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A Note to my Readers



Hey, everyone!
I hope you are as excited as I am to be back with Shayera, Mirek, and Isolde! My patrons have been asking me to finish this story for a while now, but it just didn’t seem financially viable since this series (unfortunately) did not sell all that well. I finally decided to finish it anyway, and I’m glad I did! I hope you enjoy it!
If you’d like to see more of this kind of series from me—aka, more original, genre-straddling stuff rather than conventional harem—the best thing you can do is support me on Patreon. The more patrons I have, the less I have to worry about appeasing the Amazon algorithm and existing markets.
I should also note that unlike the first two books in the series, this one draws a lot more on knowledge from my previous Highwind books. While you don’t need to have read them, you’ll definitely get more easter eggs and references if you have. I recommend you get caught up with the Highwind Catch-up Collection and The Amazon’s Vengeance. 
Thanks for reading!
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Prologue 


Julian Cassel, Highlord of the Eternal Dawn, descended the old, battered steps into the bowels of the Gray Citadel. The foreboding tower had changed a great deal in the twenty years since the war against Vorsalos and Inquisitrix Marcella. After the Shattering had stripped the city’s wizards of their power and effectively destroyed the old Mage’s Guild, his paladins had taken over as the tower’s wardens. 
While the Citadel remained a prison for the most dangerous individuals in Highwind, Julian had done everything he could to make it more humane. Dangerous sorcerers were sent to the rebuilt Highwind Academy for training rather than indefinitely detained, and those who had committed lesser crimes were handed over to the Silver Temple where the Merciful Sisters could try and rehabilitate them. All in all, he was proud of the Citadel’s transformation.
But there were still regrettable instances when reality got in the way of the Eternal Dawn’s lofty ideals. Some sorcerers were simply too dangerous to be contained in the Academy or the temple. And there was one in particular Julian insisted upon disciplining himself.
Often multiple times per day.
Julian grinned when he reached the tower basement. A single torch burned on the walls, casting the stone foyer and old warden’s office in a dim, flickering light. A single figure emerged from the shadows, her lithe wood elf body moving so silently it was as if her boots were hovering above the floor. 
“Warlord,” she said in a sweet, sultry voice that always sounded vaguely like she was flirting even when she was being serious. “The Infidel Queen has been bound and gagged, as you requested.”
“Excellent,” Julian said, nodding in approval. “Did she give you any trouble?”
“She is defiant, as always,” the wood elf said, a devilish twinkle in her green eyes. The cascade of straight brown hair spilling over her shoulders was broken only by the tips of her pointed ears peeking through. “She’s a prideful creature. You need to teach her a lesson in humility.”
“I intend to,” Julian said. “By the time we’re finished with her, she’ll understand the price of crossing the Roskarim.”
“I can’t wait.”
Ranger-General Aluriel smiled playfully, and Julian couldn’t help but take a moment to appreciate her ageless body. She was at least a foot shorter than him, though her slender frame was more athletic than delicate. She had traded her leather breastplate for the tribal look favored by the Roskarim barbarians of the White Ridge, though the “armor” revealed nearly as much of her flesh as it concealed. Her top was little more than a furry bra, giving him an unobstructed view of her tanned stomach, though the view further down was every bit as tantalizing. Her thigh-high brown stockings accentuated the shape of her athletic legs, all while giving him a tasteful glimpse of flesh.
Aluriel was easily the most graceful creature he had ever met…with the possible exception of the prisoner he was about to interrogate.
“This way, Warlord,” she said, leading him down one of the dark passages. Most of the cells here in the old dungeon hadn’t been used in a decade or more, which helped ensure the privacy of these personal interrogations. The citizens of Highwind didn’t need to know about the fun little games they played here, and Escar forbid that the rest of the ruling Council ever learned the truth about their queen’s secret appetites.
A few moments later, they reached an imposing iron door at the end of the narrow hall. There were no bars for this cell, only a single slit where the old wardens could peer inside. Once, the cell had contained monsters so powerful it had been dangerous to even behold their physical form.
In some ways, that was still true of the current inhabitant. Few men could look upon her without losing their minds.
“Are you ready?” Aluriel asked, placing a key in the lock on the right side of the door.
Nodding, Julian retrieved his own key and slid it into the matching lock on the door’s left side. They twisted their keys at the same time, then pulled the iron door open.
The cell on the other side was at least twenty feet deep and wide—a truly obscene amount of space for one prisoner. Officially, the room was supposed to be used for storage, but Julian had removed nearly everything inside, save for an old torture rack and a single shelf filled with various implements. The table-sized slab of wood had straps on one end to bind a prisoner’s wrists and leather stirrups on the other for her legs.
On that rack was the prisoner he had come to see.
“She’s been quivering all day,” Aluriel hummed, a dark grin tugging at her lips. “Absolutely dreading your arrival.”
“Yes,” Julian said. “I’ll bet.”
At his request, the prisoner had been stripped naked in preparation for his visit, and the rack was inclined at a forty-five-degree angle, making it so her head was tilted down while her legs were up in the air. Her slender arms were bound in the straps behind her head, and her long, athletic legs were similarly trapped in the stirrups, forcing them apart and giving him an unobstructed view of her glistening hairless quim. The red ball lodged in her mouth kept her from speaking, but she did groan something unintelligible as they entered. Her breasts heaved at the effort, and the cool air had made her nipples rock hard.
While the prisoner was also an elf, her bright blue eyes and long golden hair marked her as one of the “Ilwetharri,” the so-called highborn elves who ruled Nelu’Thalas. She was so unbelievably beautiful—and vulnerable—that it was easy to forget she was one of the deadliest people in the Northern Reaches. She had personally killed dozens of Roskarim warriors, not to mention scores of gnolls from the Duskwood and orcs from the Shattered Peaks.
But tonight…tonight Serrane Starwind was at his mercy.
“There’s nowhere left for you to run, highborn cunt,” Aluriel taunted, perhaps a bit too energetically. “The Roskarim have defeated you!”
The prisoner moaned something into her gag, which only made the Ranger-General chuckle.
“Defiant to the bitter end. I can’t wait to see you break her.”
“She deserves it ten times over,” Julian said, shuffling in discomfort at the sudden tightness in his codpiece. “But I require your help to get ready.”
“Of course, Warlord,” Aluriel said, her eyes sparkling. “My body is yours, by right of conquest.”
With an almost giddy chuckle, she helped him unstrap the scabbard slung across his back. The mighty sword within—Retribution—was an artifact of inconceivable power. Once a Bâl Frohim blade forged by the first paladins, it was now host to the Godsoul fragment that gave the Eternal Dawn their power. The weapon never left his sight, and Aluriel treated it with the utmost care as she carried it across the room and rested it against the wall.
“I sometimes forget how big your sword is, Warlord,” she said as she returned to his side. “And how much power is throbbing inside it.”
“That’s why I need your help,” Julian said. “I don’t think I can contain it on my own.”
“You shouldn’t have to. It’s a gift that’s meant to be shared.”
Flashing him an almost feral grin, Aluriel practically dove to her knees in front of him, a posture she was eminently familiar with. Her dexterous fingers made short work of the buckles and straps of his armor even without looking. She kept her increasingly ravenous gaze focused upon him, though every few seconds her eyes would dart over to the prisoner who was being forced to watch.
It wasn’t long before she removed his codpiece and relieved some of the pressure on his groin. Julian’s belt and trousers were equally trivial obstacles, and he gasped in relief when his cock finally burst free and slapped her on the lips.
“Are you certain you need my help, Warlord?” Aluriel teased, allowing the swollen head to gently drag across her cheek.
“She needs to…mmm,” Julian groaned as the tip slid across her lips. “She needs to understand what’s coming for her.”
Grinning again, Aluriel slowly parted her lips. The heat of her breath against his flesh sent a ripple of pleasure cascading through him, and she looked him straight in the eye as she leaned forward and took the tip into her mouth.
He could feel the heat of her breath against his flesh, and as always, she made sure to look him right in the eye before she leaned forward. Her soft tongue flicked across the slit, triggering another shiver of delight. And all the while, the bound and gagged elf queen of Highwind was forced to watch. Her upside-down head was less than a foot away.
Aluriel seemed determined to give the other woman a show. She took her sweet time with his stem, sliding her lips up and down the shaft but never completely gorging herself. Meanwhile, her tongue continued working the tip, teasing him with subtle flicks and licks while the heat of her mouth enveloped him.
“Ooh,” Julian groaned, sliding his hand through her hair and cradling the back of her skull. Aluriel knew how to properly worship a man’s cock, no doubt about it. But she usually didn’t have the patience for foreplay, at least until he’d already spilled for her once. She was a girl who insisted on eating her dessert first before taking her time with the main course.
In this case, though, she simply wanted to put on a show for the prisoner, knowing full well that her best friend was jealously watching every lick and suck. Julian hadn’t been inside either of them for almost two weeks—practically an eternity as far as his wife’s libido was concerned. He could hear her tugging against the straps of the rack, desperate for attention.
Aluriel could feel it too, and it only took a moment before she began to pick up the pace. She slid her lips further down his shaft with each push, allowing his manhood to slide all the way through her mouth and into her throat.
In Julian’s experience, most women needed his help to swallow him all the way…but Aluriel and his wife did not. Years of practice had taught them both how to choke down his full length, as if their throats had become a mold for his cock. She kept her eyes locked on his even as she bobbed up and down, and between the crushing grip of her throat and the sight of him vanishing and reappearing in her mouth, he felt himself rapidly approaching the point of no return.
“Wait!” he breathed, releasing his hold on her head.
But Aluriel didn’t stop. If anything, she started throating him even harder. Her fingernails dug into the back of his hips as she pulled him deeper into her, effectively face-fucking herself. She held him tightly against her, as if yearning to see if he could still gag her after all these years…
“Wait!” Julian repeated, grabbing a firm hold of her hair and snapping it back. There was an audible pop when his cock popped out of her mouth, and Aluriel looked up at him, eyes glimmering with equal parts hunger and frustration. At times, she was even more ravenous than his wife, especially when it came to his cock. Nearly every meeting between them in his office ended up with her on her knees beneath his desk, often multiple times, and he swore that if he and Serrane didn’t stop her, Aluriel would gladly stride out into the Silver Temple with his cum on her face like a badge of pride.
But once he had a firm grip on her hair, she finally seemed to come to her senses—another trait she shared with his wife. The wood elf panted for breath, eyes locked onto him as her fingers curled back around his slickened shaft…and aimed the tip at Serrane’s upturned face instead of hers.
“Time for your first punishment, slut!” Aluriel said, fingers now pumping his shaft. “Keep those eyes open!”
Serrane moaned into her gag, blue eyes wide as she waited for Julian’s inevitable explosion…
“Nng…oh!” he cried out as he lost control. The first gooey rope of cum was strong enough to splash her tits, while the other three anointed every inch of her slender highborn neck and face. She never looked more beautiful than when her sharp elven features were glazed in his human mess.
“Fuck…” Aluriel breathed, clamping down on her lower lip to try and contain herself. “Not so majestic now, are you, slut?”
Her eyes blazed with barely contained lust. If Julian hadn’t held her firm, he had no doubt that she would have started cleaning up with her tongue just to get a taste for herself. For all her virtues, the Ranger-General had the weakest willpower—and fewest inhibitions—of any woman he had ever met.
It was one of many reasons he and his wife both found her so irresistible.
Fighting back against the waves of lethargy crashing over him, Julian grabbed hold of Aluriel’s ponytail again and jerked her head back. As usual, the violent motion snapped her out of the lustborn trance. She looked up at him, obediently waiting for his next command.
“Leave it,” Julian ordered. “Let the Infidel Queen wear her shame.”
“Of course, Warlord,” Aluriel said. “She must learn her place.”
Nodding, he tightened his grip on her hair, bending her head back so he could admire the tan skin of her bare throat and the cleavage below. As tempting as it was to force his wilting cock back into her throat to try and drown her with his seed, their prisoner still needed plenty more attention. He’d made a mess of the queen’s pretty face, but her royal cunt was still slick and unspoiled…
“Apply the oil,” he demanded. “Now!”
“At once, Warlord!”
Keeping his grip on her hair, Julian watched in amusement as Aluriel plucked a small phial from her belt and drizzled a line of oil over his cock. The soothing liquid sent a warm tingle through his manhood, though it soon spread across his entire body when she began smearing it up and down the shaft with long, stroking motions. In less than a minute, he felt as vigorous as a teenage boy again.
“It is time, my lord,” Aluriel purred once he was stiff and throbbing between her fingers. “You must punish the impudent queen. You must defile her womb with your savage seed!”
“Yes,” Julian agreed as he finally released her hair. “Get her ready.”
Aluriel eagerly bounced to her feet. She paused in front of Serrane, eyes glimmering again at the sight of her best friend’s glazed face, and Julian half expected her to give in to temptation and lick it up despite his commands. But miraculously, she managed to contain herself and take hold of the rack’s adjustment lever instead.
“Time to finally get what you deserve, Your Majesty,” Aluriel taunted as she adjusted the lever, straightening the rack to be perpendicular to the floor.
Julian sauntered to the other side as he did so, feeling his manhood throb at the sight of the elf queen’s glorious quim. Her inner thighs were glistening, and he swore he could feel the heat radiating from her sex. She’d undoubtedly been soaked from the moment Aluriel had tightened the ropes in the first place.
Because deep down in her heart, the mighty Serrane Starwind was the most submissive slut Julian had ever met.  
And he loved her for it.
Grinning in anticipation, he stepped up between her splayed legs trapped in the stirrups. Once, the drow had used similar devices to forcibly breed females kidnapped from the surface, a barbaric and unconscionable practice.
Yet the mere hint of the possibility was driving their prisoner mad. Her toes curled when he drew close, another sign of her uncontrollable arousal. And when he nudged the thick head of his cock against her slit, she whimpered pitifully into her gag.
“Take her, my lord,” Aluriel cooed as she shuffled behind him. When she pushed her body against him, he could feel the rock-hard nubs of her nipples smushing into his back. “By right, every part of her is yours. Her mouth, her cunt…and especially her womb.”
Hissing through his teeth to try and restrain himself, Julian eased himself inside. Despite the fact she was utterly soaked, Serrane’s elven cunt was still a perfect vise. He pushed hard, moaning as her walls stretched around him, simultaneously fighting yet welcoming the intrusion. She squealed into her gag, her seed-splattered eyelids narrowing in an attempt to muster mock outrage at the Roskarim Warlord violating her core.
But it wasn’t an act she could maintain for long. Her eyes soon fastened shut, and Julian felt the tremors of a climax already shuddering through her. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t deny what she truly was.
A willing sleeve for his cock.
“That’s it,” Aluriel said, her fingernails now clawing at his muscular chest while her lips and tongue nibbled at his ear. “Fuck her!”
Rolling back his hips, Julian pulled out, then slammed into the queen, making her entire body convulse in delight. Her limbs struggled in their restraints as he pushed harder and deeper, and she groaned in perfect rhythm with his thrusts. Aluriel whispered husky Elvish nothings, her breaths growing heavier and more desperate as he built back to another crescendo.
“Faarea, I can’t stand it!” she blurted out as she abruptly leaned away. “Don’t you dare finish!”
“What?” Julian asked, leaving himself buried deep. The crushing walls of the queen’s cunt churned against him, begging him to despoil her womb.
“Don’t finish!” Aluriel repeated as she dashed toward the shelf behind the rack. “Not until I’m ready.”
As she grabbed a familiar leather harness, she tore off her tattered loincloth to reveal her own hairless elven quim. Her inner thighs were as soaked as Serrane’s, and Julian’s mind flooded with images of him plundering her depths next.
But Aluriel had other ideas. Stepping into the harness, she pulled it up her legs as if it were a pair of leather panties, then stepped to the opposite side of the rack in front of Serrane’s upturned head.
“Here!” she said, eyes ravenous. “This bitch needs it from both ends!”
She touched the gemstone in the waistband. The harness flashed, and while Julian couldn’t see anything, he knew that device had just sprouted a magical phallus inside her. Her eyes closed, and she bit down on her lip and squeezed her legs together to try and put out the fire.
“Oh, gods,” she moaned, her eyelids fluttering. “I’d almost forgotten…”
Once she finally stabilized, she touched the gemstone again, and this time it sprouted a magical phallus that he could very much see. The glowing purple cock had to be at least eight inches long…until she adjusted the device and made it even longer.
“Here we go,” Aluriel panted, reaching down to grab the straps holding Serrane’s gag in place. Her agile fingers had them unfastened in a heartbeat. “Open wide, queenie!”
Serrane gasped the moment her mouth was finally empty. “Wait,” she rasped hoarsely. “It’s too big for—ngngn!”
Aluriel ignored her, shoving the magical phallus between Serrane’s lips and cutting her off. As usual, she was rougher than Julian ever would have been; she didn’t hesitate for a single moment before she forced the magical cock through the queen’s mouth and past her tonsils.
“Choke it down, slut!” Aluriel taunted. “Take it all!”
Taking her cue, Julian pulled back, then roughly slammed into his wife’s cunt yet again. Serrane moaned, her entire body convulsing as a wave of unbridled ecstasy crashed over her. Her carnal walls contracted even tighter, as if trying to squeeze the seed out of him, and she gurgled uncontrollably as Aluriel mercilessly fucked her face.
Julian couldn’t even begin to imagine how the public would react if they saw their queen like this, being spit-roasted by the Highlord and Ranger-General—and loving every moment of it. But this was the true self she concealed from everyone, even her closest friends, until the one day she had opened up to him all those years ago.
The memory remained as vivid as the day it had happened. The two of them had been lying in the fields north of Icewatch after their skirmish with the Roskarim. He had been applying healing salve to her injured leg when she’d finally confessed her desires. He’d fucked her right then and there.
And thousands of times since.
“Gods,” Julian growled as he slammed into her again. The iron grip of her cunt was hurtling him toward the edge, and the sight of her throat bulging as Aluriel ravaged it pushed him right over. “I can’t…”
“Me, either,” Aluriel panted, her face twisted with exertion. “Let’s…ooh!…let’s give it to her!”
Julian was already there. Grabbing hold of his wife’s slender thighs, he thrust into her one final time…and then burst. Her body spasmed as both he and Aluriel climaxed, filling her from both ends. They wheezed and panted and moaned in shared bliss…
And finally fell silent.
Groaning in relief, Aluriel withdrew, freeing Serrane to gasp for breath as the magical seed overflowed from her lips to merge with the hot mess he’d already made.
“Oh!” she cried out. “Oh, gods, yes…”
Still lodged inside her, Julian felt the aftershocks of pleasure cascade through her, clenching and unclenching his manhood. And when she eventually came down enough to tilt her head to face him, he finally got a clear look at her smeared mascara and smudged lipstick.
And she looked as gorgeous as ever.
“Le’thos,” Aluriel breathed from the floor where she had collapsed. “So good…so fucking good…”
Julian snorted even as he lovingly ran his fingers across his wife’s smooth legs. Yes, a great many things had changed in Highwind over the past twenty years. But some things—the most important things—had remained exactly the same.
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The warm water was a soothing balm on Julian’s aching body, though it was also an annoying reminder that he wasn’t as young as used to be. Patches of soreness hurt longer, and muscle strains healed slower. Still, he couldn’t imagine anything that would make a man in his late forties feel more vigorous than having two beautiful, eternally youthful women naked against his sides.
Especially after he’d just spent the entire night fucking both of them.
“Are you listening?”
Julian inhaled sharply and glanced down at his wife. She was staring up at him inquisitively from his left side, beads of water still dripping from her freshly washed face. Her golden eyebrows were arched, and her expression was somewhere between amused and annoyed.
“Um…I missed the last thing you said,” he admitted, clearing his throat.
Aluriel snorted from his right side. “More like the last five minutes! I saw your eyes glazing over.”
“I was resting. It’s been a long day.”
“I know you hate politics,” Serrane said, her tone scolding despite the subtle upward curve in her lips, “but you can’t pretend they don’t exist.”
“I can try,” Julian muttered, giving each of their slim waists a squeeze. “Wasn’t that tonight’s goal?”
“He’s got you there, honey,” Aluriel said with a snicker. “You still need to put your hair down more often.”
Serrane tossed the other woman a sour look. “My hair is always down.”
“Oh, no. Sometimes you still revert to old habits. Even queens need a night off now and then.”
Sighing, Serrane laid her cheek against her husband’s bare chest. He instinctively slid his arm up her smooth back and shoulders to tuck her long hair behind her pointed ears.
“This is important,” Serrane said.
“Sure,” Aluriel agreed, leaning her head on the other side of his chest so the two of them could look each other in the eye. “But that doesn’t mean it can’t wait a few hours. The Crell aren’t going to attack tomorrow. Neither is Darenthi’s new king.”
“I suppose not,” Serrane conceded. “I’m glad you’re here to remind me of these things.”
“So am I.”
With a soft chuckle, Aluriel stretched forward to kiss her best friend. Julian smiled, always happy to appreciate the view of two gorgeous elf women making out on top of him, especially when their tongues got involved…and then again when he felt their hands tickling their way down his stomach, dipping beneath the water, and finally coming together in a shared embrace of his cock.
They anticipated each other’s movements so easily, so automatically, it was no surprise they’d been lovers for so long. But the most shocking thing to Julian himself was they’d been his lovers for two decades. And yet despite the countless long, wet, and breathless nights together—despite how many times he’d sheathed himself deep in their tight elven cunts—there were still times it didn’t feel real. He doubted there was a more fortunate man in all of Torsia.
“I think he’s ready for round six,” Aluriel purred when their mouths finally separated. “Where do you want it this time?”
“Mm,” Serrane hummed. Her slender fingers curled around his shaft and began slowly stroking him. “You just said I’m supposed to relax. That means I’m not making any difficult decisions.”
“You sure you want to let me choose?” Aluriel asked. “Because if you do, I guarantee you’ll be spending the rest of the night with his cock in your ass.”
Serrane snorted. “You realize I could fire you from your post for insubordination, right?”
“Not when he’s holding your head face-down in a pillow where it belongs.”
“Do I get a vote?” Julian asked.
Aluriel arched a dark eyebrow at him. “Why would you assume that?”
“Good point,” he murmured, biting down on his lip when her fingers joined Serrane’s so they could stroke him together. “Knights exist to…ooh…to serve the people of Highwind.”
“Exactly. Now be a good little paladin and wait quietly until the queen tells you where to stick your sword.”
She giggled, clearly proud of herself. There were few things Aluriel enjoyed more than holding Serrane down, save perhaps having the same thing done to her. But tonight, the queen seemed to have different plans.
“Actually,” Serrane said, “I think the Ranger-General is the one who needs to be on her back. That is, assuming she still wants to get pregnant.”
Aluriel shrugged. “It’ll happen when it happens.”
“It should happen soon,” Serrane said pointedly. “You haven’t been skipping out on your lunch meetings, have you?”
Julian looked down at Aluriel and saw the impish twinkle in her eyes. No, they definitely hadn’t been skipping out on the lunch meetings, but her obsession with his cock meant she usually ended up on her knees rather than on her back. And sometimes when she came in and closed the door behind her, he couldn’t help but bend her over for a quick conquest of her tight little ass.
“No,” Aluriel said. “But sometimes we get…distracted.”
Serrane let out a mock sigh. “You’re getting cold feet again, aren’t you? You’re scared you might have to start taking something seriously for once.”
“No, that’s not it at all!” Aluriel protested. “I’m just a lot more productive in the afternoons if I wash down lunch with some righteous paladin seed. Is that really so strange?”
“Lu…”
Aluriel sighed. “Okay, fine, it’s a little scary. You know how I feel about responsibility.”
“You’re in charge of the Duskwatch,” Serrane reminded her. “And you’ve done a great job.”
“That’s completely different.”
“Why?”
The wood elf’s face twitched. “I don’t know. Maybe it shouldn’t be.”
Julian smiled again. “You’ll be a great…”
He trailed off when he felt a sudden tug at the edge of his consciousness, as if something buried deep in his mind was trying to get his attention.
“What is it?” Serrane asked, her hand sliding from his cock back up to his chest.
“I’m…I’m not sure,” Julian said, frowning and glancing across the room to where his sword, Retribution, was resting within its scabbard near the rest of his armor. He could feel the Godsoul fragment within the blade calling out to him…
For twenty years now he had been magically bound to the blade as if it were a living Conduit rather than a piece of steel. When the last Eternal Priestess, Tahira, had sacrificed herself to defeat Dathiel, the divine power inside her had merged with his sword. It was the only reason the Knights of the Eternal Dawn could wield magic.
And the only reason Julian—or any of them—was still alive.
Closing his eyes, he focused on the blade. He could visualize the invisible tethers of energy binding him to the Godsoul almost like ropes made of pure divine light. Those same tethers reached out to every paladin in the Order, connecting them in a way that even the most powerful sorcerers could never achieve. And as long as he wielded Retribution, he was the nexus point of that connection. He alone could reach out and sense each of his knights individually, no matter where they were.
A true Conduit—a person carrying the Godsoul as Tahira once had—could read the thoughts of their followers and even see through their eyes. Julian didn’t have quite that much power himself, but he could still sense their basic emotions, like joy or distress. And right now, he could feel a tide of the latter rippling through the entire Order.
“Something’s wrong,” he said, his eyes shooting back open. “Kerth is on his way here right now.”
He was up and out of the bathing pool in a heartbeat. They’d moved here to the Queen’s Estate several hours ago, thank the gods, otherwise his second-in-command might have found them in a more compromising position.
After drying himself off, Julian got dressed as quickly as possible and made his way to the front door. He’d barely made it before his visitor reached the garden outside.
“Highlord,” Knight-Commander Arden Kerth gasped when his superior opened the door a moment before he could knock.
“I sensed trouble,” Julian said, looking out past the other man’s shoulder. It was well past midnight, and their estate would have been pitch-black if not for the glowstones above the door. Under normal circumstances, the house guards watching the gate wouldn’t have allowed anyone inside at this hour, certainly not without informing the queen first. Kerth was one of the few people in Highwind with that privilege.
“I…I apologize for disturbing you, sir,” the Commander said, his face scrunched in concern. The man was almost a decade younger than his Highlord, but his once lustrous dark hair had receded faster than the Reachwend during the dry season. “But we just received a message from Dame Albrecht.”
Julian’s brow furrowed. “Isn’t she still stationed near Vorsalos?”
“Yes, sir. She—” Kerth abruptly cut himself off when his eyes flicked past Julian’s shoulder. “Your Majesty. “Forgive the late intrusion, but—”
“Don’t apologize,” Serrane said, crossing the arms of her silver robe. “Just answer the question.”
Julian couldn’t help but smile. Even after two decades together, he was still stunned by the speed and extent of her transformation from submissive to imperious. When she put on her queen face, she could be downright terrifying.
“Of course, Your Majesty,” Kerth said. “Yes, Dame Albrecht had been stationed at Ostvara, but she and several of the Merciful Sisters headed north across the river to help with an outbreak of plague in one of the villages.”
“Under whose orders?” Serrane asked, turning to glare at her husband.
“They were invited by the local magistrate,” Julian soothed. “Vorsalos can’t get upset about that.”
“The Raven Court will get upset about anything,” she reminded him stiffly. “And the last thing we want to do right now is antagonize them.”
“My knights won’t sit by and allow a plague to spread.”
Serrane held his gaze for another moment, then sighed and looked back at Kerth. “So what’s the problem, Commander?”
Kerth stirred in place, his face wearing the vaguely embarrassed expression of a man who didn’t want to be a third party in an argument between spouses, let alone the queen and the Highlord of the Eternal Dawn.
“The sisters were able to cleanse the plague quite easily,” he said. “But Albrecht sensed something strange further north.”
“Strange how?” Julian asked.
“A fracture in the Pale, sir,” Kerth said gravely. “She didn’t want to risk getting any closer to the city, but if she could sense it that far to the south…”
Julian felt the color drain from his face. “It must be massive,” he breathed. “Or there could be dozens of smaller ones.”
There was a sudden hiss of air behind them as someone inhaled sharply, and Julian and Serrane both glanced back over their shoulders to see Aluriel standing on the spiral staircase, her normally tan face almost pallid. She stood rigid for a moment, then flicked her green eyes over to Kerth. He probably wouldn’t think it all that strange for the queen’s best friend to be staying with them for the night, but even if he did, he would know better than to start spreading rumors. But nevertheless, Lu obviously didn’t want him to hear what she had to say.
“I’ll contact Albrecht shortly,” Julian said, turning back to Kerth. “I’ll meet you in the temple in a few minutes, Commander.”
“Of course, Highlord,” Kerth replied with a nod. “Your Majesty…General…”
He offered the two women a bow, then retreated as Julian closed the door.
“What is it?” Serrane asked the wood elf. “You know something about this?”
“Not exactly,” Aluriel said, voice uncharacteristically cautious. “It’s just…”
“Just what?” Serrane demanded.
Aluriel pursed her lips. “Promise you won’t be mad?”
“No,” Julian said. “Tell us anyway.”
The woman’s lip twitched. “Um. Well, it’s just that if there’s trouble in Vorsalos…maybe there’s something you need to know.”
Serrane took a step closer to the staircase, her blue eyes blazing. “What did you do?”
“Nothing!” Aluriel protested. “I…well, I heard from some friends in Nelu’Thalas a while ago. They, um, they told me that Shay wasn’t there anymore.”
“What are you talking about?” Julian asked. “If she’s not there, then where…?”
His chest suddenly tightened, and he could tell from Lu’s face that his suspicions were right.
“She’s in Vorsalos?” Serrane asked. “How? Why? Since when?”
“I don’t know!” Aluriel insisted. “But probably for a few weeks.” Her cheeks went solid red. “I, uh, I may have seen her passing through Ostvara a couple weeks ago.”
Julian’s hands clenched into fists at his side. “And you didn’t say anything?”
“She’s a grown woman!” Aluriel protested. “If she wants to have some fun carousing, that’s none of my business. Or yours.”
“She’s the Princess of Highwind!” Serrane snarled. “She can’t be out ‘carousing’ on her own! And she certainly shouldn’t be in Vorsalos!”
“That girl can take care of herself,” Aluriel said, tone suddenly forceful. “We all helped make sure of that.”
A ball of rage exploded in Julian’s chest. “That’s not the point and you know it!”
“Sure, it is. And she has the right to make her own decisions like anyone else.” Aluriel met his gaze eye-to-eye for several seconds before she shrugged. “Besides, she wasn’t alone.”
Serrane’s jaw was still set. “Who was with her?”
“A leophon,” Aluriel said. “Every elf girl’s best friend, you know that.”
Julian turned and shared a long glance with his wife, his rage quickly melting into concern. Shayera being in Vorsalos was bad enough. If the locals figured out who she was, they would do anything to get their hands on her. But if there were also fractures in the Pale—fractures large enough for his knights to sense them from dozens of miles away…
“Get Valuri,” Julian said. “We need to talk.”
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Adventurous Spirit

