dark they held tints of blue in their depths, or her pale, perfect face, her features strong, her wide lips pulled into a subtle smile, her dark eyes gleaming with awareness, intelligence, and amusement. 

The very same Katharzina that had provoked him and mocked him and caused him to fall into Aleksandr’s trap, oh so many moons ago.

“She’s not bound in chains and Morwyn’s blade isn’t at her throat,” said Hugh. “I must admit myself curious.”

“My lord,” said Katharzina, lowering herself into a mock curtsy, going so far as to pull out an imaginary skirt on either side.

“I’m not won over yet,” said Morwyn, keeping herself within striking distance of the sorceress, “though she’s presented me with a compelling argument.”

“And I have faith in her as well,” said Zarja, brushing her honeyed blond hair back over one slender shoulder. “More faith than she believes she deserves.”

To which Katharzina gave her a sidelong glance, as if surprised, but she quickly recovered herself and straightened. “My Lord Hugh. May I speak?”

“With those two on your side, I doubt I could stop you.”

“Oh, but you could. My freedom is wholly dependent on your goodwill. This I know to the marrow of my bones. I assume nothing.”

“That so? You walk as if you were the mistress of this camp, not an anxious prisoner.”

She smirked. “I cannot pretend to be otherwise than a powerful, confident woman. But if you would have me quiver and beg, I am sure I could do so most convincingly.”

“Get to the point,” growled Hugh.

“It is this: I am without a patron. Aleksandr was superlative, Niestor barely tolerable, but both offered me ample pay in exchange for my abilities.”

Hugh looked to Morwyn. “This is your compelling argument?”

“She’s not done,” said Morwyn irritably.

“Indeed, I’m not. I could of course easily find a patron in any nobleman’s court. But alas. My style of magic is not well understood this far out east. Chirography is accepted, but chirographers are treated as little more than slaves, and I will not wear a collar. Which greatly limits my prospective job opportunities, as it takes a rare lord to be both wealthy and open-minded enough to employ me.”

“And desperate,” said Morwyn. “Don’t bite your tongue now, witch.”

“You think me desperate?” asked Hugh.

Katharzina raised an eyebrow. 

“I was more surprised at her thinking you wealthy,” said Zarja. “Given the sheer number of soldiers you must pay, along with the damage done to Erro.”

“Desperate, wealthy, and open-minded. Say that I were all three. Why would I trust the woman who ambushed me and would have hollowed out my body so that her friend, Demian, could use it as a puppet?”

Katharzina grimaced. “I understand how unfortunate an experience that must have been -”

Hugh took three swift strides and towered above her, rage palpable in the air. “The torture you subjected me to nearly broke my mind. It went beyond inhumane. It was demonic. You think I’ll trust you at my side knowing you are capable of such horror?”

She gazed up at Hugh without fear. “Yet as bad as it was, you overcame it, didn’t you? You were stronger than I dreamed possible. Beyond that, you returned and killed Aleksandr. Against all the odds.”

“I killed you, too,” growled Hugh. “How is it you survived?”

“A failsafe spell,” said Katharzina with a shrug. “To teleport me away to a designated location if a mortal wound were dealt to me. Which, I will add, took me by immense surprise. One moment I was rising from my bed in that awful mountain camp, the next I was screaming in a private cabin I’d not visited in years.”

“I wanted you dead,” said Hugh, rage still pounding at his temples.

“Understandably. Because you found yourself in my way. An obstacle. And I acted to remove you.” Her tone remained clear and forthright. “I will not apologize, Hugh. I simply did as I was paid. Does that make me amoral? Yes. But not evil. For I am as willing to perform good and generous acts as I am ones you abhor.”

“That’s your sales pitch?” asked Hugh.

She smiled. “The bare-bones, yes. Think on this: your village was just attacked by some three hundred fanatics. There are more, I have heard, on their way. You would have been sore pressed, if not dead, without my magic during the initial confrontation, and are now calling a council to devise a means of escaping the noose that is tightening around your collective necks. Can you truly afford to cast away as useful a tool as myself? For I am now chirographer, Hugh; I am a western magus, trained in the great city of Carneheim, and able to perform such wonders with my power that a mere Mendevian chirographer could dream of. We are in the same boat, you and I: we both simply wish to live. Allow me to help you, and in turn, allow me to live as well.”

Hugh sucked on his teeth, then looked to Morwyn, who shrugged. “I find it a convincing argument,” she said. “But then again, I’m more of a pragmatist than you are. She’s useful, and our enemies now aren’t the kind she could serve.”

“Agreed,” said Zarja. “The Fate Makers would kill her as soon as they heard her tale.”

“With good reason, no doubt,” said Hugh, remembering that monstrous brute who had tortured him repeatedly in that never-ending nightmare. “How can we control her? Prevent her from turning against us?”

“Gold,” said Katharzina simply. “I work for pay. Keep me content, pay me well, and I’ll be like a cat with a full bowl of cream.” Her smile turned into a smirk. “Licking up each and every drop.”

“I don’t believe her,” said Zarja. “At least, not the parts about her complete amorality. I believe she’s better than she lets on, and doubt she was truly content working for Aleksandr or Niestor. If you give her a chance, if you show her what kind of a man you are, I truly believe she’ll come to prefer working for you than any other who could pay more.”

“He is ridiculously handsome,” said Katharzina, tapping her chin with her gloved fingertips. “Gazing upon Niestor all day was a trial.”

Hugh scoffed. “Right. A real sweetheart. But fine. She can keep her head for the next hour, at any rate, while we hold our council. Once we decide on a course of action, I’ll see if there’s anywhere in our plan for her to fit in.”

“And if not?” asked Morwyn.

“If not,” said Hugh, “then I’ll be sorely tempted to get rid of her, permanently.”

Zarja rolled her eyes. “Oh please, my lord. Don’t posture so. You’re not the kind of man to murder others in cold blood.”

“Oh no?” Hugh stared at the lisica. “Tell that to the commanders who murdered Oreanna.”

At which Zarja subsided, her delicate features betraying distress.

“You may attend the council,” said Hugh, speaking directly to Katharzina, “but are not to speak or interrupt it in any way. If you have a comment, you will raise your hand. And I will ask the others what they think of your offer and determine your fate by nightfall. Am I clear?”

Katharzina bowed her dark head low. “Completely, my lord.”

Hugh wanted to press further, to draw some objection from her, to pierce that smug sense of confidence, but after glancing at Zarja decided to let it go. 

At that moment Floriana entered the glade with the remaining Poison Sisters, her lieutenants from her bandit years. The twin sisters, Nightshade and Belladonna, were identical in every way but for one’s preference for men, the other women. Their amber-colored hair was twisted into identical braids, their skin dusted gold, their frames athletic. 

Snowdrop was a short blonde, hair so pale as to be nearly white; the former wife of an abusive farmer, she had taken to the robber’s life with gusto, glad to be freed of his cruelty.

Foxglove was a voluptuous redhead, her leathers barely containing her curves, her curls bouncing about her shoulders, her bright green eyes seemingly innocent but oh so duplicitous in that regard.

Hogweed brought up the rear, a looming, powerful figure, with a lantern jaw, drab features, and lank hair that she kept at chin-length with monthly hacks of her knife. Of all the Poison Sisters, she was the one Hugh trusted the most, and who had served him best.

The women moved to sit on the logs Hugh had dragged into place, then set to eyeing Katharzina with obvious mistrust. The sorceress ignored them all with glorious indifference.

Anastasia arrived next, looking formal in her blue uniform edged with gold, though even her careful upkeep had not managed to prevent it from starting to look worn. Her black hair was done back in a twist, and her features were severe, her beauty hard. She had the look of eagles about her, a piercing gaze that did little to hide her consternation at seeing Katharzina standing off to one side, and stepped up to Zarja to engage her in a whispered deliberation.

Trofim arrived with another military man, a captain recruited from Niestor’s army who introduced himself as Mandolin; apparently, he was much respected amongst the new recruits, though Hugh couldn’t help but judge him by his looks. The man clearly put a lot of work into his appearance, from his carefully curled brown locks to his finely manicured mustache and pointed beard. His armor was recently cleaned and scrubbed, his mail gleamed, and he wore a basket-hilted rapier at his hip that was obviously not standard military issue.

Branka strode in next, the vast bulk of Medved shadowing her, and silenced all whispers as she moved into the firelight. She was slender, clad in a bright yellow tunic and baggy, striped, blue pants, her blonde hair long, her nose pert, her gaze sharp, mouth expressive. Fierce defiance shone in her dark eyes as she placed a hand on the dire bear’s shaggy head, who rumbled deep in his cavernous chest and slowly settled down by her side.

“It all happened too fast,” she said, speaking to nobody and everyone at once. “We were poised to rush in but couldn’t tell where to attack. And then the fae queen awoke, and… well. Medved never seemed concerned. As if he knew what was to take place.”

“We were all overwhelmed,” said Hugh quietly. “You did well by not throwing your life away.”

Branka nodded, but her frown remained. As the Alewife - Aelfwife, as Zarja had determined - she was tasked with guiding Medved and defending the village. No wonder she was displeased with the most recent turn of events.

Finally, the fae arrived, and it was as if they stepped out of a dream; there were beauties amongst those waiting, from Morwyn’s sharp, lethal appeal to Foxglove’s curvaceous enticements, but all suddenly seemed crude and all too physical compared to the faes’ ethereal splendor.

Entering first came Queen Vispathia herself, clad in a pale white dress adorned with pearls, her hair done up in a courtly coiffure, her elegance and dignity such that she could have been stepping into the emperor’s court, not some backwoods glen. She was royalty made manifest, gracious and beautiful, ephemeral and impossible. With her walked the three fae knights that had attended her bier before: elderly Dianthos, harshly beautiful Lysimachas, and hawkish Viburnos.

Hugh bowed low at their arrival, and was copied by all others present, even Prince Trofim. Vispathia raised a hand, indicating that formalities were not needed, and alighted on the tip of a log, her pale dress settling about her. The three fae knights arrayed themselves in a line behind her, and with their arrival, Hugh knew it was time to begin.

He stepped into the firelight, hand resting on the pommel of Menephredel’s fae blade, and scanned the assembled humans, Exemplars, and fae.

All gazed soberly back at him, the firelight dancing in their eyes.

“Thank you for attending me,” he began, voice low. “Jarmoc’s attack today was the first but it shall not be the last. If we are to have any hopes of surviving, we must determine here and now how to proceed. Ever greater armies shall march upon Erro, until all the Empire is up in arms. We have little time in which to act, and thus I ask you: how best should we proceed?”

 

 


Chapter Three

 

 

 

Hugh’s words were met with mutters, as people shifted their weight and glanced uneasily at each other. 

“The situation is dire, but I don’t believe in blind optimism,” continued Hugh. “We’ve learned that a larger army is probably three to four days away, and when they learn how Jarmoc’s forces were destroyed, they will approach with greater caution.”

“Erro cannot withstand a siege,” said Morwyn, her voice hard. “We could barely withstand the guerilla attacks waged by the fae. Niestor was unable to keep us from taking the town with the same number of soldiers we have now.”

Branka’s eyes gleamed. “And we would destroy Erro in the process of trying to defend it. Already a quarter of the buildings are damaged. If we attempt to fight off an army of, what, four hundred Fate Maker soldiers? There will be nothing left to defend even if we win.”

“That,” added Floriana, voice a low drawl, “and there’s virtually no way to establish a proper perimeter.” She gestured at the woods around them. “Sure, we can block the southern approach, fortify the bridge, but if the army takes its time scouting the area, they’ll figure out that they can approach through these woods and strike at us with little warning.”

“We could destroy both bridges,” said Hogweed, voice low as if not quite daring to speak up in such company. “That’d turn the Mandroga into a moat.”

There was a pause as people considered this option. 

“It’s a siege we wouldn’t win,” said Morwyn once more. “Destroying the bridges would buy us time, yes. But the enemy wouldn’t simply give up and go home. They’d find a ford downstream and march north. Or simply build bridges they can drop over the waters and cross while suppressing our defense with concentrated arrow fire.”

Hogweed ducked her head, cheeks burning bright.

“It seems to me,” said Vispathia quietly, immediately drawing all attention though she barely spoke above a whisper, “that the best way to preserve Erro is to abandon it.”

“Yes,” said Branka, nodding fiercely. “The people here have already been through too much. If we truly care about the village, then we need to prevent it from being a target.”

“And go where?” This from Floriana, who rocked back onto her heels, arms crossed over her chest, forearms broad and striated with muscle. “Hide into the woods like I’ve done these past five years? I can tell you now it’s a miserable life, and we’ll be constantly on the run if they decide to hunt us down for good.”

“The fort?” Anastasia spoke, her educated, refined tones contrasting with Floriana’s rough voice. “It's been repaired and can house almost a hundred. We could stock up supplies and hold the mountain pass until they give up on defeating us? With my magic, Queen Vispathia’s arts, and Katharzina’s… well. Whatever she does… we could prove a formidable obstacle.”

Again, the group subsided in thought. Hugh shook his head at last, however. “A good plan, but one that inevitably ends in our destruction. It’s not a question of simply holding off the next army. We need a plan that results in our victory. Anything passive will surely doom us.”

“And what does victory look like, Lord Hugh?” asked Trofim, his voice near challenging. The firelight glimmered across his enameled armor, making him seem almost as mythical a figure as the fae knights. “Perhaps we should determine what exactly we are working toward first.”

Murmurs of agreement sounded.

“This is what I desire,” said Hugh, picking his words with care. “To reside with the fae and those I love and respect in peace, preferably here in Erro.”

“You just said the whole Empire’s coming down on our heads,” said Floriana. “I can tell you from experience we won’t get no peace if we remain in one place.”

“What if we head west?” asked Hogweed. “Leave the empire altogether? Mistress Katharzina’s from the west, isn’t she? What if we left the empire for her homelands?”

“Run away?” asked Trofim. “Tuck our tails between our legs and flee?”

“A wise course of action when there’s no hope of winning,” said Anastasia dryly.

Zarja looked to the sorceress. “Katharzina?” 

The witch stirred restlessly, displeasure flickering across her features. “You all could indeed find a home in the west. Port Gloom would swallow you up without noticing you’d even arrived, and there are stranger things walking its streets unmolested than your motley crew. Carneheim might be a little trickier, but I’d avoid Olandipolis. Bastion of the White Sun, that is, and while they’re not as bad as the Fate Makers here, I’ve always made it a point to avoid religious fanatics wherever I go.

“Or you could press on, cross the sea, reach the pirate isles of Heshaman. Or… there are a dozen places I could think of. But first, you’d have to cross the Burning Wastes. That’s a stretch of desert so vile that only the great caravans with their massive black tortoises dare face. And given that they’re operated under the blessings of the Fate Makers, I dare say you’d have trouble signing on.”

“Doesn’t sound inviting,” said Morwyn.

Katharzina’s smile was bleak. “It’s not.”

“You are welcome to strike out west,” said Vispathia, “but my people would not journey with you. Mendev is our ancestral home. Our places of power, our traditions, our magic, are tied to these lands. We cannot and will not leave them for another part of the world.”

“So much for that, then,” said Morwyn. “Because knowing Hugh…”

Hugh grimaced. “You’re right. I won’t abandon the fae after the promises I’ve made. So, forget Port Gloom and the west. We need a winning strategy for here.”

“One that involves leaving Erro,” said Branka. “My apologies, but I cannot agree to any plan that involves its destruction.”

“Nor should you,” said Hugh, dropping into a crouch and taking up a blackened branch with which to shift the burning logs. “Withstanding a siege is not what I had in mind. We need to force peace. We need to convince the emperor and the Fate Makers to leave us alone. We need to somehow show them that exterminating us is too costly for the empire.”

“How?” demanded Morwyn.

“I don’t know,” said Hugh, fighting down his bitter anger. “But to survive, to prosper, even, we need institutional change. And believe me, I know how implausible that sounds. I was a Lost Reaver. I saw the rabid hunger for fae blood. I know our empire’s past all too well. But I also know that peace will always be an illusion until we convince the empire to leave us alone.”

“Prince Trofim?” prompted Vispathia, tone gentle. “Can you shed light on how we might achieve such a goal?”

Trofim reached up to rub at his chin, his frown cut deep into his youthful features. “My father is a practical man. He cares only for keeping the empire together and balancing the powerful barons and dukes against each other. I believe he sees the fae as a useful enemy in which to accomplish that goal. Which means, while he doesn’t hate the fae as many others do, he’d be loath to give them up as convenient targets and release valves for his nobility’s tension.”

“But he could feasibly be convinced to do so?” asked Hugh.

“Anything is feasible,” said Trofim. “But do I think it at all likely? Would he laugh me out of court, or better yet, banish me to some remote outpost where I’d be watched day and night by knights who’d act as my jailors if I sought to make such a case? Much more likely.”

“What of your brother?” asked Anastasia. “Annaro? The diabolist Arasim has arrived in his court. Should we focus on Stasiek?”

“He would never agree to harbor fae on his land,” said Hugh dourly, staring into the flames.

“But if he is compromised,” said Morwyn, voice as bright and sharp as a blade. “If he were lost to Arasim’s machinations, then he would need removing. Which would make you Duke.”

“That sounds good to me,” said Floriana. “Annaro’s a bastard who heaped misery upon misery on this land after his shit-stain of a war.”

“It also gives us a direction,” said Anastasia, “taking us away from Erro and saving the town from being sieged. We travel instead by circuitous means to Stasiek, confront him within his castle, and then depending on what we find, act.”

“Act,” said Hugh, voice hollow. “You mean kill my older brother. The man who rescued me from the Goat’s Wood after I was cursed. Who nursed me back to health. My blood.”

“Yes,” said Morwyn, eyes glimmering in the firelight. “If he has been corrupted by Aleksandr then he is no longer your brother. He must be stopped before he brings ruin to the land. Imagine how much damage Arasim can do through him.”

Hugh poked at the fire, deep in thought. “There is something to what you say. I know it. But… I cannot face Arasim and his demons in my current condition. Queen Vispathia? You spoke, not long ago, of helping me find a cure for my curse.”

“The Reavers you carry within your soul,” said the fae queen. “Yes. I can feel them straining at my power, seeking to wrap their fingers around your neck. But I have no the power to undo this curse. Only the being who bewitched you so long ago can change it.”

“The Thavma,” said Hugh, heart pounding in his chest.

“Just so. We would have to travel north, to the Goat’s Wood, as you call it, and see if we could find her trail. If we are fortunate, we would meet with her, and through my intervention discover a solution.”

“What, all of us?” asked Floriana, then blushed as the queen turned her white gaze upon her. “With all due respect, ma’am. I’m just wondering how we’d march several hundred soldiers north without getting in trouble.”

“We wouldn’t, obviously,” said Morwyn, making no attempt to hide her disdain. “You would take the soldiers into the woods and hide them until we were done.”

“A fair plan,” said Zarja. “And one which Floriana would excel at. Would the fae go with them, my queen?”

Vispathia considered, then bowed her head. “They would.”

The Poison Sisters exchanged nervous glances.

“Then it’s decided,” said Hugh. “I’ll march north with Morwyn, Zarja, Anastasia, and Queen Vispathia to search out the Thavma. The rest of you will await us in the heart of Ternfalls Woods. Once we are successful, we’ll rendezvous with you there, and then plan our approach on Stasiek.”

“I would come with you,” said Trofim at once. “My apologies, but princes of the realm are not wont to hide in the bushes while great events are at hand.”

For the first time, Niestor’s captain spoke, clicking his heels together and bowing adroitly. “I would be most glad to obey any and all orders given to me, my lord, and ensure that our men are kept both ready and waiting for your return.”

“Don’t tell me I have to spend time with this fop,” snarled Floriana.

“You do,” said Morwyn, her smile suddenly saccharine sweet.

“I’ll have to stay here in Erro,” said Branka. “I’m sorry. I’m the Alewife. Medved and I cannot leave the town defenseless. The armies will still come searching for you. We’ll need someone here to meet them and turn them away.”

Hogweed eyed Branka speculatively. “You’ll turn them away?”

“By speaking lies they’d wish to hear,” said Branka. “That Hugh and the fae forced themselves upon the town. That we suffered in silence under their occupation and were glad to see them go. We’ll throw ourselves at their feet and thank them for their rescue. The moment we do, they’ll stop seeing us as a threat and dismiss us as idiot peasants. We need but weather the storm of their arrival, and all will be well.”

Zarja stepped across to the young woman and took her hand. “Do what you must to protect the village. We understand.”

Branka’s look of defiance faltered as if she’d expected to be challenged, and tears welled in her eyes. “I wish I could come with you all. But this is our place. We can’t abandon Erro.”

“Nor should you,” said Hugh, voice firm. “I hope to return one day soon and do so without an army at my back. To stay here in the mountains and make a life amongst the people of Erro and the fae. But until then, hold the fort, and wait for us.”

Branka nodded her head even as she wiped the tears from her eyes. 

Vispathia stood, then, and drifted across the glade, arresting all further conversation as she approached the massive dire bear. He lifted his head from the grass to snuffle at her, brows furrowing as the queen of the fae stopped before his mountainous form and reached out a hand to lightly caress his pelt. 

“There is old magic at work here,” she said softly. “I can sense the strands that bind the man to this current form. A curse, it seems. Thavma weaving.”

Branka took a step forward. “Can you undo it?”

“No,” said Vispathia. “Like all Thavma weavings, this is beyond me. But we go in search of a Thavma. She could provide insight into the curse if the man within the bear wishes to be free.”

Medved rose hurriedly, snorting and shaking his great head, his whole frame shaking with emotion. 

“Would you… Medved?” Branka stepped up to the huge bear. “Would you like that? To journey north?”

It seemed to Hugh that the bear understood; he swung his head to look from Vispathia to Branka and back once more. 

“There is no guarantee,” said Vispathia. “But this curse feels old, and I do not sense the man any closer to breaking free. Do you recall the words that were uttered?”

“No,” whispered Branka. 

“And the man cannot tell us from within the bear,” said Vispathia. “Then perhaps the Thavma we seek could help flesh out the nature of the spell.”

“Medved?” Branka placed a hand upon his flank. “You are the village’s guardian, but I wouldn’t fault you for wanting to explore this opportunity. You’ve been a bear for too long. Far too long. Do you want to go north? I would go with you if you did.”

All eyes trained on the vast bear. Huge to the point of monstrous, he considered them all, then slowly sank back down to the ground. 

“Medved?” asked Branka, voice little more than a whisper. “You don’t wish to go?”

The great bear shook his head, looking at once resigned and despondent.

“But why not? It could spell your freedom,” said Branka. 

In response, the bear turned to look in the direction of Erro. He stared through the trees at the distant village, then turned to look once more at the Alewife. 

“You won’t leave Erro?” Branka’s eyes glimmered with tears once more. “Oh, you noble creature. You’ll stay to protect it?”

Medved pushed his great muzzle forward, pressing against Branka’s shoulder, and closed his eyes as she wrapped her arms around his great head.

“Are you certain?” asked Vispathia, voice now girded with power. “I feel the pull of the weaving even as I speak. The threads of fate are entwining around this moment. If you do not come north, you shall forever be consigned to this shape, mortal. You shall forever be bound to Erro.”

Medved lifted his great head free and stared at the fae queen. Hugh held his breath, waiting, watching, and when the bear lowered it once more to Branka’s embrace, Vispathia smiled.

“You have chosen servitude to freedom. With a free heart, and that despite being urged by Erro’s Aelfwife to break your bonds. And in doing so, I can read the unleashing of the spell. The curse has been lifted, mortal man, and you are free of the Thavma’s weaving.”

And in the firelight, Medved startled, jerked free of Branka’s arms, to rear up so suddenly that the Poison Sisters spilled from their logs and the fae knights stepped back, hands dropping to the pommels of their blades.

“Medved!” cried out Branka, reaching for him. “What’s going on?”

The bear rose to his full height, towering above them all - then let forth a low moan as his huge frame began to buckle and shake, to shiver and sink in on itself.

Slowly at first, then ever faster until it transpired in a blur, the dire bear shriveled and shrank, fur disappearing, the huge bones and slabs of muscle vanishing, to leave in its place a man, pale-skinned and massively bearded, face near obscured by the wild thatch of hair that grew from his head, body lean and muscled, nails thick and yellowed with age and dirt.

Branka drew back, her face riven with shock. 

Medved stood swaying, eyes wide, then raised his hands to stare at his palms. He turned them about, and Hugh saw that he couldn’t have been more than thirty years old, his features under the dirt and hair handsome and noble. 

“I…” croaked the man. “I… but…”

“The curse is lifted,” said Vispathia, her smile gladsome and wide. “You repaid your debt when you chose duty over freedom. Congratulations at long last.”

“Branka?” The hirsute man raised his gaze nervously to the Alewife. “I… I don’t know… I didn’t mean to…”

“You’re free,” whispered Branka, hands clasped to her chest. 

“But the village,” said Medved, voice quaking with emotion. “How will I defend it now?”

“As best you can,” said Branka. “We’ll do it, together.”

Tears stood in the man’s eyes, and he stepped forward to wrap Branka in a tight hug, burying his face in her neck, his whole frame wracked with silent sobs as his freedom hit home. 

Nobody spoke, as everybody gave them a moment to share their joy until at last Medved pulled away. He stood tall, proud, uncaring of his nudity, and gazed upon Vispathia with glittering eyes. “My thanks, noble queen. Somehow, I doubt the curse would have unraveled if you had not crystallized my choice. I owe you everything.” 

With that, he bowed, the style antiquated but elegant.

“Not at all,” said Vispathia, her smile warm. “You earned your freedom alone. Rejoice now in your humanity, fair Medved, and may your generous heart serve Erro even better than it did before.”

“What humanity I now have comes from the slow change that the centuries have wrought upon me,” he said. “But I shall do my very best.”

“Come,” said Branka, laughing as she wiped the tears from her eyes. “Let’s get you bathed and dressed. The people of Erro won’t believe the change, but it’ll help if you don’t look like a bear when I introduce you to them. With your permission, my lord?”

Hugh walked around the fire to the pair and extended his hand to Medved. “You have served this village faithfully and well for years without number. I saw myself your bravery when you charged the bridge during our attack on Niestor’s forces. I’m glad for your freedom and wish you great joy in your human frame.”

Medved clasped Hugh’s hand, his palms thickly callused, his grip strong, then stepped back to bow deeply. “Thank you, my lord.”

“Permission granted,” said Hugh to Branka, who linked her arm with Medved’s and led him into the shadows toward Erro.

“Well,” said Zarja, eyes sparkling with delight, hands clasped beneath her chin. “These are the moments I live for. How beautiful.”

“And unfortunate,” said Morwyn sourly. “I don’t doubt he was a better defender as a bear.”

“You never know,” said Zarja. “He’ll have plenty of opportunities to prove himself now.”

“We’ll leave at dawn for the Goat’s Wood,” said Hugh, drawing all eyes back to him. “There’s one question left to be resolved. Zarja and Morwyn are in favor of allowing the sorceress, Katharzina, to join us in our efforts. I’m against it. What do the rest of you say?”

Floriana spat. “The only good enemy is a dead one. We cut her throat and never worry about her betraying us.”

“Nice,” said Katharzina. “Very classy.”

Floriana grinned, baring all her teeth.

Trofim reached up to rub at the side of his jaw. “The question is of trust, is it not? How can we be sure she won’t change sides when we need her most?”

“I may be amoral, but I’m not unwise,” said the sorceress. “If word gets out that I’ll betray my patrons, I’ll quickly run out of job opportunities. Pay me a reasonable amount, and I’ll see the mission through to its end.”

“And how much would that take?” asked Trofim.

“Ten thousand gold for a general contract, subject to extra pay based on exceedingly dangerous objectives.”

Anastasia coughed into her fist, and even Morwyn’s eyebrows went up.

“All right,” said Trofim, to whom those kinds of sums must have seemed quotidian. “And what do we get in exchange? What, exactly, can you do?”

“Finally,” said Katharzina with a sultry smile. “A man who knows how to negotiate. I am an accomplished magician with a specialization in travel, shadow, and mind magic. I’m not limited like your chirographers to only a few facets of magic but can cast spells that defy their neat categories and limitations. I can hasten our march, so that we’re able to travel at twice, or thrice the normal speed -”

“Chirographers can affect velocity,” protested Anastasia.

“I can drape our progress in shadows or animate them to bewilder and distract our foes. I can cause our enemies to see phantasms and illusions, to trap them in mental prisons, or cause them to not see us at all, though that is noticeably trickier. I can effect teleportation with enough preparation, and freeze foes from a distance.”

Trofim made an appreciative expression as if he had just tasted something agreeable. “That all sounds quite useful.”

“Queen Vispathia?” asked Hugh. “Your thoughts?”

The fae queen studied the sorceress, who frowned at being so scrutinized, and finally dropped her gaze. “I would agree with Lady Zarja,” said Vispathia at last. “This one is not all ice and avarice, though she does her best to convince others she’s little more. I believe we can trust her. The gold, I would wager, is but the pretext she needs to assist us. Which she truly wishes to do.”

And to Hugh’s surprise Katharzina flushed, then flashed him an angry gaze. “I will not be analyzed and guessed at, even by fae royalty. My terms stand. If you wish my services, I demand ten thousand gold. If not, clap me in irons or take off my head.”

“As simple as that?” Hugh considered the woman. “Both Zarja and the queen speak for you, and that carries much weight. I’ll trust them, as I do in all things. You may accompany us north, sorceress, though you will be watched and have to earn our trust.”

Katharzina raised her chin sharply. “And my payment?”

“Will be paid in full upon the completion of our mission.” Hugh’s smile was mirthless. “You have my solemn word on it. But if you don’t trust me, I can indeed clap you in irons and leave you with Branka. I’m sure the Fate Makers would be delighted to interrogate you further.”

Her eyes narrowed. “They would execute me.”

“So they would. But that would not be my concern, and to be honest, I wouldn’t be overly bothered, given our history. Now. Do you accept?”

“Very well.” Her tone couldn’t have been more caustic. “I will accept a lump payment of ten thousand to be paid upon the completion of your mission, which I will stipulate shall be the finding of this Thavma in the Goat’s Wood. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” said Hugh. “Now, if you would kindly return to your cell?”

“I’ll escort her,” said Zarja, slipping her arm through Katharzina’s with all the confidence and ease of an older sister, despite the sorceress’s surprise. “Come. I’ve ever so many questions for you.”

“And I,” said Anastasia, tone stiff. “If you’re to travel with us, I might as well learn what I may from your heretical magics.”

Together the trio walked away into the darkness.

“I will retire as well,” said Sir Trofim, “for I’ve much to pack for the voyage. Good evening, all.”

Queen Vispathia stepped up to Hugh and placed her hand on his forearm. “I believe we are walking the right path. Where exactly it shall lead, I cannot say, but I am glad to be walking it with you. Good night, Lord Hugh. I will go to my people and prepare them to journey to Ternfalls Wood tomorrow.”

Hugh bowed low. “Good night, your highness.”

The three fae knights inclined their heads and followed their queen from the clearing. 

Morwyn sighed. “I swore to do the rounds before resting. There are too many enemies in the woods tonight for me to rest easy. I’ll check on the lookouts and make sure all is well.”

“Thank you,” said Hugh, and then Morwyn, too, was gone.

Floriana climbed to her feet. “All right, ladies. Head back to camp and start the preparations. We’ve wounded to carry, rations to check, and equipment to prepare before we head back to the woods. Hogweed, Belladonna, you’re on duty tonight. Morwyn has the right of it. We can’t relax till we’re deep in the woods.”

“With your permission, my lord, I’ll do the same,” said Mandolin.

Foxglove tossed her rich, coppery red curls. “You won’t be joining us, boss?”

“Not yet,” said Floriana, gazing at Hugh over the leaping flames. “I’ve my goodbyes to make. But I’ll be there soon.”

Some of the Poison Sisters snickered knowingly, but they and captain filed away just the same; soon Hugh stood alone in the glade with Floriana.

“Making your goodbyes, then?” asked Hugh.

Floriana extended a hand to the flames as she circled the fire. Their leaping light brought out the contours of her muscles and her hardened frame; they shadowed her face, making it appear a savage mask that hovered against the night behind her. 

No words. Her eyes gleamed, expressing their intent. And Hugh welcomed it, welcomed the challenge in her gaze, the trial that was to come. After so much uncertainty, the moments of harrowing fear of the day, the cascades of relief that followed, this was a release he wanted, desired, needed.

She approached him, unhurried, undoing buckles as she came. The leather holster around one muscled thigh, sheathed knives falling to the ground. A bandolier across her chest, more knives falling away. Lifted a wrist to unbuckle the leather guard, then did the same on the other. Both fell away.

All the while she looked at him, eyes half-lidded, lips curled into a provocative smile, the flickers of crimson light dancing deep within her pupils. Fire that was twinned by the ferocity of her orcish god. Fire that he knew would burn him if he didn’t stand fast like a cliff before an oncoming storm.

“Looks like I won’t be seeing you for some time,” she said, tone changed, intimate, low, caressing. She walked past him, and the subtle sway of her hips caused his heart to pound. The way she traced a nail across his chest as she went by, daring him to react, to rise to her dare. “Who knows how long it will be till I get you alone like this.”

“You’ll find your entertainments,” said Hugh, staring into the fire. “That Mandolin, for example.”

He heard her snort of disgust, outrage even, then she stepped in close, curling her fingers around his throat. A move, he knew, that would normally be followed by the touch of a blade against his neck a moment later. “You think me attracted to that lily?”

“There’s iron to him,” said Hugh, standing tall, resisting the pressure, the urge to turn and take hold of her. “You’d no doubt be surprised.”

Her breath was hot in his ear as she leaned in close. “I’ve no interest in unearthing hidden iron. I like my iron hard and easily visible.”

With that her other hand stole across his stomach to descend and cup his junk, squeezing it with just the right pressure.

A feint. Hugh knew it. A distraction from the blow that was to come. But by the gods, hard to ignore, so tempting to enjoy. 

But instinct bid him step to the side just before her foot stamped down upon where his calf had been a second ago. A blow that would have driven him to his knee, and which would have been followed no doubt by a muscled forearm across his neck. Pressure down, forearm crushing upward, the perfect trap in which to choke him out.

Hugh half-turned, a subtle smile playing on his face. No reaction to her attack. “You’ll have plenty of time on your hands in Ternfalls Woods. Unless you decide to play with your Poison Sisters instead?”

“Hogweed is double the man that Mandolin is,” said Floriana, tone careless, moving forward again, hiding well her disappointment at having failed to trap him. She reached up and behind her neck with both hands, muscles playing across her triceps, and unfasted some clasp that held her armored vest together. Moving away from him, seemingly distracted, she allowed the vest to fall forward over her arms, revealing her bare midriff and the dark wrap that held her full breasts cruelly tight to her chest.

Another calculated move, as if he would go all slack-jawed over such a revelation. For she immediately flicked her vest at him, the weight of iron plates and buckles causing it to fly fast and true, and came charging right after.

Hugh dodged aside, not needing the Lost Reavers’ reflexes to avoid the garment, then hopped back once more, so the bandit queen simply rushed through where he’d been a second before. 

She gathered herself, turned her faltering attack into a swift walk that took her back around the fire. A tightening across her jaw indicated her displeasure, but he could sense her amusement as well.

Floriana enjoyed a good fight. She would have been disappointed if he had fallen too quickly to her wiles.

“I’m sure you have no lack of applicants,” said Hugh, voice mild, seeking to provoke her further. “A line that stretches from the slit of your tent to the far reaches of the forest.”

“You think me interested in saplings?” Her scorn was obvious. “I crave only oaks.”

“Then break off a branch and fuck it,” said Hugh, and was gratified to see the exemplar pause, taken aback, only to laugh despite herself.

“Maybe I’ll break your branch off and fuck it,” she said, voice low with menace, approaching him again.

“You’re welcome to try,” he said, squaring his shoulders and flexing his fingers. “You seem to crave disappointment.”

“That what I’ll get from you?” She reached him, standing so close that barely an inch separated her bound breasts from his chest, her face tilted up to his. “Disappointment?”

“No,” he whispered, aware of the heat baking off her. “You come at me, Floriana, and you’ll be mastered.”

Her lip curled back from her ivory white teeth. A look half-feral, half-wicked arousal. “I’ve yet to meet the man who can bring me to heel.”

“Is that what you want?” He took a step forward, forcing her back. “To be brought to heel?”

Anger flashed through her dark eyes. “No man can break me.”

“But if one could. Would you declare yourself satisfied?”

Amusement and something darker blossomed in her gaze. “Impossible. But if a man could master me so, then I would be his willing bitch. You think yourself that man, Hugh of Stasiek?”

Before Hugh could answer, her whole body moved. Knees bent, body twisted, arm coming up to lock into a right angle. Faster than thought, she pivoted on the balls of her feet, the whole of her weight behind the blow, the strength coming from her hips more than her shoulder, to drive her fist into his gut.

Hugh made no attempt to avoid the blow. He allowed it to crash into his abdominal wall like a boulder flung by a massive catapult at a keep’s iron walls. 

But Floriana was an exemplar of Grazhka, and the orc god’s power flowed thickly through her. Despite his phenomenal strength and physique, he was without the Reavers’ strength. 

Hugh grunted, hunched over. The blow had been extraordinary, enough to liquefy most men’s guts.

But even without the Reavers, Hugh was no normal man. He took the blow, mastered it, and straightened with a cruel smile. 

“That the best you got?”

Floriana’s brow lowered in fury. She twisted back, pivoting on her heels again, fast as sin, powerful as a panther, ready to drive another hammering blow into him, but this time Hugh was ready. When she rocketed the punch at his gut, more of an uppercut this time, he twisted, neatly sidestepped just enough that her knuckles grazed his tunic but nothing more.

Catching her fist full in the palm of his hand, he stopped her blow cold.

Her eyes flared open wide in shock as she stared up at him. Hugh loomed over her, eyes narrowing. “You asked to be brought to heel,” he growled. “Here it comes.”

Floriana snarled, tore her fist free, and came at him, launching a barrage of blows that would have been wild were she not so skilled, so precise. A flurry of roundhouses and uppercuts drove him back, all of them kept tight and close. Her raw athleticism allowed her to recover from each impossibly fast and keep after him as he backtracked, fending and deflecting each attack, allowing his hands to move of their own accord, taking blows on his forearms, retreating as she exploded in fury and sought to tear him apart.

As each blow failed to connect, she only got more enraged. She began to come at him with elbows and knees, looking to crack him across the jaw, pummel him mid-thigh to make the huge muscle seize up. 

It was insane, the speed and power, the ferocity and single-minded purpose behind her assault. Her stamina. Her strength. In the firelight she was mesmerizing to behold, the play of muscles sliding and clenching across her frame, her determination, her blazing eyes. 

But he couldn’t go toe-to-toe with her. Strong as he was, preternaturally so, even, he couldn’t call on the Reavers – couldn’t face her if she summoned Grazhka’s strength.

Frustration beat within him. He wanted to master her with brute strength alone, to pin her arms to her sides, to lock her down, to own her. 

But he was currently but a mortal man. And she was an exemplar with a god at her beck and call.

So, he did the next best thing. Timing it just right so that when she overextended herself with a swing, he was able to dart in, slamming his shoulder into her own even as he brought his leg scything back to take hers out at the heel.

The timing was exquisite. Down she went with a cry, clutching him as she fell, to crash into the dirt. He was upon her in a flash. He swept an arm around her neck so her chin was buried into his chest, her arm trapped before him. 

Floriana snarled, writhed, bucked. Trying to shake herself free, she rammed her knees into his back, jerking as she sought to tear her head free of his lock.

Hugh grinned and held on.

By the gods, she was strong. He felt her muscles coiling under him, felt her harsh pants as she fought for breath, as she snarled. She scored a trail of fire down his back with her free hand, then jerked away, dragging him a foot with her across the dirt.

“Surrender.” Hugh tightened his lock about her neck. “Or I’ll tear your head off.”

She laughed, then planted her feet in the dirt to heave her pelvis up, a violent move that threw him clear off her body as she bridged up and shoved.

Hugh rolled, came up in a crouch, then was knocked backward as she slammed into him in a tackle. Instinct caused him to roll back, foot rising to plant itself in the crease where her leg met her crotch, and he shoved, throwing her flying up and over.

Floriana cried out in surprise, twisted like a cat mid-air, and landed on all fours, sliding across the dirt until she caught herself, down on one knee, nails having carved furrows in the ground.

Hugh laughed, rising into his own crouch. “Frustrated?”

That was precisely the wrong thing to say. Or right, depending on one’s point of view.

Floriana’s snarl was more feral cry, and she leaped at him, hands reaching for his eyes.

Hugh batted her arms aside, turning and rolling up the length of her outflung arm, catching her wrist as he went, using his own ribs as a fulcrum against which he could have snapped her elbow.

The only way for her to avoid a shattered joint was to throw herself into a forward roll. But Hugh held on, stopping her from getting away so she but crashed onto her back. 

A flip and he was down perpendicular from her, her arm clenched between his thighs, her elbow across his crotch, his legs scissoring across her chest. Holding her wrist with both hands, he flexed his hips up, and put terrible pressure on her elbow.

Classic arm-bar. She would either give in or suffer a broken arm.

“Bastard!” she cried, writhing and contorting as he applied more pressure. Her fingers clenched, spasmed open, and her bicep grew taut as she fought his grip. She bucked, jerked, tried to wrench her arm free, but failed.

“Yield,” growled Hugh.

“Never,” she rasped, and her arm began to change. “Grazhka, hear me now! Bless me with your fury, your lust for blood, your mastery over life and death!”

Her eyes blazed forth with red light, and a circle of crude pictograms flared into life around her, to revolve and burn in the air, bathing her in a rippling aura of crimson light. Floriana’s body contorted, and while she didn’t grow any bigger, her presence doubled in intensity, so Hugh could sense the weight of her bloodlust and rage.

Then she began to flex her imprisoned arm. Hugh held on tight, but the muscles writhed like anacondas along its length, and somehow, impossibly, she began to lift him off the floor as she crooked it at the elbow.

Fuck, he thought, seeing the blank desire for murder in her burning eyes. Now what?

He hurled himself backward, violently increasing the torque on her arm. He crashed back down onto the dirt, snapping her arm straight, and for a second he thought he had broken the joint.

But no. Her snarl grew thicker, more clotted, like that of some terrible beast. Again, she began to bend her arm, and despite Hugh’s every effort, he found her wrist tearing free from his grip.

At that moment he would have given everything, anything to summon the powers of the Lost Reavers. To swamp her with his own impossible might. 

But they were locked away, leaving him all alone. 

A calculated risk. A lethal gamble. Without warning he released her wrist, so her arm snapped closed, half-pulling her away. He scrambled after her, not giving her a chance to recover, and wrapped his arm around her neck. Drawing it tight across her throat, he felt both her hands clutch at him as he set to choking her. 

But that was part of his plan. Any extended battle with her at this point was a losing proposition. She would overwhelm him now, fueled by the battle madness of the orc god. 

Instead, even as he felt her pry his forearm away, he slid his hand down her hard body, over the swell of her hip, to cup her sex through her leather leggings. 

For a moment she didn’t even notice, so focused was she on pulling his arm away, but when he set to rubbing the base of his palm over her mons she froze, her snarl dropping in register.

“Submit,” he demanded, rolling so he brought her up and around, to lie down the length of him, her body open to the skies. “Submit.” 

He raised his fingers a few inches, found the hem of her leggings, and slid his hand underneath, down her smooth skin to her pussy. No underwear, just the thick bush of her pubic hair, and further down - there.

Her hot, creamy slit, the folds parting between his fingers.

Floriana’s snarl became a moan.

Her hips began to press up against his touch, her body undulating, her need primal. Hugh allowed himself a breath of relief just before she slammed an elbow down and into his ribs.

Bones broke. 

She rolled off him, his hand tearing free of her leggings. But it was on now, and Hugh didn’t dare give her a moment of respite. He lunged up and at her, tackling her to the ground, his greater mass and weight overwhelming her unnatural strength. Down they went, hitting the ground hard. 

She hammered blows at him, but he ignored them, tucked down his chin, and focused his forearm on her neck once more, the other limb tearing her leggings down over her broad hips. She writhed, knees working under him, but he kept her pinned long enough to expose her pussy. 

There was only one way to end this fight. One way to avoid more broken bones. 

Her struggles drove her leggings down to her knees. A fist clocked him across the chin, an elbow drove down into his shoulder. He pulled back to jerk his own breeches down, feeling as if he were trying to ride an earthquake, then she snapped her head up, cracking it into his nose with punishing force.

His nose broke.

With a roar of pain, he slammed her back down, wrested his cock free, and speared down with blind, desperate need. 

He felt the smooth expanse of rippling thigh, then the brush of wiry hair. He needed both hands to pin her wrists, and a third to guide himself into her. It was enough to make him want to laugh. 

Her burning crimson eyes left trails in the dark, searing afterimages in his vision. She was growing stronger by the moment. Any second she would throw him off, and he would be fucked.

Unacceptable.

Reaching deep into his core, he summoned the furthest extremes of his strength. He reared back, and when she lunged up after him, he slammed back down, driving her into the dirt hard enough to stun her for one, precious moment.

Just enough time to thrust the head of his cock between her engorged lips. To find that molten core. To angle his hips just right and slam himself all the way home.

Floriana tensed, her whole body going rigid as she arched her back, eyes flaring wide as he buried himself to the hilt in her pussy. 

For a moment they remained thus, Hugh gasping and dripping sweat above her, her hips raised off the ground, her face transfixed. 

Then she blinked, came back to herself, snarled.

“Oh, hell no,” said Hugh. 

She went to punch him. He pulled back, fighting to keep his cock inside her, and when her fist missed, he plunged back down, trapping her arm across her own throat. He kept it pressed down tight as he plowed into her. 

Her eyes were livid, her lips writhing back from her teeth. She contorted, fighting to throw him off, but he persisted. Driving deep into her, he pushed her back across the glade, his chest on her triceps, keeping her pinned.

“Fuck you,” she growled, voice hurled.

“Other way ‘round,” he said, then, chest still pinning her arm, reached down with both hands to clutch at her massive thighs, bring them up, and set to doing just that.

She fought him, losing herself to the sensation only to come back and struggle. But Hugh kept at it, pounding into her, remaining on top throughout, finding his rhythm until her body began to respond.

Seemingly against her will, she began to grind her hips up against each thrust. She pulled her arm free, but instead of striking at him, she pressed her hand against her brow, head tilted back, then reached down to tear the wrap from her breasts, allowing them to spill forth.

Mindful of the danger, Hugh bent down, took a large tit in his hand, and brought the nipple between his lips. Her moans were reward enough. Her nipple was hard and sucking and nipping at it brought further cries of ecstasy from her.

Only for a buffet to catch him across the temple and nearly knock him free.

“Damn it!” he cried out, pulling back then lunging forward, driving his forearm into her neck again. “Enough!”

To which she could only laugh, her eyes alight with pleasure and pain, sadism and delight. She was fucking him right back throughout, never breaking rhythm, her pussy clenching around his cock, divine and wet, and the violence, the danger, made Hugh all the more aroused; he wanted to break her, dominate her, to subjugate this force of nature to his will.

And if there was one thing he could do without the Reavers, it was fuck his brains out.

Hugh pulled back, and before she could react, grabbed her under both knees and shoved them forward, down to her ears, so her ass rose into the air, body bent double, weight resting firmly on her shoulders. He leaned his full weight upon her knees, trapping her there, and went to fucking the living shit out of her magnificent body.

Floriana moaned and cried out, seeking to break free. She dug furrows in the dirt, shook her head from side to side. She panted, hissed, and stared up at him with her burning gaze.

But Hugh never let up. He lost himself to the delirium that was her pussy, the sweet torment of its tight grip. He fucked harder, faster, until he was forced by his own need to release her legs and rise, gripping her feet instead as he piledrove down into her again and again.

Floriana howled when she came, the sound raw and fevered, her whole body flexing. Her eyes rolled up in her heads, mouth going slack, body shivering and jerking as if undergoing an epileptic fit. 

Hugh kept on, pushing her orgasm further, deeper, until at last, he came as well, releasing himself into her very core, straining against the need, throwing his head back to cry out his own ecstasy. 

Together they remained thus, locked and taut, bodies smeared with sweat and fluids, until with a groan Hugh released her feet and staggered back, pulling free of her pussy to let her topple over onto her side.

She lay there, panting and shaking, trembling and quivering. Hugh watched her carefully, heaving for breath, pulling up his breeches and tucking himself inside. If she came at him again, he would probably just turn tail and run. 

Blood was flowing down over his lip. He reached up and touched his broken nose. His ribs protested, a flare of sharp pain piercing the tumbling waves of pleasure. 

Fucking hell, he thought, wiping the blood away. Had they made love or tried to kill each other?

Finally, he heard her laugh, a low, sultry sound, and she pushed herself up to sitting, reaching down between her legs to bring up her fingers and rub their tips together. She looked sidelong up at him with that provocative smile of hers. 

“There,” she said. “Something to remember me by.”

Hugh snorted, ignored the pain from his nose. “You could have written me a damn love letter if that’s what you wanted.”

“Oh, no,” she said. “I want you to see my marks on your body. I want you to feel me as you move. I want the pain to remind me of the pleasure I can give.”

“Mission accomplished,” said Hugh, straightening to his full height.

“But you didn’t bring me to heel,” she said, climbing to her feet and pulling up her leather leggings. She had to shimmy from one side to the other to peel them up over her hips. “What I gave was a gift. You didn’t take it from me.”

Hugh narrowed his eyes. “Felt like I took what I wanted.”

She smirked. “Keep telling yourself that.” Reaching down, she took up her vest and pulled it on, but didn’t bother closing it down her front, so her breasts remained almost completely bare. Stepping up to him, she gently touched his chin. “I know you’ll do better next time. Get some practice with Morwyn. And then when you’re ready to back up your words and truly make me your bitch, come find me.”

And she kissed him, sweetly, tenderly, to then walk past him and away.

Hugh drew his wrist over his brow. “Fucking hell,” he said. “Fucking hell.”

 


Chapter Four

 

 

 

Dawn broke over Erro to reveal action at every corner. Patrols were coming in from their last rounds, weary and resigned to a long day’s march. Lookouts descended from outposts atop the tallest buildings. Carts were laden with folded tents, blankets, bedrolls, weapons, rations, pots, and everything else that made campaigning in the field possible. Soldiers mustered in the field east of the imperial estate, forming up in ragged columns as the Poison Sisters chivied them into order. Townspeople turned out to watch, many somber, some grieving, and too many glad to see the armed forces gone.

Hugh sat atop the retaining wall that ran just above the Mandroga’s bank, methodically putting away bowl after bowl of porridge that Zarja had lined up along the wall’s top, watching the scene with conflicting emotions in his breast. He felt relief that they were getting away before more trouble struck the settlement, regret that their stay had too often proven calamitous to the residents, and concern that the approaching army would catch them in the process of leaving Erro and unable to defend themselves.

He set the third bowl aside and picked up the next. It felt like a year had passed since he first arrived in this mountain village. He had arrived full of doubts and chagrin, banished by his brother, resigned to a fruitless exile with nary a pleasure in sight.

How wrong he had been.

Now the place felt like, if not home, a place that could become such. To leave under the clouds of war rubbed him the wrong way. He resented being forced to quit the field without giving battle. But of course, he had no choice in the matter. So instead, he watched couriers cross back and forth over the ruined northern bridge, picking their way carefully over the longboards that had already been laid down. He observed the last of the fae melting into the forest, their leaders having agreed to track and keep pace with Floriana’s forces as they made for Ternfalls Wood. 

“We’re about ready,” said Zarja, and he twisted about to see her standing in her traveling gear, a slight pack hoisted over one shoulder, a worn cloak hanging to her heels. She was dressed in illusions, presenting herself as the mortal Elena once more, her face marked by scars, her expression resolute yet somehow fragile. As if she couldn’t help but fall in character the moment she assumed the persona.

Behind her, up by the imperial estate’s front door, Morwyn was hefting a decidedly larger pack up onto her shoulders. Anastasia knelt beside hers, clearly weighing the wisdom of taking three large books on the journey, biting her lower lip as she calculated the weight. Katharzina leaned against the wall, one boot hiked up, arms crossed, chewing on a long stalk of grass as she watched the Mandroga flow by.

No sign of Vispathia, but Hugh knew she would be coming. Trofim was marching the trail, dressed rather absurdly in full court regalia; a white wolf fur was draped over one shoulder, pinned in place by a medallion of gold, while a sumptuous cloak of the deepest emerald fringed in fur hung luxuriously from his shoulders.

Hugh snorted but decided to make no comment. The man was full-grown; he could decide how best to tromp across the countryside.

“Very well,” said Hugh. “Just got two bowls left to go. Be with you all in a moment.”

Zarja rolled her eyes. “How are we going to keep you fed on the road? You eat more than six men combined.”

“Take enough food for eight,” grinned Hugh, spooning oatmeal into his mouth. “And don’t forget the wine.”

“We’re not traveling with a cart,” said Zarja. “So no, we’re not bringing fifty cases of the finest. I fear, my dear lord, that you shall have to carry whatever vintages you wish to consume upon your own tender shoulders.”

Hugh grinned as he chomped, then washed it all down with a swig of water. “Mutiny, and so early in our voyage? If you truly adored me, Zarja, you’d offer to enchant a thousand bottles to float alongside me the whole way there.”

Zarja took her stained skirt and swished it back and forth, hanging her head meekly as she did so. “Alas, I am but a poor slop girl, fit only for mopping floors and feeding the swine.”

“Slop girl,” said Hugh skeptically. “Wait. Are you calling me a pig?”

“If the hoof fits, my dear lord,” said Zarja, eyes widening with comical earnestness. “The greatest boar that ever walked the world.”

“Now hold up,” said Hugh. 

“With a snout so regal, a hide bristled in glory, small, porcine eyes that glare fitfully at the -”

“Zarja,” warned Hugh, raising his spoon in mock warning.

The lisica could not restrain herself any longer; she covered her mouth as she collapsed into giggles, sitting beside him on the road. “Oh, very well. I’ll carry a single bottle with me if it’ll placate your ire.”

“One bottle,” mused Hugh, stirring the oatmeal about the bottom of the bowl. “You have my most meager thanks.”

“You know, you could ask Vispathia to enchant it,” said Zarja, leaning her weight on one hand so her shoulder rose and her head canted to one side. “Give it the strength of a thousand bottles. One sip would turn your head right around.”

“Now that’s a thought.” Hugh finished the bowl, set it aside. “And I would, were it not so coarse a request.”

“Oh, I think you’ll find soon enough that we fae enjoy a moment’s coarseness as much as the next.”

“I already know that about you,” said Hugh, grinning wolfishly. “I just assumed royalty was a little different.”

“It’s a question of repression,” said Zarja lazily, not offended in the least. “The more regal, the more the poor fae must repress their crude lusts. Which, of course, means their release is all the more spectacular for it.”

Hugh studied her. “Just what are you insinuating?”

“Me?” Zarja pressed her hand to her chest in false surprise. “My lord! I’m shocked at such an accusation.”

Hugh snorted and started working on the last bowl.

“Ah,” said Zarja. “Looks like the Aelfwife and her former partner in crime are approaching.”

Hugh glanced up and saw Branka and Medved crossing the northern bridge. The man was much improved; he had bathed, shaved, and donned clean clothing since last Hugh had seen him, and now cut a fine figure. Broad-shouldered, with a striking face, eyes sunken under powerful brows, cheeks harsh and prominent, mouth mobile and severe, he appeared every inch the Fate Maker he had once apparently been.

Branka, on the other hand, chattered animatedly with him as they approached, and the warm smile one of her jests elicited from the former bear proved the man not immune to her charms or good humor.

“Seems they’re getting along well,” mused Zarja below her breath.

“I’m not surprised,” said Hugh, pitching his voice low as well. “They’ve spent most of their lives together, after all.”

“My lord!” Branka raised an arm as she approached, her expression respectful and open. “We’ve come to bid you a safe and successful journey.”

Hugh set the bowl aside and rose to his feet. “My thanks. How do you fare, Medved? How is being human once more?”

“Passingly strange,” admitted the man with a rueful smile. “I keep wanting to fall to all fours and must remind myself constantly to not shit in the bushes. But Branka is exceedingly patient. I’m sure I’ll regain the knack of it soon.”

Hugh laughed, surprised, then clapped the man on the shoulder. “Good to hear. Though I think you’re doing yourself a disservice. How have the townspeople received you?”

Branka crossed her arms and closed one eye as she looked up at Hugh, who realized belatedly that the morning sun was rising just behind his head and spearing its light into her face. “Quite calmly, in fact. I believe the people of Erro are so worn out from recent events that the Fate Maker himself could parade down River Street clad like a clown and blowing raspberries at the children and they’d not blink.”

Both men chuckled. Medved lifted his leg as if about to climb an invisible step, then scowled and reached down to scratch at his side with his hand. “They respect Branka, that’s for sure. As long as I remain on her good side I should be tolerated.”

“Pssht,” said Branka, hip checking him. “You’re Medved, the ancient protector of Erro, brought back by placing the town’s safety over your own life. They respect you already. Soon, they’ll love you.”

Zarja smiled. “Especially if you stop shitting in the bushes.”

They laughed, and Hugh felt a moment’s peace, an island of contentment amidst the turmoil of the past few days, weeks, months. If only it could remain like this.

“My lord!” Floriana’s call drew their attention, and he saw her approaching, flanked by Snowdrop and Hogweed. “We’re ready to set forth. Will you give the command?”

The bandit queen’s smirk, Hugh was sure, had absolutely nothing to do with the bruises around his eyes. Anastasia had reset his broken nose, and all the women had been tactful enough to not inquire as to what happened. But Floriana could barely restrain herself from leering, and Hugh vowed there and then to come back so blessed with might that he had set the score between them straight forevermore.

“I’ll see them off,” said Hugh. “Branka? Medved? Will you join me?”

Together their group marched into the broad field beyond the imperial estate. The ground was muddied and torn up, but the camp was neatly broken down, and no sign remained of the armed force that had been stationed here for too short a time.

Instead, a large column stood waiting at attention, four wide, about twenty deep, with the supply train gathered at the rear, a half-dozen carts laden with the wounded, equipment, and supplies.

“Attention!” barked Hogweed, though it was quite unnecessary. All the soldiers were watching his approach, the former bandits and ex-Niestor’s soldiers all mingled into one force. 

“Good morning, soldiers,” said Hugh, moving to stand at the fore. “We part ways today, but it shall not be for long. You have served me ably and well, performing your duties with honor and diligence, and my oaths to you are as solid as the day I made them. When next we meet it shall be to plan our greatest campaign, a sortie whose success will fill your pockets with gold and earn you richly deserved retirement if you so desire.”

He saw skepticism and hope both; marching off into the depths of the woods was not an outcome that excited them. 

“I won’t lie,” Hugh continued. “We face grave odds. But when I consider the foes we’ve overcome, it’s just another day for the likes of us. We will continue to defeat our foes. We will continue marching toward victory. And together, we shall bring into being a world where brigands can be forgiven their trespasses if their hearts are true, where soldiers will be paid their full retirement, and where everyone - human and fae - can live with honor and respect.”

The soldiers remained tensely alert, watching him with gleaming eyes.

“I’ll be seeing you all in a few weeks. Be ready for trouble and keep your wits and blades sharp.” And he snapped his hand up to his brow for a formal salute.

As one the soldiers returned his salute, then Floriana stepped to the fore. “Forward march!”

The column began to stride into the woods, Poison Sisters walking along its length, and with cries and cracking of the lash, the supply train began to rumble and roll out after them. 

“Good luck, captain,” said Hugh to Floriana, tone as formal as he could make it.

Her eyes gleamed. “The same to you, my lord. See you soon.”

“Before you know it.”

She saluted him crisply, the first time she’d ever done so, and strode off with her men into the forest. 

“I’m torn to see them go,” admitted Branka. “But mostly relieved. With them goes bloodshed, destruction, and massacre.”

“Agreed,” said Hugh softly. “With such reduced numbers we’d no chance of fighting off the enemy.” He turned to the pair. “Good luck in negotiating with all who come knocking.”

Branka grimaced. “I imagine it’ll be mostly begging for forgiveness and swearing loyalty to whomever they need us to. But we’ll manage.”

“One way or another,” said Medved somberly, and Hugh heard the heartfelt resolve in his voice.

“I hope to see you both soon,” said Hugh. “Take care.”

Branka hesitated, and for a moment Hugh thought she might embrace him. But instead, she extended her hand. “Take care, my lord.”

Her grip was strong, and Hugh shook it firmly. “I will.”

“Oh, come on,” said Zarja, and stepped in to hug Branka. “We might all be dead in a day or two. Why insist on such formalities?”

Branka blushed, glanced up at Medved, then curled a strand of blond hair behind her ears. 

“Take care, my lord,” said Medved, voice firm.

“I aim to,” said Hugh, and turned to stride back to the imperial estate. Sir Trofim was rocking back on forth on his heels, engaging Katharzina in some manner of verbal sparring, while Morwyn stood to one side, clearly irritated. Anastasia gazed wistfully over the river to the distant tavern at the back of Erro’s square, and Hugh could imagine the fond memories she was playing over in her mind - nights spent toasting and drinking their successes; quieter evenings spent before the hearth, reading and musing over the flames; that one night when the four of them had bathed together in the rooms above.

“We’ll come back,” he said, stepping alongside her.

Anastasia startled, flushed, then forced a smile. “I know we will, my lord.”

“Oh, come on,” he said. “My lord?”

“Sorry. I’m…” And she cast a glance at Katharzina’s back. “A little flustered, I suppose.”

“Everything all right?”

“Of course.” She nodded assertively, composing herself. “Nothing to worry about. I swear.”

“If you’re sure.” Hugh watched her for a moment longer but was distracted by Queen Vispathia’s arrival. She swept up as if from nowhere, accompanied by her three fae knights, none of them looking ready for travel.

“Your highness?” asked Hugh, stepping forward. “We mean to leave immediately. Does this work for you?”

The fae queen seemed surprised. “Absolutely. I am ready to depart now.”

Hugh couldn’t help but look her diaphanous gown up and down; sheer and form-hugging, trimmed with rubies, and with a gauzy peach wrap swept around her shoulders so that she seemed clothed in dawn’s earliest clouds. 

Vispathia’s smile grew crooked with amusement. “Do not fret on my account, Lord Hugh.”

“Very well,” he said. “In which case, everybody prepare yourselves for a grand speech. I mean to inspire you all and lift your hearts with words of valor and bravery.”

Morwyn couldn’t help but roll her eyes; Katharzina smirked, and while Anastasia presented him with a neutral expression of polite interest, Zarja made no bones about snickering under her hand.

“Just kidding,” said Hugh. “Let’s go.”

Shouldering his large pack, he strode through their small group and down the path that ran to the southern bridge, paralleling the River Road on the far side. 

It felt good to finally be moving. Energy burned within him, begging release, begging for him to go faster. He reached the southern bridge, crossed it, then resumed following the river’s course, tracing the bank and keeping the swift waters always within view.

The Goat’s Wood was to their northwest, around the great flanks of the mountains that loomed above them here. They had opted to not pass through Fraczek directly north of them, with Niestor’s death and the new lord’s troubled rule to contend with, but rather skirt along the upper limits of his brother’s lands, then cut toward their destination through the Dukedom of Wołosz. They would avoid the Imperial Highway, convenient as that would be, and instead cut through Ucikso Forest into Baron Sigismundo’s territory. From there they would take backroads through the rolling hills and farmlands into the Duke of Slepa’s land, and with some luck would avoid the old man’s infamous dire hound patrols. 