Shayera


“You know what? Fuck this!” 
With a frustrated growl, I kicked my bedroll halfway across the forest clearing. 
“I don’t want to camp in the woods again,” I added, planting my hands on my hips. “We just scored a huge victory! We deserve more than sleeping on the hard ground and getting eaten alive by bugs.”
When the only ones who responded were crickets, I spun around on a heel to glare at my companions. Mirek was crouched over his already-unfurled bedroll, his brow raised in confusion. Isolde was still standing upright, but her expression mirrored his almost exactly. 
They thought I was acting crazy, or perhaps merely childish. And it wasn’t as if I could blame them. After fighting an epic battle that had included a life-or-death duel with the last Senosi Huntress on a toppled grain silo, most people would have been happy to lie down in their bedrolls and get some sleep. 
But I wasn’t most people. After a fight like that, I wanted to dance. And laugh. And flirt. 
And then, once I was finally exhausted, I wanted my handsome Crell partner to fuck me raw. 
A girl needed to have her priorities straight. Because if the world was going to end when Veleca unleashed her undead hordes on Vorsalos tomorrow night, I intended to go out drunk, sticky, and fully charged. 
“Come on,” I said, exasperated. “I can’t be the only one who feels this way!”
“To be honest, I hadn’t really thought about it,” Mirek said. “It’s late, and we’re still a long way from the city. Probably best not to stumble through the dark any longer than we have to.”
Sighing, I panned my gaze around our immediate surroundings. The three-quarter moon was reasonably bright in the sky, but it was still difficult to see more than a few dozen yards in any direction. Not that I was particularly worried about predators when we had a mighty leophon sleeping next to us.
“It’s not that far,” I said. 
Mirek’s eyebrow rose another quarter inch. “It will probably be close to midnight by the time we get in.”
“We can make better time than that. Should only take a couple hours at most.”
“But the gates will be shut at this hour. And I doubt the guards will open them without asking us a bunch of questions…and taking a nice, long look at us. Specifically, her.”
I turned to Isolde. Even wrapped in the thickest cloak we could find, the amazon warrior would definitely draw attention we didn’t want or need. And at this point, there was a decent chance the guards might recognize me, the half-elf girl who, a week ago, had been chased out of a bar by locals claiming she was a Senosi. Especially since I’d also crawled out of the harbor a couple days later and made quite a scene at the docks…
“They can attempt to stop us if they like,” Isolde said. “They will not succeed. The three of us will prevail against any odds.”
I couldn’t help but grin. The amazon’s nasty shoulder wound had long since healed, thanks to the unholy-but-quite-useful power of the demon still trapped inside her, though her tattered red breastplate remained splattered with dried blood. She was looking at me with those beautiful brown eyes of hers, her expression utterly earnest and confident. 
Aunt Val had told me countless stories about her own amazon companion, Kaseya, so I probably shouldn’t have been surprised by Isolde’s poise and confidence. I probably shouldn’t have been surprised by how volcanically hot I got every time I gazed upon her quim-watering athletic figure, either, but I couldn’t help it. Isolde wasn’t merely a story or a vague memory from my childhood—she was real. And incredible. 
And through a bizarre twist of fate, mine. 
“Still, we should probably avoid a fight with the Ravenguard, since we’re trying to save them and all,” I told her. “And Mirek’s right—it is probably a stupid idea to try and slip into the city at this hour. I just…I don’t know, I’m trying to think ahead. I always get pensive after a big fight.”
“Since when?” Mirek asked with a snort. “You weren’t pensive after the undead at Tanisgarde. Or the pirate kidnappers. Or the demon at—”
“I like to change things up,” I said, waving a hand dismissively. “Keep everyone on their toes.”
He scoffed and shook his head. My male companion and his oddly charming and increasingly ubiquitous chin stubble had also recovered from our recent fight, though his wounds had been more subtle. The backlash wrought by the Flensing could be a terrible thing, but without the aid of his sorcery, we never would have been able to contain the blaze from the battle or keep the plantation intact. 
And I wouldn’t have been able to spend the last week feeding off the energy in his seed like a magic-eating glutton every chance I got. 
After we’d helped put out the fires at the plantation, we’d headed south toward Vorsalos. But the night had grown even darker as the hours passed, and all of us had started showing signs of fatigue. Even Mithros, my glorious gray leophon, had started getting a bit cranky. He was currently giving himself an obnoxiously loud bath, which meant that getting him to move again would be virtually impossible. 
Our original plan had been to get to Vorsalos as early as we could in the morning to try and help prepare the city for the coming attack. None of us knew precisely how we were going to do that yet, of course, but I’d never allowed such trifling details to get in my way before. I didn’t intend to start now. 
What we really needed was an army of paladins to clean up this mess. But sadly, there was no way we could contact my father and assemble the Knights of the Eternal Dawn in time. And it wasn’t as if they’d be welcome in Vorsalos, anyway. On the contrary, their presence would likely be considered an act of war. 
“I don’t suppose you’ve thought of a way to find Veleca yet,” I said to Mirek. “Like maybe waving your hand and casting a spell that summons her right to us?”
“Sadly, no,” he murmured. “I’d hoped that the Huntress might help us out, but…”
I nodded. Jurisa, the Huntress we’d slain at the plantation, hadn’t told us a damn thing about Veleca. Her final villainous diatribe had been more depressing than revealing. Evidently she and Veleca were well aware that they were fighting a lost cause. The Senosi Crusade was long dead, and there was no way they could bring it back. 
There is more to being a Senosi than the skills or the claws or even the Mark of the Huntress, Jurisa had said. We followed Marcella because we believed in her. We believed in her cause. A just crusade—a righteous crusade.
And now that victory wasn’t possible, Veleca was willing to settle for vengeance on the city that had “betrayed” them. 
“I could try some divination spells in the morning, but I don’t think they’ll accomplish much,” Mirek said. “If she’s hiding inside the Pale, my spells might not be able to reach her at all.”
I winced. Thinking about the Pale, the shadowy realm of demons and dead gods, had always creeped me out even before I’d truly understood what it was. And now that I did, it creeped me out even more. 
Because while mortals might not have been able to see through the veil separating the physical world from the Pale, powerful demons on the other side could. As a young girl, I’d had nightmares about the shadowy monsters lurking on the other side as if they were peering through my window…
Normally, I rather enjoyed exhibitionism; knowing I was being watched was kind of a turn-on. But there was a difference between harmless ogling by lustful strangers and being sized-up for a meal by ravenous demons. Sure, they both wanted your flesh wrapped around them, but only one intended to ever give it back. 
My eyes flicked back to Isolde. She was staring off in the distance, perhaps too distracted by her own thoughts—or Mirek’s—to pay mine much attention. But when I looked beyond her cute face and amazing body and perfect tits, I was reminded of the monster bound within her. In addition to saving Vorsalos from a horde of undead, we also needed to figure out a way to exorcize that demon without killing her in the process. 
“All we can really do is warn the Ravenguard about what’s coming,” I said grimly as I wandered over to Mithros and scratched the top of his huge head. “Maybe we can convince them to spread their forces across the city so they can deal with the undead wherever they emerge from the Pale.”
“The difficult part will be getting them to believe us,” Mirek said. “The Regent Lord is still convinced that his Corvosi sorcerers will be enough to save the day. The trouble is, he won’t want to reveal their existence until the undead show up. Otherwise, his whole ‘I’m the savior of Vorsalos’ gambit will blow up in his face. The Raven Court will only care that he’s been training sorcerers in secret and start asking a lot of tough questions. This only works if he comes to the city’s rescue at the last moment.”
I sighed. “I still can’t believe your people ever thought this was a good idea.”
“Neither can I,” he muttered. “But the Ravenguard has no reason to listen to us.”
“Then we shall defend the docks on our own,” Isolde declared. “And save as many innocents as we can.”
Mirek and I both gave the amazon a wary look. As usual, there wasn’t a single trace of doubt—or sarcasm—on her face. 
“We’ll do whatever we can,” I said. “Honestly, that bow has probably faced down worse odds before.”
Isolde glanced at the golden limbs of the bow strapped to her back. “It is a remarkable weapon. Though I intend to face our enemies head-on. The undead are no match for a daughter of Nol Krovos.”
“I know they aren’t,” I said, and meant it. Ithilvarûth, the legendary bow that my mother had wielded for the better part of a century, could wreak havoc with its ability to unleash explosive arrows of sorcerous flame. But Isolde had also equipped herself with a quiver of regular arrows, as well as a spear and shield from the weapons cache we’d found hidden inside the grain silo at the plantation, and I was curious to see how her melee skills compared to her archery. 
“There is one other option,” Mirek said, his voice oddly distant. “I could try and contact Farah.”
My eyes narrowed. “The woman who had me abducted by pirates? The woman who tried to capture you so you couldn’t interfere with her plans? And let’s not forget, the woman who gave Veleca the Avetharri relic in the first place?”
Mirek grimaced. “I know how it sounds, but she needs the Regent Lord to become the hero so the Imperium will get its puppet ruler in Vorsalos. If we warn her about what Veleca has planned, she can probably convince Ironsail to deploy the Corvosi in more strategic positions.”
“Except he can’t afford for the Raven Court to know what he’s up to ahead of time,” I reminded him. “They don’t even know his Crell-trained sorcerers exist.”
“No, they’ll have to be subtle about their movements until the city is attacked. But having them hidden and ready is better than just having them hidden.” Mirek shrugged. “Honestly, we’d be doing Farah a favor. If the undead butcher thousands before the Corvosi can stop them, it won’t ingratiate the Regent Lord to the rest of the court the same way as if he prevents a calamity. It’s in her—their—interests to heed our warning.”
“I suppose,” I conceded. “But this plan still results in the Crell getting their puppet ruler.” 
“I know,” he said gravely. “But the alternative is to let hundreds or thousands of innocent people get slaughtered. It’s the best of bad options.”
You know what life is? A struggle between bad and worse. Anyone who says otherwise is lying or stupid. 
Aunt Val had hammered that grouchy point home to me time and time again over the years. Life wasn’t about easy choices—it was about tradeoffs. You did the best you could and lived with the consequences. 
Though in this case, the whole of the Northern Reaches would have to live with those consequences. No one with a scrap of sanity wanted the Crell Imperium to sink its claws into the region. Letting them exert control over the second most powerful city-state would be an absolute disaster. 
Still, it wasn’t as if an Imperial fleet would show up in the harbor the day after the battle. Highwind and the other city-states would have time to mobilize and counter the Imperium’s schemes, especially since we could tell them exactly what was about to happen. Politics and diplomacy could still prevail. 
Though even if they couldn’t, it wasn’t like we had much of a choice. None of us were going to stand by and allow Veleca to unleash a tide of chaos. 
In her final breaths, Jurisa the Huntress had said that the guilty must be punished. Even knowing that the Senosi Crusade was over—even knowing that the cause of her Inquisitrix was gone—she had been willing to die for the memory of their failed revolution. 
I had never wished Aunt Val was here more than this moment. 
“Maybe you could write Farah a letter when we get to the city,” I suggested. “Have it delivered to the Regent Lord’s estate.”
“I need to talk to her in person,” Mirek said with a resigned sigh. “It’s the best chance of convincing her to listen.”
“And the most dangerous,” I pointed out. “You can’t just walk up to the Regent Lord’s estate.”
“I know. But I’ll think of something, don’t worry.”
He flashed me a lopsided smile, the same kind I often used when I was trying to deflect attention when I was about to do something stupid. The difference was that I was much better at it than he was. 
Or maybe it was more difficult to lie to someone who understood the game.
“For now, we might as well make camp,” Mirek said. 
Sighing, I turned and glared at the bedroll I’d kicked to the other side of the clearing. He wasn’t wrong—we should set up camp and try to get some sleep. And if we couldn’t realistically get into Vorsalos before daylight, there was nowhere else to—
“Wait,” I said, an idea popping into my head. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought of this before…
Isolde stepped toward me, face scrunched in concern. “What is it?”
“There is another place we can stay,” I said, smiling at my own cleverness. “And it’s not far away, either. A couple miles at most.”
“Why do I get the feeling I’m not going to like this?” Mirek asked suspiciously. 
“You’ll love it,” I promised. “Tell me, have you ever heard of Javier’s Folly?”
“The smuggling ship?” he asked. “My Zarul briefings mentioned the name. Some old warship that moves contraband up and down the coast, right?”
“Not for many years now. These days it drifts around the gulf, stopping at private piers for a week or so at a time. It’s like a floating tavern hosting a never-ending party.” 
“That sounds exhausting,” he muttered. “And dangerous.”
“It sounds amazing,” I said, shaking my head. “Don’t tell me you aren’t craving some Ostvaran rum.”
“I’m mostly craving sleep.”
“Oh, come on! I’m the one who had to duel the Huntress! All you did was wave your hands around and change the fabric of reality. How tired could you be?”
Mirek snorted. “Good point.”
“I’m glad we agree.”
Flashing him a wry smirk, I strolled next to him and grabbed the collar of his tunic to pull his lips closer to mine. His stubble was even more rakish from point-blank range, and needing to tilt my chin upward to look into his dark green eyes was a pleasant reminder that he was the perfect height for me, too. Something felt right about needing to be on your tiptoes—or in heels—to give a man a proper kiss. 
“Don’t you think we deserve a little fun before facing down the apocalypse?” I asked softly. 
“I suppose,” he admitted. “But peace and quiet can be fun, too.”
“Liar. Peace is boring!”
“Not always.”
“It is to me,” I said, bringing my lips within a hair’s breadth of his. “Do you have any idea how much energy I expended tonight?”
His hands settled on the generous stretch of bare skin on my lower back between my belt and navel. The warmth of his touch sent a ripple of excitement up my spine. 
“Quite a bit, I imagine,” he breathed.
“I’m completely drained,” I said, looking deep into his eyes. “I’m going to need you to fill me back up.”
“I could do that right here.”
Smiling coquettishly, I shook my head. “I don’t know what kind of girl you think I am, but I expect a man to at least buy me dinner before he cums all over me.”
“Just dinner?”
“Maybe a dance and a few drinks, too.” 
Bringing my lips to his ear, I lifted my knee to slowly grind it over his crotch. I could feel the bulge of his passion growing larger every second. 
“I can’t wait to be on my knees,” I purred, tongue grazing his earlobe. “I’m going to swallow you inch by inch, and you’re going to shoot every single drop right down my—”
“Ooh!”
In unison, Mirek and I turned to see Isolde bracing herself against a tree. She was biting down on her lip, and she had her long, toned legs pressed tightly together as if trying to smother a fire in her quim. 
“Oh, gods,” I said, darting over to her and looking at the softly glowing emerald in her collar. The damn thing was undoubtedly flooding her mind with Mirek’s and my thoughts…
As well as our rapidly swelling lust. It was a bloody miracle she could even stand upright. 
“I’m sorry, honey,” I said. “I got carried away and forgot!”
“You do not…” Isolde swallowed and visibly steadied herself. “You do not need to apologize. I should be strong enough to handle the power of the tan’ratha, but I am still struggling. I require additional training.”
Training…
The word sent a shiver of delight through me. Not discipline. Not experience. Training. 
It probably should have bothered me. Isolde was my companion, not my slave. And over time, I hoped she would become a good friend as well. 
And yet the word was still there, buzzing in the back of my mind and igniting my quim. Gods, I couldn’t help but imagine the fun Mirek and I were going to have pushing this girl’s limits together. And if we really wanted to get kinky, one of us could put on that matching ring—the tan’hema—that let us feel her emotions as well. 
“Ooh!” Isolde cried out again. 
“Shit, sorry,” I repeated, scolding myself for letting my thoughts run wild again. Isolde wasn’t the only one who would need training to handle this new relationship. Impulse control wasn’t exactly my specialty. I was horny all the damn time these days, and thanks to her silly collar, this girl was going to feel every idle fantasy tickling my brain. 
The situation would have been a disaster if it weren’t so damn hot. 
“Maybe we should skip dinner after all,” Mirek said suggestively. “I’ll get you a drink free of charge.”
I grinned back over my shoulder. “Nice try, but no. We’re walking to that ship.” I squeezed Isolde’s taut arms. Gods, the girl had biceps like iron. “Or you can stay here with Mithros while we have a girl’s night out. Your choice.”
He sighed in frustration, but I could see the twinkle of amusement in his eyes. We’d spent enough time together by now that he should have known I’d never make things easy. Constant frustration was the price of being with such a charming, sexy, and humble girl like me. 
“How far did you say it was?” he asked. 
“A few miles,” I said, squeezing Isolde’s arms again as the waves of lust rolling off us began to cool enough for her to stand upright. “Come on, I’ll show you.”
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Javier’s Folly

Shayera


Mithros wasn’t thrilled when I asked him to get up and walk a bit farther, and he was even less thrilled twenty minutes later when I parked him beneath a copse of trees and instructed him to wait until morning. There were several reasons why I wasn’t looking forward to returning home to Highwind, not the least of which was the existential dread about the inevitable confrontation with my parents about why I’d left Nelu’Thalas, but being able to take Mithros into the city with me would definitely be a nice change of pace. I was getting tired of leaving him in the wilderness just because everyone would be terrified of him. It wasn’t his fault he looked like a remorseless killing machine.  
The people of Highwind would be every bit as terrified as the ones in Vorsalos, of course, but at least there I could exercise my Princess Privilege and do whatever I wanted. My mother would probably be annoyed with me at first, but even her stern, icy heart wouldn’t be able to resist an adorable kitty with wings. Especially not when Ranger-General Aluriel would inevitably want to cuddle with him. And the fact his birth defect prevented him from actually flying…well, that would earn him even more sympathy. 
“It’s unfair, I know,” I told him, crouching in front of him and scratching him behind his massive gray ears. “You never get to do anything fun. But I promise, we won’t battle the undead hordes without you, all right?”
Mithros leaned into my hand in a not-so-subtle suggestion for me to scratch him harder. I made a promise to myself to get him professionally groomed when all of this was over…assuming I could find a handler willing to help groom a leophon. It wouldn’t be easy, considering how rare they were outside of the Moonweald.
“Are you certain it is wise for him to join the battle against the undead?” Isolde asked. “Beasts are often panicked by such creatures.”
“He definitely didn’t want to get anywhere near Tel Noroth,” Mirek agreed. 
“Well, I’m not leaving him out here when and if the undead assault the northern gate,” I said, standing. “I’ll have to come fetch him beforehand. But for now, let’s relax and get ourselves a drink or three.”
We had already traveled a couple more miles in the darkness, and it didn’t get any easier to see when we left the road altogether and ventured west through the wilderness. The trees were thick enough here that the moon struggled to pierce the canopy, and it would have been a little dangerous to push on much further. But thankfully, we only had to travel another few minutes before the bright lights on the shore ahead became visible. 
From a few hundred yards away, this particular pier didn’t look any different than the dozens of other private wharfs along the coast outside Vorsalos. A fenced-in manor rested about thirty yards from the water along with several smaller structures, including a barn and adjoining stables. A pair of fishing boats had been tied up near the shore, but the main attraction was anchored a few hundred feet from the end of the pier. 
Allegedly, Javier’s Folly had been a part of the Vorsalosian fleet during the War of the Three Cities almost a century ago, but it had been badly damaged in a skirmish with the Ostvaran Armada and nearly foundered at sea. One of the pirate lords who’d ruled the City of Ravens back then—Javier something or other—had repaired the ship at great personal expense as a gift to his wife…
Only to have it and his wife stolen from him by an Ebaran swashbuckler some years later. The dashing duelist and his beautiful new first mate had turned the ship into a legendary smuggling vessel that operated all across the Shattered Coast. 
That was the version of the story I’d read, anyway, though it had admittedly come from one of General Aluriel’s vast collection of romance novels. The truth of the vessel’s origin was probably boring. It was entirely possible this wasn’t even the same ship—whoever owned it now might have simply renamed it to capitalize on the legend.
The ship itself was about a hundred feet long and perhaps a third as wide, placing it on the smaller size for modern warships, though still larger than the vast majority of ships at sea. The sounds of music and laughter soon reached our ears as we approached the shore, and I counted at least a dozen people drinking on the main deck. 
“You’re absolutely certain this is a good idea?” Mirek asked as we walked toward the pier and the two burly sailors collecting entry fees. 
“I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life,” I said. 
He sighed. “I’m serious.”
“I’m not. That’s why I’m more fun than you.” 
I bumped my hip into his side, and he couldn’t stop himself from smiling back. 
“I do not understand why the local authorities would tolerate a smuggling vessel so close to the harbor,” Isolde commented. 
“Like I said, it’s not really a smuggling ship anymore,” I reminded her. “It’s a party boat!”
“That almost certainly is still a haven for smuggling,” Mirek said wryly. “It wouldn’t move from pier to pier otherwise.”
Isolde shook her head. “The gulf is patrolled by Vorsalosian warships. Why do they not take action?”
Mirek shrugged. “Probably the usual reasons. Everyone important has their hand in the pot somewhere. Or they have a vice for foreign contraband and can’t get their hands on it any other way.”
“You make it sound so untoward,” I said. “It’s not a slaving ship, for Shalassa’s sake. The only reason most stuff gets called contraband is because one rich tit or another doesn’t want the competition. Frankly, the smugglers are doing all of us a service.”
“That’s one way to look at it.”
I tittered at him. “You’re thinking like a man from a gloomy, despotic empire again. You need to get in the mindset of living in a free city-state built on corruption and piracy.”
“Right,” Mirek said, shaking his head. “So your plan is to buy a room on this ship and hope we don’t get stabbed in the middle of the night?”
“No, my plan is for you to buy us a room on this ship,” I corrected. “But only after we’ve had a few drinks and checked out the entertainment. Who knows, I might be able to play my dueling game and bilk some drunken pirates out of their coin.”
“Dueling game?” Isolde asked. 
“Don’t ask,” Mirek muttered, his eyes narrowing suspiciously. “I already feel like I need to weave an invisibility spell on my coin purse.”
“It couldn’t hurt,” I said with a wink. I giggled when he sighed again, then gave his arm a comforting squeeze. 
This was going to be so much more fun than lying in the grass all night. I just knew it. 
[image: image-placeholder]The ferry out to Javier’s Folly only cost a few silvers, though the bucktoothed, overweight ferryman was so enamored with me and Isolde that he probably would have taken us over for free if we’d asked. The amazon looked appalled at the small size and dubious craftsmanship of the dinghy, which would undoubtedly be the first of many culture shocks for her tonight. I suspected that there weren’t many party boats run by smugglers off the shores of Nol Krovos. 
Personally, I was so eager to get aboard I was practically bouncing in my boots. If we’d been on our own without the ferryman, I probably would have sucked some energy out of Mirek on the way. I could feel my vatari markings tingling with anticipation of the bawdy delights awaiting us…
But for Isolde’s sake, I did my best to hold back. Looking at the vatari-infused gemstone in her collar, I still couldn’t decide if having an amazon companion was going to finally teach me restraint or turn me into even more of a glutton. 
Who am I kidding? There’s only one answer and everyone knows it.
The laughter and music and shouting from the ship was almost overpowering by the time they hauled us up onto the main deck. Most of the noise seemed to be coming from inside, but there were plenty of men drinking on the quarterdeck. The only other woman in sight was a busty brunette bent over the railing on the sterncastle. At first, I thought she might be too drunk to stand upright, but then one of her moans carried across the ship, and I realized some lucky sailor was busy rigging her mast from behind. 
“Nice view up here at night,” I commented, pushing my tongue into the back of my teeth to try and quell my growing arousal. “But we should really head below and see what they’re serving.”
“Hm,” Mirek muttered, his eyes flashing about as if he expected to get accosted at any moment. Even marred with dirt, his fancy doublet did look a bit out of place here. So did his straight teeth, unbroken nose, and appreciation for personal hygiene. 
Surprisingly, Isolde seemed to be taking in the sights more calmly than he was. Though as I thought about it, I remembered Aunt Val mentioning how Nol Krovos lacked many of the social taboos of the mainland. From her description, it wasn’t uncommon for moshalim to relieve tensions with their amazon companions in broad daylight. 
Another burly man stood guard over the ladder leading below deck, and like the others on the pier, he didn’t seem overly concerned about our weapons. That was good, because if he’d asked me to give up my blades—or, gods forbid, my mother’s bow—I would have told Isolde to throw him overboard. 
The noise grew deafening as we descended the steps. Between the laughter and shouting, it was hard to even make out the music at times. But once I could actually see what was going on, my mouth stretched into a wide, satisfied smile. 
The “party deck” was roughly divided into two sections, fore and aft. The former was essentially a tavern for drinking, carousing, and listening to the cute, red-headed bard on stage. Her lively fiddle—and ample bosom—had a crowd of at least fifty greasy, drunken men enraptured. It was a hell of a crowd for a ship whose crew had probably only been twice that number during the last war. 
The aft section had been set up for games, from cards to drinking contests to old-fashioned arm-wrestling matches. There were just as many people on that side, possibly more. 
I headed in that direction once we reached the bottom of the steps. When Mirek lagged behind, I took his arm and pulled him up next to me. 
“This would be an amazing place for a duel,” I said, raising my voice enough to be heard over the laughter. “Big crowd, lots of chairs and tables to jump on for dramatic effect…gods, I should have come here before trying out the taverns in the city. I could have made so much coin.”
Mirek’s brow furrowed. “Please tell me you aren’t going to play that game here.”
I smirked. “You don’t seriously think that any of these idiots could beat me, do you?”
“Probably not,” he admitted. “But—”
“Good answer,” I said, stretching up on my toes so I could speak into his ear without yelling. “We could always plant you in the crowd. Maybe have a rematch?”
“Something tells me that little illusion trick wouldn’t work a second time,” he said with a grunt. “You’d beat me in ten seconds.”
“You’re assuming I want to win,” I purred. “What if I’d rather lose?”
I saw the subtle, excited dilation in his eyes. “There’s just one problem with that.”
“If you’re worried about ruining my makeup, I really don’t mind.”
“Not that.”
“Performance anxiety in front of a crowd?”
“No,” he insisted with a frustrated sigh that only made me giggle. “But remember how the locals reacted when your tattoos started glowing the last time?”
I hissed, remembering our hurried flight from the last tavern. The crowd had absolutely loved watching a cute elven girl get her face painted…right until they’d seen my tats and assumed I was secretly a Senosi. 
“You’d think they’d be over it by now,” I grumbled. “They can’t let one murderous revolution by an army of mage-slaying girls with glowing tattoos ruin their appreciation of good theater forever.”
“Mm,” Mirek grunted. 
I sighed. “Can’t you weave an illusion over me or something?”
“You really think I can concentrate enough to channel magic when you’re touching me?”
“Good point,” I said, planting a quick kiss on his cheek. 
Isolde stirred next to him, and her eyes closed as she tried to endure the fresh waves of excitement surging through her collar. I felt the briefest flash of shame for my complete lack of self-control, but it faded fast. The universe never should have given me the power to get two people hot at the same time. There was no way I could resist the temptation. 
Besides, I could have made things much worse by grinding against him. If anything, I deserved credit for showing such remarkable restraint. 
“Let’s skip the dueling contest for now, then,” I said, sweeping my eyes back around the ship. “How about you go buy us a drink?”
“You know,” Mirek murmured, “it occurs to me that a princess must have a lot of resources at her disposal. Yet here I am paying for everything.”
I looked at him innocently. “I don’t fuck in rooms I had to pay for myself.”
He blinked. “Then I’ll be right back.”
I giggled and clapped him on the bottom as he walked toward the bar, then took Isolde by the hand and led her aft to the gaming section. I kept her close as I took it all in, amused and increasingly aroused at the attention we were starting to draw. There were only a handful of other women in here besides the serving wenches—which was how I preferred it—and most of the men weren’t shying away from leering at us. 
I typically preferred that, too, but I wasn’t used to sharing the spotlight. And I had to admit, it was a little annoying when I saw their eyes leave my tantalizing midriff to check out my partner’s long legs beneath the straps of her red leather skirt. Having a tall, beautiful friend was definitely going to take some getting used to. 
But perhaps one day I could convince her to join me in my dueling contests somehow. By Shalassa, the two of us could probably earn enough coin to buy our own damn tavern somewhere. 
“The Amazon’s Blade,” I said. “I can almost see the sign now.”
Isolde looked down at me. “I beg your pardon?”
“Just an idle thought. There are so many possibilities in front of us, you know?”
We came to a halt next to what appeared to be a high-stakes card game. There were a couple thousand crowns scattered on the table, enough to buy that tavern I was envisioning and a nice plot of land to go along with it. Unfortunately, I was a much better hustler than a card player. 
“I admit, I do not always understand your motivations,” Isolde said. 
I arched an eyebrow at her. “How’s that?”
“Very frequently, you tell Mirek one thing, yet your emotions convey another.”
“It’s called being playful, honey,” I said with a snicker. “Men love it when you mess with their heads.”
Isolde frowned. “That is not what I sense from him. He is often…confused.”
“But horny too, right?”
“Yes.”
“Then he likes it,” I said. “Stick around long enough, and I’ll teach you all the tricks you need to get any man going.”
“But I am only interested in one man,” Isolde said. “And one woman.”
I wasn’t sure exactly what it was about the way she spoke the words, but hearing them sent a surge of heat between my legs. I suddenly wondered if we should forget the dueling game—I wanted to kiss her right here in the center of the damn ship. That would surely get everyone’s attention. 
“Well, I think we’re going to have a lot of fun together,” I said, looking up into her big brown eyes. “Assuming we’re still alive after tomorrow.”
“We will prevail,” Isolde said. “You need not worry.”
My smile widened, and it was even harder not to kiss her. Confident men were sexy—that was as close to a universal truth as it got. But confident women…
Well, apparently that pulled all my levers, too.
I noticed the sudden shift in her expression when my arousal surged through her collar, a desperate, painful longing, and I was seriously tempted to find Mirek and tell him to get us a room right away. But then a few people in the crowd shouted from behind us, and I turned to see what was going on. 
A group of six men were standing near the back corner of the deck past the gaming tables, with five of them laughing at the one in the center. They weren’t looking at us—in fact, they may not have even noticed us yet, as incredible as that was to believe. I had to take a few steps closer before I realized that another young woman was currently stealing the spotlight. 
The buxom brunette was down on her knees beside the bulkhead, her barmaid-style dress pulled down just enough to show off her tawny breasts. A few yards away, a middle-aged man was furiously pumping his cock while a dozen onlookers cheered him on, apparently hoping he could “hit the target” and “make the bitch pay.” Everyone else who’d played the game had apparently failed, as evidenced by the wayward splatters of seed on the floor in front of the woman. Her skin—and most of her dress—remained dry. 
“Zor kalah,” Isolde gasped from behind my shoulder. “What…what is this?”
“A good way to make some extra coin, apparently,” I said, eyes still glued to the show. “Five silver says he can’t hit the mark, either.”
“I do not understand.”
“Wait for it…”
With a strained cry, the man gasped and exploded. His first spurt made it to the woman’s dress but didn’t come anywhere close to her tits or face, and the rest sputtered harmlessly on the floor. The men surrounding him mocked and jeered, while the woman squeezed her breasts and heckled the others to try and bait them into joining in. 
“See?” I said, snickering. “I knew this place would be fun.”
I glanced back at Isolde, assuming that her face would be twisted in horror. But instead, I saw a glimmer of intrigue behind those big brown eyes of hers. Though that might have been an echo of my own excitement rippling through her amazon collar. 
“Did I miss something?” Mirek said as he stepped up behind us with drinks in hand. 
“No, but that guy did,” I sneered, taking one of the mugs. I could smell the citrus even before I took a drink. This Ostvaran brew was so much better than the local swill that I couldn’t understand why every tavern in town hadn’t stolen the recipe. 
“Interesting contest,” Mirek commented. “I liked yours better. Much…cleaner.”
“True,” I admitted, watching as another man whipped out his cock and joined the contest. The kneeling woman stuck out her tongue to taunt him, knowing he’d never get close. “Then again, she’s doing pretty well so far.”
“Mm,” he muttered, his green eyes surreptitiously flicking across the crowd in search of danger. For all his self-deprecating quips about not being a very good spy, he had obviously picked up more of the trade than he realized.
Aunt Val had taught me to be vigilant of my surroundings as well, but she’d also included lessons in how to have fun. I doubted that the spymasters in the Zarul, the Crell Imperium’s intelligence network, had done the same with him. 
But that was all right. I was more than happy to pick up the slack and teach him everything he needed to know, which meant it was up to me to keep him focused on what was truly important here. 
“This does make me wonder about something,” I said, taking another sip from my mug. 
“What’s that?” he asked, gaze focused on the burly, drunken men arm-wrestling at a table a few yards away. 
“Just made me curious,” I said, sliding my arm through his and sidling up against him. “How far away do you think you could hit me?”
Mirek blinked, and his eyes immediately returned to me. “What?”
“If we played this game,” I said, in my most innocent voice. “How far away do you think you could hit me?”
“Erm,” he managed. “I’ve never really thought about it.” 
“You should start,” I purred. “Seems like a fun time, doesn’t it? Just imagine it: Isolde on her knees getting you ready, those long fingers of hers helping you aim. And there’s me, tits out and mouth open, waiting to get charged up…”
“With my help, he would…ooh…” Isolde said, biting down on her lip to try and concentrate. “With my help, he would not miss.”
I smiled. “We could pick a different corner and test that theory. What do you think?”
Swallowing heavily, Mirek studied me for a moment, probably trying to decide if I was serious or not. The best part was that I hadn’t really decided myself. I just wanted to keep his mind alert and his libido and a consistent simmer. 
“That brings us back to the original problem,” he said. “If I win, you start glowing.”
“Damn,” I muttered. “Well, we need to do something. Any ideas?”
“I could buy us a room?” Mirek suggested. 
I tittered at him. “Patience. I haven’t had my fun yet!”
I could feel his burning desire as he looked down at me, and the blaze only got hotter when I made a show of finishing my drink and licking my lips. I really could be intolerable at times, there was no doubt about it. 
“Okay, how about we find an empty table,” I said. “When no one’s looking, I’ll crawl underneath and suck you off.”
“You’ll still glow.”
“I didn’t say I’d finish you. Might be entertaining to leave you hanging for a few hours.”
“Please, do not,” Isolde practically begged. “I am already finding it difficult to concentrate.”
“I could finish you instead,” I teased, remembering how good she had tasted last night. “But I suppose you’d make me glow, too. Gods, this really isn’t fair.”
Mirek tossed a meaningful glance to the stairs leading down to the cabins below. 
I sighed. As much as I’d wanted to get out and relax after three straight days of fighting, he did have a point. The bar was amusing enough, and I had definitely missed the raucous energy of a drunk male crowd after spending most of the last week outdoors on the road. But what I really wanted right now—what I’d wanted every night since I’d met him—was to get my ankles up on his shoulders as quickly as possible. And with Isolde here practically basting in our collective lust, it seemed especially unfair to delay the inevitable any longer. 
“All right, fine,” I said. “We can…”
I trailed off when I noticed Isolde drifting a few feet away to the table where some muscular men were arm-wrestling for coin—and being quite loud about it. The reigning champion had just finished another bout, and while most of the men were jeering at the loser, the man himself had turned to look at Isolde. He wasn’t quite leering at her, at least not as lecherously as so many of the other patrons, but he did have an amused glint in his dark eyes. 
“Impressed, sweetheart?” he asked, his toothy grin half-concealed by his thick, patchy beard. 
Isolde hesitated a moment. “Are you speaking to me?”
“No need to be coy,” Patch Beard said with a snort. “I saw you watchin’ the match.”
“I was,” Isolde said. “As were many others. Is that not the purpose of the contest?”
His brow raised in confusion. 
“She’s not from around here,” I put in, taking her arm protectively. “The local customs are all new.”
“That so?” he asked. 
Amazingly, he didn’t turn to look at me for even a second. It was as if his eyes were magnetically drawn to her taut amazon body. Normally, I wouldn’t have blamed him—Watcher knew I enjoyed looking at her, too—but my tummy and cleavage and willowy elven features were right here! What did a girl have to do to get noticed on this boat?
“I am quite familiar with public contests of strength and prowess,” Isolde said. “They are common on Nol Krovos.”
“Islander girl, huh?” Patch Beard asked, eyes gleaming again. “I thought that outfit of yours called up a few memories. Ain’t seen an amazon here in the gulf in…phew, must be over a decade.”
What about sexy half-elf girls with glowing tattoos? I almost asked bitterly, but I somehow managed to keep my mouth shut. Gods, why was this so annoying?
Nearly all the other men nearby were looking at her now, and I could feel Mirek stir behind us. Maybe coming here hadn’t been a great idea after all…
“Folks spin tales about you amazon girls all the time,” Patch Beard went on, hoisting his mug to his mouth and gulping down whatever was left. “The most skilled warrior women in all of Torsia. That true?”
“Yes,” Isolde said flatly. 
The man grinned. “Confident, too. I like that in a woman.”
“My superior skill is why I am able to easily identify the flaws in your technique,” Isolde said. “It is remarkable that you have been able to defeat so many opponents.”
Patch Beard and his posse stared blankly at her for a solid ten seconds before they all burst into laughter. The noise drew the gazes of several nearby tables as well, and a quick glance behind me confirmed that we were starting to draw a crowd. Even the “target practice” game in the back seemed to be losing steam, which was causing the girl running the hustle to shoot us some nasty glares. 
Traveling with an amazon was definitely going to be an adjustment. I might have to figure out a way to tweak my outfit…
“Almost sounds like a challenge there, sweetheart,” Patch Beard said eventually once his mirth had subsided.
Isolde shrugged. “There would be no challenge. I would easily defeat you.”
The men laughed again, even louder this time, and I felt Mirek’s hand on my shoulder. “You sure we want to draw this kind of attention?”
I do, I thought, still a little sour. The prospect of Isolde humiliating this guy was pretty enticing though, I had to admit. But his arm had to be three times the size of hers, and no amount of skill in the world could make up for the raw difference in male muscle.
But Dal’Rethi tattoos definitely could. A single draw from my necklace would give me all the strength I needed to break his stupid wrist. But like all my fun plans, the moment I revealed my tattoos, we’d have bigger problems than one lecherous idiot and his galleon-sized ego.
“She’s teasing,” I said, gently taking Isolde’s arm and nudging her away. “And we were just leav—”
“I will gladly defeat you,” Isolde declared, dark eyes hard. “If that is what you desire.”
When the crowd burst into yet another round of laughter, I frowned at Isolde. This seemed like the type of thing I would do, not her. Was my showmanship seeping in through her collar, or did she genuinely want to beat this guy down for some reason?
“Don’t normally fight women here,” Patch Beard said, his grin turning downright wolfish. “Wouldn’t want you to get hurt.”
“You will not injure me, I assure you,” Isolde said. “But I cannot promise the same about you.”
The jeers turned into heckles, something else I’d experienced countless times before. One of the first lessons I’d learned these past few months on the road was that it was always easier to bait men into making stupid bets when their peers were judging them for it. Though in this case, I had a feeling this smug idiot would have accepted her challenge regardless. 
“I suppose I’ll have to take my chances,” Patch Beard said. “Have a seat, sweetheart.”
Isolde moved toward the chair. I probably could have ordered her not to take the bait, given how seriously she seemed to be treating this amazon bond thing, and I could tell that Mirek had the same inclination. But I warned him off with a stern look, knowing how furious I would have been if anyone had tried to stop me. Watcher knew my friends back home and in Nelu’Thalas had found that out on more than one occasion. 
Until this moment, though, I’d never understood why they’d felt the need to protect me. This role reversal was powerful stuff. 
And I didn’t like it one bit. 
Isolde sat down and placed her elbow on the table. Her arm, muscled but still decidedly feminine, looked downright scrawny compared to the man across from her, which didn’t make me feel any better about her chances. I understood the advantages of grace over brawn as well as anyone, but I still relied on my Dal’Rethi markings for the brute strength my muscles simply couldn’t provide on their own. I had absolutely no idea how Isolde could overpower a male with three times her upper body strength. 
“So what’s the bet, sweetheart?” Patch Beard asked, cracking his knuckles, then putting his own arm on the table. 
“I am not carrying any coins,” Isolde said. “Nor do I require any of yours in exchange for my pending victory.”
He snorted. “Mighty kind of you. But these contests aren’t as entertaining for the crowd if there’s nothing on the line.”
“There is,” she said, bracing her elbow. “Your dignity.”
I smiled despite myself. Maybe I was starting to rub off on this girl. Even if not, I made a mental note to steal that line and reuse it somewhere… 
“I’ll need a bit more than that,” Patch Beard said, still smiling but starting to sound a little annoyed. “What about that necklace of yours?”
“The tan’ratha cannot be bartered,” Isolde replied with surprising force. “If you do not wish to compete, you need merely say so. Otherwise, I am prepared.”
His cheek twitched. I had seen that expression before—it was the look of a man who’d been backed into a corner. If he won, the crowd would laugh, but he’d still end up seeming like a bully for beating up on a woman. And if he lost…
Well, no one liked to be humiliated. But especially not men in their domain. 
“Just for fun, then,” Patch Beard said, bracing his own elbow, then reaching out to take her hand. His calloused palm looked so coarse I could almost feel it against my own hand. “You ready?”
“Yes,” Isolde said. 
Nodding, Patch Beard eyed one of the other men standing nearby. He gave a short countdown from five, and I held my breath in anticipation. If she somehow managed to beat this guy, I was going to lick and kiss every inch of her olive skin when we got to our room. And if she lost…
Well, if she lost, I was still going to lick every inch of her olive skin. No force in the world could stop that now. 
The countdown continued, and Patch Beard smiled as his fingers tightened around hers. Their arms both flexed the instant the countdown reached zero…
And then Isolde slammed his arm back upon the table as effortlessly as if fighting a child.
It happened so fast the entire ship seemed to go silent. For a few seconds, the only sound was that of Patch Beard snarling in surprise and pain. I wasn’t sure I believed it myself. Isolde hadn’t used a crazy new technique I hadn’t seen before. Somehow, she had simply overpowered a man with many times her strength. 
The crowd erupted in whoops and jeers, and Isolde calmly stood from her chair even as Patch Beard clutched at his arm. 
“What?” he snarled. “What sorcery is this?”
“There was no sorcery involved,” Isolde said matter-of-factly. “As I said, your technique is flawed.”
The men continued cheering, but Patch Beard’s face remained frozen in ice. It was the look of a man convinced—and enraged—that he’d been tricked. I’d seen it before plenty of times when I’d trounced one idiot or another in a duel after pretending to be drunk. It was all part of the hustle. 
There was a danger in such reactions, of course, especially if the mark had coughed up a lot of gold. But Isolde hadn’t actually bet anything, and the pressure of the crowd—combined with knowledge that he’d look twice the fool if he tried to attack a woman half his size—kept Patch Beard simmering uselessly in his seat. 
“Were there other games you wished to play?” Isolde asked, turning back to us as if nothing had happened. 
“I think we’ve made enough of an impression for one night,” Mirek said with a grunt. Some of the tension had left his posture. “Assuming Shay is—”
“Oh, I’ve had enough,” I said, squeezing Isolde’s wrist and looking up at her like an expensive meal asking to be demolished. “What compelled you to do that?”
“I am a daughter of Nol Krovos,” Isolde said, giving me a smoldering look that made my knees wobble. “I was hoping that my display of physical prowess would further stir your passions.”
I shared a glance with Mirek. Back at Tel Noroth yesterday, when we had accidentally bonded ourselves to this girl, neither of us had truly been prepared for what the pledge of an amazon entailed. Even our night together at Arkney Falls had probably just been an appetizer to whet our palates. 
If so, it had worked. Because I wasn’t merely wet. 
I was fucking soaked. 
“You need to get us a room,” I said, heart pounding in my ears. “You need to get us a room right now.”
“Agreed,” Mirek said, tossing one more glance at the jeering men before he dashed away to the bar.
While he ran, I squeezed Isolde’s wrist and looked up into her brown eyes. They were normally so poised, so focused, it was almost intimidating. But this instant, I swore I could see an almost smug glimmer inside them. It was the kind a girl made when she knew she’d just wrapped someone around her fingers. 
The kind I made all the damn time. 
“I am ready for additional training,” she said innocently. “Are you?”
I clenched my teeth and squeezed her wrist harder. Maybe I wouldn’t need to teach her how to drive her lovers wild after all. 
“Yes,” I said, ready to pounce. “Yes, I am.”
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Cascade