Hands on the straps of his pack, Hugh marched alongside the Mandroga, stepping over roots and hopping over trickling tributaries. Wołosz to Sigismundo, then north through Slepa until they reached the Marches of Dobrohost. That wasteland of ash and bone, the endless fields of the dead, was cursed by a blight centuries-old that hadn’t lifted ever since the Fae’s legendary Inner Glade was destroyed there and the ethereal forest turned to dust. 

Hugh wasn’t looking forward to that. 

On Dobrohost’s far side lay the riven lands of Chweidzia, far enough north that the badlands were always dusted in snow, even in summer. And in their center, the Goat’s Wood, that legendary copse that had defied ax, fire, and assault since it was first discovered.

The copse in which the Lost Reavers were slain and Hugh’s life irrevocably changed. 

Hugh sighed and glanced up, marking the passage of the sun through the canopy. 

Five hundred or so miles. A good force could reliably march fifteen miles a day on roads. 

That meant around a month for them to reach their destination, normally.

But they had some tricks up their sleeves. 

Hugh could feel the pressure from the group behind them. The need for certain conversations to be had. Conversations he had put off since the evening before, decisions he had not wanted to take within the perimeter of Erro. 

So, he pushed on, setting a rapid pace. The road upon which the approaching army would take to Erro hugged the Mandroga’s far side for a good five miles, then peeled away to spear off toward the south even as the river curved toward the west; with that divergence, Hugh felt a modicum of relief. 

No chance of running into the enemy force by accident now.

Another hour he pressed, forging through the undergrowth, straying toward the banks when the bushes grew too thick, until, at last, sweating profusely and stomach cramping with hunger, he found a small clearing of knee-high grass with one side fronting the river, which he decided would suit.

“We’ll pause here,” he said, turning to consider his companions. “Rest, drink, eat. Then we’ll talk.”

Queen Vispathia led the group, looking unhurried and at ease, her rich gown unmarred by the passage through the forest, her slippers clean as if she had just stepped down from a carriage, her hair immaculate and free of leaves or twigs. She smiled warmly at him as she drifted past to stand by the river, gazing into its waters. 

Her three knights were equally poised, looking unwearied about having marched rapidly in their plate armor. 

Fae. Hugh wanted to shake his head. Talk about unfair advantages.

Morwyn came next and looked decidedly human. Strands of hair were plastered to her brow by sweat, her pale cheeks flushed with exertion, her heavy pack towering over her head. She marched past him, Anastasia right behind, the tall chirographer picking burrs from her slate blue sleeve.

Trofim came next, breathing harshly, his armor gleaming but his cloak nowhere in sight. 

Katharzina and Zarja came last, and to Hugh’s annoyance, they were both chuckling over some private joke, neither appearing remotely winded by their forced march. 

No matter. 

Those who wished it drank of their flasks; others drew out rations and chewed abstractedly while gazing out at nothing. 

Hugh remained on his feet, and when he judged the time apposite, he stepped forward. “I’ve been reviewing our journey. Figure we can reach the Goat’s Wood in a month. It’s about five hundred miles, give or take, with some of it passing through less than friendly land. Katharzina. You spoke of travel magic. How can you help?”

Katharzina was lounging on the grass, resting one elbow on a fallen log, legs extended before her, ankles crossed. She turned her attention from Zarja to smile up at him, looking relaxed and unconcerned.

“Travel magic? Ah, yes. A simple enchantment that grows more complex the more people I must ensorcell. Your highness, lord knights, lady Zarja - would you be in need of my magic?”

Vispathia raised a pale eyebrow. “I imagine not but tell us more about your sorcery.”

“It’s something I stole off a pair of boots. We get them back home, relatively common item. Seven League Boots, they’re called.”

Anastasia frowned. “They allow you to step over leagues at a time? How? Does your leg elongate?”

“Does your leg - ? No!” Katharzina laughed, delighted, causing Anastasia to flush. “The spell moves the space around you. To the wearer of the boots, you walk at a normal speed through a shifting landscape, but your immediate environs remain normal, even if the immediate periphery becomes blurred. It is this patch of land upon which you walk that moves - you are in effect caught within a bubble of space that travels quickly across the land. The more powerful the spell, the quicker you go. But with so many, I could probably only double our speed.”

“Double our speed,” said Anastasia, face going pale. “You’d keep the spell up for two whole weeks?”

Katharzina arched an eyebrow. “Not while we slept, of course, but yes. Why? Can you not perform similar feats with your magic scribbles?”

Anastasia rose to her feet and strode away.

“Katharzina,” remonstrated Zarja. “You’re being cruel.” And she too rose to follow the chirographer.

“As long as we keep to woodlands, yes. My knights and I should be able to keep pace,” said Queen Vispathia. “Further, we can cast a glamor that will hide our passage from mortal eyes. It should make our journey pleasingly uneventful.”

“Much obliged,” said Katharzina, leaning back with a sigh. “I abhor unnecessary excitement.”

Hugh considered the sorceress. Her composure was grating. Didn’t she understand how he resented her presence? “Very well. I cannot deny the utility of your spell. Two weeks is a decided improvement. How do we control our trajectory? Ensure we don’t cross through someone’s home or into a cliff?”

Katharzina’s eyes were closed, her pale face raised to the morning sunlight. “The spell is intuitive. It guides you around obstacles, though occasionally we must pause to orient ourselves.”

“Very well,” said Hugh, then glanced to Vispathia. “If you’ll excuse me.”

The queen nodded. 

He followed after Zarja, who had disappeared into the woods. Anastasia, it seemed, had gone quite a distance; she had stridden heedlessly into the wilderness, only to stop in the depths of a tangled bush, clothing caught in a mess of thorns, face buried in her hands, shoulders racked with silent sobs.

Zarja had insinuated herself up to her side, placed a hand around her waist, and was trying to pull Anastasia’s hands down from her face.

“- you can’t compare your art to hers, you come from a different world, she -”

“She is perfect and supercilious and has more magic in her little finger than I do my whole body!” cried Anastasia, dropping her hands at last to turn and stare at Zarja, then past her at Hugh. Her face was mottled with emotion, patched with red and white, eyes glazed with tears. “My whole life I’ve fought to master hardness, velocity, opacity, but to what end? I could enchant out boots, cause them to slip forward with greater speed, but what would do other than cause us to fall all over ourselves? My powers are useless, and no matter how much I try to follow your advice, I can’t seem to break through my conditioning, meaning I’m useless, dead weight, able only to skip stones like some idiot savant, while she lounges, perfect and powerful, laughing at me, at my years of hard work -”

“Anastasia,” said Zarja softly, “No no no, don’t think that way -”

“And you, with your arm around hers, so taken by her wits, her wiles!” Anastasia yanked her arm free, stepping deeper into the thorns. “Ow! The Fate Maker damn it!” She pulled her arm free, thorns tearing at her slate uniform. “Laughing at her jests, close as sisters -”

“But Anastasia, I am but making friends, tying our group closer together -”

“And will you take her to bed so as to hold her fast? As you did with me? Was that your objective all along?”

Hugh stepped forward, feeling overwhelmed, out of his depth. “Anastasia, stop. You know Zarja doesn’t feel, act that way.”

“Anastasia,” said the lisica, crestfallen, voice betraying her hurt.

“What? What else am I to think? Here I am, plodding, as graceful as dirt, ignored by one and all - even you, Lord Hugh, to you I’m an afterthought, the fourth wheel, prim and proper Anastasia, the boring Disciplus, barely able to contribute to your efforts, and -” Her eyes brimmed with tears which overflowed down her cheeks. “Don’t,” she said brokenly. “Don’t look at me with that pity.”

“It’s not pity,” whispered Zarja.

“It is. It is!” Anastasia tried to tear free of the thorns, but they held her fast. With a cry of rage, she jerked free, leaving the slate jacket behind. She brushed past Zarja and into the open, arms scored with red scratches and bleeding cuts. “But I don’t care. I’m good enough to carry bags, at any rate. I’ll speed my pebbles when necessary. Just… just don’t pity me.”

“Anastasia,” said Hugh, reaching up but not daring to take hold of her. “You’re wrong. Listen to me.”

“No,” said the Disciplus. “I must apologize.” She sniffed sharply, then smeared away her tears, forcing a brave smile that was brittle and false. “My apologies, my lord. How unseemly of me! Acting all emotional like this. I promise it won’t happen again. You won’t regret bringing me along.”

“Enough,” said Hugh, reaching out, but she stepped back, danced away as neatly as a deer. 

“Enough indeed. We should get back. Thank you. Much is clear to me now. This - this won’t happen again.”

And she strode past him, cutting through the undergrowth and toward the camp.

Forlorn, her Elena-guise dropped, Zarja reached out to carefully untangle Anastasia’s slate blue jacket from the thorns. 

“What the fuck just happened?” asked Hugh.

“I’ve been careless,” said Zarja. “And now I don’t know the way back into her heart. I wasn’t aware of how much pain she was in. How… insecure… she was, about her own powers. She’s been struggling. Under my tutelage. To break her reliance on chirography. We’ve been training in secret. She wanted to surprise you. But breakthroughs have eluded her. I’ve urged her to be patient. But Katharzina’s needling and obvious power have tipped her over the edge. And I, the grand fool, walked arm-in-arm with the sorceress, laughing while Anastasia gazed on in horror.”

“Not your fault,” said Hugh. “You were looking out for our group, doing what you do best.”

“It is my fault,” said Zarja sadly. “Even after all these centuries, all my mistakes, all my vows to do better, I still find myself making the same mistakes. Controlling, manipulating, trying to mold others into a greater whole. This is my doing.”

She folded the slate jacket in her arms, trying to smooth over several of the tears with her fingers. “Oh, Anastasia. I’m so sorry.”

“We can make this better,” said Hugh. “Now that we’re aware of it.”

“I hope so,” said Zarja, looking up at him with tear-filled eyes. “I pray that you’re right, Hugh. But my carelessness has done much damage. And with Katharzina with us, casting her potent magic, it will take time. Time we may not have.”

“We’ll do our best,” said Hugh. “I’ve also neglected her.”

“Perhaps I shouldn’t meddle,” said Zarja. “Perhaps this is my fault, in truth. Seeking to control, to smooth, to encourage. What is that if not manipulation?”

“Love,” said Hugh. “That’s another word for it. Caring for others. Loving them.”

“I thought so,” said Zarja softly. “Maybe you’re right. But I fear my efforts have been too overt. I may have strayed from those fair fields into a realm that’s far crueler. But thank you, Hugh, for your kind words. They’re much appreciated.”

Then she, too, strode past him and toward the camp.

Hugh stood still, eyes locked on a scrap of blue cloth that hung from a thorn.

“Fuck,” he said, feeling frustrated, helpless, bewildered. “Fuck.”

 

* * *

 

The next week was a surreal blur, a never-ending dream filled with glimpses of the world around them. A world through which they passed, but rarely interacted. Hugh felt like a ghost, traveling in the company of the damned, en route to the Ashen Garden but never reaching it. 

Under the influence of Katharzina’s Seven League Boots spell, they drifted through vague intimations of the world around them, treading through isolated patches of land or forest that somehow changed beneath their feet. It was as if they walked through the idea of a forest, or farmland; each patch they crossed traveled with them, giving way after a while to a new hundred feet of turf or field or hillside. Each mile they traversed was, in reality, seven, and every hour they walked, some forty instead of six.

But it was the world beyond their patch of turf that gave everything that hue of being a ghost: Queen Vispathia’s enchantments shrouded them in a nebulous mist, cloaking them in gray so they could barely make out the world beyond. Hints of houses huddled in the lee of a hill, or an ominous forest all hidden by fog. Staring and trying to pierce the veil only caused sweat to break out on Hugh’s brow, and he soon gave up the attempt. 

He focused, instead, on simply putting one foot before the other.

Their company was a mixed assemblage. Anastasia avoided Katharzina altogether, and shied away from Zarja’s overtures, choosing, instead, to walk beside the bemused Morwyn, who had never been the chirographer’s companion of choice. Sir Trofim marched with the fae knights, delighted by their endless improbable tales of heroism and chivalry from ages past; he had never seemed so youthful, and frequently exclaimed in disbelief and clamored for ever more outrageous stories, which the fae seemed willing to oblige.

Katharzina was in her element; she appeared a cat surrounded by a dozen bowls of cream, fairly glowing with health and assurance. Hugh watched her with distrust, ready to step in harshly the moment she teased or belittled Anastasia, but she never did. Instead, she was content to stroll in the center of the group, speaking softly on occasion with the queen, or mingling freely with the knights.

Vispathia, on the other hand, moved as if in a dream of her own, distracted, gaze fixed on the distant horizon, lost in thought yet unerringly graceful as if she walked a polished ballroom floor, not tangled undergrowth or furrowed fields.

They left Hugh to ponder, to muse, to soldier on and chew over their problems. There were plenty to deliberate. His own locked battle with the Lost Reavers, and upcoming confrontation with the Thavma, the thought of which never failed to speed up his pulse and bring a clammy sense of panic. How he would tackle his brother, lines of argument he might deploy, how he could best effect a meeting and avoid bloodshed. 

But above and beyond it all, how he could secure lasting peace for the fae in an empire dedicated to their destruction. 

Dismantle the Fate Makers? Dethrone the emperor? Massacre every army thrown their way? 

Or flee Mendev, flee as he had planned to do so long ago in the Rusalka, to cross into unknown lands and there start anew?

Each night they camped in a sheltered hollow or hospitable cave, whose natural charms were impossibly augmented by Queen Vispathia’s powers. A bare cave became an intimate escape from the world, bedecked with bear furs, the walls hung with glorious tapestries and glimmering lanterns, a fool’s feast laid out upon trestle tables garlanded with grapes and vines. A simply hollow became a courtly folly, canvas stretched out across an intricately carved pergola, ground softened by cushions and carpets, an ornate firepit encased in gleaming marble smoldering in the center. 

The fae, of course, took it in stride, but Hugh never failed to be amazed. He couldn’t help but finger the weave of the embroidered cushions, to surreptitiously push at the pergola posts, to keep from sniffing at the hanks of honeyed meat splayed out upon glittering dishes of silver and gold.

Vispathia, he knew, watched him with subtle amusement, and he always felt the uncouth fool, a villager gaping at the marvels of the imperial capital. But he couldn’t help it. Come dawn, they would rise, and the furnishings and marvels would fade away as if they had never been. 

“There are benefits to traveling with fae royalty,” said the queen on their first night, reclining beside him on the cushions. She looked utterly at ease beneath the stars, languid and languorous, her head propped on one hand, silken vestments doing little to hide the curves of her peerless body. 

“I had no doubt,” said Hugh, needing to say something. “I’d not imagined, however, that each night would be akin to visiting a palace.”

“I can practically hear your thoughts,” she said, smiling still. “Why didn’t I transform the entire forest outside of Erro into such a wonderland? Why didn’t I festoon the trees with such finery, so that all of my court could have relaxed in refined comfort?”

“Well,” said Hugh, shifting his weight. “Sure. Why not?”

“The world is much changed, Hugh of Stasiek.” She turned her milk-white eyes to regard the central firepit. “Once I could have done so. Done so with ease. But in these modern nights, the world is less amenable to such manipulations. Our powers are greatly circumscribed. While I can easily change a small area such as this, I would be taxed to my limit in so changing an entire forest. That, and my people do not need such finery to be content. The trees and nature are more beautiful than any artificial wonder.”

“Then why do it now?”

Her smile became mischievous. “It pleases me to surprise you. That, and I know humans adore such comforts. Look at your companions. Do they not seem at ease?”

Sir Trofim had doffed his armor with the aid of the fae knight, Lysimachas, and lay stretched out upon the cushions, feet extended to the firepit, fingers interlaced behind his head as the female fae ran a silver comb through his hair. Katharzina looked equally regal and at ease, propped up on one elbow, a goblet of wine in hand, eyes reflecting the flames into whose depths she gazed. Anastasia had curled up with a book, while Zarja sat with the other two fae, playing a board game that traversed several floating decks and seemed to bring them much mirth.

Only Morwyn eschewed the pleasures of the camp and sat at the very edge, blade across her lap, whetstone rasping down its already wickedly sharp length.

“Your young prince had best be wary,” said Vispathia, tone rich with amusement. “Lysimachas means to bed him and have his child.”

Hugh blinked in surprise. “Have his child? Fae and men - I mean, why does she - ah -?”

His confusion only amused Vispathia further, though she was too refined to chuckle. “He is strong, young, and handsome. Strong enough, most likely, to survive coupling with her.”

“Strong enough?” Hugh chuckled. “You make it sound as if the act would break him.”

“It might,” said Vispathia seriously. “The more royal blood that flows through a fae’s veins, the more intense the coupling act. Robust mortals find themselves drained by the act, and weak ones can be killed by it. But Trofim is in his prime, and his spirit is virile. I judge him capable.”

Hugh stared at the pair, taken aback.

Vispathia noticed his expression. “And why should she not wish to couple? In a dozen years his face will be lined with wrinkles, his strength fading, and a score of years after that he will most likely be gray and ashen or dead and gone. She wishes to celebrate the pinnacle of his life, to create a memory that shall outlast his own life, and with luck, a child that shall remind her of him in times to come. Does that surprise you?”

“I… it… no.” Hugh swallowed down his reservations. “Amongst my kind, women do not seek children out of wedlock so eagerly. They rarely have the means to support themselves without a man or raise the child by themselves. That is all.”

“Yes,” said Vispathia musingly. “Your kind are very strange. Morwyn, Anastasia, and Branka are all proof enough that human women are equal to men, yet your culture treats them as lesser, restricting their rights, more often than not keeping them hungry, confined, and dependent. It is one of the greatest mysteries of humanity.”

Hugh fought down an immediate sense of resentment. “Women are generally not as strong as men. They don’t have the killer instinct we do. Only they can bear children, and when they do, they need to be defended and cared for. We men are thugs and brutes, warriors and generals. Doesn’t make us better. But when it comes to the harsh realities of the world, we are better suited to suffering and protecting than women.”

Now Vispathia did laugh. “I will not press further, Lord Hugh. I’ve no wish to offend you. But perhaps we should summon Morwyn here to continue the conversation. How do you think she’d respond?”

Hugh gazed out at where the Exemplar of the Hanged God sat, blade glimmering in the firelight. 

“Not well,” he said at last. “But exceptions don’t disprove the rule.”

Vispathia placed a hand on his shoulder. “Peace. I did not mean to stir up conflict. Suffice to say that Lysimachas finds Trofim appealing and would enjoy having his child. Shall we leave it at that?”

Hugh forced himself to relax. “Fair enough. Lucky Trofim. What would that child be like?”

“Hard to say,” said Vispathia, tone pensive. “The result of human and fae coupling is impossible to predict. Often the pair fail to quicken the womb, whether it be fae or mortal. And when they do, the progeny can swing from appearing to all respects as a full fae, a short-lived mortal, and everything in between. If a generality were to be made, however, the child usually has a foot in both worlds; they have the passion and fire of a human, and the magic and long life of a fae.”

“They can be immortal?”

“No,” said Vispathia sorrowfully. “These children always die after a century or two. Which, inevitably, makes the fae reluctant to have more children, for the pain of losing one’s child to old age is unnatural to our kind. Lysimachas, however, has chosen to bear children with mortals; Trofim has quite turned her head. As such, she will be new to this pain, and willing to suffer it.”

“And you?” Hugh’s voice was low, but he studied the queen boldly. “Have you suffered this pain?”

Vispathia turned her gaze back to the fire, and suddenly her face was alien in its beauty, in its emotions. For the life of him, Hugh couldn’t get a read on what she was thinking, what she was feeling, and he wanted to curse himself for his curiosity.

But the question was asked, and all he could do now was wait as she studied the fire in silence.

Finally, she stirred. “Yes. I have suffered that pain. Twins, I had. A boy and a girl, one bright as a summer’s day, the other dark like the depths of winter. It has been three centuries since one killed the other, and though the pain has not lessened, I have learned to live with it.”

“I’m sorry,” said Hugh. “I should not have pried.”

“Don’t apologize,” said the queen, smiling tenderly once more. “I do not wish them forgotten. The only way our loved ones can truly die is if we cease to cherish their memories.”

To this Hugh could only nod and marvel. How old was Vispathia? What had she seen, felt, learned, suffered in all those long centuries? And perhaps more amazingly, what could such a learned and powerful being find of interest in him?

His gaze traveled over to where Trofim lay upon the cushions, content and at peace as Lysimachas massaged his scalp, her long fingers working him dexterously. Her expression was enigmatic; part hunger, part yearning, part amusement, part curiosity. What was he to her? A moment’s diversion? A chance to feel emotions so rarely evoked by her kind? A pang of lust, an instance of pity?

Could he ever understand an immortal’s interest in a man?

But her interest, whatever its cause, was real. She massaged Trofim as if she were his attendant, a bathhouse servant and not a fae knight. Whatever allure Trofim held, it was real, and she was responding to it.

Could… did he dare think Vispathia might feel something similar toward himself? Why had she brought up this topic if not? Was she making him aware of possibilities, or simply commenting in amusement, as friends might do at a third’s escapades?

Hugh wanted to laugh at himself. It was fruitless to guess at Vispathia’s motivations. To wonder at the workings of her mind. No. He would behave as he desired, be himself and nothing more. If something came of it? Then it would be the adventure of a lifetime. 

And if not? Then he would not have wasted his time worrying about impossibilities like some love-sick teenager.

Taking comfort from the decision, he leaned back on the cushions and closed his eyes. The bedding was indescribably delicious, and it was almost more than he could do to toe-off his boots and truly relax.

He sensed Vispathia close by, sinuous and at ease, and took pleasure in her proximity. To think that he rested by a fae queen. Never would he have guessed that such might come to pass. It was honor enough to be so at ease by her side, and for her to have sought out his company in the first place.

The firelight died down, so that through his eyelids he saw little more than a faint glow. The sound of conversation stilled. Despite being out in the open, the air was fragrant with burned cedar and warm as if he had a blanket draped over his form. 

Just as he began to drift off into sleep, he felt a slender hand slip into his own. Reflexively he closed his fingers and cracked his eyes open to see Vispathia curled up before him, breathing easily, asleep, her face but a foot from his own.

Hugh didn’t know for how long he lay there, holding the queen’s hand. For how long he lay still, willing her to open those mysterious eyes, to smile at him, to give him some indication that he should move closer.

To test her royal blood, to see if he was strong enough to survive mating with her.

But she never did.

Eventually, drowsiness overcame even his heightened state of alertness, and he fell at long last into a slumber. 

The last thing he felt, however, was her fingers between his own.

 


Chapter Five

 

 

 

They traveled in such manner for the next two days, heading ever north, the need to move quickly subsuming the awkwardness between the different members of the group. Hugh always sought a way to speak to Anastasia, but she fended him off at every turn, refusing to be alone or giving him an opening of any kind.

On the fourth night, they bedded down in a copse, an isolated patch of trees surrounded by dimly glimpsed farmland hidden by Vispathia’s magics. To his surprise, Hugh found himself slowly growing used to the fineries the fae queen summoned; when the thick canopy overhead became interlaced with rivers of verdant silks and hung with glimmering lanterns, and the floor once more bedecked by cushions and overlapping rugs, he did little more than set his pack down with a sigh and rub at the base of his neck.

Routine was starting to settle in. Patterns of behavior. Without steeds to tend or tents to erect, however, there wasn’t much to be done; people focused on relaxing and drawing forth food and drink to supplement the rather insubstantial fairy fare.

Restless, Hugh pondered inviting Morwyn to blade practice but was stopped when Katharzina walked by him, pausing only briefly to lean down and drop a folded note in his hand.

Then she was gone, striding into the trees.

Frowning, tempted to throw the note into the nascent fire, Hugh opened the note and saw penned there a single, elegant line of text: 

 

I wish to apologize. 

 

Great. Hugh crumpled the note and threw it in the fire. He should ignore the note and demand she apologize before the others. Agreeing in any way to her ploy would only be to his disadvantage.

And yet. He stared in the direction she had left, her dark-clad form engulfed by the thickly growing trees. An apology, from Katharzina? Wry, haughty, arrogant, and entirely too pleased-with-herself Katharzina?

Hugh rubbed at his chin. She had been casting him doubtful glances all day, looking away in a manner uncharacteristic of her each time he had met her eyes. A ploy? Or was she being thawed by the company she was keeping, coming to see the value in her new companions? 

Hadn’t Vispathia said that there was more to the sorceress’s willingness to help than purely mercenary intentions?

And if so, did she deserve a chance to make good? What harm could there be in hearing out her apology? Or could it be a trap? 

He should ignore the invitation. 

But the thought of hearing her apologize after all the wrongs she had visited upon him might help the process of healing the divisions in their party. He could demand she treat Anastasia with greater care - lay down conditions if she truly wished to reform herself.

Morwyn came around the filigreed firepit, hand resting on the pommel of her blade. “Ready for that sparring practice?”

“In a moment. Katharzina wishes to apologize.”

Morwyn raised an eyebrow. “Apologize.” Not a question, but rather a statement of simple skepticism.

“So she said. You think it could hurt to let her try?”

“Any apology will simply be her way of ingratiating herself with you to achieve some selfish ends.” Morwyn considered, then shrugged. “Or she might think that enough time has passed for you to have lowered your guard. Maybe she wants to get you alone so she can kidnap you and sell you to Arasim.”

“I knew you’d give me a cheerful outlook,” said Hugh with a grin. “How about you come with? Whatever her plan, I doubt she’ll be able to pull it off with both of us there.”

“My pleasure,” said Morwyn with a predatory smile. “I’d love to see her grovel for forgiveness.”

Hugh snorted and rose to his feet. “Something tells me that won’t happen. But come on. Let’s go end this charade.”

They told the others where they were going, then followed Katharzina’s trail through the trees to the very edge of the copse, beyond which Vispathia’s silvered light hid them from the world.

Katharzina stood with her back to them, tugging fitfully at the hem of one of her elbow-length gloves, only to turn swiftly at the sound of their approach. 

Hugh watched as her expression flickered from wide-eyed vulnerability to a sudden narrowing at the sight of Morwyn; from there it calmed to a composed, more decorous expression, with perhaps a flash of annoyance lost somewhere in the mix.

“Read your note,” said Hugh, stepping forward and crossing his arms. “Said you wanted to apologize?”

“This should be good,” said Morwyn, smile sharp enough to carve translucent slices of ham from a haunch. “Don’t let me get in the way.”

“My Lord Stasiek,” said Katharzina, voice low and husky with resentment, cheeks blushing prettily. “I did indeed wish to apologize. But it was meant to be a private matter, for surely -”

A black-winged shape burst down upon us from the foliage, claws angling for Katharzina’s face.

It was too swift for Hugh to get a better sense of it - about the size of a large dog, pelt glossy and thick, tail lashing the air as it fell silently upon the sorceress.

Hugh instinctively called for the Lost Reavers, for their strength, for their speed as he drew his blade, but of course, they did not respond.

Instead, it was Morwyn who acted first, her reactions impossibly fast, a dagger slipping into her palm only long enough for her to hurl it at the descending monster.

The blade flickered through the air and took the creature behind the ear even as it crashed into Katharzina’s upraised arms. She cried out as its claws tore at her, shredding her leather clothing, and both fell to the ground.

Hugh leaped across the distance, tearing his sword free in one upward sweep that brought the tip of its blade across the monster’s back, cutting through thick hide and slashing open a wicked crimson smile.

The beast - no, demon - threw back its head and mewled in pain, only to turn and leap at Hugh, wicked claws outstretched.

It leapt and was impaled upon Morwyn’s lunging blade, which she stabbed just beneath Hugh’s arm and straight into the demon’s twisted face.

A face without eyes, without nose - just a mass of thick, furry wrinkles like a rug shoved against a wall, a crumpled mass of flesh over a huge maw - swallowed Morwyn’s blade.

Hugh didn’t hesitate but pivoted and brought his blade down like an executioner’s ax. He chopped through the demon’s neck with all his strength and severing the monster’s head, which remained impaled upon Morwyn’s blade.

The demon fell to the ground, where it began to sizzle and dissolve. 

“Katharzina?” Hugh dropped to one knee by her side. The sorceress had rolled over onto her side, drawing the torn fragments of her cloak and clothing over her bleeding figure. The gashes were long and ragged, and without hesitation he scooped the woman up against his chest, rising easily as Morwyn continued to survey the canopy.

Together they ran back to camp and burst out into the calm scene. Hugh made a beeline for Vispathia, even as the others called out their queries and drew weapons. 

“She’s hurt, but not mortally,” said Hugh, laying Katharzina before her. “Are the wounds poisonous, or…?”

Vispathia set aside her cup of tea and frowned at the fallen sorceress, peeling the torn fragments of cloth aside to expose the wounds. They weren’t deep, Hugh saw to his relief, and extended from Katharzina’s left shoulder, down across her full chest, and nearly to her right hip.

“She will be well,” said Vispathia, closing her eyes and focusing intently. “The wounds are superficial.”

And as Hugh watched, green light filtered down from the fae queen’s palms to soak into the sorceress, and there mend her wounds, causing her skin and flesh to reknit with impossible speed. 

“There,” said Vispathia. “Now she needs but sleep, and when she awakens, to eat well to replenish her strength. What happened?”

“Demon attack,” said Hugh, sitting back on his heels. “Size of a mastiff. Came down on us as we started to speak.”

“Demon?” Vispathia seemed infinitely more concerned about this than she had been about Katharzina’s wounds. “Within my perimeter? That is grave news indeed. We should be shielded from all such threats.”

“Perhaps Arasim sent them out,” said Hugh, staring down pensively at the sorceress, only to avert his eyes from her nude torso. She looked vulnerable and young without her habitual sneer.

“Perhaps,” said Vispathia. “Still, this troubles me greatly. I’ll put more of my energies into the wards.”

And with those words, the royal decorations around them began to fade away as if dawn had already arrived; cushions faded to mist, lanterns dissolved into stars glimpsed through the branches, and the firepit guttered and went dark.

“What’s going on?” demanded Trofim, stepping up with blade drawn. “Is the queen…?”

“I am well,” said Vispathia, though her features had grown pale. “I’m simply strengthening our defenses. Alas, my powers are not what they once were. I can only do so at the expense of our comforts.”

“No expense,” said Trofim valiantly. “Should we start patrols?”

“Yes,” said Hugh, nodding decisively. “An excellent idea. Morwyn? Will you patrol with Sir Trofim? We’ll do four-hour shifts.”

“We would be honored to go next,” said Sir Dianthos, bowing his silvered head. 

“Thank you. I’ll take the dawn shift with Anastasia,” said Hugh, not giving the chirographer a chance to object. 

“And the sorceress?” asked Morwyn, stepping closer. “Will she live?”

“She will,” said Vispathia, drawing a blanket over the woman’s exposed form. “She was lucky.”

“I wouldn’t call being attacked by a demon ‘lucky,’” muttered Trofim.

“Seems our nights of relaxation are over,” said Hugh. “If the enemy can send scouts to find us, then he can send shock troops. Best everyone who’s not on watch gets some rest.”

Zarja set to starting a normal campfire even as the sole tent that Trofim had brought was erected by the knights so Katharzina could rest within. 

Dinner was a brief and tasteless affair, little more than old vegetables boiled in broth, then the fire was doused; traveling companions lowered themselves to sleep, and Morwyn and Trofim set off to patrol the copse.

“No heroics,” Hugh warned them as they set out. “You see trouble, call for help and retreat.”

“Being a modern-day hero, I cannot promise to avoid acts of sublime heroism,” said Trofim, a roguish smile on his handsome face. “But I’m loath to break Lysimachas’s heart. I’ll be careful.”

“Not careful enough,” said Morwyn. “She’ll chew you up and spit you out before you know it.”

Trofim laughed. “She can spit me out all she wants as long as she takes me in the first place.”

Morwyn gaped, incredulous, then laughed as well. “And here I was, thinking you a pampered prude.”

“You don’t earn your spurs without getting into the trenches,” said Trofim, hitching his scabbarded blade up higher. “Even in the most refined of courts.”

“Wait,” said Hugh. “Was that a metaphor?”

“That was a metaphor,” confirmed Morwyn.

“Damn.” Hugh grinned. “Maybe there’s more to court than I thought.”

“Trust me,” said Trofim gravely. “Those trenches are as rank and over plowed as any common village ditch. You’re best steering clear.”

“Shouldn’t be a problem,” said Morwyn. “C’mon, ditch digger. Let’s walk.”

Hugh watched them go with a shake of his head, then turned to survey the camp. Everyone was bedding down. Anastasia had immediately gone to sleep, preventing him or Zarja from approaching. 

Again.

But she would not escape him come patrol.

With a sigh, he drew his blade and spent some time by the fire cleaning and sharpening it. He knew he should sleep, but his natural vitality and overwhelming energy made it hard to rest with his blood up. 

When his sword was well cared for, he sheathed it and stopped by the tent, pushing open a flap to gaze into the dim interior.

Katharzina lay still under her blanket, her face a pale smudge, her breath inaudible. He was about to withdraw when she stirred.

“Hugh,” she whispered, voice soft, sounding almost lost. “What… what happened?”

Hugh crouched in the tent’s entrance. “You were attacked. A demon scout, we’re guessing, from Arasim.”

“It was on me faster than I could… but you were there. You… you saved me.”

“Morwyn had a hand in it,” said Hugh, trying to not let her vulnerable tone get to him. 

“Why?” She stirred, winced, subsided. “You didn’t need to risk yourself for me.”

“You’re part of our group,” he said gruffly. “You think I’d stand back and let you be hurt?”

“I… never mind. Thank you, Hugh.” Her voice was husky in the gloom, the intensity behind it making him uncomfortably aware of how she was partially undressed under her blanket. “I’ll find a way to repay you. I promise.”

“No need,” he said. 

“I didn’t even get to apologize.” She laughed under her breath. “Worst attempt at apologizing the world has ever seen. Sorry.”

Hugh couldn’t resist a half-smile. “You’re apologizing for failing to apologize?”

Katharzina let out a low groan and pressed a hand over her eyes. “Someone kill me now.”

“Careful,” said Hugh, shifting his weight to leave the tent. “You almost got your wish as it is.”

“True. Hugh?”

He paused, hating the humanity in her voice, the chink in her armor, the way she was humanizing herself before his eyes. “Yeah?”

“Thank you. I mean that. I know I’ve been… that I don’t deserve… but still. Thank you.”

“No problem. Get some rest.”

He rose, crossing to his own place by the fire. He sat but was too conflicted to rest and took up a stick, whittling it aimlessly with his dagger.

Katharzina would have died without Morwyn’s reflexes. He’d have reached the demon too slowly without her. 

He wanted to curse. Was it worth protecting himself if it meant depriving himself of the Lost Reavers? He had grown so used to being overwhelmingly powerful that he now felt next to useless.

Sure, he was stronger and faster than any normal man, his body buoyed by unnatural levels of stamina and energy, but it was as nothing compared to drinking deep of twenty Lost Reavers’ strength. 

Grimacing, he slashed another curl of wood into the fire. Soon. Soon the Thavma would bring him release, fulfilling her curse, or boon, or whatever it was.

Soon he would be free.

Hugh stared deep into the fire, not watching his blade as it sharpened the stick to a natural spear. He saw again Katharzina’s pale body smeared in blood, her full breasts, the curve of her waist. Her face vulnerable. The pain in her voice as she had apologized in the tent. 

Damn it. 

He glanced across the camp to where Anastasia lay. 

He couldn’t afford to start thinking of her as anything more than a hindrance. 

But she was making it damn hard.

 

* * *

 

The night passed fitfully. Hugh awoke numerous times, starting up to stare around the still camp, convinced demons were about to fall on them.

But none did.

A hand at his shoulder stirred him from his slumber. He awoke smoothly and saw Sir Dianthos crouched by his side, the fae’s grave face barely visible in the pre-dawn gloom.

“All is well,” said the elderly fae. “No sign of trouble. Are you ready to begin your patrol?”

“Yes,” said Hugh simply, and rose, binding his blade to his hip. “My thanks.”

Dianthos bowed his head and retreated to where the other fae rested, Zarja amongst their number.

Anastasia was curled up close to the dead fire, her long, lean body knotted up beneath her travel blanket. One hand lay under her cheek, her mouth parted, breath silent as her shoulders rose and fell.

“Hey,” said Hugh, touching her shoulder gently. 

“Hmm?” She smiled, blinking herself to wakefulness, then focused on him. Her smile fell away. “Oh. Patrol.”

“Don’t look so overjoyed,” he said. “Just you and me for a few hours. No need to scream in excitement.”

“Ha,” she said dryly, gathering her black hair and pinning it expertly behind her head, smoothing back the stray strands so that in a moment she looked professional, collected, and composed. “How do you want to go about it? Separate loops?”

“Let’s walk together,” said Hugh. “Area’s small enough that we can cover enough ground to make it efficient.”

Which of course wasn’t the reason for staying together.

Anastasia buttoned her jacket as she fell in step with him, and together they began to encircle the camp, moving through the sparse undergrowth quietly, peering out at the shifting silver wall that hid them from the world beyond.

They had hours together. Hugh didn’t press her immediately. He could sense her reservation, the expectation of being grilled on her recent reticence.

So, instead, he let the silence grow comfortable, minute by minute. Their bodies attuned, moving between the trees, pointing out gulleys or fallen logs in the dark, pausing on occasion to listen or scan the canopy above.

One loop, two.

On the third Hugh paused at the site where Katharzina had been attacked. He stared at the ground where she had fallen; there was no sign now of the destroyed demon but burned grass. 

Anastasia walked around the tree from which the demon had descended. Together they considered the scene. 

“Convenient, don’t you think?” Anastasia’s voice was little more than a whisper. “To be attacked the moment she stepped aside?”

“How so?”

The chirographer shrugged. “I’ve been in a foul mood of late. Perhaps I’m overly suspicious. But I suspect Katharzina’s every move. For her to be attacked the moment she asked to apologize - I don’t know. Convenient.”

Hugh frowned. “You think she invited the demon in?”

“I don’t know.”

“And risked death? To earn my forgiveness?”

“She’s not being completely honest with us.” Anastasia resumed their patrol. “Any fool can see our cause is near hopeless. Why would she align herself with us? So that she can be named an enemy of the empire when we’re finally cornered?”

A dozen questions arose to Hugh’s lips. He bit them back, following the long-legged woman, pondering. 

Finally, he spoke. “You think our cause is hopeless?”

Anastasia didn’t look back. “Nearly hopeless.”

“Then why are you helping?”

“You still need ask?”

“No, I guess not. Just that that’s a grim assessment.”

“An honest one.” She paused to stare at the silvered barrier just beyond the trees. “We need to locate and interact with a Thavma. Not too challenging, given whom we travel with. Then we need to confront your brother and Aramis, convince them to leave Erro alone. Harder, but again, if I squint hard enough, I can see us pulling it off.”

“So? Why so dour?”

“Because that doesn’t address the opposition we’ll face from the emperor and the nation’s official religion. Annaro is but a pawn compared to the forces arrayed before us. How are we to sue for peace? The Fate Makers will never leave us be. Do you mean to defeat the entire church?”

Hugh’s frown deepened as he followed her. He had no response. No easy answer. 

They walked in silence for a spell, her words hanging between them. They passed the camp once more, looping around.

“I don’t know,” he said at last. “I’ve no answer. But that’s a problem for tomorrow’s Hugh. Right now, I can only focus on resolving my situation with the Lost Reavers and my brother.”

Anastasia sighed. “I know. I wasn’t expecting an answer. And - I’m sorry. For being such… heavy company of late.”

There it was. His chance.

“About that.” Reaching out, he touched her shoulder, causing her to stop and turn around. “Care to talk about it?”

Anastasia looked down, her face falling into shadow. “I grow tired of pitying myself.”

“I understand how you feel. Of late I’ve been feeling weak. Unmatched to the challenges arrayed before us. Without the Lost Reavers at my beck and call, I’m but another blade, nothing special.”

“You are special,” said Anastasia fiercely. “Without you, none of this would have happened. This company that marches together, improbable as it is, we’re gathered because of you. You’re the heart of this resistance. If you should die -”

Anastasia cut herself off, looked away.

“I don’t mean to die anytime soon,” said Hugh wryly. “But I was showing how I understand your frustration. You want to contribute more. So do I. You’re challenged by Katharzina’s powers. I’m challenged by Morwyn’s abilities.”

“Morwyn’s load is heavy,” said Anastasia softly. “I’d not wish her powers for all the glory in the world.”

“Nor I,” said Hugh softly. “She must contend with the Hanged God each time she draws her blade. But just as Morwyn is her own person with her own troubles, so is Katharzina.”

Anastasia clicked her tongue in annoyance and turned away. “She’s a snake in the grass, nothing more. But…”

“But?”

“She makes me aware of my limitations, and that drives me mad. My time with Zarja. She’s been coaxing me, trying to show me how my power is… mutilated. Butchered by my upbringing. I can feel how much more I could do, how my magic is pent up and constrained. But knowing does not translate into freedom. I feel like… like a dog that’s been kept in a crate its whole life and has finally been taken to a field and the crate opened. But instead of running free, I’m pushing back into my corner, unable to step out into the sunlight. And it’s driving me mad.”

“Is it a question of time?”

“By the gods above, I hope not,” laughed Anastasia bitterly. “Time is the one thing we don’t have.”

“Then… I don’t know.” Hugh gave up trying to provide a solution. “What can you do?”

“Nothing,” said Anastasia, and held up her wand. “My most basic understanding of magic is bound up in this tool. I must inscribe runes to unleash the physical properties of the world.” She bent, took up a branch, and quickly drew a series of runes down its length. Then, turning, she hurled it like a spear.

The branch flew from her hand like a bolt of lightning, flashing forth faster than the mightiest hurl, to disappear into the silvery barrier. 

“See? Simple. I remove the constraints that prevent the branch from moving faster, and as a result, it flies as fast as I desire. But tell me to do that without my wand? Impossible. I might as well urge you to fly by simply saying birds can do it.”

“I see.” Hugh rubbed at his jaw. “These blocks. Are they… I don’t know - tangible?”

“Tangible?”

“For example, the Lost Reavers within my soul. They’re currently held back from shredding my soul by a wall of some sort. If that wall were destroyed, they’d be freed. Could the same be said of your magic?”

Anastasia didn’t laugh immediately at his suggestion, which was more than he’d expected. “I don’t know. Perhaps? But the result would be all my magic crashing forth, inchoate, out of control. Like… an explosion? My constraints, the rules, and principles I’ve learned, they all keep my power under control. So that I may direct it with precision. Remove those barriers, and…”

Hugh nodded soberly. “I see.”

They stood in silence for a spell. Hugh sought a means to comfort her but could think of nothing that wouldn’t ring hollow. 

“Don’t worry,” she said at last. “I’m over my fit of pique. I don’t truly resent Zarja for befriending Katharzina. Why shouldn’t she? The woman is powerful, beautiful, capable. The same goes for you, Lord Hugh.”

“As you said,” replied Hugh. “The woman is a snake in the grass. Don’t worry on my account.”

But even as he said the words, he saw her naked body once more, heard the vulnerability in her words. 

“I won’t hold you to that,” said Anastasia softly. “Katharzina is the kind of woman who gets what she wants.”

“And you think she wants me?”

“Who wouldn’t?”

And like that the air between them grew tense, that primal, raw tension that came from both realizing that they were alone in the dark, far from camp, and that a mere foot or two of empty air separated them both.

“You don’t need to do this,” said Anastasia, voice turning husky as she took a step back. “I said I don’t want more pity.”

“You’re a strong, beautiful woman,” said Hugh, moving forward. “You’re brilliant, passionate, caring, and hot as hell. Why wouldn’t I want to do this?”

She raised her hand to her hair, stepping back again. “You’ve got Morwyn to slake your lust, Zarja to indulge with - by the gods, you could probably bend Katharzina over a barrel if you so desired. Any woman. Me? I’m just Zarja’s…”

“Zarja’s what?” asked Hugh, moving closer once more.

“Zarja’s… I mean, she and I… you’ve enjoyed us together in the past, more than just… I don’t think you and I have had much…” 

She backed up against, hit a tree, was forced to stand still.

“Oversight on my part. Criminal.” Hugh moved closer so he was but inches from her now. Was she shaking? Her hands gripped the rough bark as if a wind was about to tear her away. 

“My lord,” whispered Anastasia. “Don’t pity me.”

“I don’t pity you,” whispered Hugh, leaning in so he could inhale her scent, his nose tracing a line down her hair to her ear. “I don’t pity you at all.”

“I…” Her protests died in her throat as he pressed his lips gently to the side of her neck, as his hand rose to clasp her jaw carefully and tilt her head back, exposing her throat. 

Slowly, taking his time, he kissed a trail down to her collarbone, then back up to the hollow behind her ear.

The whole time she shivered, trembled beneath his touch, her breath growing ragged simply from the press of his lips to her skin. 

Gently, as if she were made of spun glass, he kissed his way across the line of her jaw, then brushed his lips against her own. She went to kiss him, moved forward eagerly, but he drew back, studied her in the gloom.

“You don’t give yourself credit,” he said softly. Her eyes were wide, her lips parted, and he could practically hear her heart thudding away within her chest. He moved his thumb across her cheek, then over her soft lips. “You are an amazing woman. Any man would be blessed to have you by his side. Yet you speak of yourself as if you were a rough tool.”

“That’s what I am,” she said breathlessly. “A tool. A Disciplus. How I was raised. To be used.”

“No,” said Hugh, tracing the contours of her lips. “You are Anastasia, a woman imbued with magic. Your own master. Your own person. And whom you give yourself to is your decision. Whom you choose to love is your call alone. Do you want this, Anastasia? For yourself?”

“I… of course…”

“No,” said Hugh, and his grip on her chin grew hard. “Don’t agree. Claim it. Own it. Do you want this?”

There was confusion in her eyes. Hadn’t she just said she did? He could see her trying to work out the puzzle, her gaze darting back and forth, her body a leaf trembling against the tree, fear now growing within her arousing his displeasure, a need to please him.

“You need to own yourself,” he said again, voice low, urgent. “We’ve spoken of this, but in your heart, I can see how you still don’t understand. Don’t worry about what I want. Ask yourself, what do you want? And then take it. Become your own person, Anastasia. Break free of the chains.”

Her eyes were large, bright, the confusion giving way to fear. Not of him. But of what he was provoking her to do.

To emerge from her cage. To step out into the sunshine. To cease to be a dog and become a wolf.

“Come on,” he growled, moving in closer. “Match me. Meet me halfway. You want this? Show me.”

She moved her head to the side, parted her lips, and took his thumb into her mouth. Hot, wet, her tongue moving under the ball of his thumb, then swirling around. Her eyes locked on his, sucking suggestively. 

Hugh felt his manhood grow hard, but still, he didn’t detect what he hoped to see in her face.

Was she still performing for him? 

“No,” he said, drawing away from her. “Not like this.”

“But - what -” Something akin to despair sounded in her voice. “I do want this, I want you, my lord, what are you -”

“Don’t call me that.” His voice grew rough, hard. “Call me by my name. Hugh. You’re my equal.”

“Hugh,” she said weakly.

“You want this? Then take it. Don’t perform. Don’t try and guess what I want. Don’t try and mold yourself to my desires. Take. Channel fucking Morwyn if you want. How would she act?”

She blinked. “Probably put a knife to your throat.”

Hugh laughed darkly. “For starters.”

“Then… you mean it? I can do as I wish?”

“That’s what I’m demanding. Whatever you want. But for yourself alone.”

She drew herself up and raised her chin; for the first time, a hard look entered her face. “Then walk away, Hugh. We’ll not fuck tonight.”

That he hadn’t expected. But still, he grinned. “There we go. Whatever you say, Anastasia.” And he bowed, turned, and began to stride away into the woods.

He got six paces away before she called after him. “Stop.”

Hugh paused, frowned at the darkness, then turned to look back over his shoulder at where she stood, still leaning against the tree.

“You really would walk away if I asked it?”

“Of course. You think I’d take you against your will?”

Complex emotions warred behind her eyes; she tongued the inside of her cheek as she studied him speculatively. 

“In that case, kneel, Lord Hugh.”

“I said don’t call me that.”

Her smile grew hard. “I can call you whatever I want.”

Hugh paused, then smiled. “That you can.” Slowly, deliberately, he dropped to one knee, then the second.

She took in the sight of him, making no move yet to approach. “You’ll do what I ask?”

“I will.”

“And… no. Of course you don’t care that I’m a Disciplus. That I’m a rough tool forged in the workshops of the academy. That I’ve been treated like a prized dog all my life.” With this, she pushed away from the tree and began to approach. “That I’ve been ignored, insulted, told to leave or remain, asked for my advice, or told to shut up with impunity.”

Hugh said nothing. He watched as she drew near, each footstep loud in the silent night.

She stopped, looming over him. “That I’ve been seen as less than human. Not even regarded as well as the fae. For where they’ve merited hatred, I’ve never been given anything in my life but disdain.”

Her hand slid into his hair, caressed him, then closed into a fist. She pulled his head to one side. “Pull down my breeches, Lord Hugh.”

A fire began to burn within him, and the sight of her face in the gloom, the way her chest was rising and falling rapidly, the tension in her voice, all of it aroused him in turn. He knew that right now she was not the Disciplus she had always been, but as to what she was, what she was becoming - that he had no idea.

But he did as he was told. 

Reaching up, he dexterously plucked the drawstrings apart, then pulled her tight-fitting breeches down over her generous hips, peeling them down her pale thighs, revealing her slender undergarment, her muscled legs. 

The musky scent of her arousal was immediate and intoxicating.

“Now push my panties aside and lick me,” she said, voice trembling with emotion, her grip still firm in his hair. “Lick me, Lord Hugh. Slowly.”

Oh, but it was a sweet luxury to push the sheer fabric of her panties aside and reveal her shorn pussy. The hair trimmed into an orderly bush, a dark rectangle against her skin, as no-nonsense and practical as she was herself. 

She guided his face in, and he knew that this act of assertion was pushing her over the edge. To coerce him, to impose her will on another for the first time. 

Carefully, he licked her slit. He started as low as he could go, where her puffy lips were pressed tight together, engorged but still neat, then up, tongue furrowing between the hair, between the lips, tasting her sweet nectar, up to the nubbin of her clit.

His touch caused her to gasp, momentarily thrust her hips forward, then she mastered herself. “Again.”

And he obliged, setting to work with diligence that betrayed his pleasure. He could have spent all night down there. Examining her, exploring her most intimate folds, drinking in her juice and the rigid pleasure she was deriving from her newfound authority - the subtle ways she parted her thighs to give him more access, the way her grip on his hair lessened then tightened. How her very body changed as she grew more excited, the lips parting more easily now, her inner labia visible, her arousal running down the inside of her thighs.

Because by all the gods, she was wet as the fucking ocean. Both hands slid into his hair, and now she began to grind her pussy against him, pulling his face hard into her slit so his tongue delved deep into her passage, swirled around, lapped up to rub hard against her clit, then moved back down. She rose to the balls of her feet and lowered, rose again, losing control, the grip in his hair smoothing out to a clasping of his head, her breath coming faster, more ragged, more desperate, her need almost plaintive as she lost all pretense of control.

Toward the end he thought she lost track of him altogether; he was but a ridged surface against which she ground out her orgasm, the source of friction and pleasure that she rode into oblivion. She humped him with abandon, her cries weak and growing higher with each moment, until at last she strained and locked in place, hips thrust as far forward as she could, back bent like a bow, face turned up to the sky, a silent scream coming from her lips.

Hugh drank her deep, circled her clit, worked her feverishly, goading her on and on, willing her orgasm to last forever, to break down every barrier within her from its sheer intensity. But eventually, she came down with a gasp, relaxed as she sank back to her heels, staggered away from him, hands going up to clutch at her head as if she were going mad.

Her juices soaked his chin, and the night air made his wet face feel cold. 

“Fuck,” she whispered hoarsely. “I… that was…”

“Are you done?” he asked because he sure as the Ashen Garden wasn’t. 

“I… no.” Authority crept back into her voice as she regarded him. “Now I want you to fuck me properly.”

“That I can do,” he said, rising to his feet. “How do you want it?”

A moment of paralysis - old habits rising hard, doubts, wondering how he’d want to fuck her. Then she blinked, washed away the insecurity, and narrowed her eyes.

“From behind,” she said. “Fuck me hard from behind. Bend me over and rail me.”

“Yes ma’am,” he said with a grin. “Assume the position.”

She hesitated, glanced around the trees that surrounded them, then moved to the closest, waddling awkwardly with her breeches around her knees, to press both hands flat upon the trunk and push her ass out toward him.

Hugh liberated his cock. By the gods, it was cold! He stepped up behind her and admired the smooth curvature of her asscheeks, their fullness, the shadowed dimples that ran down to the small of her back, the darkness of her bush barely visible.

He slapped one cheek hard, and Anastasia let out a cry of surprise, her whole body jolting; when she looked back at him, he saw real annoyance in her glare.

“There it is,” he grinned. “There’s the fire I’ve been waiting for.”

“I didn’t tell you to slap me,” she growled. “I told you to rail the shit out of me.”

“As you command,” he said, and with as much self-control as he could muster, he guided his cock into her sweet, sweet pussy. 

It was lubricated to the point of no resistance, and he slid deep without effort. Anastasia gasped, pushed back against him, clenched his cock with the walls of her passage, then began to gyre her hips, working him from side to side, her asscheeks cold against his abdomen, his cock luxuriating in her depths.

Clasping her by the hips, he began the mind-obliteratingly pleasurable act of pounding her. He fucked her hard, fucked her firmly, pounded her just as she wanted. Each thrust caused her whole body to jerk; soon her forearms were pressed against the trunk, her head hanging low, breath coming in gasps as he worked her. 

“Like this,” she whispered. “Bent over. Fucked from behind. Fuck me, Lord Hugh. Like an animal. Like an object. Call me your object. Call me your filthy animal.”

Her voice was wild, half-desperate as if she didn’t even know what she was saying, and Hugh hesitated even as he continued to pump her, not knowing if she really wanted him to do so.

“Please?” She shot him a desperate look over her shoulder, eyes wide once more. “Oh god. Oh - oh god. Call me a filthy animal. Call me your stupid whore.”

Hugh slowed, stopped. “Wait - what? No.”

Her eyes filled with tears as she stared up at him, then she bit her lip and turned away. Remaining bent over, head hanging low, she began to sob.

Hugh withdrew, tucked himself away, and pulled her up and around. “Anastasia?”

She pulled away, then sank against him, pressing her cheek to his chest and shaking as deep sobs wracked her body. He held her, shocked, jolted out of his own world of pleasure, unsure of what the fuck had just happened.

He didn’t know what to say. So instead, he just held her tight. Was this like Morwyn’s situation? Where she needed to be abused to allow herself to feel pleasure? No. Close, but not the same. Morwyn responded violently to abuse, wanted more, grew more alive with the insults. Anastasia had seemed close to shattering.

“Hey,” he whispered, lifting her chin so he could look her in the eyes. “What just happened?”

“I don’t know,” she breathed, tears making her cheeks shine. “I don’t know where that came from. Those words.”

She took a deep breath. “No, I do know. I had a lover, once. When I was younger. A handler at the academy. It was consensual. I thought I loved him. But he said such things to me while he fucked me… would call me a stupid cow, a filthy dog, his fuck puppet. He’d only fuck me from behind. After… after he’d caress me, tell me how amazing I was, how good I was for accepting the truth, for knowing my true worth. And… I’d agree with him, but inside I could feel myself dying.”

“Fuck,” growled Hugh. “Tell me this guy’s name. I’m going to kill him.”

“No,” said Anastasia, her voice urgent. “Forget him. He’s nothing. But, right now, when you told me to take control, my mind went back to those months, and part of me thought, maybe I could reclaim, or own myself, by…”

“By owning the abuse?” Hugh caressed her hair. “Maybe. I don’t know. But it didn’t feel right.”

“No,” she agreed, then shuddered. “It didn’t feel right at all. I don’t think I’ve ever been more terrified. If you’d done what I asked… if you’d called me those things… I was petrified at that moment that you would. And what it would make me feel.”

Hugh squeezed her tight, pressing his cheek to the top of her head. 

“Thank you,” she said. “Thank you for not… I don’t know. Maybe… Zarja’s always telling me to accept myself, love myself, but… doesn’t Morwyn like abuse? She told me about it once, when I asked her. Kind of. Said that… it turns her on. Helps her… I didn’t really understand. Own herself? I thought…”

“That’s not for everyone,” said Hugh. “You need to do you. And I think what you need is love, Anastasia. To be loved. To be cherished. To be appreciated for who you are. How amazing you are.”

She didn’t reply, but instead turned her face to his chest to cry again.

Hugh held her. Held her for a long time, held her as she wept. And he grieved with her. For the abuse she had been subjected to for so long, the abuse all Discipluses suffered, thousands of them across the empire, the ones being raised in the academy.

And within him, a hatred bloomed. 

Hatred for the men like Jarmoc who thought it just to treat people like Anastasia in this manner. Hatred for men like Niestor’s general who had beheaded Oreanna and mounted her head over the fort’s gate like some prized trophy. Hatred for the country that not only tolerated such heinous acts but celebrated them, deeming them the height of civilization.

“I’ve changed my mind,” he said at last.

Anastasia raised her tear-streaked face to his own. “Your mind?”

“I don’t want to live in peace with the empire,” he said. “To be left alone by the Fate Makers. I want to break the empire. To cast down the rule of law that countenances such horrors. I want to tear down the temples. Burn the courts. I want to massacre the men who would so eagerly commit such atrocities. I want to choke the sky with smoke and drown the earth with their blood.”

Something in his face must have terrified her, for she shrank back. 

“Hugh,” she whispered. “You can’t… that would mean the death of thousands… tens of thousands…”

An ugly feeling filled his chest, like a lump of greasy lead. “So be it. This society we live in is sick. The laws. The beliefs. Our empire is built upon the bones and blood of massacred fae. Is upheld by the mutilated souls of Discipluses. Its history is a lie, its nobility a sham, its future a promise of further horrors. I can’t save a few hundred I care about and condemn the rest to death. I have to do something about it.”

“But… that’s madness. How can you stop an entire religion? The whole empire? There are - what - tens of thousands of soldiers scattered across its breadth? The imperial army alone is twenty thousand strong. The Fate Maker is worshipped in every village, in every town, venerated in the capital and the meanest hamlet. You can’t stop it all. You’ll die.”

The greasy lead began to melt, to become a fiery gobbet of liquid fire. “Then I’ll die. But I’d rather die than turn my back on the innocents who suffer. Fuck me. I don’t mean to act like some hero. I’m not. I’ll be a butcher. I’ll cut down every fucking monster who raises a whip, who bends an innocent girl over to insult her as he fucks her, who hunts down and murders the fae. I’ll cut them down or die trying.”

“Hugh,” whispered Anastasia, raising her hand to her mouth. “That’s… that’s madness.”

“It’s a bad world, Anastasia.” Hugh’s voice was grim. “A bad, filthy, degenerate world. I’m starting to think going mad is the only sane response to the evil all around us.”

“You’re upset,” she said. “What I told you. My past. You care for me. It’s upset you. That’s understandable. In the morning you’ll not think this way. You’re just -”

“No.” His word was final. Hugh clenched his fists and stared down at them. “I don’t know why I was given this fate. This body. This power. But when I see the Thavma I’m going to beg her for the ability to put the world to rights. I’m going to do beg her for the power of the Reavers, but a hundredfold. And with that power, I’ll start a crusade. A crusade that will take me to the ends of this nation if need be. And by the time I’m done, Mendev will be remade.”

Anastasia regarded him with a mixture of horror and wonder. 

“Think about your own past,” he said. “Would you wish that on anyone else?”

Anastasia looked away. “Of course not.”

“Then let your disgust lead to action. Heroism - if that word means anything - means refusing to turn away. To do nothing. And if our heroism be futile? Better to die than condone this world we live in.”

Anastasia stepped forward, drew close to him once more. “You truly mean that?”

“You know I do,” he said. 

“Then… very well.” She placed her palm flat upon his chest. “I’ll follow wherever you lead, Hugh. Though it be madness. Though I think we’ve less of a chance than a soul avoiding the Ashen Garden.”

Hugh placed his hand over her own. “You never know. Long as we still draw breath, there’s hope.”

She shook her head slowly. “You’re a marvel. I’ve never seen such blind optimism.”

“Call it stubbornness. But how could it be otherwise?” His smile grew tender and pained at the same time. “How could I claim to love you and not be spurred to act?”

Her fingers pressed through his tunic. “You… love me?”

Hugh smiled, drew her close. “You still haven’t figured that out?”

“But…”

“No. Enough with the protests. Blame Zarja, if you have to.” He cupped her head with both hands, brought her lips closer. “For showing me how much easier it is to just love. To not overthink. To not doubt. Just love.”

There were stars in her upturned eyes as she leaned forward, bringing her lips to his own, then she lowered her eyelids and he did the same, sinking into the sensation of kissing her, holding her to him.

They stood close, bodies pressing against each other, her skin warm against this own, hands slipping around his body; then he felt the faint press of her hips against his own, the renewed vigor to her kiss as she parted her lips and invited his tongue into her mouth.

Together they shuffled toward the closest tree, that awkward step that loves do when they cannot bear to separate from each other even for a moment. When she pressed back against the trunk, she smiled against him, subtly turning her thigh out, raising her knee, reaching down with one hand to find his hard length and guide him inside her.

They made love against the tree. Slowly, tenderly at first, then with growing passion, moving as one. Her breath was loud in his ear, nails digging into his back, and when they came together, she bit back her cry even as he muffled his own shout into her neck.

For a long time, they stood thus, a muscle of her inner thigh trembling against him, her body tensing and relaxing as waves of pleasure washed through her, then she laughed under breath, an uncomplicated, delighted sound, and they kissed once more.

“I’ll never know what fate drew me to you,” she said, voice hushed in the pre-dawn glow. “But I’ll be grateful for all my days.”

“As will I,” he said, sliding free of her. “I don’t deserve such love.”

“Does anybody? Maybe Zarja.”

Hugh chuckled. “She’s steeped in love.”

“We’re blessed she found us.”

He adjusted himself, tightened his belt. “She was drawn to me, she said, by a prophecy. A sense of destiny. That I’d accomplish wondrous things. But I think that prophecy would never have come to pass without her.”

“Self-fulfilling, then.”

“Something like that. Come. Let’s walk the perimeter. We’ve been terrible sentries.”

“The worst,” said Anastasia with a smile, and interlaced her fingers with his own. “Luckily, our lord will never find out. Oh. Oops.”

He laughed huskily again as they resumed walking, pulling her close so the length of their arms pressed together. 

It was strange. Hugh felt at once lightened by their conversation, yet irrevocably committed to a dark path. Relief from fully committing to a course of action yet undercut by an awareness of the tragedies his resolve would bring. 

But he was committed. Even if it brought him death. Even if it brought him ruin. He was committed, and there was no going back now.



Chapter Six

 

 

 

By fits and starts they journeyed on, their pace deceptive, their progress incalculable. The world changed around them even as they trod prosaic stretches of meadows, shifted to hills, descended suddenly to boggy marshes. Always Hugh looked to catch the liminal moments, the points of transition where Katharzina’s Seven League magic would jolt them forward, but always he failed to notice the exact moment.

The world simply blurred, continued, resolved, and they were walking through another stretch of land, isolated, consumed by purpose, and ever further north.

A week, they had guessed, and in the end, their journey took a little less than that. On the sixth day, as evening drew near, Queen Vispathia raised her hand and stopped their progress.