Mirek


Getting to the door of our cabin was more difficult than fighting through hordes of undead.  
At first, Shayera was just clinging to my arm as we walked, her body tucked tightly into my side. But by the time we were halfway down the stairs to the lower deck, she was practically climbing all over me. Her agile hand maneuvered beneath my doublet to scratch my bare chest, and she was practically panting into my ear while she kissed and licked the side of my neck. 
“Amin merna ilya lle ered,” she purred. “Nia everui thand o nin.”
My Elvish was far from perfect, but I knew enough to understand when a girl was begging me to cum all over her. I was eager to grant her wish; my cock had been ready to burst almost since we set foot on the ship. 
But Shay seemed determined to make me wait even while she begged for it. When we didn’t immediately see anyone standing there on the cabin deck, she slammed me against the bulkhead and kissed me. Her tongue shot through my lips like a rapier’s tip, and she lifted her knee to grind over my crotch. 
The moment I get our door open, I thought to myself, I’m going to ram my cock down her throat so fucking fast.
Our mouths popped when she abruptly pulled back, and I expected her to drag me the rest of the way to our cabin as quickly as possible. But instead, she reached out to pull Isolde closer to us. Just minutes ago, the amazon had been poised and collected following her unexpected and frankly unbelievable victory, but her brow was now dotted with beads of sweat. She couldn’t stop wobbling unsteadily on her feet as if she were about to collapse. Shay had been tormenting the poor girl all night, knowing her collar would overwhelm her with our combined lust. It almost seemed cruel…
But by the Immortal Dragon, it was hot, too. And Shay obviously intended for the amazon to join in on the fun. She pushed Isolde’s face toward me, and once our lips met, her tongue danced with mine as hungrily as Shayera’s had earlier. I eagerly explored her mouth, her taste. While we kissed, I half expected Shay to drop to the deck and start sucking me off right then and there, but instead she replaced her knee with her hand. Her fingers rubbed along the outline of my cock through my trousers, pushing hard enough to almost stroke the shaft despite the fabric in between. 
Fuck!
An hour ago in the forest, I would have been perfectly content to fuck her any way she wanted. It wasn’t as if it would have been the first time we’d tumbled beneath the moon; I’d fucked her incredible tits hard after Tanisgarde, and I’d left one hell of a mess all over her face afterward. 
But something about the energy of having other people nearby really got her going, like in the icy water at Arkney Falls. She was a nymphomaniac and an exhibitionist, apparently, on top of being an insufferable tease. 
Not that I was complaining. 
“Shit,” Shay hissed, yanking back on Isolde’s hair and pulling our mouths apart. “Leave some for me, honey.”
She clamped her mouth over mine again, her hand still grinding over my crotch. I started to wonder if I might have to physically pick her up to carry her to the room, and I was about to do just that when she abruptly pulled back, took Isolde’s hand, and practically skipped the rest of the way down the passage toward the door to our cabin.
“What are you waiting for?” she asked, her turquoise eyes alit with mischief in the dim glow of the overhead lantern. “Get the fucking door open!”
I was at their side in an instant, my hands fumbling in my pocket for the room key. The deck was essentially a single narrow corridor separating a dozen cabins, leaving precious little room to maneuver in the hall. I’d never had more trouble opening a door in my life. My hand trembled with anticipation, and with both girls clawing at me, it was far more difficult than it should have been to jam the key into the lock. 
But it finally clicked open, and Shayera shoved me inside the moment the door swung inward. I stumbled forward, taking in the cramped cabin in a single glance. The accommodations were anything but luxurious—there was a single bed with no other furniture or even decorations aside from a single mediocre painting of a sunset above the headboard. Given the cost for the night, I should have been insulted. 
Yet it was the farthest thing from my mind. Shayera was on her knees tearing at my belt before I could shut the door behind us, and had my cock liberated from its prison in record time. I was so swollen and desperate that the warm squeeze of her fingers on the shaft threatened to set me off, and I had to bite down on my lips and hold back with all my willpower when her tongue began lashing the head. 
Isolde was kneeling behind Shay in no time, her face scrunched and breaths rapid as her collar funneled our collective lust into her. I was surprised she hadn’t positioned herself beside Shay…but once she began to unfasten the half-elf’s leather bodice, I belatedly understood. 
When I’m queen, there’s going to be a law against sucking cock when you aren’t topless, Shayera had said the first night we’d met. Civilizations need rules—it’s what separates us from the savages.
Isolde had already taken that lesson to heart. Shay’s plump tits were free a heartbeat later, and the sight of her rock-hard nipples wasn’t making it any easier to hold back. The difficulty worsened when Isolde unfastened her own breastplate next, allowing me to bask in the glory of an even larger pair of breasts. 
And by Zarach, they were magnificent.
I watched, mesmerized, as Isolde then shuffled beside Shay. The two women shared a quick look…and then both their mouths assaulted my member together.
“Shit!” I gasped as each one took a side of my cock, sliding their tongues along the shaft while maintaining intense eye contact. I felt Shay snicker with approval as Isolde mimicked her movements like an apprentice learning from her mistress. They were going to be one hell of a team soon.
A team dedicated to pleasuring me. 
The thought sent a fresh wave of lust shooting through me, bringing me right to the brink. Yet I valiantly held back, a feat of endurance I considered nothing short of a miracle. It never would have been possible if Shayera hadn’t spent every single day of the last week testing the limits of my endurance. 
“Mm…gods, I’m fucking famished,” she gasped, those incredible turquoise orbs of hers blazing into mine. “You ready?”
Shay didn’t wait for me to answer. She simply parted her lips, leaned forward, and engulfed me.
Not gently, not inch by inch, but in a single sloppy, gagging gulp. I cried out, stunned and overwhelmed, as she willingly and eagerly deep-throated me. 
As the heat and clutching tightness enveloped my core, I remembered how proud she’d been when she’d finally managed to work that last inch down her throat. She didn’t quite make it this time; I felt myself bottoming out as she bobbed up and down. I was about to push her tighter against me and help her personal crusade…
But Isolde beat me to it. She grabbed the back of Shay’s skull and pushed, literally forcing the last inch down the half-elf’s throat. 
“Again,” the amazon said as if it were a drill routine. “You must improve.”
Getting a firm hold on a clump of golden hair, Isolde pulled Shay back, then shoved her down again, becoming a hammer to my nail. I bottomed out again and again, spiraling closer to the abyss with every gurgling, choking push. The heat, the pressure, the sight of two gorgeous, topless young women on their knees…
And not just any women. I was throating the Princess of Highwind with the help of the daughter of the dragon!
“Oh!” I shouted. “Here it comes!”
My entire body convulsed, ready to fire everything I had straight into Shay’s waiting gullet. But Isolde jerked back on Shay’s head a split second before I erupted, ensuring I unloaded my bounty into her mouth where she could savor every drop. I filled her to the brim with the first two spurts, and everything else rushed past the seal of her lips and over her chin like a creamy waterfall. Isolde held her firmly in place the whole time even as her own body clenched from the simultaneous climaxes surging through her collar. 
And then I was spent. I groaned and tried to catch my breath, watching in delight as Shayera’s glowing blue tattoos flared to life. She went limp in the throes of ecstasy, swallowing everything she could with my cock still lodged in her mouth. Her hands had dropped down to her boots, where she was clutching her heels for support…
Isolde finally lost her war against the collar and collapsed to the floor, writhing and delirious. But once her hand fell away from Shay’s head, the half-elf finally let my manhood slip out of her mouth. She licked eagerly at her lips, her hands now flashing up to her tits to smear my mess over her nubile flesh like a salve. 
I was, without a doubt, the luckiest man for a thousand leagues.
“Oh, fuck,” she wheezed. “I wish you could understand how good this feels.”
“I do,” Isolde whispered, hand braced on the floor as she struggled to hold herself up. “The intensity…it is difficult to understand why you would ever wish to do something else.”
“I don’t,” Shayera said, giving me an exhausted grin. “At least, not very often.”
With an exhausted chuckle, she helped Isolde get upright, then took hold of the amazon’s cheeks and pulled her in for a kiss. Seeing their pretty faces together was hot; knowing that Isolde could taste me on Shay’s lips and tongue was even hotter. 
They smiled at each other when they finally separated, eyes locked and hands playing with each other’s hair. When their noses brushed together, I wondered if they might make out for a while right in front of me, especially when Shay’s hands began to explore the amazon’s neck and chest to her bare breasts. 
“Sorry I hogged all the fun,” she said. “I couldn’t help it.”
“Apologies are unnecessary,” Isolde panted. “You require energy.”
“Yeah, but it’s still rude not to share.”
“You do share. I feel everything.” Grinning, the amazon feathered her hands through Shay’s golden mane. “And I wish to feel it again as soon as possible.”
Shayera got an almost feral look in her eye—the kind that told me that my cock was about to get wet again at any moment. 
I was more than ready for it.
“Oh, you will,” she said, lips so close to Isolde they were nearly touching. “But first, I want to know what your collar is telling you. What am I feeling right now?”
Isolde’s brow furrowed. “You are not aware of your own feelings?”
“Of course I am,” Shay said, smiling and bringing their lips back together, but only for an instant. “But I want to hear you say it.”
The amazon’s eyes fluttered, and she cooed softly when Shay began gently massaging her nipples. “It is…mmm…” she groaned. “It is telling me how much you are attracted to my body. And…ooo…how much you wish to kiss me again.”
Shay gently kissed the tip of her nose. “What else?”
“You are…ngn…” Isolde bit down on her lip. “I feel your desire to have Mirek inside you. And your…oooh…your enjoyment at knowing how aroused this is making him.”
“That doesn’t sound like me at all,” Shay said sarcastically, snickering and giving me a wicked wink. “But okay. Then why don’t you tell me what he is thinking about?”
Isolde closed her eyes. It was a strange sensation knowing my thoughts were being probed without any enchantment magic involved, but I didn’t try to suppress anything. I just watched as if in a trance, content to allow their game to resurrect my cock. 
“He…” Isolde stammered, “he is thinking about how beautiful we are.”
“Good start,” Shay said, keeping her eyes on me while she kissed her way along the amazon’s cheek. “What else?”
“He finds you irresistible,” Isolde said. “He’s never known a woman like you. He feels…lucky.”
“Nothing as sexy as self-awareness.” Shay giggled as she planted another soft kiss on the amazon’s lips. “Keep going. Tell me exactly what he wants to do to me.”
Isolde gasped when Shay tweaked her nipples. “He…he wants to take you.”
“Fuck, honey. He wants to fuck me.”
“He wants to fuck you.”
“Everybody does.” 
Her hands squeezed the amazon’s breasts, drawing a staccato gasp from Isolde’s lips and summoning another rush of blood into my cock. At this point, I was as hard as when we’d busted in here a few minutes ago. 
“Be more specific,” Shay purred, her fingers circling Isolde’s nipples and giving them slight, teasing tugs. “How does he want to fuck me? Hard or slow?”
The amazon moaned, struggling to even stay upright. “Hard,” she panted. “He wants to fuck you hard.”
“I’ll bet he does. And you want to feel it, don’t you?”
“Yes,” Isolde said, nodding. “More than anything.”
Shay smiled ear to ear, and she once again brought their lips together. But this time, it was more than a peck; I watched, cock throbbing in anticipation, as their tongues worked inside one another’s cheeks. And when Shay pulled their kneeling bodies close enough that their breasts touched, I had to reach down and start stroking myself to keep from going completely mad. By the Immortal Dragon, it would have been so easy to pump myself until I erupted all over both of them…
A wave of lust crashed over me at the thought, and I saw it echo through Isolde a second later. This device of hers was so decadent I couldn’t believe we didn’t have any in the Imperium. 
Shayera pulled back after another few seconds, but she kept her mouth within a hair’s breadth of Isolde. 
“As amazing as that collar is,” she whispered, “there still has to be a difference between what this shows you and the real thing. My touch must feel better than the ghost of my touch.”
“It…it does,” Isolde said. “But the sensations are remarkably close.”
“Still, no reason to settle for a good dinner when you could enjoy a great one for the same price, right?” 
“I…I suppose not.”
Giggling, Shayera gave Isolde a quick, delicate kiss before taking a firm hold of her arms and helping her to her feet. “Then it’s time for the real thing.”
I had no clue what Shay intended here, but I remained content to let her have her fun…for now. I had a mental picture of an hourglass tipping inside my head. Shay had exactly as long as it took the sands to run out before my cock exhausted its patience and demanded a home in her sweet elven cunt. 
For now, she led the amazon to the bed, nibbling at her neck and massaging her breasts as they moved together. By the time they started lying down, Shay’s fingers had commenced their assault on Isolde’s leather skirt and the panties beyond. They soon joined the breastplates on the floor. 
Shayera eased a fully naked Isolde down onto the edge of the bed, then gently pushed her knees apart. Kneeling, the half-elf began kissing her way down the amazon’s inner thigh to her smoldering sex. 
“Time for that great dinner,” Shayera said, tilting her head back to me and giving me a wink. “But I might need some help to finish it all.”
“I bet you will,” I said, my mental hourglass freezing solid as I practically dove down onto the wooden deck beside her. Her tattoos, still glowing, cast all our skin in a soft blue light. Shay gave me a quick kiss, then moved in for her prize and bade me to do the same. 
I was an experienced lover, and I’d been fortunate enough to enjoy the affections of multiple women back home on separate occasions. But I had never shared a quim before, and I had to admit I wasn’t completely certain how to proceed. 
Thankfully, Shay was more than happy to take the lead, diving in and lashing her tongue across Isolde’s puffy petals. The amazon’s moaning gasp chased off the last of my inhibitions, and I hungrily slid my hand along the impossibly soft skin of her inner thigh. When my fingers reached their destination, I pushed one against her sodden folds…and slipped inside. 
Isolde’s head snapped back, and she cried out so loudly she probably startled every fish for a mile around the ship. Like Shay, Isolde was apparently a screamer; in the future, I was going to need a strategically placed pillow as a muffle. Or perhaps we’d simply have to invest in a proper gag…
The kinky thought sent a tingle of delight through my cock, which quickly became another shudder through Isolde. Shay giggled again at the response as her tongue began lashing the other woman’s clit. I brought mine close to join her, and my first taste of Isolde’s bounty was every bit as heady as I’d imagined. 
For Shay, though, it was even more powerful. 
“Fuck!” she gasped, her lips falling away as her tattoos began to feast on Isolde’s nectar as easily as my sorcerous seed. “It’s too much…I can’t…ooooh!”
Shay convulsed from an unexpected feeding climax, teeth sinking into her lips and hands squeezing her breasts. Her tattoos turned almost blinding, and if we’d been alone together, I would have licked my way across the intricate glyphs on her belly. But Isolde was my focus now, and I continued the battle alone. I twisted my finger inside her, beckoning her walls to clasp around it. She came almost immediately, though whether it was a reaction to Shay or because of my tender ministrations was impossible to say. Regardless, I enjoyed every second of her spasming thighs and clenching walls. There was no more gratifying sensation than knowing a woman had spent from your touch. 
“Faarea,” Shay gasped when she started coming down. Her fingers had drifted down from her breasts and slipped beneath the waistband of her trousers to massage her own quim. “I…I can’t hold anymore. If you came on me right now, I think I’d explode.”
She continued clamping down on her lip to try and steady herself, but her eyes reopened and fixated on my cock. It was the same ravenous look she’d given me when we’d stormed into the room—the one where she seemed like she wanted it jammed down her throat as fast as possible. But if her markings were overflowing…
“He needs a home,” she said. “Quick.”
She picked herself up and lunged at me. Taking my wrist, she tugged my arm away from Isolde, pulling my finger out of the amazon’s quim to her spasming cry of need. Shay took one look at the sodden digit before she drew it into her mouth, licking Isolde’s nectar while her free hand curled around my raging stem. I expected to feel the warmth of her lips upon it a few moments later, but after she’d sucked my finger clean, her gaze shifted to Isolde’s splayed legs…
And the virgin cunt glistening between them. 
“It’s time,” Shay said, her smile turning devilish. “You ready?”
Another surge of lust shot through me as she helped me to my feet and nudged me toward Isolde. I looked down upon the amazon, searching for any sign of reluctance or hesitation. But there were none. Her chest and breasts heaved from the aftermath of her climaxes, and her skin was coated in a sheen of sweat. Her brown eyes were wide and inviting, and the moment I’d positioned myself between her splayed legs, she locked her ankles behind my back and pulled me closer as if welcoming me in.
“Maskari,” she breathed. “I am yours.”
Back at Tanisgarde, I never would have believed that the tanned amazon beauty we’d battled could be the child of Jorem Farr. Her identity—and the blood legacy coursing through her veins—defied belief.
But not as much as the situation I found myself in. A week ago, Shayera Starwind, daughter of one of the Imperium’s greatest enemies, had gleefully given me her flower. And now Isolde Tal’Uthra, daughter of the mighty dragon, was begging me to claim hers as well. 
“What are you waiting for?” Shayera, still on her knees, asked impatiently. “Take her!”
Drawing in a deep breath, taking another second to drink in the raw beauty of the olive-skinned woman splayed wide beneath me, I eased the tip of my cock between her silky folds. 
Isolde gasped and bit down on her lip as I stretched her walls for the first time. Her right hand clutched at my bicep, while her left found Shayera’s and squeezed as I pushed further inside. 
“That’s it, honey,” Shay said, beaming. “That’s it…”
“Ooh!” Isolde cooed, whatever twinge of pain she may have felt instantly swept away by a cascade of pleasure—both hers and mine, melded together by her collar.
And then I was inside her, basking in the glorious clutching heat of her virgin cunt. As I looked down into her fluttering eyes and flushed cheeks, I could see the future as clearly as if I’d cast a divination spell. All the times I would take her, all the ways I’d wrap her body around me, all the pleasured cries she’d scream into my ear…
“Give it to her,” Shayera said, pressing a hand to my back as if to give me a push. “Come on!”
Rolling back my hips, I pulled out, then thrust back in, drawing another yelp from Isolde’s lips. I couldn’t even begin to fathom the intensity of the sensations she must have been feeling, fucking and being fucked all at the same time. Her thighs became a vise on my waist as I began thrusting in earnest, slamming into her wet, nubile flesh as if she were a piece of meat. 
My piece of meat. 
“Harder!” Shay demanded from beside me, fingers kneading her own breasts. “You gotta break her in!”
I pushed harder and deeper with each thrust, stretching Isolde’s walls and testing her limits. Despite the multiplied waves of pleasure crashing over her, it didn’t take her long to adapt to join my rhythm by churning her hips and straining her tight abdominal muscles. Her hands eventually reached up and wrapped around my neck, pulling me so I could look deep into her brown eyes and feel her panting breaths against my chin. When at last my tip hit something soft and supple, the spike of pleasure nearly overwhelmed me.
“It’s…it’s coming,” I warned, though I couldn’t have slowed my pace for anything. 
“Then pull out and give it to her!” Shay practically shouted. “I want to see those tits glistening!”
“N…no,” Isolde managed, head shaking. “I…I want it inside. Please…”
Her breathless pleas sent me right to the brink. Here I was, fucking the daughter of the dragon, and she was begging me to spill inside her…
Zarach have mercy.
“He can’t, honey,” Shayera said. “He could get you pregnant.”
“No,” the amazon rasped, shaking her head and pulling my lips within an inch of hers. Her eyes bored into mine, blazing with need, yet so tender, so vulnerable. “The tan’ratha…it shields me from…from…”
“Wait, what?!” Shayera gasped. “He can’t get you pregnant?”
“Not as long as I wear the…the…ooh!”
Isolde spent with a stilted scream and a full-body clench. Her legs, her arms, her carnal walls—they all grabbed and squeezed me for all they were worth. And they pulled me into the abyss with her. 
With a final ruthless thrust, I burst inside her, flooding her precious dragon womb for the first time. Spurt after spurt, spasm after spasm…
“Shit!” I breathed, light exploding behind my vision as I injected her with one more blast, pressing my pelvis to hers as hard as I could to ensure it went as deep as possible. Isolde seemed utterly unable to breathe; if she weren’t still holding onto me so tightly, I would have assumed that she’d passed out. But then her thighs and legs slowly relaxed their death grip on my waist, and her big brown eyes fluttered open and looked up at me. 
“Maskari,” she whispered. “My savior.”
I kissed her. I could still feel the echoes of her release trembling through her with the spasms of her inner muscles around my shaft, and she continued clutching me against her almost as tightly as when she’d spent. My hands shifted up her thighs, enjoying every inch of their smooth skin. 
“I can’t believe it,” Shayera gasped. “This is so unfair!”
I slowly broke off my kiss with Isolde to turn and look at her. Shay was still kneeling next to us, brow furrowed. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked. 
“Are you kidding?” 
I shook my head in confusion. “I don’t—”
“You can’t get her pregnant!” Shay blurted out. “You get to cum inside her whenever you want!”
I snorted, assuming she was feigning outrage…but when her face remained scrunched, I realized she was being serious. 
“Isn’t that a good thing?” I asked. 
“Of course it is!” Shayera shouted. “Do you have any idea how good it feels when you finish inside me?”
“Well, not rea—”
“Yes,” Isolde interrupted, still looking utterly drained beneath me. “It feels wonderful.”
“See!” Shayera said. “This is bullshit!”
I paused, panting for breath, lightheaded and confused. But then Shay snorted and laughed, and she leaned up next to us. 
“I’m just fucking with you,” she said, suddenly beaming as she pawed at the amazon’s breasts. “Do you have any clue how hot it was to watch you fuck her for the first time?”
I grunted. This girl was going to be the death of me someday. Maybe both these girls would…
“Oh, this is so good,” Shay said, licking at her lips. “Don’t get me wrong, it is kind of bullshit. I am really fucking jealous of you right now.”
Isolde smiled wearily. “I am sorry.”
“Don’t be. We’ll just have to get creative. There are other trinkets we can use…the artificers in the Academy back home make these belly rings for any female students who want them. I guess I’ll have to get one.”
With a lecherous grin, Shay leaned down to plant a kiss on the amazon’s breast above her nipple. “But that really was crazy hot, honey. I’m so glad you enjoyed it.”
Isolde smiled, still exhausted but clearly over the moon. “You were right. It was more intense to experience it myself.”
“And we’re only getting started. If he can cum inside you whenever he wants, I’ll make damn sure he abuses the privilege.”
The amazon chuckled softly. “What about you?”
“Oh, I’ll manage,” Shay said, turning to face me. “Because if you can’t cum inside me, I have another challenge for you tonight.”
“What’s that?” I asked, still catching my breath.
She sidled up close to me, lips at my cheek. “I want you to get me so fucking filthy I’ll need to dive overboard to wash it all off. Can you do that for me?”
I smiled. “I’m certainly willing to try.”




Interlude

The Crusade


She’s dead. They are  all dead. And without our help, you will soon join them. 
Veleca’s golden gauntlets squeezed the wooden railing. She wanted to believe that the demons were lying, that they were merely trying to torment her until her willpower wavered and let them in. They yearned for a body, a vessel to allow them to cross over into the realm from which they’d been banished. She harbored no illusions about their intentions. 
But for once, the monsters of the Pale spoke truth. Jurisa, the last Senosi Huntress, was gone. 
An old, familiar pain twisted in Veleca’s heart, unleashing a torrent of despair. 
For twenty years now, she had felt little else. The spark that had once sustained her—a desperate hope that her mistress’s crusade could somehow be revived—had long since faded. Even the dragon’s disappearance hadn’t rekindled the old flame. Veleca was a soldier, not a leader. Without the righteous determination of Inquisitrix Marcella, there was nothing to rebuild. Only ashes to mourn. 
The demons were right about Jurisa, and they were right about Veleca as well. Tomorrow night, she would join her sisters in oblivion. 
But not before she claimed her revenge. Not before Vorsalos and all of the Northern Reaches paid the price for their ignorance. 
“That was our mistake all along,” she said. “They don’t deserve to be saved. Only punished.”
Her voice was hollow and dark; the words died the moment they departed her lips. Even sound was muted here, suffocated like everything else in this wretched realm of shadows and demons and death. 
Swallowing the pain, trying her best not to choke on her rage, Veleca looked out across the motionless waters beneath the ship. If the legends were true, the Pale had once been a prison for the Fallen Gods after their defeat at the hands of the Wyrm Lords, but an eternity of torment had shattered their minds. All that remained were demons, haunted specters of raw power and emotion with just enough consciousness to yearn for freedom. 
If Veleca lingered here much longer, they would eventually destroy her mind as well. At times, she wondered if that might be for the best. Her body might be more useful—more destructive—as a host. 
But no, that dark thought was a symptom of their whispers worming into her head. It was time to leave this place and finish what she had started. 
Veleca lifted the palm-size runestone in her left hand. When she placed her thumb in the center, the power of the ancient relic coursed through her as if she had shattered a dam. 
The Runic Focus, one of the greatest surviving achievements of Avetharri artifice, was the only path to the Aether besides sorcery or the divine power of a Godsoul. Its pathways were limited to a single school of magic, but one school was all Veleca needed.
The gloom around her shifted, and with a sudden flash of green fire, her surroundings changed. She was still standing on the deck of a great warship, and she was still looking out upon a dark ocean. But here in the physical world, the moon was reflected on the water’s surface, and waves rhythmically crashed against the hull. There was a warmth in the air that hadn’t been there before, carrying with it the briny scent and soothing sounds of the sea. 
And on the eastern horizon, a few miles away, was the hauntingly familiar silhouette of Vorsalos, the City of Ravens. Once a beacon of justice and temperance, now a pit of corruption and wickedness.
“Take the others and get them into position,” she snarled, infusing her voice with the power of the artifact. “We attack at nightfall tomorrow.”
“Why wait?” a monstrous voice snarled behind her. “We can take them now.”
Scowling, Veleca turned to face the horrid creature standing behind her. Its hulking frame, crimson skin, and glowing green eyes set it apart from the shambling corpses awaiting her command here on the warship’s main deck. After losing contact with her demonic lieutenant at Tel Noroth, she had been forced to summon a lesser creature—a Tezigoth, a demon of malice and rage. Though what it lacked in cunning, it more than made up for in raw power. The creature had warped and twisted the fisherman’s body she had given to it into a grotesque abomination. It was now almost twice the size of a normal man, and had a fleshy, bestial face. Long black spines sprouted from its back, and its hands were punctuated by monstrous claws. 
“We will wait because I command it,” she said. “Now get our forces into position. We need to come at them from both sides if we’re to succeed.”
The demon growled under its breath. Veleca knew that if she weren’t holding the Focus, it would have already tried to tear her apart. Rage demons didn’t care about strategy or even victory, only slaughter. 
But her hold on its mind was immutable, and the hulking monstrosity began to lumber toward the fracture in the Pale she had opened on the port side of the deck. It shuffled into the rift along with the rest of her undead minions, and soon she was alone. Again. 
Her nose wrinkled at the stench of death. The main deck of the Black Harpy was littered with corpses and splattered with blood, but the lower cabins were undoubtedly even more macabre. A good portion of the crew had been asleep when her undead minions had emerged from the water and crawled aboard, though only a few had been fortunate enough to die in their sleep. The rest had been beaten, clawed, and gutted.
But their service to this great vessel was far from over. The Black Harpy was a fixture here in the Gulf of Denedar, an enduring symbol of Vorsalosian might. Most of the city’s citizens would find its sudden appearance in the city’s harbor surprising but not at all threatening…at least, not until it was too late. 
Grinning bitterly, Veleca lifted the Runic Focus and once again allowed its dark power to flow through her. A high-pitched hiss cut through the air as the invisible fracture in the Pale widened and spewed forth more tiny demons. The spirits couldn’t survive long in the physical world without bodies to possess, but the Black Harpy was now full of empty vessels just waiting for new hosts. 
“Arise,” she said, watching in grim satisfaction as the bloodied corpses strewn across the deck began twitching back to life. “Arise…and heed the final call of the Crusade.”




4
Back to Business

Mirek


Morning arrived unsolicited as usual, and when the rays of sunlight filtered in through the cabin’s porthole, I was seriously tempted to weave a transmutation spell to seal the opening and return the cabin to sweet, blessed darkness. But as my mind slowly returned to consciousness, I remembered that our late-night revelries had merely been a prelude to what might very well be the most important day of our lives.  
The undead were still coming. And we were the only ones who could stop them. 
“Shit,” I managed, lifting my face out of the pillow. My head felt like it weighed a hundred pounds. 
I turned to the side, half-expecting to see Shayera in a Dal’Rethi trance to bleed off the excess energy I must have given her last night. But no, she was lying atop Isolde right next to me, her head lodged comfortably between the amazon’s breasts where she had apparently passed out. 
Grinning, I propped myself up on an elbow and wiped the back of my hand across my mouth. Shay’s golden hair was spilled everywhere, while Isolde’s brown mane was matted against the pillow. Their bodies looked so sticky I feared I might have to peel them apart. I had made an absolute mess of both of them. 
“Mm…” Shayera groaned, her voice muffled by Isolde’s breast. “Did we miss the apocalypse?”
“Maybe,” I muttered. 
“Good. Then I’m going back to sleep.”
I snorted. But after rubbing my eyes again, I realized she actually had fallen back asleep. I blinked, wondering if Isolde might pop up and scold Shay about sleeping in, but the amazon looked practically dead, too. It was a stark contrast to Arkney Falls where she had gotten up, taken a bath, and brought us breakfast before we’d stirred. Last night had evidently taken even more out of her than our first…uh, bonding session.
“We need to get to the city,” I said, raising my voice and leaning all the way up. “The sooner we warn them what’s coming, the better.”
Neither girl moved. I sighed, struggling to resist the urge to close my own eyes and join them. It wasn’t as if we didn’t deserve a day off—we’d had back-to-back days of travel and fighting, not to mention the most intense sex of my life. It seemed like a great injustice that we couldn’t lie here all day resting. And fucking. And then resting some more. 
But I couldn’t keep my thoughts from flashing to Farah and this completely insane plan she was a part of. Eventually, the anger I’d been bottling up got me awake and out of bed. 
“Oh…” Isolde suddenly moaned, her eyes fluttering open and fastening on me. “What is wrong?”
“Nothing,” I soothed. My growing rage must have awakened her as well. “Just, uh, it’s time to get up.”
“Of course.” The amazon cleared her throat and tried to lean up, only to notice that Shay was slung over her breasts like a sandbag. And when Isolde gently tried to move her, she didn’t budge.
“I’m never leaving this tit,” Shayera said, eyes remaining closed. “It’s the most comfortable thing in the world.”
I snorted. “Shay…”
“No one gets to wake up princesses until they’re ready. It’s the law. Somewhere.”
“But day has broken,” Isolde said, sliding her fingers through Shayera’s golden mane. “We need to—”
“I’m your Maskari,” Shay said. “You have to do what I say, right? Well…I say you keep these perfect pillows of yours right here.”
Isolde looked up at me, confused and seemingly helpless. I knew precisely how she felt, having experienced the same reaction to our half-elven companion about a dozen times over the past week. It was hard to believe I’d only known her that long…
But I already knew her weaknesses nearly as well as her strengths. Stepping behind her on the bed, I gently slid my fingers up the back of her smooth inner thighs…
And pinched her on the ass. 
She yelped so loudly it probably woke half the ship, and she hopped up and whirled around as if to slap my hand away. I snatched her wrist in the middle of her arc, then pulled her up and into my arms with a firm tug. Her turquoise eyes narrowed dangerously, and she tried and failed to blow the hair out of her face. 
“Good morning,” I said. 
Huffing in annoyance, she spun her neck around as Isolde got up. 
“My pillows,” Shay lamented. “Please don’t take them away.”
“They will be here for you later,” Isolde said as she stood. “You need not worry.”
“They’d better be.”
Chuckling, I brought our lips together for a long, deep kiss. “You aren’t glowing,” I whispered when I pulled back. “I figured you’d be overflowing after last night.”
Shay smiled. “I wanted to keep every spark of energy for tonight. But I wouldn’t complain if you wanted to top me up again just in case…”
She shuffled in my lap, sliding her agile legs around my waist until she was straddling me. I could feel the heat of her quim against me, and it would have been so easy to slip inside her again. We’d had this problem every morning since we’d met, and we’d given in every time. 
But today…today needed to be different. And despite her playful smile, I knew she understood that too. 
“You’ll have to make do for now,” I told her. “We need to get cleaned up.”
Shay groaned. “You don’t suppose they have rainwater buckets or something on the ship, do you?” 
“I saw several pump rooms last night on the way in. I’m sure we can use one.”
“Pump rooms? How is a seawater bath supposed to help? Getting hot, salty liquid shot all over me is what got me filthy in the first place.”
I snorted. “Oh, the water is cold as hell—don’t you remember swimming all the way back to the harbor?”
“To be honest, that whole thing is kind of a blur,” she grumbled. “You probably want us to freeze so our nipples get hard.”
“That’s just a bonus. Besides, you’re the one who wanted to sleep on a party ship instead of the forest.”
“And it was totally worth it. Don’t even try to deny it.”
“I won’t,” I said, brushing her cheek, then turning to look at Isolde. Last night still seemed like a fever dream. I couldn’t believe that the daughter of the dragon was sharing my bed…or that I was the man who’d been given the privilege of claiming her for the first time. In the span of a week, I had deflowered the two most beautiful and important girls in the Northern Reaches. 
I really hoped that Zarach was looking out for me, because one man could only get lucky for so long. And tonight definitely had the potential to balance the scales. 
“Come on,” I said, helping Shay slide out of my lap. “Let’s see what else this boat has to offer.”
As it turned out, there was an empty pump room a few holds further away, and we all piled in and closed the door behind us. Most warships had pumps, of course, but a main deck hose-down simply wouldn’t suffice for a ship that tried to double as an inn. Realizing that, the owners had gotten creative. 
Still, I couldn’t help but appreciate how much easier everything was back in the Imperium where artifice and sorcery were common rather than shunned. On most Imperial vessels this size, especially ones designed to ferry important passengers to Talisham or Ebara, the arcanists could simply transmute fresh water for the crew on a daily basis, while the elementalists could heat or cool it as they wished. If any of my contemporaries from the Aetherium were here now, they would call this vessel barbaric. 
But then, a lot of them were idiots. And I was the one standing here with two naked beauties about to take a bath. 
The device worked reasonably well, too. While I worked the pump, Shay pointed the hose at Isolde and blasted her with bursts of cold water that made her nipples rock hard like we’d predicted. The amazon’s protests made Shay giggle, while the sight of her athletic body soaking wet made me hard. Thanks to her collar, my reaction made Isolde hot, which in turn made Shay hot…and the whole thing was about to cascade into another threesome before I stole the hose from Shay and turned it on her instead. 
As she cooled off, Isolde cooled off…mostly. Ultimately, the only way to break this ridiculous pleasure loop was for me to close my eyes and avoid looking at their wet bodies. It was easily the most difficult thing I had ever done, up to and including developing my own teleportation techniques. 
But eventually, I mustered the strength to push through, and once the girls were dried off and dressed, I was reasonably sure I could keep my libido under control…for a while. 
The delightful smells of breakfast wafted out from the galley through the ship, and I tried to focus on my hunger rather than my companions. The deck was only about half as full as it had been last night, possibly less, and most of the customers were eating more or less quietly while nursing obvious hangovers. There weren’t any ongoing games or competitions, either; even the wenches were all upright serving food rather than scuttling beneath tables for some extra coin. 
We drew several looks when we entered, especially Isolde, and I wondered if it was because of her amazon armor or because the people here had witnessed her miraculous victory last night. Regardless, I drew a few gazes as well, though they were on the nastier side. I understood why; Zarach knew I would have been jealous if I’d seen another man retire to the cabin with a pretty girl on either arm. 
It felt fantastic to be that man though. I couldn’t help but strut everywhere I went. 
About ten minutes later, after we’d all finished a quick meal, we headed up the stairs back to the main deck. The sun was so bright—and the ship had been so dark—that I had to squint like a bloody orc emerging from a cave. My mind raced ahead to the next few hours, and my stomach twisted when I thought about how I would almost certainly have to risk another meeting with Farah…
But before I could start brooding in earnest, I realized we weren’t alone on the deck. Standing there by the starboard railing was the burly man with a patchy beard Isolde had humiliated last night. He had two equally burly friends with him…and none of them looked amused. 
“Ferryman taking his sweet time?” I asked, forcing a smile even as the back of my neck tingled in warning. Wounded pride was one of the most powerful motivators there was, and the look on this idiot’s face didn’t fill me with confidence. I wasn’t overly concerned about losing a brawl, obviously—my magic could handle all three of them without any trouble. But I had no interest in beating down some random locals.
“He’ll be along in a few minutes,” the man said. He didn’t have any weapons on him, but the men at his sides both had rather nasty-looking cutlasses on their belts. Though I was far more concerned about the two men with crossbows trying to be sneaky up on the forecastle behind us.
“Glad to hear it,” I said conversationally, coming to a halt well out of arm’s reach. 
“Enough time to have a little chat,” the man said, shifting his gaze to Isolde. “About cheating sorcerers.”
Isolde met his glare head-on. “I told you last night,” she said, voice calm but with a distinct icy coating, “I did not employ sorcery.”
“Bullshit!” he snarled. “No woman is that strong on her own.”
Shayera snorted. “Uh-oh, looks like you made him sad. Probably stayed up all night crying himself to sleep.”
The man swiveled his glare to Shayera, but Isolde took a step forward before anyone else could move.
“Your time would be better spent practicing your skills than complaining about a defeat,” she said. “There is no shame in being defeated by a daughter of Nol Krovos.”
His eyes flashed with rage, and my entire body tensed. If I needed to, I could teleport all three of these idiots out over the water, but I doubted that Isolde would need my help with them. No, I needed to concentrate on summoning an arcane barrier to protect us in case the idiots on the forecastle tried to shoot us…
“Nol Krovos,” the man practically spat. “Your kind ain’t welcome here.”
“Don’t worry, we aren’t planning on sticking around this pisshole any longer than we have to,” Shayera said, being the complete opposite of helpful. “I suggest you swallow your pride and get out of here before she gives you a proper beatdown.”
I couldn’t tell if the man had even heard her. He was still glaring at Isolde, a dark and frankly bizarre fury behind his eyes that she seemed more than content to meet. It was like watching a pair of beasts stare each other down, except only one of them had claws. 
“We’ve all heard rumors about that island of yours,” the man went on. “Strange powers and dark magic…the Inquisitrix should have burned that whole damned place into the sea.”
It was, it turned out, the stupidest thing the man could have possibly said. Isolde lunged forward so quickly her body became a blur, and she punched the burly man squarely in the face. 
I’d seen my share of men get pummeled before, including gory fistfights with lost teeth and broken noses. But I’d never seen a man’s jaw shatter in a single punch before. 
Or watch him go flying backward off the edge of the ship like he’d been kicked by an ogre. 
I froze in place, stunned with disbelief. If the men on the forecastle had decided to fire, my hesitation could have been a real problem…but everyone, including them and Shay and the other goons, were completely paralyzed by the display. My mouth fell open as I looked at Isolde, and I swore I saw a flash of flame behind her eyes…
“Escar’s mercy!” one of the other thugs blurted out as he and his partner scattered away from the amazon as fast as their legs could carry him. The men on the forecastle disappeared as well, ducking behind the railing and trying to pretend like they’d never been there at all. 
Meanwhile, I heard splashes from over the starboard side of the boat. Leaning forward, I peered over the edge. The patch-bearded idiot was thrashing and shouting in the water as he tried to swim to the ferry heading our way from the dock. 
“Le’thos,” Shayera breathed, eyes agape. “How…?”
Isolde was standing there staring at her knuckles, looking almost as confused as we were. “I am not certain,” she whispered. “But I believe we should leave this place as quickly as possible.”
“Yeah,” I said gravely. “I think you’re right.”
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We were halfway back to where we’d left Mithros in the sparse woods when Shayera abruptly brought us to a halt.
“Okay, we seem to be in the clear,” she said. “So what in the name of the bloody Pale was that about?”
“I am not certain,” Isolde replied, her face tight with concern. “I did not intend to strike him so hard.”
“How could you strike him that hard?” I asked. “Shay isn’t that strong even with her Dal’Rethi markings. It’s a miracle you didn’t kill him.”
“Or knock him out so he drowned,” Shayera agreed.
The amazon took in a long, slow breath as she looked down at her hand again. “Yes,” she whispered. “It is.”
“I understand being upset about what he said. Normally, I wouldn’t have blamed you for punching him in the teeth.” 
“I should not be goaded so easily,” Isolde said quietly. “Not today or last night. Especially since neither of my Maskari wanted me to participate in the contest.”
“I’m not really worried about that part, honey,” Shayera said. “I’m the last person who should scold you about impulse control and stupid bets. I did tell you how Mirek and I met, right?”
“I should possess more self-discipline,” Isolde went on as if she hadn’t heard the comment. “But something about the sight of that man filled me with rage.”
Shayera shrugged. “His trousers did clash with his tunic. Poor fashion choices are pretty irritating.”
“Filled with rage,” I echoed her words, frowning. “You don’t strike me as the type who normally has that problem.”
“I do not,” Isolde said. “It almost felt like…”
She trailed off, her tan skin suddenly paling as she came to the same realization I had, either naturally or because her collar had shared my thoughts. 
“The demon,” I said gravely. “Perhaps it still has some limited ability to exert influence over you.”
Shayera’s expression darkened. “I thought we’d contained it? Wasn’t that the whole deal with the collar?”
“We gave her help to keep it under control, but that’s not the same thing as containment. Until we figure out a way to exorcize it safely, the monster will always be there inside her.”
“Le’thos,” Shayera hissed. She stared at Isolde for a minute, then moved over and placed a hand on the amazon’s arm. “But you feel all right?”
“Yes,” Isolde said. “I cannot hear the beast…but I can feel it stirring.” She grimaced. “If I cannot control its influence, then it may not be safe to be around me. I should leave you—”
“Whoa, whoa,” Shayera warned. “You’re not going anywhere. Beating up one idiot who deserved it isn’t the end of the world. And you controlled it just fine during the fight at the plantation.”
The amazon nodded slowly, but she looked as disturbed as I felt. In retrospect, it had probably been foolish to think a problem this severe had been solved so easily. But everything had seemed all right since we’d bonded with her…
“We’ll get this thing out of you, don’t worry,” Shayera insisted. “If anyone can figure out a permanent solution, it’s my dad. All we need to do is save Vorsalos from an army of undead first. And hey, a little demon rage might come in handy for that.”
Isolde looked down at the half-elf for a moment, then smiled thinly. “Your confidence is…reassuring.”
“Good.” Shayera smiled sweetly, then stretched up on the toes of her boots and gave Isolde a gentle kiss on the lips. “But hey, at least we have an explanation for your strength. Maybe it also helped make you a little wild in bed last night, too.”
The amazon grunted, and her cheeks flushed pink. “I do not believe so.”
“Good. Because if it was the demon making you that fun, we’d have to leave it in there forever.”
With a wry smirk on her face, Shayera planted another kiss on Isolde’s lips. This one was long and dangerously passionate, the kind where I feared she might not be able to let up. When she did eventually pull back, it seemed to take her enormous effort. 
“We need to get to Mithros,” Shayera said, looking back at me. “He’s going to be pissed we left him alone all night.”
“Let’s just hope he didn’t raid a farm overnight,” I said. I smiled and started walking, but I couldn’t shake the ominous feeling in my gut. If that demon did manage to reassert control sometime…
Well, it had thoroughly stomped Shayera and I back at Tanisgarde all by itself. Realistically, there was no way we could stop it. 
At least, not without killing Isolde. 
With that dark thought looping through my head, we continued on. 
[image: image-placeholder]Mithros wasn’t sour like Shayera had predicted. In fact, he seemed quite pleased with himself when we found him, likely because he’d apparently bagged himself a buck overnight. He had already ripped the deer’s flank apart, and the gray fur on his chin and paws were matted with blood. 
I remembered how terrified I’d been of him when Shayera had first introduced us. She had relentlessly mocked me for it, but seeing him in the middle of a feast, I suddenly felt vindicated. Flightless or not, he was an eight-hundred pound killing machine. 
“Good boy!” Shayera said, dashing over the moment we spotted him. 
To me, it seemed insane to approach an animal standing guard over his fresh kill, but Mithros apparently didn’t mind in the slightest. The look in his green eyes almost seemed inviting, as if he were about to ask her to pull up a chair.
Or perhaps he just wanted his mother to pet and praise him. Either way, I made sure to keep my distance. 
“How’s my adorable little murderer this morning?” she cooed in her baby voice as she snuggled up to him. “Mama’s so proud of you!”
I couldn’t decide if the way she acted around him was crazy or incredible, so I always ended up splitting the difference. As it turned out, they made for a heady combination in a girlfriend. 
Mithros did seem a little annoyed about leaving behind his kill, but he didn’t fuss all that much as Shayera strapped on his saddle and got him ready. I let her and Isolde ride, less out of chivalry than lingering concern about getting eaten. Though I was always happy to play it up as the former to score a few easy points.
We made good time to the city, far better than we would have while stumbling through the dark last night, but I swore I could still feel each and every minute slipping away. We didn’t know precisely when Veleca and her undead horde would attack, but the safe bet was after nightfall. 
Half a day to prepare the city for the apocalypse, I mused. It doesn’t quite seem fair. 
My thoughts shifted back to when I’d first arrived here several months back. Suffice to say, the fabled City of Ravens had left me quite unimpressed. Nearly everything about it, from the architecture to the people, had seemed inferior to the settlements back home. Velashel was a bigger harbor, Drakendaar was a much larger city, and even the most backward Crell village had more impressive works of artifice. There hadn’t been a single golem or even glowstone in sight when I’d stepped off my ship. 
Over time, my harsh opinion had softened a bit, especially once I’d learned more about the city’s recent history, especially with sorcery. If nothing else, the people of Vorsalos had become tough and resilient out of sheer necessity. They had survived wars and infighting on a scale no Crell settlement had dealt with since the formation of the Imperium. That had to count for something. 
But looking at the northern gate in the distance as we approached, I no longer saw a durable barrier that had held against the Highwind army during the War of the Three Cities—I saw a thirty-foot high wall that the undead would be able to walk through as easily as a shattered palisade. And if I couldn’t convince Farah to deploy the Corvosi and reorganize the defenses, the resilience of the local population wasn’t going to matter a damn bit. 
“Not much of a crowd trying to get in,” Shayera commented as we stopped in the woods a few hundred yards away. “What are the odds that they know what happened at the plantation last night?”
“Not high,” I said. “The workers had enough trouble on their hands with the chaos and the fires; I doubt any of them rode here in the middle of the night. And if the morning patrols went that way, they wouldn’t have had time to ride there and head back yet.”
“Probably for the best. None of the guards will have heard wild tales about exploding granaries and an amazon warrior riding a leophon.”
I grunted softly as I glanced over at the giant winged cat. At the moment, he seemed content to roll around on his back and sun his belly, a behavior that seemed almost darkly comical after we’d found him with bloody claws this morning. He probably wasn’t going to be amused when Shayera asked him to wait outside again. 
“I doubt they’ll give us any trouble,” I said, looking ahead to the guards milling about outside the gate. Not a single one of them had any idea what was coming for them tonight. “But if they do, I’ll handle it.”
“I was actually thinking about that on the way here,” Shayera said. “What if you make us invisible while we head inside?”
I arched an eyebrow at her. “Are you serious?”
She planted her hands on her hips. “Can’t you tell?”
“Almost never,” I admitted. 
“Good, that’s the way I like it,” she said with a playful snicker. “But for once, I’m not full of shit. A girl in amazon armor is going to raise eyebrows—and stiffen some trousers. And as for me…well, I have created something of a fuss twice in the past week.”
“Something of a fuss is one way to put it,” I murmured. “Half the city has probably heard about the half-elf girl with the glowing tattoos by now.”
“Think of all the trouble we could have avoided if you’d just lost that duel like you were supposed to.” Shayera playfully bumped her hip into mine. “But seriously, it’s a good idea.”
“You’re probably right,” I conceded. “It will be hard to maintain the spell that long, though, especially over multiple people.”
“Then I have bad news. Because I want you to make Mithros invisible, too.”
I blinked. “What?”
“I’m not leaving him outside the city,” Shayera said pointedly. “Not when the undead could shift out of the Pale at any moment. He could get stuck out here on his own!”
“But where are you going to put him? I can’t keep him invisible forever, and someone’s probably going to notice the giant winged cat wandering through the streets.”
“Then we’re in luck, because he won’t be wandering anywhere.” She reached out and scratched his head. “I already thought about this before we even met. Not the invisibility part, obviously, but what I might do with him if I could miraculously get him inside the city. There’s a big abandoned building a few blocks from the northern gate—used to be a warehouse for the Lecasi Brotherhood and a few other groups since. But I did some checking, and it’s been abandoned for a while now. Except for the rats, anyway, but he’ll consider them a bonus.”
I pursed my lips. I had never even considered this part of the plan before. While I didn’t particularly like it, she wasn’t wrong to be concerned about him getting trapped out here. With the Avetharri relic at her disposal, Veleca could tear open a rift to the Pale practically anywhere. And when her army launched their feint attack here at the northern gate, Mithros could easily end up in trouble. 
“When the attack begins, it is unlikely that anyone in the city will care about a leophon,” Isolde put in. “They will have other things on their mind.”
“Exactly,” Shayera said with an approving nod. “Plus, then he can fight with us! Wouldn’t you rather have his big mitts swatting around zombies instead of deer?”
I sighed. “All right, fine. I guess we don’t have much choice.”
“That’s the spirit,” she said, smacking me on the ass. “You ready?”
“I suppose,” I grumbled. “But the guards do sometimes have hounds at the gates to sniff incoming wagons for contraband.”
“Can your magic do anything about that?”
“No. But if I stay visible, I can at least occupy their attention while the two of you ride through. But you’ll have to keep him quiet. If a giant invisible cat suddenly sneezes…”
“He’ll behave,” Shayera said. “Don’t worry about it.”
“It is regrettable that we must stoop to deception,” Isolde commented, brow furrowed as she looked off into the distance. “This would be much easier if we could simply announce our intentions to aid in the defense of the city.”
Shayera snorted. “If only it were that simple. A Crell spy, the princess of Highwind, the daughter of Jorem Farr…if someone was making a list of the city’s enemies, we’d be near the top.”
The amazon’s face scrunched slightly, clearly not happy about resorting to trickery. Distantly, I wondered how long she’d have to spend with Shayera before she was cured of that particular affliction. 
“If you believe it will help, then so be it,” Isolde said. “I am prepared.”
“Good,” I said. “Just remember, no strange noises. When I draw their attention, try to stay as far away as possible from anyone else, then head through the gate. I’ll meet you on the other side.”
“Right,” Shayera said, hopping back up into the saddle and helping Isolde settle in behind her. “We’ll make our way to the warehouse. It’s on the corner of Ash and Sturgeon—you can’t miss it.”
“I hope the Flensing will not overwhelm you,” Isolde said, brow furrowed. 
“So do I,” I murmured. “Let’s get this over with.” 
Taking a deep breath, I reached out to the Aether and allowed its warm, soothing currents to spread through me as if I’d stepped into a bath. The momentary comfort was a lie, of course; the longer the energy flowed through me, the more toxic it became. I had never tried to maintain an invisibility spell for more than a few minutes before, but I couldn’t afford to wait until we reached the gate. Otherwise, the guards who’d seen us coming would wonder what had happened to my traveling companions. 
I focused my attention on Mithros and the two women, and I wove the currents of magic around them until they all vanished from sight. My forearm began to tingle from the exertion, and I braced myself for the pain that would follow in the next few minutes. 
“All right,” I said. “Let’s go.”
I walked toward the gate as quickly as I could without jogging, and I felt more than heard the leophon shadowing my movements. If nothing else, asking a cat to be silent was far easier than asking the same of humans. I was just worried that he might do something unpredictable, like roar when he realized he couldn’t see himself. But fortunately, he either didn’t notice or didn’t care. 
Unfortunately, however, maintaining the spell proved even more strenuous than I’d expected. I could feel the sweat gathering under my collar, and the tingle in my arms transformed into a burning sensation well before we arrived. 
But fate wasn’t completely against us. There were no sniffing hounds outside, only two bored-looking soldiers who didn’t seem particularly interested in the lone traveler approaching them. They might have let me pass without a single question of intent, but I needed to give the girls a distraction in case someone noticed the subtle but inexplicable paw prints on the rocky path. 
I struck up some quick, meaningless banter about the weather to draw their attention, but I didn’t push my luck by attempting to engage in a real conversation. Keeping the strain off my face required an inordinate amount of focus, and the moment I was sure the girls had made it, I followed them through the gate. 
Shayera’s directions were simple enough to follow, but I was nearly ready to retch by the time we arrived at the warehouse in question. The building was an eyesore, to be sure, with boarded-up windows and a tattered roof that probably stopped rain as well as a sieve. I couldn’t even imagine this kind of decay being tolerated in the Imperium, especially this close to the main gate. But then, Drakendaar hadn’t been under the thumb of pirates and smugglers for generations, either. 
The street was relatively empty, with most people avoiding the property while they went about their daily routines. I felt Shayera lead Mithros around back into an adjoining alley, and I followed the moment no one was looking. I waited a few seconds to be sure we hadn’t been spotted, then released my hold on the spell. 
“That was almost creepy,” Shayera said, scratching the leophon’s ear while looking at her newly visible hand. “Makes it easier to understand why people might have actually wanted Senosi around back in the day.”
“Almost,” I grumbled, grimacing in pain and clutching at my arms. A latticework of purple veins had become visible beneath my skin, as if they were all about to burst. 
“Is there anything we can do?” Isolde asked, sliding out of the saddle and moving over to me. 
I could see the concern darkening her face, and I really hoped her collar wasn’t making her nauseous as well. This seemed to be one of those rare moments when our strange bond was a burden rather than an advantage.
“No,” I said, forcing myself to take a series of long, relaxing breaths. “I just…I need a few minutes.”
When the pain lingered despite my breathing exercises, I started getting worried that this had been a big mistake. I was almost certainly going to need my magic to reach Farah; I couldn’t afford to simply sit around waiting. 
But then the burning finally ebbed back into an uncomfortable tingle, and I set my teeth as I studied our surroundings. 
“Still sure you want to go through with your plan?” Shayera asked. “Because we could still try and find another way.”
“There isn’t one,” I said, shaking my head. “The Ravenguard and the Corvosi need to be prepared for the attack. And the only way for us to do that is to warn Farah.”
“We could always storm the Regent-Lord’s mansion. I’m sure the three of us could cause enough chaos to get an audience.”
“Not the kind that would help our cause,” I replied dryly as I inspected our surroundings. We may have been off the beaten path, but all it would take was one person to look down the alley and see Mithros to cause a stir. 
“These walls are in poor condition,” Isolde said, perhaps picking up on my thoughts through her collar. “Gaining entry will not be difficult.”
“But it might be loud,” I said, suppressing another grimace. If not for the Flensing already taking a nice chomp out of me, I could have simply teleported us inside. The gaps in the wood were large enough that I could easily see where we were going. 
“I will be as quiet as possible,” Isolde said, moving to the wall. Before this morning, I would have wondered if she could muster the strength to pry open the wood, but that no longer seemed to be a concern. She found a gap in one of the walls and snapped the wood to make a large enough opening for us—and more importantly, Mithros—to pass through. 
No one came to investigate, at least not before we moved inside. Though dark, I could see enough of the interior to confirm it was in as bad of shape as the outside. Rotten wood, empty shelves, broken crates…and far too many legs skittering in the darkness just out of sight. 
“I’ll head to the Crestmark District,” I said. “You three have fun here.”
“How wonderfully dank,” Shayera murmured. “What a great place to spend the day.”
“This was your idea,” I reminded her. 
“Yeah, well, that doesn’t mean I can’t complain about it.” She pursed her lips, then placed a hand on my chest. “You’re absolutely sure about this?”
“Yes,” I told her, squeezing her fingers. “And Isolde will sense if I’m in trouble.”
She clearly didn’t like it anymore than I did, but she just as clearly understood that we didn’t have much choice. Farah, the woman whose insane scheme had started all this—the woman who’d had Shay poisoned and kidnapped—was the key to saving Vorsalos. 
“This shouldn’t take long,” I said. “I have a feeling I’ll either get through to her quickly or not at all.”
“Is that supposed to make me feel better about this plan?” Shayera asked. 
“No,” I said grimly. “Not in the slightest.”
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The Stakeout