“I can sense a presence ahead.” Her voice was low, her brow furrowed. “A density. A place of power. We must be drawing close.”

“The Goat’s Wood?” asked Trofim, who by this point had become inseparable from Lysimachas. The fae was always about him like a cat circling a bowl of cream, drifting fingertips across his armor, tugging his chin so that he’d meet her gaze, draping herself about his shoulders.

Not that he seemed to mind. The past few nights they had taken to slipping away together. Hugh had no doubt they were lovers, and in Trofim’s gaze he saw a sense of wonder. What marvels of the flesh the fae knight was showing him, Hugh could only guess.

“As you call it,” said Vispathia in agreement. “Katharzina, you must cease your magics. We must approach carefully. The Thavma, if she is quickened, will sense me as we draw near.”

“Quickened?” asked Anastasia.

“Yes,” said the queen, tone growing hesitant. “How to explain? Beings of deep time do not always choose to experience the world as we do. They can slow their minds and souls, become more like… trees, I suppose you could say, reacting slowly over the course of centuries to what to them appears to take place in days. Most of the Thavma have sunken away from the world in this fashion, gone to ground, disappeared into their places of power, and now await the turning of the age so they may emerge again, centuries if not millennia from now, and find reality more to their pleasing.”

“And if she’s not… quickened?” asked Hugh. “Will our journey be for naught?”

“Not necessarily,” said Vispathia. “There are ways to enliven a dormant Thavma. To call their wandering minds to the present and bid them engage with the flow of time so that we may communicate. But let us hope there is no need for that.”

“All right,” said Hugh, resting his hand uneasily on the pommel of his blade. “So, what’s our plan? Just enter the Goat’s Wood and seek her out?”

“Essentially,” said Vispathia. “There is no point in attempting subtlety or stealth. My star blazes too brightly for her not to notice us. We should approach slowly and directly, giving her ample opportunity to decide how best to meet us.”

“What are the dangers?” asked Morwyn, taking a step forward. “Anything we need know about, or can prepare against?”

“The dangers are many, but again, my presence mitigates the initial threat. She will not destroy us out of hand nor ignore us completely since I am come.”

“She can do that?” asked Anastasia, tone growing tense. “Destroy us so easily?”

“It isn’t easy,” said Vispathia, then paused to consider. “Let me qualify. The act of destroying us is easy in and of itself, but the consequences to her would be difficult. Thavma values are different from our own. The act of taking a life can have extreme effects on them, depending on the contexts and their progress along their own inner paths. Other times, they can erase entire settlements without concern. But there is no sense in trying to explain further. We might as well seek to understand the urges of entire forests.”

“Then why did she fail to destroy Hugh?” asked Morwyn. “His company of Lost Reavers was slain, sure enough, but he survived.”

“He wasn’t meant to die,” said Vispathia softly, turning to look at him. “But nor, I suspect, was he meant to bear the curse that was laid upon him. We shall ask for the matter to be set to rights. If we are fortunate, they shall be.”

“And if they’re not?” asked Trofim, trying not to sound concerned.

“Then we shall not emerge from the Goat’s Wood,” said Vispathia with a sad smile. “Katharzina. Have you dispelled your enchantment?”

“I have,” said the sorceress, who had remained at the rear of the company. She had been a subdued presence since the demon attack, withdrawn and displaying none of her customary confidence. Instead, Hugh had caught her gazing at him speculatively when she thought he wasn’t looking.

It was growing ever harder to dismiss her as a calculating foe. To reduce her to her past actions, and not believe there was something within her worth exploring further.

“Then I shall drop my own protective wards,” said Vispathia. “I can sense no dangers this close to the wood. Prepare yourselves, my friends. For we are about to enter the home of a living myth.”

The silvery circumference of their travels melted away like dawn mist before the sun, and Hugh shuddered to see that familiar landscape once more. A land etched into his memory, the last moments of his former life. 

When last he had crossed this tussocked plain, the depressions damp and muddy, he’d been in the company of the Lost Reavers. He had marched with that terrible company to bring death to the fabled Goat’s Wood, to bring ruin to whatever might dwell in its unhallowed center. Rough voices had been raised about him as they had drawn near, raised in crude marching song that promised death to all who failed to worship the Fate Maker through inventive and ever more disgusting means. 

Hugh had been silent, withdrawn. A premonition, perhaps? His friends, few as they were in that company, had failed to rouse him from his depression. Chavaun and Birandillo had flanked him, laughing and teasing each other, while Black Evec in his old, battered hat had painted pictures of the glories and fame they would earn for cleansing the wood.

Now he stood in far different company. The voices of those dread Reavers faded back into memory, and Hugh took stock of his companions. Fae and a disgraced Disciplus, an Exemplar of the Hanged God, and foreign sorceress. Even, he couldn’t help but smirk, the black sheep from the imperial family. 

How the world had changed.

And ahead? The Goat’s Wood itself. Some thirty acres in all, it was a surprisingly small forest, its size limited by its own natural growth and not ringed by stumps. People steered clear of this moor, the closest village a dozen miles away. Heathstead, it was called; a miserable agglomeration of thatched huts and pig pens with locals so superstitious they had refused to meet the Reavers’ eyes.

A cold wind blew across the moor, setting the long grass that grew on the raised hummocks to undulating. The Goat’s Wood itself stirred, the canopy shifting and swaying back and forth, as if in growing alarm at their presence.

Or warning.

Hugh’s heart was pounding. His mouth dry. This was where his life had been gutted. Where he had nearly died, been cursed, been ruined. 

But part of him checked that old narrative. No; not ruined. Redeemed. Saved from his terrible path of slaughter and ignorance.

“Come on,” he said, forcing his voice to be strong and true. “I’ve a Thavma to meet.”

And so saying he stepped forth, creating a path between the hummocks, boots squelching in the muddy ground, to draw ever closer to the woods.

Queen Vispathia walked alongside him, the hem of her garments never darkening, eyes gleaming as if illuminated from within, but even her mysterious nature couldn’t hide the tension she felt - the subtle line between her brows, the slight pursing of her lips. 

The others came behind, and Hugh could feel their urge to draw weapons, to approach as one might an enemy castle. But nobody did. What use was a blade against a being such as a Thavma?

The trees were old. Most copses were usually encircled by smaller saplings, the younger trees spreading forth their branches in a bid to catch the sunshine away from the older trees, but the Goat’s Wood was girdled by no such fledglings. Instead, the very first trees one saw were great-grandfathers, their trunks thick and warped by the centuries, their branches extending massively overhead. The Lost Reavers had entered the wood ten abreast, but even that wasn’t tight.

Hugh repressed a shudder as he stepped under that ancient canopy once more.

The ground was shrouded with ancient leaf litter, but little more; no sunlight penetrated down to the loam. Roots as thick as thighs swarmed from each tree to plunge into the dirt, and some sense of self-preservation kept Hugh from stepping on any of them.

The gloom was thick and heavy, redolent of vegetable rot and moldering leaves. What light filtered down indistinctly from above was tinted a strange and familiar amber, so that Hugh quickly began to feel as if he walked through a dream, one that would quickly evolve into a nightmare.

“Put the blade away,” he heard Sir Dianthos say, and imagined Morwyn had failed to resist the urge. He didn’t look back, however, but kept scanning ahead as they walked deeper into the wood, passing between the massive trees and ever closer to the wood’s heart.

The Reavers had made it right to the center, unopposed. Their lewd songs and ribald jests had grown silent by then, smothered by the oppressive nature of the forest, and even the most monstrous of them had slowed at the last to marvel at the spectacle they uncovered.

A sight that once more appeared before Hugh, causing his breath to catch in his chest.

There at the center of the wood, the branches of the great trees joined, flowing into each other to form a complex latticework of living wood that rose into a bowl over the central depression. A living dome, its cracks and interstices filled with leaves, the highest points glowed subtly from the sunlight that poured upon it from above. 

The wood was utterly silent but for the sound of their breathing and the tread of their boots. Their group slowed as they drew near the edge of the depression, and once more Hugh stared down into that declivity, the grassy, rock-strewn slope that descended to what could have been an ancient altar set before a cave mouth. 

It was all so simple, without ornamentation or art. Just grass, rocks, and the rugged, worn altar of white rock set before the ragged cave mouth whose depths held impenetrable darkness.

“She stood there the last time,” said Hugh, pointing down to the altar. “Knew we were coming. When I try to picture her, the memory fragments. But she was there, looking up at us. And - and Jacinia, the captain of our company, she called out the charge, for us to descend with cold iron.”

Hugh’s brow was beaded with cold sweat, and a snake of slimy lead coiled within his gut. “I remember thinking the Thavma looked confused, or lost, or didn’t seem to see us at all, and something about her expression - how forlorn she looked - tugged at me. I cried out. Yelled for the others to stop. Something in my voice. It stalled them, caused the Reavers to look to me, to falter in their charge. But my voice. It awoke the Thavma, and she… she unleashed her curse.”

Everybody was listening, expressions grave. Anastasia’s face had turned pale, while Morwyn’s dark blue eyes glittered angrily as if she resented being made to feel awe and fear. Zarja stood tall in her natural guise, foxtail curled about one leg, while Trofim stood with the fae knights at the rear with Katharzina, their expressions somber if not altogether nervous.

Queen Vispathia stepped forward, her dress whispering about her lithe frame, and raised a hand as if to taste the air with her fingertips.

“She is here. But it as I feared. She slumbers. If we were to wait a century, she might emerge. But not before then.”

“So, we awaken her,” said Morwyn, voice tight with anger. “How? Shouting? Going down and into that cave?”

“To do so would spell your undoing,” said Vispathia softly.

Morwyn tossed her hair. “I’m not afraid of death.”

“I didn’t say you’d die. You’d rather become trapped in the slow time that surrounds her, like a hornet drowning in honey. You cannot approach her without falling down her well. We must draw her forth instead.”

“Can you do that?” asked Anastasia. “Some fae summoning?”

“She has retreated from life,” said the queen. “Turned her face from the sun. The only way to draw her back is with a siren call of our own. That I cannot do alone. The Thavma grew saddened and disinterested in us common fae centuries ago. My cry would go unheeded, as have those of queens and kings before, each begging for aid against the tides of humanity.”

“Then?” asked Hugh. “How are we to draw her out?”

The queen turned to regard him, and there was in her milky white gaze something new, a sense of trepidation and hesitancy, of fear and determination all. “You and I shall descend.” Her voice was husky with some unrecognized emotion. “And together we shall endeavor to draw her forth.”

“What can we do?” asked Anastasia. “To help?”

Zarja stepped to her side and gently took hold of her arm. “If the queen fails, our own efforts would be in vain. We must trust in their abilities.”

“What are you going to do?” asked Morwyn, tone suspicious.

Vispathia was studying Hugh carefully. “Our best. And if the Stars and Moon are kind, we shall succeed.”

She spoke no further, but led the way down into the hollow, drifting before him like a vision. He felt more than saw his companions draw back, led by the fae knights and Zarja.

Down into the declivity, Hugh walked, heart pounding as if he were entering a duel. Down into the source of his greatest nightmares, where the massacre had taken place only a few years ago. If he strained, he thought he would be able to hear the strangling cries of the Lost Reavers dying. The popping of their joints, the snapping of their bones, the screams tearing at their throats.

But now there was only silence, a thick veil between him and those memories. A sense of walking ever deeper into a reverie, a surreal dream. Each footstep found purchase on the steep slope, drawing him after the fae queen, into the Thavma’s domain. 

Was this madness? Was he walking to his death? Should he not run, not cry out his warning to the others, break this folly -

No. 

This was meant to be. He wanted this. What would come of it he didn’t know, but this was his sole chance at freeing himself of the Thavma’s curse.

He’d do whatever it took.

The cave yawned dark and foreboding. It chilled him to think of the jellied time within, the field of viscous air that would trap him and hold him for centuries. If he pressed in there uninvited, would he remain aware of every passing minute? Go mad with the slowly passing decades? Or would his mind slow down as well, so that for him but seconds would pass, while generations were born and died in the world outside?

With effort, Hugh turned his gaze from the cave and to Vispathia, who had reached the altar and stood studying its pitted, rough surface. It was made of chalky white stone, a great rectangle slab large enough on which to sacrifice a deer, held up by two other white boulders, a rudimentary construct that was at odds with the delicacy and artisanal skill of the fae.

He wanted to ask Vispathia what came next, but his tongue was thick, his throat closed. A fever was washing over him, burning through his veins, and he felt a cold sweat break out across his brow, prickling down the slopes of his back. His hands felt swollen, his chest tight; everything beyond the rim of the hollow in which they stood had faded to indistinction, so it seemed only he and Vispathia existed in this microcosm of a world.

“She senses us,” said Vispathia, voice breaking the stillness. “She’s not thinking yet, not processing what our arrival means, but on some base level, she knows we’re here. Like being regarded by the moon or acknowledged by the ocean. We must begin before we lose our moment.”

Still Hugh couldn’t speak. He felt made of clay and dirt, an ill-fashioned golem in comparison to Vispathia’s gossamer beauty, her ethereal poise. 

The fae queen turned to face him, then turned her palms skyward as if to catch drops of rain. Magic swirled about her, causing her pearlescent dress to flutter, the strands of platinum hair to weave, and she rose into the air before him, rising an inch or two off the leaf litter and loam.

“Come,” she said simply, and her voice was swollen with power. Hugh stepped forward, drawing close, and allowed her to take his hand, her touch soothing on his fevered flesh. He could only drink her in as she floated back across the altar, laying herself down upon it, drawing him up and after her. Hugh found himself kneeling on the altar’s edge, blinking owlishly and confused as Vispathia sank onto the white rock.

Wind was swirling about them, but not common wind; it felt like the currents of fate, the bonds of destiny, gathering and encircling them, girding this moment with portent and meaning. Hugh’s mouth was dry, his wits dulled, but his blood surged, his hunger arose at the sight of Vispathia’s voluptuous body, which suddenly seemed carnal in a manner it had never been before. Her full breasts spread across her chest; wreathed in delicate silks, her thighs parted so that her dress slipped apart, revealing pale skin; her shoulders were exposed, and the length of her throat; her lips glistened with a faint lavender hue.

And her eyes, pale as funereal marble, alive with power and a desire all her own, enigmatic and alien.

“Come, Lord Hugh,” she said again, her words soft but somehow crashing about his ears like white-tipped waves smashing themselves upon a cliff. Her thighs spread open a fraction more. 

Hugh’s heart was a massive drum, a drum larger than the hollow, beaten upon by a giant so that each reverberation shook him, should have stirred the trees, and disturbed the clouds overhead. His skin prickled, his manhood straining against his breeches, and still he refrained, holding himself in check. He vainly tried to wrap his wits about the moment, what was to be done, what it could mean, the consequences.

And then something else. A pressure against his mind, vast and inchoate - a sense of being examined, of falling under the eyes of a force of nature.

“She stirs,” said Vispathia. “We must begin.”

The Thavma. Had climbing onto the altar stirred her to life? What danger arose over them even now?

The queen of the fae didn’t look real. She seemed more a dream, a painting from the brush of an impossible master, somehow appearing composed and regal even in this moment of dishabille. The pale gold jewelry twisted into her hair glimmered. Her thick braid lay like an ivory snake across her chest. 

Hugh felt as if he were drowning. 

But if this were death, he was glad to be rid of the act of living forevermore.

Fingers clumsy, he undid the thongs of his breeches. Pulling forth his rigid cock, he moved forward, knees between her legs, parting her thighs further. A sweet scent arose from her, beguiling and arousing beyond measure - a verdant, green, tender smell, like rose petals and spring leaves, yet feminine and musky too. So rich and delirium-inducing that Hugh wished nothing more than to groan and lower his face to her crotch and there lose himself to an opium-like fugue.

But his mind was not so easily overcome. 

Down he lowered himself, a hand planted on the altar by the side of her face, to bring his lips ever closer to her own. His thoughts swirling with wonder, with disbelief. Was he going to kiss her? Would she allow mortal lips to touch her own? Surely, he should stop, not dare -

But then their lips touched, and the queen of the fae did not turn her face away. She remained still; for a moment it was as if he kissed a statue, a work of art so peerless he felt that he would surely awaken at any moment.

Her milky white eyes remained open, taking him in, and Hugh froze, his lips touching her own so gently, heart racing, sure he had transgressed. 

But then her hand was sliding through his hair, slender and strong, pulling him down, her lips moving against his own, parting, and a fiery need manifested itself in her movements. Her body came to life beneath him, shifting and pressing, her other hand sliding around his back, pulling him down so he lay full bore upon her slender frame.

Surely he was too heavy, surely he would crush her -

Her tongue was a dart of fire in his mouth, teasing, provoking, drawing him forth. Hugh’s last worries burned away before his lust. The heavy cloddishness of his human body became a burning need of his own, and he kissed her hard. Kissed her as if to claim her, to boldly assert himself, to conquer this alluring and terrifying being who had welcomed him thus.

The world around them was melting, colors sliding into each other, lines becoming smears, an impressionistic whole that slowly swirled about the altar. 

Hugh paid it no mind. He wanted nothing more than to make love to Vispathia, than to meld with her flesh, sink deep within her body, to impress upon her the mark of his need.

Her knees rose, her hand sliding down between them, and her cool fingertips brushed against his cock, causing him to startle, her silken touch like a cool cloth on a burning brow. He felt her smile against his kiss, and the angling of her hips just right.

For a moment Hugh felt suspended, as if he had just leaped off a cliff, that infinite second where you hang suspended in the air high above the water. Then she pressed up, meeting him, taking him, and he slid inside her. 

Exaltation. His whole body shuddered, and he nearly came right there and then, undone by the intensity of the pleasure.

It was like nothing he had ever felt. The most sublime moments inside of Zarja, sliding into Morwyn, the peak of his experiences with Anastasia or any of the other hundreds of women he had slept with over the course of his life - they were nothing like this.

Vispathia’s arms pulled his head down to her chest as she began to rock against him. He took one of her roseate nipples between his lips, causing her to moan as she strained and drove her head back, exposing her length of throat.

They moved as one. It didn’t feel as if he were making love to a woman, but rather seeking to lose himself within an ocean, becoming one with some primal tide. They rocked and surged together, and the experience was such that he almost felt vertigo.

Her breathing brought him back. Drove home that no matter what he was feeling, she was still a woman, was still deriving her own pleasure from his ministrations. 

The knowledge helped him rally, to draw his mind back to himself, to grow strong, to rediscover his confidence. 

Pushing himself up on two straightened arms, he stared down at her, drinking in the sight of the fae queen as he fucked her with long, hard strokes. She was open to him, rocking back and forth with each thrust, lavender lips parted so she could bite down on one forefinger as she moaned.

Harder he went, pushing through the rising sensations that sought to obliterate him, and only then did he remember her words: the more royal blood that flowed through a fae’s veins, the more perilous the act to a human male.

And was there any more royal than Vispathia?

Hugh’s body was dripping with sweat. His breath burned in his lungs. He felt as if they had been making love for days, for a single second alone. If he didn’t focus, he could feel his mind start to unmoor itself, falling away into the overriding ecstasy of Vispathia’s slick, tight pussy. 

Hugh held on. He drew on his strength, his will, his own force of nature, and made love to the queen of the fae with every ounce of skill he possessed, pulling on his endless reserves of strength, that boundless energy, that unquenchable stamina. 

Time ceased to have meaning.

They become one, joined at the hips, moving in tandem, working toward sweet obliteration. 

It was indescribable. An apotheosis. Terrifying. The most transcendent moment of his life. For while on one hand, he was just making love as he had done countless times before, on the other he felt like he was touching a divinity, entering a sacred space that few mortals had ever attempted to transgress.

“Now,” she whispered, voice hoarse with need. “Now, Hugh. Harder. Bring me to eclipse. Shadow my sun.”

Hugh didn’t need to understand her words to know what she needed. Grimacing, he lay upon her, buried his fingers in her platinum hair, and held her pinned so that he could fuck her with everything he had, her whole body shaking each time he slammed into her, again and again, feeling as if he were falling away even as he did so, pleasure just outside his reach. Panic rose within his breast as she cried out, nails scoring deep across his back, her whole body flexing and writhing beneath his own, until with a cry she came.

Her orgasm was like a star going nova beneath him, and he felt himself being drawn into his core, still moving, still sliding as deep as he could into her, but his body was falling apart like the wreckage of a ship, drifting into pieces.

No, he thought. Not yet. Hold on. Almost there!

Growling deep in his chest, he fought through the delirium, the fugue that threatened to swamp his mind, and rose again. He sat back on his heels and hauled her body up onto his thighs, knees looped over his arms.

She was still coming, twisting her head from side to side, stomach fluttering with the great crashing waves of her pleasure. Gritting his jaw, Hugh pressed the base of one palm just above her mons, the ivory thatch there glistening with her wetness, and felt the pulse of each thrust as he slid home within her.

The pressure from above drove Vispathia, queen of the fae, absolutely wild.

The angle of his thrust only complemented it. He was sliding into her pussy from below, so the head of his cock rubbed against the top of her passage all the way in. He could feel the pressure of his palm, and with all his strength held her in place, one of her knees locked in the crook of his arm.

Mind breaking, soul pushed to the point of rapture and dissolution, Hugh gave her everything he had.

Her screams spiraled up to challenge the latticework of branches above, and her orgasm crescendoed, Vispathia arching her whole body so only her shoulders touched the altar; all else tensed into a frozen testament of her ecstasy.

And only then did Hugh roar out his own climax, a shout torn from the depths of his soul, his cum exploding within her, gout after gout pouring into her, her body clenched, every muscle taut. 

How long they stayed thus, frozen in place, locked in pleasure, Hugh had no idea. 

But eventually, Vispathia relaxed, falling back to the altar, and Hugh bowed forward, heaving for breath, cock still buried deep within her perfect fae pussy, unable to focus as if someone had clubbed him at the exact moment of climax.

“I knew you could do it,” said Vispathia, voice husky as she stared up at him. Her fingers traveled down her body, cupped her sex, slid down on either side of his shaft, and pressed at the thick fluid that was escaping her lips. She drew her hand back to her lips, tasting their mingled juice. “I knew you were strong enough.”

Hugh wiped sweat away from his face. What could he say? He felt like a fruit that had been scraped down to the rind, all the flesh stripped away. 

“Such passion,” came a dusty voice from the cave. “’Tis a wonder you do not cause the withered trees to bloom.”

Hugh pulled free from Vispathia and leaped off the altar, landing so the massive stone stood between him and the cave. The fae queen coiled up to sitting, legs tucked beneath her, gathering her gossamer gown about her chest, equally startled.

That didn’t reassure Hugh any.

The sight of the Thavma wiped away the last of the bliss from Hugh’s mind, drenching him with a cold panic that made his guts knot up and his instincts scream at him to flee.

It was her.

The being who wracked and ruined the Lost Reavers, who cursed their souls and bound them to Hugh’s own, who had near broken his mind only a few years ago.

The Thavma.

She stood in the shadows of the cave mouth, gray-skinned, a half-dozen horns backswept from her brow and past her faun-like ears like the thick, muscular tentacles of an octopus. White hair was pinned beneath them, dropping past her shoulders like a waterfall of fog, but it was her eyes, those chips of amber-hued agate, which arrested his gaze like fishing hooks. 

Inhuman eyes. Gleaming with an inner light, so that she looked almost demonic in the shadows of the cave. Eyes alive with intelligence and bitter humor, with alien wisdom, windows to a soul that Hugh could not fathom if he lived a thousand years. Buried deep under heavy brows, ridged with the same bone that erupted into horns. Her nose was sharp, her cheekbones harsh, her lips a slash. 

She looked a creature of dust and shadow, as improbable as if the stones themselves had been given voice, as different from the fae as they were to humans.

She was clad in an assortment of clothing and armor, impractical yet artistically arranged: nacreous overlapping shoulder plating, a vambrace of bronze along one forearm, the other protected by a hundred silver rings. Straps and buckles, black silk giving way to leather armor, with strips of bare, gray skin visible here and there - a naked hip, a slash of abdomen, an exposed hand. 

It was as if the Thavma had culled the concept of clothing from a thousand dreams and created an amalgam of her own devising from those disparate impressions.

“Thavma,” said Vispathia, bowing her head low. 

Should he bow? No. He would not bow. This being was alien to him, had nearly destroyed him once. Some instinct urged him to pride, to strength, so he stepped forward, brow still drenched with the sweat of lovemaking, to stand tall beside the altar.

The Thavma’s amber gaze slid over to him, and Hugh felt it penetrate his very core.

“You are ill-made,” she said. 

“It was your making,” he replied.

“Hugh!” hissed Vispathia.

A smile curled the corner of her mouth. “One could say I was under duress at the time of casting.”

“But that would be a lie,” said Hugh. “You’re too powerful for that. But something did go wrong. Unless you meant me to be cursed with the souls of the dead?”

“No.” Her voice grows hard. “That was not my intent.”

“Then?”

Her eyes narrowed. “Press a little harder, mortal. See what your boldness brings you.”

“I am Hugh of Stasiek.” He said the name as if raising a banner. “I’ve come back to the Goat’s Wood for your aid. I wish to fight for the fae. To bring peace between my kind and theirs. But I cannot do it while laboring under the threat of the dead souls that I carry. I’ve come to ask that you straighten out that which is crooked.”

“Have you now?” Her gaze lingers on him, then slips over to Vispathia. “And you, child? You yet dare to reach for hope?”

“Life has been hard,” said the fae queen, voice little more than a whisper. “But I’ve not yet lost hope.”

“You sense the strands of fate.” The Thavma’s tone betrayed satisfaction. “But they are changed now from the last I saw this mortal. Then, they were clear but singular. Now other wefts have been woven amidst his own. I see a lisica’s, and the black strands of death. I see pulsing blue, and platinum white. Your own, young queen. You bind yourself to him?”

“It was not my decision,” said Vispathia. “I was bound. Fate brought him to my realm, and there joined our futures. I do not resent it. I welcome it. For no good can come of eternal retreat. I know I sound like the rebels of old, all those who have died, but perhaps my time has come: I would wager all on resistance rather than bleed to death from a thousand cuts.”

“Perhaps your time has come,” repeated the Thavma softly. “But this fate gives you a chance where the others failed. This Hugh of Stasiek knows not what he is, could be, shall be, has always been.”

“Kindness,” said Hugh, not knowing where the word came from. “That’s all I want. Compassion. For the fae. From humanity. I’ll do what I can to effectuate it.”

“Even shed blood?” The Thavma’s amusement was palpable. “Even burn cities, massacre thousands, and overthrow an empire?”

“All in the name of kindness,” said Hugh, brushing aside the irony. “It is selfish of me, I know. But now that I have met and come to love the fae, I cannot do otherwise. The fae and the magic users of my people: there are systems in place that must be changed. Destroyed, if need be.”

“It will mean your death,” said the Thavma softly. “You know this? You will die if you walk this path.”

“All men must die,” said Hugh stiffly.

“Some sooner than others. Follow this fate and you shall not see the fruits of your labor. You shall die even in your moment of victory. Your life will be brief, even by the measure of humanity.”

“Will I die knowing I have made a difference?” asked Hugh. “Die knowing that I have improved the world for those I have loved?”

“Yes,” said the Thavma simply. “Or you could turn from this fate. There is a way to hide. To live in isolation, your small group alone. To love each other, grow old together. To have children. To have grandchildren. Your life will be rich, albeit circumscribed.”

Hugh’s heart lurched in his chest, a painful, jerking sensation. “But the others. The rest of the fae. The Discipluses…?”

“They would continue to suffer. And die.”

“Then… no.” Hugh took a deep breath. “I’ll stick to my original fate. I’ll do what I can.”

“Hugh,” whispered Vispathia.

“Very well,” said the Thavma. “I see it true in your heart. You believe what you say. I will clear the curse from your soul. But I cannot do it alone. You must consent and do your part.”

“That I will do.”

“It is not as easy as assenting. You must fight for what you desire. You must be willing to liberate the souls from your heart.”

“No problem,” said Hugh. “That’s why I came here.”

The Thavma smiled, and it was as far from a comforting expression as Hugh had ever seen. “Then lie upon the altar, and we shall begin.”

Vispathia slid off it gracefully, eyes wide with alarm. “What manner of trial must he pass?” 

Hugh climbed atop the altar and lay down. It was cold, even through his clothing.

“He must journey inwards,” said the Thavma, still not emerging from the cave mouth. “A spiritual seeking. And find each soul contained within his being and slay it.”

Hugh jerked up onto an elbow. “Kill them?”

“Kill them,” said the Thavma. “One by one, or all at once. Thus, shall they be freed.”

“But?” asked Vispathia.

“But that is not the only means for their liberation,” said the Thavma. “If they slay you instead, then you shall journey to your Ashen Garden alongside them.”

Hugh stared at the Thavma. “I must slay all thirty? By myself?”

“Each spirit within you bears a fragment of your power,” said the Thavma. “That which my spell was meant to unleash. Instead, that power was diverted into their souls, trapping them even as they trapped it. You must break each vessel so the power may spill forth into you.”

Hugh nodded numbly. “I see. Then… very well. I’ll do it.”

“Of course you will,” said the Thavma softly. “Mortal men have never shied from violence. Why should you?”

Hugh had no answer.

“Can none journey with him?” asked Vispathia. “To aid him in this endeavor?”

Hugh felt a surge of hope. If Vispathia could come with him, if she could stand by his side -

“None,” said the Thavma. “This is his trial alone.”

The fae queen slipped her hand into his own. “Then I wish you the strength and wisdom of the Moon and Stars,” she said. “Go with my blessing, Hugh of Stasiek.”

He closed his hand tightly about her own, looked up at the latticework of melded branches high above. “I’m ready.”

“He’s ready,” said the Thavma, her amusement rich. “Ah, mortals. But so be it. We begin.”

Hugh’s eyes closed of their own accord, indescribably heavy, and he felt himself falling, as if the altar had turned into a pit. Yet even as he fell, he continued to feel Vispathia’s hand within his own, the pressure of her touch upon his fingers.

Down he fell, faster and faster, deeper into the darkness, until he landed in a crouch upon an expanse of glistening black rock, smooth and vitreous like obsidian.

He had fallen into a completely new world. The air was bitingly cold, and it was night, the moon sailing overhead, crescent and sharp enough to cut. He was in a clearing, small and crowded on all sides by shaggy black spruce trees. The gleaming obsidian floor extended to the extent of the clearing, the ground thereafter becoming thickly matted with fallen pine needles over the grasping roots. 

Hugh rose from this crouch, breath pluming out before him in the gelid cold. Looking up, he saw towering over the trees an oblique explosion of rock, as if an entire stratum of stone had burst out of the world at a forty-five-degree angle to rise hundreds of yards above the forest. 

Built atop this wound of a mountain, towering upon its slanted peak, was an ancient castle, partially ruined, its windows dark.

The Reaver’s Fist. The ancient home of their order, to which Hugh had traveled a lifetime ago to join the Lost Reavers, and there train under the watchful eye of Jacinia and the others until he was deemed worthy of marching forth amongst their number.

“Well, shit,” he said, dusting off his hands. It was just about the last place he wanted to return to, saturated as it was with bad memories. But of course, it made sense. If there was anywhere in this world where the Lost Reavers called home, it was this forsaken place, leagues from civilization, cold and comfortless, its cracked halls littered with ancient trophies and decaying tapestries, most of its rooms sealed off and abandoned, its towers haunted by owls and worse.

Hugh tapped his hip, searched for some weapon that might have manifested with him. Nothing. No sword, no dagger, no armor, no shield.

Just a tunic, breeches, and boots.

“Not making it easy for me, are you, Thavma?”

But one thing had traveled into this world with him. The feel of Vispathia’s touch upon his right hand. Even as he flexed his fingers, the warmth and pressure of her hand remained. As if his real hand lay still and failed to respond to the movements of his spirit.

Hugh’s chest grew tight. He would never be able to tell Vispathia how much her touch meant to him right then.

Sobering up, expression turning grim, he moved to the side of the clearing and crouched in the velvety shadows at the base of a spruce. The Chaczko Road was the sole approach to the Fist. Given the castle’s profile, he would wager the road was up and ahead and to the left. 

To take the road up to the Fist, or seek to scale the sheer cliff that protected it on all sides? Or should he try to find the hidden entrance, the emergency escape tunnel that burrowed deep into the rock under the castle’s dungeons, to emerge amidst the dark forest?

Hugh rubbed at his jaw. The road was the easiest path but was blocked by the Gates of Horn. That and numerous outcroppings above the road allowed defenders to drop rocks or fire arrows at his approach. There would be no cover. 

Forget the Chaczko, then.

Climb the cliffs? The benefit lay in being able to approach from any angle. But the climb would be arduous: three hundred feet of sheer rock, which in this temperature would be cold enough to cause his flesh to grow numb. Then he would have to contend with the castle’s walls, which, while riven and ancient, would still prove a formidable challenge. 

Possible. Not something he’d have attempted back during his Lost Reaver days, but now that his body was corded in muscle and possessed endless depths of stamina… possible.

And the secret tunnel? Not secret to those within. All the Reavers knew about it, which meant it would be defended.

But would it? What was he assuming? The last time he had spoken with Birandillo, the bard had told him the Reavers hung suspended in darkness, trapped in a void without form – not residing here at the Fist.

That might mean they had just appeared as well. They would be orienting themselves, trying to divine what had happened, why they had appeared here. Might they be confused? Unsure of what was going on? Or aware of the stakes and seeking to kill him?

Again, Hugh rubbed at his jaw, frowning up at the distant silhouette of the Fist. 

There was no way to know, and thus not worth wasting his time with guesses.

The secret tunnel was attractive but cramped. Without a weapon, he would be unable to dodge, to run, if he ran into trouble. Strong as he was, five Reavers in the dark with blades would be the death of him.

That left the gruesome climb.

“Fuck,” he said, patting at his belt again where his blade should have hung. No gloves, no cloak, nothing but the most basic of clothing.

That didn’t mean he had to approach unprepared, however. The spruce trees were wizened and ancient, their branches unfit for harvesting, and the band of larch trees which he knew grew a little further downslope were also unsuitable. But if he could find a young tree…

Hugh disappeared into the forest, the thick bed of needles making his passage absolutely silent. These large trees were of no use, but he soon found a raised ridge of stone upon which saplings grew.

Casting around, he found a suitable rock. With care, he placed a boot against the slender trunk and pushed the supple tree as far down as he could without losing his balance. Then, sharp-edged rock in hand, he set to scraping and bashing at the taut trunk, grunting as he smashed at the wood again and again.

It was an onerous and lengthy process. The wood was green and filled with sap, and had he not the strength of a monster, the task might well have been impossible. But he soon cut through the bark, then into the white trunk, till at last, with a great shove of his foot, he snapped the remaining trunk and crushed the sapling to the ground.

Fifteen more minutes of bashing at the branches where they joined the trunk left him with a flexible club, five feet long and tapered from one end as thick as his wrist to the other that was as thin as his finger.

It was as far from ideal as it got, but better than nothing.

Hugh snapped off the thinnest part and was left with four feet of sticky wood. He swung it experimentally; the flexibility of the club was interesting, making it a more subtle weapon, and perhaps more resistant to being slashed apart by parrying blades. But at least it gave him something with which to defend himself.

Hefting his new weapon, he dove back into the forest and began striding toward the Fist. The night was silent; no wind, no animal cries, no insects, nothing.

This wasn’t a real world, after all. Just the Thavma’s simulation. 

But still, it felt eerie, wrong. 

Hugh circled out wide to come at the Fist from the far side of the Chaczko, a good mile hike under the thick canopy of the forest. He recalled the sight of the land from the Fist’s highest window: a thick carpet of dense woodland that rolled as far as the eye could see, the sole road a narrow scar leading toward the distantly visible smudge that was the Potap village a score of miles away.

Nothing else but distant mountains and the Sczesna River far to the east. 

Perfect isolation.

Hefting his new club, Hugh broke into a jog.

Time to get to work.

 


Chapter Seven

 

 

 

The Fist towered above him on its peak of slanted black rock. The strata of the mount were plainly visible this close, as if the earth were composed of horizontal bands of stone that had erupted into the night air at an angle. 

Closer Hugh ran, drawing ever nearer, moving hunched over in the dappled darkness beneath the branches of the black spruce trees. 

Thirty Reavers. Led by Jacinia, that force of nature, the most commanding woman he had ever met, her terrific emotional power kept under tight control, her absolute need to be obeyed in all things matched only by her formidable sex drive, all of it bolstered by her pride and intolerance for weakness.

Kevanir, her second in command. A shadow to her burning flame, calm, composed, yet utterly ruthless. An extension of her will, prone at times to melancholy as if unable to resist reflecting on the horrors he had committed under her name. 

Black Evec, bitter and crude, licentious and as tough as rawhide and iron cording. Evassier, that bitter assassin, sorrowful and silent, as quick as a panther and twice as deadly. Foughtash, the massive giant with his twin axes, as subtle as an avalanche and just as powerful. 

On and on Hugh ran through the Reavers. Bling Igocha and Old Wladimir. The sociopathic child, Sweet Severen, with his penchant for torture and knives. Acipa and Terey, the twin brothers Jaro and Marko. Charismatic Birandillo with his endless repertoire of filthy songs, and Hugh’s childhood friend Chavaun. 

Thirty of them, every one a fiend with a weapon, driven by an indomitable will to survive, to crush all opposition, to destroy. The most infamous company in the entire empire, the greatest weapon the Fate Makers had against the fae. A storied outfit whose history stretched back centuries, whose ranks had boasted heroes and villains without parallel. 

Hugh had been terrified and exalted to join their number, back when he didn’t know shit about the world.

And over them all loomed one figure, the greatest monster of them all: Dragoslav. 

How was he to fight each one and defeat them? How was he to survive such an ordeal? His rational mind told him it was impossible. That he had no chance.

But fuck his rational mind. He would do whatever it took to destroy every one of his former brothers and sisters.

Hugh reached the edge of the forest where it foundered upon the shattered boulders at the base of the mountain. Pausing beside a wrinkled trunk, he peered up at the mountain before him. His best bet was to find a promising seam in the mountain’s side and then climb that to the top, clinging to the shadows and avoiding all attempts at detection.

Frowning, he studied the eruption of black stone before him, the strata, the grooves, and ledges. Obsidian and slick, treacherous to climb when dry, impossible to do so when wet.

With a deep breath and a final glance to make sure nobody was close, Hugh broke from cover. Running forth, scrambling over rocks, slipping between boulders, he hurried as the moonlight picked him out. 

At any moment, he expected a cry to sound out, a warning.

There was nothing but silence.

He reached the base of the mountain, the eruption of stone. A great slope of scree and gravel climbed to the obsidian flank, a treacherous climb that gave way before his boots, so he sank and floundered in the slippery stones. It was like climbing a sand dune, but he persevered, using his hands to haul himself up, higher and higher, till at last, he was a good thirty feet above the forest floor, right up against the mount.

He paused, catching his breath, and turned to survey the forest. No flickers of torches, no signs of search parties. No movement anywhere that he could see. Were the Reavers all bottled up above?

He felt a moment of panic. What if they chose to remain in the great hall, all thirty of them? He’d been assuming he’d fight them in small groups, ambush their errant patrols, but what if they stayed all together? 

Death.

Hugh put the thought from his mind. Turning, he examined the cliff face before him with its oblique ridges. Treacherous was putting it mildly. With great care he placed a boot on one ridge, reached up to grab another, then began to sidle up and across, taking his time, getting a feel for the vitreous rock. 

It was so cold it numbed his left hand almost immediately. His right, however, remained inured to the cold due to Vispathia’s touch; no matter how hard he pressed against the black stone, the warmth of her fingers kept his hand alive.

Up he went, clinging to the strata like a bug, inching and climbing and pausing only to shake out his numb left hand. The wind began to pick up, tugging at his clothing, and before he knew it, he was fifty feet above the ground, the oblique angle of the mountain’s thrust having carried him now out beyond its base; if he fell there was nothing but void and the rocks far below.

Hugh paused. The strata he was on was merging into the mountainside, disappearing and becoming little more than grooves. Grimacing, he studied the layer above, decided that he had to climb up to it before he was out of handholds altogether.

It would involve grabbing at the inclined line of rock, hauling himself up, and then somehow flinging himself up even higher to grab hold of the next ridge. 

The wind tugged fitfully at him.

Should he descend, backtrack to the superior ridge, then climb again?

He sighted along the higher ridge, tracing it back down, and thought he saw an area where it sank into the cliff as well.

No good. 

“Fuck,” he said under his breath. “Fuck fuck. Why didn’t you take the damn tunnel?”

He shook out his left hand, placed it in his right armpit for a spell until it came back to life, then gripped the ridge hard. Taking a deep breath, he flexed his knees once, twice, thrice, then surged up, pulling himself as high as he could, using momentum to pass his handhold, rearing up and flinging out his right hand to catch at something - anything - 

Only to smack his palm flat on the obsidian, feel a moment of friction, then nothing.

He began to slide back down. 

Momentum would tear him right off his handholds.

He got a knee up on the ridge. Pressing his chest forward, he crushed his cheek into the freezing rock.

Pancaked as best he could, right hand still flung up high, left pressing down on the ridge that supported his knee.

Balanced so precariously he wavered, knew that a strong gust of wind would peel him clean off.

Didn’t dare breathe. Didn’t dare turn his head for fear of overbalancing. 

Instead, heart hammering, he searched the cliff face with his fingertips. He crabbed his hand to the left, seeking anything.

And found a crack.

Burying his fingertips in so hard he felt his nails break, he then brought his other leg up with painstaking care, placing the toes of his boot on the ridge. Raising his left arm, teetering all the while, feeling the terrible pull of the void, he moved his palm up, up, up - until he found another crack.

For a while he simply remained thus, frozen against the frigid rock, thinking over and over again of the laugh Black Evec had given him when he had asked, a fresh-faced recruit, if they need not fear attacks from the rear of the castle, where skilled climbers could make an assault.

“Anybody who tries to climb the Fist deserves the death they’ll get,” Evec had jeered, pipe gripped between his jaws. “You’d have better luck fucking an ax.”

Hugh had chosen not to ask for an elaboration.

“Fuck you, Evec,” he hissed, as he slowly raised himself, straightening his legs, toes gripping the ledge, hips bowing out into the wind, center of gravity growing treacherously outflung. “Fuck you and your metaphors. Your fucking pipe and stupid ass hat. Fuck you and your rotten teeth and the mother that gave… you… birth!”

For a moment he felt himself slip, and his stomach lurched, filled with acid; his throat clenched, and his balls did their level best to burrow into his abdomen. But then he managed to press forward, his whole body pressed to the rock once more, and he exhaled.

“Fuck.” 

The go-to word of choice, it seemed, for all alpine adventurers.

Hugh resumed his shuffling climb, making his way up the new strata, ever higher, ever further out over the ground far below. His hands were soon lacerated by the knife-sharp edges to the black rock, and blood ran down his cheek to his jawline. 

But Hugh ignored the pain, ignored the cold, the cruel wind. He focused on just the next step, the next moment, and paused only occasionally to glance up at the Fist, which never seemed to draw any closer, even as the ground fell away with ever more speed.

He descended into a state of tunnel vision. The forest beyond, the vast sky, even the full scope of the mountain disappeared into a haze. All that existed were the extensions of his handholds, the subtle cracks, the terrifying places where the cliff bulged out, absorbing the ridges for a yard or two and forcing him to use every fricative square inch of his body to cross over.

Time ceased to have meaning. His body ached from the cold, and then, worse yet, ceased to ache.

Only Vispathia’s warmth on his right hand kept him grounded, aware of his body as more than a clutching thing, a spidery improbability on the world’s worst climb.

Then, suddenly, the ridge fell away, the curvature of the mountain becoming pronounced, and Hugh realized he had reached the strata’s top, where it rounded out the promontory upon which the castle stood. The grooves grew deep, the ridges pronounced and sharp, and Hugh was able to squeeze into a recess and there sit, shivering and shaking, numb and blowing into his hands as he stared out blindly over the land beyond.

He was three hundred, maybe three hundred and fifty feet up. So high that the trees were reduced to an inchoate mass, a dark carpet that stretched as far as the eye could see, the canopy limned by moonlight. 

The moon, he realized, had moved a good couple of inches across the sky. He had been climbing for an hour and a half. Inch by painful inch he had scaled to the top, and his mighty arms ached from the effort.

Fuck, he thought. Am I the first to have ever scaled his high?

Nobody to ask, of course. And he doubted the Reavers would be up for chitchat. 

The urge to remain still was beguiling. He was squeezed into the recess, ass resting on three inches of ledge, back hunched under curvature of the ridge above him, feeling gloriously comfortable and safe compared to the climb.

But the cold was seeping into his muscles. If he waited much longer, he would grow stiff.

So, with a reluctant sigh, he eased himself out, reaching above for a handhold, and then, carefully, oh so carefully, turning about to face the rock wall once more.

He sighted upward. The castle loomed massive and immediate, only a score of yards above. So close.

Just one more climb.

The end of the mountain was as rough as the sides had been smooth, as if broken while tearing itself free of the earth. It also made the ridges as sharp as shattered glass. Wincing, Hugh began to climb, feeling the thick calluses of his palms begin to shred.

There was nothing for it; the best he could do was go fast.

Up he climbed, rock crumbling under his toes. There were plenty of handholds now, but they were treacherous and brittle; more than once his grip tore free, so he swung out wide, holding on for dear life with his other hand, eyes wide as he stared out into the abyss.

“Nope,” he’d muttered, though whether to himself, the mountain, or the Hanged God he’d no idea. “Nope, nope, nope.”

Up he went, until at last, at glorious last, he flung an arm over the last outcropping and hauled himself onto the yard of bare rock that extended from the base of the castle wall.

Lifting himself up and over, he sat with his back to the great stone blocks, bleeding hands in his palms, head resting against the wall itself. 

One breath. Two. Then he gritted his jaw and rose to his feet. 

He would rest when the last Reaver was dead.

The castle wall was sheer, but time had taken its toll. He needed but to skirt along to the closest crack, and there climb up to enter the great keep. The rocky skirt that surrounded the base was pitted but firm, and after his treacherous climb it seemed almost luxuriously broad. 

Still, something had arrested his eye. Up in the darkness, at the peak of the Fist, he saw movement. Focusing, he thought he saw a swirl going around the castle’s highest point as if the night itself were forming into a subtle vortex. 

The uppermost third of the Fist was uninhabitable, little more than the hollowed-out exterior wall of the tower that fragmented into arches and gothic windows, shards of the building reaching up to the heavens with ruined grace and beauty. Was some magic being done up there? Or deeper within the Fist, which was twisting some vast spell upon itself?

None of the Reavers were magic users. But this wasn’t the real world. Who knew by what rules his foes would play?

Grimacing, Hugh resumed his shuffle along the wall’s base; when he spotted a likely crack, he crouched and leaped, surging up to grasp a gap in the great blocks and haul himself up. Getting his toes into the crack beneath the block, he leaped again, leapfrogging the titanic blocks of stone, till he was ten yards above the lip.

He didn’t allow himself to ponder the consequences of missing his grip – of falling. Keeping his momentum, he continued leaping and climbing, his resolution grim and total, until at last his hand locked into the base of the crack, and there clung with tenacity.

A final effort and he was up and within the wall itself, perched in the base of that ragged ‘V’, cupped by the rising walls on either side that were two yards thick. 

Finally, he felt safe, but he had simply replaced the dangers of gravity for those of the Reavers. The curtain wall rose only as high as the first third of the keep itself, a good twenty yards, and encircled the bailey, which was mostly gathered before the keep’s front gate, encircling the keep with a swathe of ten yards of paving stones. 

Hugh couldn’t remember how many times he’d been ordered to run laps inside the curtain wall, going around and around the keep till his legs burned and his vision doubled.

A lifetime ago.

Moving forward carefully to the inner edge of the crack, Hugh peered out and examined the bailey. Bare flagstones, the subtle curvature of the keep itself, its arrow-slit windows lit with leaping yellow light.

Hearth light, not that of lanterns. 

The keep towered above him, vertiginous, barely constrained by the curtain wall. The main gate to the left was out of sight, hidden by the keep’s curve. 

There was no sense in rushing. Hugh hunkered down and listened, watched, tried to determine if there were patrols. Even a slow-moving one would take only five or so minutes to make a lap. 

Would Jacinia bother?

Her best play if she knew Hugh was coming was to pull all her warriors together. While logical, the Reavers would find it galling to hunker up and await his attack. They hated Hugh. Despised him. Thought him weak. He couldn’t imagine Dragoslav waiting patiently inside. Nor Black Evec, or Sweet Severin.

No. They were hunters, the Lost Reavers. Men and women driven by pride and hatred. 

They’d not act like sheep, but wolves.

There. Movement. No light, no lanterns to give away their approach. A patrol, four strong, weapons drawn, coming around the side of the keep.

Oh, they were good. Not bunched up, but spread out, two along the keep’s wall, two more ghosting along the curtain wall. No attack would catch them bunched up together. They were armed with short stabbing blades and daggers; wary, little more than lean shadows shifting against the deeper dark. 

Hugh drew back slowly, not wanting to make a sudden movement. Four against one. Piss poor odds, especially when one considered the caliber of these fighters. Each handpicked by Jacinia to join her company. 

They would be aware of this crack, and the fact that they were patrolling around the keep meant they weren’t discounting his climbing up to attack from the rear. Smart. But the base of the crack was ten yards up. They’d pass it by without seeing him. 

Death from above, or creep down behind them to attack from the rear?

They’d be passing below him now. 

There was no time for thought, for a careful plan. 

Time to act.

Hugh drew the springy club from where he’d slid it through his belt behind his back, moved silently to the edge of the crack.

They’d scan the crack as they passed, seek some sign of movement. He had to let them pass. 

He tried to envision their speed, their passage; had to keep them in range of his jump. 

Now.

He leaned forward to stare cautiously down at the flagstones. The patrol had passed by, moving silently on.

Without hesitation, Hugh leaped.

He fell like sweet vengeance upon one of the Reavers who hugged the curtain wall, bringing his club down upon the helm with all his might.

The club was springy, but it crashed down on the dull helm with tremendous force.

The Reaver went down without a cry.

The other three whipped around, blades gleaming, even as Hugh crashed to the ground, turning his fall into a forward roll so that he didn’t break his legs.

Even so, the impact was punishing, and pain flared in his knees, ankles, and left shoulder as they cracked into the ground.

Then he was up and leaping away as the closest Reaver lunged forward to stab at him, blade missing by a fraction of an inch.

Hugh swung the club in a wide arc, seeking to drive the Reaver back, whoever it was, then dropped the club to snatch up the fallen warrior’s blade.

The other two by the keep came charging in, spreading out to not crowd each other, and even as Hugh sought to back away, he found himself pinned against the curtain wall.

Three against one.

Better odds.

The darkness was nearly complete. The Reavers were little more than moving patches of shadow. He couldn’t tell against whom he fought. Not Dragoslav, not Foughtash, not Blind Igocha or Old Wladimir. None of these three hulked like those massive men. 

Any other foes might engage in conversation, issue threats, or promise pain. But the Reavers were too well-trained, their killer instincts overwhelming. 

They had one job, and that was to kill him as quickly and efficiently as possible.

Moving as one, they came at him, rushing in, blades stabbing out.

The best defense was an offense. It was time to bank on his inhuman strength and abilities, to surprise them.

Hugh threw his sword at the Reaver before him, beside the curtain wall. 

Nobody throws a sword in battle.

The Reaver raised his blade to parry the sword, deflecting it only to go down as Hugh barreled into him, tackling the man square in the chest with such force the Reaver was lifted clear off his feet, the breath knocked out of him.

They went down, crashing onto the flagstones, then Hugh was up on all fours, spinning around, scrabbling in the dark for a sword. He found his own, clasped it by the naked blade, and brought it up just in time to parry a downswing, grasping his sword by the base of the blade and the tip.

The Reaver didn’t hesitate, drawing the blade back to stab, and Hugh hurled himself back into a roll. He knew he had to keep moving, keep them chasing him, off-balance, right up until he was ready.

He came up on his feet, unsteady, the other two giving chase, the third he had tackled climbing to his feet. Hugh rose, parrying and blocking as both men launched blistering attacks at him, one hammering blows with all the finesse of a smith, the second darting quick stabs like tongues of flame, over and over again. 

Hugh gave ground rapidly. These two were skilled with the blade. One was a woman - Orefa, perhaps? The second a heavyset man, perhaps Symko, one of Old Wladimir’s crew.

He couldn’t be sure and didn’t care.

Either way, they had to die.

Time to turn the tide.

With a cry, Hugh swept his blade across with all his strength, clattering their swords out of his path through sheer brute force, then lunged in to hammer his brow into the face of the large man.

Slamming his forehead into the Reaver’s helm’s nose guard, he heard bone crunch.

At the same time, he slammed his elbow into the woman’s temple, even as he felt a blade slash across his hip.

For a moment they were tangled, off-center, tightly pressed. Hugh slammed the cross guard of his sword into the woman’s face, took a punch across the jaw from the man, and dropped his blade to wrap his arm around the back of the man’s neck, bringing his head down into a raised knee.

His attention was on the woman’s blade. It snaked out again, but the aim was off. Hugh twisted around and hurled the man into her, feeling the man’s neck snap as he applied too much torque.

Both went down, but that was when the third Reaver came slashing at him, having recovered from the tackle.

But something happened. Immediately after the man died, strength flowed into Hugh’s body, girding his limbs and restoring his stamina. He felt refreshed, stronger than before, then the realization hit him: each time he killed a Reaver, their power would come to him.

And that made all the difference.

He swayed aside from the third man’s chop, moving back and under a horizontal slash, then hopped forward and booted him square in the chest, hard enough to send him staggering.

The woman was trying to disentangle herself from the dead man, gave up, and chose instead to hurl her dagger. 

It flew from her hand to bury itself in Hugh’s thigh.

Hugh plucked it forth and hurled it right back.

The dagger blossomed in her eye, and more strength flowed into Hugh, countering the pain.

The third Reaver fought alone now, his breath coming in sharp pants, his attacks still measured, controlled.

Hugh was unarmed now and had to give ground. He chose to move away from the curtain wall into the open, then hurry back to the Reaver he had dropped with his club. The other man gave chase, but his caution was his undoing; Hugh snatched the fallen Reaver’s dagger from his hip, gripped it by the tip, and hurled it at the Reaver.

The man cursed and jerked aside. Hugh plowed into him a second later, hitting him so hard across the chin that the man’s neck snapped as he went down.

And like that the fight was over. 

Hugh felt more strength flood into him. Three times he’d been boosted, which meant the man he’d clubbed was still alive. 

Grim, he limped over to the fallen figure, placed one knee between his shoulder blades, and broke his neck with a jerk.

More power.

Hugh let out a deep exhalation as the pain fell away. His leg still bled, but the wound felt distant. 

By Fortuna, he’d not felt this good in ages. The strength of four lesser Reavers was enough to make him feel his old self. He slid a dagger into the top of each boot, a third into his belt, and took a blade for each hand.

He paused. One of the corpses lay on its side, face upturned to the moon. Dziec. One of the quieter members of the group, charming in his own quiet way, humorous, and always backing down from the challenges of the seniors. Sandy-haired, square-jawed, eyes blank now as they stared up at nothing.

He considered checking the identities of the other three. Why bother? But then again, knowing who was left, whom he faced, could be of real value.

So he turned the corpses around, stared at their visages in the dark. Maska, a slender, sociable young woman, her sharp tongue his bane when he had first joined, always ready to offer criticism for any slight. Sidorko with his blind ideals that had no place in that dread company, his warmth and friendliness mocked by the others into silence. And Mikita, thoughtful, sincere, a team player, as patient as she was proud.

None had been close to him. He had no close memories with any of them, but still, he felt chilled. They had been his brothers and sisters in arms, once. He had sworn to defend their lives with his own. Now they lay doubly dead, murdered in the depths of his soul.

“Know peace,” he whispered. It was all he could offer them.

So saying, he began to creep back around the keep, following the way they had come. Patrols of four. There would probably be another coming around at any moment. One or two would be watching the gate; that was half their number. 

The rest would be inside or placed on lookout duty. 

Rounding the keep wall, getting closer to the front, Hugh sensed movement moments before he was hit.

From above.

A swift descent, like a hawk plunging upon him.

But he was no fucking rabbit.

Without a sound he hurled himself into a forward roll and hit the ground hard, the roll turning into more of a sprawl. Crashing down onto his back, he looked up to see Evassier land where he’d been a moment ago, blade slashing through the empty air.

A second later and he’d have fallen prey to the melancholic assassin.

Before Hugh could rise, the assassin was on him, lunging down, one hand behind the hilt of his short stabbing blade to punch it into Hugh’s chest.

No chance to roll aside. 

All Hugh could do was reach up to grasp the man’s wiry wrists and stop the downward stab an inch from his skin. 

Evassier’s stoic face was carved with effort, eyes narrowed, lips pulled into a silent snarl. He placed his whole weight behind the blade, leaning hard to drive it into Hugh and skewer him to the ground.

Hugh felt the large muscles along his arm writhe like massive snakes about his bones. Were he not infused with the strength of four dead Reavers, he would have had no chance.

But an unholy force burned within him. Evassier managed to drive the blade’s point down an inch, then a second. 

Then stopped.

Evassier drew back a fraction, a second’s reprieve, but it was only so he could throw himself down upon the hilt once more, to force it through Hugh’s resistance and kill him cold.

The assassin might as well have thrown himself down on the flagstones.

“Not good enough,” hissed Hugh. Muscles writhing in effort, he began to straighten his arms.

Evassier’s eyes widened then narrowed again. Just before Hugh could wrest him aside, pull him down, the assassin disengaged, drew back, and pulled a slender rod from his belt.

Hugh kipped up to his feet.

Evassier unspooled a length of black thread which attached a small leaden ball to the top of the rod, then thumbed a catch at the sphere’s base which caused razor-sharp flanges to pop free.

“Gonna flense you,” whispered the assassin. “Time to pay, Hugh.”

Hugh rolled one shoulder, then cracked his neck. “Never knew you to talk this much before a killing.”

“Times change,” said Evassier, and began to whir the ball about on its length of cord, allowing it to extend out a yard. In a matter of seconds, it was blurring through the night air, buzzing as it went. “Been many a long night I’ve dreamed of telling what a tragedy you are.”

“Tragedy?” asked Hugh, drawing his short sword. “That’s a new one.”

“Tragedy,” confirmed Evassier. “You had potential. Then you not only pissed it all away but turned into a walking heresy. You deserve a week-long death, but I guess I’ll have to settle for a quick one.”

“Not if you keep talking,” said Hugh. “You really have changed -”

Again, his sixth sense kicked in, a sound he barely registered, rushing at him from behind. 

Hugh sidestepped, and a dagger lanced through where he’d stood, a lightning-fast jab that would have ribboned his kidneys. Hugh brought an elbow down on the arm, seeking to crack bone, but Evassier launched his whip flange at him, sending it flying right at Hugh’s head; he was forced to jerk back before his face was torn clear off.

Sweet Severin recovered himself from his foiled backstab with admirable ease. He glided back and away, out of Hugh’s reach.

Hugh dropped into a defensive crouch as Evassier moved out wide, whip flange once more whirring about his head, its length now three yards out, moaning as it tortured the air.

“So that’s why you were chatting,” said Hugh, wanting to kick himself for not seeing it before. “Shoulda known.”

Evassier said nothing, gauging Hugh’s stance.

Sweet Severin was a sociopath, a creepy killer, as amoral as a flesh-eating fish, distrusted by all and loathed by most; but his ability with his knives had kept him in the company long after most would have been tossed out.

Which meant -

Severin’s arm flickered, and a knife flew at Hugh’s face. A feint, for a second blade would be tossed low to catch him in the gut when he ducked.

At the same time, Evassier launched his whip flange out in a horizontal blur, timing it to catch Hugh’s head in the temple when he ducked down.

A perfectly coordinated combination that would destroy nine out of ten men right out.

But Hugh knew the truth behind Evassier’s favorite toy; its true utility lay within its ability to intimidate and unbalance. Even canny foes would lose their footing and wits when faced with such a strange and malevolent weapon. 

But if one leaned into it, and accepted the pain it brought, much of its efficacy was negated.

Hugh swayed aside instead of ducking, taking the second dagger in the thigh instead of the gut and allowed Evassier’s toy to crack into his heavily muscled back instead of his temple.

With one hand, Hugh caught hold of the cord and yanked; Evassier released easily, too smart to hold on and be unbalanced.  Ignoring the pain and weakness blossoming in his thigh, Hugh hurled himself at Severin before the youth could hurl more knives.

The sociopath backpedaled, daggers appearing as if by magic in his hand. But Hugh whipped Evassier’s toy about his head and brought the hilt scything down upon the youth; Severin took the blow across the cheek as he threw another blade at Hugh.

This one took him in the shoulder, then Hugh was on him, smashing into the slender boy with the force of a landslide. He couldn’t forget about Evassier; he had to dispatch Severin quickly, and smashed an elbow into the boy’s throat, lifting him off the ground and hurling him back even as Evassier closed on his flank.

It was brutal, close work from then on. Evassier’s blade work was flawless, complemented by knees and headbutts, but Hugh refused to back away. He fought him  head-on, and when Severin joined in the fight, dying from his crushed trachea but forcing himself on, Hugh lost all track of conscious thought and allowed his body to act for him.

His blade was a living sliver of mercury, a flickering dart of lightning, parrying and blocking and pressing at his two skilled foes. His left arm was weakened by one dagger, his right thigh by the second, but the power of the dead Reavers fueled him, allowing him to push the two murders back, battering at their blades with ungodly force.

Severin was losing strength, face going dark as he died from the throat wound, attacks growing more erratic.

Hugh saw an opening and took it. His blade slashed across Severin’s face, cutting through both eyes and the bridge of the youth’s nose. 

Severin made a gagging sound and fell away.

Evassier sought to lunge in, but Hugh turned his blade with a smack of his palm and crashed his elbow into the man’s face, crumpling the architecture of his skull.

Both went down.

Two stabs and both were dead.

Power flooded into Hugh, easing the pain of his wounds, renewing his vigor, clearing his vision which had narrowed. 

Heaving deep breaths, Hugh staggered away from the corpses. He could scarcely believe them dead. Such cold-blooded killers. In life, they had seemed unstoppable. Even here, against his fortified self, they had nearly been so.

Hugh pulled the daggers from his shoulder and thigh. Cutting strips of cloth from Severin’s pant leg, he bound his thigh as best he could.

There was not much he could do about his shoulder.

He knew his strength to be deceiving. Beneath his growing sense of invulnerability was a growing weakness caused by blood loss.

He had to hurry. Should he tarry too long, he would collapse without realizing he was at death’s door.

A search of Severin’s body turned up eight more daggers on a cunningly wrought baldric. He undid the leather belt, slung it over one shoulder, and buckled it tight. It fit badly, but that didn’t matter. 

Six Reavers dead, twenty-four to go, and he was already ragged and cut up. 

With a final deep breath, Hugh straightened.

Time to kill some more Reavers.

Rounding the last of the keep’s curvature, he saw the front gate. The Doom Gullet, the Reaver’s called it. Eight figures stood before it, at the ready, facing out in all directions, scanning the approach of the main road before them as well as watching the wings.

Hugh drew back slowly. 

Eight men would have been tough.

Eight Reavers was nigh impossible.

He placed four daggers in his left hand, holding them by their tips so they fanned out like cards and held a fifth in his right. 

Backing away from the keep, he faded to the curtain wall, then edged along until the Doom Gullet crept back into sight.