Shayera


“I’m bored again.” 
My voice echoed through the abandoned warehouse, and Isolde pulled her head from the narrow crack in the wood where she had been watching the streets outside. 
“I frequently sense this emotion from you,” the amazon said. 
“Not that frequently,” I protested as I continued gently stroking Mithros’s ear. “Only when I’m in a gross, smelly barn for hours on end.”
Isolde raised a brown eyebrow. “Mirek has only been gone for ten minutes.”
“What? There’s no way. It’s been at least triple that!”
“I am afraid you are mistaken. He reached the Crestmark District, and it was not that long of a walk.”
I made a sour face. “Okay, well, it feels like it’s been hours. I’m going to lose my mind if we have to stay here all afternoon.”
Groaning, I searched the mostly empty building for inspiration, but the empty shelves, broken crates, and piles of debris were as dull as they’d been when we’d arrived. Still, at least the rats were keeping their distance thanks to Mithros. 
“There has to be something we can do,” I said. 
Isolde shrugged. “Given the circumstances, I am not certain how we could be of use to him.”
“I never said we needed to do something useful. I’ll settle for something fun.”
“I see,” the amazon murmured. “What did you have in mind?”
Getting those perfect tits of yours back in my mouth as soon as possible. Then licking your dragon cunt until I’m so overcharged I can’t see straight. 
“Nothing in particular,” I said instead. 
“If you wish me to grant you sexual release, you need merely ask.”
I blinked. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever get used to her being so forthright. I hoped I didn’t, because every time she offered herself to me, an electric tingle raced through my body from my toes to my tits. 
“For your sake, honey, you’re going to have to learn to filter out some of what that collar tells you,” I said. “Because my mind is a dark and scary place.”
“There is nothing frightening about your thoughts,” Isolde said. “I find them…invigorating.”
“That’s one way to describe it. Someone else might call it ‘chronically randy.’”
“Regardless, I do not find it bothersome in the least.”
I pushed my tongue hard into the back of my teeth. I still couldn’t imagine what it must have been like to wear that thing. When I got hot, she got hot—it was like something out of a dream. One of my dreams, in particular, which made it ten times bawdier than normal. 
Gods, Mirek should have known better than to leave me alone with this girl for any length of time. I absolutely couldn’t be trusted with this kind of responsibility. 
“Too bad this place is such a mood-killer,” I said, sweeping my eyes around the building again. “We should really find another place to wait.”
Isolde frowned. “But your pet cannot leave.”
I scratched Mithros’s head again. Not long after we’d come in here, he’d tactically positioned himself beneath the brightest sunbeams filtering in through the cracked roof. If history was any guide, he’d be soaking up those rays for hours. 
“He won’t go anywhere,” I said more or less confidently. “At the very least, we could take a stroll around the neighborhood or something.”
“Are you not concerned that we will be recognized?” Isolde asked. 
“That’s what the hoods are for.” I gestured toward my pack. “Look, I’m not saying there’s no risk involved. I’m just saying that it’s a far greater risk to let me sit here being bored.”
“A risk to whom?”
“Me, mostly,” I admitted. “But I’m good at turning my problems into other people’s problems, so it’s bad all around.”
Isolde frowned. “I’m not sure I understand.”
“Don’t think about it too hard,” I muttered, patting Mithros one last time before hopping to my feet. “The point is that I need some fresh air. Besides, if Mirek does get in trouble, wouldn’t it be better if we were close by?”
“Yes,” she conceded. “Unless we create trouble of our own.”
“Yeah, but that definitely probably won’t happen,” I said, snickering as I opened my pack and retrieved my cloak. “Now let’s go have some fun.”
[image: image-placeholder]A few minutes later, the two of us were strolling down the street outside the warehouse. Vorsalos had such dreary weather most days that plenty of people wore hoods, so a couple of travelers in bland, tightly drawn traveling cloaks didn’t attract much attention. Certainly not as much as two young, pretty girls like us would have otherwise. 
On any other day, I would have enjoyed the lecherous looks and surreptitious glances, but right now I was happy to trade anonymity for fresh air. 
My mother’s bow was probably the biggest attention-grabber. Isolde had tucked it beneath the shield she’d also strapped over her back, which mostly concealed the runes on the limbs unless someone got close. And if they did…well, at that point they’d have a better chance of seeing her red amazon leathers anyway. 
“Where is it you wished to go?” Isolde asked as we walked. “I am unfamiliar with the points of interest in this city.”
“There aren’t many,” I told her. “And we should avoid all the fun ones anyway.”
“More places like the smuggler’s ship?”
I grinned. “Most are less bawdy. Though some are quite a bit more. There’s one brothel near the Sallows that makes the whorehouses in Highwind seem like chapels by comparison.”
Both her brows shot up. “That is difficult to believe.”
“I’ll have to show you sometime.” I grinned and gave her a playful bump on the hip. “Any updates from our boy, by the way?” 
Isolde’s face went stiff in concentration. “He has reached the estate, but he has not made contact with his ally or the Regent Lord.”
“But he hasn’t been caught yet, either. That’s something.” 
I nibbled at my lip as a small patrol of Ravenguard soldiers passed by, their red plumes fluttering in the salty breeze. I still didn’t like the idea of Mirek being out there alone, with or without Isolde’s collar feeding her his emotions. Knowing he was in trouble wouldn’t be particularly useful if he got himself stabbed before we could get to him. 
But he was right that we didn’t have much choice. And a sorcerer who could go invisible and teleport was about as safe as one could get. For my coin, the most likely outcome here would be his idiot accomplice trying and failing to capture him again. He’d come back to us disappointed, and then we’d have to figure out a way to defend the city all on our own. Because that’s what heroes did. 
Still, I would definitely feel better if we could be a bit closer to him. Just in case. 
As we approached one of the busier intersections in the northwestern quarter of the city, I gently took Isolde’s wrist and led her south down a narrow but important street. I wouldn’t have been surprised if Mirek had gone this way earlier; it was the best compromise between speed and safety if one wanted to reach the Crestmark District from the northern gate. 
“You wish to be close in case he needs us,” Isolde noted.
“I think it’s prudent,” I told her. “And Mithros will be fine, don’t worry about him.”
I was mostly confident about his behavior, and I did my best to hide my doubts in the event her collar picked them up. There was no point in making her worry. 
“Well, what do you think of the City of Ravens so far?” I asked. “Not as pretty as Nol Krovos, I bet.”
“No,” Isolde replied instantly. “It is not.”
“It’s all the browns and grays. And the constant stench of rotting fish doesn’t help.”
Her cute little nose curled slightly. “It is not so bad this far from the docks.”
“Just wait,” I warned. “Though growing up on an island, you’re probably used to it.”
“Somewhat. I spent a great deal of time on the beach as a child. But once I was old enough to train, I rarely had time for anything else.”
I nodded in understanding. “I know how you feel. The moment I was strong enough to lift a blade, my father wanted me to start learning how to defend myself. And my mom had me practicing with a bow even before that.”
“My mother felt the same.”
I winced despite myself, remembering what she’d told us after we’d rescued her. 
The dragon received dark portents of destruction and death. He feared that his blood, spread without care, would draw the eyes of the world to Nol Krovos. The births of his children would lead to our destruction.
While my father had been there every day to teach me and keep me safe, Isolde’s had been forced to leave her behind. The best way to protect her was to ensure no one realized who she was. The Imperium would instantly dispatch a war fleet to Nol Krovos to secure themselves a daughter of the dragon.
And they weren’t the only ones. Not even close. 
“I am not upset,” Isolde said, her brown eyes swiveling to look at me. “You do not need to feel guilty.”
I winced again. That damn collar…
“I don’t,” I said half-truthfully. “It’s just unfortunate you didn’t get to know your father better.”
“I will soon,” Isolde said. “Once I find and rescue him.”
I smiled. “You really believe you’ll be able to track him down, don’t you?”
“I am certain of it. Once we have destroyed the undead, we can begin our search.” She paused suddenly. “Assuming that is what my Maskari desires.”
“What I desire is adventure,” I told her, sliding my arm through hers. “Punctuated by long, wet, sticky nights. Sounds like we’d have plenty of both on our way to find your dad. Assuming my parents don’t kill me when this is over.”
Isolde frowned. “I do not understand.”
“It’s…well, it’s a boring story. Mostly.” 
I sighed softly as we continued walking, trying to decide whether or not I should bother explaining. I didn’t normally talk about this kind of thing with anyone, but I felt such a powerful connection to this girl it was difficult to believe we’d just met. 
And it wasn’t only the collar or the fact I’d spent half of last night with my tongue buried in her quim, either. I’d felt the same unspoken connection after meeting Mirek, too. It was like there was an invisible current of energy passing between us from the moment we’d met. 
Thinking about it that way made me sound like a hopeless romantic. But I had also let him cum on my face within five minutes of meeting him, and I’d practically begged him to drown my tonsils not long after that. Perhaps it wasn’t romance—perhaps I was just an insatiable vampiric cumslut.
Or maybe both. 
“The short version is that I’m not supposed to be here,” I told her, keeping my voice low as we passed a row of street-side merchants selling fresh cheese and fruit. “I was sent to train with the Blade Dancers in Nelu’Thalas. But things weren’t quite like I expected, and after a while I…left.”
“I find that surprising,” Isolde said. “You are a skilled duelist. Why would you pass up the opportunity to train with elven warriors?”
I grimaced. We had no idea how long Mirek’s meeting would take, so I certainly had the time to explain everything if I’d wanted to. The trouble was that I didn’t, not really. Not yet. 
I hadn’t even told Mirek the full truth yet, and he was the closest thing I’d ever had to a boyfriend. I didn’t regret getting my tattoos, and I didn’t even really regret associating with Tairi or her Sarodihm friends. But when I thought about how they’d tricked me, how they’d hoped they could use me as a weapon to overthrow Queen Malareth, I was overwhelmed by rage. 
And shame. 
“We do not have to discuss it,” Isolde said. “I apologize for making you uncomfortable.”
I pinched my nose. That fucking collar again…
“You don’t need to apologize,” I told her. “But it is difficult to talk about. I made some poor decisions, and I got entangled in something I never should have been involved with. And when everything went badly, I ran away. From Nelu’Thalas, from home…from everything. And everyone.”
Another wave of shame crashed over me, this though one was strong enough it almost made me nauseous. I had done such a thorough job of repressing my guilt, and I had no idea why in the bloody void it was surfacing now. 
But whatever the reason, I needed to bury it. Quickly. 
“It’ll work out,” I said, glancing around to ensure we weren’t being followed. “My parents won’t be able to stay mad once I’ve helped stop the apocalypse. Or when I bring the daughter of one of their best friend’s back home.”
I offered her a smile, which Isolde gladly returned. She really was incredibly cute, whether she was fighting or talking or getting mercilessly rutted by a swarthy sorcerer. 
It was something else we had in common. 
“The Crestmark District should be up ahead,” I told her. “Let’s find a place where we can lay low and chat.”
Pushing onward, we headed straight into the city’s noble district, an elevated, centralized ward surrounded by its own wall. The gates were wide open, however, and I knew from experience that the guards rarely accosted anyone without a reason. Today was no exception; they let us through alongside a steady stream of other travelers. 
“One of the advantages of having the best markets up here,” I said to Isolde, “is that they want travelers from the harbor to come up and spend coin. Keeps everything nice and open.”
“Strange,” she commented, glancing back over her shoulder once the gate was a dozen yards behind us. “Would it not be easier to simply build the markets on the harbor?”
“Yes, but most of the merchants live up here, so they’d rather not have their guards in two places at once. You’ll see what I mean in a minute.”
Having spent a significant portion of my life in Highwind’s Redwater District, the Vorsalos equivalent almost seemed like a joke in comparison. The mansions and estates themselves were about the same, give or take, but everything was so different it felt like I was a thousand miles from home rather than a few dozen. There were no Knights of the Eternal Dawn on patrol in their resplendent silver armor, nor any Merciful Sisters giving sermons in the streets. The Ravenguard soldiers looked dreary by comparison, though some of that was probably just the fact they didn’t have a Highlord to scold them for not polishing their armor every day. 
But the biggest difference of all was that Highwind’s nobility had never been as fractious as so many other places I’d read about. Inquisitrix Marcella had crushed most of the Vorsalosian houses during her brief reign twenty years ago, but the survivors had since reformed into the Raven Court, an organization Aunt Val described as a “viper’s nest that sometimes confuses itself for a government.” The nobles constantly vied for power and status and merchant fleets, with only the Regent Lord to keep the peace between them. 
Honestly, it reminded me of the tharns in Darenthi. Without a strong High King to hold the duchies together, they had almost immediately descended into civil war back when I’d been younger.
The acrimony between the nobles in Vorsalos was painfully obvious in the way the district was designed. While the Ravenguard were ostensibly responsible for the protection of everyone in the city, most of the powerful families had hired mercenary defenders as well. To someone like me who had grown up with the safety of the Eternal Dawn paladins and the Duskwatch rangers, it seemed like absolute bedlam to rely on sellswords for basic security.
Still, it wasn’t as if anyone was openly brawling in the streets here or anything, and the shops in this part of the city were decidedly nicer than down in the harbor or the labor districts. 
“You see what I mean about the guards?” I asked quietly as we passed an estate with an entire squad of armored men patrolling the perimeter. “Easier to set up shop here and keep your power base all in one place.”
“I was warned about mainlander cities,” Isolde said, eyes narrowed. “Particularly those along the coast.”
“Warned how?” I asked, looking around as furtively as I could. We were only a few blocks away from the Regent Lord’s estate in a quaint little intersection with a dozen or so shops and one nice-looking café. “About the smell? Because Ostvara doesn’t reek nearly this bad.”
The amazon shook her head. “About the corruption. And selfishness. There is little sense of common purpose or duty.”
“I wouldn’t go that far,” I said, feeling oddly defensive all of a sudden. “Spend two minutes speaking with any Knight of the Eternal Dawn and you’ll never say they lack a common purpose. And my father is one of the most dutiful people in Torsia.”
Isolde turned and frowned, probably sensing my shift in mood. “They are the exception, are they not?” 
“Yes,” I conceded, “but it’s not as if many people get a choice where they live. And they can’t pick the culture around them, either. The people of Vorsalos have learned hard lessons living under pirates and the Inquisitrix. And they certainly don’t deserve to be ravaged by a horde of undead.”
“I did not suggest otherwise.” 
I sighed. “I know. It’s just…” 
I took a deep breath and glanced back over my shoulder. The architecture may have been different, and the Ravenguard armor might not have been as shiny as I was used to, but if I looked around—really looked around—Vorsalos wasn’t that different from Highwind or Ostvara or Graygale. People were people, Aunt Val used to say, kind and petty and clever and shitty. 
“Folks in Highwind think they’re better than the folks here,” I said. “The highborn in Nelu’Thalas think they’re better than any Reacher. And of course, the Crell think they’re better than everyone. It gets tedious.”
Isolde looked at me with those big brown eyes of hers. “We often look down on mainlanders, yet two of our fallen sisters were responsible for much of the chaos here.”
I nodded grimly, remembering the tales of Inquisitrix Marcella and her champion, Ayrael. Both women had felt betrayed by their people and their culture, and their crusade had been an effort to correct past injustices. In some ways, they weren’t all that different from Tairi and the wood elves who fought against Queen Malareth in Nelu’Thalas…
“Anything new from Mirek?” I asked, shifting my thoughts away from depressing moral quandaries to sexy, well-endowed spies.
“He is not in danger,” Isolde said. “But his accomplice has not yet arrived.”
“What’s he doing, then?”
“Waiting.”
“Sounds exhilarating,” I murmured. “Well, we shouldn’t loiter in the streets too long. We need somewhere we can sit down.”
Pausing, I swept my gaze across the quaint market up the street. There were plenty of shops of all sorts, including a tailor I’d been planning to visit before I left—just in case they had another dress that struck my fancy. Several of the other merchants were clearly targeting noblewomen as well, but I was mostly interested in the tiny, unassuming shop I’d heard rumors about on the docks. Ostensibly, it sold antiques for nobles with nothing better to do than decorate their houses, but rumor had it the owner was actually an artificer…or at least someone with the connections to secure magical baubles that were technically illegal. 
At the moment, though, my eyes were drawn to what appeared to be an old, wooden watchtower that someone had turned into a quaint little café with tables on the street and balconies where guests could look out over the city while sipping on tea. I’d never seen a place quite like it, and it didn’t appear all that busy. 
“Let’s head over to that café,” I suggested. “Seems quiet, and I should have enough silver to get us some drinks while we wait.” 
“If that is your desire,” Isolde said. “Though I am not thirsty.”
“Didn’t stop you from guzzling Mirek last night.”
Isolde’s cheeks instantly reddened. “I…he required release. And I was—”
“I’m just teasing,” I said, bumping playfully into her side again. “It’s been a while since I’ve had a girlfriend to joke around with.”
Her embarrassed flush eventually turned into a smile. “I am glad my company pleases you.”
“A lot of things about you please me,” I said, taking her arm and leading her toward the café. “If any of this survives the attack tonight, remind me to take you to one of the dress shops in town. We can force Mirek to buy you something nice.”
She considered. “Formal wear?”
“Not that formal. Just, you know, something that feels as good to put on as it does to get torn off.”
“I am not certain I understand.”
“You will,” I promised with a wry smirk. “Trust me, there’s nothing like the feel of Talishite silk on your skin. Plus, you’d look amazing in it. With the right heels, those long legs of yours could turn every head in Torsia.”
Her cheeks flushed again. “Such footwear is uncommon on Nol Krovos. It is…impractical.”
“Everything fun is,” I told her. “Trust me, with the right pair of shoes, no man will be able to take his eyes off you.”
“They seem to struggle with that anyway.”
“So you did notice.” I replied coyly. “Feels great, doesn’t it?”
“To have men look at me?”
“To feel wanted,” I corrected. “That desire gives you power.”
“I am already powerful,” Isolde said. “And I do not care about males. Only my Maskari.”
“Well, I promise that Mirek and I will like it, too. But every girl needs a dress that makes her feel amazing and special. It’s practically a law.”
“Like topless fellatio?”
I snorted. “Yeah, kinda. I’ll have to make another decree when I’m queen someday.”
I squeezed her arm playfully, and the smile she gave me was so damn cute I wanted to kiss her right in the middle of the street. But I (barely) managed to resist the urge, and a few heartbeats later, we entered the café.
The sign on the front called it the “Lookout,” which was just the right amount of clever without being pretentious. I wondered distantly why one of the old pirate lords had constructed a watchtower here of all places, but the wood looked old enough that it was probably forty or fifty years old. The bottom floor was basically an open inn, with half a dozen windows and plenty of sunlight, though only about half the tables were currently full. To avoid attracting attention, I hastily bought us some spiced tea, then led us up the spiraling stairs to the third floor. 
As luck would have it, there was no one else up there right now, and I took the opportunity to pull back my hood and let the breeze tousle my long hair. Since the Crestmark District was the highest point in Vorsalos, the balcony offered an incredible bird’s eye view of the district and most of the city beyond. 
“This isn’t bad at all,” I said, sipping at the warm liquid as I squinted off toward the northern gate. “I can see part of the warehouse. If Mithros goes on a rampage, we’ll get to watch the whole thing.”
Isolde frowned. “But it would be too late to stop him.”
“It was a joke,” I said. “Mostly.”
The tea was even better than I’d hoped; the peach and cinnamon mix was quite difficult to get in Highwind most of the time. The Ebaran trade ships must have had a deal with the locals here instead. 
“You were right,” Isolde said. 
“About the tea?”
“That Vorsalos is not as terrible as I was warned,” she said, looking out toward the harbor as she sipped at her own tea. “And it is not fair to compare such a vast city to Nol Krovos. My people are few, and we have never needed to build anything so vast.”
“It does make things more difficult,” I agreed. “Though I sometimes wonder what the Reaches might be like as a true, unified kingdom. My father likes to point out that together, we’d be as or more powerful than most other nations in Torsia. Even the Crell would have to think twice before crossing us.”
Isolde nodded. “Perhaps my father can unite them, once he is free.”
“Maybe,” I hedged, not believing it for a moment. “But from what I understand, ruling over people was never his goal. Being a protector, though…well, that was the old arrangement, before he disappeared. And it worked—his presence kept the peace pretty well.”
“Then it shall again,” she said, eyes going distant. “The power of the dragon should not be squandered.”
I studied her silhouette for a long moment. She’d never really known her father, yet I could hear the pride in her voice every time she talked about him. In a way, perhaps that made it easier to view a parent as a hero. 
“I’m sure your half-brother will want to meet you as well,” I said, keeping my voice quiet. “Though before you ask, I don’t know much of anything. Almost everything about your father was kept a closely guarded secret.”
“I understand,” she whispered, though I could hear the longing in her voice. “As I understand things, your father has been doing his best to bring unity to this region as well.”
I nodded. “The Order has been trying to do that for a long time, even back when they were called the Silver Fist. Though the Eternal Dawn has been making good inroads in Graygale and Ostvara. It turns out that having a Godsoul living inside your sword is good for recruitment.”
“To wield the power of the gods…” Isolde breathed. “It surprises me you did not join them.”
I snorted. “Let’s just say that a life of temperance and responsibility wasn’t for me. The whole Order is basically allergic to fun. Besides, the armor chafes like mad.”
And, I added quietly, the thought of being a prudish paladin makes my skin crawl. 
My father was a kind and noble man, not to mention a genuine living hero who had saved countless lives. But he was also boring as hell. I sometimes wondered what my mother had seen in him besides his jawline. Then again, it wasn’t as if she was the fun girl at parties, either. 
“You do not get along with your parents?” Isolde asked. 
“What? No, we get along great,” I said, cheeks flushing. Some of my thoughts getting heard were more embarrassing than others. “Dad is overprotective, and Mom…I don’t know, she’s busy. And incredibly serious all the time.”
“She is queen of the largest city for hundreds of miles.”
“I didn’t say I blame her for it. The people of Highwind put a lot of faith in her after the war. The city has never had a monarch before. She takes her responsibility very seriously.”
I sighed and shrugged as I finished my tea. “I don’t know, I suppose we’ve never had all that much in common. I always had a much easier time interacting with General Aluriel and my Aunt Valuri. Now they are fun.”
“I have heard tales of all of them before,” Isolde said. “And not only from my mother.”
“Well, I promise they’re going to love you,” I said. “Especially Aunt Val. In fact, she’ll probably lose her damn mind when I try to explain how I accidently bonded to an amazon girl who happens to be the daughter of her dragon lover…”
I hissed softly. “Boy, dragon harems are kind of complicated, aren’t they?”
Isolde started to reply, but then her eyes went distant for a moment. 
“Something wrong with Mirek?” I asked. 
“No,” she said. “He is still waiting for his accomplice.”
“Figures.” 
Sighing, I glanced behind us. I kept expecting someone else to come up here, but business seemed slow. Not that I was complaining about the extra privacy.
In fact…
“What we need is a better way to pass the time,” I said. “Any ideas?”
Isolde shrugged. “Do you wish to spar? I would be interested in learning some of your martial techniques.”
I blinked. “That’s a joke, right?”
She frowned. “No. During our battles, you have demonstrated knowledge of several fighting styles I am not familiar with.”
“That’s…yeah, let’s worry about that later,” I said, setting my drink on one of the empty tables as I stepped closer to her. “I had another type of sparring in mind.”
Sliding my hands around her waist, I stretched up on my toes and gave her a kiss. 
Her lips were so soft and inviting, and her tongue was like a dueling partner dancing in perfect harmony with all my moves. As the gentle breeze blew over us, ruffling our hair and cloaks, I would have been perfectly content to spend all afternoon up here lazily making out with her while Mirek did all the real work. 
But then I tasted her power. It was subtle at first, an undercurrent against the tide. Yet as she kissed me deeper, my excitement only grew…and then, like oil tossed onto a raging fire, I felt the rush of the sorcerous legacy teeming in her saliva. The sensation wasn’t quite as strong as when I soaked up her carnal nectar, but in a way, that made it even more tantalizing. It was the appetizer that awakened your palate and made you desperate for the main course. My tattoos, still overflowing from last night, sent a delighted tingle rippling across my skin. 
If I didn’t stop soon, I was going to glow so brightly I’d turn this old watchtower into a lighthouse…
“Ooh…” I gasped as I pulled away, my fingers squeezing her firm arms for support. “We need to be careful, honey, or you’re gonna make me glow.”
“But you require release,” Isolde said breathlessly. “And I wish to give it to you.”
Oh, gods…
Every instinct in my body was ordering me to tackle this girl and get my lips between her legs. Well, maybe not every instinct, but certainly the ones I cared about. They were screaming at me to fondle her plump tits and kiss her flat belly and lick her sopping quim. And unless Shalassa was willing to reach through the Pale and gift me some of her divine willpower, there was no way I could possibly resist for long. 
Swallowing heavily, I glanced back over the balcony into the street beyond the café. What we should have done was head back to the warehouse where we’d have some privacy. But I doubted I could walk five feet right now, let alone half a mile. And even my raging libido might not be able to survive the rats and vermin and dirt…
“Faarea,” I hissed. “If we were back in Highwind, there’d be a dozen places we could go.”
Isolde looked down at me, her brown eyes smoldering with our combined lust. I was starting to wonder if she might be the one who ended up tackling me…
“Mirek better get in trouble fast,” I said. “Give us something to—wait.”
My eyes latched onto my pack next to us, and an idea suddenly popped into my head. It would be a little tricky, and I might end up regretting it later, but that described about half my decisions of late. Thinking about the future was overrated when the present was hot and wet and right now. 
“I need you to stay here for a few minutes,” I said. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
Isolde blinked. “What?”
“Trust me, it’s important,” I assured her. “And it won’t take long. I just want to visit one of the shops in the market…and then convince the café owner to give us some privacy.” 
I could feel her eyes upon me as I leaned over and picked up my pack, but I did my best to keep my thoughts focused. This would be an interesting little test to see if I could conceal anything from that damn collar of hers. Because if this plan worked and that artificer’s shop had the item I was hoping for, I wanted this to be a surprise.
“I do not understand,” Isolde said, face still flush with desire from our broken kiss. 
“You will,” I promised, leaning back up and planting a final soft kiss on her lips. “And you’re going to love it.”
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The tingling in my arms had mostly faded by the time I reached the Crestmark District, the city’s wealthiest neighborhood. With luck, I would actually be able to summon the power I needed to slip past the Regent Lord’s guards and secure a private meeting with Farah.  
Sadly, convincing her to do the right thing would be the real challenge. And for that, my sorcery would be utterly useless. 
But it needs to be done. No doubts. No excuses. Just action. 
My brother, Taras, had always loved that expression. I’d always considered it vapid tripe, a kind of inspirational drivel that could only motivate idiots with no self-awareness. But the more time I’d spent here overseas rather than studying at the Aetherium, the more I’d come around to the importance of being in the right mindset. If one marched off to war expecting to die, fate would probably find a way to make it happen. By the same logic, if I convinced myself that Farah would ignore my warnings before I even spoke to her, I would be sabotaging my own mission. 
So instead of brooding, I focused my attention on my surroundings. I couldn’t believe how easy it was to enter this part of the city. While the Crestmark District was walled off from the rest of the city, it had three separate gates, all guarded but none restricted. The soldiers didn’t question anyone passing through, even the poorly dressed riffraff who clearly didn’t belong. Vorsalos was remarkably open, and based on the Zarul reports I’d read on the way here, the same was true of all the other city-states in the Northern Reaches. 
The individual mansions and estates did have their own fences and guards, of course, and some even had small watchtowers with armored sentries looking out over the adjacent streets. But back in Drakendaar, the laborers and other lowborn citizens weren’t even allowed within a hundred yards of the Sovereign Quarter without an invitation or escort. Growing up, I’d been so sheltered in my family’s estate that I hadn’t even realized poverty existed until I was nearly a teenager. 
But then, the entire purpose of the Imperium was to recreate the Avethian Empire. Despite the fact there hadn’t been a single Crell dragon since Zarach himself, every noble house acted like we were all Wyrm Lords destined to rule the weak. The walls separating the districts in our capital were another manifestation of that desire. 
The Reachers were spun of a different silk, that much was certain. The Vorsalosian nobles may have dressed better and acted haughtier than the laborers on the docks, but they didn’t live in a completely different reality. It wasn’t uncommon to see them anywhere in the city, even sometimes in the Sallows. I couldn’t help but wonder if the Inquisitrix’s revolution on behalf of the common people had helped collapse the divide between rich and poor. Or perhaps the “free cities” in this part of Torsia had always been like this. 
Whatever the historical reasons, the unobstructed movement allowed me to get close to the Regent Lord’s estate without any stealth or subterfuge whatsoever. The property was situated atop a lush, grassy hill, and unlike the district itself, the three-story mansion was very well protected. A stone wall, not merely an iron fence, surrounded the estate on all sides, and there was even a watchtower and a narrow barbican over the gate. About a dozen guards patrolled the top of the narrow wall, making the whole thing seem more like a keep than merely a house.
Between Farah’s descriptions and the Zarul reports I’d read, I was reasonably confident I could navigate the interior of the estate if I had to. But my current plan was much simpler. All I needed to do was figure out a way to get up onto the balcony on the western side of the estate…and then wait. 
Assuming she was actually there, of course. As a rule, she didn’t spend much time away from the estate—we’d had to carefully plan our dalliances to avoid raising suspicion. But it was conceivable that Lord Ironsail may have taken her out to show her off to some of the other nobles today, and I needed to be sure before I wasted any time. So before I did anything truly crazy, I found myself in an out-of-the-way alley corner, leaned my back against the wall of the adjacent building, and stretched out through the Aether. 
Divination magic—specifically, scrying magic—was what had gotten me into all this trouble in the first place. While using my spells to spy on some people of interest to Farah, I’d unintentionally discovered Veleca and her Avetharri relic. It was humbling to think that if not for that twist of fate, the city might very well be doomed.
This type of magic was inherently imprecise, which was precisely why so many in the Aetherium shunned its use altogether, but I didn’t need to do anything truly complicated like peer into the future. I just needed to know if Farah was home.
It only took a few moments to get my answer. The revelation came in a sudden flash of images: a sitting room, some servants, a neatly dressed guest…
And an almond-skinned beauty sitting obediently at the side of a portly, middle-aged man.
I released the spell and reopened my eyes. I could have tried to push harder and learn more details about what might be going on inside the estate, but I didn’t want to tempt the Flensing any more than I had to, given how much more I’d need to rely on my magic. What mattered was that she was there. All I needed to do now was plot my infiltration. 
Moving back into the street, I made a show of perusing the baubles on display at a street-side jeweler while I watched and counted the guards on the wall. They looked reasonably imposing, what with their heavy armor, red-plumed helmets, and polished halberds, but there weren’t nearly enough of them to worry me. And so, after a few minutes of casual reconnaissance, I strolled a few dozen yards farther down the street, identified my point of entry, and ducked into an alley to get out of sight. 
“Zarach guide me,” I whispered as I reached out to the Aether and made myself invisible. The spell was much easier to maintain on a single person, though I hadn’t needed to teleport at the same time, either. That was going to be the only tricky part here. 
Bracing myself for the Flensing’s second offensive, I focused on the short-range teleportation technique I’d used so many times this past week. And the moment the guard atop the wall had his back to where I wanted to go, I cast the spell…
And instantly materialized atop the narrow battlements. I froze in place, giving myself a moment to shake off the disorientation that inevitably followed such a shift. But I was still invisible, and none of the guards on the wall or the sentry in the watchtower were looking in my direction. 
No doubts. No excuses. Action. 
I smiled wryly at the thought even as I winced at the fresh burning sensation rippling through me. I’d put myself in the right mindset. Now I just had to hope that Farah was here. 
Drawing in a deep breath, I darted across the gray stone walkway toward the closest set of stairs leading down into the lush, grassy courtyard surrounding the estate. The interior was even more like a regular keep than I’d realized; there was a small stable as well as a longhouse for the guards and servants. Several groundskeepers were currently tending to the flowers and gardens, and I made sure not to run too quickly lest they notice the indentations in the grass from my footsteps. 
Perhaps half a minute later, I was standing beneath the third-floor balcony on the western side of the mansion. There were no guards up there that I could see, and the double glass doors to the bedroom beyond were wide open. If my luck held out, Farah might be up there alone right now. 
There was only one way to find out. 
Drawing in another breath, I teleported up onto the balcony. Another spike of pain, far stronger this time, warned me that I was nearly at my limit. But I kept my hold on the invisibility spell a bit longer, and when there were no sudden gasps or cries of alarm, I peered into the bedroom. 
The intricate carpets, the meticulously crafted furniture, the Talishite silk sheets…the rest of Vorsalos might not have been up to Crell standards, but this room certainly was. Sadly, it was also currently empty, which meant that my luck had finally run out after all. 
Still, it was better than materializing in front of a dozen house guards, so I counted my blessings as I moved into the room and dismissed my invisibility spell. A burning tingle remained as the Aether retreated from my body, and I knew the lingering discomfort would last even longer this time. But I was confident that I’d still have enough power left for a quick escape if necessary, especially if Farah kept me waiting. 
Or if I ended up swarmed by house guards. 
I took a few moments to investigate the room and ensure that Farah hadn’t set out any wardstones or inscribed protective glyphs on anything. I would have been shocked if she had—there was no way in the void she’d risk letting Ironsail know the extent of her own sorcerous abilities. He was supposed to believe that she was a gift from the Imperium, an exotic Elashi beauty meant to cling to his arm and warm his bed while the Corvosi helped him become king. 
I didn’t know if he was stupid enough to believe she was merely a concubine, but even if he suspected she was a spy, that was still different than realizing she was a powerful enchantress. Being manipulated by feminine wiles was one thing; having your mind twisted by magic was another. 
But perhaps Ironsail simply didn’t realize what a lone sorceress was capable of, especially here in a city that shunned magic. Without sorcerers of their own—or Senosi or even paladins—the rulers of Vorsalos were practically begging to be manipulated. My little gambit today was the perfect illustration of that. I had managed to sneak into the house of the most powerful man in the city completely unscathed. It was almost painful to think about how easy it would be to assassinate the entire Raven Court. 
In the Imperium, where houses filled with sorcerers were constantly vying for status and attention, many house guards were sorcerers themselves. The wealthier families even had a golem or two patrolling their estates as a deterrent. But here in Vorsalos, where magic was scorned and the Senosi mage-hunters were dead, arcane powers like mine almost felt like cheating. 
Glancing back over my shoulder, I risked a quick peek out over the balcony. The view was undeniably impressive; I could see half the damn city from here, including most of the harbor. Somehow, the foreign architecture looked less austere and more inviting from this distance. But perhaps that was only because I couldn’t smell the rotting fish from this far away. 
Regardless, the first part of my plan had been an unmitigated success. Now there was nothing left to do but wait. 
[image: image-placeholder]When Farah didn’t stroll into her room after a few minutes, I started to get a little nervous. But when she still hadn’t arrived an hour later, I started madly brainstorming ways I might be able to force the issue. My brief scrying spell had shown her in what I assumed was the main audience chamber, which implied that she was attending a meeting with the Regent Lord. I just hadn’t expected it to last so long.
Still, no one had come up here, not even servants, and I busied myself by poking around the room. Farah wasn’t so foolish as to leave important clues lying around—everything in here, from her vast collection of clothes and cosmetics to the wide selection of religious texts on the shelves—conjured up the image of a traditional Elashi wife eager to please her husband. 
Ultimately, my biggest concern wasn’t that I’d get caught, but that every minute I spent here was one less the city’s defenders would have to prepare for the undead attack. But then, just when I was seriously starting to consider teleporting around the estate to try and find her, I heard soft footsteps approaching from the hall outside.
Taking a deep breath, mentally preparing myself for what could potentially be the most important conversation of my life, I ducked into the room’s spacious closet, shrouded myself in another invisibility spell, and waited. 
Farah entered alone, and I heard her gently close the door behind her. Peering out into the room, I watched as she sat down at her desk, sighed softly, and pushed her fingers into her temples. Whatever the meeting had been about, she’d clearly reached her limit. And for a fraction of a second, I felt a familiar—if misplaced—spark of sympathy. 
She was young and beautiful and smart, the kind of woman who could get any man she wanted any time she wanted. Zarach knew she’d had me wrapped around her fingers from the moment I’d arrived in Vorsalos. I’d been all too happy to play whatever part she needed to get the job done. 
Right up to and including getting her pregnant. 
I winced at the thought. Her scheme had all seemed so reasonable at the time, and not solely because her body was irresistible. I had pitied her for the role our people had thrust upon her. A woman with her looks and lineage could have had all the power and status and children she wanted as the wife of an Imperial noble or perhaps even a Sovereign. 
But the Zarul had put her here, in the bed of a foreign sleaze like Regent Lord Ironsail. And as if being his concubine wasn’t enough, they had fully expected her to carry his child as well, maybe even more than one. She had been doomed to spend the best decades of her life here thousands of miles from home…
In that twisted context, her desire to give birth to a Crell child—and very likely a sorcerer, given our combined power—seemed almost reasonable to me. But now, looking at the situation with fresh eyes, everything was different. She was as much a victim of her own patriotism as Zarul ruthlessness. 
Or perhaps they were one and the same. 
Bracing myself, I released my invisibility spell and leaned out of the closet. Farah didn’t immediately react, but I kept a barrier spell at the ready just in case. 
“Don’t scream,” I said. 
I had the satisfaction of seeing her hop several inches off her chair, though she somehow managed to keep all signs of surprise off her face. 
“Mirek?” 
“I’m as surprised as you are to be here, don’t worry,” I replied dryly. 
Her hazel eyes swept over me, and in the span of a single heartbeat, she was fully composed with her legs casually crossed and her hands in her lap.
“Finally decided to come to your senses after all?” she asked, her husky voice dark but cool.
“I never abandoned them,” I said, taking a step closer but keeping a safe distance. “But I decided we need to continue our previous conversation.”
Farah raised a single brown eyebrow. “As I recall, you are the one who ended it last time.”
“Then you recall incorrectly. Your thugs were about to shove my neck into a Senosi suppression collar.”
“It wouldn’t have stopped us from talking,” she replied glibly. “But it would have stopped you from making the biggest mistake of your life. When the Sovereign Council hears what you’ve done—”
“I don’t give a damn about the Sovereigns right now,” I snapped, trying and failing to keep my voice calm. “We have bigger problems. Like oh, I don’t know, the undead army that’s about to lay siege to the city.”
“We talked about this. The Corvosi are ready for whatever comes.”
“No, they aren’t. Not even close.”
Farah appraised me in silence again, her face expressionless. Most other people in her position—especially most women—would have already shouted for the guards. But Farah was far too poised and confident for such theatrics. 
Besides, she knew I wouldn’t hurt her unless she attacked me first. 
“While you were concocting this insane scheme to hand over a powerful Avetharri relic to a dangerous fanatic,” I said, “it must have occurred to you that your enemies might see through your little trap. Or did you really expect that Veleca would play right into your hands and make it easy?”
“What are you on about?” Farah asked. 
“She’s not going to throw her undead army against the front gate and let you cut them all down with impunity. In fact, before last night, she was planning to send her Senosi Huntress into the city and have her assassinate your precious sorcerers before the battle.”
Farah’s cheek might have twitched; it was difficult to tell. 
“What happened last night?” she asked calmly. 
“I killed her partner and scattered the mercenary thugs she’d hired to help. You’re welcome.”
“Then you haven’t turned against us,” she said, an amused smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “I shouldn’t have doubted you.”
I sighed. “You’re missing the point.”
Slowly, almost theatrically, Farah uncrossed her legs and rose to her feet. She moved within arm’s reach of me, but I retreated a step before she could touch me. 
“What point is that?” she asked, smile widening at my reaction. 
“That you and the Zarul and everyone else have badly miscalculated,” I told her. “Veleca has unlocked powers with the relic beyond anything you anticipated. She’s not merely raising a few undead here and there—she’s learned how to use the relic to move them through the Pale. While the Ravenguard defends the walls, she’ll slip her army into the city and start butchering people in the streets.”
Her smile faded. “If this is some foolhardy attempt to convince me to—”
“I’m not lying,” I insisted. “I’m not even exaggerating. If we don’t figure out a way to stop Veleca, she might end up burning the whole damn city to the ground. And I doubt the Zarul are interested in having their puppet ruler lord over a graveyard.”
Farah’s eyes narrowed. “You ran off with the Starwind girl, didn’t you?”
I blinked. “What?”
“There were rumors from the harbor. I didn’t believe them at first, but those idiot smugglers obviously weren’t worth the gold I paid them.”
“Shayera got out of your little trap, yes,” I said. “But didn’t you hear anything I just said?”
“I heard you. And I’m thankful you came to your senses and returned.” She paused and crossed her arms. “Where is the Starwind girl now?”
I barely managed to keep my jaw from dropping open. “Farah, the city is about to be swarmed by undead!”
“Yes. But where is the Starwind girl?”
I hissed softly. “Nearby, waiting to help defend the city. Maybe the Sovereigns can write her a note of thanks for saving their prize from annihilation.” 
I held her gaze, wondering if she would press the issue. I couldn’t understand how she could possibly be more concerned about Shayera than Veleca…but then, Farah was the one who’d arranged the abduction and hired those pirates to deliver Shay to the Imperium. I knew plenty of bureaucrats back home who would instantly drop whatever they were doing to exact revenge on someone who had sabotaged their plans. Nobles were a petty, spiteful lot. 
But Farah was more calculating than all of them put together, and I held out hope that she’d be willing to focus on what was actually important here. Veleca and her powers were a direct threat to Crell interests; Shayera was nothing more than a bonus. 
Isolde, on the other hand…
I repressed a grimace, more thankful than ever that I’d taken precautions to shield my mind before coming in here. The princess of Highwind may have been a tempting prize, but the daughter of Jorem Farr would be worth more than Vorsalos and Highwind put together. With the dragon blood flowing in her veins, she could be the final piece in the Imperium’s centuries long quest to build a new Avetharri Empire. 
Farah couldn’t learn of Isolde’s existence. Not now, hopefully not ever. I didn’t even want to tell her that we’d saved the possessed amazon at all. It simply wasn’t worth the risk. 
“All right,” Farah said, returning to her chair and gesturing for me to take a seat on the edge of the bed. “Let’s go back to when you left. Where did you go? How did you learn about all of this?”
“Does it really matter?” I asked, staying where I was. “The point is that the undead are coming. You need to convince Lord Ironsail to deploy the Corvosi early.”
“I won’t be able to convince him of anything without specifics.”
“I’m confident that you can get him to do anything you want. That’s the whole point of you being here, isn’t it?”
Farah sighed softly. “Mirek—”
“We went to Tel Noroth,” I said, spinning up the most condensed version of events I could manage. “I was able to sense new fractures in the Pale, and I discovered that the undead were hiding inside the old tower waiting for Veleca to let them back into the physical world.”
Farah’s brow creased. “I didn’t realize something like that was even possible.”
“It wouldn’t be for a human army. They’d go mad from the demonic whispers in no time…or end up possessed.” I shivered involuntarily. “But undead are just demons wearing corpses like spoiled meat puppets. They can wait behind the Veil forever, and they can traverse any terrain and walk through any walls.”
“Remarkable,” she whispered. “It reminds of your research at the Aetherium.”
“That’s why I’m here,” I muttered. “I am the expert, as you’ve pointed out.”
“And there’s no way you can prevent her from doing this?” Farah asked. 
“Not as long as she has that Runic Focus. But with the Huntress out of the picture, we at least have a chance. Veleca was expecting all your secret sorcerers to be dead. With them, we might be able to contain the undead…assuming Ironsail is willing to deploy them early.”
She tapped her fingertips atop the desk in thought. “That may not be possible,” she said quietly. “For his plan to work, the Raven Court needs to view him as a savior.”
“They will,” I said even as the admission made my stomach sink. This plan might save the city, but it would give Ironsail—and the Sovereigns—exactly what they wanted in the end. “They’ll still show up and save the day. He can take all the credit he wants for training them in secret. All he needs to do is move them into defensive positions in the harbor. We’re pretty sure the bulk of Veleca’s forces will strike there while a smaller group leads a feint at the northern gate.”
“How do you know this?” Farah asked.
“I told you: we learned a great deal at Tel Noroth.” 
“By having a conversation with demons?”
“We also spoke with the Huntress before we killed her,” I added, hoping that would be enough to keep her from pressing any further. “We have an opportunity here, Farah. If we act quickly, we can end this insanity and get your superiors exactly what they want.”
Farah arched a dainty eyebrow. “I’m surprised to hear you put it that way. But relieved that you aren’t a traitor after all.”
I sighed. “I never was.”
She smiled. Not wolfishly or even smugly, but genuinely. 
“We’re a thousand miles from Drakendaar,” she told me. “The Zarul don’t need to know every single detail of what happened here. If the Corvosi prevail and you seal the fractures, there’s no reason your family can’t receive the rewards they were promised. There’s no reason you can’t return to the Imperium as a hero.”
I grunted. “You know, there’s a small part of me that actually believes you.”
“You should. All I want—all I’ve ever wanted—is to complete my mission. If your mistakes don’t get in my way, they’re easily forgotten.”
Keeping her eyes locked intently on mine, Farah rose back to her feet and sauntered toward me. Even when I was furious with her, the sway of her hips as she moved—accentuated by the height of her heels—was utterly mesmerizing. 
“And if you help me deliver the Starwind girl to the Council,” she purred, reaching out to my face, “all the better.”
I snatched her wrist before she made contact. “You’re not getting her,” I said. “Put that out of your mind right now.”
Farah chuckled. “She must be quite an amazing girl.”
She is, I thought. And so is Isolde. Zarach forbid the Sovereigns ever learn that the Dragon of Highwind had a daughter.
“You said that all you care about is your mission,” I reminded her, releasing my grip. “Well, Shayera isn’t your mission. Forget about her.”
Farah’s eyes glittered in amusement, but then she shrugged. “Fine—forget the girl. We’ll consider her another of your indiscretions the Zarul don’t need to know about.”
“Good,” I said, wondering if I should believe her. “Thank you.”
“That is, assuming you’re willing to do your job. The fractures will need to be sealed. It might be worth teaching some of the Corvosi how.”
“Maybe,” I said noncommittally. “But let’s worry about tonight first. If you go and talk to the Regent Lord, I’ll do what I can elsewhere.”
“I’ll talk to him,” Farah said. “And you’re going to come with me.”
I froze. “What?”
“There are limits to what I can tell him without compromising my cover. Ironsail isn’t a complete idiot—he knows I’m here to keep an eye on him. But he doesn’t know I’m a sorceress or how much time I’ve spent building my own network of contacts in the city. I intend to keep it that way.”
“Okay,” I said, eyes narrowing, “so you want a complete stranger to tell him what to do with his soldiers? Do you really think that’s better?”
“You’re not a stranger—you’re an Imperial advisor. He knows that you and the other trainers are here, Mirek. If you tell him what you’ve learned, he’ll have no reason to doubt you.”
I’d anticipated plenty of outcomes from this meeting—mostly ways in which Farah could fuck me over or try to ruin everything. But it never occurred to me that she might want me to speak with Ironsail myself. I’d seen the man at a handful of social engagements over the past few months, but I’d never had a one-on-one conversation with him. And I’d hoped I’d never have to. 
Sighing, I ran my hand back through my hair. I wanted to get back to the girls as soon as possible, if for no other reason than to keep Shayera from getting into any trouble before tonight. But the entire purpose of coming here had been to get those soldiers into position. A little carousing with the Imperium’s would-be puppet was a small price to pay for stopping the apocalypse. 
“If you think it’s best,” I said. “But I didn’t come prepared to give a speech.”
Farah smiled again, and this time it was definitely smug. 
“I’ll tell you everything you need to know to get on his good side,” she said. “Don’t worry.”