The Reavers stood twenty yards away, far outside the normal range of a throwing knife.

A final steadying breath, and Hugh began to throw.

The second knife was in the air before the first hit, the third flung as the first smashed into a Reaver’s neck. 

No screams of alarm or shock sounded as they began to drop. These were Reavers. 

A flood of power filled Hugh as one of the Reavers died. The second blade slammed into a Reaver’s chest, wounding but not killing; the third blade took a Reaver in the face, point slicing across bone and sinking through the cheek to impale the back of his throat and gullet.

Three Reavers dead or distracted. The other five would orient, just so, blades drawn, come charging at him.

One thing about the Reavers. Their penchant for watching foes die close at hand meant a preference for close combat. 

Their undoing, now.

Hugh drew a blade from the baldric and hurled it. He threw the remaining two daggers in his off hand, one after the other. 

The charge faltered as the unnaturally powerful casts buried daggers to the hilt in chests, crotches, and faces.

The remaining two came at him full tilt. Blind Igocha, Hugh realized, square-shouldered and shaggy like a yak; the other a slender shadow, could have been any number of the remaining foes.

Hugh darted back along the inside of the wall, drawing the two after him and out of sight of the Doom Gullet. Igocha came at him like a force of nature, huge club swinging at his head. Hugh reversed direction stepped into the swing so that Igocha’s arm swept over his shoulder, then caught hold of the massive arm and hip-checked him.

Igocha’s momentum carried him right over Hugh’s shoulder to crash onto his back before him.

A line of fire opened across his back even as Hugh continued to turn, the second Reaver nearly slashing him open from shoulder to shoulder. 

Hugh closed his fingers about the slender wrist and crushed it. Hauling the man - no, woman - forward, he slammed his fist into her chest, shattering ribs and sending broken fragments of bone into her heart.

She was dead before she hit the floor.

More strength, more power. 

Shivering, growing feverish, mind racing, Hugh swept his knee across Igocha’s head as the massive man sought to rise, shattering bone and breaking his neck.

Igocha went back down, and more power came rushing in.

“Fortuna wept,” reveled Hugh, who had gone so long without this delirium of excess, of overwhelming might. How many Reavers had died now? Nine? Ten? 

Wanting to laugh, to weep, Hugh exploded back around the keep to descend upon the wounded Reavers like a meteor. The men and women were drawing back, pulling daggers from their bodies, limping and bleeding. 

Hugh’s blade was like a scythe through wheat. No matter how talented they were, no one Reaver could stand against him when he bore the might of so many. 

In quick succession, the others died. It was mere butchery. 

Hugh blinked, and he was surrounded by corpses. 

Fourteen Reavers were dead, and he felt like his skin was burning, his mind racing down into a vortex, his spirit seeking to break free of its mortal shell.

He felt invincible, a servant of the Hanged God, a bringer of death.

He strode through the massive portal into the keep. “Jacinia? Where are you? Come! I bring you the death you longed for!”

The portal opened straight into the great hall. How many feasts had he devoured here, how many barrels of ale, how many celebrations and acts of debauchery had he seen take place beneath this raftered ceiling? With its hearth massive enough to roast an entire cow, its huge trestle tables, its faded banners of glory, it was a long hall fit for a bloody-fisted jarl, a king of old, an emperor of simpler, crueler times.

What he saw stopped Hugh in his tracks.

Birandillo, his body laid out on the stone floor, skull crushed as if it had been caught within a vise. 

The twins, Jaro and Marko, torn apart as if by a storm of blades.

More corpses, a trail leading toward the dais at the back of the hall upon which the greatest trestle table stood, where the Reavers’ leaders sat during the feasts.

Where only two Reavers now stood, surrounded by more corpses.

There was Akilina, head pulverized. Terey, arm torn from his shoulder. Old Wladimir. Kuryan. Even massive Foughtash, his bear-like form hewed from shoulder to hip.

So many dead. Blood gleaming everywhere. 

A trail of viscera and gore leading to where Jacinia and Dragoslav stood, eyeing each other warily, arms painted red past the elbows.

Dragoslav held Black Evec aloft in one hand, easily hefting the old man’s weight. The man’s floppy hat had fallen, revealing his graying mop of hair, and even as Dragoslav turned to consider Hugh, he cracked Evec’s neck as one might a rabbit’s, tossing the body aside.

No rush of power came to Hugh.

At Jacinia’s feet lay Kevanir, hands clutched to his chest where a knife lay buried between his ribs.

The pair of them had slaughtered their fellows, had done so with terrible power. 

That left just the three of them. 

“And there he is,” rasped Dragoslav, tossing Black Evec away. “Come crawling in out of the cold.”

Jacinia curved a lock of bloody hair behind her ear, then rubbed the back of her hand across her lips, smearing blood. Her eyes were alight with a delirious delight, and Hugh saw madness glimmering in their depths.

Dragoslav might be up for every depth of depravity, but had Jacinia gone too far?

“It’s come to this, then,” she said, stepping over Kevanir’s corpse and drawing her slender blade from its scabbard. “The three of us are all that remain.”

“We can end this now,” said Hugh. “You wanted freedom from this bondage, right? Let me kill you both and you can follow the others to the Ashen Garden right now.”

But it was futile. Their eyes were flat and bright like those of hunting dogs, interested in nothing more than the kill. Their bloodlust was up. But more than that - it was intertwined with their loathing of him, their bone-deep hatred.

Dragoslav laughed, the sound deep and cruel in his barrel chest. “You think that’s how it’s going to go, fox-fucker? You’re dumber than you look.”

“Guess not,” said Hugh, swiping blood off his sword and moving toward them. “Was worth a try.”

“We’re going to kill you slow,” continued Dragoslav, stepping down off the dais. “We’ve spent months, years, eons trapped in the dark. A week or two more, while we make you eat your own flesh, won’t hurt.”

Jacinia was moving out wide. Moving like a panther, all loose, easy grace, her eyes locked on him as she put a trestle table between them.

They had killed, what, seven Reavers between them? They had come at him faster and harder than anyone had ever done before, barring Morwyn.

Maybe.

Dragoslav’s presence seemed to consume the air, his craggy features carved as if by the winds of time, his heavy, muscled body moving with deceptive lethargy. By the gods, Hugh had feared this man while he lived, and now, in death, he found that old fear curling back up his spine.

But he wasn’t that callow youth any longer.

Dragoslav let out a roar as he burst forward, blade slashing forth with enough force to carve a tree in twain. Hugh feinted, made as if to parry, then spun away, allowing Dragoslav’s charge to carry him by, even as Jacinia leaped over the table and came at him, her war cry shaking the rafters, blade faster than he could follow.

But Hugh parried it anyway, deflected it at an oblique angle, then both were on him, attacking with blistering speed, driving him back, multiple swings and stabs coming at his face, chest, and thighs each second. 

For a moment it was all Hugh could do to keep from being cut into ribbons, and he gave ground, blade leaping about his body like a protective shield of iron, sparks flying each time one of Dragoslav’s hammering blows landed, sending shivers up Hugh’s arm.

They fought like that for what felt like an eternity, each Reaver maintaining the pressure, keeping him on his heels, driving him back, back, till he realized he was but a yard from the wall. 

Taking a ragged breath, Hugh smashed Jacinia’s blade aside, ducked under Dragoslav’s swing, then threw himself into a roll and back toward the center of the room. He came up with one of Severin’s daggers in hand, which he hurled at Dragoslav’s face.

The man batted it from the air contemptuously as he turned to track Hugh’s escape.

“Take his far flank,” said Jacinia, voice cold and hard. “Pincer on my mark.”

“Sure,” rumbled Dragoslav, and then, almost contemptuously, he stabbed her in the side. 

Jacinia spasmed in shock, turning to him wide-eyed as he clasped her around the throat. 

“You fool,” she gasped, blood coming to her lips.

“A shame I never got to fuck you,” said Dragoslav, raising her off the ground as he pushed his blade deeper into her side. “Always thought you’d be a good lay. Be seeing you, captain.”

“Bastard.” Jacinia struggled, but more blood came to her mouth.

Hugh stared, shocked, as Dragoslav brought her close to kiss her, pushing his tongue hard into her mouth even as he twisted the blade; he then tossed aside her corpse and turned to grin at him.

“You fucking monster,” said Hugh.

“Just figuring it out, are you boy?” Dragoslav licked Jacinia’s blood from his lips and exhaled in pleasure. “Ah, there it is. Power. This what you’ve been enjoying all this time?”

Hugh reached down and plucked up a second blade, not bothering to answer.

“Can see why you’d get addicted. What’s it like to fuck something while riding this kick? Bet you can really make them scream.”

Hugh shook his head and moved closer. “Sooner I rid the world of your foulness the better.”

“You still think you can?” Dragoslav grinned, and his frame seemed to swell. “By my reckoning, we’ve killed fourteen of the Reavers each. Which means it's your skill versus my own. And you were never my equal, boy. Not even close.”

“Times have changed, Drago. Let me show you some of what I’ve learned.”

“You’ve learned nothing but degeneracy, Hugh.” Dragoslav drew his sword in close and leaned forward, ready. “Time to show you what a true Reaver can do.”

Hugh yelled as he lunged forward, feinting at the man’s face before stabbing low at his gut. Dragoslav parried so hard Hugh’s first blade went out wide, and he barely managed to deflect the Reaver’s follow-up with his second blade.

It was like fighting a stone wall. A granite boulder. Every cut, every slash, every stab was deflected. And returned, with such punishing force that soon his blades were notched and his arms numb, despite his overwhelming strength.

Despite the power of fourteen Reavers, the feverish intensity it gifted him, the same ability with which he had destroyed Aleksandr before.

Now, it was insufficient. Dragoslav drove him across the hall, his every blow so fast Hugh could barely deflect it, each hitting with the force of a battering ram. 

Worse yet was Dragoslav’s smile. 

The man was toying with him. 

Hugh’s confidence began to slip. 

Immediately he summoned his fury, his outrage, his determination, and pushed back, sought to turn the tide.

He might as well have tried to stop an avalanche with opened arms.

Dragoslav had become a force of nature. His eyes burned so brightly, they left smears behind in the air, and he loomed ever larger, a hulking mass of terrifying hatred and power that was crushing Hugh to the ground.

“That it?” asked the monster. “That the best you can do? I’m fucking disappointed.”

Hugh didn’t have the breath to answer.

“Enough with the games,” said Dragoslav. “Time for pain.”

And his next blow fell so hard upon Hugh’s blade that it shattered his sword and dug in deep into Hugh’s arm, nearly severing it above the elbow.

Hugh bit back a scream and went to parry, but Dragoslav batted his sword aside and chopped off his hand.

Hugh’s second blade fell to the ground.

“See?” rasped Dragoslav. “You are weak. In body and mind. Your soul rotted by your sympathies for the fae. Weak, little Hugh. Even with the strength of fourteen of our brothers and sisters, you remain pathetic.”

Hugh staggered back, his body numb with shock, blood coursing from his grievous wounds. “Don’t lie to me.”

Dragoslav raised a shaggy eyebrow. “Lie?”

“You don’t give a shit about the fae.” Hugh’s thoughts spun as he sought a way to defeat the man yet. “You never did.”

Dragoslav tried not to grin, then failed. “What makes you say that?”

“What you did to them. The murders. Massacres. Rapes. You’d have done the same to humans if you’d thought you could get away with it.”

The Reaver pretended to consider, obviously at his ease. “Why, I do believe you’re right. What a grand life I led. I wager I lived more in my short forty-two years than a hundred men live over the course of a full life. Each day vital. Each moment purposeful. And nothing made me feel more alive than the mastery over another’s life. To fuck a woman so hard I broke her pelvic cradle.”

Hugh’s vision was growing dark. Not much more time. A gamble. A final, desperate wager. 

“Lies,” he whispered. “You were weak. Terrified. And still are.”

Dragoslav’s brow lowered. “You think me weak? Even now?”

“Pathetic.” His vision was narrowing to a tunnel. “You turned to pain because you feared life. Of love. Weak, Dragoslav. You enjoyed pain, but that… that was nothing compared to love. You lived like an animal. Animal passions. But never… never felt what it meant to be human. To love. To be loved -”

“You’re making me sick with that talk,” growled the massive man.

Hugh fought to stand tall, only able to do so with the stolen strength from those he had killed. “So pathetic. Playing the monster because you were too afraid of asking for a hug.”

Dragoslav’s mouth twisted into an ugly sneer. “Enough of this idiocy. Want to see strength? I’ll show you how it’s done!”

With a roar, the Reaver Hugh had feared all his life stepped in and swung his blade like a club, swinging it with such strength that it cleaved right into Hugh’s side, cutting through bone, through organs, through all his slab-like muscles, right to the core.

Hugh felt the world skew, but even so, he grinned up at the bestial face leering down at him.

“Thank you.”

Dragoslav frowned. “The fuck you -”

With the last of his impossible strength, Hugh brought his shattered blade up and around, the blow made clumsy by his mangled arm, but strong enough to tear through Dragoslav’s throat.

The massive man staggered back in shock, hands going to his ruined neck.

For a moment they stood there, staring at each other, then Hugh staggered back and fell onto the closest bench, Dragoslav’s blade still embedded deep in his chest.

The Reaver stood, swaying, blood pouring out from between his fingers. Gurgling, eyes bulging, he tried to approach Hugh, but his legs gave out and he fell to his knees.

“Die,” rasped Hugh, feeling his strength flooding out from him, vision darkening further.

Dragoslav, growled, a wet, bubbling sound, and tried to rise. 

Failed.

Long moments stretched out between them. Hugh glared at the monster, willing for him to topple over. Blood was still pouring out from between his fingers, soaking his front.

Hugh couldn’t feel his legs, and his body felt jellied and distant. Shivers and feverish waves of heat washed through him, then it all began to feel as if it were coming from further and further away.

“Die,” he whispered, trying to push Dragoslav with the force of his gaze alone.

The Reaver swayed, face growing pale from blood loss, and finally sagged down, falling to his side.

Just got to hold on, thought Hugh. Just got to hold on so he dies first. Stay calm. Stay… stay focused. Don’t… don’t…

But his vision was growing dark, his thoughts clouded. He felt as if he were falling down a shaft, into darkness, soothing and cold.

Comforting. 

He wanted so badly to close his eyes. 

To just let go.

But one thing kept him grounded, kept the fog from stealing over his mind completely.

The feeling of Vispathia’s warm hand upon his own.

Even as he grew colder, he focused on that touch. Focused with all his might.

Dragoslav shivered, tried to speak. 

The puddle of blood that had spread out around him was large enough to drown the world. 

Die, thought Hugh. Just… die.

They stared at each other, both on the cusp of death. 

Then Dragoslav’s lips curled into a ghastly smile. 

Fuck you, Hugh saw him mouth, moments before his eyes grew clouded and the last spark of life faded from their depths. 


Chapter Eight

 

 

 

Hugh floated in the void. Darkness all around, within him, without him. No thought, no struggle, no goals, no pain. Just a sense of peace. Of having reached the peak, of having given his all, and at the last: conquered.

Mind tranquil, body soothed, he floated in the darkest waters of deepest night. Suspended as if a fathom drowned, body gently curled, hair a cloud about his face, wounds washed away, cradled and supported and loved.

Then, in the distance, a star. A blink of light, barely discernible, drawing his focus, causing his eyelids to narrow as he sought to bring it into focus.

Growing closer.

Drawing toward him from the gulfs of time and space, racing through the ethers. Not a star. A being. A person.

But not human.

He watched it approach, bemused, too comfortable to feel concern. Watched that nova speck fly toward him and resolve itself into the Thavma, her mundane body replaced by glory, a vision of her true self. 

She was statuesque, her hair a mantle of luxurious purple so dark it bled into the void, her skin still ashen but her features now refined, elegant, maternal. Clad in black and purple robes affixed with rubies, draped about her voluptuous form as if to adorn and not clothe, she was alluring and majestic, a goddess stepped down from the heavens. Full lips were painted dark, her eyes heavy-lidded, her expression halfway between sorrowing and speculative. 

Hugh found himself straightening from his curve, turning to meet her full-on, heart hammering in his chest. Was this as she truly was? This seven-foot tall being, square-shouldered, in whose eyes constellations seemed to be constantly falling away?

“You have found it within yourself to claim your strength,” said the Thavma, voice rich with power. “You are now come into your own.”

Hugh knew not what to say, and so remained silent.

“The power that was meant for you alone is now concentrated in your spirit. When you awaken you shall be the Adamtus, imbued with the might of the Thavma, the Moon and Stars. You shall be hated by your people, loathed by your kind. Yet you shall walk in glory, and where you stretch forth your hand, miracles shall take place. You know not what you have become, but soon you will. And then it will be too late. Never shall you return to your former life. Never will you blend in with the crowd. Henceforth you are marked by the World Tree and the fae, and shall be recognized as their savior, the bringer of justice and fire, of blood and tears. Your path shall be a lonely one, Hugh of Stasiek, and the world shall tremble in your passage.”

Hugh absorbed these words, not truly comprehending, mesmerized by the Thavma’s majestic beauty, the ring of her words echoing in his mind.

“Why me?”

“Why not?”

He cracked a smile. “Not good enough.”

Her own eyes reflected his amusement. “No. There is more to it. You have within you the makings of greatness. Always did. A sense of the world being more. Of opportunities to which others were blind. Your soul is great, far greater than that of normal men. Even as you committed atrocities, as you failed yourself, you held some precious part of you back, sheltered your soul, and did not give yourself fully to the darkness.”

“I can’t be the only human like that.”

“You are not. But you are the only one about whom the strands of fate have clung, whispering in mine ear that you were the one, the Adamtus. Why were you chosen? Why does the sun set in the west each evening in a welter of gore? Because it does, and you were, and now here we are.”

“What… what must I do?”

“That is for you to discover. For you to decide. Terrible power is now yours to command. You shall exercise an authority over life and death that even emperors cannot grasp. Think wisely on your course of action. You shall change the fate of your nation, of your people, and thousands shall perish at your command. But you are equal to the task. The power would not be yours if you weren’t.”

Hugh frowned, pondering her words. “The Reavers… they are gone to the Ashen Garden?”

“That realm is beyond my kenning. It is a human wasteland, where your people’s souls go to wither beneath a twilight sun. Were the Reavers ever truly in your soul? Or did you but see their ghosts, created by your guilt, barriers that your soul erected to protect you from your fate? I cannot say.”

“Wait,” said Hugh, a jolt of alarm passing through him. “You’re saying that I… invented the Reavers? That they were never really within me?”

The Thavma’s gaze held pity and compassion. 

“No,” said Hugh. “They were too real. Their hatred, their… vileness. I spoke with them, fought against them…”

The Thavma shrugged her ashen shoulders, causing her robes to part and sway alluringly. “Does it matter? Whatever they were, they are gone, and you are now yourself alone. Revel in that solitude, Hugh of Stasiek, and think hard on what it means to be your own man. For the time has come for you to impose your will. For you to be the Adamtus.”

So saying, she floated to him, drew him to her, and pulled him into an embrace, pressing her lips to his own. They were ice cold; suddenly he felt as if he were drowning in frigid waters, his lungs filling with dirty gray ice water even as a terrible fire burned in his loins. He kissed her fiercely back, lost and bewildered, lusting and alone.

And then he awoke, and was once more upon the altar, his body drenched in sweat, his heart racing as if to escape the Hanged God himself.

“Hugh!” Vispathia’s tone betrayed her relief, and she squeezed his hand, never having let go. 

For a brief moment, Hugh felt nothing but an equal relief, a joy to gaze upon Vispathia’s glorious form; then the world came swirling into him, colors pouring down from the heaven in a vortex, leeched from every leaf, every bough, from Vispathia herself, rising in a flood from the rocks and loam, cascading down from the hidden sky, to smash into him like the greatest wave of surf. 

Hugh screamed as he was torn apart, feeling his ribs cracked asunder, his chest torn open to reveal his beating heart and palpitating lungs. Back arching, he screamed, and the world replied, pouring into his open mouth, suffocating him, smothering him, his mind racing, a thousand images flickering before his eyes, images alien and otherworldly.

Scenes of horror, scenes of love. Wars and lovemaking, homes being built, trees thrusting forth from the ground to become saplings, babes clutched by the ankles and dashed against walls by smiling soldiers. Sunrises and world-ending storms, oxen yoked to the plow, hammers battering out blades. Cries of pain melding with screams of ecstasy which became the yowls of newborns brought forth from the womb. Children smiled and ran, the elderly closed their eyes for the last time and sank into the dirt. Loaves were drawn forth from ovens, coffins nailed shut, men hefted axes, women spun their looms, men butchered the animals of the field as women laughed and danced in rings about bonfires hidden in the depths of the woods.

And more. The fae, ethereal, impossibly beautiful, celebrating in timeless courts, raising goblets of mead to the moon, singing songs of heartbreak and wonder, closing their eyes to sleep away the millennia, watching mortals from the shadowed corners. Bulls rising to their rear legs to carouse with the trees, mathematical angles failing and causing the world to fold, colors bleeding into each other, shapes losing definition, everything malleable, nothing distinct from anything else, all connected, all a vast and seething ocean of creation and death -

“Hugh!” Vispathia held his face between her hands, had been calling his name, drawing him back from the depths of his mind. “Hugh, it’s all right, you’re safe, you’re safe!”

Others were rushing down the slopes of the hollow. Morwyn, blade drawn, Anastasia face frozen with shock. Zarja, eyes wide with concern, Katharzina, the fae knights, Trofim - all rushing to his side.

“I’m fine,” he said, and in the aftermath of that visual flood, he realized that he was. A great bell pealed within his mind, within his soul, and after there was only silence. He turned to stare at the Thavma’s cave, and wasn’t surprised to see it gone, the rocky slope undisturbed.

“Hugh?” Morwyn spoke, breathless, voice taut with urgency. “What happened? What…”

She trailed off, eyes growing wide.

The others, he saw, had also staggered to a stop at the sight of him. Musing, he looked at his hands. They were ever his own, plain and strong, fingers blunt and strong, palms callused and made hard by decades of weapon working.

But he knew, even without seeing, why they stopped and stared in wonder.

He was grown different, could feel a diffused sense of power hanging about him like some imperial robe. An invisible mantle of might. Soft and persuasive, just waiting to be used.

“It worked,” breathed Zarja, stepping forward to take his hand between her own. “You did it. You banished the Reavers.”

“Or myself,” he said.

She looked confused, but he smiled away her questions. “Yes. I passed the Thavma’s trial. And am now become… what did she call it? The Adamtus. Whatever that may mean.”

Vispathia’s pearlescent eyes widened in shock. “She said that?”

“She did.”

“Then…” And to his shock, she stepped back and dropped to her knees. Falling into the deepest bow, she pressed her brow into the dirt. 

Zarja did the same, followed immediately by the three fae knights.

“Hugh?” Morwyn’s voice betrayed uncertainty, confusion, some measure of fear. “What the fuck is going on?” 

“I don’t know,” he said, sliding off the altar, wanting to be on his two feet on solid ground.

“The Adamtus,” said Zarja, her whisper one of awe. “A figure out of our legends.” Her brow was still pressed into the loam, her face hidden. “Our savior. He who shall rend the earth and water the roots of the World Tree with the blood of our foes.”

“Zarja, get up,” said Hugh, reaching down to take her arm. She unwillingly allowed herself to be hauled up to her feet - and it was then that Hugh noticed his formidable strength. She weighed nothing, less than a down pillow. It wasn’t the feverish, burning might he’d drunk from the Reavers, but something deeper, more concentrated, more in tune with his own body. As if instead of a forest fire raging through his limbs, there now coursed a wide and profoundly deep river, unstoppable yet calm.

“Zarja.” He held her by both arms. “It’s just me. Hugh. You know me. Stop acting like I’m different.”

Her eyes were wide with fear, with awe. “But you are different, Hugh. You are the Adamtus. The one foretold. When I saw the strands of fate weft about you back in the Rusalka, I never guessed, couldn’t have known… that you would become…”

Hugh let go of her in exasperation. “Morwyn? Anastasia? Do I look any different to you?”

“Nothing overt,” said Anastasia, frowning. “But there’s definitely been a change. I… it’s as if… I know it doesn’t make sense, but it’s as if you were surrounded by an aura of rainbow hues. Iridescent and powerful.”

“You’re right,” said Hugh. “That doesn’t make sense. Morwyn?”

“One way to find out,” she said. And without warning, she swiped her blade at his face. 

Hugh swayed back easily, the tip passing a fraction of an inch before his face. 

Morwyn frowned, stepped in closer, and stabbed again, a square jab right at his chest.

Hugh turned so the blade slid past him harmlessly. She was moving so slowly. He could simply reach up, like so, and close his hand about her own where it grasped the hilt of her blade. He could hold it gently and prevent her from swinging again.

Morwyn snarled as she sought to break free, but she might as well have encased her hand in stone. 

“For real this time,” he said, releasing her. “Come at me with everything you’ve got.”

“Don’t!” said Vispathia, rising in alarm. “He is the Adamtus!”

“Adamtus, my ass,” said Morwyn, and with a deep breath, she lowered her chin, settled her shoulders, and really came at him.

But it was as if she were fighting in honey. He saw the effort she was expending, the way she was forcing her body to go faster, her clenched jaw, the tautness of her muscles, but if anything, she seemed to move slower. 

Hugh avoided her slashes, chops, and stabs without difficulty. With each passing moment she seemed to slow down further; the world around her, the eyes of his companions widening in fear and amazement, their words, grew slurred.

But something else caught his attention. A presence, diffuse and all around them. In the soil beneath their feet, in the leaves overhead, sluggishly rising within the trees. Cold and dormant within the altar, and deeper yet within the great stones beneath the loam. 

A sense of agency, of awareness. Alien and still, flowing and frozen, a dozen varieties. The world itself. And just as he could sense it, he realized the world was sensing him. The trees somehow becoming aware of his presence, bending their thoughts to him, the earth beneath his feet noticing his tread.

If he but reached out, could he connect, speak with…?

Pain lanced through his shoulder. Frowning, he looked down and saw Morwyn’s blade cutting through his flesh, the length of her sword limned in purple fire so faint it was barely visible. The cut was slow, as if she were precision-slicing a haunch of meat. 

Hugh stepped away from the cut, and beads of his blood hung suspended in the air.

Morwyn fell back, gasping for breath, and time resumed its normal course, everybody seeming to snap back into reality, cries and shouts clamoring all about them.

“Hugh! Are you all right?” Anastasia was by his side, staring wide-eyed at the gash in his shoulder, hands fumbling blindly in a pouch at her side for gauze.

“What were you thinking?” cried Zarja, her voice raised in unusual passion. “Were you trying to kill him?”

Morwyn was staring at Hugh, eyes wide and gaze locked, expression numb and intent, face flushed.

“My fault,” said Hugh. “I became… distracted.”

At this everyone stopped to regard him.

“Distracted?” asked Anastasia, a roll of gauze halfway around his cut. “Morwyn was trying to kill you.”

“Yeah, sorry. I sensed… I don’t know how to put it. But sorry about that. My fault.”

“Distracted?” Morwyn’s voice was a low hiss. “I couldn’t get close to you. I reached as deep as I dared for the Hanged God, and you’re saying I only hit you because you stopped paying attention?”

Hugh rubbed at the back of his head. “Something like that.”

“Enough,” said Vispathia, rising to her feet. “We must away from the Goat’s Wood before darkness falls. It would be disrespectful to do otherwise. Then, when we are safely encamped, we shall tell you the legend of the Adamtus, and what it means for him to have come again.”

Nobody could argue with either her logic or authority, so everybody grabbed their packs and filed out of the woods, moving in silence, occasionally darting looks Hugh’s way.

He walked, preoccupied, trying to recapture that sense of the world being alive around him. Playing again the words of the Thavma in his mind, trying to understand. To figure out what had just happened, what he had become.

There were no easy answers.

They walked for an hour, leaving the copse of ancient trees behind them, and returned to the ghostly realm in which Vispathia shielded them from the world. Katharzina didn’t engage her traveling spell, having fallen quiet alongside the others, so they traversed the hummocked plain until they found a patch of dry, high ground held together by the wizened roots of an oak tree. 

There they made camp, lighting a fire in a hollow and crowding around, a tight circle whose faces were lit by the cheery orange glow of the flickering flames, even as dusk fell and the stars appeared above them. 

Vispathia made no effort to summon the luxuries of before. But in that company, Hugh felt no need for finery, for he sat amongst fae knights, princes of the realm, sorceresses, Discipluses, and Exemplars of forbidden gods. 

Yet even the most exalted of their number, Vispathia, a fae queen in her own right, glanced at him nervously now, as if he was the most marvelous and terrifying of their company.

“Tell me,” said Hugh at last, putting aside his wooden bowl. “What is this Adamtus? Why are you all acting so strangely? What have I become?”

“Become?” asked Dianthos, the elderly knight, “or always been?”

Zarja waved the question away. “We could debate the streams of time and the order of causalities for all eternity and leave ourselves only more confused than before. Let us hew to that which is known.”

Vispathia’s eyes glimmered as she stared into the fire, and Hugh sensed a bond between the queen and those dancing flames; felt, as if on the very edge of a new means of perception, how she was allowing herself to reach into the fire, connecting her essence to that which burned.

And the fire responded.

It burned a touch more brightly, and he saw edgings of viridian and cobalt-yellow limn the leaping flames, making them more eldritch and wondrous in appearance.

“The Adamtus is a figure out of our ancient history,” she said softly. “If he existed, then it was thousands of years ago, while the world was yet fresh and unmarred by industry and farming, by the heavy hand of humanity and the harnessing of fae in battle. Our golden age, when we existed openly beneath the sun and built our cities in the heart of the plains, spires of white ivory trimmed with gold whose beauty we can only dream of now.”

Hugh settled down to listen, chin propped on the base of one palm, staring into the fire as she spoke.

“Our cities were glories that we’ve never sought to recreate, for they engendered in our breasts a poison that we wish to never cultivate again. The Thavma walked amongst us like traveling sages, figures to venerate but removed from our culture. The day-to-day governance of our land was left to us, we mere fae, and we exalted ourselves in our glorious cities, raised families and lineages to royalty and divinity, styled the greatest of our kind near gods, despite the constant reminder of the Thavma of how meager we truly were.”

Zarja sighed and shook her head.

“Some blame the Thavma for not correcting our hubris before it was too late, but such was never their role. They observed, they nourished, they engaged in their own trials, and at times would disappear out amongst the stars to visit other worlds. We couldn’t fathom their minds, and perhaps, for all their greatness, they couldn’t understand ours. No matter. As our cities grew grander, jealousies sprang up between them. What had begun as a cordial alliance of sovereign states became, over the centuries, rivalries.

“At first, these were expressed at the games that were played, the friendly contests to see which city would capture the greatest honors and boast of the greatest champions and magic users. But in time, as the rivalries grew more venomous, these games ceased to be joyous celebrations and became lethal contests. Became, in short, battlefields across which the city-states vied for supremacy and the greatest honors.”

“Sounds familiar,” said Trofim, voice diffident, musing. “Much as our knights are meant to joust for honor in the tournaments, but in truth fight and kill each other for glory.”

Vispathia nodded. “Soon the games couldn’t control our hatred for each other, and violence began to spring up outside the sanctioned events. Murders, ambushes, and then, ultimately, war.”

“Terrible war,” said Dianthos, looking frail in the firelight. “For our powers were vastly greater then than they are today.”

“The Thavma, perhaps disgusted, faded away,” said Vispathia. “And left us to our own devices. And for the first time, fae king took the field against fae queen, and thousands were torn by lightning, grasped by hungry roots and pulled underground. Blades that had been fashioned as objects of art were drowned in blood, and the skies were scorched black by the smoke that rose from burning villages. It was a time of madness and blood, and yet, so evenly matched were the forces arrayed against each other that no end seemed in sight.”

Hugh tried to envision it and failed.

“One of the cities, one of the greatest, was led by a virtuoso magus called Morthengaar.”

“Forever cursed by his name,” whispered Viburnos.

“He desired victory at all costs, and so made pacts with demons and invited them into his great city of Nagavasaar. It was an unholy union, but it gave them the edge Morthengaar needed. The tide of battle was turned, and the fae demons captured one city after another.”

“So what Arasim’s doing isn’t new?” asked Morwyn, sitting up.

“No, child,” said Vispathia. “Dealing with demons is as old as the world itself. For any creature whose reach fails to exceed their grasp, the demons offer a means to an end. No. Arasim is but the latest in a long, long line of mortals, fae, and king trolls who have turned to dark dealings to avoid the cruelties of fate.”

“But what happened?” asked Anastasia, rapt. “To Morthengaar and his demon armies?”

“I’m guessing the Adamtus is about to show up,” said Katharzina from the side.

“Indeed,” said Vispathia softly. “At the end, only one city remained free of the Black Prince’s grasp. Ruled by the cruel Queen Anadrien, her Diamond Horde fought the demon fae to a standstill but were ultimately forced to retreat behind their city walls and resist Morthengaar’s siege. Anadrien knew she could not win against the forces arrayed against her, and so cast herself into the Dreaming, that subliminal realm where those of our kind with the gift can reach out to the Thavma for guidance. It speaks to the hubris of our ancestors that Anadrien nor any other hadn’t turned to the Thavma before. Perhaps they knew that they erred. But in desperation, Anadrien did so, and received guidance.”

“To search for Hugh?” asked Morwyn, then caught herself. “Or whoever was the Adamtus back then?”

“Yes. She was told that a mortal man would defeat Morthengaar. Anadrien pressed the Thavma: would this mortal man save her city, and the civilization of the fae? But the Thavma did not respond, and Anadrien had to declare herself content. Donning a magical cloak, she slipped out of her city, through the demon fae hordes, and out into the wilds, where she quested for the mortal man who would defeat her enemy.”

“There were people around back then?” asked Hugh.

“Primitive people. Tribes of them, living like animals on the hoof, following the antelope and building temporary structures wherever they found respite. We fae thought of them as vaguely interesting beasts, if we thought of them at all. But Anadrien found one tribe, larger than the others, lorded over by a beast of a man, virile and strong, whose laughter defied the gods and whose hands could crush rocks. She knew that this was the man she sought, so she beguiled him with her arts, seduced him, and made him hers.”

Vispathia’s tone was at odds with the heat of her story; she sounded, if anything, melancholic.

For a spell, nobody spoke, and the only sound was that of the crackling fire.

Then the fae queen stirred herself back to life.

“Anadrien brought this man, whose name was Brig, to a Thavma dream altar, and there lay with him. He was blessed with the powers of the Adamtus, as the Thavma named it, and fierce was his joy, unstoppable his strength. Anadrien, it is said, fell in love with him even as he ceased to be interested in her; he gathered the forces of humanity and that of the shattered fae armies, and led them against the demon fae. And they did great battle before Anadrien’s city, but it wasn’t enough.”

“It wasn’t enough?” asked Hugh. “I thought he’d…?”

“So did Brig. He grew frustrated, furious, and derided his allies and friends. It was then that he heard of the dragons that -”

“Wait,” said Morwyn, leaning forward. “Dragons?”

“Mind how you speak to our queen,” said Lysimachas, voice cold.

Vispathia waved the objection away. “Yes. Dragons. For in that age, they yet darkened the skies to the far north, along the Windspine Mountains. Brig went to them, and with the power of the Adamtus summoned them down from their peaks. He rode the greatest dragon to war, the golden-skinned Veraksmiel, and together they smashed Morthengaar’s forces.”

“So, success,” said Morwyn.

“Not quite, no.” Vispathia gazed still into the fire. “For something was unleashed within Brig, and he turned his fury against the remaining fae cities. He destroyed them all, and at the end was said to have gone mad, to wish nothing more than to burn everything to the ground, humans, fae, everything.”

“Oh,” said Morwyn. “Oh.”

“What happened?” asked Hugh, stomach taut with tension.

Vispathia remained silent, so Zarja finished the tale.

“Anadrien killed Brig, though she was pregnant with his child and had grown to love him more than the Moon and Stars. Then she killed herself and her unborn child, and the golden age of the fae came to its bitter end.”

Silence fell upon their group once more, until at last Trofim stirred. “We aren’t in the golden age of the fae. This is the age of men.”

“You speak true,” said Vispathia softly.

“But wait,” said Anastasia, glancing from one to the next. “Does this mean that Hugh’s going to…?”

“Go mad and destroy the world?” asked Morwyn with a mirthless smile. “Now that’s a plan I can get behind.”

“Hush your tongue, child,” said Dianthos sternly. “You know not of what you speak.”

Morwyn was never one to back down from a confrontation. “I’m an Exemplar of the Hanged God, old man. You think I don’t?”

Hugh raised a hand. “I am not Brig.”

“No,” said Vispathia. “And I am not Anadrien.”

“But there are demons,” said Anastasia pensively. “Arasim might play the part of Morthengaar.”

“Cursed be his name,” muttered Dianthos.

“He is but a mortal man,” said Viburnos. “No matter how gifted, he will never equal the power and mighty of Morthengaar.”

“He’s given us trouble enough,” said Trofim.

“I’ve met him,” said Katharzina, voice distant, dreamlike. “When he came to visit Aleksandr’s camp, many long months ago.”

“And?” asked Morwyn. “He as dangerous as we’re making him out to be?”

“He was a funny man,” said Katharzina. “At first I dismissed him as a fool. His jokes were inane, and he seemed eager to please. Old, skinny, hunched over, with the gleaming eyes of a rat. He seemed a toady, and even Aleksandr, who should have known better, treated him like a servant.”

“But?” prompted Anastasia, almost against her will.

Katharzina was frowning as she stared into the fire. “But in time I changed my opinion of him. Realized just how dangerous he was. Which made me feel the fool, because this was a man who could summon and master demons. Nobody who can do such a thing should be discounted. Toward the end, I realized his sniveling and braying laughter was an act. Or, at the very least, not the full picture. And that we thought less of him at our peril. Now I wonder that he wasn’t playing us for fools, even as we condescended to him. Aleksandr after all is dead, and here I am, a prisoner. While he roams free, sewing corruption where he wills.” 

“Arasim is not Morthengaar,” said Dianthos stoutly. “As dangerous as he may be, he is but a mayfly of a man, short-lived and unable to draw upon the forces that our ancient foe once did.”

“And in similar manner, Hugh need not become Brig,” said Vispathia, staring at him pensively over the flames. “Armies have not marshaled that stretch from horizon to horizon, and this is not the age of legends. The cities that stand across the land are but hovels and villages in comparison, and even the empire’s greatest force but a pittance against that which once marched into war.”

Hugh, suddenly restless, rose to his feet.

“Hugh?” asked Anastasia.

“I need a moment,” he said and strode away, at least as far as Vispathia’s protective spell allowed him. Putting another tree between him and the camp, he stared out at the swirling mists, his own thoughts just as tormented.

Vispathia’s tale echoed in his mind. Brig. Tamer of dragons? Who had turned against everything he had fought for, until at the very last the woman who loved him and sacrificed herself to stop him. Was it the power that twisted him so, or some dark seed that had always been within the man? Was he doomed to go mad, or was there simply not enough scope left in the world for that madness to unfurl?

Footsteps behind him, and a hand slid into his own, soft and gentle, to interlace fingers with his as Zarja pressed her cheek to his shoulder. 

“Heavy thoughts?”

“Couldn’t be much heavier,” he said, glancing down at her with a rueful smile before gazing away once more.

“You didn’t ask for this,” she said. “You wanted to help. Not to be granted the mantle of Adamtus.”

“True. But I agreed to go to the Thavma, and that was the roll of the dice, was it not? Bringing such a being into the equation?”

“It was,” said Zarja. “But then, perhaps your fate was sealed when you first met her, so many years ago. The curse that befell you and the Reavers, their deaths and your own twilight banishment - perhaps it was all a path that inexorably led to this outcome.”

“To being the Adamtus.”

“Yes.”

They stood in silence, the murmur of voices from around the campfire barely audible.

“Opinions hold little weight, I know,” said Zarja after a while, “but I don’t think Brig’s fate will be your own. Too much has changed, too much is different. And you, sweet Hugh, are not him.”

“The power that I now carry,” said Hugh. “Perhaps it shall change me in time.”

“That it shall,” said the lisica. “How could it not? But your foundation is strong. I’ve only known you for a few years and only truly known you these past few months. But I can say with certitude that you are a good man. That if power were to be granted to any mortal, I would nominate you. And for that reason, I think you shall bear the load with grace and humility.”

Hugh squeezed her hand.

“And you’re not alone,” she said, pressing against his side. “You have loving companions about you on every side to hold you to your course. Myself, Morwyn, and Anastasia. And now I daresay that the queen herself, Vispathia, can be counted as one of your supporters. How could she not, given what you have become?”

“You’ll keep me true?”

“You know we will. Haven’t we so far?”

“And what of these new powers of mine? Zarja, when I am deep within its clutches, I can feel the world speaking to me. Or… not quite speaking, but becoming aware of me, as if everything were alive, and noticing me for the first time.”

“The rocks, the rivers, the sky and sun?”

“Everything,” said Hugh.

“That is part of what it means to be the Adamtus. Before, you could summon the powers of the Reavers to move faster, hit harder. And that power is still yours. But the Adamtus, it is said, could do so much more. Summon the rocks to smash his foes, cause the trees to walk, for the air to curdle. The reason we fae revered Brig so much was because he was intimately connected to the heart of the world, the weft and weave of reality. If you find it within yourself to command the same forces, then nothing will stand against you.”

“Brig was stopped.”

“Brig faced legends. You face a mortal man, as Dianthos said, and a score of demons. The equation is different, and you need not shift the moon from her orbit to change this world.”

Hugh grunted his affirmation, squeezed her hand again. “My own ignorance scares me.”

“Ignorance? Your powers will manifest in time -”

“No. I mean, my ignorance as to what I’m setting into motion. Where this will all go. I thought this struggle comprised the town of Erro, Vispathia’s court, and my brother in his castle. Now suddenly the board includes the emperor, the Fate Makers, Arasim and his demons… it’s as if our defiance in Erro was the pebble that started a landslide.”

“Such is the way of the world. If we could divine the consequences of our actions, we’d either be paralyzed into inactivity or turn into gods. Much better to live, to act, to make mistakes, and seek to correct them. We have indeed begun a landslide. But it is one that seeks to change the world for the better. To find in this land a place for the fae once more, to give us shelter and succor from the cruelties of the world.”

“True,” said Hugh. “To change the systems that oppress and abuse.”

“You’ve been granted a priceless gift. You now need but the strength of will and purity of heart to wield it. Those I think you have. So where does that leave us? Ready to fight our foes on a more level playing field. Yes, the power of the Adamtus is a perilous thing, but it also makes it possible for us to accomplish our desires. No longer need this be a doomed venture, but rather a possibility that we might actually manifest.”

Hugh turned to face Zarja full-on. “I swear, we could be kneeling on an executioner’s block and you’d still be whispering me words of encouragement.”

Zarja smiled up at him, fox ears twitching. “Where there’s life, there’s hope.”

Hugh palmed her cheek. “How could I possibly have gone all those years at the Rusalka without realizing a goddess lived there, too?”

Zarja rested her head in his hand, golden eyes gleaming. “I’ll admit, there were nights I despaired as to your obtuseness.”

Hugh snorted. “I got there eventually.”

“Took you long enough. I literally had to invite myself into your bathtub.”

Hugh remembered that night, when Zarja had revealed herself in all her fae glory. “And nearly gave me a heart attack in the process.”

“Why, Hugh, are you saying my beauty is so arresting?”

“I am, indeed,” he murmured, leaning down toward her. “Forever and always.” Then he kissed her, and as their lips touched, he found a measure of peace, his thoughts slowing, slowing, stopping.

And holding Zarja tight, he thought, I can do this. With her help, with everyone by my side, perhaps I can do this indeed.

 


Chapter Nine

 

 

 

Hugh and Zarja returned to the fire to find that their companions had fallen into a pensive silence. Faces rose and eyes turned to him, gazes speculative, concerned, dubious. Hugh moved to his old position before speaking.

“We’ve been granted a unique opportunity. That’s how I’m choosing to see this whole Adamtus business. Not as a curse, or a threat, or even a divine responsibility, but as a means to an end. Apologies to the fae if that sounds… crass. But we’ve a very specific goal before us, and we’re going to need to leverage our every asset if we’re to have any hope of success.”

There were nods all around.

“First, let’s define this goal. For a long time, it’s felt nebulous and overwhelming. I know that I’ve had trouble wrapping my mind around it, and in large part that’s because I’ve been laboring under the threat and curse of the Lost Reavers within my soul. But now they’re gone, I’ve received the gods know how much power in exchange, and we need as much clarity as we can muster to determine what exactly we’re trying to achieve.”

“Agreed,” said Trofim, his tone hearty if a little strained. “No war should be fought without clear objectives.”

“And what are those?” asked Morwyn, a naked blade gleaming across her lap, a whetstone idle in one hand. “To kill Arasim?”

“No,” said Hugh. “That’s but a means to an end.”

“Then what?” asked Morwyn. “Your dream of peace within the empire, humanity and the fae living in a twilight idyll of peace and love?”

Hugh smiled wryly. “We’re keeping our objectives to the realm of the possible.”

“I would settle for being left alone,” said Vispathia, tone sorrowful. “To not be hunted, demonized, or exterminated like rodents.”

“The Fate Makers will never allow that,” said Anastasia. “Their church is built on human primacy. On the notion that for humanity to ascend, we must crush all that is heretical and evil in the world. The fae have ever fallen in that category.”

“Then, what?” asked Morwyn. “We thinking of destroying the entire church?”

“No,” said Hugh. “Again, impossible. The church isn’t just the buildings and priests, but the very faith that lives in the hearts of hundreds of thousands. We can’t fight that.”

Katharzina’s eyes glimmered in the firelight. “It sounds like our Lord Hugh has a plan and is enjoying watching us fumble in the dark as we seek to divine it.”

“Is that so?” asked Vispathia, studying him.

“The makings of one, yes. We want the fae to be left in peace. A true, lasting peace. I also would rather our company be allowed to live in the region around Erro, and for that land to be deeded to me, to us, so we may be left alone. There are three obstacles to accomplishing that. The first is my brother, the duke, who owns the land. The second is the church, which will declare holy wars against us until we are destroyed. The last is the emperor, who must maintain his standing in the eyes of his people and cannot afford to tolerate such a breach in the imperial mandate.”

“Oh,” said Morwyn. “So just a duke, a church, and an emperor? Well within the possible, as you said.”

Hugh smiled wolfishly and leaned forward. “They are if we play our cards right. We have seated right here an incredible concentration of powers, abilities, and magic. This is a question of politics and cunning, not brute force and battle. Obviously, we can’t win these objectives on the field of war. We need to instead play our enemies against each other to achieve our goals.”

“How so?” asked Trofim. “I’ve yet to meet the man who can play my father at any game.”

“Arasim,” said Zarja, softly. “His demons and corruption are at odds with the church and empire.”

“Exactly,” said Hugh. “And if my brother has fallen under his sway, then that’s become his dark secret which we can use to our benefit.”

“How so?” asked Anastasia. “If we reveal his corruption it will condemn him without saving us.”

“True. This is why we must use Arasim and not merely destroy him. What would you say is Arasim’s one defining quality?”

“Never met the man,” said Morwyn.

“But we can still divine much from his actions,” pressed Hugh. “Anybody?”

“Ambition,” said Katharzina at last, almost reluctantly. “He’s ever sought more power. He doesn’t seek to corrupt peasants, but dukes. He wants to extend his influence over the land.”

“Right. That’s what I realized, too. He went from a smuggling captain - Aleksandr - to Baron Niestor. And he left Niestor for my brother, a duke. What do you think his response would be if we offered him access to an emperor?”

A shocked silence followed his words, only broken by Trofim’s splutter.

“You - you can’t be serious? Give him access to my father? The imperial court? The damage he would do, the levels of corruption he could effect -”

“Precisely what he would think,” said Hugh. “Not that I plan to let it happen. But if we dangled that bait before his eyes, what might he think?”

“He’d take it,” said Katharzina, eyes gleaming. “If he thought there any chance of success.”

“Which is what we’d have to convince him of,” said Hugh. “We’d need him to abandon my brother and take his services to the imperial capital.”

“But to what end?” demanded Trofim, sounding greatly upset. “The risk is too high!”

“There are pieces of this puzzle that we must still place together,” said Hugh. “But I believe Arasim is entangled with the church of the Fate Makers. I believe there’s dirt to be uncovered there, and my plan depends on that wager.”

“Go on,” said Morwyn, eyes narrowed.

“We go to my brother’s court and lure Arasim away. Trofim, you will be essential in making this ruse seem plausible, and given your family standing, I believe we can make the demon summoner believe it. Meanwhile - and this is another gamble - I go to the Windspine Mountains and find myself a dragon.”

Anastasia, who had been taking a sip from her cup, spat a mouthful of wine into the fire. “Oh! Excuse me. But wait. You what?”

“Brig did it,” said Hugh. “And though dragons are meant to be myths, perhaps there’s still one or two hidden in those distant peaks. I’ll go there, tame one, and fly him to the capital.”

“The man has gone mad,” said Trofim.

“Just as Arasim unveils his demonic wares, along with the church of the Fate Makers, I land astride my dragon, destroy Arasim, and impress upon the emperor how I saved the empire from corruption and am fully capable of destroying it if not summarily rewarded. With my brother’s title, and the ability to provide a home for the fae.”

Stunned silence followed again.

“You’re right,” said Morwyn casually. “Hugh’s gone mad.”

“But… this plan,” said Zarja. “The timing, the variables - it seems tenuous at best.”

Hugh grinned ruefully. “There are some details that need filling in. The church’s complicity. My ability to find and, ah, tame a dragon. And the timing will be tricky, I grant you that.”

“Sounds, ah, a little improbable,” said Anastasia.

“I’d agree, were we not who we are.” Seized by energy, Hugh leaped to his feet and began to pace. “Look. We know Jarmoc was connected to Aramis. He confessed as much and held a position of power within the church. Further, he had been visiting the area for years and had tolerated Aleksandr’s smuggling without complaint. Yet the moment we destroyed Aleksandr and fended off Niestor’s attack, he suddenly came barreling in with hundreds of soldiers. That just doesn’t sound right.”

“Perhaps he could tolerate salt smuggling, but not the presence of the fae,” said Anastasia carefully.

“Sure,” said Hugh. “And perhaps he’s but an isolated case. But we also know Aramis has infiltrated my brother’s court under the guise of being a Fate Maker priest. There’s just enough there to warrant exploring further.”

“I’ll grant you that,” said Morwyn. “But it’s still scant evidence on which to base an entire plan.”

“We don’t have the luxury of being too careful,” said Hugh, planting a fist in the other palm. “We know the church is sending armies against us. We know that the empire has no tolerance for our beliefs. Our own forces can only strike once before being hounded, and there are only so many deep forests in which they can hide. What other choice do we have? Take my brother’s court, then withstand siege after siege until we are destroyed? Flee Mendev, something which Vispathia has said she will not do? Live like beasts in the darkest corners of the empire, hoping to avoid detection, and then flee when we are found?”

Morwyn and Anastasia had no response and lowered their gazes to the fire.

“No. We must be bold. We must strive for the greatest outcome. To impress upon the emperor both our strength and purity of purpose. We must find a way to use Arasim to our advantage. To uncover corruption in such a way that the emperor will be forced to aid us. I am of noble blood. Trofim has imperial blood. We have some say in matters political. We need to use that standing to best effect, and I can’t think of a better plan.”

“It’s ambitious,” said Trofim. “I’ll give you that. And if we were to pull it off…”

Zarja was gazing through the fire, as if into its secret heart. “If we were to cripple the church while simultaneously impressing upon the emperor that we could command dragons if opposed…”

“About that,” said Katharzina, looking over to the fae queen. “Have your kind heard of any live dragons in living memory?”

Vispathia had been silent for much of the conversation, brows contracted in thought, her lips pursed. She blinked and looked to the sorceress. “Dragons? Not that I’ve heard. But there is a way to determine if any yet live. For if they do, they’ll be in a deep sleep. That’s how they pass the millennia, growing cold and hard and banking their flames until they resemble the very rocks. In time, if they do not stir, they pass on and become parts of the mountains. But it’s possible one or two yet remain themselves, hibernating against the passage of centuries. We could seek out their dreams.”

“Seek out their dreams?” asked Morwyn, tone dry. “How exactly?”

Vispathia’s smile was fond and condescending all at the same time. “Not you, my dear. But the Adamtus. For within him lies the ability to speak with the world itself, to commune with nature, with the fire and earth, the sky and rivers. He would have to master his abilities rapidly then reach out to find the waking dreams of rock and flame.”

“Alright,” said Hugh, taking a deep breath. “Reach out for dreams of rock and flame. Can I… is that something I can do here?”

“No,” said Vispathia. “Or at least, not yet. You don’t have the connection to reach halfway across the country. You would need to journey to the Windspine Mountains and search for them there.”

“Ah,” said Hugh. “Which would mean…” He paused, trying to calculate how that impacted their plans. “We might have to split up our forces.”

“Never a good idea,” said Morwyn.

“But still. If I were to journey to the Windspine Mountains, we would need to set our other plans in motion. Trofim, you could travel to Stasiek to begin the process of tricking Arasim.”

Trofim narrowed his eyes. “I’m not yet convinced I want to.”

“What of the church?” asked Anastasia. “We need that element as well for the plan to work.”

“I know, I know,” said Hugh, rubbing at his temples as he circled the fire. “And we need everything to fall into place at the right time.”

“I could go with Sir Trofim,” said Katharzina. “Arasim knows me to be a black-hearted wretch. I could convince him that I’ve landed the prince as a prize fish and brought him in hopes of a portion of the spoils.”

“That is far too convincing a line,” said Morwyn. “What’s to stop it from being true?”

Katharzina spread her hands, expression mock-innocent. “What? You don’t trust me, my dear?”

“Katharzina would make selling the ploy more plausible,” muttered Hugh. “If we could find a way to trust her. But how to uncover the extent of the church’s corruption?”

“If the church has been corrupted by Arasim,” said Katharzina simply, “then he would know the extent of the corruption he has sewn.”

“And would confess it to us?” asked Morwyn skeptically.

“To me, perhaps,” said Katharzina.

“Which brings us to the problem of trusting you,” said Morwyn sweetly.

“I could give you my word,” said Katharzina, her smile guileless. 

“Or we could place a geas on her,” said Vispathia, which caused Katharzina to immediately narrow her eyes in suspicion.

“A geas?” asked Hugh.

“A command that is mystically bound to her soul. She would no more be able to betray its command than choose to stop breathing. Her very soul would compel her to honor her pact.”

“Sounds promising,” said Morwyn.

Katharzina, shockingly, seemed less than pleased. “How does it work, exactly?”

Vispathia smiled. “I place the geas upon you, wording the command, and it settles into your very being, latching to your soul, and using it as an anchor from which to compel you. Only I may lift the geas, and then only when its command has been executed.”

“Would you agree to that?” asked Hugh.

“I… do I have a choice?”

“Not if you wish to be trusted.”

“Then, if it means you all finally begin believing that I am on your side, yes. I’ll undergo the geas.”

“I’m surprised,” said Morwyn. “This is where I thought you’d scream and disappear in a puff of smoke.”

“It shows how little you know me,” said Katharzina sweetly.

“Let's keep it that way,” Morwyn replied, smile utterly insincere. “Though I still don’t fancy our odds.”

“If I may,” said Vispathia, tone cautious. “There is an element at play here which is not being given fair shrift. Hugh has become the Adamtus. Zarja and I sensed the strings of fate pulling at him from the very beginning, but now his very intentions will warp the world around him. If he desires this outcome, then the world will seek to accommodate it.”

Hugh stopped pacing. “My desiring will make it so?”

“It will not change the world directly, will not turn a good man evil, or create evidence where there is none,” said Vispathia, “but rather will greatly improve our odds. If the church of the Fate Makers is corrupted, then the odds of our discovering it will rise. If there is a living dragon in the Windspine Mountains, then the odds of finding it will be great. That is what it means to be the Adamtus, which in our language translates into ‘being beloved by fate.’”

“So, the odds improve as long as the plan is remotely feasible,” said Hugh.

“That sounds good to me,” said Anastasia. 

Morwyn didn’t look convinced. “If there’s a chance Katharzina won’t stab us in the back, she’ll be less likely to do so?”

The sorceress looked up at where Hugh paced. “He didn’t need to become the Adamtus for me to already be so inclined. Plus, I have already agreed to the geas.”

There was something in her words, in her tone, that checked Morwyn’s quick retort. A combination of unguarded simplicity and wonder.

Dianthos leaned forward to stir the logs, poking them into place so that sparks flew up into the air. “It seems to me that we do indeed have the beginnings of a workable plan.”

“The first half, at any rate,” said Morwyn sourly. “Which isn’t really enough.”

“We split in two,” said Hugh. “Katharzina, Trofim, Zarja, and Lysimachus, you four go to Stasiek to begin the process of persuading Arasim. I will journey to the Windspine Mountains with the queen, Anastasia, and Morwyn. We’ll seek out a dragon, and, if we find it, find a means to return Stasiek to meet with you all.”

“You’re going to fly a dragon into Stasiek?” asked Morwyn.

“Close to it,” said Hugh with a grin. “Not so close that we ruin our plan.”

“I still don’t think this course of actions merits the name ‘plan,’” said Morwyn. “Perhaps it’d be more accurate to call it our ‘gamble.’”

“Whatever you wish to call it,” said Hugh. “It’s better than what we were working with before.”

“And Floriana?” asked Zarja. “And the other fae and soldiers?”

“Why engage in war when we cannot win this through might?” asked Hugh. “They might be displeased at being left out, but if we can save the lives of our friends by not throwing them into sieges and battles, then I think that worth the trying.”

Zarja nodded. “Agreed.”

“Question,” said Katharzina. “How are you all getting to the Windspine Mountains?”

Hugh opened his mouth to respond, then paused. “I… don’t know. Magic?”

“Whose magic?” asked the sorceress. “I’ll be traveling to Stasiek. But even if I were to travel with you, my spell can only make us go so far. Aren’t these mountains thousands of miles away?”

“There are,” said Anastasia flatly.

“Fortunately, there is a way,” said Vispathia. “One that is opened to us now that Hugh is an Adamtus. Risky, of course, but worth the essaying.”

“What’s that?” asked Hugh.

“We will seek to travel the Thavma roads. The secret paths that go through the world. Something even I cannot do alone, but which you, with your newfound power, could possibly attempt.”

“That…. doesn’t sound very encouraging,” said Anastasia. “What are our odds of success here?”

“High,” said Vispathia firmly. “Due to his being who he is. But it won’t be easy. Hugh will need to wrestle with his powers and adopt the correct mind frame quickly, then shepherd us through that underworld to rise into the Windspine Mountains. But… yes. Possible.”

“Great,” said Hugh. 

“Great,” said Morwyn, her tone vastly different. “Thavma roads, sleeping dragons, tricking diabolists - this one’s practically in the bag already.”

Hugh winked at her. “Wouldn’t want you to be bored, captain.”

Morwyn could only laugh and shake her head.

Trofim’s frown had only grown sterner. “So I am to journey to Stasiek, and - what? Invite Arasim to my father’s court?”

“We’ll coach you,” said Katharzina. “Don’t worry.”

“That is precisely what I’m worried about. I am with you all, and eager to achieve success, but I will not dishonor my father or my blood. How exactly are we to pitch this idea to Arasim?”

Zarja leaned forward to touch the knight’s knee. “We will not ask you to say anything you are not at peace with. I think” - she glanced at Katharzina - “we will play you as a dupe. Katharzina will be the canny angler, reeling you in. You can be mesmerized, either with her beauty, or her promises of power. And agree to introduce Arasim to your father as - what shall we say - an advisor? A fortune-teller? A seer or sage? Arasim will do the rest. He’ll take this opportunity and make the most of it.”

“Yes,” mused Katharzina, tapping her teeth. “We should arrive discretely. Not make a big show of your being introduced to Annaro’s court. Rather, you’ll have come to Stasiek at my behest to meet with Arasim. I’ll have turned your head with promises of power. You are the third son, are you not? It is too easily believed that you are bitter with your lot, and desire more from life. I’ll have promised you power through Arasim, who will dangle it before you without delivering until you have brought him to the imperial court.”

Trofim was clearly unappeased. “And when we return to my father’s court? Am I to truly introduce him to my father?”

“No,” said Hugh, cutting in. “By then we’ll know the state of my quest and whether Katharzina will have turned up evidence of the church’s corruption. We’ll adapt our plans accordingly, and if need be, destroy Arasim before he reaches the capital.”

Trofim nodded unwillingly. “I understand. I can’t say that I’m pleased with it and will - and this I promise you - draw the line before I allow Arasim to begin corrupting my father’s court. But I’m willing to go along for now.”

Lysimachus, who sat beside him, placed her hand on his shoulder and leaned forward, her expression beguiling. “You are a brave man, Prince Trofim. I will stand by your side no matter what, and together we’ll decide when the ploy has gone too far.”

“Yes,” said Trofim, losing himself in her rainbow-hued eyes. “I… thank you, my lady.”

Hugh saw Zarja roll her eyes.

“Then it is decided,” said Hugh. “Come dawn, we go our separate ways. And with a little luck, we’ll meet up again in Stasiek to plan the next phase of our strategy.”

“With a dragon,” said Morwyn.

“At the very least one,” said Hugh with a grin. “But who’s to say? Perhaps three, four, or a hundred.”

“We’ve no need of more Brigs,” said Dianthos dourly.

“Fine,” said Hugh. “No more than five dragons, then.”

“I can’t believe it,” said Anastasia, giving her head a slight shake. “To think that this might actually come to pass. To take on the church and state and… win?”

Vispathia inclined her head gravely. “It is worth attempting at any rate. And with the Adamtus by our side? I believe we stand a real chance at winning through.”

“Thank you,” said Hugh, considering the whole company. “Each and every one of you. None of this would be possible without your faith, your work, your willingness to risk all.”

“Well, if not all, then a lot,” said Trofim.

Hugh inclined his head. “Can you not feel it? Our group stands on a fulcrum in history, in time. What we have decided here tonight may change the course of our nation, of our peoples. I can sense the very course of our country’s future shifting before the force of our shoulders, and with a little luck, we’ll change the direction to one that embraces justice and equality for all.”

“Here, here!” barked Dianthos, raising his cup. 

“Agreed,” said Zarja, clasping her hands together. “For too long have our peoples warred for no good reason. May this night mark the beginning of a new chapter in our lives.”

Hugh took a cup from Anastasia and raised it to the group. “To us. A band of heroes if ever I saw one.”

Cups were raised, and everyone murmured his toast before downing the wine. 

“Hugh?” Queen Vispathia rose to her feet. “If we might have a word?”

“Of course, your majesty,” said Hugh, and followed her away from the firelight to the edge of her globe of wreathed mist.

He had been avoiding the thought of their lying together on the altar. On the Thavma’s words thereafter. What it had been like to enter the fae queen, to feel the very substance of his mind, his spirit, begin to untether itself from his body. It had been ecstasy, yes, but a dangerous, lethal kind. 

No wonder Vispathia had warned him of the dangers of making love to those fae of royal blood.

They stopped and stared out through the mist together, shoulder to shoulder, the queen holding her cup to her lower lip in thought, brows lowered over her pale eyes. Hugh glanced at her face, chose to hold his silence, then looked out once more, only to realize they were staring in the direction of the Goat’s Wood.

“I approve of your plan,” said the queen at last, voice husky and low. “I understand its merits and forced desperation.”

“Forced desperation,” said Hugh wryly. “That sums it up well.”

“But this is no time for half measures. With the powers that have been thrust upon you, you have no choice but to act the role of the hero. It is ironic that the church, our enemy, calls themselves the Fate Makers. For only now will they have the chance to see one who truly deserves the name.”

Hugh clenched his jaw as he turned her words over in his mind, then, at last, gave voice to his doubts. “With all due respect. This whole Adamtus business. It seems… too far-fetched. Too… I don’t know. I was a Lost Reaver, for crying out loud. What did I ever do to earn this honor?”

“I’m not sure it’s an honor,” said Vispathia. “More, think of it as a responsibility. An obligation that has been placed upon your shoulders that you must live up to. This power is not yours for you to enjoy, but a charge to set the wrongs of the world to rights.”

“According to the Thavma,” said Hugh. 

“No, according to your own moral compass,” said Vispathia sharply. “The Thavma do not meddle. They make their mark, and then move on. You have been given this power, and it is now yours. What you do with it is your responsibility alone.”

“Just as Brig chose to bring dragonfire down upon the world.”

“Just so. There is an old expression, as old as the bones of the hill. Money, power, and alcohol do not change a man; they simply reveal who he was all along. So it is with you. You are the Adamtus, yes, but you are still first and foremost Hugh of Stasiek, the mortal man who forced me to bend the knee while I yet stood within my ring of power - then offered me his hand and a chance at freedom. Most, if not all, men would have despoiled me and hacked off my head. You instead chose compassion, wisdom, and to try the impossible. I think that the mantle of power will serve to ennoble you, Hugh, not bring you down.”

Hugh frowned down at the ground. “You are generous for saying so.”

“No, I am not. I am centuries old, Hugh, and have seen near a thousand years pass. I can remember this land before humanity washed across it in fire and blood. Trees that were saplings have grown into mighty lords, then dried out and died over the course of my life. Coastlines have changed, mountains have grown weathered, and rivers have changed their course. Much of my life has been repetition; an endless series of days and nights given to celebration, meditation, lovemaking, the arts, tending to my people, cherishing our children, weeping for our dead. But even amongst such a tapestry of tradition I’ve seen enough, suffered enough, been taught sufficient bitter lessons by life to gain a modicum of understanding. To begin to grasp how this world works, and the inner workings of men and women. So, when I speak of you, Hugh of Stasiek, they are not idle words.”

She turned then to regard him full-on and took his hand in one of her own. “You have the mark of kings to you, Lord Hugh. The look of eagles. Your soul is strong for having known terrible weakness and doubt. For still knowing doubt. Those who have no room in their spirit for reflection and wonder, who do not ponder the limits of their own abilities and strengths, are weak by definition. Blind. You see, and what you fail to grasp you endeavor to understand. It is that which gives me confidence in you. That you are strong, yes, but not proud; that you are wise, for a mortal man, but are aware of your faults and blind spots. If you can but hold on to that humility, then you will be able to wield the power of a god without being crushed.”

“The power of a god,” whispered Hugh.

“Such is where the Adamtus leads.” Vispathia’s voice was soft in turn. “With each passing day, you will grow more connected to the world around you. Will gain strength from the earth, speed from the wind, suppleness of thought from the water, and rage and bloodlust from the fire. You will become an elemental being capable of shattering all foes and remaking the world around you. In all aspects but one, a god.”

“But one?”

“You will remain mortal. Just as Brig was slain by Anadrien, so, too, shall you one day die.”

Hugh nodded soberly, then gave a shaky laugh. “I’ve got to admit, this is all a lot to handle.”

“Of course.” She squeezed his hand. “But you don’t need to do it alone. I’m here with you. I will counsel you, guide you, help you navigate your powers. For while I’ve never met an Adamtus and was born long after the golden age of the fae came to an end, your power is intuitive to me.”

“I… I would welcome that,” said Hugh, turning now to face her as well. “Thank you.”

They stood in silence, looking at each other, then Hugh reached out to take her other hand.

The air between them changed, growing charged with a new tension, and again Hugh recalled this fae queen lying back on the altar, parting her pale thighs, her hair a pale, shining glory across the white rock, the sound of her cries as he thrust deep into her. 

What would it be like to press his face to her sex and taste her? To indulge in all the varieties of lovemaking, to learn her body from end to end, to lick and probe, to penetrate and love every inch of her perfection?

Vispathia’s thoughts must have run along the same course, for a faint blush rose in her cheeks, and she laughed. “I haven’t felt this way in centuries. Be careful, Hugh of Stasiek.”

“And what way is that?” he murmured, drawing a little closer.

“Alive. Youthful. Passionate. Given to the moment, and not ceaselessly casting my thoughts to the future.” She tilted her head back to smile up at him. “We must be wary.”

“Why?”

“There is precedent.”

Brig and Anadrien. It was like a dash of cold water upon his heated cheeks. Hugh stepped back but did not release her hands. “That would never happen to us.”

“I said before that power reveals one’s true nature. I have full faith in you, Lord Hugh. It is my own self that I wish to observe over the coming weeks.”

“You don’t trust yourself? After all these centuries?”

“I have never sought to guide an Adamtus, to nurture his powers and path through the world. And…”

At this she looked down, her platinum hair falling before her face. “There is a lot of anger within me, Lord Hugh. A lot of hatred. Dark emotions that I have sought to make peace with over the long years. But my losses have been… many. And they have not been easy. What happened to Oreanna at your fort, the display you saw mounted over the gate… that pales compared to some of the traumas and tragedies that I have witnessed. The horrors perpetrated at the hands of humanity.”

“Vispathia,” whispered Hugh.

“And I fear… I fear that, if given the means, I might not rise to the occasion, and would instead seek base revenge. Would seek to manipulate you into destroying those who have hurt my people. The emperor, his church, his armies, his dukes and barons, his priests and mayors. The people who have treated the ones I love and who have loved me as little more than roaches to be crushed underfoot, or amusements to be bloodily torn apart as they laugh and cheer. That is why I say there is precedent. For a union of fae and Adamtus to give rise to further, greater grief.”

“That is where my own moral compass, as you put it, would come in, is it not?” asked Hugh gently. “My ability to steer you along higher paths and keep you from walking the darker ones?”

She looked up, hair parting to reveal her pained smile. “It is to be hoped, yes. But for that reason, we should be… careful. Not indulge ourselves too freely. Lest we grow so intertwined that we both grow blind to each other’s faults and prove unable to correct any excesses.”

“I understand,” said Hugh, voice heavy. “That makes sense. Though…”

“Yes,” said Vispathia, bringing his knuckles to her lips and kissing them softly. “Yes.”

They stood thus in silence for a spell, heads bowed, until at last the queen sighed and stepped away. “Come dawn we shall return to the Goat’s Wood. If we are to travel the Thavma roads, it makes the most sense to do so from there.”

“What will it involve?” asked Hugh, reluctant to let the conversation subject slip, but unable to prevent it. 

“You will need to attune yourself to the roads by entering a meditative trance.” At this, her smile turned, to Hugh’s surprise, almost wicked. “The Thavma, however, are not ascetic beings given to self-denial and austerity. You saw how we awakened the last one.”

“So - wait. You mean… I’ll have to… but you just said…”

“If the others are willing, then they shall help you reach the right state of mind. Once you are thus attuned, you will be able to reach out to the roads and pull us all through.”

Hugh gave a sharp shake of his head. “Wait wait wait. You’re saying I’m going to… or the girls are going to… sex open the Thavma roads?”

Vispathia laughed, the sound free and high, greatly amused by either his question, his expression, or both. “The Thavma are creatures of earth and mud, stones and fire, blood and soil, Hugh. They are primordial, and nothing works better in their realm than the act of creation, the first and foremost act, the most primal of them all. If we had years, I could teach you subtler means of opening the ways, but we don’t. So, yes. You and the others will enjoin the roads to pass us through by engaging in… well.”

Hugh found himself mortified, delighted, and blushing all at once. Whom had he asked to come with him to the Windspine Mountains? Morwyn and Anastasia. Zarja, Katharzina, and Lysimachus were going to Stasiek.

“And will you, ah, help in…?”

Vispathia’s eyelids lowered as she looked up at him, and her amusement took on a smoldering edge. “If I must. But as I said, I am reluctant to entangle us too deeply.”

“I see,” said Hugh, rubbing at his stubble with an agitated hand. “I see. Well then. All right.”

“Oh, come!” Again, she laughed and took his hand in hers. “Don’t pretend you’re not excited by the prospect? Most mortal men spend their whole lives yearning to take part in a mystic ritual based on sex with gorgeous mortal women.”

Hugh laughed reluctantly. “True enough, I suppose.”

“It will be fine,” said Vispathia, squeezing his hand. “You’ll see.”

 

* * *

 

Early the next morning Hugh found himself leading his small contingent back under the dark eaves of the Goat’s Wood. Their numbers were greatly diminished; Zarja kissed him fiercely before departing, and Katharzina had subjected herself to the geas with good grace. He and Trofim had exchanged salutes, and Lysimachus had bowed on one knee before her queen before rising and departing with the others.

Now it was just the six of them. Queen Vispathia with her two knights, the elderly Dianthos and the waspish Viburnos, along with Morwyn and Anastasia. 

Who were staring at him sidelong as they walked along the trail, clearly confused by his attempt to explain what was going to happen.

“Wait,” said Morwyn. “Back up. The Thavma are made of earth and blood? And we must kindle their fire how, exactly?”

It didn’t help that the fae were practically snickering from behind them.

Hugh stared straight ahead. “The only way to open the roads in time to be of any use is to speak their language. And that’s the act of primordial creation. You know. The primal, ah, act.”

Morwyn was incredulous. “We’re going to fuck our way to the Windspine Mountains?”

Viburnos muffled laughter came from behind.

“He’s jesting,” said Anastasia, tugging at her slate uniform as if it were suddenly too tight. “That’s not what we’re going to do at all. Is it?”

“According to Queen Vispathia, it is.” Hugh took a deep breath, then couldn’t help but laugh himself. “It’s ridiculous, but what can we do? The Thavma really respond to that act. It’s important to them, to their magic.”

Dianthos spoke up from behind them. “You ladies had no difficulties with this notion when it involved our queen and your Lord Hugh.”

“Oh, the Hanged God take me now,” said Morwyn, pulling at her face with both hands. “Am I being lectured by an ancient elf for being a prude?”

Anastasia laughed uneasily, then ran a finger along the inside of her kerchief where it was tied about her neck. “So, we, ah, the three of us? On that altar?”

“It’s not even broad enough for three,” muttered Morwyn. “And are those two perverts going to watch?” She twisted around to stare at the fae knights.

“What have I done to merit that insult?” asked Viburnos with mock innocence. “Do you believe me so inexperienced that the thought of a naked mortal woman has me hot under the collar?”

“Men,” muttered Morwyn. “Why didn’t you send me to Stasiek? Zarja would have been all over this opportunity. And what about her highness? She going to take part?”

“Mind your language,” said Dianthos sternly.

“Oh, look who’s the prude now,” said Morwyn.

“Peace,” said Vispathia. “If the two of you fail to kindle his flame, then I shall lend a hand.”

Morwyn kicked a pebble and sent it skittering. “’Kindle his flame.’ Is that what we’re calling it now?”

Hugh wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her into a one-sided squeeze. “Oh, come on. Think of it as expanding our horizons by having sex in the woods. An innocent romp. That just happens to hopefully trigger ancient fae magic that will send us across the face of the world.”

Morwyn remained tense for a moment then blew out her cheeks. “Fine. Fine. But if anybody tells me to ‘kindle’ Hugh’s flame, I’ll snuff it right out.”

That, coming from Morwyn, an Exemplar of the Hanged God, was no idle threat.

They completed the rest of the approach in silence, until at last the fateful glen appeared once more, covered by a dome of latticed branches and still and silent as if forgotten by time. The altar near glowed in the base of the depression, and there was no sign of the cave, just the blank slope of mud and scree.

“Ladies, Hugh, come with me,” said Vispathia, moving down into the depression with grace, impossible poise, and immaculate composure. She could have been leading them into a fine restaurant to sit and sip tea for all the concern she seemed to show.

They descended after her, and moments later stood in a circle around the altar. Hugh became aware of his pulse, surging slow and strong within him, and for a moment felt a flicker from the altar itself, alien and cold and impossibly distant.

Then it was gone, and Vispathia was speaking.

“The Ways of the Thavma are not true roads, in that they are more spiritual, magical means of travel than any actual path. Once we enter them, we shall flow quickly like a stream coursing through a channel. I will guide us to the Windspine Mountains, but we shall have to maintain our composure as we journey there - the speed of our passage depends on the… polish, if you will, of our spirits.”

Morwyn shook her head slowly. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“We shall be endeavoring to awaken in Hugh a certain state of mind,” said Vispathia. “You, too, shall have to hold onto that mind frame. To feel fear, or panic, will be to apply friction to the means of travel.”

Anastasia glanced sidelong at Morwyn. “We’ve got to stay blissed out to fly quickly. Freak out and you’ll upset the boat.”

“Got it,” said Morwyn.

“Now, we do not want Hugh to climax,” said Vispathia, upon which Hugh raised both hands in protestation. 

“Wait, what? No climax?”

“No.” The queen smiled. “Though have no fear. Your climax shall be our arrival at the mountains.”

“This is the worst,” said Morwyn.

“Instead, you must reach a state of… suspended ecstasy. Where you are on the edge of bliss, but not yet tipping over. Your whole body must become alive to the world, receptive to its energies, and as you find yourself sinking into your physical sensations, you must seek to connect with the altar itself. For it is the altar that is our gateway to the Roads.”

“He can do that?” asked Anastasia.

“I… I think so, yes,” said Hugh. “I just felt a flicker from it, now.”

“You felt the altar?” Morwyn’s eyebrows rose a fraction. “Really.”

“Leave that to Hugh,” said Vispathia. “What you both must focus on is bringing his whole being to the cusp of pleasure. Do not simply fixate on the obvious places, but rather on making his whole body an erogenous zone. You know this man. You know what pleases him. Don’t forget that he will also be aroused by your pleasure.”

Morwyn shaded her face with one hand and bent her head so her black hair spilled out over it. “The worst.”

Vispathia’s smile was merciless. “You swore to serve, did you not captain?”

Morwyn gave a long-suffering sigh. “Wouldn’t have if I’d known it’d involve sex magic in front of an audience.”

Hugh laughed. “What’s done is done. And the sooner we begin, the sooner it’s over.”

“Fine.” Morwyn straightened. “But the knights can’t watch.”

“Would rather behold the noble glory of these oaks, my dear,” said Dianthos primly. “Wouldn’t you, Viburnos?”

“Assuredly,” said the other, and together they turned their backs to the group.

“Very well,” said Hugh. “Shall I…?”

Vispathia nodded. “Strip and lie back on the altar, yes.”

“Right. Right. Just what I was going to say.”

The air was chill, damp, and tasted of loam and rotting leaves; Hugh’s skin goose-pimpled as he pulled off his clothing, and he couldn’t repress a shiver while laying down on the rippled stone of the altar. For another moment he felt a questing tendril of consciousness reach out to him from its pale depths, then it was gone.

“Now, close your eyes,” said Vispathia, moving to stand beyond his head. When he did so, she pulled a strip of soft cloth over his face, and tied it behind his head, blindfolding him.

“There. Now. Ladies?”

Hugh lay still, shivering in the cold, and heard Morwyn muttering to herself as she drew closer. Anastasia was on the other side. He focused on breathing slowly, deeply, not allowing himself to shiver and shake. 

To relax and open himself to the altar, whatever that meant.

The first touch was on his thigh, two fingertips that traced a ling to his knee and then were gone. A hand on the other side curled along the musculature of his arm, then a hot, wet mouth pressed to his chest and kissed the broad muscle there. The slight pressure of a tongue through the parted lips, and the mouth began to work its way down his rips toward his hip.

Morwyn, he thought.

Fingers caressed his cheek, and warm breath curled into his ear, causing his whole body to startle. The faintest brush of lips against the whorls of his ear, then a tongue reached in to delicately trace the contours. 

Hugh felt himself stiffen and grow hard as Morwyn’s lips reached his abdomen and there began to descend to his inner thigh.

Anastasia bit his earlobe, then worked her way down his leg. She felt hesitant, her breath coming quickly, and her very nervousness made him more aroused, made him want to demonstrate to her how much he loved her, loved her touch. 

But he didn’t dare move. 

Morwyn pushed one of his legs open wide and lightly scratched a trail up to his groin, then licked after it, tongue broad and wet, going nearly to his balls before pulling away.

Frustration. 

Anastasia kissed her way across his collarbone and down to lick at his nipple, circling it, causing him to shiver again.

Then, without warning, the whole of his rigid cock was engulfed in dark, wet heat, lips sliding down the shaft right down to the base; he gasped, going rigid, as Morwyn pulled away just as quickly, leaving him throbbing and yearning for more.

“You know, this isn’t as bad as I’d thought,” he heard her say.

Anastasia raised her face to his own, kissed the line of his jaw, then brushed her lips against his own. He went to kiss her back, but she pulled away.

For a moment he lay there, nude and shivering, yearning and blind, wondering what they were doing. He heard leather and cloth, the sound of their breathing in the frigid air, then two things happened simultaneously.

One of them began to lightly brush their nails across his balls, teasing and working them, while another lowered a soft, smooth mound of flesh to his lips even as he gasped.

He took the nipple into his mouth and sucked eagerly, trying to divine whose breast it was even as the nails traced lines of fire up his shaft to the head of his cock, there closing into a fist around him.

He sucked and ran his tongue in circles around the hard nipple as a tongue lapped at his cock. 

He felt his body growing more alive, more attuned to the touch of the women, to their skin, the brush of hair across one thigh, the sound of their breath quickening. He wanted to suck the whole breast into his mouth and slurped it in greedily, entire mouthfuls; he felt the brush of knuckles across his cheek from where the woman was squeezing her tit, feeding it to him. He heard her moan.

Anastasia, then?

Morwyn took his cock into her mouth once more and drove deep, his head hitting the back of her throat. She pulled away, and the cold air made the spit on his shaft even colder. 

For a moment they stayed thus, then Anastasia pulled her breast away, so that Hugh relaxed back on the altar. She moved slowly down his body, tracing him with her fingers till she disappeared altogether.

Hugh focused on the sensation of Morwyn’s hot mouth around his cock, wondering idly if Vispathia would join in. 

He felt a second presence push up between his legs, climbing onto the altar proper. Vispathia? His heart lurched in excitement, then he felt a familiar touch on his thigh, the long fingers, the calluses, and knew it to be Anastasia.

She bent her head down to lap at his cock even as Morwyn did the same on the other side, their tongues slavering up and down running over each other, teasing, heating him to his core.

Hugh bent his head back, closed his eyes tightly, and imagined Vispathia in there amongst them, naked, her heart-shaped ass pushed into the air as she bent her face to his cock, royal lips parting so her tongue could lap at his shaft, wet and glistening with Morwyn and Anastasia’s cheeks pressed against her own, all three worshipping his cock -

A dull boom sounded through the world as if a massive building had collapsed nearby, sending a shockwave through the Goat’s Wood.

But nobody else seemed to hear it; Morwyn and Anastasia continued to worship his cock, one of them cradling his balls, working their mouths up and down, up and down -

The boom sounded again, and suddenly Hugh could see - or, no, sense the world around him. It wasn’t sight, but the same sense that told you where your hand was even with your eyes closed. An awareness that now passed beyond the borders of his body to encompass the altar, the ground around it, the slopes leading up to the trees, the boughs overhead. He could feel the pressure of the earth, the cold, flinty unyielding nature of the rocks buried therein, the lightness of the air, the vibrancy of the dormant leaves. He could see outlines extending around him, green and brown, black and dull red, as if everything were reduced to a wireframe. 

And he was floating above his body, which lay upon the altar, an outline of its own, two women bent over his cock, their tongues dexterous and rapid.

Another woman burned brightly beside them, Vispathia, her fae nature and royal blood causing her to appear a flame beside the humans, one hand shoved between her legs as she watched what took place on the altar.

The altar. Unlike everything else, it was an illusion, or no - it was twofold, a duality, both a hard rock and a well, a doorway. He could sense it now, feel it at once beneath his body as well as far below his floating awareness. As he focused on it, he felt the rock grow soft, then translucent, always remaining as hard and white as before.

Both at once. A wall and a doorway. 

A doorway only he could feel. 

It was a void, sucking him down, even as his sense of euphoria grew stronger, his seed quickened by hands and lips, tongues and mouths.

“It begins,” he heard Vispathia say to one side. “Drawn near, and don’t stop what you’re doing.”

A rushing, roaring sound was growing, like surf pounding up through a corridor in the cliffs, louder and louder in his mind, and his body was falling, tumbling, tossing into an endless shaft of night. Down he felt himself fall, and the darkness bloomed crimson, bloomed pink, the fleshy hues of a rose’s petals, of a woman’s most private curves. 

Down they fell, and Hugh felt ancient awarenesses come to life, turning their lidless eyes upon him. 

He felt vast and primordial beings regard the meteor of their descent, all six of them united in a burning sphere of lust and love, of life and need and desire.

Down they fell into the darkness, into the Ways of the Thavma. 

 

 


Chapter Ten

 

 

 

Time grew strange. Hugh felt feverish, his body stretching, bones losing their rigidity. Around him, the presence of the others also became distended, their spirits intertwining with his own. Vispathia was a burning flame, iridescent in peacock blues and greens, burning metallic and leading the way, turning their descent into a lateral passage.

All Hugh could do was hold them together as his body burned, his cock buried in sweet wetness, worked and labored over, fingers probing at him, manipulating him, cajoling him.

It was becoming an agony. He wanted release, but their touch wasn’t firm enough, didn’t sustain rhythm to where he could climax. On and on they drew him forth, his need, his desire, growing darker by the moment, tinted with anger, with hunger, just as they sped through the interstices of the world, a coruscating asteroid of lust and determination.

It was the weirdest damn thing that had ever happened to him.

Then they began to climb, out of those Stygian depths, rising, rising toward the surface, like a swimmer who finally tires of examining the seabed, searching for air, for that glimmering light.

Up they rose, and Hugh felt Vispathia’s command, her urging for the two women to bring him release, to bring him home.

Without words they set to with abandon, taking turns bobbing their heads over his cock, first Anastasia taking all of him as best she could, then Morwyn, over and over again; a fist gripped the base of his shaft, even as his cock head hit the back of their throats repeatedly - then pushed through, deep inside them, lips and nose pressed deep into his crotch. 

Hugh couldn’t hold it any longer. He clutched at the woman’s head, sure it was Morwyn, and thrust deeper, straining for another fraction of an inch, filling her throat, pushing savagely until with a cry he came explosively, deep within her, shooting his seed straight down her throat.

The woman took it all, seemed not to need to breathe, and when Hugh blinked there was light, a pallid, different light, and a whole different manner of cold. He lay on an altar as before, but a different one, broader and more crudely worked, and held Anastasia’s head firmly against his straining hips. 

With a cry, he sagged down, and Anastasia pulled free with a wrenching gasp, only to cover her mouth with the back of her wrist and turn to regard the world into which they had been plunged.

Hugh, blinking through the waves of ecstasy that burned across his naked body, also rose onto his elbows and stared. They were high up in the roof of the world, on a rugged mountain slope covered in raw drifts of snow, the sun blazing clearly overhead but without any warmth, the sky thin and blue and shimmering as if a haze of crystals hung suspended over the vault of heaven.

Far below clouds formed a rough carpet that obscured the world; he could espy trees, a dark band that petered out and failed to grow this high. Here there were only the raw slopes, the sharp ravines, the pitched angle of ascent to the yet distant peaks. 

“We did it,” said Vispathia, sagging down onto the side of the altar for support. 

“’We?’” asked Morwyn skeptically, straightening to wipe at her chin.

“Argh!” cursed Hugh as his naked flesh began to stick to the freezing stone.

“Apologies.” Vispathia waved her hand, and a wave of warmth descended upon them, causing the patches of ice to melt across the altar, and the biting cold to recede. “I’ll keep us contained within this sphere while we remain in the mountains.”

The warmth sank into Hugh’s body, banishing the chill, and with exuberant energy he sat up, took Anastasia’s head with both hands, and kissed her, hard.

Her eyes opened wide in surprise, then she blushed with pleasure as he leaped off the altar.

“You two? Amazing. Let’s do this again. Someday soon.” He bent down to pick up his clothing. “We could go see - I don’t know. Port Gloom, or some other, fanciful place. See the world. Because I’m telling you, that’s the way to travel.”

Morwyn leaned against the altar, arms crossed, smiling fondly at him. “You should be so lucky.”

“I really should.” He hopped onto the altar and yanked on a boot. “So. We’re here. I mean… wow.” 

He slowed down to take in once more the staggering view, a view which both fae knights were appreciating off to one side.

“I thought the peaks around Erro were tall,” said Anastasia, voice small. “But this…”

“We must be miles above the world,” said Morwyn, even her customarily cynical tone falling away to reveal wonder. “The air feels thin, doesn’t it? I’m having to breathe deeper just standing here.”

“Does it?” Hugh inhaled and didn’t notice a difference. “But yes. This… is that an eagle below us?”

Indeed it was. Far down, soaring over the bands of forest, a great winged shape was gliding on thermals. 

“And there are more above,” said Anastasia, turning to peer up at the peaks hidden in the clouds. “How could mountains be this big?”

“They’re the Windspine Mountains,” said Vispathia simply, drawing her platinum hair back over one shoulder. “The greatest in all of Khansalon. Nobody knows what lies on their far side, for none have scaled them before.”

“None but the dragons,” said Hugh. “I’d think.”

“Fair enough,” said Vispathia with a smile.

“Speaking of which, how do we go about finding one of these dragons?” Morwyn adjusted the slant of her sword belt, then settled her hand on the hilt. “Go looking for caves?”

“Perhaps,” said Vispathia. “But we’ll have to let Hugh guide the way once he’s ready. He’ll have to reach out and seek the substance of their dreaming.”

“Sure. Just give me a second.” Hugh adjusted himself within his pants, then set to buckling his sword belt back on. “I’m going to need a moment after suffering those, ah, tender ministrations.”

That got him a pointed stare from Morwyn and another blush from Anastasia.

Dianthos marched over, looking energized. “It’s been centuries since last I walked these slopes. Ah! I was but a young man, recently knighted and in search of a treasure with which to present my queen. I climbed as high as I could, for it was said that if you reached the clouds you could pull down the spun silver from the moon herself.”

“And?” Hugh raised an eyebrow. “Did you manage?”

“Alas, no.” Dianthos’s brow furrowed at the memory. “I was set upon by a trio of manticores. Terrible beasts. I slew one outright but had to flee the remaining pair. They got their barbs into me, and the poison weakened me greatly.”

“Ask him where he was hit by the barbs,” suggested Viburnos with a grin.

Dianthos scowled at the younger knight. “I was flanked. Attacked from behind as I slaughtered the first to assault me. I was not fleeing the battle, as so many scurrilous wags have suggested.”

Viburnos raised both hands in the universal gesture of peace. “I was simply fleshing in the tale, grandfather.”

“Grandfather,” harrumphed Dianthos. “And what grand treasures have you brought to your queen, hmm, my boy?”

Viburnos’s smile grew self-satisfied. “That of my inimitable company, old man. My sparkling wit, my enjoyment of good wine -”

“If I had an extra boot,” said the older fae, “I’d hurl it at your head.”

“Your queen is satisfied with you both,” said Vispathia. “But we’re here not to quest for treasures but dragons. Did you see one, last you were here, Dianthos?”

“I regret to say not,” said the older knight. “Though to be honest I didn’t go out of my way to search for one.”

“Then we will have to rely on Hugh.” The fae queen turned to him, her expression grave, her manner elegant and refined. For a moment Hugh was taken aback by her poise, her elegance, all over again. She was the epitome of regal grace. 

Only to remember how he had espied her back in the Goat’s Wood moments before they were transferred away through the altar, her hand working subtly between her legs as she watched -

Hugh fought to keep his expression sober, professional, polite. “Perhaps you could tell me what I must do.”

“We don’t have much beyond Brig’s example to work on,” said Vispathia, “but it is said in our lore that he could hear and converse with the dragons through thought alone. That they, being ancient creatures of rock and fire, were more akin to the elements than the beasts and lizards of today. As such, you must reach out with your spirit, and sense their thoughts, their presence, just as you are starting to do with the world around you.”

“Sense their presence,” said Hugh. “All right. I’ll give it a go.”

He sat cross-legged on the altar, laid his hands on his knees, and closed his eyes. He felt ebullient; the first part of their impossible plan had come to pass, and now they were in the Windspine Mountains themselves, several thousand miles from the Goat’s Wood, a journey that would be the stuff of legends by itself. He had never met a man or woman who had come this far, and indeed, the base of the mountains was said to be terribly perilous, infested with trolls and other dark fae -

Not dark fae, he reprimanded himself. That was the old way of thinking. The old biases that couched very tale. Just the fae. 

With a deep breath, he tried to still his mind. The others around him were silent, waiting, expectant. 

Connect with a dream. Reach out and seek to bond with a dragon. 

He exhaled slowly, frowning as he did so.

The air was warmed by Vispathia’s power, but there was still a lingering chill to the altar. He had felt his asscheeks begin to burn the moment he had appeared on it -

Focus!

He inhaled again, staring out into the darkness behind the veil of his eyelids. Trying to sense something, to hear something. If only Zarja were with them. How she would love the view, how she would cheer on their success! He would ask her if -

His frown deepened as he exhaled. Focus, you blighted fool!

For a few minutes, it continued thus, until Hugh allowed his thoughts to come and go without attacking each new arrival. As he relaxed, he found himself reaching out to the world around him. The altar, the ice-cold slopes, the dense, gelid air. 

It vibrated as it became aware of him, not quite regarding him but responding to his presence with a consciousness all its own.

He sensed the vast expanses of open air, the great void in which sailed the clouds above. The terribly old bones of the mountains, sinking deep into the darkest depths of the world. He felt the rough and ruinous scree and mountain slopes, worn by time, by wind and sun and rain. 

Felt the bright pockets of lichen, the scarce little strands of grass that grew in sheltered places and pockets.

Strained as he pushed out his mind, sought anything, the faintest hint of life, the tiniest vibration of a dream, of thought.

Anything that might strike him as draconic.

After long, aching moments that might have been minutes, he sighed and opened his eyes.

“Nothing.”

Vispathia nodded, expression calm. “We are but arrived. It makes sense that we might have to journey a ways.”

“Would have been convenient, though,” said Morwyn, frowning up at the jagged slopes. “But I guess nothing in this life is easy.”

“Rarely is,” said Viburnos with a sigh. “Come. The sooner we assault the mountain, the sooner we conquer its paths and find ourselves our quarry.”

“Where would dragons hibernate?” asked Anastasia, picking her way carefully over the large rocks that had tumbled down and fetched around the base of the altar. “Caves, or peaks, or…?”

“I wish I knew,” said Vispathia sadly, pausing to curl a strand of hair from her face away. “But dragons were long gone even when I was but a child. We shall have to strike out as best we can and hope for the best.”

“And here the plan - which was moderately ridiculous to begin with - starts to fall apart,” muttered Morwyn, only to frown as everybody turned to glare at her. “What? I’m calling it as I see it. We’re going to search these mountains for sleeping dragons? Have any of you seen the size of this range?”

“It’s big all right,” said Hugh, turning to regard the vista once more.

“Breathtaking is more like it,” said Anastasia.

“My point,” said Morwyn. “But fine. We’re here now. Let’s cover - what - a dozen miles a day as we search thousands of miles’ worth of mountains for hidden beings? I’m sure Zarja won’t mind waiting… all right, fine, fine, I’ll keep my opinions to myself.”

Hugh led the way, bolstered by an ever-renewing well of energy and strength. He felt as if he could tear up the mountainside by himself, climb to the very peaks in hours. But instead, he limited his pace to that of the party, and moved slowly, picking a path along the rocks and shattered boulders, following a miniature canyon carved by streams of water. 

Up they climbed, and Vispathia’s spell kept them just warm enough that they barely broke a sweat. Up they climbed, occasionally forced to move laterally across cliff faces, then hike up into deep cracks, then out along ridges beyond which extended the endless void. Occasionally one of them would dislodge rocks that would fall, slowly spinning, and everyone would stop to watch, transfixed by the distances, until at last the pebbles either disappeared or exploded into fragments off larger rocks.

The sun wheeled across the sky and began to descend toward the western horizon. Every so often Hugh stopped and quested forth with his thoughts, seeking, searching for something akin to a dragon’s dream, but always he found the same: nothing.

Only when the shadows had grown velvety and thick, the details of the rocks smeared over and lost, did Vispathia call for camp. 

And what a wonder for her to summon her lanterns and cushions, her firepit and ornate rugs with which to decorate the gorge they chose to rest in. One moment the environs were grim and dismal, dreary and cold, and the next cheery light banished the gloom; rich hues of gold, orange, cadmium-yellow, and deep crimson bedecked the rocks, which were artfully layered behind tapestries. The flames leaped high, tinted green and blue, and a feast was laid out for them all on golden platters.

“I will never get tired of this for as long as I live,” sighed Anastasia in contentment, sitting down on a beautifully carved bench draped with sheepskins. “Would anyone be offended if I pulled off my boots? I’m pulling off my boots.”

Hugh hunkered down before the fire and held out his hands, more to feel the heat than to banish any cold. As fine and welcome as Vispathia’s camp was amidst this grueling environment, he found that he couldn’t relax, couldn’t rest. 

Morwyn sank with a sigh of relief and took up a platter covered in grilled chicken wings dripping a treacle-like black sauce. “What is it?”

“I… I don’t know if I’m ready to call it a night,” said Hugh.

The fae knights turned to consider him, even as Vispathia cocked her head to one side. “We have all of tomorrow to search,” she said.

“True. And we will. But Morwyn’s words are ringing in my mind. There’s a lot of mountain out there. I might just search for a little longer while you all rest.”

“That doesn’t sound… wise,” said Anastasia cautiously.

“More like it sounds asinine,” said Morwyn curtly. “You’re going to go tripping around in the dark on the edge of the world’s greatest cliff? What could go wrong?”

“I won’t trip,” said Hugh.

Morwyn raised an eyebrow. “Oh, really.”

“I won’t. I can… sense the rocks. Where to place my feet. It’s a feeling that’s been growing with each attempt of mine to find the dragons. An awareness of the world. It must be an Adamtus thing.”

Vispathia nodded slowly. “I could believe that. But it doesn’t reduce the dangers. We are not the only creatures alive on these slopes. Even if you didn’t fall, you could run afoul of wyverns, or manticores.”

“More like they’ll run afoul of me,” said Hugh, rising to his feet and clasping a hand to his sword-hilt. “I’ll search for as long as I can, then return. Don’t wait up for me.”

Morwyn just shook her head and started working on a chicken wing.

“You’ll be careful?” asked Anastasia, then laughed mockingly at herself. “I’m sorry. A silly request.”

“I will,” he said, leaning down to kiss her brow. “I promise.”

And she looked pleased.

Turning, not wanting to argue further, he left the well-lit gorge and decided to climb higher. And only then did he let loose his true strength, the energy that had been bottled up within him all the long day. He began to rush up the slope, planting his feet on solid outcrops and ridges of stone, surefooted as a mountain goat, not really looking at where he was going but more feeling his course, as an invisible current were pulling him along, directing his path.

Up he went, faster and faster, and soon he found himself running, the kind of pace that would have winded him in minutes before. He felt like the wind itself, felt supported and buoyed by it, as if he were a sail and a stiff gale blew at his back. Up he ran, and even on treacherous slopes, he felt no difficulty, for it was as if the scree and loose rock felt him, sensed him, and for a moment only sought to support his weight and bear him up.

Higher he climbed, growing ever more exhilarated. Ever since the Goat’s Wood he had been cursed with an excess of energy, so that he’d often have to go for long, long runs in the dark heart of the night after slaking his thirst upon one woman or two; run as if chased by demons, like a man possessed, only to return to the Rusalka at dawn, slathered in sweat, heart pounding, finally worn out enough to sleep.

But this was something else. Whereas those bouts of manic energy had felt feverish, as if he had drunk far too many gallons of dark, rich coffee, this felt deep and true, a broad river of power without end. He could climb as high as he wanted, and not suffer.

Marveling, Hugh slowed, then stopped. Turning, he stepped out onto an outcropping to stare down the dark slope at the distant gorge from whence he had come. It was but a bright orange speck, a burning ember far, far below. Had he come so far, so quickly?

Night had fallen, and the western sky was a refulgent bank of wine-dark clouds that were turning to slate blues even as he watched. Behind him, the peaks were shadows hidden in the clouds, the slopes below smooth expanses, the dangers and details hidden by dusk. 

His breath plumed before him as he exhaled, his chest working like a bellows. He felt good. Alive. Vital. But it was more than that. More than rude good health. He felt… connected. To the stones beneath his feet, the frigid air. They had always been there, and he had always sensed the wind on his skin, the ground beneath his feet. But nothing like this. It was the difference between how he had regarded bathing women down by the castle river when he’d been four and when he’d turned fourteen. 

The world was alive around him, and moving through it, alone and without having to care whether the others were keeping up, was… invigorating. Electrifying.

With a whoop, Hugh turned and began racing up the mountain’s slope once more. The ground grew treacherous and steep, but he didn’t mind. He ran on, using his hands when needed, and when he reached a terrifying cliff that put the walls of the Lost Reaver castle to shame, he simply leaped up and grabbed.

His hand found a handhold, though, in truth, it felt as if a handhold made itself appear where his hand fell.

Up he climbed, inexhaustible, not caring that the cold was laceratingly intense, that the stones should have numbed his fingers to stiffness, that his lungs should have been laboring to draw in the thin air. The world felt him, nourished him, nurtured him, and the air proved bountiful, the cold in the rocks diffident. Up he climbed, as quickly as if he had been running, occasionally gathering his feet on a rock to leap up and surge a half-dozen yards to latch onto the cliff face anew.

Wet mist touched his cheeks, and he was in the clouds. The world grew diffuse and vague, lost behind shifting banks of grayness. The rocks became slick with moisture, but his grip remained sure. Up he climbed, higher and higher, until a crack formed in the cliff before him. He entered this and chimneyed his way up, until the crack grew too wide, upon which he cut deeper into the mountain, following its ragged path, until it opened onto a broad ledge.

Breathing deeply, Hugh stepped out to the ledge’s very edge, and there stared out into nothing - a soft, cottony bank of cloud that defied his sight. But he could feel the pull of the air. The vast distances that lay open before him. One step, and he’d fall forever. 

The sensation didn’t frighten him. He stood right on the cliff’s edge, hands on his hips, breathing deeply, vigorously, and grinning like a fool.

Then, remembering the entire point of his endeavor, he turned and sat cross-legged upon the ledge, closed his eyes, and threw out his new senses.

His body was aflame, burning bright, and the world was a mass of wireframes around, the edges contoured and drawn out in subtle colors. Gray and blue for the rocks, eddies and spirals of lighter blue and white for the air, diffuse banks of nothingness for the clouds. 

He studied it in his mind’s eye, and the world seemed to study him back.

More, he thought, and pushed his senses out further. Up the slopes of the mountains, into the cracks, the gorges, the clefts, and ravines. 

A dream. Something. Anything.

Farther and farther, he pushed his mind, till he felt thin and attenuated. There! No - wait. What was… a dream? A mind? A spirit of fire? Not fire. Of cruelty and poison.

Curled up in a crack was a strange being, large as a horse, maned, with a wicked tail curled about itself, covered in dust and pebbles, not moving, asleep. 

A manticore? It looked as if it had slept for decades, and its sides didn’t move, its heart didn’t seem to beat. Just its mind, its spirit. Hugh hovered over it and felt dreams of violence, of carnal appetites, a lust for flesh, the yearning to inject its poison into other beings. To fly with its bat wings under the vault of heaven, and find a mate, to build a nest, to rear its young, to feed them hot, dripping gobbets of raw flesh…

Hugh drew his mind back, opened his eyes.

He was sobered by the experience. Had he read the monster’s very mind? How far away was it? A mile further up the mountain? A single manticore. It was all he had found. No dragon, nothing.

Hugh frowned as he stared out into the heart of the clouds. What if there were no dragons left alive? What if they had all petrified over the millennia, and all he would find this high up were forgotten wyverns and deep sleeping manticores? Vispathia had great faith in his ability to warp fate, but what if there was no fate to be warped?

Hugh leaped to his feet and shoved the dark thoughts away. It was just their first night. They would try again tomorrow.

So thinking, he returned to the crack that led down to the cliff face and began his descent.

 

* * * 

 

The next week went by in a similar manner. They journeyed by day, moving with speed around the shoulders of the mountains, dipping on the third day into a sharp valley at whose base flowed a virulently cold stream, then back up and into the cold, icy heights. Every hour or so Hugh would stop and quest for dragons, and every hour he would open his eyes and shake his head. Nothing.

Vispathia’s magic provided them all the comforts and food they needed, so there was little to do in the evenings, something that Hugh came to regret. He missed the chores of settling in, of finding wood and building the fire, of clearing the camp of sharp stones upon which to lay their rolls, of hunting and cooking their dinners. 

He had seen these chores as onerous before, but now, without their rhythm and ritual to distract and settle them, the group was left feeling off as they simply settled down into each instantaneously prepared camp. 

Each night Hugh would devour three or four platters worth of food, then rise to quest forth alone. Nobody complained any longer about his doing so, though Anastasia made it something of a ritual to make him promise to take care.

Each night he quested alone, running faster, taking more risks, leaning into his newfound power and senses with greater confidence. He found that he could leap a dozen yards at a time and land with absolute surety; could climb with his hands alone, his strength such that he didn’t need to find purchase for his toes. The falls barely bruised him, and the cold had no effect on his body whatsoever.

But still, he found no sign of dragons.

He’d return to camp dispirited, cold, and crawl into either Anastasia or Morwyn’s bedroll. They were usually willing to help warm him up.

They moved from one great mountain to the next, then to a third, until at last on the eighth night Dianthos leaned forward toward the fire, expression grim, and marked his queen with his stare.

“I fear that we must change our approach, or wander the Windspine until Viburnos looks as dignified as I.”

“What do you suggest?” asked Vispathia calmly.

“We must climb to the top of a peak,” said the elderly fae. “I know it perilous, but perhaps the dragons, lordly beings that they were, disdained these middling slopes. Perhaps they found the highest points from which to survey the world, and there settled into their long sleep.”

“The higher slopes are inhospitable,” said Vispathia gently. “My magic will not shield us so completely nor so well.”

“So be it,” said Dianthos, bowing his gray head. “But I believe it a necessary risk.”

“How dangerous could it be?” asked Morwyn. “Would the cold prove mortal?”

“The cold and the thin air,” said the queen. “The mountains climb so high that there is almost no air whatsoever at their peaks.”

“What do you think, Hugh?” asked Anastasia, turning to regard him.

“I could make the climb alone,” said Hugh. “The thin air doesn’t bother me.”

“There’s no need for that,” said, Morwyn. “We could at least accompany you until we grow too hard-pressed.”

“Very well,” said Hugh. “Let us take Dianthos’s advice and climb.”

The day was spent slowly inching their way up ever more inhospitable slopes. Entire patches grew slick with ice, and the rock was cold and sharp beneath hands and feet. Around noon a terrible wind blew down from the peak, driving before it a glittering mass of ice flecks that shimmered beautifully in the sunlight and rushed by them with a howl, deflected by Vispathia’s protective magic. 

Hugh stood beside Anastasia, watching the ice storm rage by. “Don’t think I’d fancy our chances of making it up this high without this magic sphere.”

“Nor I,” said Anastasia. “And… it’s hard not to feel a little bitter about it.”

Hugh looked at her sidelong. “Bitter?”

“I only share this with you because… well, you’re you, Hugh. And I trust you completely. But… yes. What could my magic do up here? Fling stones at the sky? Make the ground or boulders a little less opaque? I feel worse than useless.”

“You shouldn’t.” Vispathia had moved up behind them, and Anastasia whipped around, blushing furiously.

“I don’t, I mean, I’m sorry, you weren’t meant to hear that, and I appreciate your magic more than I could ever express -”

Vispathia raised a hand, cutting her off. “Don’t apologize. I recognize your emotion. I used to feel it myself when I was young. But know this, Anastasia. You have within you a terribly potent power. I can sense it. Zarja spoke to me of it. This power is mutilated and cruelly bound by your… training, if such foul practices even deserve the word. But give yourself time. You will come to surprise yourself.”

Anastasia sighed and forced herself to stand up straight. “Thank you for your kind words, your Majesty. I apologize for letting my self-pity get the better of me.”

“Not at all,” said the queen with a smile. “It is not self-pity so much as a desire to help those you love. Am I not right?”

“I… yes.” Anastasia looked over Vispathia’s shoulder and out at the glittering storm. “Precisely so.”

“Then keep your faith,” said the queen. “In time, who knows? Your magic may save us all.”

They resumed their climb an hour later, and soon the patches of ice gave way to crunchy fields of snow, gray and brittle, clinging like lichen to the ever more vertical slopes. They found they could best climb by adopting a switch-back method, where they scaled the mountain at an obtuse angle, then doubled back, angling ever higher. Soon even the fae knights looked wearied, though Hugh felt no exhaustion at all. 

Up they climbed, the rock turned black and gleaming with the wet, and then the rock disappeared altogether, and they were fording through shin-deep snow. Each footstep resulted in a crunch, and soon Hugh took the lead, fording a path, everyone stepping into his prints to save themselves the effort.

They reached the first cliff and took an hour scaling it, Hugh climbing first then lowering a rope to help the others up. That was followed by a precarious ledge that clung to the mountain’s face and forced them to edge along, arms out as if they all sought to hug the cliff. 

Up onto another ledge, then a second cliff, then a third. By the time evening began to fall, everyone was exhausted and truly feeling the biting cold; Vispathia summoned a fire and cushions and little else, and the sorry band gathered close around the leaping, thin flames, hands held out for warmth.

“My magic is drawn from the power of living things,” said Vispathia, shoulders high about her ears as she also felt the cold. “And the higher we climb, the less life force there is to draw upon. It’s why we fae never took to great cities after the golden age but chose to dwell in….”

She trailed off and stared curiously at Morwyn, who sat across from her.

“What?” asked the exemplar, tone immediately wary.

“I… did you know that you are pregnant?”

The words were like a thunderclap in Hugh’s mind, and for a moment he could only gape as Morwyn’s face went as pale as bone, then dark red, then grew mottled as she stared at the queen.

“No.”

Hugh couldn’t tell if it was a mere indication of her ignorance or a more forceful denial.

Vispathia smiled warmly. “Congratulations! I only now sensed the life kindling within you. It is but… I would guess… a month old? Perhaps less.”

Hugh’s heart was a boulder slamming its way downhill, and he could only stare at Morwyn, who slowly dragged her gaze toward him.

For a moment she stared at him in something akin to horror, then she leaped to her feet.

Hugh rose as well. “Morwyn?”

Without a word, she was gone, running off into the dusk, climbing higher, racing around an outcropping, then gone from sight.

“Morwyn!” Hugh took off after her, pounded up the slope, around the boulders, to see her form already distant, racing with terrible speed and without any caution.

Hugh gave pursuit, and felt the rocks and scree cradle his feet, bolstering his steps. He gained on her quickly, but she was running with superhuman speed, strengthened no doubt by the Hanged God’s might. Up she raced, leaping and springing from rock to rock, rounding a curve to disappear.

Hugh, heart in his mouth, chased after, only to see her at the edge of an outcropping, shoulders rising and falling. He stumbled to a stop as she glanced back at him, and he saw such pain, such fear in her eyes, her cheeks wet with tears, that he felt struck to the quick.

Then, without hesitation, she turned and leaped out into the void.

“No!” Hugh lunged after her, throwing himself with every ounce of his being. Never had he moved so fast, with such mindless purpose, and he felt himself go over the edge as well as his fingers curled around her wrist.

They fell, but with an outflung hand, Hugh caught the edge of the outcropping. Her weight crashed into his outstretched arm, and she swung in a great arc as she turned up to glare at him, eyes blank, those of an animal with its leg trapped in a vice. She began punching at his hand, jerking savagely to break free, but Hugh put all his focus on his other hand, and with a great heave lifted her clear up and back onto the ledge.

A moment later he was up beside her, arms around her as she screamed, the sound inchoate, all denial and pain. He held her as she thrashed and slammed her head against him, held her as she fought him with every ounce of her considerable strength, a strength that grew and grew as she drew on the Hanged God. A strength that no mortal man could have contained.

But he was no mortal man. He felt the rocks below them, the very mountain respond to his call and flood his frame with power. He felt as immovable and strong and held her tight for what felt like an age as she screamed and fought.

Finally, night having fallen fully upon them, Morwyn gave one last despairing cry, more of a tormented mewl, and sagged down within the bastion of his arms. The last of the fight went out of her, and she wept, lowering her brow to his shoulder, body spasming as deep sobs tore themselves free, repeatedly like great combers crashing down upon the shore. 

Hugh held her close and said nothing, giving her all the time she needed to vent her emotions. He didn’t even whisper comforting noises or seek to caress her but remained crouched beside her, numb, in shock, unable to think or process what this revelation meant for him.

Eventually, the sobs became soft weeping, and long after that, the weeping gave way to silence and shivering. Hugh drew his cloak about her, shifting his posture so he turned to sit against the rough rock face, and drew Morwyn into the embrace of his arms. The cloak settled over them both as she laid her head against his chest and stared out blindly at the night.

They remained quiet, and Hugh slowly realized that they weren’t alone. There was a third presence with them. A blind, new presence, growing within Morwyn - a child, a baby, a being they had created together. 

Created - when? Three weeks ago? Back in Erro, then. One of their nights together. Or perhaps on the journey to Baron Niestor’s land? Created in one of their acts of tumultuous love, when he’d abused her as she so desired, had provoked her, pushed her to the edge of her tolerance, her pride, her need to be degraded.

He rested his head back against the cliff and stared out and up at the stars. The clouds had parted, a rare occurrence, and this high up the constellations and heavens were vivid, almost painfully so, a smear of crushed pearls across a black velvet cloth. So high he felt he could reach up and touch the stars, disturb them in their silent orbits.

To think, they had created life. High on this brutal mountain, beneath those brilliant stars, the act seemed beyond improbable. Impossible.

Hugh pulled his arms about Morwyn, pulled her closer, and rested his chin upon her hair. 

“I can’t,” she whispered, her voice shattered, breaking him out of his reverie. “I can’t do it.”

Hugh considered her words, restrained the urge to tell her she could, all the platitudes which would only drive her away.

“I can’t be a mother.” He could hear the tears welling up in her voice again. “I can’t do it, Hugh. I can’t.”

He squeezed her gently, and she began crying again, shoulders hitching. He looked back out at the stars and reached for them, for some wisdom, the right words, a sense of the path they could take together, should take.

“I love you,” was all he could think of, all he could say. Three whispered words, but his whole heart was behind them.

Which only set her to crying again.

The stars slowly wheeled in their orbits. The cold surrounded him but refused to sink into his body; the very rocks kept it at bay, and the air sheltered him from the bitterness of the mountain clime. 

He thought she had fallen asleep when she stirred again. “What kind of mother would I be?”

“You’d be yourself.”

She drew away from him so that she could stare him full in the face. “I’m… I’m a broken person, Hugh. I don’t know the first thing about mothering. I know about killing. Hurting. Being hurt. What… what am I to do with a child? What would I show it?”

Hugh sensed that it wasn’t really a question and stayed silent.

“I would ruin everything,” she said, voice suffused with horror and misery. “I would create a… a little monster, who would hate me, and become… they would… and you and I aren’t even together, not in that way, how…?”

Hugh pulled her back to his chest. “We are together.”

She pulled away to stare at him once more. “We are? How? We fuck, Hugh. We kill together. You’re my lord, or were, and I was your captain. And - and there are others - Zarja, Anastasia, Queen Vispathia now, it looks like - how is this child to have any claim on you amongst such a crowd?”

Hugh pursed his lips, considered Morwyn’s face. So beautiful, perilously so, pale and with her dark blue eyes glowing as if with their own inner light. 

“This child is mine,” he said at last, each word as final as a stone being driven into a home’s new foundation. “I am their father. I never knew much love growing up, either. But my time with you all, with Zarja, in Erro, my time learning how to love you, and not just that I wished to - it’s taught me the importance of love.”

“We’ll ruin this child,” whispered Morwyn.

“We’ll do our best,” said Hugh. “That’s all we can do. And I believe, to the bottom of my heart, that you are a good person, Morwyn. No, don’t shake your head. The woman I love is worthy of being loved. You are a good person, Morwyn. A complicated, fucked-up person, sure - hey!”

Morwyn had reared back and punched him hard in the shoulder, but to his relief, he saw a glimmer of amusement in her eyes now.

“A wonderful, nurturing - all right, fine. Enough. But seriously. You are a good person. I like to think I’m a good person. We’ll do our best. And yes, we’ll probably mess this child up in one way or another. Which set of parents don’t? Everyone in this wicked world has their share of problems. But we’ll love them. Fiercely. With every fiber of our being. And we’ll teach them to be strong. What it means to love. We’ll raise them together, as best we can, and they’ll be… I don’t know - a testament to our union. Our love. How we’ve both come back from nothing to create something… precious.”

“Precious,” whispered Morwyn, sinking back against him, trying the word out on her lips.

“Precious,” said Hugh again, wrapping his arms about her once more. “And loved. Just as I love you.”

“Hmm,” she said, wrapping a hand around his bicep.

They sat in silence again, both steeped in their thoughts until at last Hugh drew back a fraction. “May I?”

“May you what?”

And in response, he slowly, giving her all the time she needed to stop him, slid his hand down to her stomach, placing it over where their baby was growing.

Her eyes filled with tears again, and she bit her lower lip. 

“Our child,” he said, voice raw and filled with wonder. “Inside you.”

She could only shake her head, and then, despite everything, give a broken, loving, wondering laugh of amazement.

“Our child,” said Morwyn, leaning against him once more. “You’re sure of this?”

“I am,” said Hugh. “I mean, first we have to find a dragon, then trick a diabolist, then convince an emperor to allow us and our friends to live, but once we’ve done all that, I’m absolutely sure of being part of this with you.”

“Hmm,” she said again, pressing her head against his chest.

He peered down at her in amusement. “Hmm? That’s all you’ve got to say?”

“It was a pretty loving ‘hmm.’”

“’A pretty loving ‘hmm,’’” rumbled Hugh dangerously.

She laughed and burrowed deeper into his embrace, pulling his arms more tightly about her. And in silence, they sat there; presently Hugh felt her fall asleep. And he cradled her, cradled her and their child, held them and gazed out over the world from its very roof, and felt within him the certainty, the knowledge, that he would do everything, absolutely anything, to ensure that Morwyn and their child were safe and loved forevermore.

 


Chapter Eleven

 

 

 

They managed to climb for another three days before they could climb no higher. Queen Vispathia’s magic grew ever more attenuated, and with each dawn, the cold grew more piercing, the air less substantial. Still, they struggled on, seeking to keep pace with Hugh, who felt none of their privations, who drew deep lungfuls of nourishing air and who remained in his tunic and breeches, untouched by the freezing cold. 

Three times he urged them to go back, to turn away, but the very strength of their wills proved their undoing; they refused to abandon him for as long as they had breath. Morwyn’s face became pinched, her body hunched over as she took three breaths for every step. Anastasia swayed, eyes unfocused, driven by some inner determination that refused to take cues from her weakening body. Even the fae knights, Dianthos and Viburnos, grew steadily weaker as they withdrew from all forms of life, their inner fire banking amidst the cold and snow and the ice.

Only Vispathia managed to truly keep pace with Hugh, sustained by some regal majesty, some unconquerable will that buoyed her up where the others faltered. But Hugh could see how much it cost her, the toll it took to climb ever higher into those inimical heights until, at long last, he turned his back to the peak and spread out his arms.

“You will none of you go any farther than this,” he cried out, voice nearly lost amidst the whirling gusts of wind that drove flecks of ice against the cheeks and brows. “You risk death or frostbite if you persist. Turn back, all of you. I will find you below.”

“Damn… d-d-damned if I do,” said Morwyn, teeth chattering within her clenched jaw. “We’re… we’re going to…”

But she could speak no more and bowed her head as another scythe-like blast of frigid air came whistling down from the hidden peaks.

“We’re not even close to the top!” shouted Hugh. “Turn back! This is folly!”

Anastasia, as if unable to respond with words, took another staggering step forward, then swayed like a tree whose base has been chopped at for hours by competent woodsmen.

“The Adamtus speaks true,” said Dianthos, and his voice, grown reedy and thin, was nearly lost in the whistling wind. “We must return below. We serve nobody and accomplish nothing by dying.”

“My queen?” asked Viburnos, gray-faced and preternaturally aged by the climb. “Your will?”

“Return below,” said Vispathia, voice clear though her cheeks had grown gaunt and her eyes sunken. “Return below and wait for us.”

“No, my queen,” said Hugh softly, then repeated, louder, for fear the winds stole his words. “You must return with them. They will perish without your magic.”

For what little remained labored to keep the group from freezing to death outright. 

Vispathia’s pale eyes gleamed in anger, then she acknowledged his logic with a curt nod. “Then may the Moon and Stars bless your climb, Hugh of Stasiek, Adamtus of the Thavma and hope of the fae. We shall wait for you below.”

“N-n-no,” said Morwyn, her face a clenched fist. “I… I won’t leave him…”

Hugh stepped down to her, through the thick snow, and cupped her chilled face in his palms. “Go below, my love. You risk not just yourself by following me.”

Her eyes narrowed in anger, her resentment plain at his line of argument, but finally, she grimaced and turned away. 

“Y-y-you’d best r-r-return,” he heard her say as she began the descent. “Or I’ll h-h-haunt your grave.”

“That makes no sense,” said Viburnos, moving down alongside her. “On many levels. For one -”

But his words were stolen by the winds. One by one his companions turned back, until at last Vispathia alone remained. She stood tall, proud, regal, her platinum hair blowing about her, a sign of her reduced might in and of itself. They held each other’s gaze for a spell, and then, without a word, she turned, swallowed by the gusts of snow.

Hugh inhaled deeply and considered the distant peak. He felt Vispathia’s thin magic peel away, releasing him to the elements, to the stone-cracking cold and cutting winds. Without her protection he should have died in minutes, the warmth and heart-strength leached out of him by the barren world. 

But instead, he stood tall, shoulders back, hair whipping about his face, and felt nothing but might. He felt the strength of the rocks flowing up through his feet, at once rooting and supporting him on the mountain’s sheer side. Felt the cold flowing around him but not sinking in, leaving him protected within a warm bubble. And though the winds buffeted him, they didn’t rock him where he stood. 

He wasn’t sure what an Adamtus was, not really, but one thing was becoming clear: he was beloved by the natural world itself.

Setting his jaw, he began to climb, fording the thick banks of snow, feet finding purchase on the slick rock and expanses of ice. Up, higher and higher, into the teeth of blizzard, clad only in breeches and tunic, cloak snapping behind him as the wind caught at it and sought to tear it away. Up he went, till the snow hardened and became nothing more than ice, ice made perilous by sudden ravines that dropped into gorgeous netherworlds of polar blue and black. Over these he leaped, guided by instinct, sheltered by the ice itself, to land firmly on the far banks. 

And on he climbed. 

He no longer stopped to sense for dragons. Reaching the peak had become its own goal. His own gesture to the world, to the futility of their quest, to the ridiculous nature of being mortal, being a man, of striving in a world where mountains cared naught for politics or hope, for love or children. 

If he died here, nothing would change on the mountain. If he succeeded and changed Mendev itself, still nothing would change on these blue slopes. All would remain the same, empty and cold, eternal and vast.

It put everything into perspective and aroused within him a sullen sense of defiance. A sense that, while he might be but mortal, and his yearnings foolish, still he would seek to impose them on the world. Still, he would seek to climb this mountain to its highest peak, and there gaze out and roar his defiance. His defiance of the fates, of the hatred that governed the world, the mean-spirited and cruel people who sought to accumulate gold and power at everyone else’s expense.

On he trudged, thoughts melting into each other, growing incoherent, until all that remained was a mantra that he repeated, over and over again, with each step, with each pounding of his heart: Climb the mountain, win the world. Climb the mountain, win the world. 

Climb the mountain -

He stopped. Something had happened. Blinking, mind bleary, he straightened and gazed about. Snow swirled in all directions. The ground was white, the sky blanked out, the wind total. 

What had broken him from his endless refrain? Was he nearing the top? 

No. The peak yet lay a mile above. 

Had he felt something? No. He felt fine. His breath came easily, and he felt warm, at ease.

Then…?

He couldn’t find the cause. He swept the world with his gaze, then reached out with his soul.

Nothing.

Hanging his head, he resumed his endless climb. For how long had he been ascending now? An hour? Six? 

Climb the mountain, win the world. Climb the mountain, win the world.

More time elapsed, and the wind died down, as if unable to exert itself this high up. The snow and ice gave way to bare rock once more. The cold was that of the void itself, though it touched him not. The vast, teeming world was reduced to the stone beneath his feet. Even the air no longer swirled about him, grown so thin that it was barely there at all.

Hugh stopped, turned, blinked, and gazed out. The sight was strange. Eerie. Below he could see the snowy storm that engulfed the mountain, that hid from his vision all that lay beyond. But straight ahead, he saw… twilight darkness, a curvature in the air, as if he were piercing some outer membrane and entering the true night. Above? Stars, visible even now at midday, a faint luminescence as thin as mist. Beyond, out there, over the world? The curving sky itself, hazy and burning with subtle colors, faint blues the bled away into black.

Hugh swayed. He was outside the realm of men. Nothing beneath his feet but naked, raw rock. No lichen, no earth, no residue of life. No air, nothing to breathe. Yet somehow the sky still recognized him, what little there was, and rushed in to feed his lungs, pulled as if by some gravitational force to concentrate right before his face. 

Black stars floated in his vision, and he felt light-headed. 

He turned to look up and finally saw the peak. It seemed a lunar promontory, a ragged escarpment that had finally conceded the battle, stopping just shy of the stars. The light that bathed that raw rock rippled, unearthly, coming, it seemed, not from the sun but from the universe itself. 

I can’t go any higher, thought Hugh, staring up at that alien summit. There’s not enough air for me to breathe. I just… it’s not possible.

But even as he stared, he thought he could make out something curled around the very peak. Right at the top, its form bathed in undulating starlight, was a rocky formation that could have been - if one squinted just right - the shape of a beast. Something blocky and monstrous, angular and rough. Curled around the peak as a wealthy woman might curl a cat about her shoulders. 

Could it be…?

Hugh sagged down to his knees. He felt not weighed down, but lethally light, as if a single jump might propel him up into that darkness, beyond the gradation of deepest blue into the heart of the void. But still, he knelt and bowed his head, closing his eyes. Then he reached, reached with that newfound sense that had been gifted him.

He felt the scarcity of the air. The terrible cold like a raging fire, seeking to burn and sear his flesh. He felt the mountain beneath him, the very tip leading down for miles, into the earth, down into its geological roots, far below the ground. 

And above… a cloud, a wavering entity, a presence. Small, subtle, barely there. Like a bubble, escaping fingers that sought to clutch at it, driven away by the very act of attempting to grasp it.

Hugh frowned, closed his eyes tightly, and reached.

There. Amorphous, clear when seen from the exterior, organic, strange. But if he pressed against its yielding surface, if he forced his awareness into its strange body… 

And then, he was through.