7
Further Training

Shayera


As usual, my spur-of-the-moment, why-bother-ever-thinking-ahead-when-things-always-went-my-way plan worked out flawlessly.  
Well, not flawlessly, but as well as I could have hoped. While the artificer’s shop didn’t sell the exact item I was looking for, it had a version that was arguably even better. At first, I assumed that the shopkeeper was trying to scam me by making outlandish claims about her merchandise, but once she explained that the device was one of many similar items confiscated from the Castarium after the Senosi were overthrown, its features made sense. That dark history also explained the very reasonable barter price.
Had we been in Highwind, I could have spent that much coin without my parents raising an eyebrow, but here in Vorsalos I didn’t have access to the family coffers. And since I didn’t have the time or inclination to find a place where I could put on another dueling performance and earn a few silvers, I knew I’d have to make an unfortunate sacrifice to get the coin I needed. 
I didn’t own much in general, and even I wasn’t crazy enough to sell my armor or swords. I could have parted with my new red dress, but that wouldn’t have felt right. For one, I looked amazing in it. For two, I probably looked even more amazing having it peeled off of me. And for three…
Well, perhaps I was being overly sentimental, but I couldn’t stand the thought of getting rid of the outfit I’d been wearing during such a special night. Most girls kept their wedding dresses as a memento of true love; I kept the dress I’d been wearing when my boyfriend had fucked me for the first time. 
The principle was basically the same. 
So instead of the dress, I traded my only other worthwhile possession, figuring I wouldn’t have much need of it anymore. And the instant I had the item in hand, I tucked it into my bag and practically sprinted out of the shop back to Isolde. 
During my quick shopping spree, I’d done everything I could to keep focused in the hope of confusing her collar. It didn’t seem like she could read all my thoughts, only very intense ones. If this worked, I needed to remember this trick for the future.
The second part of my plan involved a quick negotiation with the café owner. I didn’t have any silver left after my trade, so getting an inn was out of the question. But even if I’d had a few coins left, I rather liked the idea of being alone with her in the cool air of the balcony. Maybe it was because the “Lookout” was so unique…or maybe it was just my exhibitionist streak rearing its head again. Whatever the case, I was determined to secure us at least an hour of privacy, which didn’t seem like all that much to ask in the waning hours before the lunch crowd arrived. 
It took more cajoling than I would have liked, including the expected smiles and eyelash flutters and accidental flashes of cleavage. But I eventually convinced the man to temporarily close off the third floor to give us an hour alone. I also made a promise to myself to come back and buy something expensive here later once I had access to Mirek’s coin purse. My Crell boy toy would probably fuss about it a bit, but not after I promised to give him a long, detailed description of how Isolde and I passed the time. Dimly, I wondered if he’d even get to the end of the story before he popped in my hand…
With thoughts of gloriously sticky fingers and the resulting tattoo feeding frenzy on my mind, I raced up the steps to the third floor and found Isolde waiting there alone as I’d hoped. She was sitting patiently in one of the wooden chairs, legs crossed and weapons on the table in front of her, though she rose the moment she spotted me. 
“Told you it wouldn’t take long,” I said, giving her a coquettish smirk as I skipped over to her. 
“What is it you purchased?” she asked as I set the pack down at my feet. 
“Something to help pass the time,” I said with a vague wave of my hand. “Mirek still all right?”
Isolde nodded. “Yes. He is still waiting…though he is increasingly frustrated.”
“He’s not the only one,” I said, stepping up to her and sliding my arms around her waist. “I just went twenty minutes without kissing you!”
I pressed our mouths together before she could reply, and our tongues hastily resumed their earlier dance. I was less worried about my tattoos exploding in light now that we had some guaranteed privacy, especially because of the daylight. If I had been dark, the haunting radiance from my tattoos would probably be visible to anyone in the district. 
Every second we kissed got me hotter, and in less than a minute, my fire had been stoked right back to where it had been before. I needed to get this girl beneath me—or on top of me—as fast as possible. 
I gasped softly as I pulled away, briefly overwhelmed. I actually felt her teeter on her feet thanks to the echo of my lust compressed together with hers. 
“Are you not worried about someone entering the café?” Isolde panted. “Mainlanders are often concerned about public displays of affection.”
“The third floor is ours for the next hour,” I said. “Give you any ideas?”
The amazon smiled. “Do you wish me to relieve you now?”
“Yes,” I breathed. “Yes, I do.”
Her eyes flashed. “Then I shall perform my duties.”
I half expected her to drop to her knees in front of me as if I were a man, if for no other reason than because she’d done it so eagerly last night with Mirek. I certainly wouldn’t have complained; there was something enticing about looming over a lover while he—or she—prostrated herself to please you. 
But Isolde didn’t kneel, at least not at first. Instead, she abruptly grabbed hold of my hips and lifted me up into her arms. I yelped in surprise but reacted instinctively, looping my arms behind her neck as if she were a man. She carried me effortlessly, as if I weighed little more than a feather, which I chose to take as a compliment rather than a sign of her ongoing demonic possession. Because frankly, if all the demon inside her wanted to do was make her strong and horny, getting rid of it was not a priority. 
She plopped me down on the edge of the largest café table, one clearly designed for a half a dozen people. Her agile fingers made short work of my belt and scabbard, setting them and my swords down before shifting her attention to my trousers. Both they and my panties slid easily over my slender hips. My bald quim was there waiting for her, slick and ready.
And then she dropped to her knees. 
Bracing my wrists on the table to stay upright, I eagerly spread my legs for her, my breath catching in my throat in anticipation of her touch. Isolde leaned forward, eyes hungry and lips parted—only to pause barely an inch from my sex. The warmth of her breath sent a tingle rippling through me, and my brow furrowed in confusion and frustration.
“No,” Isolde said, shaking her head. “The rules must be applied equally.”
“What?” I gasped. 
Leaning back again, she reached up to unstrap her leather breastplate. 
I grinned. Technically, I had told her that men were visual creatures, but there was absolutely no world where I would ever complain about getting an eyeful of her magnificent tits. 
Isolde flashed me a sly look once she’d liberated them—one I was reasonably sure she had learned from me—and arched her back slightly, giving me a chance to appreciate the perky bronze swells, their russet peaks proudly erect. Then she stretched forward and brought her lips to my sex. I shuddered in delight at the subtle brush of her tongue and again when it flicked across my clit. Her fingers weren’t far behind, probing and massaging my swollen folds before finally taking the plunge and sliding inside me. 
I moaned low in my throat at the delicious stretch. Back in Nelu’Thalas, Tairi had once told me that there was no comparison to a woman’s intimate touch, that only we could truly unlock the deepest pleasures in our own bodies. She’d done her best to prove that theory during our time together, but Mirek had utterly shattered it. He’d ignited my pyre even without the aid of his delicious sorcerous power. He was always the perfect mix of tender and rough, calculated and animalistic. 
But within seconds of Isolde touching me, it became clear that she was something else entirely. With the aid of her collar, she knew exactly where and how to touch me. She could meet my exact wishes before I became aware of them. She was a diviner of desire, a prophetess of pussy. 
An amazon on a mission to please her Maskari. 
I came in record time, even for me. The tidal wave of ecstasy crashed over me so hard I almost drowned, which was a blessing only because without breath, I couldn’t scream as loud as I otherwise would have. Mirek had once joked that he’d need to fit me with a gag to keep me from alerting the town every time we fucked. His cock could do the trick just fine when it was lodged down my throat where it belonged, but in the times when it was otherwise occupied, he had a point. 
“Baby…oh!” I stammered, lifting my right hand from the desk and grabbing a thick handful of her brown hair. “Just…like…that!”
I crushed her head between my thighs as a second climax followed swiftly on the heels of the first. My grip was a boon; I could feel her body shuddering from the aftershocks of my finish, and her hands squeezed my legs for support. 
But she didn’t relent. Her lips and mouth continued their unceasing assault even while I spent, lapping up my release as if it were precious. I felt more than heard her moan as she reached her own crest. My breathing became stunted, and for a few airless seconds I felt like my mind had completely left my body.
When lucidity finally returned and my grip loosened, I looked down to see Isolde smiling up at me, her lips soaked and her eyes glimmering with contentment. And in that moment of orgasmic haze, I knew it was time to show her my surprise gift and return her glorious favor. 
“Fuck,” I wheezed, feathering my fingers through her hair. “That was so good…”
“Then I shall bring you again,” Isolde said. 
“Wait!” I said, tugging on her hair before she could dive in for seconds. “I need to return the favor.”
“That is unnecessary. Your pleasure is paramount.”
I snorted. “That’s ridiculous.”
“The tan’ratha rewards me for my service,” Isolde said, touching the gem in her collar. 
“I know, but we’ve been over this,” I said, leaning up. “The echo isn’t as good as the real thing.”
“Perhaps not, but it is—”
“Nope,” I cut her off. “On your feet, honey.”
She frowned but obeyed, rising in front of me. The movement jiggled her breasts, and it made me wonder if I should expand my decree and insist she go topless all the time, or at least whenever we were in private. She’d probably agree to it, and gods knew that Mirek wouldn’t mind. If I expanded that edict to every woman in the city, I’d be the most popular monarch in Torsian history. 
It took all my willpower to resist the urge to grab and squeeze them as I slid off the desk and unstrapped my own breastplate, then tossed it onto the floor next to hers. The rush of fresh air felt good on my tits, probably since my nipples were already rock hard and yearning for play. My quim was still ablaze despite her best efforts to quench the flames, which was pretty much the story of my life. 
“Now get that cute ass of yours up on the table,” I ordered. “And prepare for the fucking of your life.”
Isolde climbed onto the table even though her confused frown remained. “I do not understand. You are not a male.”
“And thank the gods for that,” I said. “But there’s a saying in Nelu’Thalas: gúl fallana ilya arwa. It’s meant to be tongue-in-cheek, since magic can’t really fix every problem. But as far as I can tell, Avetharri artificers were the horniest bastards in the entire empire. If there was something they couldn’t fuck, they found a way.”
Smiling, I turned and showed her the toy I’d purchased. Visually, it looked like leather panties with tiny vatari gemstones in the waistband, just like the similar gûltelco I’d seen in Nelu’Thalas. But even though they’d dedicated themselves to fighting sorcery, the Senosi had apparently made some tweaks to the original design. It made sense: the Castarium had once been filled with angry young women, and they’d needed a way to have fun with each other since they mostly reviled men. 
“What is that?” Isolde asked. 
“An elegant solution to an age-old problem,” I said, stepping into the harness and sliding it up my legs as if I were putting my panties back on. “You’ll love it, I promise.”
I secured the harness around my hips. An excited tingle raced through me as I touched one of the gemstones. There was the faintest hum of magical power as the device awakened after who knew how long…
And then, with a flash of Aetheric energy, a glowing arcane phallus sprouted from the harness above my quim. 
“Zor kalah!” Isolde gasped. 
“Proof that the gods exist, and that they love me,” I said, biting down on my lip as I gingerly reached out to the semi-translucent stem. “It’s supposed to send sensations to…oh!”
My mind went blank as I curled my fingers around the shaft. Just like I’d hoped, the phallus felt real, as if I were touching a part of my own body. In theory, the gûltelco would let me experience what it was like to have sex as a man without all the obnoxious baggage of actually being one. It could throb, it could grow.
And most importantly, it could cum. 
“Oh, gods,” I breathed. “Can you feel…?”
I didn’t need to finish. As I stroked the sorcerous stem, Isolde’s breaths became stilted. She practically fell back on her palms as she struggled to endure the sensory assault, which had the lovely side effect of pushing out her chest. Evidently, experiencing Mirek’s pleasure through her collar still hadn’t prepared her. She was going to need even more training.
Training I was all too happy to provide. 
“Probably not quite big enough for you,” I teased. “But don’t worry—gúl fallana ilya arwa!”
Touching the gemstone again, I increased the size of the arcane phallus another few inches. Looking at it made me grin. Gods, I couldn’t wait until she used it on me next…
But the adjustments the Senosi had made might let us both have what we wanted. Bracing myself, I touched the other gemstone on the waistband…
And squealed in delight as the device sprouted another phallus, this one straight into my quim.
“Faarea,” I breathed. “It’s…oh…”
The arcane phallus stretched my carnal walls as gloriously as the real thing. My toes reflexively curled, and I bit down on my lip as I swayed on my feet. I couldn’t tell where the sensations of my own body ended and those of the cock began. This thing was every bit as amazing as advertised. I could basically fuck both of us at the same time. 
“No mortal should have this much power,” I said. “It’s unholy.”
“Oh!” Isolde gasped. 
When I mustered the will to reopen my eyes, I saw her entire body trembling, breasts heaving and legs spread to their fullest extent. The lips of her amazon cunt were parted and glistening, the delicate pink flesh within flexing needily. I’d never seen a woman who needed to get fucked more in my life. 
“I’m coming!” I breathed, rushing up to her. “Just hold on!”
With her knees already parted, I had no trouble positioning myself between her smooth, athletic legs. They reflexively drew together as my hips brushed her inner thighs, cradling my sides, inviting me deeper. And when I pushed the tip of the magical stem against her folds, her eyes fluttered open and met mine. 
“It is…nnn…a miracle,” Isolde said, eyeing the glowing stem with a mix of wonder and desperation. “I never imagined you would be able to take me in such a manner.
“I’m a resourceful girl,” I said, heart pounding as I brought my lips to hers and gave them a soft kiss. “Never doubt that.”
Smiling warmly, Isolde pushed off from the table and locked her hands behind my neck instead, surrendering her weight to me…and then paused. 
“Your necklace,” she breathed. “Where…?”
“Don’t worry about it,” I soothed. “With you and Mirek around, I’ll have all the energy I can use. Now, you ready to feed me or what?”
Isolde slowly leaned back and pulled me on top of her, our breasts meeting in warm, soft communion, while our mouths were never more than an inch apart. 
“My body is your shield in battle,” she said. “And a vessel for your pleasure beyond.”
Both my magical cocks tingled in anticipation as another rush of heat flooded my core, the stem buried inside me twitching against my walls, the one poised at Isolde’s entrance merely throbbing, the tip nuzzling her moist labia. It was a hell of a creed, I had to admit, and one that had stirred the imaginations of men across Torsia for generations. Having a pretty wife was all well and good, but having a pretty wife whose personal code of honor compelled her to defend you in battle then submit to every one of your desires afterward? It seemed even less believable than one of Aluriel’s ridiculous Elvish romance novels. 
But here she was beneath me, her body wrapped around me and her breath hot on my lips. Waiting. Yearning. 
“Please,” Isolde whispered. “Take me.”
Despite all the breathless gasps and lustful moans and pitiful whimpers that had escaped her lips the last few days, I’d never heard her voice as desperate as it was right now. I glanced down the length of her body to the glowing phallus. Even with just the head pressed against her nether lips, I could already feel her carnal heat threatening to envelop me. If this felt even half as good as the phallus inside me—or a quarter as good as when Mirek split me open—I was going to lose my damn mind. 
It was time to find out. 
Holding my breath, I pushed inside her. I expected her grip to be tight and wet, and I wasn’t the least bit disappointed. But the heat was what nearly overwhelmed me. It spread throughout my body, enveloping me like a steaming bath and threatening to carry me away. I could have cum so easily, especially when Isolde gasped and clutched me more tightly against her bosom, her intimate walls clenching as I went further, deeper into her channel, closer to her womb. It felt as though I was becoming a part of her…
Gods, if this was what Mirek felt like when he entered me, I had no idea how he didn’t cum in a heartbeat. My tight elven walls must have been absolute torture. I knew I was irresistible. 
“Gods,” I breathed, swallowing. “You feel absolutely incredible.”
“I know.”
I looked down at her. Isolde’s face bore a radiant yet sultry smile, and we shared a breathless chuckle. I pushed even deeper, drawing another cry from her mouth when I finally hilted myself. My hips met hers the very instant I felt my tip find the end of her passage. I gave us both a moment to recover, kissing her lips and drinking her breath as if it was my own.
“I need you…” I panted. “To promise me something.”
“Anything.”
“If we survive this,” I rasped, “I want you to promise to use this thing on me as soon as possible. Like, all the time. Over and over.”
“I promise,” Isolde purred, kissing me again. “But you must make a pledge to me as well.”
“Name it.”
“You must also be willing to call upon me whenever you are flush with desire. My body is yours to be used.”
“You may regret telling me that,” I said, smiling again. “I get excited easily.”
“I have experienced this,” she said. “But you are still female. Your desires will never blaze as hot as that of a male.”
“Okay, you’re definitely going to regret saying that. I am going to fuck you over and over again.”
“Please do,” she breathed, flexing her core around me. “Maskari.”
Gritting my teeth, I rolled back my hips and pulled the phallus out of her. Once more, the clutch of her walls nearly set me off. The sensation was truly incredible…but I had never felt the need to hold back a climax or pace myself before. It was absolutely maddening! How in the bloody void did men live like this?
And looking down at Isolde didn’t help one bit. The sheen of sweat on her athletic figure, the jiggle of her breasts as she panted for breath, the desperate look in her brown eyes as she waited for me to take her…
I owed Mirek an apology. Or maybe just a big heaping bundle of respect. When he entered me, he always waited until I’d spent before letting himself release, and I never realized how tortuous it must have been for him. It was beyond mere courtesy. He was a damn saint! A knight in a shining doublet. 
I made a promise to myself right then and there: the next time he fucked me, I was going to let him know that he was more than welcome to cum in one thrust or ten or a hundred, whatever he wanted. And whenever he did, my lips would be right there to clean him up and get him back in the fight. 
But right now, I had my own battle to wage. And even though I knew her collar would make Isolde climax no matter when I did, I couldn’t live with myself if I popped in a single thrust. No, I was going to pound this girl right. 
Swallowing hard, I pushed back into her, moaning uncontrollably as her heat enveloped me again. Isolde kept her arms around my neck, holding me close and sharing my breaths, and by my third thrust, the grip of her legs tightened and pulled me in deeper. 
So far, so good. I just need to—
“Oh!” I blurted out when I felt her walls churn in rhythm with my next push. I could see her abdominal muscles flexing as she ground against me, meeting my force with hers. It was a damn miracle I didn’t pop. 
This was completely unfair! Isolde had so many tools to get me off, and I had so few to resist. My opinion of Mirek went up yet another notch. It almost made me regret teasing him and getting him hot all the time. 
Almost. Mostly, it confirmed the theory I’d held from the moment I’d sucked him off in that tavern: a girl was never more powerful than when she was on her knees. 
“More,” Isolde breathed, rolling her hips against me. “Harder. Please…”
Gritting my teeth, summoning willpower I never thought I had and probably never would again, I started to rut her at a regular pace, slamming in and then withdrawing, again and again. My heart pounded in my ears in perfect rhythm with me pounding her amazon cunt, and the wet slaps of our meeting flesh grew nearly as loud as our frantic moans. 
I’d never felt desire like this before, a need to rut and fill and fuck as only a cock could. It filled the world beside all the sensations, beating with angry fists against my resolve to be steady, to enjoy each stroke inside that heavenly heat. Even the familiar pleasure of the phallus inside me, the sparks singing along my nerves from the delightful friction caused by my thrusts into Isolde, didn’t hold a candle to it. And when I gazed down at her—at my amazon warrior—knowing I could have her like this any time I wanted…
My control shattered. 
“Shit…shit…shit!”
Pulling out of her at the last possible instant, I grabbed hold of the glowing phallus right as it burst. I had been told that the gûltelco offered the true male experience, from getting hard to making a right and proper mess. And when this one popped, I wasn’t disappointed.
Half a dozen thick, gooey ropes of magical seed fired from the tip, bathing her naked flesh in my glorious triumph. Watching it splash over her, desecrating her flawless olive skin, was nearly as hot as having it done to me. And appreciating the mess I’d made of her when I’d finished, seeing the glistening beads of the magical cum all over her tits and stomach and chin, it was suddenly easy to understand why it drove men so crazy. I loved it when Mirek came on me, and not just because my tattoos could feed on his power. I enjoyed the sudden rush of heat down my throat, the creamy warm splatter on my skin, the sticky, salty aftertaste on my lips…
But mostly, I loved the way it made me feel powerful knowing that my body had driven him over the edge. Even when I was caked in his seed, I somehow felt like I was the one in control. 
Yet seeing Isolde like this, her body glazed almost beyond recognition, I felt a different kind of power. Primal. Animalistic. As if I had taken a beautiful female and marked her as my own. 
Gods, it was so hot. And I wished more than ever that Mirek were here with us right now so he could flip me over, drive his manhood into me, and cum all over me, too…
“Mirek is…oooh…” Isolde stammered, her eyes fluttering as she struggled to speak. “He is still…waiting…on his contact.”
“Too bad for him,” I said. “Guess he should have stayed here and played with us for a while.”
Swallowing, Isolde finally steadied herself enough to look up at me. “It would appear that we have more time.”
I smiled down at her and brushed several damp strands of dark hair from her eyes. “However will we fill it?”
“The first night we copulated at Arkney Falls, you promised to teach me some techniques for pleasing a male with your lips.”
“Such as how you should always have your tits out?” I asked cheekily. 
“Yes,” Isolde said. “With this device, perhaps it is a good time to continue my instruction.”
“Mm,” I said, imagining looking down into those brown eyes of hers while she was on her knees with a cock in her throat. It would be a hell of a sight, that was for sure, and the mental image of exploding in her mouth was pretty damn hot. But then again…
“You disapprove of this idea?” she asked, sensing my hesitation. 
“Not at all,” I said. “I just figured you’d want to put it on and try it out on me.”
“If that is what you desire, I will happily—”
“No, it’s all right,” I soothed, brushing her cheek. “I’m sure you’ll get the chance soon. But for now…”
Grunting, I leaned back and allowed the phallus to slip out of her. The stem didn’t shrivel like a real cock, thankfully, but it yearned to be back inside her velvet depths as quickly as possible. This thing was going to teach me more than I had ever imagined about male desire. I suddenly felt bad for Mirek, not just because he was missing out on this, but for all the times he’d slid out of me after he’d finished. Gods, it must have been torture!
I would have to make it up to him later. Repeatedly. But as for now…
“Get on your knees, amazon slut,” I said. “It’s time to teach you a lesson.” 
[image: image-placeholder]I was a rather brutish instructor, as it turned out. I treated Isolde’s mouth like another cunt that existed solely for my pleasure. Not out of malice, of course, but because it was how I preferred my own mouth to be treated. Mirek, the gentleman that he was, had taken quite a bit of encouragement before he’d been willing to exert much force on me. 
Thankfully, I’d mostly broken him of that misplaced chivalry by now. After he’d helped me finally get that last stubborn inch of his cock down my throat, he’d been far more uninhibited in our couplings. 
But despite being the daughter of Torsia’s most famous paladin, I must not have had a spark of chivalry in me. I had Isolde choking on the phallus almost immediately, and I didn’t stop even after the magical cock had unleashed another torrent of its magical seed straight into her gullet. 
Perhaps the momentary role reversal was getting to me; perhaps having the only useful part of a man grafted onto me had made me drunk with power. 
Or perhaps this was further proof that I never should have been trusted with such an incredible work of artifice. This may have been the first and only thing Veleca and I had in common. Except instead of using my dangerous toy to unleash the apocalypse, I wanted to force my beautiful girlfriend to guzzle my seed. 
I finally gave her a breather after I’d fired a second load down her throat, and I leaned back against another table to catch my breath while she sat there on her haunches, her olive skin glistening with sweat and my magical seed dripping from her chin. Somehow, Isolde seemed even more beautiful on her knees, which was probably true of me as well. Seeing her like this, fingers working between her legs, desperately weathering a climax, made me once again wish that Mirek were here so I could suck him off, too. I wanted his cum so badly right now it was also embarrassing. Or would have been, if I had been capable of such a thing. 
I was about to get her back up on the table and take another crack at that cunt of hers when she abruptly bolted upright. Her face hardened into a stern look, sabotaged only by the mess I’d made over her chin and neck. 
“You can’t quit now,” I whined. “We should have at least another twenty minutes of privacy.”
“It is Mirek,” Isolde said, rising to her feet. 
“Something wrong?” 
“Yes.”
She closed her eyes to concentrate on the collar, and my heart started thudding in my ears. Not out of lust, like normal, but out of concern. Tapping one of the gemstones on the harness, I withdrew the magical cocks, biting my lip against a whimper as the one in my cunt retracted, and waited for her response. 
“He is in danger,” Isolde said, swallowing and reopening her eyes. 
“Shit,” I hissed, suddenly feeling a little silly. And guilty. “How bad?”
Her expression turned dark. “His teleportation magic is not working. He cannot escape.”
“What?” I breathed. “Then we—”
“Have to get to him,” Isolde said. “As quickly as possible.”
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With haste still very much a consideration, Farah didn’t waste any time before giving me a rundown of the Regent Lord’s quirks and weaknesses. We put together a basic strategy in only a few minutes, which reminded me of how good a team we could be when the situation called for it. I could never stop myself from thinking how well she could have done for herself in the Aetherium instead of the Zarul. She had all the intellect and sorcerous ability she’d need to climb through the ranks. And as a bonus, she never would have been asked to spend the best years of her life overseas in the bed of a foreign oaf.  
But then, as my father was always keen to remind me, there was no power in service to the Aetherium. At least, not the kind of power he considered important. Changing the fabric of reality wasn’t as important to him as getting a seat on the Sovereign Council. Imperial scholars were barely above rank-and-file soldiers in his eyes. 
A few minutes later, Farah led me out of her room and into the estate. I stayed vigilant, looking for any signs this could be a trap. But the long, elegant wooden halls were mostly empty aside from the occasional servant, and the lone house guard we passed didn’t bat an eye at the fact the Regent Lord’s mistress had a guest at her side. It seemed odd, perhaps even suspicious…but then I felt the subtlest pull of Aetheric currents surrounding him, and I belatedly understood. 
The guard wasn’t being negligent; Farah was using her enchantment magic to keep him under her thrall. 
A knot twisted in the pit of my stomach. I was fully aware of her magical proclivities—without them, she never would have been selected for this mission—and it was probably hypocritical of me to balk at charm spells after I’d just infiltrated the mansion with my teleportation and illusion spells. But manipulating minds seemed different somehow, especially after her admission a few days ago that she’d employed them on me at one point or another…
Mostly, though, it was yet another reminder that the Senosi Crusade hadn’t come out of nowhere. The Aether was a terrifying force in the wrong hands, and it wasn’t unreasonable for people to want someone to protect them from its excesses. It was humbling—and a little terrifying—how much havoc Farah and I could wreak all on our own if we were so inclined. 
Pulling my thoughts out of that ethical abyss, I focused again on my surroundings. The mansion itself was far statelier and more elegant than it had any right to be compared to the rest of the city. The paintings and mosaics on the rich, mahogany halls were as impressive as any I’d seen back home, and I was reasonably certain that some of the furniture had been imported from Nelu’Thalas. Even the marble banisters seemed out of place for such an otherwise dreary city. 
But the pirates who’d built Vorsalos had plundered the Shattered Coast for generations, and it shouldn’t have been the least bit surprising that smugglers had brought in goods from all over Torsia and beyond. In the Imperium, we enjoyed the spoils of traditional conquest. But there were plenty of other ways for powerful people to get what they wanted. 
Farah eventually led me to a study on the eastern side of the building. The room was empty and quiet, with no signs that anyone had taken books from the shelves or sat down at the desk to read or write in some time. She bade me to wait while she summoned the Regent Lord, and my paranoia flared up when I found myself alone. But if Farah was going to betray me again somehow, this seemed like a foolish way to go about it. The room’s lone window was currently drawn, but all I’d need to do was peer beneath the curtain and teleport away if something happened. 
With that in mind, I leaned my back against one of the shelves and mentally ran through the arguments I planned to make. I reminded myself that if things went truly horribly, Farah could probably use her charm magic to get what we wanted. I’d feel bad about it…but at least it would be for a good cause. 
Mercifully, I wasn’t forced to stew in my anxiety for very long. Farah returned perhaps ten minutes later with Gavros Ironsail, Regent Lord of Vorsalos, right behind her. 
He was an intimidating enough man in his own right, with a large frame that was slightly more muscular than portly, as if he’d once been a powerful warrior who’d allowed his appetite to win a few too many battles since his youth. His elaborate blue doublet and puffy white shirt made him look more like a sea captain than a noble, especially with the golden epaulets on his shoulders and matching buckles decorating his belt and boots. The cutlass at his side—presumably more ceremonial than functional—completed the image. 
“My lord,” Farah said, her voice almost an octave higher than when we’d been alone, “allow me to introduce Mirek Stravos. He is an accomplished—
“Ah, yes,” Ironsail interrupted in a deep, bellicose voice. His crass, almost slurring accent marked him as a man of the sea even more than his outfit. “The so-called advisor.”
“My lord,” I replied, offering him a formal bow. I’d been away from anything resembling a noble court for so long the movement felt strange. Though part of that was undoubtedly the fact I didn’t consider this idiot worthy of ruling over a brothel, let alone a city of over a hundred thousand people.
“Farah tells me you have something on your mind, son,” the Regent Lord said, his nearly black eyes taking me in with a single glance. “Something important enough to interrupt my meeting with the iron guild.”
I offered him a contrite nod, acting on one of Farah’s suggestions. “I deeply apologize for the inconvenience, my lord. But I have information that could be vital to the city’s future.”
He grunted and planted a hand on his hip. “Let me guess: this little plan of yours isn’t going as smoothly as you thought it would.”
I hesitated, and I had to force myself not to shoot a surprised look at Farah. “My lord?”
“I warned your people from the beginning that it was too risky. But they got impatient, and they delivered a boatful of gold to encourage me to be impatient, too.” Ironsail snorted. “It’s almost enough to make a man wonder why his new friends are so eager to play in his backyard.”
“I don’t really understand the politics, my lord,” I said, struggling through every word. We were half a minute into this meeting and it had already veered off the road. “Drakendaar sent me to help ensure your men had the proper training and oversight.”
“I’m sure they did.” Ironsail grunted again, then glanced back at Farah. “Fetch us a drink, would you, dear?”
“Of course, my lord,” she said demurely. She gave me a quick glance when he wasn’t looking, one that seemed to say “keep it together,” then left the room. 
The moment she was gone, Ironsail braced himself against a bookshelf with his elbow, then nodded. “Speak your mind, son,” he said. “And make it good.”
Taking a deep breath, I launched into the spiel Farah and I had worked out beforehand. It was the same basic explanation I’d given her, just tailored to a different audience. After his prickly reception, I was concerned about how he would react, especially since Farah had warned me that he had quite the temper. 
But my worries were misplaced. He took in everything I said, interrupted only to pluck one of the glasses from the serving tray Farah carried in a minute later. I took my own glass, mostly to be polite, though the sip of wine tasted much better than any of the local swill. 
“Through the Pale,” Ironsail said once I’d finished, his face twisted in disgust. “It’s a gods-damned nightmare.”
“Yes, it is,” I agreed. “And if we were caught flat-footed, it would be an absolute catastrophe. But with a proper redeployment, we could—”
“Yes, yes, I heard what you said the first time,” he interrupted with a wave of his large hand. “The question is whether all the men you’ve been training for me will be enough.”
“A hundred sorcerers can cover a lot of ground,” I told him. “Particularly with assistance from your regular soldiers.”
Ironsail swirled his glass in thought for a minute, then took a large gulp. 
“It wasn’t supposed to be this way,” he said, voice suddenly low. “I was promised much. Yet so far, your people have delivered precious little. And now you’re telling me that my city might burn around me.”
“I hope it won’t come to that,” I said, and meant it. “I’ll do everything I can to prevent it.”
The Regent Lord gave me another appraising gaze, this one as if he’d never seen me before. “If we succeed, the Raven Court will be damn impressed. Or so terrified they can’t think straight. Either way, I suppose we’ll all get what we want.”
“Yes, my lord.”
“You’re confident these sorcerers will be able to get the job done?”
“I’m confident we stand a better chance with them ready for an ambush than not,” I hedged. 
Ironsail snorted. “That’s not much of an answer.”
“I’m afraid it’s the best one I have.”
His eyes narrowed, and I wondered if I might have stepped into a pit I hadn’t realized was there. But then he suddenly chuckled, as if to a private joke.
“A refreshing dose of candor,” he said. “Not something I’ve come to expect from your people.”
Perhaps unwittingly, he tossed a quick glance over at Farah. His eyes didn’t linger on her for more than a second, but something in his tone and movements made the back of my neck tingle in warning…
“Well, I’ll return your candor in kind, then,” the Regent Lord went on, back straightening. “Your people promised me a throne, not a city filled with dead. For your sake, this had better work.”
His eyes were deadly cold, and his voice dripped with menace. With my sorcerous abilities, I rarely felt threatened by a normal man, but this was the closest I’d come in a good long while. If nothing else, Ironsail definitely had an imposing presence about him. In person, it was obvious how he’d managed to slowly grind the other nobles into submission. 
“The Imperium will not let you down, my lord,” Farah said. “I’ve no doubt the—”
“Of course, I never truly expected the Imperium to look out for our interests,” Ironsail went on, ignoring her and keeping his icy glare focused on me. “I know how you southerners look at us. You think we’re ignorant, salt-bleached fools who couldn’t possibly grasp the complexities of Torsian politics.”
Scoffing, he finished the rest of his wine with a long gulp. Then, strolling toward the desk next to me, he slammed the empty glass down upon it. 
“But then, we’re not the ones who’ve spent decades trying and failing to conquer backwater kingdoms,” Ironsail sneered. “And we’re not so arrogant as to think we’re the next Avetharri Empire.”
“The people of the Northern Reaches have endured a great deal,” I said as diplomatically as I could manage. The warning tingle in my neck was getting stronger every moment. “You’ve fought hard for your independence.”
The Regent Lord smiled. It seemed genuine…but far too smug for my liking. 
“Yes, we have,” he agreed. “I have. And I’m not about to throw it all away on flimsy promises from a distant empire. Especially one that sees us as puppets, not people.”
Farah stirred behind him. “My lord, perhaps we should—”
“Or one so arrogant as to believe they can manipulate me with impunity,” he interrupted her again. After staring hard at me for another moment, he finally pivoted around to Farah. “How stupid do your masters think I am?”
She blinked in confusion—genuine confusion, not a calculated façade like almost everything else she did. “My lord?”
“How stupid do you think I am?” Ironsail asked, voice lowering to a growl. “Did you honestly believe you could keep all your little schemes from me?”
The wave of surprise continued battering against Farah’s face, and she looked more uncertain than I had ever seen. She couldn’t even bring herself to speak. 
“Don’t bother denying it—you’ll only embarrass yourself.” 
The man’s face turned hard as he took a step toward her, looming over her dainty figure with his impressive bulk. All of a sudden, she looked incredibly small.
“This is my city,” he told her. “I know the streets. I know the people. And I know exactly who to squeeze to get answers.” He scoffed. “You’ve built an impressive little spy network, I have to admit. More than anyone would have expected from a dull-witted Elashi whore.”
Her lips dropped open, and her almond skin paled at least two shades. 
“But then, you’re not dull-witted, are you? You’re not Elashi, either.” Ironsail’s grin turned dark. “Though you are definitely a whore. I suppose I’ve always been right about that.”
I don’t know what compelled me to do it. I didn’t owe Farah anything. On the contrary, I had every right to be upset with her—I had every right to laugh in her face while this man insulted her. But for whatever reason, I found myself lunging to her defense. 
“Enough!” I growled, positioning myself between them. “What is the meaning of this?”
The Regent Lord’s eyes flashed, and for a split second, I thought he might draw his cutlass. But then he snorted and took a step back instead. 
“You know, I can understand why your people wanted you in my bed,” he said to Farah. “But why in the bloody void would you crawl into his?”
“My lord, I don’t know what you are talking about,” Farah said, recovering from her shock enough to speak. But for once, her body language and voice betrayed her. I could practically feel her carefully crafted persona crumbling around her.
“Really? You’re still going to play that game?” Snorting contemptuously, he shifted his eyes back to me. “I appreciate your warning about tonight, advisor,” he said, practically spitting the word on my boots. “But I no longer need your services. Not you, not your trainers, not even your whore. I will save my city on my own, thank you very much.”
My blood turned to ice. I had no idea what to do or say. I had known all along there was a risk he wouldn’t listen to me, but I’d never once considered that he might have been keen to Farah’s game this whole time. Her plan—the Zarul’s plan—wasn’t merely crumbling. It was exploding. 
“Ungrateful fool,” Farah said, her surprise and fear abruptly calcifying into anger. “Without our help, you wouldn’t be Regent Lord. You wouldn’t even be in the Court!”
“But I am, my dear,” Ironsail said plainly. “And after tonight, everyone in Vorsalos will be clamoring for me to be king. And once the undead are gone—undead unleashed by a pair of treacherous Crell spies—the people will cry out for vengeance. A public execution should satisfy them, don’t you think?”
My heart froze in my chest, and I glanced at the window as I formed a teleportation spell in my head. But before I could snatch Farah’s arm, she made her own move. 
“No,” she said, eyes flashing as the Aether surged through her. “I don’t think so.”
I could feel her reaching out to his mind, ready to mold it like clay as she’d surely done before. But this time, nothing happened. It was only then, when I felt something pushing back against her spell, that I saw a flicker of movement from the doorway—
And two men wearing dark robes entered the room. The Aether swirled around them like a tempest, and while one shielded Ironsail, the other’s fingertips crackled with arcane energy. 
“Before I have you strung up, I want you to pen a letter to Drakendaar for me,” the Regent Lord said, a wide, self-satisfied grin on his face, “just to let them know how much I appreciate all their help.”
[image: image-placeholder]“Well,” I said, tugging experimentally at my restraints. “I think it’s fair to say this plan of yours is working out splendidly.”
Farah didn’t respond, and the iron shackles binding my wrists to the cold stone wall didn’t budge. I almost wished that Lord Ironsail had more faith in the Senosi suppression collar digging into my throat. At least then I would still be able to move around the cell.
“Feels nice to get played, doesn’t it?” I asked, not bothering to conceal my bitterness. “Cleaner than a real dagger in the back, but it hurts just as much.”
When she remained quiet, I finally glanced away from my iron shackles to look at her. The Regent Lord’s thugs had chained her to the floor rather than the wall, for whatever reason, though her kneeling posture didn’t look any more comfortable. Her hands were bound behind her back, and the chains on her suppression collar were looped into the wall, keeping her from moving more than a few inches in any direction. Under different circumstances, seeing her bound and helpless on her knees might have been entertaining, but I took no joy in her misery. 
Well, not much joy, anyway. I wasn’t a good enough person to forgive what she’d done. Sore joints and a stiff neck were a small price to pay for giving a dangerous Avetharri relic to a lunatic like Veleca. Or trying to ship Shayera off to the Imperium as breeding fodder. 
No, Farah clearly deserved an ill fate. But that didn’t mean I intended to let Ironsail and his thugs be the ones to mete out justice. No, if we got out of here and survived the night, I planned to put her on a boat headed back home. The Zarul could punish her for her failure. 
When they did, an execution in the public square of Vorsalos might seem like mercy by comparison. 
“At least Ironsail is smart enough to recognize the threat,” I said. “If you trained these Corvosi as well as you think you did, they might actually have a chance of stopping this massacre before it happens.”
“I cannot believe you want the Imperium to fail,” she hissed, glaring up at me with those hazel eyes of hers. “You’re not just a soft-hearted fool. You’re a traitor!”
“This has nothing to do with betrayal,” I said, a flash of anger bubbling up inside me. “It’s about the insanity of handing over a dangerous relic to a psychopath in the hopes she’d play along with your little scheme. Did you not stop and consider for a moment that something could go wrong?”
Farah visibly clenched her teeth. “Of course we did! That’s why you’re here, remember? You were supposed to clean up the mess.”
I scoffed. “Because it’s just that easy, right? You can’t tear open a few fractures in the Pale, unleash Zarach knows how many demons into the world, and then pretend you can seal them and forget the whole thing happened. Even if Veleca and her undead are completely wiped out, we’ll be hearing about demonic possessions across the Reaches for years to come!”
I expected a withering retort of one kind or another. But she stayed silent, her hands clenching and unclenching in her restraints. I had never seen her so off-balance…or off-balance at all, frankly. Somehow, it was both smugly satisfying and deeply disturbing all at once. 
I sighed. “Here’s what I don’t understand. If you’d just been patient, Vorsalos could have been ours in another decade at most!”
“Easy to say when you aren’t the one on your back beneath an overweight slob every night,” Farah said venomously.
I winced. “You know how I feel about that. It’s absolute madness that the Zarul expected you to live like this.”
“It’s what the Imperium requires. And what duty demands.”
“Ah, yes, duty,” I said, practically spitting the word. “Duty is what sent my brother to fight in Galvia. And it sent him to an early grave.”
“He died a hero of the Imperium.”
“There are no heroes in stupid wars. Only children doomed to grow up fatherless.”
“He died so that they’ll have a chance to grow up.”
“Oh please,” I scoffed. “Galvia’s no threat to us. It’s a fractured kingdom of horse farmers and reclusive baronies.”
“They’re religious zealots.”
“Who hadn’t threatened our borders in a hundred years.” I shook my head, the movement rattling the chains on my arms. “And you know what’s almost worse? The war was supposed to be over a long time ago. We consider ourselves the most powerful empire in Torsia, yet we can’t seem to conquer a third-rate kingdom. What does that say about us?”
She hissed softly. “The Sovereigns would never tolerate such insolence from your lips.”
“The Sovereigns aren’t here. It’s just you and me and the darkness. No duty, no honor, no bullshit.”
“I never should have taken you into my bed,” she said, lip twisting. “I never should have allowed them to send you here at all!”
“But then who would have cleaned up your mess?” 
Turning her head as much as her restraints would allow, Farah looked away in disgust. I allowed her to seethe quietly for a moment, wondering if any of this would ever sink in. 
Probably not in time for it to make a difference. 
“Ironsail will have us executed as foreign spies,” Farah said eventually, voice low and dark. “Another way to boost his standing with the Court.”
“Only if we survive the night. I figure there’s better than even odds the undead will beat the headsman to his task.”
Her bindings rattled as she looked back up at me. “You honestly believe it will be that bad?”
“Do you think I would have risked coming back to you if I didn’t?” I asked tartly. “What’s it going to take for you to accept that hundreds or maybe even thousands of people are going to die?”
I glared at her again, the embers of my righteous rage igniting again. I would have given anything to be a fly on the wall in that Council meeting when the Sovereigns had come up with this insane plan, just to see who—if any—of them had protested. 
“But it’s not hopeless,” I added. “Like I said, with the Corvosi in position, there’s at least a chance we can prevent the worst. Especially once Shayera breaks us out of here.”
Farah’s brow furrowed. “You think one spoiled little princess is going to break us out of here? Without sorcery?”
“I think she can, with your help,” I said, letting my grin turn smug. “You didn’t think I came in here without an escape plan, did you? I may not have expected the Regent Lord to throw us in the dungeon, but I figured the odds were decent that you would.”
Farah’s frown only deepened. “I don’t understand.”
“I know. But I have a way to contact her. This fancy suppression collar may keep me from channeling, but I shouldn’t interfere with my bond.”
“Bond?”
“Don’t worry about it,” I said.. “All that matters is that you’ve been living in this estate for years. I know how you think; you probably memorized every nook and cranny of this place within an hour of being invited inside.”
Farah continued giving me a blank look, but her chin eventually bobbed in a nod. “Yes.”
“All you need to do is tell me the easiest way to get down here,” I went on. “This city was built by pirates and smugglers—surely they had the means to move contraband into their own homes? A cunning man like Ironsail wouldn’t live here otherwise, I expect.”
She stayed quiet for several heartbeats, brow furrowed as she considered my words. “There is a passage,” she whispered. 
“Good,” I said, smiling. “Then it’s time for you to tell me all about it.”
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“You’re sure he’s all right?” I asked for maybe the tenth time. 
“He is not in pain,” Isolde replied. “He is frustrated by his predicament but confident that we will be able to liberate him.”
“Good to know he appreciates our skills.”
Taking a steadying breath, I peered through the spyglass and studied the Regent Lord’s estate from a safe distance. The Lookout’s owner probably hadn’t thought we’d climb up to the actual roof of his building and use it as an actual watch tower. But then again, he probably hadn’t expected me to repeatedly rail Isolde with a magic phallus, either. If we survived the night, I made a mental note to have Mirek pay the man a few extra silvers. 
“Well,” I said after I’d completed my visual sweep of the battlements, “this shouldn’t be too difficult.”
I could feel Isolde’s eyes upon me. “I do not understand. We cannot scale the walls in broad daylight without alerting the guards, and you counted several dozen surrounding the estate.”
“With probably half that many more inside, at least.”
“Then why will this challenge not be difficult?”
“Because when you’re young and sexy and shameless, there’s no limit to what you can accomplish.”
I lowered the spyglass. She wasn’t wrong to be concerned—the Regent Lord’s estate was practically a fortress. The stone wall encircling the property was at least fifteen feet high, and between the guards patrolling the walls and the lookouts in the watchtowers by the barbican, there was no way we could possibly climb up there without the cover of darkness or one of Mirek’s teleportation spells. 
But brute force was rarely the correct approach to problems, and it was usually the least fun, to boot. My solution was going to be clever and exciting. 
“It’s simple,” I said, sliding the spyglass back into its pouch in my belt. The watchtower’s wooden roof was starting to get uncomfortably warm here in the sunlight, and wiggling around without sliding off was proving something of a challenge. “All we need is a couple of cute outfits. I’m sure we can steal something from one of the vendors in the market, then pay them back later.”
Isolde’s forehead creased in disapproval. “Steal?”
“Sorry, I meant borrow,” I corrected. “We can pay them back later.”
Her lips thinned into a line, clearly not entirely mollified by my answer, but she mercifully didn’t press the issue. “And what do we do with these cute outfits once we have them?” 
“We put them on,” I replied dryly. “Then we walk up to the gate, flash the goods, and watch as the guards happily let us inside. We won’t be able to bring in any weapons, of course, but we can probably stea—er, borrow—some once we’re inside the mansion.”
Isolde blinked. 
“It’ll work, don’t worry,” I assured her. “It won’t be the first time I’ve fought idiots while half-naked, either. I just hope there’s a chandelier or two for me to cut down as a dramatic distraction.”
“I do not understand,” the amazon said. “Why are you so eager to do this?”
“Because it sounds fun! I took out a whole ship full of pirates in my underwear a few days ago. This can’t be much more difficult, especially with you at my side.”
Isolde stared blankly at me for a moment, then shook her head. “You are not like any of my sisters on Nol Krovos.”
I felt both my eyebrows raise. “Is that a bad or a good thing?”
“Some of both,” she said, a faint smile lifting the corners of her lips. “But it will make this rescue more difficult.”
“Why is that?”
“Because I now wish we had more time alone,” she said, placing her hand on my leg. “So that I could use the device on you.”
I bit down on my lip. We had dressed and cleaned up the moment she’d sensed Mirek in danger, and the gûltelco was tucked away safely in my pack. But gods, the thought of her getting it out and fucking me with it right here on the roof where my cries out would echo across the whole damn city…
“Nnn…” Isolde moaned, eyes fluttering shut as my desire rippled through her. 
“We need to behave,” I said, rolling around and scooting across the roof to be closer to her. “And it wouldn’t be fair to let Mirek miss out again. Or, you know, leave him in peril.”
“It would not,” she agreed, swallowing and steadying herself. “Fortunately, he has provided us with the means to rescue him without climbing the walls or borrowing any cute outfits.”
I paused, trying my best to shake the mental image of her hips pounding into me while those amazing amazon tits bounced in front of my face. “He did what now?”
“He has instructed me on how we may enter the estate through the tan’ratha.”
“Just now?”
“A few moments ago.”
I blinked. “Then why didn’t you say something?”
“I wanted to hear your plan and see if it was superior,” Isolde said. “And while it does seem more entertaining, the Regent Lord’s private escape passage is likely the safer route.”
“I suppose,” I muttered, my dream of swashbuckling through the estate while wearing a maid’s outfit dashed to pieces. “But if Mirek knew about this passage, why didn’t he tell us about it earlier?”
“He did not know about it,” Isolde said. “His Crell accomplice did.”
I frowned. “And why would she tell him about it?”
“Because the Regent Lord captured both of them,” Isolde said, eyes narrowing in concentration as she focused on her collar. “I am not clear how or why, but it would seem that he no longer wishes to cooperate with the Crell.” 
“That’s…unexpected,” I said, pressing my tongue into the back of my teeth. “Flips everything on its head, doesn’t it?”
“Veleca and her undead are still coming,” Isolde said. “And Mirek believes the Regent Lord is underestimating the threat. But he will deploy his moshalim to the most vulnerable places in the city, which was our original goal.”
“Good for us,” I muttered, mind racing through the potential outcomes here. I hated everything about politics: thinking about them, debating them, participating in them…it was all boring and terrible and usually counter-productive. 
But I wasn’t naive enough to think they didn’t matter, and Regent Lord Ironsail rejecting the Crell was a big fucking deal. Highwind and the other free cities might be able to negotiate with him, assuming he still became king. But if the Crell had spent years and considerable resources propping up their puppet, I doubted they’d simply walk away…