Like stepping into Vispathia’s valley, the change was sudden, nearly violent. 

Gone was the mountain, the void, the cold. He was caught up in a rushing, streaming run, a flowing sense of movement, of gyring in the air, wheeling across the heavens, then folding his wings and diving, diving down through the clouds, piercing them like a bolt shot from the moon. Faster, streams of cloud threading from the ridges of his brow, the hook of his beak, the bony length of his wings. Down, heart racing, the world swirling into view, resolving itself into detail, down in a victorious plunge only to level off at the last and rip across the top of a forest, stirring the canopy with thunder. He drove prey panicked before him, leaping harts and bellowing bulls, to sink his claws into the choicest buck then heave for air, strain for altitude, to rise, to climb once more into the crucible of the sky.

Hugh blinked, opening his eyes. His body rocked, and for a moment he felt delirious, feverish, unable to account for his human form. 

Dragon, he thought and climbed to his feet.

The distance between them was perhaps a hundred yards. A final, fatal hundred. Even the powers of the Adamtus wouldn’t shield him that far up. He was already at the very bleeding limit of his tolerances. 

But he had no choice. 

Gritting his teeth, he took another step and began to climb.

Each step tore him ever freer of the cradle of atmosphere, the blanket of air he had taken for granted all his life. And no matter how quickly the air rushed toward him, seeking to fill his lungs and buoy him up, there just wasn’t enough now. 

He began to pant, just as Morwyn and the others had so far below. He felt his mind grow light, his blood beginning to boil within his veins. His skin began to burn in truth now, not from cold, but from within. 

Hugh squared his shoulders and climbed higher. 

No air. He was sucking in huge lungfuls of nothing. Sweat broke out over his crimson skin. His vision was growing blurred. He couldn’t focus. 

No matter. 

The pain was rising, threatening to swallow him whole. What little air he had in his lungs was bursting to escape, bulging at his ribcage from within.

Hugh clamped his lips shut, determined to save what little he had, and climbed on.

He was lighter now. Taking advantage of the fact, he began to surge up the mountain, each shove sending him soaring up a half-dozen yards, to land lightly and leap up again.

Bells and gongs were ringing in his head, a thousand chimes sounded in his ears, and his body felt wrong in ways he couldn’t comprehend.

No matter.

The dragon was right there. 

Bathed in that nacreous, luminous rippling light. Awful. Monstrous. Huge.

On the verge of passing out, Hugh leaped one final time. He rose so high he thought he would overshoot the peak entirely and sail out into the stars.

But a tenuous, gentle force pulled him down at last, so he sank from his high leap to fall beside the slumbering dragon, and finally place his hand upon its flank.

Stone. Pure, solid rock. A statue. He leaned against it, closing his eyes once more, threading his senses into the beast, trying to find a nucleus of fire, a cognomen of being. 

Nothing.

Solid rock all the way through. 

Petrified millennia ago.

But that presence. That dream.

There was something here.

Hugh felt his eardrums burst, felt blood begin to fill the back of his throat, to pour out of his nostrils. 

Awaken, he commanded the mass of stone. Heed my voice and awaken!

Nothing.

Where was the fire? Where was the soul? Hugh sought that amorphous dream, but it was gone.

Only then did panic begin to close its black wings about him. He had come too high up to return. He would never make it in time.

And even if the beast awoke? Hugh would still die. 

He wanted to scream, in pain, in rage, in frustration, but instead, he drew his fist back and brought it crashing down upon the dragon’s head. 

Stone cracked, bone fracturing within his wrist.

Hugh ignored the pain.

“Wake up!” he screamed, expelling the last of his air. He punched the head once more, feeling more bones crunch and go wrong. “Awaken!”

He couldn’t see straight. His mind was blurring, falling apart. Everything was on fire. He needed air more than he had needed anything, ever, before. He wanted to scream but had nothing to scream with.

Sinking to his knees, he bowed his head against the dragon’s rough cheek and closed his eyes. 

He summoned everything he had, his every ounce of will, his last shred of determination, his need to succeed, to win through. He would not abandon those he loved. He would not die up here. He would not fail at the very last.

He shaped his thought like an arrow, a harpoon, and with the last of his faltering strength, he formed the words and slammed them into the stony form, as deep and as far as he could hurl them: HEED MY CALL AND AWAKEN!

Nothing happened. 

Hugh tried to inhale, but nothing came. His body was one massive, yawning spasm. He reeled back, thought of hurling himself down the mountain, so that at least those who awaited below could find his corpse, could determine what had befallen him.

He was about to do so when the world shuddered.

He heard a sharp, distinctive crack, as of a massive tree trunk being shattered over a giant’s knee. 

Turning, barely able to see, barely able to think over the roar of the Hanged God’s approach deafening him, he saw that a giant eyelid the size of a platter had opened, slid right up, to reveal a ferocious eye, gleaming and alive, a black pupil the size of a dagger, slit like a cat’s, set against an iris of crimson so deep it could have been a cauldron of blood.

WHO BIDS ME LIVE?

“Me,” croaked Hugh, falling backward, eyes rolling up in his head. “I did.”

He fell, but his fall was arrested; another massive crack sounded as if the surface of the moon were being riven, then a great wall of rock surrounded him, clasped him tight, and stopped him from tumbling down the sheer mountainside.

Hugh lost track of what happened next. Warmth suffused him. Not the burning heat of his blood boiling, but a softer, gentler warmth, like afternoon sunlight lulling you into a nap. He felt movement, of being shaken. Not purposefully, but as a side effect of the dragon lifting.

Pain receded. His body began to reknit itself. On some basic, primal level he realized he wasn’t going to die. He wasn’t going to be left to rot - if bodies even rotted this high up on the roof the world - amidst the barren rocks.

The movement became a lulling up and down, great sweeps carrying deeper into the air, like sinking back into the sea, deeper into the rich warmth of the natural world.

He felt nature nourishing him. Air filled him to the brim, the world pouring strength into his muscles, causing ruptured vessels to heal, blood to steal back into its pathways, his brain to grow whole.

Down they glided, down into the winter gale, until at last, they alighted on a massive rock, and Hugh felt his body put down into the snow.

Blinking, huge snowflakes catching in his lashes, he looked up into the blizzard and saw the dragon perched above him.

It was entirely changed. 

Gone was the rough carapace, the stony, blocky exterior. It was smaller now, having shed that thick skin, and clothed in supple scales of black and that gradated to crimson down its belly, equally red lines running down the length of its spine. Its head was mounted atop a long and serpentine neck, a wild mane of backswept horns framing its visage, and its eyes burned with an inner fire that even the void of space had failed to quench.

It was massive. It loomed above him like some hillock, yet retained the lithe grace of a panther, some incomprehensible hunting cat.

Down came its head, and Hugh saw that its mouth was massive enough to snatch him up and gulp him down whole.

AND WHO ARE YOU, MORTAL MAN?

Hugh levered himself up onto his elbows, body still jarred by the abrupt and violent healing. Had he healed himself? Had that been some ability of the dragon?

No matter. His next words would be crucial. He wasn’t out of danger yet.

“I am Hugh of Stasiek and have been made the Adamtus by the Thavma. We’ve need of your strength and power.”

WHY?

Hugh didn’t hear those words spoken so much as felt them in his chest, reverberating within his mind. The dragon’s focus was total and locked in on him. The sensation was uniquely unnerving.

“Because the empire that rules below is cruel and unjust. It seeks to slaughter the fae for simply being themselves, and enslaves magic users, and mutilates their souls. My friends and loved ones wish to be allowed to live in peace, but war follows us wherever we go. We wish to impress upon the emperor that he must leave us alone.”

YOU DO NOT WISH TO CONQUER THIS EMPIRE?

Was that disbelief in the dragon’s voice?

Hugh climbed to his feet, moving cautiously as if one false move could cause the dragon to spring down on him.

“Not really, no.”

YOU DO NOT WISH REVENGE UPON YOUR FOES?

“No, no real need for revenge, either. Just to convince them to leave us alone, leave all fae alone, preferably, and to stop mutilating magic users.”

The dragon sat back, and Hugh marveled at its hide, which draped its muscled form like sable, but whose ebon scales gleamed like a thousand polished shields. How could a substance be so supple yet clearly so strong?

THIS IS MOST STRANGE, mused the dragon, considering him. ALWAYS I HAVE BEEN CALLED TO WAR.

“I… I hope you’re not disappointed,” said Hugh. “We don’t want war. We don’t want more bloodshed. We want to love and be left alone.”

Hugh nearly appended a “sorry” at the end.

The dragon seemed to frown, though Hugh was unsure about reading draconic expressions; grooves appeared above its brow, and the line of his maw deepened.

YET YOU ARE THE ADAMTUS.

It didn’t feel like a question. More like a preamble.

“So I’ve been told.”

YOU ARE, FOR NO OTHER COULD HAVE REACHED ME.

Fair enough, thought Hugh, deciding not to mention that he barely made it himself.

The wind howled about them, driving the blizzard, but Hugh felt none of it. He felt warm again, at ease; his body having finished healing itself, and some part of his mind wondered if such would be his fate moving forward, to be inured from the harshness of the world and capable of healing even the worst of wounds.

I WOULD LEARN MORE, said the dragon at last. IT PLEASES ME TO NOT BE SUMMONED TO CARNAGE.

“I’m glad to hear it,” said Hugh, dusting himself off. “My friends are below. Will you accompany me?”

The dragon nodded, indicating that Hugh should lead on, so he turned and began to descend.

At first, the dragon didn’t move, and Hugh began to leave it behind, such that he kept looking back and up, wondering if he had misunderstood something. But when he was about fifty yards down, the dragon lurched up, spread its wings, and sailed down to land on another outcropping of rock.

Ah.

From then on, Hugh moved ever faster, trusting the rocks to catch his feet, his body to find the path, and fairly ran down the treacherous slope, the dragon breezing down after him. It became almost a game, to see if he could outpace the dragon’s next planned stop, to rush on and force the great monster to leap more quickly to keep up.

And in such manner, he came rushing down into the camp, which his friends had established in the lee side of a great bluff, a good mile down the mountain. Hugh fairly ran right past it, only registering the shocked faces in his periphery vision at the last. He caught himself and slid to a stop.

“Hugh!” Anastasia rose from the small fire Vispathia had no doubt conjured. “You’re -”

The sky was blotted out as the dragon blasted down to land atop the bluff itself, peering at the group from on high.

Morwyn drew both blades immediately, even as Anastasia wheeled and raised a hand to her mouth. The fae knights stumbled up and back, shocked.

Only Vispathia kept her composure. She arose, graceful, poised, and considered the massive black dragon for a beat before dropping into a deep curtsy, calling out what had to be an elaborate greeting in her fae tongue. 

The dragon turned its head from one side to the other, as if examining the company from all angles, then lowered its head till it was but a dozen yards away. Hugh watched as the vertical pupils narrowed a fraction, and realized the crimson irises were subtly patterned in the form of a labyrinth, an infinitely complex maze that doubled back and wrapped around the pupils. 

“It’s a dragon,” croaked Morwyn, voice stark in disbelief. “You actually found…”

YOUR QUEEN IS DIMINISHED, spoke the dragon in Hugh’s mind.

But, apparently, in everyone else’s, too, for the whole company reacted immediately. Dianthos stepped forward, bristling, face pale with terror, but hand moving to the hilt of his sword. Viburnos followed him a moment later. 

It was Vispathia who broke the tension by smiling as she held out a hand to her knights.

“I am, lord dragon. Though I am descended from the same royalty you once knew, the earth has turned about the sun a hundred thousand times since last you met my ancestors, and their blood and power has grown weak. I am a poor vessel, for the world is greatly changed, and our kind is no longer welcomed in this land.”

THE ADAMTUS WISHES TO CHANGE THAT.

“And that is why we love him, my lord. The world is not that which you once knew. Humanity now covers its face and raise their cities to challenge the sky, cut down the forests to replace them with farmland, tame the beasts and yoke them in the field, and destroy all who oppose them. The Thavma have all but disappeared, and we fae are a shadow of our former selves, perhaps even less than that.”

STRONG ENOUGH TO HOLD THAT WHICH YOU ARE GIVEN?

“They would not receive it as a gift,” said Hugh, pitching his voice so that it rang strong and true. “They fight for every victory we have accomplished and would earn that which we carve from the empire.”

Vispathia bowed her head to him in gratitude.

The dragon turned its head and swept it slowly to one side, eyeing their number once more.

YOU STAND WITH A BONE ORCHARD KEEPER.

For a moment Hugh had no idea of what the dragon spoke, then realized it was staring right at Morwyn, who pursed her lips and raised her chin, glaring right back at the draconic beast.

“We do,” said Hugh. “Is that a problem?”

A BOON TO YOUR CAUSE FOR AS LONG AS SHE FIGHTS BY YOUR SIDE.

Then it turned to regard Anastasia, who was unable to resist shrinking back a step.

The moment dragged out, the dragon’s eyes narrowing as it scrutinized the Disciplus, then it turned back to Hugh.

WHAT HAS BEEN DONE TO THIS NAMER?

“Namer? Anastasia is a Disciplus, a magic-user, raised in a human academy to, ah, train her powers. She is one of those whom I spoke to you about - one of those tortured and mutilated as part of her upbringing.”

“Namer?” asked Vispathia, eyes opening wide in shock. “She is one such?”

ASSUREDLY, said the dragon, drawing back to sit upon its outcropping.

“What… what is it talking about?” asked Anastasia.

“A Namer,” repeated Dianthos, and brought the cross guard of his blade to his lips and kissed it.

“One who can manipulate the very nature of reality,” said Vispathia. “They are born amongst all the races but are always beings of tremendous power if they can but master their art. If you… that would mean…”

Anastasia looked at once panic-struck and shocked. “I… but… what?”

Vispathia bit her lower lip and shook her head. “I’ve little knowledge of this. Another piece of knowledge that has grown lost over the eons. I’ve not heard of a Namer in centuries.”

“Nor I,” confirmed Dianthos.

“But… does that mean… what does that mean?” asked Anastasia.

Vispathia looked back up at the dragon. “My lord, are you familiar with the art of Naming?”

IT IS NOT MINE OWN, BUT YES.

Vispathia’s question cut through the background blizzard to ring in the air. “Can you help her?”

Again, the dragon regarded Anastasia, and again she shrank back from its eye.

I COULD SHRIVE HER OF HER SHACKLES. WHAT WOULD HAPPEN THEREAFTER I DO NOT KNOW.

“Shrive me of…?” Anastasia stared at Vispathia. “What does that mean?”

“I’m not completely sure,” said the fae queen. “Remove the bonds that constrain your power, I would imagine. In times of yore, Namers could divine the true essence of the world, and manipulate reality itself as a result, turning rock to gold, air to poison, and with the greatest of them all even turning one person into another, or a wolf into a man. But I’ve no knowledge of how this was done.”

“Can this be done safely?” asked Hugh, already knowing the answer.

The dragon’s amusement was plain. NO.

He turned to the Disciplus. “Anastasia?”

“Yes,” she said immediately, hands curling into fists. “I’ll risk it.”

“Anastasia,” said Morwyn, stepping up alongside her and placing a hand on her shoulder. “Be careful of what you wish for. We’ve no idea what this could mean.”

“I do,” said Anastasia firmly. “It will mean an end to my being a tag-along member of this group, skipping pebbles at our foes and offering futile words of advice. If this allows me to really contribute, to make a difference, to - to become myself, to undo the pain and damage that was done to me – then, yes. I’ll take it. Whatever may come of it.”

Hugh looked back up at the dragon. “What does removing her shackles involve?”

The dragon gave the subtle impression now of having made itself comfortable on the ragged rocks; its wings were furled behind its back, and its weight more securely planted down between its haunches, the massive talons of its foreclaws digging into the rock as if it were as soft as bread.

I WOULD IMMOLATE HER IN A CLEANSING FLAME.

“Whoa,” said Morwyn. “That would remove her shackles and her hair and flesh and bones as well.”

Anastasia’s eyes had opened a fraction wider. 

“Burn her alive?” asked Hugh in disbelief. “How is that supposed to help?”

“Dragons are said to have been able to breathe different kinds of fire,” said Vispathia hurriedly. “They are renowned for their destructive blasts, true, but also had other kinds of flame that could produce wondrous effects. There are even legends of dragonfire cleansing the ill and diseased of their impurities - refining them, as it were.”

“As in the legend of Teneriel and the Black Imp,” said Dianthos with a nod of his head. 

“A cleansing flame,” repeated Hugh, then looked up at the dragon. “Is that of what you speak?”

The dragon’s amusement was still plain. I HAVE NOT BEEN INTERROGATED IN THIS MANNER SINCE I WAS A HATCHLING. ACCEPT MY OFFER, OR NOT.

“I accept,” blurted out Anastasia. “Whatever it is, I accept.”

“Wait,” said Hugh. “We haven’t - you haven’t agreed to help us yet.”

TRUE, said the dragon. BUT I FIND THIS INTERESTING. A NAMER, UNNAMED. CLIMB ON MY SHOULDERS, AND I WILL TAKE YOU WHERE YOU MAY BE SHRIVEN.

Anastasia balked and stared with haunted intensity at Hugh, as if the immediacy of the dragon’s offer had shocked her into realizing what she had agreed to.

“Only if I can come with you,” said Hugh immediately, stepping forward.

The dragon considered him, then gave the equivalent of a lizardine shrug, rippling its wings and wafting its head slightly from side to side.

“I… very well.” A deep breath sounded, and Anastasia walked up to the outcropping, looking tiny and cold and stiff compared to the monster’s supreme elegance and languor. “How do I…?”

The dragon unfolded one wing and extended it down so it formed a great rippled ramp up which she could walk to its shoulders. Hugh moved to join her and took hold of her hand; she squeezed it tightly, and the look of gratitude and terror she gave him warmed his heart.

Together they climbed. The wing was sturdy but organic, giving under their boots, and when they reached the nape of the dragon’s neck, Hugh moved forward decisively, placing his hands at last on the monster’s hide and finding it supple and warm, like sunbaked stones. A leg over and he settled down between the large spines, which were ridged like horn and even warmer than the scaled skin itself.

Anastasia settled herself before him, and he wrapped his arms around her frame to grip the spine before them. She settled comfortably into his body. He turned to wave at the others, to say something, then the dragon sank as if melting, wilting onto the outcropping of rock, only to lurch skywards with such a titanic leap that Hugh’s head snapped back and his whole body nearly slid out of its perch. 

He held on tight, and the great wings unfurled, snapping down powerfully, blasting snow, ice, and pebbles in every direction. Hugh caught a glimpse of Morwyn shielding her face with her upraised arms, Vispathia watching them go with an expression of wonder and pride; then they were gone, lifting to challenge the vaults of heaven and into the great white sky.

The dragon’s body was alive beneath them, surging and contracting beneath the wondrous hide, the massive beat of its wings lifting them bodily up higher, only for them to drop into a glide as the wings arose once more. The dragon’s neck extended forward like a serpent’s and traced an endless ‘S’ through the sky. It was impossible to tell how fast they flew; the wind was fierce, the sky blank in all directions, and the dragon, for all the power of each wing beat, seemed to cruise forward effortlessly.

Anastasia sank into Hugh’s body, her head resting on his shoulder, and he wrapped one arm protectively across her chest, holding her tight. The wind failed to chill him as before, but he could only imagine how cold she must have felt this high up amidst such terrible winds. Were it not for the constant and baking heat of the dragon itself, he would have been worried about her freezing altogether.

On they flew, and Hugh tried to process what had happened to them, the revelations, the developments that had taken place so swiftly. Only an hour or so ago he had been scaling the mountain alone, ready to die for his search, and now Anastasia and he were flying the gods knew where to reveal her true nature atop the back of a creature right out of legends.

Only then did Hugh truly allow himself to consider on what they rode, on whom he had awoken. 

A dragon.

His mind could barely process the fact. 

A dragon.

A wild whoop of exhilaration sought to tear itself from his throat, only for a new thought to clamp down and still his fervor. Had Brig felt this liberated, this excited, when first he rode a dragon in his day?

On they flew, into that endless white, which seemed infinite until suddenly it wasn’t. The sky broke open before them, and they left the clouds for such a glorious and dizzying sight that Hugh clutched Anastasia hard to his chest.

They were miles up, and the world was strange and miniature and spread out before them like some incredible work of art. Ripples were hills, a twinkling thread of silver a river, and the Windspine Mountains ranged about them like the curved walls of an amphitheater. Far, far below he saw the shadows cast by the moving clouds slowly pass over the land, rippling over fields and towns in silent passage. 

The sight was incredible. Hugh stared down, bewitched, mesmerized, then tried not to think of how long it would take him to fall from this height. Anastasia reached an arm up and behind, curled her hand around the back of his head, and pulled him down to kiss her upturned lips. 

She was cold but smiled into the kiss; when he pulled back, he saw her eyes aflame with such wonder and joy that he couldn’t help but grin back.

No matter what came next, they would always have this moment. This moment of aching, peerless, impossible beauty. The time they crossed over the world on dragon back.

But the dragon wasn’t intent on spearing out into the flatlands; rather, he curved away, banking in a maneuver that caused the sky and ground to slide and tilt around, powering his way back toward a lower range. 

Hugh’s stomach tried to slide up and between his lungs as the dragon corrected course, but he soon grew used to it. He found that he wanted the dragon to do all the things he had witnessed in its dreams - to dive, to speed just over the trees, to hunt. He wanted to be part of that magic, to be one with the great beast and its world.

Instead, he simply held Anastasia and peered ahead as he tried to divine their destination. There. Down toward a lower peak, whose very apex had been shorn clean off, upon which stood a great ruin. At that distance, it was hard to make out much detail, but there could be no doubt. The peak looked to be completely inaccessible, surrounded by fearsome cliffs and treacherous rock. There would be no way of approaching the remote ruin but from the air.

Down they flew, wind howling in their ears, growing faster and faster as the dragon brought its wings in, and Anastasia reached down to clutch at Hugh’s thigh with fingers so strong they felt like claws. Down toward the ruin, which resolved itself as they drew closer into being a great circular edifice, its exterior intricately carved and perforated with endless arches, much of them fallen or collapsed. Only now did Hugh appreciate the size of the building, massive enough to be seen from so far away, and the terrible state of disrepair.

The dragon flew low and toward one of the greatest archways that ringed the very top, bringing its wings in just close enough that it could skim through and out into the building’s hollow heart. It was really just an ornate exterior wall, massive and a hundred yards tall, for within was a vast, empty space in whose center arose a mighty pedestal.

The pedestal was carved with eroded scenes of battle and life. Hugh saw dragons - or the faint remnants of them - circling up toward the top. It seemed like an entire flight of them, and the very idea of dozens of dragons or more going against any enemy gave Hugh the chills. How would you even begin to fight one?

The dragon landed on the pedestal’s center, whose broad stone expanse was gouged and torn by countless cuts from ancient dragon talons. There it extended its wings once more, and Hugh and Anastasia half-slid, half-walked down to the rough rock.

They both turned in a slow circle. Now that he was within the edifice, Hugh could make out the remains of stadium seating rising from the halfway mark of the floor and up to the distant wall top. This place must have sat thousands upon thousands at a time. But now the seating was pitted with age or altogether collapsed. Just enough remained here and there to give the impression of what it once might have been, along with the faint carvings in the stone.

“Wow,” breathed Anastasia, looking up to the dragon. “What was this place?”

ONCE IT WAS A SEAT OF POWER, WHERE THE PARLIAMENT OF DRAGONS AND THEIR RIDERS WOULD GATHER TO DELIBERATE. NOW IT IS NOTHING MORE THAN A PERSISTENT MEMORY CARVED IN STONE.

Hugh rubbed at the back of his head in wonder. “How long ago was this? And how could they have built such a massive building? I’ve never seen anything like it. Even the emperor’s palace appears a child’s toy compared to this scale.”

I KNOW NOT FOR HOW LONG I HAVE SLEPT, said the dragon, BUT I WOULD WAGER IT HAS BEEN AT LEAST THREE THOUSAND YEARS SINCE LAST A CONVOCATION WAS HELD HERE.

“Three thousand years!” exclaimed Anastasia. “That’s older than the history of Mendev itself. Older than any record we have. That… makes total sense, of course. We’ve no records of the fae’s golden age either. How much have we lost?”

OR DESTROYED, said the dragon. HISTORY IS OFTEN OBSCURED BY THOSE WHO WISH TO AVOID ITS GAZE.

“Or obscured,” agreed Hugh. “Were there… men? Amongst these riders?”

SOME. FROM THE PALATIATE OF GREN, A CIVILIZATION DESTROYED BY AN ARMY OF BONE ORCHARD KEEPERS.

“The Palatinate of Gren.” Hugh tasted the words on his tongue. “And an entire army of Exemplars of the Hanged God?” He couldn’t imagine. He felt as if he were falling down a well into primordial history. “I always thought that before the rise of Mendev, before our empire, we were nothing as a species. Just… hunter-gatherers, like Miklut Tribes in the far north. But to think…” 

He trailed off in amazement.

“How much knowledge has been lost?” marveled Anastasia. “How many wonders destroyed? How many cities, nations, civilizations buried by the sands of time.”

MORE THAN YOU KNOW.

Hugh and Anastasia stared out in mute wonder. Hugh thought he could almost hear the cheers and shouts echoing off the vast walls, could almost see the flurry of wings as dragons landed on this central pedestal. But no. That was all gone and dead.

HERE WE SHALL PERFORM THE SHRIVING, AS WAS DONE BEFORE. PREPARE YOURSELF, NAMER.

“What must I do?” asked Anastasia.

OPEN YOUR SOUL TO THE FIRE.

Anastasia gulped but managed a jerky nod.

Hugh, following some instinct, backed away, right to the edge of the great pedestal. Glancing down briefly, he saw they were easily a hundred yards above the sandy, ruined floor. Noting that, he took a step away from the edge.

The dragon reared up, head rising high to the fullest extent of its neck. Wings opened wide, and for a moment it appeared a draconic wall in its own right, massive and serpentine, glorious and regal, poised to descend upon Anastasia and sweep her away.

She stood with her fists knotted up, legs wide, chin raised, staring up at the dragon as if in defiance. She didn’t move as the dragon opened its maw, revealing a white, hellish conflagration burning in the back of its throat, as bright as the sun.

Hugh squinted and tried to keep watching. The ball of fire grew brighter, then brighter yet, till Hugh was forced to raise a hand to block the brilliance. And then, without warning, the dragon arched its neck and blew a vast flame down upon Anastasia, engulfing her completely.

Yet the roar was subdued, not the mighty blast Hugh had expected, and there was no heat. Just a faint crackling that seemed completely dissonant with the awesome might of the fiery display, reducing Anastasia to a mere shadow within its cone. Flames lapped against the pedestal’s floor, washing out and flickering away.

On and on the dragon breathed its gulf of fire, and Hugh was forced at the last to close his eyes, lest he be blinded.

And then, just as suddenly, it was over. 

Blinking away the afterimage, Hugh dropped his arms and hurried forward. To his immense relief, Anastasia stood there still, her clothing completely burned away, her uniform reduced to singes across her skin, her hair having also fallen free of its tight coif to ripple down between her shoulder blades.

“Anastasia?” Hugh moved to stand before her. She still looked up, expression slack, lips parted, eyes blank as if lost in another world. 

He took one of her hands. “Anastasia?”

Steam or smoke was rising from her unblemished skin. She had not even taken a rosy hue from the fire. Her eyes, which had always been a warm, deep brown, had lightened to hazel, tinged with green and flecks of gold. 

GIVE HER TIME, rumbled the dragon, lowering itself back to all fours. SHE RETURNS TO US.

Hugh bit his lower lip and nodded. Holding onto Anastasia’s hand, he watched as she shivered violently, once, twice, a ripple seeming to go through her whole body. She blinked, mouthed a few silent words, then her eyes filled with tears.

“Hey,” he murmured, stepping in close. “It’s all right. I’m here.”

PREPARE YOURSELF, said the dragon. IT BEGINS.

“What begins -” Hugh began to ask, then Anastasia threw back her head and screamed.

A wave of shimmering light flooded out from her, distorting the air and burning it to purples and browns, so that all Hugh saw through that dark patch was similarly colored. The rippling wave flew through the air and coalesced into a massive curtain of golden-hued sandstone, which hung suspended in the air for a second before plunging to shatter far below on the rocky ground.

“Anastasia?” asked Hugh. She was staring wildly all about herself and started grabbing at her own arms, as if seeking to tear away invisible leeches, followed by scratching at her breasts then clawing at her neck. “Anastasia!”

“Too long!” Her voice was rich and powerful, still her own yet fundamentally changed as if someone else were speaking through her throat. “Too long I’ve labored in filth, half of myself, broken and abused, less than a dog, less than a tool! Too long I’ve been dirt, believed myself to be dirt. Too long!”

With this cry, another blast tore through the air, this time striking down at the pedestal and turning a wide, ragged swath of rock into pure, clear crystal.

Hugh held both hands up, stood still, and felt as if he were poised on the edge of a precipice. “Anastasia?”

She bowed her head, her whole form shaking, then began to rise into the air, floating slowly with no obvious reason for her ascent. Shivering, hands clutched into fists, she grimaced and fought some interior fury that sought to overwhelm her.

Hugh glanced at the dragon, half-expecting wisdom from the monster, but it had drawn back silently to the far edge of the pedestal and looked poised to leap into the sky. 

“Anastasia?” Hugh dared a step forward. “It’s all right. You’re here with me. You’re safe.”

A growl issued from her lips, and with a flash the air warped, condensing into distinct points all about her, which created large droplets of iron that fell and struck at the pedestal’s surface with ringing clangs. 

Hugh took another step forward, reaching out to touch her arm. “Hey. Hey, it’s all right, you’re safe -”

She whipped her head up and glared right through him, eyes blank, face pale but for two circles high on her cheeks. “It’s not all right. It never was, and most likely never will be.”

“Well, let’s work on that,” he said, striving for an amiable tone of voice. Conversational. As if they were sitting outside the tavern in Erro debating over a mug of tea. “Let’s follow our plan and change things up.”

She blinked, lips pursed, still staring right through him.

“And by the way, did you realize you were flying?”

Anastasia looked down, saw that she was hovering a good foot off the ground, and let out a sudden squawk of surprise. She thrashed with her arms as if in the deep end of the lake, then came crashing to the ground. Hugh stepped in to catch her but overbalanced; they fell to the pedestal’s crystalline surface, knocking iron spheres about which rolled into each other with subtle clicks.

“What the…” Anastasia put her hand to her temple. “I… everything feels…”

“Different?” supplied Hugh, propping his hand up on one palm. “What makes you say that?”

She stared blankly at him again, as if taking his words at face value, then laughed shakily and gave him a shove. Sitting up, she rested her brow in both hands, staring down at nothing.

“I can feel… I can sense everything around me,” she whispered. “The air, the earth, the tiniest vibrating particles that make everything… and see how they’re connected. I need but extend my hand, thus, and the particulate matter that makes the stone beneath us can turn to… gold.”

A handprint of pure, blood-red gold appeared on the rock below her outstretched palm.

“Well, there go our financing problems,” said Hugh, keeping his shock in check.

She snorted in amusement once more. “Everything can be changed for everything else. I… Namer? Close. But it’s more… Understander. Or Substituter. Or… I don’t know.”

“Whatever it is, you were definitely flying,” said Hugh. 

“I was, wasn’t I? How did I do that?”

“Rhetorical question, I’m sure.”

Anastasia rose to her feet and frowned. Closing her eyes, she extended her arms out to her side, beginning to wobble back up into the air. Her eyes snapped open, and she grinned. “I’m flying!”

“Well, levitating to be precise. But sure.”

THE NAMER IS AWOKEN, said the dragon stepping forward. IT IS GOOD TO HAVE ONE OF YOUR KIND IN THE WORLD ONCE MORE.

“Good?” asked Anastasia. “Why would you care?”

NAMERS REINFORCE OUR SPIRITS, MAKE US VITAL IN A WORLD THAT LEACHES OUR STRENGTH.

“We… I can reinforce you? How do you mean?”

OUR INTERNAL FIRE BURNS WITHOUT DIRECT FUEL. NAMERS CAN REPLENISH THE MYSTICAL SOURCE. WITHOUT THEM, WE EVENTUALLY GROW COLD AND SLUMBER.

Hugh studied the monster. “Is that what happened to you? Without a Namer around, you fell into sleep and began to turn to rock?”

The dragon bowed his head in acknowledgment. 

“Do you wish me to replenish you now?” asked Anastasia.

The dragon’s eyes flashed. I WOULD NOT OBJECT. OTHERWISE, I WOULD SOON NEED TO REST ONCE MORE.

Anastasia dipped back to the ground and approached the dragon. “What must I do?”

SENSE THE FIRE WITHIN ME, THEN FEED IT. THAT IS ALL I KNOW.

Anastasia extended her hand, and the dragon lowered its head so she could touch its horned brow. For a moment, Hugh saw stark amazement in her face as she realized what she was doing, then she closed her eyes and focused.

Nothing seemed to happen, and Hugh crossed his arms and took a few steps back.

Then a wave of superheated air blew out from the dragon’s chest, causing everything to shimmer and banishing the frigid air as if a massive blast-furnace door had been thrown open.

The dragon rumbled and reared up to its hind legs, and the black scales that encased its panther-like form rippled as they all turned a rich vermillion; he stood before them clad in blood-like glory, vital and burning like a flame.

AH! I HAVEN’T FELT THIS INVIGORATED IN MILLENIA. MY THANKS, NAMER!

“Anastasia,” she replied with a wry smile. “That’s my name. What’s yours?”

MAVARGONYXATHASHANYXOMAR.

“It’s good to meet you,” said Anastasia, and Hugh saw she stood with new poise, new strength, the uncertainty and hesitance that had been her hallmark all these long months now having fallen away. “But that’s quite a mouthful. How about Nyxomar for short?”

NYXOMAR. The rumble that followed was amused, and the dragon dropped back down to all four legs. THAT SHALL SUIT.

“Then - we’ve done it,” said Hugh. “Anastasia, you have become a Namer. And does that mean you’ll help us in our struggles, Nyxomar?”

FOR A TIME, said the dragon. BUT I AM CURIOUS ABOUT THIS NEW WORLD AND WOULD LEARN HOW MUCH THE LAND HAS CHANGED. SO YES.

“Excellent,” said Hugh. He beamed at Anastasia, who was studying her palms. “Then it’s time to return to the others. And high time we returned to Stasiek, to check in on Trofim and see how they’re doing. Ready to mount up?”

Anastasia glanced up at him. “I don’t think that will be necessary.”

And she rose slowly into the air once more to smile wickedly at him. 

 


Chapter Twelve

 

 

 

Hugh returned by dragon-back to where the others waited, while Anastasia flew alongside, at first clumsily, with many experimental whoops! and surprised laughter, but soon figuring out the trick of it and soaring, arms pressed to her side, hair streaming behind her back.

She had made no attempt to pin it back up in its former style. She had also fashioned for herself, from the very air, a robe of darkest purple held in place by a broad belt of gold, across whose center she embedded massive emeralds and rubies.

“A bit… much, don’t you think?” Hugh had asked, eyeing the king’s ransom in wealth.

“Precisely,” she said with a cold smile. “From now on, that’s exactly what I mean to be.”

Down they soared toward the cloud-wreathed slopes, and there to where the fae and Morwyn awaited them, the four having decided to rest in one of Queen Vispathia’s luxurious campsites. The icy rocks and barren ground were now festooned with braziers, fire pits, thickly woven cushions, and even a pergola to protect them from the falling snow.

Anastasia, face flushed, landed before them and couldn’t help but smile, albeit nervously, as the others arose in surprise.

“Wait,” said Morwyn. “You can fly?”

“Amongst other things,” said Anastasia, voice tight with excitement.

“That’s not fair,” protested Morwyn. “I want to be a Namer now, not an Exemplar.”

“Well done,” said Vispathia, stepping forward to clasp both of Anastasia’s hands. “And… it seems to me that more has changed about you than merely acquiring new abilities.”

“Indeed,” said Anastasia, squeezing the queen’s hands. “Scales have fallen away from eyes, burned by my new power and ability to see the world. I feel like I can actually breathe for the first time, am not constrained by my insecurities, or rather, the cruel insecurities cut into my soul. I’m myself, and I can’t tell if I want to laugh or weep. But whatever I do, I won’t be apologizing any longer.”

Vispathia positively beamed with pride.

“And our draconic friend seems refreshed as well,” marked Dianthos. 

NYXOMAR, rumbled the dragon. THUS, HAS THE NAMER NAMED ME.

“Lord Nyxomar,” said Queen Vispathia, turning and bowing low. “It is an honor of a lifetime to meet you.”

I AM QUITE PLEASED AS WELL, said Nyxomar. IT FEELS GOOD TO BE ALIVE ONCE MORE.

“He’s agreed to help us for now,” said Hugh, sliding down the great wing to join the others. “And frankly, with Anastasia’s newfound abilities, my own Adamtus powers, and a… well, entire dragon on our side, I think the odds have subtly shifted in our favor.”

“And here I thought this was a fool’s errand,” said Morwyn.

“Behold the fate warping powers of the Adamtus,” said Vispathia warmly. “The most foolish of ventures shall henceforth bear fruit.”

“Are we now prepared to return?” asked Dianthos, voice betraying his excitement. “I must admit that as wonderful as it’s been to return to my old haunts, here in the Windspine Mountains, I am most eager to be amongst the trees and vibrant life once more.”

“We are,” said Hugh decisively. “We return to Stasiek. We’ll leave our army hidden in the woods for now and find Zarja and Trofim to see how their part of the mission has gone. Lord Nyxomar, your appearance in the capital will cause great terror - would you be amenable to bringing us close but then remaining hidden?”

HIDDEN?

“Yes,” said Hugh uncertainly. “If you don’t mind? In a nearby copse, perhaps, or there’s a valley I know of where you could lie low…”

I AM BUT REBORN TO THE WORLD AND YOU WISH ME TO HIDE? 

“I’m sensing that’s not something you’re excited about,” said Hugh, a sense of dismay growing in his belly. 

NOT WHEN THERE ARE OTHER OPTIONS. Nyxomar grinned at them, baring his many fangs - only to begin to change, the air around him shimmering as if growing superheated once more. 

Quickly, he shrank, seeming to collapse in upon himself, wings retracting, scales smoothing out, rising to his rear legs as his talons turned into nails. In a matter of seconds, a man stood before them, powerfully muscled and trim of waist, face saturnine, eyes gleaming crimson, his smile callous and cruel and amused. 

“Why should I hide in a copse when I can journey amongst mortals unremarked?”

Morwyn was staring at his perfect body with a non-plussed expression. “You might want to put on clothing first. If you want to avoid remarks, that is.”

“I can help with that,” said Anastasia. “Once we get there.”

“Sure,” said Hugh. Though there was no chance Nyxomar would go unremarked unless he covered his face. Though clearly human-shaped, there was a dark and predatory air to him that made him seem a veritable wolf in sheep’s clothing, and he was impossibly handsome, cruelly so. He was more an incubus than a mere man. “But yeah, we can get you some, ah, glasses perhaps, to cover the eyes, and a robe, and…”

“Good,” said Nyxomar, hands on his hips. “I wish to walk amongst men and fae once more.”

“Speaking of,” said Morwyn, tearing her eyes away. “Are we going to travel the Thavma roads once more?”

“I, ah…” Hugh looked to Vispathia. “What do you think?”

“There is no need,” said Nyxomar, cutting in. “Wherever we must go, we can travel by air. In my youth, I could cross this land in a day. Surely it has not grown.”

“Great,” said Hugh. “That, ah, would be perfect.” The thought of being ministered to by the ladies while Nyxomar stared on was less than ideal.

“Then let us be off,” said Queen Vispathia. 

“Is everyone ready?” asked Hugh.

There were nods all around, and with a wave of her hand, Vispathia dispelled the camp. Nyxomar rose back up into his draconic form, and in short order everyone but Anastasia was mounted on his back, seated between the spines comfortably and enjoying the heat that radiated out of his core. 

Once again, the crimson dragon leaped up into the sky with that great, surging pull, but this time Hugh was ready and held on tight. Up into the clouds they flew, Nyxomar’s wings causing the clouds to roll and eddy with each beat, Anastasia spearing through the air just beyond his wingtips. 

They broke out into the afternoon skies, and once more Hugh marveled at the land spread out so minutely before them. Everything seemed delicate and small, and it was no wonder that a being such as Nyxomar would come to believe itself superior if this was its natural vantage point.

They flew through the long afternoon, and the warmth and regularity of the dragon’s wing beats caused Hugh to become drowsy; he’d been through so much in so short a time that, though he was completely healed of all injuries, he could sense that some vital reserve within his core was diminished. Bowing his head forward and resting his brow against the spine, he allowed himself to drowse, though never quite falling asleep.

When he bestirred himself, dusk had fallen, and the land below was greatly changed; they now flew over a small mountain range that appeared little more than upstart hills in comparison to the peaks from which they had journeyed. With a start, Hugh recognized them - the mountains north of Stasiek, amongst which, somewhere below, Erro itself was hidden. They must have flown clear over Fraczek and its fractious duke while he rested, and now were but an hour from Stasiek itself.

On they flew, leaving the mountains behind, the foothills, and out over Ternfalls Woods before swooping low to avoid notice and complete the last leg of the journey over fields and farmland. They were spotted by a few farmers returning home at the end of their long day, and the cries of amazement and fear caused Hugh to chuckle. No doubt some wild tales would be told around the fireplaces tonight.

The moon rose and the stars were glimmering up on high when at last Nyxomar dropped even lower and landed just outside the bounds of a small forest perched atop a stony bluff. There everyone slid down to the ground, and in moments the dragon himself had reverted to his human form, eyes glowing in the dark.

“I don’t think I’ll ever settle for travel by horseback again,” said Morwyn, moving up alongside Hugh to take his arm. “These adventures are spoiling me for life.”

Hugh chuckled and kissed her cheek. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m fine - why? Oh. Yes. No, I’m fine. Don’t feel a thing.”

“Good,” said Hugh.

“Are you going to be asking about that all the time now? Because there’s no need. I’m not going to let it affect me.”

“We’ll see,” said Hugh, squeezing her to his side with one arm. “One day at a time, all right?”

She made a face at him, clearly not pleased, then turned with him to where Anastasia was speaking with Nyxomar.

“… and a black velvet doublet, with a belt of bronze discs, each centered by a ruby of the most perfect cut. Over one shoulder a half-length cloak, again in ebon, with a tracery of silver marking out plumes of dragon fire, whose patterns are to intertwine and yet remain elegant. Upon my left index finger a large ruby set on a gold ring, and about my neck a golden chain, blood-red, as thick as my finger and cunningly wrought so that no mark of forging may be seen upon it.”

Anastasia was nodding and trying to keep up as the dragon continued its demands; when it was done, she ran her fingers through her long hair. 

“I’ll do my best. Let me know if I get any of the details wrong.”

Morwyn rose to whisper in Hugh’s ear. “She can make gold now? And clothing? And fly?”

He simply nodded. 

“What is she? A demigod?”

“She might be,” said Hugh quietly, as shapes and shadows began to form across Nyxomar’s perfect physique. “But apparently there were many of her kind before. They were key to keeping the dragons awake, as they kept their inner fires burning brightly. Their disappearance caused them to eventually fall asleep.”

“And we just happened to have one in our number?” asked Morwyn skeptically.

Vispathia, who had been standing close by, turned and smiled. “Not a coincidence, my friends. I told you. The fingers of fate are pulling at our threads. Zarja was astute in recognizing Hugh’s importance early on, but that doesn’t mean that fate wasn’t arranging this tapestry many years before. Who is to say what guided Anastasia to Annaro’s court? Or what compelled Hugh to ask her to join his company?”

“That’s unnerving,” said Morwyn. “I don’t like feeling like I don’t have a say in things.”

“You do. But Fate is helping the Adamtus and thought you a fitting partner in his quest. Do you regret being so maneuvered?”

Morwyn slid a hand over her stomach, then snatched it away. “I - no. I don’t regret it.”

“Nor do I,” said Vispathia with a smile, and turned back to the dragon, who was busy giving feedback on the clothing and gems Anastasia had summoned for him.

“At this rate, we’ll be here all night,” murmured Morwyn, as Anastasia frowned and reconfigured the cut of the ruby signet ring. 

“We’d still be back at the Windspine Mountains if it weren’t for him,” said Hugh, just as quietly. “I think we can afford to wait a few minutes till he’s satisfied.”

They stood in silence while Anastasia finessed the dragon’s outfit, and when he finally declared himself satisfied, it was still with an air of disappointment.

Yet to Hugh he appeared almost otherworldly dressed, his clothing rich, the gemstones of magnificent, the colors suggesting flame and darkness. The man within the clothing, however, was what pulled it all together, and in all Nyxomar’s appearance was memorable and handsome in the extreme.

“We’re supposed to be sneaking into Stasiek with him?” asked Morwyn skeptically when Anastasia stepped back. 

“We’re going to make do the best we can,” said Hugh. “You want to argue with him about it?”

Morwyn opened her mouth, hesitated, then sighed. “I suppose not.”

“Suitable,” said Nyxomar, patting his clothing, examining his ring. “For now. Lead on, Adamtus.”

“Very well. We’re an hour’s hard march from Stasiek. We should arrive just past midnight, which will help with our approach being discrete. With any luck, we’ll be in castle Stasiek come dawn and breakfasting with Trofim and Zarja.”

“With luck,” said Vispathia softly. “However, my knights and I shall have to change our appearance. If my lord Nyxomar’s appearance is distinguished, then ours is alarming.”

With a raised hand, she caused golden light to swirl about her frame, small puffs of which flew to the two knights and surrounded them as well. In a matter of moments, they were greatly changed; it was as if all the glamor and magic had been drained from their forms, leaving plain humans in their place.

Vispathia especially proved a startling sight; her hair now was a plain light blond, while her form had filled out. Gone was the ethereal majesty, and now she appeared a handsome woman with a puckish smile, the kind that would have caught Hugh’s eye at the bar and made him wonder what she was doing slumming at the Rusalka. 

The twin knights, on the other hand, were plain and stout. Dianthos now sported a white handlebar mustache, while Viburnos looked a robust knight of some thirty years. Neither would have drawn much attention walking down a country road, as both had the look of rural squires with a manor at best to their name.

“Well,” said Vispathia, smoothing down her drab dun skirt. “It’s been a while since I’ve worn this form. Ah, the adventures I had in this skin. A long time ago, but still fresh in my mind.”

Even her voice was changed, her accent now common and lively, so that couldn’t help but laugh in amazement. Was this truly the woman who had nearly torn his mind and spirit apart upon that altar, so divine was the act of making love to her?

Morwyn elbowed him in the ribs. “It’s not polite to gape.”

“Fair enough. Forgive me, your majesty,” said Hugh with a bow.

Vispathia’s laughter was plain and merry. “Nothing to forgive! And in fact, from henceforth I’ll be plain Verenna. What use the guise if you continue to treat me like a queen?”

“As you say, Verenna.” Hugh grinned at her. “Are we ready?”

“We are,” said Anastasia decisively. 

“Then let’s get marching,” said Hugh, and led the way around the copse.

Down to the royal highway they went, and through the night hour they walked, keeping their voices to whispers if they spoke at all. Hugh kept glancing sidelong at Nyxomar, who strode with all the subtlety of a cock in the henyard, puffed up and proud, yet with the lethality and predatory power to more than compensate for his finery. 

They were too early for even the first wagons and carts intent on reaching Stasiek’s dawn markets, and so made good time. The road was rutted and in dire need of repair, but familiar sights greeted Hugh at all moments, from old farmhouses with distinctive barns to bends in the road that he had learned as a youth presaged their imminent arrival home.

Home. 

He wrestled with the word as they drew ever nearer. For most his life it had been Castle Stasiek, then for a brief while the Lost Reavers’ castle, and finally the Rusalka, where he’d sought to drown his woes between thighs and bottomless barrels of beer. Now? Now the word evoked the imperial estate across the Mandroga from Erro’s town center, with its massive, slowly collapsing bed and the sounds of rural life filtering in through the windows. It made him think of Zarja’s curvaceous body pressed against him on one side, Morwyn’s fighting form on the other, and Anastasia curled about Zarja in turn. The three of them content, lazing under the blanket, replete and complete with each other, forever.

Home.

Would he ever experience such a feeling again?

“There,” whispered Nyxomar, and Hugh peered ahead to see the twinkling lights of Stasiek’s bulk coming into view as the road rounded the curve of a hill. The great wall was lit at each tower, and above it, he could see the keep itself, the windows mostly dark, a few burning brightly even at this late hour. He felt a thrill as well as a sense of apprehension. 

It might not be home any longer, but his brother was there, his ancestral hall, and more importantly, Zarja.

He prayed to Fortuna that she was safe and well.

They passed through the small settlement built around Stasiek’s western gate, an accumulation of huts and lean-tos that had more in common with the bric-a-brac left on shore after a high tide than true human habitations, and marched right up to the massive gates, which were, of course, locked at this hour. 

Their plan was simple, but now as they drew close to the guards who stood before the massive portal, Hugh began to have second thoughts.

But it was too late - they were seen.

“Turn around, good folk,” said one of the men, a pike over his shoulder. “The hour’s late and the gates won’t open till dawn.”

“Good sir,” said Vispathia, moving forward with all the natural urgency of a woman intent on avoiding trouble. “Lord Valpiek does not desire to remain outside the walls till dawn. We had trouble on the road and lost our carriage and horses, and have been forced to walk the remainder of the way on foot. Can you not find it within your heart to allow this important personage within?”

The guards turned to examine Nyxomar, who drew himself up with such feral dignity and ferocious arrogance that the squad was immediately cowed; they doffed their helms and coughed, shifting their weight from foot to foot.

“My sincere apologies,” said the guard, voice raw now with concern. “But we’ve explicit orders from the Duke himself to not open the gates on no account, bar none. Not even if the emperor himself were to appear and demand admittance.”

“That would be treason,” said Anastasia, voice hard. “And you know it. Is your allegiance to the duke greater than your fealty to the emperor?”

“Such matters are above my head,” said the guard, turning his metal cap about and about with his hands. “My sincere apologies. If you like, we could send a messenger to the keep announcing your lordship’s arrival and wait for permission to open the gates. You can sit in our guard room while we wait.”

“Sit in your guard room while we wait?” asked Nyxomar, gliding forward so swiftly that the entire squad of guards drew back in apprehension. “You think me a common churl to play at cards and bone dice while some bedraggled member of your disgraceful company slouches fitfully toward the keep for permission?”

“I - your pardon, my lord, but -”

The captain had grown pale before the dragon’s glare, for even the glasses with their black lenses couldn’t hide the intensity of his ire. 

“This is what you shall do, mortal man. You shall open this gate. If you value your life, your limb, your honor, and that of your lord. You shall open this gate forthwith or suffer such consequences that your great, great, grandchildren shall whisper of your fate with such horror that they’ll consider themselves no better than the offal devoured by the dogs. You have this one chance to decide your fate. Choose… wisely.”

The air fairly shuddered with the intensity of Nyxomar’s words, and the threat was so palpable that Hugh felt the hairs on the back of his neck prickle and stir.

On some level, the squad of guards intuited against what they stood. They must have understood on some instinctive level that, though their eyes deceived them, they faced a dragon.

“I, ah, yes my lord,” said the captain, sweat breaking out across his brow as he staggered backward. “Of course. Immediately. Open the gate!”

Hugh considered Nyxomar as he strode through the opened portal as if entering his own hall. 

“So much for the subtle approach,” said Morwyn, as the group followed.

The dragon looked back at her over his shoulder and smirked. “I do not do subtle.”

“I’m seeing that,” said Morwyn. “Rapidly becoming evident.”

“Come on,” said Hugh. “We’d best reach the castle before word of what just happened does. Let’s pick up the pace.”

He led them through the slumbering city, taking narrower side streets to avoid being seen, moving fast, pushing the others to keep up. The occasional group of ruffians would emerge from the alleyways, confident sneers on their faces, only to sense that they were about to make the greatest mistake of their lives and step back into the darkness.

On they hurried, the familiar streets surreal; Hugh had grown up in this city, though but for a few nights of slumming it and finding locations to drink and gamble in his youth, had never traveled these by way in the dark.

But memory served him true. He rushed down the streets, avoiding the main avenues. He was guided always by the looming castle which seemed somehow just within reach over the rooftops, yet remained always remote.

The stink of the city was muted at night, but the muddy roads and rank puddles were present as ever. Nyxomar quickly grew affronted at being forced to move through such filth.

“You could take to your dragon form and meet us at the castle,” said Morwyn, who was quickly developing a fondness for teasing the monster. “Just wait for us atop the tallest tower. We’ll signal when it’s time to stop fighting the knights and come down.”

“Do not tempt me,” said Nyxomar, stepping widely over a pile of horse manure. “Devouring some knights, freshly cooked within their suits of tin, would be infinitely preferable to this midnight trek through the bowels of the city.”

“Almost there,” said Hugh, as they came out on Horse Run Street. “This one leads right up to the royal highway where it passes the castle entrance. Hang in there.”

Nyxomar muttered but remained in his human form. 

On they rushed, until the winding way opened, as Hugh recalled, onto the cobbled and broad avenue that speared right past the castle to descend to the east gate, eventually leading out across the countryside to the Rusalka and the lands beyond.

“I’ll do the talking this time,” said Hugh, taking the lead as they approached the castle guards. 

“How about you leave this one to me?” asked Morwyn. She passed him and strode up to the guards, who were eying them dubiously. “Attention! Who has the command?”

The authority in her voice bypassed their rational minds and went right to their years of drilling. They immediately snapped to attention, and an older man in clean and well-kept armor stepped forward. “That would be me, stranger.”

“Stranger?” Morwyn planted herself before him, hands on her hips. “Is that how you address the captain of Duke Annaro’s royal guard?”

The older man frowned, peered at her, then jerked his hand to his brow. “Captain Morwyn! My apologies, sir, I didn’t recognize you.”

“Sergeant Czimosz.” Morwyn nodded curtly, dismissing the apology. “Report.”

Still staring straight ahead, the sergeant frowned, deliberating, and right there Hugh knew this wasn’t going to be as easy as he had hoped.

“Captain, my apologies, but the duke has suspended your rank given accusations of affiliating with his rebel brother and his heretical crusade.” With that the man lowered his salute and considered the group behind her. “I’m going to have to ask you to accompany me inside.”

“Great,” said Hugh. “All subtlety is going right out the window. Sergeant, I’m the rebel brother. Please step aside.”

Sergeant Czimosz gaped. “Lord Hugh?”

“The same. You know,” he said, turning to the others. “We really should have invested some time in finding a laundry cart or the like in which to sneak into the castle.”

“No need,” said Morwyn. “Can you imagine Nyxomar getting into a laundry cart?”

Nyxomar drew himself up. “Hardly.”

“Very well.” Hugh turned back to the sergeant who had drawn his blade. “Wait. This won’t go well for you.”

“I’ve twenty men with me here,” said Czimosz. “And another forty ready to reinforce me. I recall that you were once a Lost Reaver, my lord, but -”

Hugh grimaced, his patience ending, and moved. Sliding forward, he felt time slow as he pressed against the limits of what he could do. Czimosz was still talking, his words slurring as they slowed down. Hugh clasped a hand over the man’s own, and with his other pulled the sword free. 

Stepping past Czimosz as the man began to turn in surprise, he cracked the pommel of the blade into the back of his head.

Czimosz’s surprised shout cut off. 

On Hugh moved, wading into the phalanx of guards. Flat-footed, in the process of drawing their blades, they were helpless against him. Hugh cracked the blade in his hand into necks as he passed, his whole body vibrating from the strain. Behind him he could sense Morwyn beginning to move and Anastasia calling out, but he paid them no mind.

They were so close now. He would not let a group of mere guards stop them from finishing their quest.

Six, seven men. Eight, nine. The fringes of the group were turning on him now, eyes comically wide in alarm, blades clearing scabbards, but they had no chance.

No chance against the might of Hugh, empowered with the full might of the Adamtus. 

He brushed aside swords, chopping at necks. Blades came at him in slow arcs, and it was child’s play to dodge aside, to step in, step out. Turn, move to the other side of the phalanx, and finish his work.

When the last man began to crumple under his fist, Hugh exhaled, a deep sigh then seemed to release time.

Czimosz finished hitting the ground. Around Hugh, the twenty other men all let out simultaneous cries of alarm and pain, then keeled over, crashing onto the cobblestones as if felled by the Hanged God himself.

Morwyn stood three steps taken toward the group, frozen, eyes wide in alarm. “By the Hanged God’s raging cock…”

Hugh snorted. “That’s a new one.”

“But… how did you…?”

Anastasia was also staring in shock; even Vispathia and the fae knights seemed alarmed.

Only Nyxomar appeared amused, crossing his arms over his broad chest. “And so, you see the abilities of an Adamtus. Brig moved in a similar manner when provoked.”

Vispathia wheeled on the dragon. “You knew the man?”

“Of course,” said Nyxomar, unperturbed. 

Dianthos lurched forward, eyes wide. “And Queen Anadrien?”

“Ah, that was a loss.” Nyxomar shook his head regretfully. “But all so long ago.”

Hugh felt a strange reluctance sweep through him. A regret that there were no more foes to take down, no more targets to demolish. He inhaled deeply, pulling back his strength, and forced his tone to remain calm. “We can reminisce once we’ve found Zarja and the others. Let’s hurry.”

“Why hurry?” asked Morwyn, sheathing her blade. “I’m all up for taking this slowly and watching you annihilate everyone that comes against us.”

“And ruin our plan?” asked Vispathia softly. “Recall that Trofim was to invite Arasim to the imperial court. The diabolist will be unlikely to agree if he hears that Hugh is rampaging within the castle.”

“Or it could persuade him,” said Anastasia. “Arasim sounds like a coward. What better time to be quit of Stasiek then when Hugh makes his arrival?”

Nyxomar walked forward and up to the massive castle gates. “What’s done is done. We dragons have a saying - or had, I suppose. Humanity sows, dragons reap. Come. Time to reap.”

He placed a hand on each of the massive doors, both of which towered over him, easily ten yards tall. The dragon leaned into the shove, and Hugh saw the muscles of his back writhe and bunch up. 

A second later the huge gates began to groan and shudder, then swung inward as Nyxomar powered his way through and into the bailey beyond.

“This is madness,” said Anastasia, striding beside Hugh. “Our power has gone to our head. We cannot conquer Stasiek castle.”

“Cannot?” asked Hugh mildly. “We have a dragon with us.”

“Should not, then. The geopolitical repercussions will be tremendous if Annaro’s title is usurped,” continued the former Disciplus. “It will bring the rest of Mendev’s lords to the Fate Maker’s side in their crusade against us.”

“That’s a battle I’ve already decided not to fight,” said Hugh grimly. “Our entire play rests on a show of force that will convince the emperor to side with us when we reveal Arasim’s corruption, remember?”

Anastasia could only frown.

In they marched, and the few servants who were crossing the bailey at this late hour froze to stare at them in shock. But for only a moment - they then as one cried out and raced for doorways, disappearing into the stables, the smithy, or into the castle keep proper.

“Ah,” said Nyxomar, grinning in an utterly inhuman manner. “Such cries bring back good memories.”

Hugh led the way to the keep’s entrance. Two knights burst out, only partially clad in full plate, longswords held at the ready. Before they could react, Hugh surged between them and clacked their helms together, hard enough that both toppled to the ground.

“You’re not leaving anything for the rest of us,” said Nyxomar.

“You’ll have your fun soon enough,” said Hugh grimly, stepping into the great hall. But instead of heading deeper into the massive room, where hordes of servants were awakening from their slumber, he turned left and entered the spiral staircase that rose to the higher floors.

Shouts of alarm were spreading all about. Hugh knew exactly what was happening all around him. Where the stationed guards would come from, how many were most likely rousing themselves from the barracks, where they would try to form choke points. 

So he took alternate routes up to the third floor, using a servants’ staircase and then the little-used passageway that rounded the back of the library. He stepped out at last into the main hallway that ran past his brother’s most important chambers, startling a servant as he did so. He caught hold of the man’s shoulder as he sought to run.

“You,” said Hugh. “Where is Arasim? The Duke?”

“Arasim is gone,” said the servant, shrinking back against the wall. “Gone my lord, to the capital. The Duke? I won’t say. I won’t say! You can kill me, torture me, but I am a loyal man, I won’t betray him, no matter what you do to me -”

“All right,” cut in Hugh.

“And you can threaten me all you want; I won’t ever betray the Stasiek family -”

“Got it,” said Hugh again.

“- so you can do your worst, your absolute, unmitigated worst, because -”

Nyxomar stepped in and punched the man in the head. The servant went limp and sagged down, only held up by Hugh’s grip of his shirt.

“That’s good news,” said Vispathia from the rear of the group. “Arasim gone? It would seem Zarja and Trofim succeeded.”

“Then let’s confront my brother while we’re here,” said Hugh, dropping the servant and stepping over him. “Get the details. Clear out the air between us.”

“We could just leave,” said Viburnos, tone doubtful. “Begin our journey to the capital. Why seek trouble?”

“Because it’s well earned,” said Hugh. “And I want to know whether Zarja and Katharzina are still here. Come.”

Hugh led the way. A squad of guards came racing around the corner toward them. Hugh took a deep breath, preparing to engage them, when a mass of iron balls flew past him to slam into the soldiers, denting shields, breaking bones, and causing the group to collapse to the ground. 

Anastasia.

The men went to rise, but green shoots writhed up from between the cracks in the flagstones, and in seconds they were tightly meshed and imprisoned in viridian bonds.

Vispathia.

Hugh stepped over the dozen men, ignoring their moans, and poked his head into his brother’s bedroom. Nothing. He moved to the solar. Empty. Shouts echoed up from the southwestern stairwell. Moving to the small council chamber, which was the largest room on the third floor where Annaro held his private audiences, he saw it occupied. 

Hugh had endless memories of his father holding court here with his most trusted courtiers, of sitting in that high-backed chair as advisors and Discipluses walked the massive map of Mendev inscribed into the marble floor, inlaid with precious woods and metals, a fabulous work of art.

Now his brother sat in the high-backed chair, severe and upright, clad in red velvet and his ducal regalia, a thick cloak of wolf fur hanging from his broad, angular shoulders. His face was clean-shaven, eyes sunken, expression rich with disdain.

Hugh entered the chamber warily, glancing around, and saw a dozen knights stood in the shadows, one to each alcove that lined the circular room, visors lowered, gauntlets resting on the cross guard of each downward-pointing blade. Flames arose from sconces set high on the columns between alcove, and the air was rich with the smells of burning cedar and precious oils.

“Brother,” said Hugh, his footsteps ringing loud. No other personages were present. 

“You have lost the privilege of calling me that,” said Annaro, voice clipped and precise. “How dare you show your face in this hall? Have you lost all vestiges of shame and decency?”

The others followed him warily until they stood on the southern edge of the Mendevian map.

“Fair enough,” said Hugh. “We’re past the point where familial ties mean anything, anyways. I apologize for any headaches I’ve caused. It was never my intention to vex you personally.”

“Vex me,” sneered Annaro. “The litany of misdeeds you have committed these past few months is such that your name will live in infamy, our family crest permanently besmirched. War, poverty, and hard times had greatly reduced our name, but your actions have ensured that the Stasiek line will live in ignominy for however long it lasts.”

“You’re talking about the whole fae thing?” asked Hugh, purposefully allowing his tone to grow reckless, insulting. “You think people are that upset?”

“Yes,” bit off Annaro, leaning forward. “The ‘fae thing.’ Wherein you sheltered and aided our empire’s mortal enemy, to the point of raising arms against the Fate Makers and murdering one of their holy brethren. But no matter. You are not the duke. I am. And I have taken steps to redeem our family.”

“Steps,” said Hugh. “Let me guess. A tricky little deal with Arasim. What did he promise you? Unfettered power? Glory? Conquest? That you would actually have control over yourself when all is said and done?”

Annaro leaned back, a bitter little smile now crossing his lips. “I’m not naive. I know the costs of dealing with his kind, accepting his help. But you left me no choice, Hugh. You fucked our family so badly that I had to treat it with diabolism.”

“Don’t put that on me.” Hugh crossed his arms and raised his chin. “Take responsibility for your own actions, Annaro. You were the one who chose to wage the War of Six Farthings. You were the one who beggared our duchy, who cut off our armies and left them to starve. Your dreams of glory -”

“Silence,” hissed the duke.

“- damned us before we had a chance to be anything. You shipped me off to join the Lost Reavers, you were willing to do anything to -”

“Silence!”

“- achieve your delusions of grandeur.” Hugh raised his voice to overwhelm his brother’s protests. “So if you found yourself cornered now? It was your own doing. Not mine.”

“Lies,” said Annaro, then collected himself, straightening where he sat and wiping the spittle from his lips. “But no matter. I’ve no interest in exacting an apology from you. I will settle for justice.” His gaze slid over to Hugh’s companions. “Captain Morwyn? Disciplus Anastasia? You are ordered to return to your previous posts. This is your last chance to redeem yourselves. Apprehend Hugh immediately.”

“Hmm,” said Morwyn, tapping her chin. “Tempting, real tempting. Leave Hugh’s side to become your hound once more. Can I think on it?”

“No,” said Anastasia, voice cold and hard as iron. “Never again will I serve you.”

“Then so be it,” said Annaro. “Suffer his fate. Guards?”

The dozen knights jerked to life, stepping forwards, blades rising. 

“At last,” said Nyxomar. “We get to the heart of the matter.”

“I don’t want to hurt them,” said Hugh. “They cannot stand against me. Simply tell me what I wish to know, and we’ll leave.”

“Can they not?” asked Annaro, amused. “Perhaps before they couldn’t. But I’m not the only one to have accepted Arasim’s gifts.”

“Oh, shit,” said Morwyn, sweeping her blade free as the dozen knights cried out and lunged forward.

They changed. Their armor rippled, like pools of mercury into which pebbles had been dropped, and the men grew. They stretched, bones popping, to a height of some two yards, the armor billowing out to accommodate their suddenly massive frames. 

Each had to have doubled in weight, yet they moved impossibly fast, blurring from where they had stood to crash into the company like a tide of unstoppable iron.

A number of things happened at once.

Hugh pushed against the nature of the world, against the flow of time, and once more found himself shouldering ahead of the moment, so that everyone, even the swift demon knights, began to slow. 

But he wasn’t the only one who was prepared. Anastasia had a hand raised and was crying out an incoherent word of power, causing the floor under two of the knights to surge upward in the form of steel-tipped marble spears. 

Vispathia dropped her human guise to call out in her fae language, and the fire from the sconces slipped free of their containers, flowing out like crimson serpents to form a searing web around another three. 

Morwyn cried out in joy and hurled herself forward, summoning the wraith fire of the Hanged God about her blade as she brought her sword scything down upon the closest foe.

And Nyxomar. His eyes lit up so they blazed even through his smoked lends, and his mouth yawned open impossibly wide, revealing hideous dragon teeth and burning core at the back of his throat which exploded into a gout of dragonfire. A flame emerged so hot it made the air roil and feel liquid as his attack engulfed another four knights, blasting against the far wall of the council chamber, melting columns, causing the very rock to run like sun-heated butter.

Two demon knights remained. They fought as if mired in mud, their blades cutting through honey. Hugh stepped around the first cut, and punched the first knight straight in the visor, crumpling the metal and skull within. Moving sideways to intersect with the second knight, he brought his elbow crashing into his temple, causing the metal to shatter, killing the demon-possessed man within instantly.

Then time snapped back into normalcy. 

Morwyn’s blade hewed clean through the knight, causing two distinct chunks to crash down onto the map of Mendev. Two others screamed and writhed on the spikes of marble that had transfixed them, then went still. Vispathia’s targets screamed and collapsed as the flames superheated their armor, causing the joints to fuse and the flesh within to run. 

From Nyxomar’s targets, not a sound came, and nothing remained but the smell of ash and cinders in the air. Dollops of glowing stone fell from the hollowed-out wall, in which large vertical gaps had appeared, revealing Annaro’s private chamber beyond.

Hugh dusted off his hands and turned to his brother, who was staring glassily at them all.

“Now,” he said. “Ready to answer some questions?”

“Damn you,” said Annaro, voice shaking. “What - who -?”

“My apologies, I forgot to introduce my companions. This is Queen Vispathia, royalty of the fae, and her two knights Sir Dianthos and Sir Viburnos. Morwyn you know, but perhaps not as an Exemplar of the Hanged God. Anastasia has come into her powers as a Namer, one of the most formidable magic users of ancient days. And oh - yes. This is Nyxomar, a dragon whose aid we have enlisted from the Windspine Mountains.”

Nyxomar, eyes still burning a brutal red, smoke curling up from his nostrils, grinned and inclined his head.

“And I’m Hugh of Stasiek, your former brother as you just said, and now the Adamtus, a figure of legend, apparently, who has decided to throw his lot in with the fae and the enslaved Discipluses.”

Hugh’s voice lost all hints of humor. “Now. Annaro. I won’t ask again: where is Zarja, the fae lisica who accompanied Trofim?”

A shadow passed over Annaro’s face, and he slowly clenched his fists till the knuckles turned white. “At every turn, the fates mock me. My every effort is rendered futile by events beyond my control. No matter what I am willing to sacrifice, no matter what the personal cost, still the world refuses to bend to my will.”

“Yeah,” said Hugh. “That’s rough. I told you I won’t ask again. Don’t make me force you.”

Crimson weals began to swim in Annaro’s irises, and swiftly they lit up like the heart of a forge, orange at the outer rims, lightening to a sunlit white around the pupils, which gleamed like perfect spheres of obsidian. 

Hugh took a step back. “Oh, brother.”

Annaro rose slowly to his feet, his frame shuddering. “This duchy is everything to me. This land. Its people. My plans. My hopes. My dreams. Trampled. And you have the gall to laugh. To mock. I know not why the fates reward you, but know this, Hugh: were it not for me, you would have died in the Goat’s Wood. Were it not for my kindness, you would not have been nursed back to health. And you know what? That is the single action I now regret the most.”

“You’ll have my undying thanks for that kindness,” said Hugh, voice grown hard. “But it’s not enough to stay our fates.”

“No,” said Annaro bitterly. “Nothing is ever enough. So be it.”

His face began to change. The cheekbones grew more prominent, his face gaunt, his nose sinking in and wasting away to become little more than slits. His lips and gums withered, revealing long, sharp teeth, and in a matter of moments, his whole aspect had become that of a skull wrapped in thin, papery skin. 

“Beware,” said Nyxomar. “He brings forth a Cauling of great power.”

“I’d ask,” said Morwyn, stepping out wide, “but I think we’re out of time.”

Anastasia gestured violently with her hand, and the substance of the chair upon which Annaro had sat erupted behind him, morphing into steel, and punching up so that a dozen spikes perforated his body, emerging through his thighs, abdomen, and chest.

Annaro didn’t seem to notice. 

Vispathia wove her fingers through the air, and the flaming snakes shot forth from the sconces once more, a dozen searing fingers of livid flame that plunged into Annaro, writhing across his body, searing his flesh, leaving trails of liquefied flesh in its wake. 

Annaro stepped forward, pulling free of the steel spikes, bending those down which were tilted too far upward.

“I bargained for power,” he said, his voice a metal snake slithering over an iron log. “I bargained hard. Arasim gave me his best.”

“Yes,” said Nyxomar, settling down into a crouch, hands splayed open at his side. “Finally. A good fight.”

Hugh’s brother shuddered and his clothing shredded as his form warped more rapidly beneath it, ridges of bone jutting forth to distend his flesh. His whole body took on a cadaverous aspect, cruel spikes bursting forth from his collarbones and back to form a cradle of writhing bone about his head. Talons distended from his fingertips, fully three inches long, and his legs snapped, knees bending back like those of a goat. 

Vispathia grimaced and leaned into her magic, the beams of fire intensifying in their brilliance.

Annaro hissed, a long, black tongue emerging, and wrapped his arm around all the burning strands, a great wheeling motion that brought them together into a braided rope. Closing his taloned fingers about them all, he tore them free, so the sconces ripped away from the columns and crashed to the ground. 

The council chamber went dark but for Morwyn’s ghostly blade and Nyxomar’s burning red eyes.

Hugh could sense the world about him, however, even without the light. The contours of the walls, the alcoves, the fallen knights, his companions by his side, Annaro before him.

And even as he began to surge forward, pushing against the heavy curtain of time, he felt nothing more than sorrow. 

Sorrow that his brother’s path had led him to such a dark and horrible place.

Annaro bent, crouched with taloned hands out at his side, and Hugh was shocked to see him move just as quickly as himself; it took him a moment to realize what that meant, then his brother sprang at him.

Hugh twisted away from the slashing claws and brought his fist swinging around like a demolition hammer to impact the side of Annaro’s skeletal visage. He felt his knuckles crunch into bone with enough force to topple a wall. 

Annaro was lifted clear off his feet and hurled into one of the alcoves, his trajectory through the air changing at a vicious right angle. He crashed into the stone hard enough to leave a crater in the wall.

Both fae knights were moving to interpose themselves before Vispathia. Morwyn was moving slowly toward Annaro, trapped in molasses.

Anastasia brought both hands together, the gesture slow, and the alcove closed, burying Annaro within its depths, sealing over to form a seamless wall.

Hugh paused, eyes widening. Was the fight over so quickly?

Cracks spidered across the new wall, which then burst outward with tremendous violence, showering them with chunks of stone. Hugh saw Dianthos take a tremendous blow to the hip, which took his leg out from under him. A slash opened across Morwyn’s cheek, and Anastasia staggered back, arms upraised.

Hugh ignored the pain from the blasting stone and pressed forward, pushing harder against time, straining to slow his brother, to leave him trapped in the eddies of time.

But Annaro had no intentions of being left behind. 

He came springing from the cracked heart of the wall, bursting forth like some wicked insect, claws now a foot long, ragged mouth open from jaw joint to jaw joint.

In the darkness, Hugh sensed him come, and dove into a grapple, slamming his shoulder into Annaro’s waist and checking his movement once more. But this time his demon-possessed brother raked claws up his back as they crashed to the ground, lacerating Hugh’s flesh.

Hugh reared up and smashed his fist down into Annaro’s ghastly face. But his brother's skull had become harder than rock, and simply bounced down and off the ground. Again and again, he battered at him, but his brother fought back, slashing Hugh’s sides, his arms, ribboning his flesh.

A gleaming blade of white fire came sliding down, slow to the point of being casual. Annaro glared up at it, trying to twist aside. Hugh, arms sleeved in blood, grabbed hold of his neck, and held him pinned.

Morwyn’s scream was slurred by being so slow. The whole weight of her body was behind the stab. Annaro bucked, attempting to knock Hugh off, and managed at the last moment to wrest aside so the glowing blade point sank into his shoulder instead of his face.

Down the white burning blade went, and Annaro shrieked, the sound utterly inhuman. At that moment Hugh realized that his brother was gone, long gone, and this creature, whatever it was, had no relation to him on any level at all.

A pulse of heat was all the warning Hugh had, then the darkness was devoured by a flash of black and crimson flame that blasted out from Annaro’s body, emerging from his chest in a sphere of destructive power. Hugh was lifted clear off his brother and twisted as he went, so that he pulled Morwyn away, shielded her with his body.

Screams sounded with the cracking of stone, and the blast of fire washed over the room. Hugh and Morwyn crashed to the ground. His body was burning, the skin seared right off, his vision nearly gone. 

Immediately his body began to reknit itself. 

Gasping, Hugh forced himself upright. Anastasia was down. Vispathia was on one knee behind a glimmering shield of gold light that protected both downed knights. Morwyn groaned. 

Only Nyxomar stood, hands on hips, grinning with evident satisfaction. The blast of flame had scoured his clothing away, leaving him dressed in soot and ashes, but his skin was unblemished. 

And by the gods, he looked pleased.

Annaro climbed to his feet and pulled Morwyn’s blade away. Tossing it aside, he stared at Nyxomar with slit eyes.

“What are you?” he hissed.

Nyxomar began walking toward him. “You are about to find out.”

Hugh stood, strength rapidly returning to him. Shaking out his numb hands, he blinked as his vision healed, and reached out with his senses once more.

Just in time to feel Annaro hurl himself forward, claws extended.

He flew at Nyxomar, who at the last opened his mouth and spewed forth a mass of flame so bright Hugh lost his vision all over again.

Annaro squealed as he was thrown back, caught full in the flame’s billowing gout, and slammed anew into the wall, which shattered behind him. 

“Gah, my eyes,” complained Morwyn, rising to her feet.

But Hugh focused his senses on Annaro, who lay in the ruins of the wall in the next room. He wasn’t dead, but getting back to his feet.

“Satisfying,” Nyxomar was saying, turning back to them. “In my day -”

“Watch out!” shouted Hugh, and Annaro exploded back into the room, even more changed than before - larger, more angular, more insectile. He crashed into Nyxomar and bore him to the ground, plunging his maw forward as he did so and burying his fangs in the dragon’s neck.

Hugh was upon them in a flash, and with all his strength kicked Annaro in its spindly ribs. He heard bone break, but not hard enough to dislodge the demon.

Nyxomar roared in fury. Annaro was chewing on his neck, mandibles cutting through tendons and flesh, black blood fountaining up to bathe his face. 

Hugh summoned all his strength and punched Annaro in the head, a blow that would have pulverized granite. 

It did little more than daze the demon, who for but a second ceased to chew.

But that was enough time for Nyxomar. Enough time for his eyes to glow brightly, for scales to erupt across his form, a tail to lash free, and for his whole body to begin to grow, to rapidly expand, sucking the air from the room, replacing it instead with an ancient outrage, an unfathomable fury.

Hugh staggered back as Nyxomar began to change.

 


Chapter Thirteen

 

 

 

Annaro held on as best he could and sought to latch onto Nyxomar’s side, but the dragon’s expanding mass quickly dislodged the demon. Soon half the room was all constrained crimson scales, and still, the dragon grew, causing the very bones of the keep and the exterior walls to grate and bulge and rumble.

“Through the door!” shouted Hugh, rushing to scoop up Morwyn and grabbing hold of Anastasia’s arm as he passed her. “Into the keep!”

The fae were quick to react, slipping into the inner hallway ahead of Hugh; then the entire edifice rumbled and shook, and a massive roar sounded, multi-layered, as Nyxomar added his bellow to the cascading collapse of the keep’s outer wall.

Dust billowed into the hallway as the flagstones danced and heaved underfoot, and all was reduced to chalky clouds as Hugh strode back toward the archway. The air kept the dust from entering his mouth and nostrils, and he breathed easily, peering up into the chaotic, roiling cloud.

Even through its blank nullity, he could make out the dragon, its body gleaming red like an iron pulled from the fire, Annaro clutched in one great claw, the demon hacking at the dragon’s wrist and drawing great gouts of blood.

All this Hugh sensed through the dust clouds, and more - that Nyxomar, latched on as he was to the side of the continuously crumbling keep, was drawing a deep heat up from his core, head pulled back, maw opening, to incinerate his source of pain.

“No!” Hugh ran back into the council chamber, or what was left of it. The floor had given way so that only a ring of ruptured rock extended from the inner walls. Around this, he leaped and darted; then, with a great heave, he hurled himself up to land atop a ruined wall. There he ran along its jagged edge, to where the dragon clutched at the keep.

“No! Nyxomar! No!”

The dragon’s maw glowed a fiery, incandescent white, but Hugh’s words penetrated Nyxomar’s fury; it narrowed its eyes as it stared at him. 

There were no words, but Hugh could feel its questioning. 

“We need answers! Not yet!” 

In response, the dragon hurled Annaro down, into the council chamber, with enough force that the creature that had once been his brother crunched against the remains of the floor and wall. It bounced back out, bones and blades snapping. 

Hugh lunged, flinging out a hand and caught the demon’s foot as it went to pitch back out into the night and fall to the mounds of masonry filling the bailey below. He heaved and swung Annaro back around to crash through a gaping hole into the bedroom chamber beyond.

He then dropped down after the demon, who was trying to pick itself up, bones and body healing, cuts and lacerations glowing with an inner light.

Two steps later, Hugh was beside it, and with all his might he powered a blow straight down and across Annaro’s face, smashing the demon back down to the floor.

There was heat and a massive presence, then Nyxomar’s draconic visage filled the gaping hole. A claw tore at the rock, and huge blocks fell away, giving the dragon a better view.

“Never,” hissed Annaro, to some unheard demand. “Never…”

“Step aside,” rumbled Nyxomar. When Hugh did so, the dragon reached inside the chamber to delicately pierce the demon’s chest and pin him to the stone. Then, cracking its maw just a fraction, it blew in a slender column of flame, bathing Annaro for a few moments before cutting of the flames.

The demon writhed and screamed, its body lightly charred, face reduced to nubs. It began to heal once more, and after a few moments, Nyxomar breathed flame over it again, undoing its progress.

Five more times this took place, Hugh’s stomach twisting with revulsion as he told himself over and over again: That’s not your brother.

At last, Annaro slumped down, his inner energies exhausted, and slowly melted back into his human form, Nyxomar’s claw still sunk clear through his gut.

For a moment, Hugh felt a sliver of hope. Perhaps Annaro was cleansed of the demon - perhaps Nyxomar’s flame had rid him of the infestation. But no. His brother would have died from his injuries and Nyxomar’s claw immediately if that were the case. Instead, Annaro grimaced and simply closed his eyes.

“Zarja,” said Hugh, dropping to one knee beside the recumbent figure, his companions filling the doorway. “Where is she? The lisica?”

“Taken,” rasped Annaro. “Captured and taken to the emperor as a gift.”

The words hit Hugh harder than any blow he had received that night. “Taken? How?”

Annaro cracked open an eye and smiled. “Katharzina betrayed her and Trofim. You’re a fool, Hugh, for trusting her.”

A flame lit with Hugh, fueled by hatred and shock. “But she was under a geas…”

“A geas her inner demon consumed. What? You didn’t know she’d accepted a gift from Arasim?” Annaro closed his eye once more. “Fool.”

Hugh looked up to Vispathia, who stared at him in shock. “That’s possible? To break a royal geas?”

“I - if her soul was not her own?” Vispathia’s pallor spoke to her anguish. “Then the geas would have nothing to leverage.”

“Fuck,” said Hugh, and resisted thrusting his fist through the stone floor.

Annaro laughed weakly. “Fool. Trusting, licentious, idiotic fool. Your lisica will be tortured to death as amusement for the court. Trofim interred for the rest of his life in some remote monastic order. And Arasim? Laughing at you forevermore.”

Hugh closed his eyes, fighting to grow calm, to focus. “How long ago?”

“Does it matter?”

“How. Long. Ago?”

“I’m done talking,” whispered Annaro.

Hugh looked up at Nyxomar, who simply twisted his talon about, opening the hole in Annaro’s gut by another six or so inches.

Annaro screamed, writhed, then sank back down to the flagstones. “There’s… there’s some strength to you, then,” rasped the demon. “The Hugh of old…”

“How long, damn you?”

“A week ago.”

“A week.” Hugh looked to Anastasia, whose brow creased in thought.

“If he traveled by coach, which he’d need to with two prisoners… then a week is how long it would take him to arrive in the capital.”

Annaro began laughing, a horrific, bubbling sound, wet with the internal bleeding that was no doubt choking him. “If you hurry… you might catch… her being broken… on the wheel. I wish I could…”

Hugh leaped to his feet with a cry of horror and rage, and snatching up his blade, brought it down with all his strength upon Annaro’s neck.

For a moment, the blade glowed the purest white, then it cleaved through the demon’s flesh, shattering upon hitting the stone floor.

“The capital,” said Hugh, hurling the hilt away. “We have to go after them.”

To his surprise, he didn’t see immediate support for his plan. 

“Let’s get out of here first,” said Morwyn as the great stones beneath their feet shifted, more of the keep’s outer wall sliding free. 

“Agreed,” said Anastasia. “Nyxomar?”

The crimson dragon bowed his head. I AM WILLING.

The company scrambled up his lowered wing to latch onto his back, and when all were securely mounted, the dragon launched off the keep’s side, causing greater damage with his leap. He beat his vast wings to carry them up into the fitful sky. 

Hugh stared down at the ruins of the keep. One corner had been completely demolished, revealing the building’s innards, but the damage appeared to be structural; even as they winged away, he saw another segment of the outer wall lean out drunkenly past the point of no return, then collapse altogether.

He thought of the servants, the castle officials, the cooks and stableboys, and the hundreds of innocents that helped run a castle such as that. The scores of guards. He hoped fervently that they were all right, that most had made it clear of the building before being crushed beneath it.

He turned away, sickened, knowing there was no way they all had.

Up Nyxomar flew, higher and higher, till the land was dark and inscrutable below them, a ribbon of river far off to the right - the Zienko - and the ruffled land ahead being the foothills.

 

Nyxomar, not asking for directions, coursed through the night currents, undulating and flapping his way swiftly from the capital, until it was lost behind them. On and on he flew, and Hugh was content to let him pick their direction.

He sank into a reverie, pondering what he had seen, what he had learned. The horror of watching his elder brother distend and warp into a creature out of nightmares. Learning that Zarja was taken prisoner by their foe, and that they had been deceived by Katharzina so completely.

That despite his every suspicion and desire to not trust her, he had still fallen for her wiles in the end. 

Had she truly been attacked by a demon Arasim had sent back in the copse? That no longer made sense. And if not, who had sent the demon?

Had she summoned it herself?

To stage an attack? And earn his sympathy?

Hugh felt chagrin and anger burn brightly in his chest.

He fought the urge to make toothless oaths, again and again seeing his brother transforming into that wretched demon. 

Nyxomar descended at last, alighting atop a tall, bald hill, its circumference ringed with old stumps. Farmland stretched away in every direction.

They slipped down his extended wing, and he sat on his haunches, great tail wrapping around his legs.

Vispathia took a few steps, then stopped and stared at the stumps in sorrow.

“What is it?” asked Hugh.

“An old place of power,” she said with a sad smile. “Long despoiled. Little more than the vestiges of memory remain to this place.”

Hugh considered the bald hill, devoid of personality or noticeable features. Just the ancient, weathered stumps, so rotten and worn that they were fragmenting where they stood.

“Our plan has gone to shit,” said Morwyn, sitting on a stump with a sigh. 

“The lady speaks true.” Dianthos stood tall, but his every line spoke of exhaustion. “Verily, our stratagems are plunged into ordure.”

“All’s not lost,” said Hugh, moving to stand before them, hands on his hips. He had no idea as to what he would say yet. All eyes were trained on him, expressions hopeful in the light of the moon. “Arasim’s no doubt just arrived at court. And I doubt the emperor would drop everything to immediately schedule a public torture session. I imagine we have at least a day or so.”

“A dangerous wager,” said Vispathia, expression grim. “Humanity does so like their bloody spectacles.”

“Nyxomar,” Hugh said. “If you’re willing - how long do you think it would take you to reach the capital?”

A NIGHT.

“A night?” Hope surged in Hugh’s chest. “Then - we fly to the emperor’s palace, and -”

He cut off, unsure as to what would happen next.

“And what, precisely?” Morwyn sounded weary for the first time. “Treat the palace as we did your family keep? Fight our way through the emperor’s legions, butcher his personal bodyguards, his cadre of Discipluses in Purple, and fly away laughing with Zarja?”

“Something like that,” said Hugh, fighting despair.

“We need more to this plan than brute force,” said Anastasia. “Annaro was well defended, but nothing like the emperor shall be. Even a dragon would be sore pressed against his defenses.”

ARE YOU SO SURE?

Anastasia studied Nyxomar. “Mostly. Maybe.”

“We don’t have time to come up with a cunning plan,” said Hugh. “We cannot delay and risk Zarja’s being… well. We must rescue her.”

“Agreed,” said Morwyn. “Insofar as we must try. I just don’t think we’ll succeed.”

“It is my understanding that humans prefer to torture fae to death under the open air,” said Vispathia, tone clinical. “That such ceremonies are not performed in private or inside.”

“True,” said Hugh. “They’re seen as opportunities to educate and entertain the masses.”

“Then we can use that to our advantage,” said the queen. “We descend upon the spectacle as it is beginning.”

“And the emperor?” asked Morwyn. “Arasim? His guards, Discipluses, Exemplars of the Fate Maker?”

“We stick to our original plan,” said Hugh. “Find a way to reveal Arasim’s perfidy. And in that moment of shock, when we expose him as a diabolist, we demonstrate both our power and service to the empire. From that position of strength, we convince the emperor to grant our wishes.”

But even to Hugh, the plan sounded threadbare and more wish fulfillment than anything else.

Morwyn stood with a sigh. “Very well. Let’s go.”

“That’s it?” asked Hugh. “Let’s go?”

“I could sit here all night long arguing with you,” said the Exemplar. “But to what end? I won’t leave Zarja to her fate. We’ve nothing else we can do but seek to rescue her.”

Vispathia’s voice was soft. “And count on the Adamtus’s fate leading us true.”

“It’s not done us much good thus far,” said Hugh bitterly.

“Not so, good sir,” said Dianthos. “Did you not find and awaken a dragon for the first time since ages out of mind? Did you not extract the necessary information from your doomed brother? Are we not strong, talented, and gifted with magical gifts and blessings without number?”

Hugh nodded reluctantly.

“The way is dire,” continued the elderly knight. “But our cause is just. And while this wicked world cares nothing for justice, the integrity of our cause shall give us strength. A strength to persist when others would fail and buy your Adamtus powers time to twist the strands of fate to our benefit. We must have courage! We must not cavil. Only through good action and continued effort may we create the opportunity for fortune and fate to lift us on high.”

“So hold on until fate can make a difference?” asked Anastasia.

“Precisely so,” said Dianthos, smiling gruffly. “What are we all but pawns of that great goddess, whom your kind calls Fortuna? With Hugh’s blessings, she has moved firmly to our side of the board. If we can but delay your Hanged God from snatching us and our friends from this life, then Fortuna shall surely come to our rescue, one way or the other.”

Hugh nodded slowly, pensively, allowing the old knight’s words to trickle down into the depths of his mind, the dark regions clouded by despair and emotional exhaustion.

“You speak wisely, my friend,” said Hugh at last. “We have Nyxomar. What can the emperor throw at us that can match his might? We have Anastasia, a Namer, who is steadily growing more adept at her newfound powers and bending the world to her will. We have Vispathia, a queen of terrible power, and Morwyn, an Exemplar of the Hanged God himself. We have your and Viburnos’s blades, and at last, my own. Our band may be small, but we are mighty, and if we fly to the capital, then we shall strike like a meteor. Arasim and the emperor won’t know what hit them.”

“Here, here!” cried out Dianthos, raising his blade into the air. “Words to live and die by!”

“All right,” said Morwyn, with a mocking smile. “I’ll admit I’m a little more hopeful than before.”

“I’ve been ready to die trying since we began this venture,” said Anastasia, then looked down at her hands. “And if I can right some wrongs before I go into the Ashen Gardens? If I can strike down Arasim, or some more of the people who made the Academy a reality? Then all the better.”

“And my people and I shall follow you wherever you go, Lord Hugh,” said Vispathia, tone quiet and confident. “Our fates are now inseparable. We have chosen this confrontation over a slow and lingering death.”

“What of Floriana and her people?” asked Anastasia. “And the fae that hide with them? Is there anything we can have them do?”

Hugh hesitated, then shook his head. “There has been enough destruction and death. Better they remain hidden. In large part, they are whom we fight for. I would not attain a pyrrhic victory, achieving our goals while losing the very people we fight for. No. Knowing they are safe and hidden will give me strength if ever I need it.”

There were nods all around.

“Then what are we waiting for?” asked Viburnos. “Our fellow knight Lysimachas is in need, as are Zarja and Prince Trofim. Let us away ere break of day to this far and distant capital.”

Nyxomar extended his wing down to the ground, and one by one they climbed atop his back, fitting themselves once more between his spines. Anastasia rose from the ground, palms upturned, hair writhing about her face as if she floated underwater. 

“I have to say,” called out Hugh, “your new power definitely looks good on you.”

She smiled tightly, and when Nyxomar bunched down to leap into the sky, she shot up first, loosed like an arrow from a bow and flying into the darkness overhead.

For a moment, Hugh lost track of her amidst the stars; then Nyxomar, accepting the challenge, launched himself up, Hugh’s entire body sinking down by the speed of it. With each massive wing flap, the dragon climbed higher, ever higher, until once more Anastasia came into view, flying ahead, arms by her side, toward the north, toward the empire’s capital.

Hugh clung to the spine before him. Once more they flew through the night, once more they sped over farmland and familiar ground - Stasiek’s duchy, slumbering and at peace, without a clue of what passed over their roofs.

To battle. To a confrontation that could change the direction of the empire. To save those they loved, to destroy their foes, and to bring a modicum of justice back into the world.

Hugh felt his resolve harden, guided by Dianthos’s words, molded by the very fact that he rode on dragon back. Had Brig commanded not one by a flight of dragons? What force could have opposed him if he had a dozen, a score of Nyxomars at his beck and call? Hugh tried to imagine that level of power and failed. The fae must truly have been creatures of legendary power back then to resist such might.

On they flew, and Hugh’s thoughts grew liquid, slipping from one memory to the next. Morwyn, the day he first summoned her to his chambers in the castle, to inform her she had been accompanying him north, and how she had come at him with knives. Morwyn, crawling toward him in the imperial estate as he pressed her to her limits until at last, she manifested the powers of the Hanged God and hurled him through the wall. Zarja surprising him in the bathtub for the first time, risking all to reveal herself to him. Zarja as she had been only a week or so ago, reclining and pleasuring herself, eyes alive with mischief and love, daring him to break his vow and lose their bet. Anastasia, prim and proper, the very image of a disciplined advisor, gradually losing her bearings and conditioning to become the woman he loved, the force of nature that now flew alongside the dragon.

Other memories. Rushing down toward the keep, realizing their betrayal, and seeing Oreanna’s head mounted over the gate. Being attacked by Medved after Branka had set him up. Fighting his way into Vispathia’s hidden valley, only to lay with her atop the Thavma’s altar. The Thavma herself, the Lost Reavers he had destroyed - Dragoslav, Birandillo, all of them.

How violent and suffused with love his life had become. Bloodshed and sex, laughter and screams. And now? Now they rushed to the climax of it all. 

The capital.

The emperor.

To rescue Zarja and Lysimachas from a prolonged and horrific death.

Hugh’s heart hardened, his mind grew strong with resolve, and he vowed to himself that he would not leave the palace until he had Zarja safely by his side.

And if they harmed her? If they tortured her to death?

The feeling that arose within him was bleak and ugly, as hard and unyielding as any other vow.

If he arrived too late, or if she suffered, then he would make them pay. The whole wretched tribe of them. The lords and ladies, the barons and dukes, the courtiers and peasants who laughed to see such a wondrous, kind, and gentle being be tortured to death. He would tear down the palace, torch the capital, and send out for the other slumbering dragons, would -

Hugh sat up with a jerk, shivering not from the cold but with a sudden flash of fear. Had Brig felt this way? Were those his thoughts, even, or…?

But that moment of clarity gave way to the bloody certainty that remained nestled in his core. 

If Zarja suffered, if Zarja died, then the world as he knew it would burn.

 

* * *

 

Hugh dozed, and when he awoke, they were far north of Stasiek, of Fraczek, the air colder, the land bereft of rolling hills. It was instead an endless plain to the left, which terminated at the far horizon in blue intimations of a mountain range, and to the right the great Inland Sea. 

The capital lay where the Hryn River flowed into the Inland Sea, one a broad ribbon of iron, the other a vast expanse of beaten pewter, both reflecting the white and dour winter skies. Wisps of serried clouds streamed past them, and the world below seemed grim and without cheer. The fields were streaked with snow, the earth black where it showed through; the many hamlets and villages that ringed the hamlets were marked more by their streams of cottony white smoke coming from a dozen chimneys than anything else.

Hugh leaned forward, fixing his gaze on the capital, bound to bursting by its great Imbragim Walls - built, it was said, by Emperor Imbragim two centuries ago when the Vastov Empire came pouring from the north to sweep away all civilization. The walls, however, were said to be so massive and arduous to build that they were obsolete by the time they were finished, the capital having overgrown their bounds.

Hugh inhaled deeply, a wash of unsettled sentiments washing over him. He had been here once, a lifetime ago, to accept his commission to the Lost Reavers. He had ridden in as part of a long-suffering caravan, staying with a distant uncle in the Merchant’s District, then had one glorious morning at the imperial court, where he stepped before the emperor and knelt for a total of ten seconds before being ushered away.

Three months’ journey for ten seconds’ grace. And Hugh had considered it a blessing.

Now his eyes searched out that grim fortress, that endless, rambling monstrosity of a building that had housed Mendev’s emperors for centuries. Each ruler had added to its architecture as they saw fit, resulting in an infelicitous conglomeration of different styles, different features, but all of it intending to enhance the imperial family’s prestige and legacy.

There, a mound in the city’s center, looking like a slumbering giant. Blocky and huge, dark and funereal, it was the great and beating heart of the empire, from which rivers of influence, patronage, and power flowed, and into which poured taxed wealth, aspirants, hopefuls, and every noble with a dream in their jaded heart of finding a sinecure at court that would assure their affluence for life.

Nyxomar was high above the land, so high that the thousands upon thousands of buildings below were little more than nubs. The crammed neighborhoods were only broken up by arterial highways, Fate Maker cathedrals, the huge Glorium Coliseum off to the eastern edge of the city, and the Imperial Racetracks, where the Green and Blue teams raced their chariots every month before the screaming audience of ten thousand. 

Nyxomar winged his way over the city; so clouded was the sky that Hugh failed to see any corresponding shadow sail over the buildings. If anyone were to look up, would they think the dragon a giant eagle or the like?

Who knew? But they would have no time to react, no time to send warning. Already the palace drew close, surrounded by a might second set of walls, patrolled by gleaming specks that could only be the infamous Imperial Guard. Within were the ornate and manicured gardens, in this season little more than sere brown grass and dull, dead flowerbeds. Shrines, audience halls, the web of toy streams with their waterfalls, and then the barracks, the first of the palace’s many wings, all of it clustered around many massive courtyards, each dedicated to a different echelon of the palace.

The largest and most ornate was the Emperor’s Province, a great oval in whose center arose a massive dais from which speeches were given, weddings sanctified, and executions held. 

The Province was already crammed with people, those closest to the dais seated luxuriously in chairs or reclining on settees. Beyond a cordon of guards, a more common crowd stood, packed tightly, and staring up at the huge dais upon which Imperial Guards were arrayed, armor gleaming silver and gold.

Hugh’s heart began to race. They had arrived just in time, swooping in, but nobody had yet noticed their approach. He looked to the great wall of the palace from which the emperor’s private balcony emerged, and saw it populated, the great man himself seated on his golden throne, surrounded by the most powerful of Mendev’s nobility and most august of the Fate Maker’s church.

Nyxomar at last burst out over the Province itself, low enough now that his shadow swept over the crowd, which looked up almost as one and shrieked with a thousand throats.

How many millennia had passed since humanity had been witnessed a dragon flying overhead?

The effect was as immediate as it was powerful. The crowd surged and struggled, like an ocean contained within a pool, and the cordon of guards bulged, undulating as they sought to hold fast. 

Those on the dais drew weapons and cried in alarm. Nyxomar had flown clear over and was banking, wings stretched out wide, coming around with calm precision, and this time he descended right upon the dais itself.

The thirty Imperial Guards didn’t have a chance. A brave few raised their swords in defiance, while most spilled right over the edge to fall the six yards to the ground. Hugh saw Zarja and Lysimachas clad in iron chains to one side, and to his unending relief, they were seemingly unharmed.

Nyxomar lurched down and landed on the dais’ side, clutching at the corner and sweeping the awning away with a buffet of his wings. Guards screamed their defiance and ran at him, only to be slapped away by his sinuous tail, which whipped across their ranks. Hugh heard bones shatter and metal crumple, and a dozen men were sent crashing into the ranks of the nobility below.

Hugh leaped down from the dragon’s neck without waiting for the extended wing, landing lightly upon the dais. His pulse was pounding, his blood high, everything happening at once, but only one thing mattered: Zarja.

He took ten steps and was by her side. She was her true lisica self, fox ears and tail apparent, face betraying abuse. One eye was swollen closed, her lip split, blood down her chin, but her smile was so bright it would have outdone the sun had it been shining. 

“Hugh!”

And oh, the joy, the peace, the love he felt at the sound of her voice.

He seized her chains in both hands and with a flexion of his will, commanded the metal to part. With a wrench, he shattered her bonds, then did the same for Lysimachas. 

Guards were shouting on all sides, rushing in, then Nyxomar roared, the sound so fierce and powerful that Hugh felt it in his chest cavity more than heard it. The great cry bruised the air as Nyxomar waved his head from one side to the other, and the guards fell back, some crashing down onto their rears in their haste to stop their charge.

The crowd was thrashing, clawing at each other in their attempt to flee the Province oval, cramming into the exits, their clamor choking the air. 

Hugh brought Zarja in close and kissed her tenderly, mindful of her wounds, then wrapped an arm around her shoulders and turned to stare up at the emperor’s balcony. The great man had risen to his feet. 

“Who dares violate the sanctity of the Imperial Palace?” cried the emperor, voice carrying with supernatural volume and washing over the entirety of the oval. “Who dares disturb the Imperial Proceedings?”

Hugh moved to the dais edge and stared up at the emperor. He studied the distant man’s lined visage, how his frame still betrayed his former strength and power, the disdain and natural authority stamped on his features, the outrage burning in his eyes.

If the emperor were afraid of the dragon, he gave no sign.

“I do,” Hugh shouted, his voice carrying just as powerfully. “I am Lord Hugh of Stasiek, come to reveal the corruption in your court, your Imperial Majesty.”

There, standing by the emperor’s side, was a blond man, hook-nosed, in robes of sky blue, his hair thinning and frame emaciated. 

Arasim. It had to be.

And by his side, in sumptuous leathers and black fox fur? 

Katharzina. 

“I have come to reveal the corruption in your court,” Hugh shouted. “To reveal that by your side stands a diabolist most foul, who corrupted Lord Annaro of Stasiek, who helped implement a reign of terror across Fraczek and Stasiek both with his infernal patronage of the smuggler Aleksandr, and who no doubt plots even now to corrupt your court. I accuse Arasim of diabolism, and Katharzina, his helper, of the same!”

His words hung in the air, and Hugh thought he saw amusement on Arasim’s hatchet-face.

Not the reaction he had been anticipating.

“Your accusations are baseless,” said the emperor, his words carrying with ease. And oh, the easy authority that girded his tone, the severe contempt, and acidic displeasure. “You have branded yourself a criminal through your many actions, Hugh of Stasiek. We know you as a corrupter, a heretic, a lover of the fae, a murderer, and breaker of laws. Your companions are some of the greatest villains the empire has ever seen, and I command you to lower your arms and surrender yourselves to our justice.”

Morwyn stepped up alongside him. “Do you think he’s not noticed that we brought a dragon to a knife fight?”

Vispathia embraced Lysimachas, both of whom were joined a moment later by Dianthos and Viburnos. Anastasia stepped up to Hugh’s other side. “We need to reveal Arasim for what he is,” she said. “Make our accusation incontrovertible.”

“Fair enough,” said Morwyn. “And how do we do that?”

“Like this,” said Anastasia, opening her palm and causing a pebble to form out of thin air. “Sometimes the old tricks are the best.”

With a flick of her hand, she sent the pebble speeding up through the air, faster than thought, to strike Arasim directly in the chest and embed itself deep in his flesh.

The diabolist didn’t stagger back, didn’t react at all. Most gathered about him didn’t seem to notice the strike, but those closest did, primarily Katharzina, who glanced at the crimson hole that had appeared in Arasim’s chest and took a step back.

“What is your answer?” boomed the emperor. “Will you desist from this treason?”

PREPARE, rumbled Nyxomar. THE DEMONS COME.

Arasim grimaced, more in disgust than pain, then hunched his shoulders as if dealing with a ripping case of heartburn. “One pebble. To think. One pebble and my hand is played. So… be it.”

The diabolist’s words were carried by the wind like a whisper, and all gathered on the balcony turned to stare at the man as his frame shuddered and grew.

“For three hundred years I have walked this world,” rasped Arasim, voice growing more inhuman by the second. “For three hundred years I have played the game of temptation, of damnation. From Port Gloom to the Heshaman Isles, from Celendruin to Itchtaka, I have plied my trade.”

He was growing faster now, dwarfing those around him, robes splitting at the seams, flesh turning black. Those closest to him drew back in alarm, but not the emperor, Hugh noted, who turned to face Arasim full-on, eyes wide.

“For centuries I have played this game, and I admit I have been amused. Amused at how one and all fall for my offers. For power. For wealth. For lust. For greed and destruction, wanting to impose their stamp upon the scrolls of history before they are shuffled off into the Ashen Garden.”

Arasim now stood twelve feet tall, his sallow figure having billowed out to betray a massive musculature, huge muscles like slabs of lead wrapped around his frame. 

“But few have been the moments when I could reveal my true face.” Arasim’s voice now was wholly monstrous, a deep and reverberating sound. “Few have been the times when I could flex my powers and show the world and its mortal denizens how weak and puny they truly are.”

“Here we go,” said Morwyn, swinging her burning blade in a circle. “Time to chop down one last demon.”

Vispathia’s eyes were wide, creepers and vines wrapping themselves about her legs, lifting her from the dais. “There’s not just one.”

Arasim lifted his head and Hugh saw for the first time a true visage of evil. Massive ram horns had burst free from the diabolist’s head, thick as Hugh’s thighs, to curl once, twice, then extend forth like spears. The man’s face was now barely recognizable, his mouth littered with rows of teeth like those of a shark, eyes gleaming piss-yellow, body completely hairless. Still, he grew, rising to sixteen feet, muscles straining, ligaments popping, then with a tearing sound, two massive bat wings burst forth from his back to extend nearly the entire breadth of the balcony.

Nobles screamed and fell over themselves, seeking escape. 

“The emperor,” croaked Anastasia. “Why does he not…?”

“Arasim!” The emperor’s voice boomed still, but now it quivered with rage. “You promised me the greatest gift! Yet you yourself wield more power than that which was given to me!”

“Oh,” said Morwyn. “Oh, shit.”

Arasim, now fully twenty feet tall, a tail lashing at the stone floor, turned to regard the emperor with disdain. “Accept what you have been given, Barthosz, and cease your mewling.”

“No! I made allowances and bet my lineage on the sincerity of your promises! I will not -”

Arasim backhanded the emperor with a fist the size of a barrel. Barthosz flew back, the blow clearly mortal, to crash to the ground just shy of falling right off the balcony. Two men rushed to his side. His sons, no doubt.

“Now,” said Arasim, turning slowly to regard the dais below. “It’s time to drink some dragon’s blood.”

Nyxomar took the challenge with a roar that once more deafened Hugh’s ears, rearing up and spreading his wings as he blew a vast plume of flame at the balcony where Arasim stood. 

Hugh felt a pang of horror as he saw the flames wash over the remaining knights and attendants, devouring Katharzina and engulfing Arasim’s massive form.

For a full ten seconds, molten flame bathed the balcony, melting the rock and causing the balustrade to drip into slag. 

At last, Nyxomar ceased his breath attack, the last of the flames curling away.

They disappeared to reveal Arasim where he had stood before, flesh unharmed, smile wide, eyes glittering.

“Nice and warm,” he hissed, lowering himself into a crouch. “Thank you for fully waking me up.”

“Look!” Morwyn pointed at the side of the balcony where the emperor had fallen, and where now a new figure arose. Twelve feet tall, muscled to the point of deformity, twirling horns sweeping back from its brow, skin as red as blood, this new demon was stretching out its own wings as it rose to its cloven hooves.

“The emperor?” asked Anastasia. “Oh, no.”

More demons appeared, each knight having had the armor melted right off their frames, revealing eight-foot-tall monstrosities, each different from the next - some beast-headed, others insectile. Other members of the nobility arose, their human forms discarded for their true demonic selves.

“Looks like we’re not negotiating with the emperor after all,” said Hugh grimly. “But there’s still our second plan.”

Morwyn was shifting her feet, clearly trying to decide what combat pose was best when facing two dozen mighty demons. “And that was?”

Hugh grinned. “To cut them all down.”

Arasim surged up into the air, a terrible cry issuing from his throat, and half the demons followed suit; those without wings leaped down from the balcony to the flagstones below.

Nyxomar lunged up into the air, huge wings beating furiously, sending ripping gales across the great oval as Anastasia flew up alongside him, hands glowing blue and gold. 

Hugh leaped off the dais to race toward the oncoming demons, a mixture of the knights and lesser nobility, a war cry tearing itself free from his throat. “For the fae! For Queen Vispathia! For Erro!”

The demons came at him in leaps and bounds, many falling to all fours, and Hugh felt the strength of the world pour into him, rising from his boots where they pounded the ground, sinking into him from the air, filling his lungs, invigorating his muscles. The demons began to slow as if the air had become honey. Morwyn was by his side, Dianthos and Viburnos a step behind.

The first demon loomed large before Hugh, its brow backswept, its shoulders so wide and hips so narrow that it seemed an inverted triangle more than anything else. It screeched and came for him, claws reaching; Hugh roared in defiance, bringing his blade straight down the centerline, shattering the monster’s deformed head and cleaving the monster to the thrapple. 

The demon had to weigh some four hundred pounds, and sheer momentum brought it on, forcing Hugh to twist aside, only for a second monster to slam a blow into his side, hard enough to shatter granite. 

Hugh grunted and felt his ribs flex, then Morwyn’s white burning blade severed the demon’s fist, her eyes burning with white fire. 

Chaos ensued. Everything was talons and horns, burning maws and high-pitched keening. Hugh allowed his mind to relax and his instincts to take over, the might of the Adamtus to suffuse him.

With each passing second, he felt himself growing stronger, faster. The world was behind him, within him; he was a force of nature. As foul as the demons were, terrible warriors in their own might, each of whom could have destroyed an army, Hugh realized as he cleaved a second in twain that he was mightier still.

Morwyn was a swirling dervish, the Hanged God swirling about her like a benediction, blade cutting through bone and horn as if they were muslin. Dianthos and Viburnos were sorely pressed, however, and Hugh saw them giving way, fighting for their lives as they marshaled centuries of experience and skill to stay alive within the melee.

Overhead, Nyxomar crashed into Arasim, who now looked to be some thirty feet tall. Flames scoured the heavens as the titans clashed, and around them the other demons flew, darting in to wound the dragon while its back was turned.

Hugh ducked a blow, stepping in close to power an uppercut from his hips, from the earth itself, hitting so hard that his fist punched clear through the abdominal wall of the demon and shattered the spine within. He ripped his hand free, looked up, and saw spikes of black metal birth themselves from nothing in the air, spreading out like crystals and slashing into the demons, ripping wings and severing limbs. 

Anastasia. 

She looked like a goddess, eyes aflame with green light, clothing rippling about her, her hair a banner of glory. She flew alongside Nyxomar and fended off as best she could the horde of flying demons.

Hugh’s sword broke. He cast it aside; fury had clenched its burning fist around his heart. He grabbed the closest demon by both horns and brought its face crashing down into his knee, collapsing the architecture of its skull. He threw the monster aside, then lifted from the ground as something charged into his back with all the power of an insane bull. Hugh felt his spine flex to the point of breaking, but the massive muscles that sheathed his frame held him together. 

Up he flew, and for a moment he thought the air itself would catch him, suspending him from falling. There came the wildest feeling, a sense of possibility, then he crashed down upon the flagstones and rolled, came up to his feet, and spun to race right back at the oncoming bull demon.

Its crimson eyes flared open wide in disbelief as Hugh sidestepped, caught hold of one of its horns, and heaved.

Drawing on strength he didn’t even know he had, Hugh tore the bull demon off its feet, all five or six hundred pounds of it, and whipped it around, a scream tearing itself from his throat as he hurled it up into the sky. 

For a second he watched the demon spin up toward Nyxomar and Arasim, then a black spike materialized from nowhere, suspended in the air; the demon impaled itself upon the great diamond-shaped blade.

There was a cry of pain, and Hugh saw Dianthos go down. He was fighting three demons at once, and one had gotten past his guard. A mighty fist crashed down on the elderly knight’s shoulder, breaking his clavicle, and collapsing his chest. 

“No!” Hugh leaped, despair and horror seizing him, and crossed the intervening ten or so yards in one bound, smashing into the trio of demons hard enough to shatter their bones.

Down they went, and the world became heaving flesh, bleating cries, talons, and pain. Hugh punched, gouged, head-butted, and ripped with his fingers; the flesh about him tore like rotten cloth. Blood flew, black and clotted, then his foes were dead, and he was up on his feet.

“Fight on, good sir,” said Dianthos, down on one knee, his face gray. “Fight on, I say!”

Hugh cast around and saw that Morwyn was finishing off the last of the demons. A full third of them had been caught hold by great tree roots that had burst up from the ground to encase them in living wood, there constricting them to death.

A cry of world-breaking pain sounded from above. Arasim had clamped his jaws down on Nyxomar’s left wing where it met his body and was tearing the whole thing free. The dragon scored deep wounds into the demon’s body with its rear legs, but with a great jerk, Arasim tore the wing away, ripping it completely free of Nyxomar’s body.

“No,” whispered Hugh, as the dragon began to fall, Arasim releasing it.

“Run!” shouted Morwyn, taking hold of his arm and pulling him away moments before Nyxomar crashed down into the Province. His fall sent a tidal wave of stone crushing out from around him, a wave that picked Hugh and Morwyn up and would have flung them away had Hugh not grasped her to his chest and allowed the stones beneath his feet to carry him safely to a nearby spot.

“Delicious,” said Arasim, holding onto Nyxomar’s massive wing, and with great relish, he bit down and tore a chunk away.

“Damn it,” said Hugh. “Anastasia’s up there all alone!”

But she was putting up a hell of a fight. As the demons plunged toward her, she manifested ever more metallic spikes, then gave up on that tactic to instead coalesce metal spheres the size of her fist into the air around her. She sent them shooting out in all directions, pulsing them again and again.

These battered and broke the demon’s bodies until the emperor flew at her, his companions falling away. 

The iron spheres bounced off his grotesquely muscled body, hitting with wet, meaty sounds but doing little damage.

“Anastasia!” cried out Hugh, wishing he had something he could fling, some way to interpose himself. 

Anastasia saw the emperor coming and panic flickered across her face, only for her to extend both hands, causing a deluge of smoking clear liquid to fall upon him. The liquid – acid, no doubt - burned away the emperor’s skin, revealing the striated, gleaming muscles beneath, and drawing a howl from Barthosz’s maw. 

But it wasn’t enough.

The emperor demon punched Anastasia square in the chest and sent her cartwheeling away. A guttural laugh escaped his lips, and he flew after her.

“Handle the situation on the ground,” said Hugh. “I’m going to…”

“To what?” asked Morwyn, tone on the verge of panic as demons began to fly down upon them.

Hugh saw Anastasia begin to fall, catch herself, and lift herself back up into the air. She looked wounded and in pain, lost, alone.

He couldn’t leave her up there by herself.

But what could he do?

Again, he felt the air teeming around him, a welcoming cushion, alive and aware of his being. He sensed that with but just the right flexion of his power he could leap up and keep climbing. 

But how?

Need. Sheer, ferocious need.

The emperor demon was closing on Anastasia.

With a cry of rage and despair, he hurled himself up, half-expecting to rise a yard or two then fall. He felt the air curdle around him, growing thick, and with every ounce of his being he willed it to hold him, support him, carry him up.

He began to fall - then steadied.

A yard above the ground.

Staring frantically at the emperor demon as it reached Anastasia, he willed himself to fly toward them, and the air obeyed.

Like a loosed arrow, he shot into the sky. The emperor closed his fingers around Anastasia’s neck and drew back a massive fist. 

“Now you die, insignificant wretch,” Hugh heard Barthosz rasp.

Closer, closer he flew, drawing his own fist back - only for a second form to intersect with him, smashing into his side with terrible strength to pull him away.

With a cry of rage, he twisted about, and saw Katharzina with her arms wrapped around his waist, black hair streaming, a wicked smile on her lips. 

“Let’s not interrupt, shall we?”

Hugh wrenched back around in time to see Barthosz smash his fist into Anastasia’s face - or try to. At the last moment, a column of iron appeared over her shoulder, its face level with her own, so that when she ducked her head, aside the emperor smashed his hand into the column instead.

A column fully some twenty yards long. 

The sound was like a gong combined with chicken bones being stepped on. The emperor howled in pain and released Anastasia’s neck.

Even now, Hugh didn’t want to hit Katharzina. He couldn’t bring himself to lay his hands on her. Instead, he reached down, grabbed hold of her arms, and broke her grip. She was strong, but nothing compared to his own might. Arresting their flight, he spun and hurled her away.

Katharzina didn’t fight him, allowing herself to be tossed. She tumbled head over heels before catching herself, leveling out, and turned to fly away from the combat as quick as she could.

A shadow crossed over Hugh, and he looked up to see Arasim hovering over him, a half-eaten dragon wing in one hand.

“You cannot defeat me, Adamtus,” said the demon, tone almost pensive. “You lack the bloody will to do what is necessary. You are soft. You are limited by your love. There is in you the potential, yes, but it is squandered on you.”

Hugh caused the air to turn him around, glared up at the demon. “Come and try me.”

“Oh, I shall,” said Arasim, tossing aside the crimson wing. “Then, when I am done consuming you, I shall mate with each of your women, kill them, and consume them. Though I am not sure yet on the order.”

Below, Nyxomar had recovered from the pain to rear back on his legs and unleash a plume of fire at the descending demons. Out of the corner of his eye, Hugh could see Anastasia battling the emperor. 

It was just him and Arasim now.

“You have to get through me first,” said Hugh, rolling his neck about his shoulders so that it popped. “You might think it easy. But you won’t be the first to make that mistake before.”

“Nah,” said Arasim, descending toward him like a slow-motion landslide. Thirty feet tall, sculpted muscle, horns big enough to tip over an apple cart. “I know you’re tough. You’re a gods-damned Adamtus. Ain’t been one of you in half a millennium. Been hoping one would show up, though.”

“Half a millennia? I heard the last one was Brig, thousands of years ago.”

“What do you know?” Arasim spat a mouthful of dragon scales. “Nothing. Like the rest of your kind. Too busy running around trying to sink your dick into some fae pussy to use the right head. Waste of power. Waste of potential. See this?” Arasim held up one taloned hand.

“Yeah, it’s your hand,” said Hugh.

“Not my hand, you dolt. The wisps of fate curling about us. Pulling at me. You can’t see it, can you? Blind as fuck. But it’s there. Coming right out of your glorious Adamtus ass, it is, trying to tie me down. But here’s a lesson to you and -”

A bolt of metal a yard wide and perhaps ten long slipped quietly through the air and impacted the side of Arasim’s head with a crunch.

The demon spun, blood spurting from his mouth, wings beating frantically as he sought to hold his position. 

The bolt, massive and carrying on under its momentum, flew on by, dropping, dropping to crash into the ground below, piercing the rock and impaling itself in the dirt.

“Am I late for the party?” asked Anastasia breathlessly, dropping down to hover alongside Hugh.

“That hurt,” rumbled Arasim, righting himself and touching his bloodied cheek. “Thought the fucking emperor was dealing with you.”

“So did he. Right till I taught him the error of his ways.” Anastasia smiled coldly at the monstrous demon. “Looks like my day’s going to be filled with correcting men just like him.”

“Ha,” said Arasim and spat blood. “Well, you’re about to find out I ain’t like -”

Dragonfire erupted from below, a huge, blinding gout of white flame tinged with blue, unlike the deep, dark flames Nyxomar had belched at the demon before. The tips of the flame just reached Arasim’s feet, washing over them, and the demon howled as his flesh boiled.

“What the…?” asked Hugh, taken aback by the virulence of the damage done.

“The cleansing flame,” said Anastasia, voice tight with sudden excitement as Arasim flew higher into the sky. “The one he used to purge me of my inner weakness.”

“Looks like it purges the fuck out of Arasim,” said Hugh. “We just have to get him down to Nyxomar’s reach.”

“Good fucking luck,” rasped Arasim, now a good distance above them and beyond Nyxomar’s range. “I can rain down hell from this vantage point as good as any. Prepare to die, you miserable fucks.”

 


Chapter Fourteen

 

 

 

“Split up,” ordered Hugh, flying out wide to the left. Anastasia was quick on the uptake and flew in the opposite direction just before Arasim drenched the air in black fire.

Had they been a second slower, Hugh was sure they would have died.

As it was, the air boiled. Hugh, protected by his Adamtus nature, emerged unscathed, but he heard Anastasia scream from the far side of the roiling flame. 

Reaching out to the superheated air around him, Hugh had it hurl him like a slingshot right at Arasim, pushing himself as hard as he could go and smashed his fist across the demon’s massive jaw.

It was like punching the backend of a haycart. Arasim registered the blow, which sent him back a few yards through the air, but it did little more than that.

“C’mon, Adamtus,” sneered the demon. “Put a little more fire into it. Think about your fae queen’s expression when I try to cram my yard-long -”

The demon’s words ignited a core of hatred in his heart, and with a yell, Hugh flew at the demon again, who simply crossed his huge, beefy forearms before his face and chuckled as Hugh pummeled him with everything he had. Blows that would have caved in buildings did little more than drive Arasim back.

There had to be a better way. A means to drag him down to where Nyxomar waited. Seizing the moment, Hugh dove down, wrapped an arm around the demon’s ankle, and hauled Arasim toward the ground.

He got the demon to drop a few yards before it beat its vast wings and arrested its descent.

“Oh, no,” rumbled the demon. “You’re going to have to fight this one yourself. No cheating now.”

Before Hugh’s eyes, a great whip of liquid fire tumbled from one of the demon’s massive fists, even as a scimitar larger than Hugh’s body emerged from the other. 

“Now,” said Arasim, his pleasure obvious. “Let’s see how well you can dodge.”

The whip cracked out, white-hot, and Hugh dodged aside, ducking under a swipe of the scimitar. Faster and faster the blows came, Arasim’s huge bulk deceiving as it slowed him down not at all. Back Hugh flew, ducking and weaving, as the superheated weapons sought to carve him apart. 

There was no time to retaliate, to attack the demon in response. No way to do anything more than dodge and dodge again, each escape prolonging the fight and Hugh’s life for another few precious seconds.

“Weak,” snarled Arasim. “Weak and fragile and pathetic. You could have been a true weapon. A force to be reckoned with. You could have owned this land, been a tyrant, but no. What do you do instead? Weep tears for the losers of the world. Align yourself with impossible causes. Give your heart to wretches and filth.”

Hugh was gasping for breath now, the whip cracks coming faster and faster, the scimitar almost impaling him before riposting to take off his head. He had lost all track of the battle below, of the world around them. All that mattered was staying alive.

“But no matter,” said Arasim, voice easy despite his exertion. “I’ll cut you down, have my way with your women, then set up a new empire as I see fit. A pity. I’d put some work into corrupting Barthosz and his eldest sons. Had my plans all neatly aligned. Guess I’ll have to start from scratch. Ah, well.”

Hugh went to fly down, to take shelter within Nyxomar’s range of fire, but a whip slash cut off his retreat. 

“Go any lower and I’ll end this game,” boomed the huge demon. “Now dance, foolish mortal. Dance!”

“Arasim!” The cry pierced the air, coming from high above them. 

For a moment both Hugh and the demon looked up. 

Anastasia floated high above them, clothing torn and cindered, face wild, grin manic. She had been busy. A vast spike floated alongside her, made from gleaming black metal, its tip so sharp it faded into the air, its length perhaps two dozen yards, easily some three yards in diameter. It was so massive and ponderous that it seemed to warp the very air around it.

The demon snarled, moving to dodge aside, but Anastasia cried out and hurled the vast metal spear right at him.

It flew down so quickly it blurred, and for a moment Hugh hoped it would punch right through the demon and destroy him.

But Arasim dismissed his weapons and caught hold of the huge spear with both hands, slowing its descent, muscles writhing as he stopped it inches from his own flesh.

Hugh, not hesitating, grasped hold of the demon’s burned ankles once more and hauled anew, pulling Arasim down, the weight of the vast spear driving him further. 

With a roar the demon hurled the huge metal spike aside, wings beating frantically, then went to cuff Hugh away from his foot.

Huge wooden vines lashed up to wrap around his legs, each as thick as an oak tree, writhing into tight curls and holding the demon tight.

Arasim roared in fury and summoned his scimitar once more, hacking at one of the vines as it began to constrict and pull him down - only for a plate of black metal to appear just over the targeted vine. It was easily a foot thick, protecting the huge rope from being severed.

Hugh laughed, exhilarated, and again hauled, pulling on the demon till his vision grew red.

Turning, hands still latched on the demon, and with his back to the ground, he pulled with all his might, muscles rippling across his back, feeling as if they were about to tear.

Anastasia, still high above them, extended both hands, causing massive bonds of iron to form around the demon’s wrists, mist forming about the wings and solidifying into stone. 

Arasim snarled and shattered the bonds, but they kept him distracted; all the while, Hugh and the huge vines pulled him further down. 

Such was the might of the demon that somehow, he managed to stop his descent again; his whole body jerking and writhing, he fought to a standstill, then with a herculean effort began to rise again.

But a slender figure came racing up the largest of the vines, white sword burning bright. Up she ran, fleet-footed as a hare, to leap at the very last right up the length of Arasim’s body, blade pulled back.

“In the name of the Hanged God!” screamed Morwyn and plunged her blade straight through one of Arasim’s piss-yellow eyes.

The demon screamed and clasped his face with both hands. At that moment, the huge vines contracted, Hugh pulled once more, and Anastasia dropped a massive cup of metal down upon the demon.

Down they fell, and turning, Hugh saw Nyxomar rear up once more to open his maw wide.

With a cry, Hugh pushed away, catching Morwyn as she fell, and flew as fast as he could, cutting through the parting air.

The world behind him exploded into white and blue flame as Nyxomar unleashed his power, the fire washing over Arasim, who screeched and flailed.

Turning, Morwyn safe within the cradle of his arms, Hugh watched as the demon turned into a black silhouette within the fire. On and on Nyxomar breathed, and Arasim flailed and fought, ever more frantic, till at last the fire guttered and went out.

What was left flying in the air was a cindered husk, a burnt skeleton with charred chunks of flesh still attached to its bones. 

For a moment it hung suspended, moving feebly, then it plummeted down toward the courtyard, the huge vines releasing it to crash amongst the ruined stones and shatter into a hundred smoking pieces.

Hugh descended to the ground and set Morwyn down, then moved to place his boot atop Arasim’s scorched skull. “You were wrong,” he said, staring down at the seared visage. “Love was never my weakness. In fact, my true strength was the friends I made along the way.”

“You didn’t just say that, did you?” asked Morwyn, curling a strand of dark hair away from her face.