Regardless, it was something to worry about later. Right now, Mirek still needed us. 
“Let’s get to this tunnel,” I said. “Nothing like a little jailbreak before the apocalypse.”
[image: image-placeholder]Well, I thought as I descended the ladder into the dank darkness below. This is the exact opposite of the sexy infiltration I’d been thinking about. 
I heard a thump below me as Isolde dropped off the ladder and landed on the wet stone below. Even squinting, I could barely see anything. The pirate lord who’d built this off-shoot passage of the city’s main aqueducts apparently hadn’t paid out any extra coin for glowstones. 
“Can you see anything?” I asked, still on the ladder. 
“Yes,” Isolde confirmed. “With the demon’s power, the passage is as clear as day.”
“That’s useful,” I muttered. “Disturbing, but useful.”
“There is no apparent danger. Mirek was not concerned about guards, since the passage is no longer used for active smuggling.”
“Then I’m going to give us some light,” I said, focusing on my markings. After feeding off Isolde and Mirek, I was charged to the brim. It only took an instant before my tattoos flared to life, bathing the passage around us in their soft blue light. 
It didn’t smell as bad as I’d feared down here, thank Escar, because I would have rather fought through every guard in the estate than trudged through a river of waste in the sewers. The water here was clean enough, since it was just flowing in from the sea. The passage was a quaint little trick the pirate lords had set up to smuggle goods in and out of the harbor without their rivals being the wiser, and the Regent Lord had repurposed it as his own personal escape tunnel. 
From what Isolde had gathered from Mirek, a trap door further in would get us into the estate. It wouldn’t plop us right in the middle of the dungeon or anything quite so convenient, but it would allow us to bypass most of the guards. Isolde and I could free Mirek and get out the same way we’d come in. It was almost too simple. 
Now that I could see the ground beneath me, I readily scuttled down the ladder and dropped next to Isolde. The water was rushing quickly enough that the noise would conceal our footsteps and light conversation, though since we weren’t expecting any guards to be down here full-time, it was unlikely to matter. 
“At least there’s no dead fish smell,” I said, looking back and forth, the scents of brine and damp filling my nostrils. “Which way?”
“Here,” Isolde said, pointing to our left. “It should not be far.”
I walked alongside her, fingers twitching above the handles of my sword. This felt like the kind of place where we’d find the hidden, treasure-filled lair of a horrific monster, but I’d probably read too many of Aluriel’s silly romance books. 
The elevated walkway on the side of the passage allowed us to move without sloshing through the water, and after a few minutes and a handful of turns, we reached our destination. An iron lift was tucked into a semi-circular cubby on the left side of the passage, its mechanical pulley system designed to raise or lower bundles of cargo. The lift itself was only six or seven feet wide and long, enough for a handful of stacked crates or sacks but little else. Two people would have more than enough space to ride up to the trapdoor on the ceiling, assuming we could figure out how to get the thing moving. 
“Smugglers are a clever lot sometimes,” I said. “In Highwind or Nelu’Thalas, this whole thing would be run by artifice. But they set all this up with their bare hands.”
“Their ingenuity would be more impressive if they used it for something worthwhile,” Isolde said, stepping over to the lever controlling the pulley system. 
I thought about reminding her that smuggling wasn’t always bad, but then I remembered who I was talking about. The pirate lords who’d run Vorsalos before the Inquisitrix hadn’t been charming rogues thumbing their noses at unjust laws. In fact, they had almost certainly smuggled slaves as well as lotus and weapons and Watcher knew what else through here. 
Isolde pulled the lever once we were on the lift. I braced myself for the loud clunking of hidden gears that would announce our presence, but the noise was subtle, easily muffled by the sloshing water of the aqueduct passage. The wooden trapdoor above us wasn’t all that dissimilar to the opening we’d dropped through to get into the aqueducts in the first place, other than the fact that this one was locked. 
“Does Mirek happen to know the code?” I said, examining the small, numbered dial on the iron locking mechanism. “Otherwise, we’ll be here all day.”
“If so, he was unable to communicate it to me,” Isolde said. 
I grimaced. “That seems like a big problem. Even with my tattoos, there’s no way I’m strong enough to break that lock.”
“No, you likely cannot,” she agreed. “But I can.”
“What? There’s no way to—” 
Clasping both of her hands together, Isolde reared back and bashed the trapdoor with her fists. I yelped in shock when she smashed through as easily as if it were made of thin plywood rather than reinforced oak. The wood splintered around the hole, and the water definitely wasn’t loud enough to mask this noise, especially on the other side. 
“Le’thos!” I hissed. 
“The door is relatively isolated, so it is unlikely many guards will come to investigate,” Isolde said, lowering her bloody knuckles and scratched forearm. “But we should still aspire to move quickly.”
I stood there gaping in horror, amazed that her hand hadn’t broken. Or maybe it had—her teeth were clenched, and she looked downright furious. 
“Honey,” I breathed. “Are you…?”
“I will regenerate quickly,” she said, plucking a bloody splinter from her wrist. “The pain is already fading.”
My stomach twisted as I watched the wounds start to close over. My tattoos could mend my flesh quickly as well, but they couldn’t fuse bone. Even if they could, I never would have done something that crazy. I couldn’t believe she had. 
Isolde reached up to pull herself through the hole she’d smashed, but she stopped herself at the last instant and looked at me.
“You need not worry,” she said. “Our bond gives me more than enough strength to control the beast inside me.”
“Right,” I whispered, thinking back to the altercation on the party ship. Normally, Isolde seemed honest to a fault, but I was starting to wonder if she was capable of telling the truth where the demon was involved. If it had figured out a way to assert control over her…
Shaking my head, I buried the thought. As troubling as it was, I didn’t want her collar to reveal the depth of my concern. Because anything Isolde knew, the demon would surely know as well. 
The amazon pulled herself up first, and I saw her draw and ready her blade. She didn’t immediately clash with anyone, though, so we must have been clear for the moment. Taking a deep breath, drawing on the power coursing through my tattoos, I leapt up through the opening and landed in a crouch. 
Unsurprisingly, the room on the other side was empty—I hadn’t expected the Regent Lord would have his personal escape route in the middle of the dining hall. The old, musty chamber looked like it may have once been a larder or wine cellar, though the battered old shelves against the wall were currently barren. My glowing tattoos cast enough light that we could easily look around for traps, but I didn’t spot anything out of the ordinary. 
“Almost too easy,” I said, quietly drawing one of my own blades as I watched the only door. The flow of the water was much quieter up here, enough that we should have easily been able to hear any approaching footsteps. 
And about a half a second later, I did. 
Sharing a knowing look with Isolde, I focused on my tattoos and allowed them to fade, shrouding us in darkness. But the hole we’d made in the floor would still be visible the instant anyone opened the door, assuming the guard had a light source with or behind him. We would need to act quickly to prevent him from alerting the entire estate to our presence. 
I dropped into a low crouch, balling my free hand into a fist and preparing to strike. This would have been a lot easier if we could just stab anyone who got in our way, but we hadn’t come here to kill random estate guards for doing their jobs. And without Mirek’s sorcery, we’d have to do things the old-fashioned way. 
The footsteps drew close, and I held my breath as the door creaked open. Rays of dim lantern light swept across the room, closer and closer to the busted trap door every heartbeat. I crept forward another step, staying concealed behind the door as it swung all the way open…
“What the—ngf!”
The guard abruptly toppled forward, his armored body crashing to the ground with a cringingly loud rattle. I hadn’t even seen Isolde move, but she was suddenly standing in the doorway, the guard’s lantern in her hand. 
“An apothecary can tend to his wounds easily enough,” she said quietly, the lantern light catching her brown eyes as she turned. “We should move quickly in case others come to investigate.”
I nodded absently, mouth hanging open. Every time I fought alongside this girl, I was more impressed…and a little more self-conscious. I may have been a natural duelist, but Isolde was a warrior—a true warrior, one happy to use a sword, spear, bow, or even stealth. Whatever was required to get the job done. 
Maybe the undead are the ones who should be scared. 
After blowing out the lantern and setting it down by the insensate guard, Isolde stalked into the hallway. I followed right behind her, trusting that she knew where we were going. The hall outside was completely dark, and I considered activating my tattoos again despite the risks. But then Isolde slipped her fingers into mine, and she led me along beside her. 
I tried to count footsteps and remember turns like Ranger-General Aluriel had tried to teach me years ago. I was reasonably confident I could retrace my steps in an emergency, especially since it didn’t take long for us to find a light source. Isolde became a shadowy silhouette in front of me as she stopped at the corner of a hall and peered around the edge. She lifted two fingers when she pulled her head back. 
“How far?” I whispered.
“Thirty feet,” she whispered back. “Two men, one in armor. They guard the door to the dungeon.”
I nodded. “A soldier and one of the Corvosi, if I had to guess. Makes sense—if I had two sorcerers in my dungeon, I’d definitely want my own to guard them.”
“His magic cannot harm you, and a single guard will be no match for me.”
“No, but I don’t want to hurt them if we don’t have to,” I said. “With luck, that Corvosi will be out on the streets blasting undead later tonight.”
“Then what do you propose?”
I looked around for inspiration. Since we hadn’t gone up any steps, I had to assume that we were still in the estate’s basement. The floor and walls were made of old stone, and the halls weren’t particularly wide. There was no way we could possibly ambush two guards before they spotted us. At least, not without shooting them. 
I glanced at my mother’s bow slung over Isolde’s back. With proper training, the weapon could conjure many different types of arrows, not merely explosive ones. My mother could probably use it to stun both guards without killing them. 
But Isolde had only used it in a single fight thus far, and she hadn’t been able to dedicate the time to practicing with it further. A shot from her would detonate in the hall, killing the guards and starting a blaze we might not be able to stop. There had to be another way…
“Mirek’s safety must remain our highest concern,” Isolde said quietly. “If we rush them together, we could—”
“No,” I interrupted, smiling at a sudden flash of inspiration. “We won’t be able to reach them before they cry out in alarm. But I know how I can get close.”
Isolde frowned. “Even in the dimness, I do not believe stealth is a viable option.”
“Oh, I won’t be hiding,” I said, unfastening my scabbard from my belt. “Hold these for a minute, would you?”
She looked confused when I handed her my blades, and even more confused when I unfastened my leather bodice. The air down here was a bit chilly on my skin, but that was actually an advantage—it made my nipples push against my bra.
“Is this the ‘sexy infiltration’ you mentioned earlier?” Isolde asked once I’d stripped down to my underwear.
“It’s not a two-piece Ebaran maid’s outfit, but it will do,” I said. “Wait here and stay out of sight unless something really goes wrong.”
I moved around the corner without waiting for a reply, hands hugging my mostly naked body and eyes wide and on the verge of tears. The guards spotted me almost immediately.
“Oh, thank the gods,” I exclaimed, skipping forward when I saw them. “I knew there had to be someone else down here! Please, can you help me?”
“What in the bloody void…?” the soldier gasped, though just as I’d hoped, neither man reached for his weapon. “Where did you come from?”
I slowed my gait from a skip to a saunter, though I’d already covered half the distance between us. “Lord Ironsail had me sent up from Madame Ulura’s,” I said. “I was told someone would be there to meet me, but all the rooms are empty and it’s completely dark!”
“Madame Ulura’s?” the soldier asked, sharing a frown with his Corvosi companion. 
“I-I’m supposed to be a surprise,” I said meekly. “But there was no one waiting for me in the aqueducts.”
“The aqueducts?” the Corvosi asked. “How did you even know about them?”
I had caught the men off-guard, and I had no intention of giving them time to really think about what I was saying. My ridiculous claim would wither under the slightest scrutiny. But my gambit had gotten me within ten feet—three quick steps—of both of them. I just needed them to be distracted by the skinny half-elf in her underwear for another few seconds…
“Stop!” the soldier growled, lowering his halberd and aiming the metal spike atop the blade right at me. “No one is allowed down here!”
I froze in place and suppressed a curse. Apparently, they had more presence of mind than I thought. But they were both still confused, and I’d gotten near enough that I could probably still make my move. All I needed to do was overpower them before they could sound the alarm. 
But my split second of hesitation cost me my chance. Not because the men reacted…but because Isolde did. 
The men retreated a step and inhaled sharply when the amazon rounded the corner. She had also removed her leather breastplate, leaving only her bra and skirt. She glided forward in what seemed like it was supposed to be a sexy saunter, but it was so damn awkward it was more like she was drunk. 
“I, er, I also find myself lost,” she managed, voice low in a just-as-awkward attempt to sound husky. “I require your aid and attention.”
Somehow, I managed not to slap my forehead, but I did cringe so hard my face hurt. What in the name of Nol Krovos was she thinking?
“An amazon?” the soldier breathed, turning his eyes and his halberd away from me. “The boss got an amazon from Madame Ulura?”
“Shalassa’s golden tits,” the Corvosi breathed, his stunned gaze drinking in Isolde’s athletic figure. “Is that a costume or are you the real thing?”
“Look at her, you idiot!” the soldier grumbled. “Of course she’s the real thing!”
My jaw dropped to the floor. It was actually working—I had all the time in the world to make my move. It was like I’d suddenly turned invisible! 
Yet I didn’t lunge forward and disarm them. I stood there stunned, burning with indignation. 
“Are you fucking serious?” I blurted out, grabbing my breasts. “I’m right here!”
The Corvosi turned back to me as if he’d forgotten I was here. But he only eyed me for a second before looking back at Isolde. 
“Incredible,” he breathed. “How much do you cost, sweetheart? Or is this a one-time deal?”
“Oh, forget this,” I snarled. “Idiots.”
Growling under my breath, I activated my tattoos. The sorcerer at least gave me the satisfaction of gaping at the glowing blue markings on my flesh before I lunged forward and punched him. My fist passed effortlessly through his magical barrier, shattering it as if it were glass, and the vatari-infused strength behind my knuckles was more than enough to send his body flying against the wall of the corridor. 
The soldier was just as flat-footed. If he’d had better reflexes, he might have been able to move his halberd back around or at least scream out a warning. But I chopped his throat with the back of my hand like Aunt Val had taught me, stealing his voice without killing him. A quick, simple kick sent him flying into the wall alongside his companion.
“You were supposed to let me handle it!” I grumbled at Isolde. 
“They did not seem to be falling for your ruse,” Isolde said. “Earlier, you said we’d both be needed for your sexy infiltration.”
I sighed. “Never mind,” I muttered. “Let’s get them tied up and move on.”
[image: image-placeholder]Three minutes later, I had dressed myself and secured the guards. As convenient as it would have been for them to have simply fallen unconscious during the brief brawl, neither man obliged. And without some alchemical mixture to knock them out, we settled for simple bindings and gags torn from their own clothing. The restraints weren’t elaborate or strong enough to hold them for long, and I wasn’t entirely convinced they could hold a sorcerer at all. But the Corvosi was so terrified of my glowing tattoos that I seriously doubted he would try anything until we were long gone. 
After giving both men my most withering Senosi glare—a glare I hoped wasn’t tempered by the fact I’d been strutting in front of them in my skivvies a few minutes ago—I snatched away their keyring, then found the one for the door. 
Ironsail’s private dungeon was little more than a basement room with a single cell. The pirate lord who’d built it had probably only used the space as a torture chamber for individual rivals or double-crossers, not random purse-snatchers. Mirek was currently behind the bars, his wrists and ankles shackled to the wall so that he could barely move. Around his neck was a Senosi suppression collar, a nasty little device Aunt Val had told me about. The crystals sapped Aetheric energy out of sorcerers who tried to channel…and then grew as they fed, potentially plunging into their necks like needles. 
Mirek’s accomplice was inside the cell with him, though she was shackled on her knees. The chains from her collar seemed so tight she could barely even move her neck to look at us. Darkly, I wondered if the old pirate lord had also used this place as a sex dungeon for his harem slaves. Anything was possible. 
“Fancy meeting you here,” I said, glancing between them. “I had no idea the Regent Lord was so kinky.”
“Thank Zarach,” Mirek breathed. “I thought I heard a skirmish outside, but it was brief and faint. Did you have any trouble?”
“Nothing a few clever girls couldn’t handle,” I told him. “Though we shouldn’t tarry—someone else will come down here eventually and find our mess.”
Tossing the keys to Isolde, I looked down at the shackled woman as I approached the bars. She was undeniably beautiful, with almond skin and hazel eyes common to the southern nations like Elashi and Talisham. Her dress was a thing of beauty as well; the Regent Lord had clearly wanted to show off her slim figure and exotic foreign features to the rest of the Raven Court. 
“So, this is the woman who had me poisoned and shipped off to sea,” I said coolly. “Next time, you should hire better goons. Sloppy footwork and fundamentals all around.”
She glared up at me, but her eyes were more frightened than fearsome. Perhaps she’d come around and realized the folly of her ways…or, more likely, she was still reeling from her plan blowing up in her face.
Isolde slid the key into the cell door, and once it was open, she lunged toward Mirek and began unfastening his restraints. He groaned and stretched his arms once they were free. 
“Oh, it can’t be that bad,” I teased, sauntering into the cell. “This has to be the quickest rescue in the history of the Northern Reaches.”
“Probably,” he agreed, reaching up to his collar. “I don’t suppose you—ah, there it is.”
He accepted a smaller key from Isolde, and he inhaled sharply the moment the collar was off his neck. 
“Not sure how you can wear one of these all the time,” he said to Isolde. “Though I suppose yours doesn’t stab you.”
“It does not,” she said, smiling and placing her hand on his arm. “Thank the gods you were not harmed.”
I scoffed. “Thank us instead. We’re the ones who did all the work.”
Stepping up to him, I brought my lips to his. His strong hands slipped easily around my waist and settled upon the bare skin of my lower back. We’d only been apart for a few hours, yet I could feel the relief in his kiss and his touch. If we’d had time, I would have suggested a reunion like the one we’d enjoyed after my escape from the pirates. While I didn’t technically need any more energy, it would have been incredibly amusing to have him give me a meal right here in front of the awful woman who’d betrayed him.
“Guess you should have brought us along after all,” I said, flashing him a smirk. I stayed on the tips of my toes so I could keep my lips close to his. 
“We got what we needed…kind of,” Mirek replied. “Ironsail has been warned, and the Corvosi will hopefully spread out to protect the docks.”
“Best we could hope for,” I said. As always, I swore there was a magnetic pull between us, as if some divine force didn’t want our bodies to be apart for long. 
Or maybe I was just horny again. It was so difficult to tell. 
“Let’s go,” I added, finally pulling away and spinning around. “With luck, we’ll be halfway back to Mithros by the time…what are you doing?”
My face scrunched in confusion when he took the keys from Isolde and began to unlock Farah’s restraints. 
“We can’t leave her here,” he said, voice sounding odd. “She’ll have to come along.”
“Come along?” I blurted out. “Did you forget that she had me kidnapped? Or that she gave Veleca the Avetharri relic and started this chaos in the first place?”
“I didn’t forget. And I haven’t forgiven.”
“But then—”
“I’m not leaving her here,” Mirek repeated firmly. “Zarach knows what Ironsail will do to her, especially if I’m gone.”
I grimaced as he released the shackles from the other woman’s suppression collar, then started on the collar itself. Looking down at the bitch, I knew I should have been incensed. She was the central figure in this entire shitting catastrophe.
But for whatever reason, the anger didn’t come. Maybe it was because nothing terrible had ultimately happened to me on that ship…or because I could easily imagine the horrors that would await a vulnerable woman in the hands of a brutish man. 
Or maybe I was just a sap like my do-gooder paladin father, too easy to trust and too eager to forgive. 
“Le’thos,” I swore. “Whatever, let’s get out of here before we have to fight every guard in the estate.”
“Agreed,” Mirek said, helping the woman up as he cast aside her collar. My hand twitched above my sword, remembering what he’d told us about her mastery of enchantment magic. Charms and illusions were every bit as dangerous as fireballs in the wrong hands, probably more so. 
But then, my tattoos could protect me from magic, and the demon inside Isolde would likely protect her from simple charms as well. Combined with Mirek’s sorcery, we were as well-prepared as anyone could get against an enchantress. 
“Come on,” I said, gesturing to the staircase. “Let’s go.”
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Escaping from the Regent Lord’s estate proved a nearly effortless endeavor. We left quickly enough that no one else had come down to check in on the guards, and the men we’d left tied up had remained docile. The Corvosi did flinch when Mirek and Farah rushed past, though, and I could see the fearful glimmer in his eyes. He was probably thinking about how much trouble he was going to get in when Ironsail learned about his failure—a thought that could easily lead to him doing something catastrophically stupid.  
So I shot another dark glare at him as I rushed past, and I briefly summoned my tattoos to remind him who he was dealing with. Fortunately, his fear of tangling with a Senosi exceeded his fear of his boss, and he stayed still and silent as we departed. 
The aqueducts were as loud as they’d been on the way in. We made haste back to the ladder we’d used to get into the passage, and perhaps ten minutes after I’d unshackled Mirek, the four of us were back in Vorsalos in time to see the sun beginning its descent toward the horizon. 
I wasn’t immediately sure where we should go, but staying on the streets seemed like an especially bad idea. All of us were recognizable in our own way, from the amazon to the Regent Lord’s mistress, so Mirek suggested a quick return to the warehouse where we’d left Mithros. It seemed as good a plan as any. 
I spent about half the short trip coming up with clever insults I could use on Farah when we finally had a chance to interrogate her. For the other half, I tried to imagine how satisfying it would be to watch Mithros maul the bitch who was as responsible for this mess as Veleca and Jurisa. If anyone deserved to have their entrails ripped out by a leophon, it was Farah. 
Unfortunately, I couldn’t bring myself to be that vindictive. Some of it was probably because Farah looked so weak and pathetic scampering along with us in her dress and heels. If I hadn’t known better, I could have easily mistaken her for a victim rather than a villain. It was almost as if we’d saved a poor slave girl from the Regent Lord’s bed. 
Don’t fall into that trap, I scolded myself, remembering my father’s warning that evil didn’t always take the form of a slavering monster. Sometimes the greatest darkness lurked behind the pleasant smile of an otherwise ordinary man. 
I kept his words in the back of my mind, right alongside my mental note to ask Farah about her tailor. He really did some incredible work with that dress…
We arrived back at the abandoned warehouse perhaps a quarter of an hour later. When none of the locals were running around screaming in panic about a winged cat, I knew my fears about Mithros getting bored and going on a rampage had been mercifully unfounded. We found him resting sleepily on his belly, his wings tucked around him almost like feathery blankets. Farah inhaled sharply the moment we entered, though until I looked at her, I wasn’t sure if she was more surprised by Mithros or the decrepit state of the building we were dragging her into. It almost seemed like a crime to make those fancy shoes of hers trod over such filth. 
“That’s Mithros,” I said, pointing to the leophon. “He hasn’t eaten all day, so I’d probably keep my distance if I were you. He’s a big fan of foreign cuisine.”
I had the satisfaction of watching her eyes shoot wide at the great cat when he randomly licked his massive fangs. One of the great joys of having a leophon—aside from the warm cuddles—was their ability to make strangers wet themselves. Everyone always thought they were about to get mauled by a winged lion. Even Mirek still didn’t fully trust him. 
“All things considered, that could have gone worse,” Mirek said, groaning softly as he ran his hand back through his dark hair. “Ironsail has been warned about the attack. And whatever goons he sends after us will have bigger problems on their hands.”
“Plus, it sounds like he nixed the whole arrangement with your city,” I agreed, eyeing Farah. “Bet you didn’t see that coming, did you?”
She was still frozen in place looking at Mithros. Isolde, notably, had taken up a position between her and the exit in case she tried to bolt. Not that she could have run very quickly in that outfit. 
“Ironsail is a fool,” Farah said when she finally recaptured her poise. “The Imperium will punish him for this insult!”
“I’d be more worried about them punishing you for failing first,” Mirek said tartly. 
Their eyes met for a moment as they wordlessly fought an old battle. But eventually he waved a dismissive hand. 
“But we can worry about all that later,” he said. “Right now, we should figure out where we’re going to be. The sun is already on its way down—Veleca’s army could show up at any time.”
“Or wait until much later in the night,” I said. “Unless your spells have told you otherwise.”
Mirek closed his eyes for a moment, then shook his head. “She’ll be here sooner rather than later. We can count on that.”
I nodded gravely, wondering what specifically his spells had shown him. Probably a bunch of barely intelligible nonsense, if I had to guess. Divination magic seemed like a fickle mistress, and not the fun kind like me. 
“If the undead are moving through the water, the harbor will still be the most vulnerable target,” Isolde said, still favoring Farah with a stern look. “I see no reason for us to go anywhere else.”
“Unless they hop out of the Pale in the middle of the city,” I pointed out. “Or right into people’s houses.”
“It’s still the best we can do,” Mirek said. “And if more fractures open, I should be able to sense them. We’ll need to be nimble.”
I nodded. “And hope these Corvosi are as useful as your people thought they’d be. Would be a shame if the Imperium went to all this work only to have their secret sorcerers get slaughtered in the first five minutes of the battle.”
“They have been well trained,” Farah said acidly. Her face was hard, but the way she kept looking at Mithros out of the corner of her eye sabotaged her attempt to sound intimidating. “They are more than a match for simple undead.”
I snorted and crossed my arms. “I guess we’ll find out, won’t we?”
“What are we going to do about her?” Isolde asked. 
“Seems simple to me,” I said, favoring the Crell woman with a dark smile. “She created this problem, so she gets to help fix it.”
Farah’s neatly trimmed eyebrows furrowed. “What do you expect me to do? Ask the Sanctori bitch to return the artifact?”
“As fun as that would be to watch, no. I’m thinking of something much simpler.” Squatting down over the rubble and debris on the floor of the warehouse, I picked up a splintered length of wood and held it out to her. “You pick a weapon and stand in the harbor alongside the soldiers the undead are about to kill.”
Farah scoffed. “You can’t be serious.”
“Why not? I can fight in a dress fine. Or nothing at all! Just ask those kidnappers you hired. Bet they never expected to get disemboweled by a woman in her underwear.”
Farah’s mouth hung open in shock, but it slowly turned to horror when she realized I wasn’t joking. 
“I’m not a soldier,” she said, not quite pleadingly as she looked at Mirek. “I don’t know how to fight!”
“I know, which is why I have a better idea,” he said. “I want you to contact your network of thugs in the city and order them to move to the harbor.”
Her brow furrowed again in puzzlement. “Thugs?”
“Don’t even try that,” Mirek hissed. “You’ve been building your own network of muscle in this town for years, and Ironsail doesn’t know a damn thing about them. You’re going to put them to use. Send them a message and tell them to stand their ground in the harbor along with everyone else.”
A dozen different emotions played across her face, none of them positive. But Mirek kept his gaze firm, and eventually she must have figured out that he was giving her an order, not a choice. 
“They aren’t soldiers,” she said. “And I’m not paying them to fight undead.”
“Then don’t tell them,” Mirek said. “Just make sure they’re in the harbor within the next few hours. They’re all locals; most of them have at least some roots here. Who knows, they may find a sudden swell of patriotism and defend their home willingly.”
Farah chewed it over for another few heartbeats, her pretty hazel eyes flicking between me and Mirek and occasionally Mithros. “I can get a message to the network,” she said with a weary sigh. “But not from here.”
I snorted. “If you think we’re going to let you—”
“Then go wherever you need to,” Mirek said. “The rest of us need to get ready, anyway.”
He didn’t look at me when I shot him a withering glare or when I dropped the wooden plank at my feet in frustration. He was completely focused on Farah to the point that I almost wondered if there was magic involved. 
“First we break her out of that dungeon, and now you want to set her free?” I demanded. “Are you mad?”
Mirek kept his eyes on Farah for several more seconds before he finally sighed and met my gaze. “It’s the only way,” he said. “Her spells won’t work on the undead, and she’d be a liability in battle.”
“So we’re just going to let her go free after all she’s done? This entire crisis is her fault!”
“I know,” he replied gravely. “And you’re right, she needs to help fix it. This is the only way.”
I snorted. “If we let her walk out of the warehouse, we’ll never see her again.”
“Where would she go? Every noble in the Crestmark District knows her face, and she can’t go back to the Imperium empty-handed.” Mirek shook his head. “Things will be different after the battle. But until then…”
I stared at him again, mouth agape. He wasn’t wrong that she would be less than useless in a fight, but so would a lot of people out there tonight. The difference was that they were innocent, and she was not. Every death in the coming battle could be laid squarely at her feet. 
“I’ll send the message,” Farah said quietly. “And do what I can to make sure they obey.”
Mirek nodded. “Good. Once you do, go and hide inside my safehouse. Better odds that Ironsail doesn’t know about it than any of your places. Hunker down and wait. I’ll come and get you as soon as I can.”
There was an ominous undercurrent in his tone, making clear his words were an order, not a request. Not that he’d be able to enforce anything the moment she walked out of the warehouse. 
“Very well,” Farah said, looking at each of us again. “If you see that Sanctori bitch, don’t hesitate.”
“We won’t,” Mirek pledged. They exchanged another long look before she turned on her fancy heels and made for the exit. When she passed by Isolde, the amazon looked half-tempted to skewer her. But she remained still, and then Farah was gone. 
“I can’t believe you let her go,” I breathed. 
Mirek sighed heavily, and for a moment, he looked about ten years older than he was. “It’s the best of bad options. Her thugs will help far more than she can.”
“She cannot be allowed to avoid justice,” Isolde said. “It is not right.”
“Having her get ripped apart by zombies won’t help anyone,” Mirek said. “But after this is over, someone needs to tell the Sovereigns and the Zarul back home that their plan was a complete disaster. And it’s not going to be me.”
I felt my eyebrows lift in surprise. All this time, I had done my best to avoid thinking about the future beyond tonight. I generally preferred to avoid thinking about the future at all, since the present was always more fun. But what had started as a casual fling with a handsome stranger had evolved into far more than I’d ever anticipated. 
Yet we hadn’t explicitly talked about what would come next. Isolde was determined to find her father, and I needed to get home and tell my parents everything that had happened. I had been expecting—or perhaps hoping—that Mirek would come with us. 
And who knows, I thought dryly. Perhaps my parents will be less horrified about me bringing home a Crell boyfriend when I explain that he’s also the Imperium’s most brilliant arcanist…
“You aren’t going back home?” I asked.
He shook his head. “I don’t belong there,” he murmured, those smoldering green eyes of his focusing on me. “I belong with you.”
Coming from someone else, the words might have sounded trite. Perhaps they were anyway, I couldn’t tell. Because the moment they left his lips, a warm ripple of contentment surged through me. The kind that curled my toes and melted my heart. 
And got me extremely wet. 
Gods, I really am a do-gooding romantic. I’d feel sick if I weren’t so horny. 
“Farah will get the honor of delivering the message,” Mirek added. “And I promise, the Sovereign Council will punish her in ways the locals never could.”
“If you think it’s best,” I said, stepping forward and placing my palm on his chest.
“I think it’s the only option,” he said, squeezing my wrist. 
As he looked down at me, I could see the conflict raging behind his eyes. He probably had a thousand other things he wanted to say right now—about Farah, about his homeland, about us—but all of that would have to wait until after the battle. 
And the countless hours of sex I planned to have afterward. 
“So what do we do now?” I asked quietly.
“We get ready for the apocalypse,” Mirek said, brushing his fingers through my hair. “And make our stand.”
[image: image-placeholder]In an ideal world, the apocalypse would have given us at least a few hours to prepare, or at least long enough for Isolde and me to describe the fun we’d had this afternoon to Mirek. My mind had conjured up all kinds of new ways we could entertain ourselves with the gûltelco as a group, though admittedly most of them ended up with me being spit-roasted. The mere thought of being stuffed from both ends was enough to make me forget the filth here in the warehouse. 
But sadly, the world didn’t always revolve around my desires, and less than half an hour after Farah had set out, the shrill ring of warning bells clamored across the city. The three of us darted outside to see what was going on, only to find that the district had already descended into pure chaos. 
A steady stream of panicked citizens poured through the streets like an overflowing river, all rushing back to their homes—or at least away from the northern gate. Meanwhile, small squads of Ravenguard soldiers were sprinting in the opposite direction, and the inevitable clash of the two groups was so disjointed and chaotic it made me cringe. I may not have been a military commander myself, but I was the daughter of a paladin and a former Ranger-General. The defenders of Highwind would never be this disorganized. 
Though to be fair, Vorsalos hadn’t been attacked from the north for the better part of a century. If a Roskarim army suddenly materialized in the plains outside Highwind, even the normally unflappable Knights of the Eternal Dawn would probably seem a little panicked. 
“How many undead do you think she’ll send to the gate?” I asked, looking off in that direction. I couldn’t really see anything from here besides the wall and the men scrambling upon it, but it didn’t look like Veleca’s army was attacking yet. There weren’t any boulders hitting the walls or arrows bombarding the battlements. I wasn’t even certain there would be, honestly—we had no idea what, if any, equipment she had managed to scrounge up for her undead horde. 
“I don’t know, but they’re just a distraction,” Mirek said grimly. “It won’t be long until they hit the harbor and Zarach knows where else.”
I swallowed heavily and tried to slow my rapidly increasing heart rate. I was more determined than scared, but the anxious tingle in my gut was definitely getting stronger by the moment. It was one thing to wait around for a battle; it was quite another for the apocalypse to actually be upon you. Our success or failure in the next few hours could determine the fate of the Northern Reaches for decades to come. 
“Then we need to get into position,” Isolde said, her voice sounding about ten times more stoic than mine. Her determined expression and hard eyes made her look like a veteran commander despite her youthful face. “Any delay could prove costly.”
“We’ll never have a better distraction to ride Mithros,” I added. “The guards will have too many other problems on their hands.”
Nodding absently, Mirek closed his eyes and drew in a long, deep breath. We were standing close enough that my tattoos could feel him reaching out to the Aether and drawing it through his body. 
“How does the future look?” I asked after a few moments. “Bright and sunny and cheerful?”
His cheek twitched beneath his stubble. “Not exactly,” he said, looking up at the night sky for some reason. “I can’t see much, but it looks bad. And there was something in the sky besides wyverns.”
I shared a confused look with Isolde. “Like what?” I asked. “Flying zombies?”
“I don’t know,” he admitted, voice tense. “But let’s get Mithros moving. Whatever is coming, it will hit the harbor first.”
“Right,” I said, mind racing with possibilities and hoping he was mistaken about the flyers. But Watcher knew there were plenty of dead wyverns in the Peaks, since that was where they typically bred. If she had figured out a way to animate their bodies as well as humans…
Pushing the thought aside, I dashed back into the warehouse. Mithros was waiting for us, his ears perked back and his green eyes very much alert. Speaking of flying, this would have been an absolutely incredible time to have a healthy leophon that we could simply ride across the city, but there was little point worrying about something that would never be possible. 
“Ready to go, baby?” I asked, heading over and checking on the straps of his saddle. “Momma’s been promising you some more action for a while, and tonight you’re going to get it.”
He didn’t seem unsettled yet, but I had a feeling that would change the moment the undead were actually upon us. I just prayed he’d be willing to stand and fight, because if he got skittish…
Well, fighting off a horde of undead would be difficult enough without trying to keep my leophon from panicking at the same time. Hopefully it wouldn’t come to that. 
We were heading off into the city a minute later, Mirek perched behind me in the saddle and Isolde walking beside us. She’d insisted on the arrangement, and she had her shield and spear out and at the ready as if battle could be upon us at any moment. Normally, someone with weapons out and drawn like that would have created a panic in the streets all by itself, but right now barely anyone even seemed to notice her. Not with the bell ringing…and the giant cat walking alongside her. 
Having never taken him through the heart of a city before, I hadn’t been exactly sure what would happen. What would be a normal, everyday event in Nelu’Thalas was a once-in-a-lifetime sighting here, and the locals reacted accordingly. Their fear drove them to flee into open buildings and shout for the guards, but it also got them out of our way. We didn’t have to push or prod or threaten anyone to open a path toward the docks. The crowds simply parted before us.
I did still keep us to alleys and side streets whenever possible, though, just to further lessen the odds of an awkward confrontation with the Ravenguard. The absolutely last thing we wanted to do was interfere with the city’s defenders before they could get into position. 
All told, it took at least twice as long as normal to reach the harbor. The sun had completely vanished behind the horizon by the time we arrived, but there were so many lights blazing in the harbor I had no trouble seeing where we were going. We were too far from the northern gate to have any idea what might be happening there by now, but we hadn’t heard any thunderous explosions from magic or catapults. 
We took Mithros into a long, narrow alley perhaps forty paces from the southernmost pier, then dismounted and had a look around. At the moment, everything seemed about the same as any other night in Vorsalos. All the ships were still anchored in the harbor or tied up at the end of the many piers, and the streets were still filled with fishermen and sailors and prostitutes. But several squads of Ravenguard soldiers were trying to encourage the civilians to seek shelter while they took up defensive positions along the shore. 
“At least the Regent Lord heeded your warning,” I said, watching the soldiers. “Plenty of men out there right now.”
“Better than nothing, at least,” Mirek replied, squinting through the darkness as he studied the rooftops around us. “Let’s just hope he sent some of the Corvosi out here, too.”
I nodded, my hands twitching anxiously above the handles of my swords. If a few thousand zombies walked out of that water, it would definitely be nice to have some people throwing fireballs at them to thin out the horde. Swords and spears could only kill so quickly. 
Pursing my lips in thought, I tried to imagine what my parents would do in this situation. Twenty years ago, when they had defended Highwind from the Inquisitrix, the city’s walls had still provided a powerful strategic barrier. The Vorsalosian fleet had bombarded the city, but no army had ever managed to breach the gates. It was horrifying to imagine how different things would have played out if the enemy forces had been able to walk through the walls with magic…
Fortunately, no modern civilization tolerated the use of shadow magic, and the power to rend the Pale was quite rare. But then, Mirek had been working on new teleportation magic on behalf of the Imperium, and it was truly horrifying to imagine what the Crell could accomplish with the ability to warp their soldiers anywhere they wished. It would change the face of war and battle forever. 
“Well, where should we go?” I asked. “Any guesses?”
Mirek continued looking across the docks, his dark green eyes focused and ready. I could only imagine what it must have been like to have the Aether flowing through you, revealing secrets no one else could perceive. Most of the time, it seemed like a boon…but in this case, I was glad I couldn’t see the cracks in reality. I was crazy enough on my own. 
“I don’t sense anything yet,” Mirek said into the pause. “Veleca could be waiting until…”
His face turned pale as he trailed off. Isolde was looking at him, undoubtedly sensing the turmoil suddenly rippling through him.
“What is it?” she asked. 
“They’re coming,” Mirek croaked as if his voice had been stolen. His eyes suddenly began flicking around as if he were searching for an annoying insect that had been flying around his head. “But there’s not one fracture. They’re all over!”
My fingers squeezed the handles of my twin blades, and I began looking around as well. But I didn’t hear or see anything out of the ordinary…
Until the air began to hiss as if it were about to burst into flame. The sound came from all around us, and it grew louder by the second.
“Escar’s mercy,” I breathed. “What in the bloody void is—?”
And then, just as we’d been fearing since we had first learned of Veleca’s plan, the undead arrived. 
Our first warning was a stifled scream from the docks. We barely had time to turn around and look before a mob of several dozen shambling corpses appeared literally out of nowhere to attack a cluster of Ravenguard soldiers. The men had been staring at the water as if expecting a transport to land and unload enemy warriors, and they were caught completely unprepared by the mass of rotting bodies slamming into them from behind. 
The same pattern repeated itself elsewhere in the harbor, with groups of undead emerging from nothing to claw and swipe at civilians and soldiers alike. It really was no different than when Mirek teleported us around…
I drew my swords, and I was about to charge into battle when more screams rang out from behind us in the alley. There, perhaps twenty paces away, another cluster of undead were lurching through the street, ready to kill anything that moved. 
My body was moving before my mind caught up with what was happening. I was halfway to the undead when I activated my markings, infusing me with supernatural speed and strength. I lunged right at them, a blur of moonsilver and glowing tattoos. My moonsilver blades made short work of their rotting flesh, and I’d cut down four of the undead before the rest could even turn their blazing red eyes upon me. 
It was only then, after I had thoughtlessly charged ino danger, that I realized how badly outnumbered I was. The street was wide and curved like many others in the harbor, with scores of houses that were little more than ramshackle huts interspersed with merchant shops, inns, and brothels. It had been mostly empty when we’d come through—the people had taken shelter inside or been shooed elsewhere by the guards—but now it looked like I was standing in the middle of a fucking parade. Except instead of bright costumes and flags, I was surrounded by undead. 
“Uh-oh,” I hissed. 
I didn’t have time to count how many there were before the mindless throng was swarming over me. I lashed out with my blades, my arms working independently to hack down multiple enemies at the same time. I sliced through arms and legs and necks, dropping corpse after corpse only to have them continue grabbing my legs and nipping at my ankles even after I’d cut them apart. 
And no matter how fast I spun or how quickly I killed, I couldn’t seem to keep up with the tide. They lunged at me with bony fingers and rusted weapons, cutting through my leather bodice and occasionally swiping flesh. I cried out in pain when something sliced across my left bicep, and the sudden weakness nearly cost me my grip on the blade. My defenses dropped even if my weapon didn’t, and out of the corner of my eye I saw a giant club riddled with nails swinging for my head—
Only to crash into Isolde’s shield instead. 
With a powerful kick, she sent the zombie flying across the street with such force it plowed into its companions like a battering ram, scattering them aside as its skeletal body shattered like so much glass. The strength required for such a feat seemed far beyond any human, even the burliest man, but the demon inside her was clearly hungry for battle. And apparently it had no compunction against helping slaughter its fellow malefic spirits of the Pale. 
“Together!” she shouted. “Sisters in battle!”
Isolde’s spear set to work next, skewering another walking corpse right through its partially visible rib cage. But there was virtually no flesh left on its body, and without organs to pierce, the monster couldn’t be felled as easily as the mortal man it had once been. Despite the weapon sticking out of its back, it continued clawing wildly at Isolde’s armor.
So I returned the favor, leaping to her defense. With a single sweep of my main-hand blade, I liberated the zombie’s head from its shoulders, then kicked the remnants of the corpse from her weapon. The arms and legs continued thrashing uselessly on the ground, but with so many of its companions flooding toward us, we didn’t have time to stomp on it. 
I wasn’t accustomed to having a partner, and I soon found myself second guessing my movements. That split second of hesitation almost proved fatal when a massive ax head came chopping down at my head, and even with my boosted speed, it was too late for me to dodge in time.
But again, Isolde’s shield caught the blow at the last instant, saving my life. I instinctively crouched and slashed my blades low, carving the monster in half. Isolde sidestepped to cover my blindside even before the bisected torso hit the ground. True warriors, it seemed, didn’t need words to fight as one. 
At least, not when one of them was wearing an amazon collar. 
Fighting back to back, we couldn’t be overwhelmed so easily. We covered for each other, smashing skulls and severing arms, my movements fueled by vatari tattoos and hers by the demon trapped inside her. 
With my flank covered, I lashed out more aggressively. I scythed one down with each hand, my moonsilver blades slicing effortlessly through rotten flesh and solid bone. Fighting these horrors was nothing like a duel with a person—they didn’t even try to parry or riposte or dodge. Their fearlessness was their strength as well as their weakness; it made them terrifying en masse but little more than fodder on their own. 
I chopped and slashed and thrusted through their lines, all while Isolde bashed their bodies with her shield. Her spear struggled to keep up, however, given how little they were deterred by its piercing attacks. But just when it seemed like we might be overwhelmed, a storm of arcane bolts pummeled the horde, vaporizing them where they stood. 
I risked a glance back over my shoulder as Mirek unleashed a concentrated beam of coruscating violet energy from his outstretched hand, burning through a half dozen zombies and leaving little more than twitching limbs and sparkling dust.
And behind him, pouncing forward in defense of his people, came Mithros. He was clearly unsettled by the undead—I could see it in his eyes and raised fur. But he’d finally overcome the primal fear that had momentarily kept him frozen, and he smashed into the horde with bestial fury, sending rotting bodies flying apart like leaves in a thunderstorm. His roars might not have intimidated them like they would mortal men, but his massive paws and raw feline strength were more than a match for a few zombies. 
Then, after another frantic storm of mangled bodies and broken bones, we were finally clear. 
“Le’thos,” I swore, taking a moment to catch my breath and trying not to gag on the foul stench of the bodies at our feet. “Is that really all they’ve got?”
Mirek snorted, his hands still flashing with magic. It was only then that I realized he’d apparently blasted a few dozen more of the monsters who’d poured into the alley behind us. And judging from some of the mangled bodies, Mithros had joined in as well. 
My boys had been busy. 
“There’s plenty more,” he said, teeth clenched as he steeled himself against the pangs of the Flensing. “I sense fractures all over the city, not only here in the harbor. They could be appearing anywhere.”
Hissing softly, I looked back and forth down the street in search of more enemies. We had expected a full-bore attack on the harbor, with zombies crawling out of the water to maul anyone and everything. By spreading out, the enemy would be virtually impossible to contain, though they wouldn’t be able to inflict as much damage to any one location. 
Tactically, it seemed like a worse strategy. But from what Jurisa had told me during our battle on the plantation, Veleca wasn’t trying to conquer Vorsalos. All she cared about was inflicting the maximum amount of mayhem and slaughter.
And for that, this strategy would work fine. 
“I haven’t seen any Corvosi,” I said. “That’s not a great sign.”
“No, it isn’t,” Mirek agreed. “But if Ironsail ignored our warning, they could still be consolidated at the front gate.”
“Idiots,” I spat, hissing again. “Well, we can’t be everywhere at once!”
Isolde dropped her spear and replaced it with a discarded sword from the street instead. Wherever the undead had picked it up, the blade appeared to be in decent enough shape, and it would definitely fare better against opponents who lacked organs to pierce. 
“We could split up,” she suggested, examining the weapon. 
“Absolutely not. We’re much stronger together, and there’s no way three people could possibly cover the whole city anyway. We need to…”
I trailed off when I saw the wave of concern rippling across Mirek’s face. 
“What now?” I asked. 
“A massive surge of energy,” he whispered. “Tearing at the Veil.”
“Even more fractures?”
“Something beyond that.” Mirek paused for another moment, then shook his head. “I don’t know what it is, but it’s bad. A major rift, one large enough it might be able to summon—”
“A greater demon,” Isolde said darkly. 
I winced. “Is your passenger warning you about something?”
Her dark eyes went distant for a moment. “Yes,” she said. “It is…amused.”
“Great,” I muttered. “That’s just great.”
“We need to get to the Castarium,” Mirek said. “I believe that’s where it is concentrated.”
I turned my head north to the Crestmark District. The Castarium, where the Senosi Huntresses had once ruled the city…
“That can’t be a coincidence,” I said. “It sounds bad. Really bad.”
“Whatever is happening, we need to stop it,” Mirek agreed. “But if we abandon the harbor…”
I swore again, this time in Elvish. Then Orcish. Then the local tongue. And then Elvish again. 
“I will stay here,” I said. “Long enough to try and hold the fort in case they do start swimming out of the water.”
Isolde, having suggested the idea a minute ago, nodded in agreement. Mirek, by contrast, almost looked sick. 
“I’m not going to leave you alone,” he said with just the right amount of macho protectiveness to be charming rather than patronizing. 
“I won’t be alone,” I told him. “I’ll have Mithros.”
Behind us, the leophon was still clearly on edge. His hackles remained up, and he let out a low growl every few seconds as he looked over the bodies we’d slaughtered. Dimly, I wondered if he could somehow sense the demonic spirits that had possessed the corpses mere moments ago. They should have been far too weak to possess anything else and would hopefully dissipate back into the Pale. 
But then again, they might not. 
“Without a sorcerer at your back, you could easily get swarmed,” Mirek said. “I don’t want—”
“I’ve survived without magic my whole life,” I said, suddenly prickly. “I’ll manage.”
He winced, probably realizing he’d stepped on a sore spot. But there was no time to worry about hurt feelings right now, and Isolde promptly took the matter into her own hands. 
“Then wear this,” she said, reaching to her pouch and handing me the tan’hema, the ring attuned to her collar. “You will be able to sense if we are in peril.”
“Good idea,” I said, sliding my fingers over the metal band. Normally, this was another device I probably shouldn’t have been trusted with. But it would definitely be useful to help us stay in contact when we separated. 
A loud crash cut through the darkness from the docks behind us, and I slid the ring over my finger as I heard the battle cry of soldiers. Something was obviously happening at the water, and the longer I stood here doing nothing, the more imperiled they would be. 
“Get over there and see what’s going on,” I said, gritting my teeth as I strode over to Mithros and hopped into his saddle. “We’ll hold the fort here.”