“Why?” Hugh stared at her in confusion. “It’s true. There’s no way I would have been able to defeat Arasim without all of you helping me.”

“Hugh!” Zarja came racing across the battlefield, her lithe lisica form allowing her to leap over craters and dismembered demons with ease, plowing into his arms to embrace him tightly. “You came for me!”

“Hey!” Hugh grinned down at her golden-haired head and hugged her back. “You didn’t doubt that I would, did you?”

She looked up at him, tears brimming in her eyes, smiling as widely as he had ever seen. “Of course not. Not for a second.”

He pulled her in close and held her tightly, pressing his nose to her hair and inhaling her scent. Even after days spent in Arasim’s care, she smelled divine. “Oh, Zarja,” he whispered. “I swear I’ll never let an unassuming diabolist capture you and deliver you to a demon-possessed emperor again.”

She laughed, pulled back, hands on his chest, and he saw stars now glimmering in her eyes as she studied his face. “You’d best not, Lord Hugh of Stasiek. A girl can only go through such adventures so many times before she starts to doubt her lover is paying attention.”

Nyxomar roared his triumph, neck swaying serpentinely as he unleashed another gout of flame into the air, then fell back to all fours. NOW THAT WAS A FIGHT.

“Pleased?” asked Anastasia, placing a hand on his mighty foreleg. “Worth waking up for?”

INDEED. BUT IS THAT ALL?

“All?” asked Morwyn, hands on her hips. “You want more?”

THIS WAS BUT A SKIRMISH. I WAS HOPING FOR A WAR.

“Not true,” said Hugh, turning and sliding his arm around Zarja’s waist. “You specifically said that you weren’t interested in wars any longer.”

THAT WAS THEN, THIS IS NOW, AND MY BLOOD IS UP. SURELY THERE MUST BE MORE TO SLAY?

“Actually,” said Anastasia, glancing sidelong at Hugh. “There just might be some more enemies at hand.”

“Oh? Katharzina?”

“No. I saw her fly away halfway through the fight. But the emperor is dead. I saw to that. And let me tell you, it was most satisfying to slay the man responsible for the organization that oversaw my abuse. But with him dead, and his two elder sons also slain, that leaves Trofim in line for the imperial throne, does it not?”

“That… it does,” said Hugh, realizing the same thing.

“Trofim,” said Lysimachas, hopping down from the dais with nimble grace. “We must free him from the dungeon.”

“And he’s going to have a lot of enemies,” continued Anastasia. “A lot of nobles aren’t going to agree with his new points of view on the Fate Maker church and the fae. I imagine having a dragon by his side will help persuade them.”

“I shall be by his side,” said Lysimachas angrily. “He’ll need nothing else besides.”

“Well, in bed, sure,” said Anastasia, then laughed and raised both hands in surrender. “I jest! But come. Even you must admit that Nyxomar can aid your beloved’s cause.”

Lysimachas considered. “I will not speak for the new emperor.”

“Smart lady,” said Zarja, placing an arm around her shoulders. “At least, not in public.”

Lysimachas flushed, then smiled.

“So, what now?” asked Vispathia, striding toward them, the vast roots and vines she had conjured slinking back into the earth. “Arasim is slain. Annaro is dead. The emperor killed, along with half his court. What next, Adamtus?”

“Trofim,” said Hugh. “We do nothing without him.”

Nyxomar shuddered and shrank down to his human form, a bloody gash in his back where his wing had been torn free. “Then let us see to his liberation.”

The next half hour was spent picking their way through the palace, a building with which none of them were familiar. Servants fled at the sight of them, so they spent most of their time opening huge gilt doors and peering into banquet halls, libraries, saunas, living rooms, and meeting halls. Eventually, Lysimachas found a hallway familiar, led them down it, and came to a door that opened to a staircase.

There was a whole world beneath the palace. At least four levels, each extensive and well lit. The first floor held food and barrels, sacks of flour, and general supplies. Servants there had miraculously not heard the fighting taking place twenty feet up, and quickly revealed that the most important prisoners were kept on the third floor below.

Down they went, moving ever faster, through the general prisons of the second floor, the cells packed with starving peasants and political malcontents, then down to the third, the guards abandoning their weapons once a few of their number had been knocked out with ease.

A surly man with one eye led them to Trofim’s cell, which in truth was a luxurious suite, complete with a massive bed, bookcases stuffed with prurient harem novels, the stone floor hidden by dozens of thick rugs, and a buffet table set against one wall.

“Tough life, being a prisoner,” said Hugh when the guard unlocked the door and they saw Trofim reclining in his bed amidst fluffy sheepskins, a book in hand, the name CEBELIUS written down the spine. “But if you want to suffer a little longer, we can come back later.”

“Hugh!” Trofim sat up, spilling the tray of chocolate-covered strawberries that had been balanced on his stomach. “Lysimachas! The gods be praised!”

Lysimachas squirmed through their number and ran across the room lightly to embrace the prince. “My love. We are united once more.”

“Shouldn’t you be calling him the emperor?” asked Morwyn, crossing her arms and leaning against the doorframe. “At least, as long as there are other people around?”

“The emperor?” asked Trofim, his face going pale. “My father…?”

“Dead,” said Hugh grimly. “He attacked us, revealed himself to have accepted Arasim’s gifts and be possessed by a terrible demon.”

“And my brothers…?”

“Also slain, similarly corrupted. I’m sorry.”

Trofim bowed his head, complex emotions crossing his face, then grimaced. “We were never close, but their loss - it’s as if an entire part of my life has just… disappeared. I… I’m not sure how I feel.”

Nyxomar stepped forward, naked and unashamed. “You should be feeling hasty, emperor. Your enemies shall soon forge alliances and move against you. If you wish to retain your claim to the throne, then you must move fast.”

“I… who is this naked guy?” asked Trofim.

Nyxomar’s eyes glittered. “Naked guy?”

“This is Nyxomar,” said Hugh, hurrying to step in. “A great and terrible dragon whom we awoke on the Windspine Mountains. He was the key to defeating Arasim. Without his aid, we would have all died.”

“You flatter me,” said Nyxomar, tone indicating that he spoke purely out of politeness. “But yes, I was instrumental in winning this victory. And find my taste for battle aroused. Let us meet your foes in the field of battle, emperor man. Let us teach them the meaning of fear.”

“Dragon?” Trofim was clearly struggling to take this all in. “I… yes. Of course. Defeat our foes. But…”

“There is much to do,” said Lysimachas firmly. “First we must make a public appearance claiming the title and declaring your father and brothers dead. Then you must determine who perished in the battle above, and whom their heirs are. From there, we must sound out loyalties, whose strength will be tested by your new pronouncements.”

“Pronouncements?” asked Trofim.

“Of course,” said Lysimachas. “You must assert the nature of your rule by stating how you are changing the law of the land. Might you not wish to issue new laws pertaining to the rights of the fae?”

“I - yes.” Trofim sat up straighter. “If I am the emperor - I mean, I am the emperor, correct? If so, then - yes. There is much I wish to change. I’ll need to form a Small Council, to dispose of my father’s financiers and advisors. By the gods, there really is so much to do.”

“A new crest,” said Nyxomar as he studied on his nails. “Perhaps one with a dragon rampart in the center?”

Vispathia laughed from the rear of the group. “You know what such a declaration commits you to, my lord?”

Nyxomar’s smile was all teeth. “To staying close for as long as I am amused.”

“Come, your imperial majesty,” said Hugh, stepping forward and extending a hand. “There is indeed much to be done, and we would gladly assist you in the doing.”

Trofim took the proffered hand and allowed himself to be hauled to his feet. For a moment, he simply stood before Hugh. The new emperor was a strong, athletic man, muscled and hale, but he looked positively puny compared to Hugh.

“We really did it,” he said, shaking his head in wonder. “We defeated Arasim. We survived.”

“More than survived,” said Morwyn wryly. “We destroyed all that opposed us. Which reminds me. Just as you are the new emperor, Hugh is the new Duke of Stasiek.”

“Which means Erro is mine in truth,” said Hugh. “And I can settle down there and… what?”

Anastasia was frowning at him. “What do you think would happen if you settled in Erro as the duke?”

Hugh scowled. “A life of ease, intimacy, and relaxation?”

“Erro would become the seat of government,” said Anastasia. “Which would cause a major influx of officials to move there to have access to you. The court, the exchequer, any and every noble who wished to whisper in your ear. The buildings would all be purchased, resulting in the locals being displaced. Enormous construction would begin, as second homes were built, with the consequent deforestation to accommodate their need for wood, along with the opening of a quarry, not to mention the increased tension with Fraczek when they discover that their rival has moved his capital to within a dozen miles of their border -”

“All right, all right, I get it,” said Hugh, raising both hands.

“Formidable,” said Trofim. “I may try to steal her from you.”

“You should,” said Nyxomar, a leer twisting his handsome lips. “She is a Namer. In time she will be a force of nature. And in the meantime, I could use her attentions.”

“You’re out of luck, gentlemen,” said Anastasia, linking her arm with Hugh’s. “There is one man and one man alone in this wide world that has stolen my heart, and I shall never, ever stray.”

“I’m a dragon,” said Nyxomar, as if playing his trump card.

“And I’m the fucking Adamtus,” said Hugh with a rough smile. “You keep trying to woo her and I’ll tear your other wing off.”

Nyxomar’s eyebrows rose, and he took a threatening step forward.

Vispathia interposed. “He means that as a metaphor, my lord. But come. There is much to be done, and we need not deliberate our future actions in a prison cell.”

“Agreed,” said Trofim. “I shan't miss this room. But I’ll have to send servants down here for this most excellent collection of books. The previous occupant had… a most refined taste. Redd, Venter, Tamer, Jinx, Varnell -”

“You have an empire to run, my dear,” purred Lysimachas. “And at night? You may find yourself otherwise occupied.”

Trofim had the modesty to blush. “I - yes. An excellent suggestion, Queen Vispathia. Let us ascend and determine the lay of the land. There is indeed much to be done.”

Together they quit the cell and climbed to the surface. The rest of the day was an exercise in chaos management, and Anastasia truly showed her worth. Trofim moved directly to his father’s great hall, establishing himself upon the massive golden throne. The fae graciously accepted an offer of the palace’s finest suite, and there removed themselves from sight while order was established. Hugh and Morwyn rapidly brought the palace guard under control; with their military might made available, order was restored to the grounds. 

Anastasia saw to it that servants who had taken advantage of the madness to begin looting were apprehended, the demon corpses dragged out of view into a repurposed stable, and couriers sent across the capital to announce at every major intersection the ascension of Emperor Trofim. All visiting nobility were gathered in the minor hall, sequestered and held at bay for the time being, while the higher-ranked palace staff were interrogated and either dismissed or hired back on. 

Within an hour, Trofim had a line of supplicants extending down the hall, as each noble was charged with bending knee and swearing fealty, or being escorted down into the dungeon. 

Not surprisingly, everyone chose to swear fealty, but Anastasia confided to Hugh that she fully expected half of them to break their vow.

“They why make them swear it at all?” asked Hugh.

“Simple. When they revolt, they shall be oath breakers, and thus the emperor will have ample cause to not only defeat them in the field of battle but lay claim to their lands and properties due to their treason.”

“Won’t that make them fight all the harder?”

“It’s not as if they would indulge in half-measures at this point,” said Anastasia with a smile. “And those who are on the fence might opt for caution and not throw their weight in with the first rebellion.”

Hugh turned to study Anastasia. Tall, hair hanging free, eyes alive, she looked animated, vital, and confident.

“How you’ve changed,” he said, reaching out to take her hand.

She laughed. “You mean my ability to warp the world as I will?”

“Well, there’s that, but it’s more. You’re… yourself at last. The woman I would catch glimpses of. The hints of whom you could have been without your brutal upbringing. That woman. She stands before me now.”

Anastasia flushed self-consciously and turned to face him. “And?”

“And I couldn’t be more impressed, more proud, more in love.” Hugh drew her close, not caring that they stood in plain view to one side of the great hall. “And the thought of spending the rest of my life with her…”

She arched an eyebrow. “Who said I was going to spend my whole life with you?”

Hugh hesitated. “I mean, I thought…?”

Her grin turned wicked, an expression he had never quite seen on her face. “You have to ask me first, you know.”

“Oh! Oh. Yes, of course. I, ah - will do so. But perhaps in a place more conducive to romance than this hall.”

“Hmmph,” said Anastasia, turning and crossing her arms. “Don’t take too long about it.”

“Oh, never fear.” Hugh grinned as he turned with her to watch the next noble step up and swear his fealty to Trofim. “I won’t.”

The formalities lasted long into the night, and despite his exhaustion, Trofim ordered a feast to celebrate his ascension and the cleansing of the court. Anastasia excused herself to help arrange messengers to be sent across the breadth of the empire, each carrying a missive explaining the official nature of what had taken place, each affixed with an imperial seal.

Hugh found Morwyn in the huge palace kitchens, a massive series of rooms connected by vast archways, filled with steam and the aroma of cooking food, the ceiling vaulted, with a small army of cooks, potboys, and assistants laboring frantically to prepare the feast.

Morwyn was seated at her own small table, a massive meat pie set before her, a goblet of water to one side. 

“Here you are,” laughed Hugh, sitting down beside her. “I thought to find you in the courtyard above, or perhaps the barracks, but…”

“Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve eaten?” asked the Exemplar. “And an interesting fact: channeling the powers of death awakens a powerful appetite in a woman.”

“Is that why you’re so hungry?” asked Hugh with a smile.

She paused, spoon halfway to her mouth, and frowned at him. “Yes?”

Hugh leaned on one elbow, chin propped on the base of his palm. “Fascinating. I thought it might have something to do with the babe growing in your belly, but what do I know?”

“Nothing,” said Morwyn, shoving the food angrily into her mouth. She chewed fiercely, washed it down with water.

Hugh laughed. “You were amazing out there. That last moment when you ran up those vines to plunge your blade in his eye…?”

Morwyn’s expression softened. “Doesn’t seem real. Not from here, eating pie in a busy kitchen. More like a fever dream.”

“More like a nightmare,” said Hugh. “But it’s over.” He shook his head in wonder, then reached to take up a plate of his own. “It’s… hard to believe.”

Morwyn grudgingly served him a thick wedge of pie, the pastry crumbly and golden, the meat, carrots, and onions within oozing a deliciously thick brown sauce. “I’m eating like this because I fully expect trouble to break out in an hour or so.”

“I don’t think it will,” said Hugh, taking up a wooden spoon. “Arasim is dead. Did you hear him, at the end? He’d been around for centuries. Three hundred years.” Hugh shook his head in sober amazement. “To think of all the evil he has wrought…”

“There you are!” Zarja approached in her human Elena guise, wearing peasants’ clothing, blonde hair hanging down to hide the scars that extended from the corner of her lips. Her smile was broad and beautiful, like the sun breaking free of the sun. “I’ve been searching everywhere for you two.”

“Here,” said Hugh, sliding his plate and spoon over to her. “I was just serving you a dish.”

“Liar,” said Zarja, sitting on his knee and taking up the bowl. “But seeing as I’ve not eaten in weeks, I might as well…”

Morwyn smiled ruefully. “The next time we get embroiled in some empire-shattering adventure, let's pay more attention to feeding ourselves properly.”

“I’m quite a bit older than you,” said Zarja, “and even I tend to forget. Which means the odds of doing better the next time are slim.”

“Next time?” asked Hugh. “You both are such pessimists! Arasim is dead. The emperor is slain. Even my brother is dead. Aleksandr? Dead. Niestor? Dead. Everybody’s dead…” Realization hit him. 

“We didn’t find her body,” said Morwyn. “See?”

“Katharzina is trouble, yes, but she’s not on Arasim’s level,” protested Hugh, taking up a second plate.

“She’s beautiful, cunning, manipulative, and very talented at magic,” said Zarja, licking the underside of her spoon. “Worse, she’s a diabolist.”

“Do we know that?” asked Hugh. “I mean, we know she’s got a demon in her, but that’s not the same, is it?”

“Put it this way,” said Zarja pragmatically. “If she’s not one yet, she soon will be. After all, how do you think Arasim got started?”

“Fortuna wept,” sighed Hugh, serving himself half the pie despite Morwyn’s squawk of protest. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“I wish I were,” said Zarja. “But there’s also this: given her ability to teleport and travel, we’ve no chance of hunting her down just yet. Therefore, we don’t have to worry about her today, or this week.”

“Agreed,” said Morwyn. “She’ll probably quit the empire for a bit. Go give someone else a headache. Maybe some poor idiot in Port Gloom.”

“I feel bad for that poor idiot,” said Hugh. “Whoever he might be. I hope he’s got a group of strong, beautiful, lusty women to help him deal with her.”

“Lusty?” asked Morwyn, raising an eyebrow.

“Wait,” said Zarja, staring quizzically at Morwyn. “Something’s different about you.”

Hugh grinned widely as Morwyn scowled furiously. 

“What?” asked Zarja. “What is it? Is she - Morwyn? Are you -?”

Morwyn frowned and shoved another spoonful of pie into her mouth.

Zarja turned to Hugh, eyes wide. “She is? Really? By the Moon and Stars! Morwyn! A baby? I can’t believe it, I’m so happy for you!”

“All right, all right, it’s not the first time someone’s gotten knocked up,” said Morwyn as Zarja flung her plate aside and leaped forward to hug her. “In fact, I’ve been led to believe it happens all the time -”

“I’m going to be her favorite aunt,” said Zarja, turning with both hands clasped under her chin. “I’m going to spoil her rotten.”

“We don’t know if it’s going to be a girl,” said Morwyn crossly.

“Oh, yes, she is.” Zarja nodded emphatically. “Definitely.”

Morwyn froze. “A girl?”

“Mmhmm! Probably just like you, too.” Zarja beamed at her. “You’re going to be a wonderful mother, Morwyn. I know it. Can see it. You’re going to be the best mother this little girl could ever ask for.”

Morwyn’s eyes were filling with tears, her whole body tense, and Hugh reached out to take her hand.

Zarja knelt before Morwyn, placing both hands on her knees, and stared her deep in the eyes. “I’m getting a special feeling, Morwyn. A tingly, fate-like feeling. A premonition, so listen to me, and listen to me well, for the words I shall speak will echo with the truth and be etched into your fate. You shall be the brightest light of this young girl, this young woman, and she shall look to you for strength and compassion, guidance and love. She will forgive you your faults, and through her, you shall forgive yourself. This child will bind you forever to Hugh, and together, you shall taste such happiness and joy as mortals rarely experience. Though.”

Tears were streaming down Morwyn’s cheeks. “What?” she gasped, reaching out to grab Zarja’s wrist tightly. “Though what? What happens? What’s wrong?”

“She’s going to have a tough time falling asleep,” said Zarja, frowning. “The first three years will be especially bad. A lot of crying. You will have to be strong. Both of you.”

Morwyn stared at her, expression blank, then somehow managed to sob and laugh at the same time, thwapping Zarja’s shoulder and covering her face with both hands. 

“But don’t worry!” said Zarja, grinning widely as Hugh rose to his feet and moved to Morwyn. “That’s what favorite aunts are for! I’ll be there to help, and even watch the babe some nights so you and Hugh can have time together. It’s going to be fabulous!”

Hugh drew Morwyn to her feet and held her close, held her as the Exemplar sobbed into his chest, trying to control herself and failing. She sobbed and laughed and finally raised her blotchy face to Hugh, who leaned down and kissed her, tenderly, with all the love in his heart rising within his chest, making it impossible for him to breathe.

“I love you,” he whispered.

“And I… you’re all right,” said Morwyn, then laughed again, self-consciously, and hid her face. 

“You two are adorable,” said Zarja, beaming as she stepped in to hug them both. “These next few years are going to be the best.”

For a while they stood thus, ignoring the kitchen staff who whirled and cooked and did their best not to stare, and finally, they separated and sat back down. Morwyn sniffed and wiped at her eyes and nose, finally looking down and - most tentatively - placing her hand on her belly.

“We’ve still got a lot to figure out,” said Hugh. “Anastasia was right. I can’t just move to Erro. That’d destroy the very thing we love about it.”

“Correction,” said Zarja, spooning up more pie. “You can’t move to Erro as the duke.”

“Then - what? Give the title to someone else?”

“Sure,” said Zarja. “Unless you really want to be duke?”

“Not really,” said Hugh. “But whom could we give the title to?”

Zarja shrugged and chewed. 

Morwyn paused, considering. “It would have to be someone we trusted. An ally. A friend. Someone who cares deeply about the realm.”

“True,” said Hugh. “Anastasia would make a fantastic duchess, but I can’t stand to be separated from her.”

“Someone,” said Zarja, “who has spent her life caring about fairness and justice. Who has demonstrated they can lead people, inspire loyalty, and fight for what is right even when it breaks the laws. Someone with a strong inner compass. Who is equally strong in body as in mind and won’t be pushed around.”

“Wait,” said Morwyn. “It sounds like you have someone in mind.”

Hugh stared at the lisica. “Are you talking about Floriana?”

“Me?” Zarja raised both eyebrows in comical innocence. “Perish the thought. I’m just thinking out loud.”

“Floriana?” asked Morwyn, sounding scandalized. “That bandit queen harlot?”

“Bandit queen is fair,” said Hugh. “But harlot? You’re on thin ice there.”

Morwyn leveled her best death stare at him.

“Think about it,” said Zarja. “She is tied deeply to the land. Fought for the duchy during the Six Farthings War, then became the leader of the resistance when Annaro refused to pay the army. Held to her principles for years. Held her organization together and resisted all attempts to catch and execute her.”

“She’s a bandit queen,” Morwyn said slowly. “She spent those years preying on the people she’d be meant to rule.”

Zarja waved her spoon airily. “True, and she’s hard, ruthless, and at times even cruel. All good qualities in a duchess. She’ll have to go toe-to-toe with Fraczek and her other neighbors. They’ll quickly learn that she can’t be pushed around.”

“The people will revolt,” protested Morwyn.

Hugh leaned back. “Nobody can argue she’s not an improvement over my demon-possessed brother. And she’s demonstrated a deep concern for paying people what they’re due.”

“You can’t be serious,” said Morwyn. “You’re considering this suggestion?”

“I am,” said Hugh. “What else would Floriana do, now that she’ll be pardoned? Can you really see her becoming a farmer? With her orc god riding her? She’s an Exemplar of war and strength. She’ll need battle, whether political or on the field. I think she’d make a wonderful duchess.”

“And most importantly,” said Zarja, “she is in love with Hugh. Which will make her accommodating to our goals.”

“She is not,” scoffed Hugh. “She just likes really, really, really violent sex.”

Zarja raised an eyebrow, made a skeptical expression, and pointedly stared down at her bowl of pie.

“Harlot,” muttered Morwyn. “I can’t believe she’s going to make duchess.”

Hugh laughed. “It’s a great solution. She’ll be duchess and run everything for us. And we’ll get to move into the imperial estate and deal with crying babies for a few years.”

“The best aunt,” said Zarja firmly. “I don’t care how hard Anastasia tries.”

“And when will that happen?” asked Morwyn. “Our returning to Erro?”

“Nesting instinct,” said Zarja knowingly. “She’s ready to start settling down.”

Morwyn drew a dagger from her pouch and smiled sweetly at the lisica. “Keep at it, fox woman. Go on. Say something like that again.”

Hugh reached out and pushed the dagger away. “I’m not completely sure. Anastasia is helping Trofim whip the palace into shape, and with Nyxomar by his side, I don’t foresee any of the nobles giving him trouble.”

“What about the Fate Maker church?” asked Zarja, tone turning serious.

“Trickier. But the emperor will fight that battle, not us. We’ll cheer him on from the sidelines.”

“And if things get dangerous?” asked Morwyn.

“Then we’ll come out of retirement,” said Hugh. “Help with a battle or two. Speaking of which, why don’t we go check in with his Imperial Highness? I’d like to get a sense of when we can head home as well.”

The three left the kitchen and returned to the great hall. The last of the petty nobles were swearing fealty, and Trofim looked both exhausted and exhilarated. Lysimachas stood by his side without any illusions disguising her fae nature, making it over to what each of the nobles were swearing to.

When the last of the nobles left and the great doors were closed, Hugh stepped out of the shadows and approached the throne.

“How did you fare, your Imperial Highness?” 

Trofim made a face. “Please. Trofim will suffice. I’ve never been given so many insincere compliments in my life, and that’s with my having been raised in court.”

“That well?” Hugh placed his hands on his hips and grinned. “Though I doubt you’re surprised.”

“Surprised? No. I simply hadn’t expected to ever sit in this chair.” Trofim ran his fingers over the patterns carved into the arm. “Or to look out over this hall from this vantage. My brothers and I often sat here when the hall was empty, playing at emperor, but somehow, shockingly, this is a little different.”

“You did well,” said Lysimachas, sitting on the throne’s other arm and squeezing his shoulder. “Whether your subjects approve or not, they know they aren’t dealing with a callow fool.”

“Very well,” said Anastasia, who had been standing to the other side. 

Trofim smiled ruefully. “In no small measure due to your assistance. Both of you. Duke Hugh, could you spare your Namer for a month or two? I can’t help but feel she’d save me years of work.”

Hugh didn’t miss Lysimachas’s narrowed eyes. 

“I am afraid not, your Imperial - I mean, Trofim. My apologies.”

“I thought you’d say as much,” said Trofim, leaning back in the throne. “Ah, well.”

“I’d be happy to prepare some reports before I go,” said Anastasia. “Lists of troublesome nobles, the key barons and dukes you must win over to form a sufficiently strong coalition. Your greatest priority, if I may be so bold, is to review the imperial accounts. Check the figures in the books against the actual treasure in the vaults, then review the taxation rates and who has the greatest exemptions.”

“Lysimachas and I were talking about that,” said Trofim, “and I believe we have a neat if incredibly unpopular idea to take care of our finances.”

Anastasia raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

“Yes.” Trofim’s smile was subtle but lethal. “I think it’s high time we revoked certain ecclesiastical privileges and began taxing Fate Maker holdings.”

“Oh,” said Anastasia, blinking. “I mean - wow.”

“Precisely,” said Trofim. “We’re going to be entering into conflict with them over my new laws governing our relationship with the fae. Might as well drag the whole thing out and get it done. Plus, the Fate Makers own at least a quarter of the empire, and have accumulated such wealth that it beggars the imperial court. I’ll implement the new taxation policy while Nyxomar remains at my court and use his might to crush the assured rebellion.”

“You’ll make millions in gold coins,” said Hugh, stunned. “Tax the Fate Makers? Their howls will ring from the Burning Wastes to the Windspine Mountains.”

“Let them howl,” said Lysimachas, her voice cold. “They need to be taught their place. A loss of wealth and power will go a long way toward ensuring that.”

“Be wary, your Imperial Highness,” said Anastasia. “I applaud the strategy but keep a weather eye on the people’s opinion. If you come down too strongly on their faith, you won’t be able to hold onto the throne, even with a dragon by your side.”

“A dragon and a fae knight,” corrected Lysimachas. “And Trofim is fully capable of ensuring the people remain on his side.”

“A subsidy on grain,” said Trofim pensively. “Using the Fate Maker’s own taxed wealth. It should offset the people’s religious outrage. My father always said peasants found it hard to revolt on full bellies.”

Hugh laughed. “It seems you have matters well in hand.”

“Which sounds to me like you’re edging off the stage,” said Trofim. “Intending to return to Erro?”

“You read me like an open book, your imperial highness.”

“Trofim.”

“Trofim, then. But yes. Though of course, I won’t be able to enjoy Erro for what it is if I live there as a duke.”

“Then?”

“I will pass the title to another. One who shall defend Stasiek with every drop of her blood and keep our foes at bay.”

“Her blood? Whom do you have in mind?”

“You know her well,” said Hugh, smile turning wicked. “A certain Black Floriana comes to mind.”

Trofim blinked. “Black Floriana.” Then, when he saw that Hugh wasn’t joking, he sat up. “You aim to set up one of the empire’s most wanted bandits as a duchess?”

“Yes. I genuinely believe she’d do an excellent job. What do you think Anastasia?”

The Namer blanched. “I’m horrified. And yet… if I squint? I can almost make out your logic. Floriana. With her Poison Sisters. Running the duchy. They’d be brutally fair to the oppressed and poor. I fear for your petty nobles, however.”

“Let them fend for themselves,” said Hugh. “And knowing them, they’ll soon be showing up at court dressed like bandits and claiming to have always loved the taste of stolen venison. They’ll be fine.”

Trofim laughed weakly and sat back. “Floriana as duchess. Very well. I owe you much, and this is a small boon. Of course, if she gets out of hand, I’ll crush her.”

“You’d have to get in line,” said Hugh. “But I mean to allow her to rule as she sees fit for as long as possible. I want her to have a genuine go of it.”

Trofim looked up. “Lysimachas?” 

The fae knight pursed her lips. “I can see the wisdom of it. And she has fought along the fae and come to accept our kind. I think there are far worse options.”

“Then so be it,” said the emperor. “I’ll have the paperwork written up for you. When do you mean to leave?”

“How soon can you spare us?” 

“I’d ask that you stay for the coronation ceremony. After that? I’ll proceed with governing my realm without you.”

“Two weeks,” said Lysimachas. “We’ve decided to give those who wish to attend time to travel to the capital, but not wait so long that all manner of plots can be hatched.”

“It will be our pleasure to attend,” said Hugh, bowing low. “Two weeks in the capital shall be a delight.”

“Very well,” said Trofim, rising to his feet. “And now it’s time for that bath I promised Lysimachas. She’s dying to see the imperial tub. Can’t believe how large it's supposed to be.”

Morwyn snorted. “There are so many things I could say.”

Lysimachas took hold of Trofim’s arm. “Come, your Imperial Highness. Let us leave these ruffians. I’ve been looking forward to this moment all day.”

Trofim grinned. “The palace is yours, my friends. Accommodate yourselves as you see fit.”

And with that, the pair of them strode from the hall.

“Well,” said Hugh, turning to Zarja, Morwyn, and Anastasia. “Looks like we’re finally being left to our own devices.”

“Are you going to show us the size of your imperial tub, my lord?” asked Zarja innocently, taking hold of one arm.

Anastasia moved up to take hold of the other. “I’d settle for just seeing his cock. You can go play in the bath.”

Zarja’s eyebrows shot up. “Anastasia!”

The Namer laughed.

“She’s changed,” said Morwyn, reaching out to grab hold of the front of Hugh’s belt. “You’ve no idea just how much.”

Hugh allowed Morwyn to begin pulling him across the great hall. “I have a feeling you’re going to love those changes.”

Zarja peered around Hugh at where her old friend stood. “I’ll say. She can speak crudely now? In bed?”

“Want to find out?” asked Anastasia.

“Oh, yes,” said Zarja, her enthusiasm immediate. “I can’t wait to hear you talk dirty to me. To tell me what you want me to do to you.”

Morwyn looked back at Hugh as she continued to lead him on. “How about you and I find a quiet corner while they work out their kinks?”

“Oh no,” said Zarja, holding tightly to Hugh’s arm. “I spent days in the most wretched of cells, with only the thought of what I’d do to each one of you keeping my spirits up. Now that I have a chance to execute those desires, you think I’ll let you get away?”

“Lead on, then,” said Hugh, spirit light, heart filled to bursting with joy. “Let’s find the first suite that can accommodate us all and get to work.”

“My kind of man,” said Anastasia.

“And mine,” said Zarja.

“Get in line,” growled Morwyn, and they all laughed as they left the echoing Great Hall behind.

 


Chapter Fifteen

 

 

 

The coronation was splendid if rushed, a poorly attended but pointed affair. Hugh, still a duke, was one of the highest-ranking nobles to grace the ceremony in a hall that echoed due to its vacuity. 

“Not promising,” whispered Anastasia, leaning over to whisper in his ear. She was dressed in a stunning sleeve of navy trimmed with gold, a throwback to her Disciplus uniform. But this one bared her shoulders, and her hair was done up in a confection of diamonds and gold. 

“I’m impressed,” Hugh whispered back, resisting the urge to shrug and split his doublet down the back. The tailor had simply been unable to accommodate the sheer bulk of Hugh’s muscularity. “I didn’t think the nobles of Mendev so bold as to declare their intentions this early in the game.”

Zarja turned to where they stood. “Shush!”

Hugh straightened, assumed a neutral expression, and did his level best to look impassive and impressive. Trofim was making his way up the central aisle, massive cloak dragging behind him, looking somehow regal and nervous at the same time.

“Perhaps it was asking Vispathia to crown him,” whispered Anastasia. “A touch too far?”

Hugh considered the queen where she stood at the front of the hall upon the dais, the emperor’s massive new crown glittering on a cushion by her side. She made all the humans look as if they were playing dress-up, pretending at nobility. Her gown was platinum chased with gold, draping off her voluptuous frame like waterfalls of metal. Her hair was so artfully arranged that it seemed impossible to stay up, bedecked in small pearls and slender chains, and her presence exuded a true royalty that was sure to show up Trofim’s every attempt.

“Perhaps,” he whispered back. “But I like it. It makes his position unequivocal. Those who showed up are truly on his side. Those who stayed home…”

“Will be eaten,” said Morwyn, leaning in for the other side. Clad in a black military suit trimmed in silver, she still looked trim, lean, and lethal, her blue eyes caustic and clear, her black hair worn without adornment. Yet Hugh fancied he could see the slightest swell of her stomach, the faintest hint as to their baby girl. 

“Shush!” whispered Zarja again, drawing more attention to them in the process.

Trofim strode up the aisle and paused before Vispathia. A striking change, to have a fae queen crown the human emperor of Mendev instead of the Grand Architect of the Fate Maker’s church. 

Not that he would have come if invited. Trofim’s new taxation policies had sent ripples of horror and chaos across the land, and there was talk of a holy crusade being assembled to destroy the emperor within a month of his coronation.

Which, Hugh reflected, would please Nyxomar to no end. The dragon stood to one side of the dais, the sole guard to the proceedings, clad in a suit of elegant crimson that was dramatically flared to look as if he were already in flight. Rubies were encrusted everywhere, and the blade of his sword, Hugh had heard, was supposed to be of solid gold.

Trofim was sparing no expense in keeping his pet dragon happy.

And happy he was. Nyxomar looked like a cat that had been given the keys to the creamery. Anastasia had heard the dragon was methodically working his way through every willing woman in the palace, from the lowest scullion to the highest duchess, visiting two, three, or four bedrooms a night. 

Scanning the sparse crowd, Hugh fancied more of the women were staring at Nyxomar than at the emperor himself. And more than one was glowering at the others in possessive jealousy.

Hugh resisted the urge to snort.

Vispathia began the ceremony, and as he had always done at such events, Hugh prepared to fall into a meditative trance that would allow the hours to roll by painlessly. Instead, he found his attention quickly hooked by her words.

“Humans of the empire of Mendev. We are gathered here today to witness the ascension of a new emperor, Trofim the third of his name, to the imperial throne. An ascension that will bring with it much change, and for many, strife. The very fact that I have been asked to preside over this ceremony speaks to the change that sweeps across the empire. That we fae are being invited to emerge from the shadows, to cease to fear for our lives, to wonder if our children will live to see the moon and stars.”

Whispers swept through the crowd, and Hugh studied Trofim’s face. Regret? No. He stared stolidly at the queen, patiently waiting.

“This ceremony is to brief, for we fae are not given to dwelling on formalities, but rather pouring our energies into the celebrations themselves. But I say to you all that I have accepted the offer to preside so as to make it plain that we fae accept Emperor Trofim’s offer and thank him for his generosity of spirit and clarity of vision. The fae and I shall endeavor to support the emperor in all matters for as long as he remains true to his word, and together we shall create a new world, where human and fae may live beside each other in peace and equity.”

More murmurs sounded, but nobody defected from the ranks. So far, so good.

Vispathia then turned her attention to the kneeling emperor. “This crown is new forged, for the ancient crown of your emperors was destroyed in dragonfire when your father was slain for his corruption. Half the court was similarly destroyed, a purging that has left the imperial ranks shorn of evil. Let this crown, then, be a symbol not only of imperial power, but also of purity. Let this crown anoint the honest brow, the just mind, and the strong will of the new emperor, and may he lead Mendev to a greater and more prosperous future.”

She lifted the glittering crown with both hands and held it high. “Arise, Emperor Trofim, third of your name.”

Trofim did so, and when Vispathia placed the crown on his brow, Hugh led the cheers, which, while unenthusiastic, still seemed to come from every throat.

Trofim stepped up onto the dais, bowed to Vispathia, then turned to address his subjects as the queen stepped away.

“I, too, shall keep my remarks brief. I never yearned for this crown. I never thought I would wear it. But growing up, I knew that the path our empire walked was wrong. Knew that my father acted unfairly and acquiesced to too many evils. I shall endeavor to correct those mistakes. I shall work tirelessly to bring prosperity to my subjects, whom I shall consider to be both humans and fae. I believe in my heart that together we may birth a brighter tomorrow. A more prosperous tomorrow. That by removing the hatred in our hearts we may grow to greater heights, and learn and benefit from the exchange of ideas, magic, and wisdom as never before.”

Trofim paused, scanning the hall slowly, face somber. “Mine shall not be a peaceful reign. I have no illusions of this. But it shall be one whose arc tends toward justice. I do not know if we shall reach it in my lifetime. But today I set the intention of uniting our peoples into one. However, this cannot be done without the assistance of many. I wish as my first act to nominate the Sword of the Land, an ancient title that has fallen into disuse these many years, and once more make it official. The Sword functions as the emperor’s right hand, silencing the enemies of the empire, leading the armies into battle, and showing the world the consequences of defying the emperor’s authority.”

Hugh nodded. A good title for Nyxomar – smart to make his position official.

“I have come to trust his man more than any other,” continued Trofim. “He is at once the strongest man I have ever met, yet also the most humble. He has fought against the greatest odds to make his dream come true, and somehow, succeeded.”

Hugh frowned. Was Trofim building a mythology for the dragon?

“He is loved by many yet does not wield that love as a weapon. He has slain countless foes, but not become a mere killer. He is noble, just, and true. I am proud to summon the Sword to my side, for he is the greatest man I know. Lord Hugh of Stasiek, step forward.”

Hugh felt pole axed. The entire assemblage turned to stare at him expectantly - including the three women he loved. Zarja was beaming, Anastasia smiling that new, wicked smile of hers, and even Morwyn looked pleased.

“You knew,” he whispered. “You knew and said nothing!”

“Go on, Sir Sword,” said Morwyn, giving him a gentle push. 

There was no time or room to complain. Raising his chin, Hugh forced himself to step out into the great aisle and approach the dais. 

Trofim watched him approach, expression inscrutable, but Hugh thought he saw a glimmer of amusement in the depths of his eyes.

“Kneel, Sword of the Land. You, Lord Hugh, are a man of great heart and military might. I fully appreciate the strength that you wield and ask that you wield it when summoned in the name of the empire. You shall be awarded full honors and treated as a true hero of the empire.”

Hugh had lowered himself to one knee and bowed his head. Yet the whole time he kept wanting to say no, to turn down the honor, to refuse the charge. To work full time for Trofim as his sword? What of his dream of Erro? Of being there for Morwyn? He took a deep breath, about to break all protocol and protest, when Trofim carried on.

“However, the Sword of the Land shall only be called upon on occasions of true emergency. For the most part, he shall be allowed to do as he wishes, to dwell where he desires, and spend his days, weeks, and months as he deems fit. Which is why we are creating a new title for the realm, that of The Dragon.”

Hugh’s shoulders relaxed in relief. 

“The Dragon shall be our left hand, and woe to them that defies our laws or sees fit to meet us in the field of battle. For none other than Mavargonyxathashanyxomar shall serve in that capacity, and in doing so bring more honor and glory to the empire than I can reasonably imagine.”

Nyxomar stepped down to face Trofim, who, Hugh noted, was wise enough to not ask him to kneel.

“Lord Nyxomar, as you shall be known, do you agree to serve the empire as our Dragon, and bring death to our enemies wherever they may dwell, for as long as this task is to your liking?”

“I shall,” purred Nyxomar, his voice redolent with pride and pleasure.

“Then we are doubly honored,” said Trofim. “Let the empire recognize the Sword and the Dragon, our right and left hands, and know the penalties of defying our will.”

Hugh rose, glanced at Nyxomar who smiled smugly at him, then turned as the audience broke out into applause. He raised a hand in acknowledgment, and out of the corner of his mouth whispered, “You nearly gave me a heart attack there, Trofim.”

“Did I? Good.” Trofim sounded very satisfied with himself. “Blame your women. It was their idea.”

“Oh, don’t worry. I will.”

The applause died down and Hugh went to move back to his place, but was arrested by a cough from Trofim. 

“The Sword of the Land is my right hand, Lord Hugh.”

“By the gods.” Hugh managed to keep a mild smile on his lips. “You expect me to stay by your side and feed you all night?”

Nyxomar was grinning at the audience. “Better than other uses one may put a hand to.”

Both Trofim and Hugh, despite the hundreds watching, couldn’t help but splutter in laughter.

The ceremony drew to a close, and the feasting began. So many were invited the feast was held outside, with several hundred of the most important guests seated at long tables stretching down the length of the Province oval. The emperor, Hugh, and other esteemed guests were seated on the imperial balcony, from which they could gaze out over the feast and admire the entertainments.

“Impressive,” said Morwyn, studying the restored balcony, the gleaming marble flooring, the intricately carved balustrade. “You’d never have thought a battle to the death took place here only a few weeks ago.”

Trofim smiled. “Your Namer is as talented as she is brilliant. I could have had this fixed the old-fashioned way, but she was able to repair everything with but a day’s work.”

“Half a day,” said Anastasia, lounging in her chair, goblet of wine in hand. “And that’s because I was distracted.”

Hugh gazed at her admiringly. Where had the nervous, withdrawn, hesitant woman he had met disappeared to? This new woman was confident, at ease, and even more beautiful for it. Her sheath showed off her bare shoulders and length of neck to perfection, and he could not wait to get her alone.

Nor, apparently, could Zarja, whose hand kept stealing into Anastasia’s lap while she spoke with others, causing the Namer to fight to keep her expression mild.

“Sword of the Land,” said Hugh in disgust, fixing Morwyn with a stare. “An underhand blow.”

Morwyn, a glass of juice in hand, could only laugh. “Considering everything you dragged us into? And the amount of choice you gave us? I believe it’s fair desserts.”

“Would you rather not have come?” asked Hugh. “Rather I’d left Stasiek with just Zarja and Anastasia? To have stayed behind as Annaro’s personal captain?”

Morwyn swirled the juice about within her goblet, smile somewhere halfway between contemplative and amused. “Hmm. Let me think.”

Hugh’s eyes narrowed dangerously.

“All right, all right,” said Morwyn with a laugh. “Perhaps not. And it does seem an age ago. When I hated your dragging me forth into the world. Forcing me to feel, to think, to become my own person. It’s strange, now, to think about how easy it was to live that way. Unfeeling, ridden by my own anger. Thinking myself little more than a weapon to be used as Annaro willed. Another existence.”

Hugh took her hand. “Will you stab me if I tell you how proud I am of you?”

“Yes,” said Morwyn, tone flat. “So, don’t bother.”

“Good to know,” said Hugh, unable to resist a smile. “I’ll check that one off my list of compliments.”

“You have a list?” asked Zarja, leaning over. “What’s on mine?”

“Too many to count,” said Hugh. “And alas, given your age, you’ve no doubt heard them all. Would that I were the Poet of the Land instead of the Sword.”

“You never know,” said Zarja. “Why not try me?”

“I know the first,” said Morwyn sweetly. “Zarja, you have walked the earth for literal centuries, and carry your obvious age with grace and dignity.”

Zarja’s eyes narrowed, and her lips pursed as she considered the Exemplar. “You won’t be pregnant forever, you know. When the babe’s born, we can revisit these compliments of yours.”

“Oh, I don’t intend to hide behind my unborn daughter,” said Morwyn carelessly. “Let’s revisit them now. Actually, here’s the second - your tail is the second bushiest part of your body, and -”

The lisica’s eyes glimmered dangerously.

“My love,” said Hugh, squeezing Morwyn’s hand. “Some more juice?”

“Let them get it out of their systems,” said Anastasia. “If we’re to live together, we must find a way to do so peacefully.”

“Live together,” mused Morwyn. “That’s… really going to happen?”

Hugh and the other two women stared at her in surprise.

“Of course,” said Zarja. “I promise to only stab you a little if you keep insulting. Nothing that will leave a mark.”

“That’s too bad,” said Morwyn dreamily. “I’ve… but… never mind.”

“Of course we’re going to live together,” said Anastasia. “You think we survived all those trials, fought against all those odds, to split up now and go our own ways?”

“I…” Morwyn trailed off, frowning and staring into her own thoughts. “I suppose I never really thought about it. I mean, I always knew that was our intent, but I can’t have been the only one convinced we would die before we managed to achieve it?” She glanced around at them. “Really? You actually thought we would succeed?”

“I had my doubts,” admitted Anastasia. “But chose to think we believe we had a chance.”

“I always knew we would,” said Zarja with blithe confidence. “Never a doubt in the world.”

“I had my dark moments,” said Hugh. “But with you three in the balance, and Vispathia and all the fae… I suppose I couldn’t allow myself to think otherwise.”

“Well, I thought we’d all die. But now that we haven’t, I find it… strange and… surreal to think of actually settling down. No more living by the sword. No more being threatened with immediate danger. Fleeing greater forces. To just settle down and do… nothing.”

“Not nothing,” said Zarja with a smile. “You’ll soon find out that having children is perhaps the only activity more exhausting and demanding than waging a war.”

Anastasia chuckled. “It’s a good thing she won’t be doing that alone, then.”

“Mmm?” Hugh glanced at her. “How so?”

Anastasia’s smile deepened, and a gleam lit up in their depths of her eyes, a special, tender, vulnerable light that caused Hugh to bolt upright. 

“Wait - what?” His heart pounded, and he didn’t care who stared at them. “You’re - are you sure?”

“I don’t sense… well, maybe…” said Zarja.

“I’m sure,” whispered Anastasia, eyes filling with tears. “Last night. I felt the stirrings of life. I think it’s part of being a Namer. Being especially sensitive to such things.” She slid a hand over her flat stomach. “I’m sure.”

“Hugh,” hissed Zarja. “Stop gawking and kiss her.”

Hugh laughed, light-headed, and pulled Anastasia in close, bringing her lips to his own, kissing her deeply, truly, with all the love in his heart. 

“Two children,” said Morwyn, shaking her head. “That imperial estate won’t be large enough.”

“We’ll build an extension,” said Hugh, drowning in the depths of Anastasia’s eyes, in the stars that seemed to be falling within them without end. “As big as we need. Oh, my love. A child?”

“Two,” whispered Anastasia, then laughed, the sound almost a hiccup as the tears of joy flowed down her cheeks. “Twins.”

“Twins?” Hugh felt pole-axed. “Twins?”

Anastasia could only bite her lower lip and nod.

“Twins!” Hugh rose to his feet and raised his goblet, drawing the attention of the gathering. “To my sweet love, Anastasia, and to the twins she carries within her womb! A luckier man I’ve never met, and my most tender apologies to the emperor, whose Sword shall be busy, it seems, for years to come.”

Laughter resounded, and everyone raised their drinks. 

“To the Sword and his partners,” said Trofim, rising to his feet as well. “May their lives be blessed and filled with laughter, joy, and endless sunshine.”

“Here, here!” cried out the others, and goblets were brought together.

“At this rate, I’ll have to get pregnant, too,” mused Zarja, as everyone sat back down. “Being an aunt all by myself will be lonely work. I’d much rather be a mother.”

“It’s not as if you haven’t been trying,” said Morwyn, slowly rubbing her tummy. “A more athletic and vigorous centenarian I’ve never met.”

“Been in bed with a few?” asked Zarja sweetly, to which Morwyn merely stuck out her tongue.

“Wait, you can choose?” asked Hugh.

“Yes.” Zarja sighed. “It’s been a long time since I’ve thought of bringing life into the world. But… perhaps…?”

Hugh reached out and took her hand. “Do you wish to?”

“Do you know what that would mean for us?” asked Zarja softly.

“I have a rough idea?”

“It would make you a father three times over,” said Zarja with a laugh. “I doubt any mortal man could survive the experience.”

“I am no mere mortal man,” whispered Hugh, leaning in to brush his lips against Zarja’s. “I am the Adamtus, and fate itself shall help me survive the ordeals of fatherhood.”

“Wait, he’s leaning on the Adamtus to get him through the next year?” scoffed Morwyn. “You’re kidding me. That can’t be why the Thavma granted him that power.”

“What better use?” asked Hugh, sitting back, taking in all three women at once. “These children will be unlike anything the world has ever seen. The daughter of an Exemplar of the Hanged God, a Namer, a lisica, and the first Adamtus in centuries. If you think we’ll be able to keep them in line with stern looks and admonishments, you’re in for a rude awakening.”

“Oh, god,” whispered Morwyn. “You’re right. What have we done?”

“What’s best and most natural for those who love each other,” said Zarja, reaching over Hugh to squeeze Morwyn’s hand. “If you think we love each other now, wait till you see how that emotion changes as our children are born. As we share their trials and tribulations. As we grow older together, tending them, nurturing them, celebrating them. This is just the beginning, my loves. You honestly have no idea how challenging and rewarding our lives are about to become.”

“Sex,” blurted out Hugh. “We’re going to need to have a lot of sex over the next couple of months to compensate for the time we’re going to go without.”

All three women raised their eyebrows.

Hugh leaned forward, expression deadly earnest. “Like a bank,” he said. “I’m going to need to stock up. I’m thinking like, three or four sessions a night, every night, till you’re all too pregnant to continue.”

“Pregnant women can have sex,” said Zarja mildly.

“Yes, but not the intense, acrobatic, punishing sex I’m thinking about,” said Hugh. “Where our bodies get all slicked up with sweat and juices, and we can’t catch our breath for half an hour after coming, and our muscles are in sweet agony, our minds blasted by bliss -”

“Is he feeling all right?” asked Anastasia.

“So yes, while we can have sex while you’re pregnant, I mean to stock up on as much vigorous, extreme sex as I can now. To carry me through during the dry months.”

“He sounds like he’s going on an extended sea voyage,” said Morwyn dryly. “Or is this a panic attack?”

Hugh nodded to himself. “I’ll need to pace myself, eat and drink copious amounts to keep up my strength. Sleep through the mornings. Say, six or seven hours each night of hard, rigorous fucking. Mostly one on one, but occasionally a threesome, or all four of us -”

“Hugh?” 

The voice broke him out of his reverie. Blinking, he looked up and saw that Queen Vispathia had stepped up to his chair, looking resplendent and regal and impossibly beautiful. 

“I - my queen?” Hugh turned, rose, and bowed. “How can I be of service?” How much had she just heard?

Judging from the amused look in the queen’s eyes, far too much.

“Could I have a moment of your time?”

“But of course. Ladies, will you excuse us?” Offering Vispathia his arm, he led her inside the palace, down the hallway, and into the first available room.

Vispathia disengaged from his arm and moved to the closest window, from which she stared out over the capital. “Dianthos, Viburnos, and I are leaving the capital tonight.”

“Tonight? I thought we’d journey back to Stasiek together?”

“We’re not going back to Stasiek, at least, not right away.” She turned back to him, linking her hands over her stomach. “I’ve decided to visit a number of the remaining fae courts and inform my fellow kings and queens of what has transpired. Emperor Trofim has invited any and all of them to either visit his court or send representatives, and I deem it best if I bring word personally.”

“Otherwise, they wouldn’t trust the messengers,” agreed Hugh.

“Otherwise, the messengers wouldn’t be able to find the courts,” corrected the queen with an amused smile. “But yes. My travels will take us across much of Khansalon. If this new world is to become a reality, the fae must do their part, which will mean learning to trust the emperor, and fighting, when necessary, by his side.”

“I see. Of course.” Hugh frowned. “Can I be of assistance?”

She crossed the room to stand before him and place her hand lightly over his own. “No, Lord Hugh. You have already done so much and have your own partners to tend to. But I wanted to take this moment to thank you. For everything you have done. Everything you risked. Your desire to help us when nobody else would.”

Hugh felt his throat tighten. Would the queen ever have less of an effect on him? She gazed up at him soulfully, impossibly wise and dignified and gorgeous, yet he couldn’t help but focus on her touch on his hand, or the memories of her on that altar, spreading her pale thighs as she welcomed his touch…

“Of course, my queen,” he said hoarsely. “Think nothing of it. It was simply the right thing to do.”

“My queen?” asked Vispathia, a playful smile on her lips. “When did you begin referring to me as such?”

“I don’t know,” whispered Hugh. “My apologies. It’s taken me too long. But you are and always will be my queen. And I your loyal subject.”

“You are not my subject, Hugh.” Her words became a whisper. “You are the Adamtus, blessed by the Thavma, and the weaver of Fate and Destiny. The future of the fae is less grim by your doing, and there is perhaps even a glimmer of hope on the horizon. I will never forget what you have done for us. For me.”

“For you,” he whispered, painfully aware of the scant space between their bodies. 

They stood thus for a long, aching moment, then Vispathia released his hand and stepped back, her smile warm. “And you have my blessings. Your future shall soon be busy with progeny. You have the makings of a wonderful father.”

Hugh blushed. “My thanks.”

“I look forward to returning to Erro one day soon,” she continued. “I believe I shall hold my court there, where it all began.”

“I sincerely hope so,” said Hugh, throat still tight, voice hoarse. “I can’t imagine living far from you. Though I also can’t imagine being so close. To just share the day-to-day joys of life without fighting, killing, fleeing…”

“It will be wonderful to explore,” said Vispathia. “I look forward to it as I haven’t looked forward to anything in centuries. And perhaps, when the world no longer needs our help, we can turn our attention to each other once more.”

Hugh paused, unsure. “To each other?”

“Yes,” said Vispathia, smile enigmatic. “You are no Brig, and I am no Anadrien, but you are the Adamtus and I a queen of my kind. Further, you are strong, kind, just, and impossibly handsome for a mortal. And now that you are blessed by the Thavma, there is a chance that we could lay together as equals, and that you could penetrate me and love me without suffering the danger of dissolution.”

Hugh’s thoughts were spinning. “… the danger of dissolution?”

The queen nodded slowly. “Yes, remember? The perils of a mortal man making love to fae royalty?”

“Ah - yes. I - of course.” Hugh didn’t know what he was saying. Was Vispathia calmly informing him that she hoped they’d become lovers? “I would - I mean, if you’re interested, in, ah -”

“In becoming your lover,” said Vispathia with quiet confidence. “Yes. I would like that. Would like that very much. I believe you are a mortal man I could come to see as my equal. Could come to show sides of myself to that I haven’t shown another in centuries. That you could awaken within me desires and hungers that have lain dormant for far too long. That is, if you are willing?”

“Willing?” Hugh coughed into his fist. “I am, I mean - how the fuck am I supposed to answer that question in a dignified manner?”

Vispathia raised an eyebrow.

Hugh took a deep breath, squared his shoulders, and raised his chin. “You do me entirely too much honor, my queen. I look forward to when you return to Erro to brighten my days. And then do solemnly vow to love you and pleasure you and plow you so thoroughly you won’t be able to walk for days.”

Vispathia froze, taken aback, then laughed, shocked and delighted. “Oh, my. Very well, Lord Hugh. That was perhaps not the most poetic or genteel proposition I have ever heard…”

Hugh went to apologize, then stopped as the queen stepped in close, lifting her lips to his own, her hand moving to squeeze his cock with finesse and that same, inimitable confidence. “… but it’s exactly the kind of future I look forward to.”

She squeezed him again, her touch expert, causing him to harden to an almost painful degree. Moving her lips to his ear, she whispered, her breath warm, “I will look forward to being plowed until we meet again, my Lord Hugh. Until then, I will use my own touch to keep myself in check, but you had best be prepared to service your queen when I return to Erro…”

Hugh couldn’t talk, couldn’t breathe. The manner in which she stroked his cock through his pants kept him frozen, her breath tickling the whorls of his ear. Then she pulled back, kissed his lips chastely, and stepped past him to exit through the door.

Hugh stood thus for a spell, staring out at nothing, trying to catch his breath, to make his mind begin thinking and processing again.

“Fortuna wept,” he croaked, then ran his fingers shakily through his hair. Taking a deep breath, he adjusted himself and returned to the balcony.

“What was that about?” asked Morwyn as he sat back down. 

“Hmm?” Hugh pretended to be surprised. “Oh, that?”

“Yes,” said Anastasia, leaning in. “That.”

“Oh, nothing.” Hugh took up his goblet, raised it to his lips. “Just the usual, you know. She’s leaving tonight to begin visiting the fae courts and spreading the word of Trofim’s new laws.”

“Oh,” said Morwyn, nodding. “That makes sense.”

“Nobody else would be as effective,” said Zarja. “Or have her credibility.”

“And she asked if I’d like to become her lover when she returns to Erro,” said Hugh quietly into his goblet just as he took a sip.

“What?” Morwyn sat up.

“She what?” asked Anastasia, equally shocked.

“That’s fabulous!” said Zarja, clapping her hands. “I haven’t shared her bed since… when was that? Emperor Grulim was on the throne. That would be… ninety... No… wait…”

All three turned to stare at Zarja. 

“You shared the queen’s bed?” asked Anastasia.

“Hmm? Oh yes. Only for a few weeks when I was younger.” Zarja blinked. “What?”

“And you never mentioned this?” asked Hugh. 

“Why would I?” Zarja’s confusion continued. “It was a pleasant sojourn, an autumnal love affair that was one of the grace notes of my life. But hardly relevant to today.”

“Oh,” said Morwyn, taken aback, then seemed to recall what Hugh had just said. “But wait. You’re going to become her lover?”

“The whole Adamtus thing,” said Hugh, staring straight ahead. “You know. She’s curious. And apparently, I’m impossibly handsome for a mortal man?”

Anastasia thwapped him hard on the shoulder even as Morwyn patted her hips in search of a dagger.

“If you don’t want me to, I won’t!” protested Hugh, laughing. “Seriously!”

“Hmm,” grumbled Morwyn, not finding anything sharp-edged on her person. “You’re lucky I’m not armed.”

“I have no problem with it,” said Zarja stoutly. “Vispathia is wonderful in every way.”

“I guess… I mean, I don’t think I’d have a problem with it,” said Anastasia slowly. “As long as it didn’t pull you away from our family.”

“Never,” said Hugh immediately. “This - us - what we’re creating here together - will always and forever be my priority.”

“And Vispathia will know that,” said Zarja matter-of-factly. “She wouldn’t dream of harming the beauty we’re bringing into the world.”

“I suppose I can share,” mused Morwyn, tapping her lower lip. “With Vispathia alone, however. No others. Definitely not Floriana.”

“The duchess, you mean?” asked Hugh innocently.

Morwyn’s expression darkened.

“I jest!  I jest. Ha ha. A joke, you see? No, of course. I understand.”

Morwyn stared at him, eyes lidded.

“Morwyn.” He leaned in closer. “You have absolutely nothing to worry about. I’ve loved you since I was a boy. My wildest dream was to be your partner, to be loved by you, and now that I have achieved that impossible wish? Nothing, absolutely nothing, will ever tear me away from your side.” He looked at the other two, smiled. “Your sides. I’m the luckiest damn Adamtus Sword of the Land ex-Duke that ever there was. I have no interest in ever being anywhere else but by your sides.”

“Hmmph,” said Morwyn, settling deeper into her seat and crossing her arms over her chest, but she couldn’t quite hide the smile that quirked the corner of her lips.

Zarja propped her chin on her palm as she rested an elbow on the table. “He’s truly loved you since he was a boy?”

“It was infuriating,” said Morwyn. “He watched me wherever I went, mouth open, running into walls or dropping his sword whenever I crossed the courtyard. You’d think he’d never seen a woman before. Even after I beat him within an inch of his life he continued to moon after me.”

“And you still loved her?” asked Anastasia skeptically.

“More than ever,” said Hugh with a smile. “There was something about her. Something enigmatic, lethal, untouchable. I just wanted to know all her secrets, to learn how she could be so strong.”

“So, she was a challenge?” asked Anastasia.

“Yes and no - she was…” Hugh studied Morwyn next to him and marveled all over again at what had happened since those youthful days. “Morwyn will always have my heart. I’ll never cease to wonder at having her by my side. I don’t know what I did to deserve her love, but I will go down on my dying day feeling blessed and fortunate beyond measure that she allowed me into her heart.”

Morwyn tried to glare at him, but the emotion rode high on her cheeks, and her eyes shone with tears.

“Oh! How romantic!” cried out Zarja, clasping her hands to her chest. “You two are the most adorable couple I’ve seen in decades.”

“Decades?” asked Morwyn, glad for a change of topic. “Literal decades? That’s the best you can do?”

Zarja paused, thinking. “Half a century, at least.”

Hugh laughed. “I don’t care. As far as I’m concerned, I’m the luckiest man that ever lived.”

“Definitely not the Poet of the Land,” said Anastasia sadly. “But he tries hard.”

“He shows promise,” agreed Zarja. “And a sweet earnestness that’s really quite endearing.”

“Moderately endearing,” said Morwyn. 

“Oh, gods,” said Hugh, slumping back in his seat. “Is this what I have to look forward to? Being ganged up on?”

“And being spat up on by your babies,” said Zarja.

“And getting no sleep, ever again,” said Anastasia.

“And the occasional threat of being stabbed,” finished Morwyn.

Hugh looked wide-eyed from one of them to the next, until at last they could control themselves no longer and the three of them burst out laughing.

“Come on,” said Morwyn, rising to her feet. “I’m tired of feasting. I hunger for something else.”

“Agreed,” said Anastasia, also rising to her feet. “Time to remind our Lord Hugh that there are benefits as well despite the drawbacks.”

“Come,” said Zarja, pulling Hugh up by the hand. “There’s a technique I wish to try that I haven’t seen done since the rule of Emperor Jarusch. We’re going to need a swing, a tub of grease, a saddle and bridle, and… hmm.”

“What?” asked Anastasia, clearly curious.

“Can you freeze water?” asked the lisica.

“Yes?”

“Excellent! We’re going to need a large, double-headed cock made of ice. No - trust me! You’ll see.”

“If you say so,” said Anastasia dubiously.

Hugh rose to his feet, trying to restrain his laughter, only to stop as the emperor himself looked his way.

“Leaving so soon, Lord Hugh?”

The gathered company turned to gaze at their small party. Dianthos and Viburnos, Lysimachas and Trofim himself, Nyxomar, and assorted dukes and barons. 

“I must ask your indulgence, your imperial majesty,” said Hugh gravely. “I’m afraid I must step aside for a moment. Duty calls.”

Trofim rose to his feet, which caused everyone else to stand as well. The emperor considered the expressions on Hugh’s companions’ faces, then grinned. “I see. In which case, I offer you my blessings and wish you the strength of a dragon and the stamina of a mountain. It looks like you’re going to need it.”

Hugh blushed and bowed low. “My thanks, your highness.”

“Now come,” said Zarja, pulling on Hugh’s hand. “We’ll swing by the stables first.”

Trofim raised an eyebrow. “My blessings, and earnest wishes for good luck.”

“A toast,” said Nyxomar, raising his goblet. It was the first the dragon had offered thus far. “To Lord Hugh of Stasiek. A man who courts death at every turn, even when the war is won.”

“Here, here!” said the rest of the crowd, which then broke out into laughter as Zarja and the other two pulled Hugh into the hallway beyond. 

Following the three women, doing his best not to let their enthusiastic planning intimidate him, Hugh couldn’t help but grin. 

There wasn’t a happier, more blessed man in all the empire. 
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