Interlude 

The Final Hunt


The heart of Vorsalos was even darker from behind the walls of the Pale.  
Veleca moved through the city quickly and quietly. The streets and buildings were empty here, save for the countless spirits she could hear but never quite see. The people on the other side of the Veil—those within the physical world—were little more than shadowy blurs, indistinct and immaterial. 
But wherever she looked, she could see those blurs running in terror before the might of her army. A part of her wanted to cross over just long enough to witness the carnage she had unleashed in all its glory. Perhaps now, as demons and undead consumed the city, the people who had turned their backs on the Crusade would understand the folly of their ways. Had Inquisitrix Marcella had triumphed—had she had united the Northern Reaches under a single banner—the Imperium never would have gained a foothold. And their corrupt, self-serving Sovereigns wouldn’t have given away the precious Runic Focus from their vaults.
Veleca glared down at the Avetharri relic clutched in her left gauntlet. The runes etched into the stone glowed a bright green, a blinding contrast to the monochrome of the Pale. She had detested this relic from the moment the Crell sorceress had offered it to her. The Focus was a tool of wickedness, a pathway to powers no mortal should possess. Jurisa hadn’t wanted to use it at all, and there were fleeting moments when Veleca herself wondered if she should leave it here in the Pale as she crossed over to prevent anyone from ever discovering it again. 
After all, the goal of the Crusade had been to destroy dark magic and purge those who wielded it. And there was nothing darker than a device attuned to the horrors of this forsaken realm. 
But you need its power, the demonic voices whispered into her mind. You need us.
“Not for much longer,” Veleca said, her voice flat and hollow in the stillness. 
Our power is your salvation. Our wrath is your vengeance. 
Gritting her teeth, doing her best to ignore the neverending stream of whispers, Veleca pressed on through the city toward her destiny. It wasn’t long before she could see the outline of the Castarium in front of her. To most citizens of Vorsalos, the spikey silhouette of the Senosi fortress was an intimidating sight. The Regent Lord had declared it a place of darkness and evil, an irony that was undoubtedly lost on him while he allowed the Crell to train sorcerers within its walls. It was the ultimate defilement of what had once been an institution of justice and a testament to the power of a unified sisterhood. 
Had she the time, she would have gone there now instead. Nothing would bring her greater joy than shifting back into the physical world and personally butchering every Crell monster desecrating it with their presence. If Jurisa were still alive, she would be there right now with bloody claws and blazing tattoos. 
But she wasn’t here, and Veleca couldn’t allow her rage to get the better of her. Not yet, not until she set the final part of her plan in motion. 
So rather than heading to the Castarium, she turned toward the empty property across the street. The fenced-in lot looked quite out of place here in the Crestmark District. There were no buildings behind the iron fence, only a tall, imperious gate blocking entry. But barriers of the physical world held little meaning here in the Pale, and as Veleca reached out to the gate, she willed the iron to bend before her. The fence immediately warped and twisted, allowing her to walk through the other side unobstructed. 
And there, on the other side, was the final resting place of the Senosi Huntresses. Not an elaborate cemetery or a glorious monument, but an unmarked pile of dirt. 
A mass grave. 
A knife forged of old pain stabbed into Veleca’s stomach, but she used her bitterness to motivate her as she squeezed the Runic Focus. Power surged through the artifact, sundering the Veil and allowing her to step back into the physical world. 
The frigid air of the Pale was replaced by the warm, smokey scent of a distant inferno, and the silent stillness transformed into the thunderous cacophony of battle. While the mass grave itself looked virtually the same in either world, the city surrounding it did not. Fires blazed in the distance behind her, painting the horizon with splotches of orange and red, and the piercing screech of the Ravenguard’s wyvern riders cut through the night sky as they charged into battle. 
The nearby Castarium was also bustling with activity—thanks to the handful of undead she’d sent to assault the building and draw the attention of the Regent Lord’s puppet sorcerers. Every few seconds, she would see a flash from inside the walls, tempting her to personally purge her old home of the Crell filth within. But these wretched Corvosi would have to wait their turn. 
Taking a deep breath of the smoky air, she turned her attention back to the massive mound of dirt in front of her. Years after the war, when the city’s treacherous nobles had rounded up and executed the last of the Inquisitrix’s followers, the new Raven Court had spent countless hours debating what to do with the bodies of their “oppressors.”
A few suggested chaining the corpses then dumping them into the sea where they would be forgotten; others wanted a great pyre to celebrate the city’s “liberation.” But most of the nobles had advocated for this, a grave in the shadows of the Castarium. There were no plans for a memorial to remind everyone what had transpired here. In fact, they have even intended to build over it, erasing the Senosi from history altogether. The Raven Count insisted it would be the dawn of a new era, a chance for Vorsalos to finally live up to its glorious potential as the greatest port on the Shattered Coast. Yet nearly two decades later, the dirt was still here, unmarked and undisturbed. 
Veleca snorted bitterly. She could think of no greater testament to the corruption and incompetence of the Raven Court than this disgrace. They had complete control of the city, yet they’d spent so much time bickering amongst each other that they had never actually gotten around to building anything. There was no profit in a symbolic construction, only cost, and so every golden crown had been spent on the harbor or in the Crestmark District. There was nothing here but dirt. 
Dirt…and untapped power.
“I’m sorry I failed you, sisters,” Veleca whispered. “And I’m sorry to disturb your rest. But there is one final hunt before us, one last mission to serve our mistress. I hope you will understand.”
Taking a deep breath, Veleca squeezed the Runic Focus. A rush of energy surged through her, and once again she used the magic to sunder the wall between worlds. The air hissed as the Veil strained beneath her assault, and a flash of green fire sliced across the air as if she’d carved a hole in reality itself. She could feel a score of demons waiting to charge through, but her sisters deserved more than weak, fractured spirits like those possessing the dead. 
Unfortunately, for all the Focus’s power, even it couldn’t call forth a greater demon without help. Every time she had summoned something more powerful, she had needed to give a piece of herself in exchange. Not only of her body…but also of her mind. 
Bracing herself for the inevitable, she allowed the Focus to exact its toll. A river of pain suddenly flowed through her veins as if her blood had caught fire, and it took all her self-control to keep from screaming into the night. The mental assault came next, a creeping tingle in the back of her consciousness as if a swarm of spiders had just been released inside her skull. They crawled over and through her, spinning webs of confusion over her thoughts…and slowly rending her sanity along with the Veil. 
Veleca had known all along that she wouldn’t survive this ritual. But she’d made peace with her fate long ago, and at least this way, she wouldn’t die in the gallows or at the end of an infidel’s sword. She would remain the mistress of her own destiny right up until the end. 
And die as a glorious instrument of the Crusade’s vengeance. 
“Come forth,” she beckoned. “Come forth and give my sisters purpose once again!”
While she couldn’t perceive the demonic spirits as they crossed over, she could feel them slipping through the rift, entering the world they had been denied for an eternity. Veleca held the rift open as long as she could, ignoring the excruciating pain riddling her body. The artifact became hot, as if she were holding it above a flame, and it wasn’t long before it began to sear into her flesh…
“Arhh!” she cried out, finally dropping the Focus and clutching at her hand. The heat had melted through her gauntlet and fused the steel to her flesh, rendering the entire arm useless. And yet the artifact didn’t smolder in the dirt, and she didn’t feel any heat radiating off of it. 
For several long, agonizing seconds, nothing happened. The only sound was that of her haggard breaths and sizzling flesh. The agony had begun to spread through her entire body, searing her lungs and threatening to stop her heart. But Veleca held on through sheer force of will, knowing the demons she had unleashed would soon find their foothold in this realm. 
It started as a low rumble, as if a tremor were shaking the city. Then, right as the pain threatened to drag Veleca into darkness, the ground behind her moved…and a hand burst forth from within the grave. 
Not a skeletal hand, like rotted remains, but one of bright red flesh. Others appeared in rapid succession as the demons clawed their way out of their tomb. One by one they emerged, human-shaped bodies that were both familiar and alien all at once. The red skin, the glowing orange eyes, the leathery wings…
But their faces were the same as she remembered. Dozens of women, most young, all given purpose by the Inquisitrix. The wounds that had killed their bodies—slashes, punctures, the scars of a noose—were all gone. And on their red flesh blazed the green runic markings that had made them so fearsome in life. 
Veleca laughed. The motion triggered a wave of agony, but she didn’t care. Normally, such powerful demons could only survive in the physical world by possessing a living host, but the ritual that had given these women their power had also unintentionally—and perhaps unknowingly—made them more receptive vessels. 
While the vatari markings used by the ancient Dal’Rethi could repel creatures of the Pale, Senosi markings invited them. The green vatari dust that had once adorned the skin of her sisters had been exposed to the energies of the Pale rather than the Aether, giving the Huntresses superior speed and strength at the cost of a ravenous, unquenchable hunger for magic. 
A hunger they would be able to sate one last time. 
“Hear me, sisters,” Veleca said, voice brittle but determined. The demon rushed into her mind and body as if she had breathed in a cloud of smoke. “I implore you to serve the Crusade once again.”
They will, a dark voice said into her mind. Just as you will serve me.
Veleca felt the demon pressing against her mind, the same as she had within the Pale. Over these past few weeks, she had always been strong enough to push them away and maintain the sanctity of her own mind. But now…
Now that was no longer true. The pain left her limbs almost immediately, and the hand that had been so badly burned suddenly worked again. It was invigorating…especially when the creature wormed its way into her mind. 
Veleca had always been a servant. First of her domineering parents, then of the pirate slavers who’d murdered them and made her their whore. And finally for Inquisitrix Marcella, who had butchered them and given her a chance at a new life. So when she felt the demon take control, she didn’t even try to fight. Its rage and hatred didn’t even feel that different from her own. 
As the demon hauled her body back to its feet and retrieved the fallen Avetharri relic, Veleca felt the transformation begin. Her skin turned a deep crimson, and her battered golden armor squealed as a pair of giant, leathery wings burst through the metal from her back. 
“And now, sisters,” she said, her voice deep and dark and utterly unrecognizable, “it is time to feed.”




11








The Castarium

Mirek


For days now, ever since Shayera and I had first discovered Veleca and her army of shambling corpses at Tanisgarde, I had been imagining what an undead invasion would look like. To my knowledge, such a thing hadn’t happened anywhere in Torsia in centuries. The closest event I’d heard of was almost twenty years ago during a brutal battle at Gareth’s Stand in Darenthi. According to the stories I’d heard as a child, a woman known as the “Winter Witch”—the wife of one of their dukes, if I recalled correctly—had reanimated hundreds of fallen Darenthi soldiers as a last resort to defeat the Chol and end the Culling.  
Despite the lives she’d saved, the woman had still been executed for the crime of Palerending. Other witches and warlocks had been similarly punished for delving into shadow magic all across Torsia, even in the Imperium. No one, not even the arrogant, bloodthirsty Sovereign, was so foolish as to convert with demons and raise the dead. 
At least, not until they had shared the Avetharri relic with an insane psychopath who wanted to burn Vorsalos to the ground. 
I had nurtured my bitterness about that decision for what felt like an age already, and now that the reckoning was here, my righteous rage felt more justified than ever. This plan had been absolutely insane, from conception to execution. The fact that Lord Ironsail had turned against us at the eleventh hour only made the mess that much worse.
But those recriminations—and the justice that needed to be wrought in the aftermath—would just have to wait. All that mattered right now was containing the horde…and saving as many lives as possible. 
“This way!” I called out, pointing down a narrow side street as Isolde and I raced toward the Crestmark District at the heart of the city. 
But the order was unnecessary. Isolde could sense everything I was thinking, and she’d started turning her body before I finished the sentence. While I technically may have been the one leading us to our destination, she insisted on moving ahead of me, her shield out and ready to defend her Maskari against any threat. 
Thus far, though, the only threat we’d encountered were panicked civilians dashing through the streets while equally panicked Ravenguard soldiers tried to keep order. While the undead had emerged all over the harbor, they apparently hadn’t attacked this part of the city yet. It was a strange choice, considering that all the wealth and most important people would be consolidated here. If Veleca wanted to tear down Vorsalos, ripping apart the city’s elite seemed like a decent place to start. 
“Hold a moment,” I said, taking Isolde’s arm and bringing us to a halt perhaps thirty yards distant from the wall encircling the Crestmark District. Unlike earlier today, when I’d made my trip to visit Farah, the gate was now closed. Surprisingly, the crowd of people outside demanding to get in was remarkably small, though perhaps that was only because the undead weren’t rampaging through the nearby streets here just yet. 
“Can you not teleport us inside?” the amazon asked, gesturing toward the wall with her shoulder. 
“I can,” I said. “But I want to try and figure out what’s going on first.”
Taking a deep breath, I once again stretched out through the Aether. I could still feel the walls of the Pale buckling like a fortress being bombarded by trebuchets, and the assault was still focused almost exclusively on the Castarium up ahead. 
Though oddly, the intensity of the assault seemed to be waning. Under different circumstances, it might have seemed like good news. In this case, however, the revelation sent a shiver of dread rippling through me. Because the only reason I could think of for Veleca relaxing her assault on the Pale was that she didn’t need to anymore. 
In other words, she may have already completed her ritual and summoned Zarach knew how many demons into our world. 
“Does your passenger have anything else to add?” I asked. “Maybe some tips on how we can kill his friends after they’ve crossed over?”
“No,” Isolde said tersely. “But Shayera is encountering heavy opposition in the harbor. We need to act quickly.”
I nodded gravely, my gut twisting when I imagined Shay being off on her own. She was the best duelist I’d ever seen, especially with her tattoos fully charged, but she didn’t always make the best decisions…
Isolde was right: the best thing we could do for Shay right now was to figure out what was happening at the Castarium and stop it. With a little luck, maybe we’d stumble into Veleca and get the chance to end this insanity before it got any worse. 
“Let’s go,” I said, taking the amazon’s hand. “Hold on.”
Even though it was dark and the Ravenguard had bigger problems on their hands than a couple of armed strangers, I still wrapped us in an invisibility spell before teleporting us up to the wall. I was right on target—we reappeared on the narrow walkway atop the wall, giving us a clear, birdseye view of the Crestmark District. Or as clear as a view could be at nighttime, anyway. 
I took everything in as quickly as I could, ignoring the growing pain as the Flensing gnawed at my fingertips and forearms. The defenses here were much more organized than anywhere else; I spotted numerous clusters of Ravenguard soldiers—including heavily armored knights on horseback—erecting barricades in the streets. The mercenary guards were also on full alert at every noble estate I could see from here. 
But the only sign of actual fighting was at the Castarium. It was quite far from us here, perhaps two hundred yards past half a dozen streets and numerous estates, but I could still see the silhouette of the imposing building thanks to the raging fires engulfing its towers and battlements. 
“Zor kalah,” Isolde whispered, still invisible beside me. 
I clenched my jaw when flashes of blue lightning joined the flames, arcing up and into the sky like a thunderstorm in reverse. The Corvosi were clearly defending their training grounds. Without Jurisa to hunt them down for her, Veleca must have come up with another strategy to keep them occupied. It might explain why we hadn’t seen them anywhere else. 
Before I could speak, a piercing shriek cut through the air above us, and I looked up in time to see several wyvern riders streaking toward the burning building. The scaly, dragon-like creatures were a heartening sight for someone who’d grown up in the heart of the Imperium where manticore riders were so common. Though since these riders probably weren’t sorcerers, their effectiveness would be somewhat limited. 
“There are other flying creatures near the building,” Isolde said. “Smaller than wyverns, but I cannot discern more details from here.”
I frowned, recalling my earlier divination. I hadn’t been able to identify them in my brief vision, either. But if they weren’t wyverns, then what could they possibly…
The answer was as obvious as it was terrifying. 
“Demons,” I whispered. “Not just undead—real demons.”
I felt the amazon nod even though I couldn’t see her. Only powerful demons could fly, and then only after they had taken a mortal host and sufficiently warped the body into a demonic visage. Such creatures couldn’t survive in rotting corpses like lesser spirits. They would need living hosts like Isolde. 
But how in Zarach’s name had Veleca gotten hosts so quickly? Slaughtering people on the streets would take time, as would warping their bodies afterward. It didn’t seem possible. 
Cursing under my breath, I reminded myself that the how didn’t really matter right now. If Veleca had summoned true demons, then we needed to destroy them. Sorcerers would stand a better chance against such creatures than most, but the Corvosi weren’t paladins—they hadn’t been trained for this sort of thing. 
I grimaced, momentarily debating if we should go back for Shayera after all. But that would take precious time, and given how quickly the flames were spreading, the defenders at the Castarium needed help now. 
Gripping Isolde’s arm again, I teleported us down into the street beneath the wall, then dismissed the invisibility spell. From what I’d seen above, we still had a route to the Castarium without running into any of the Ravenguard barricades, and the less I tempted the Flensing before battle, the better. 
The two of us jogged ahead, weapons and spells at the ready. The streets were almost disturbingly calm here, a stark contrast to the chaos in the harbor or the battle raging ahead. There were no signs that an enemy had been here at all—no destruction, no bodies in the streets, nothing. Not until we reached the Castarium itself. 
The battle was even more intense up close. We could hear screams from those inside, as well the booming thunder of explosions and the buzzing crackle of magical lightning. All three of the imposing spires inside the wall were ablaze, almost like burning boulders had crashed down upon them. I didn’t see any of the flying figures Isolde had spotted earlier, but the wyvern riders were firing arrows into the structure as they strafed past. 
Most disturbingly of all, I noticed that the flames weren’t merely orange or red like a normal blaze. Spread throughout the inferno were pockets of haunting green—Palefire, the dark, otherworldly energy that could consume flesh and bone and easily as real fire without creating smoke or shedding heat. 
And yet despite that horrifying realization, my attention was drawn to the large, fenced-in property directly across from the Castarium. Objectively, it was an odd plot of land to be in the middle of a city. There were no houses or shops inside the fence, nor trees to suggest an arboretum. If I hadn’t known better, I would have assumed the plot simply hadn’t been developed yet, and I wouldn’t have given it a second thought. 
But I’d been stationed in Vorsalos long enough to know all the major landmarks. While there were no headstones to mark a cemetery, that was exactly what this place was—an unmarked grave for the Senosi, the tattooed assassins who had terrorized this city two decades earlier. Dozens upon dozens of women were buried here, their names and bodies and histories intentionally wiped away in anonymity behind an iron gate.
A gate that was now open. 
“Shit,” I rasped, a pit of dread roiling in my stomach as I approached the open bars. 
“Why do we hesitate?” Isolde asked, looking almost bloodthirsty. “The demons must be destroyed.”
“I know,” I said, moving through the fence. “But it might not be that easy.”
Despite the darkness here—there were no lanterns anywhere nearby—I could see the piles of upturned dirt all over the place. It almost looked like the grave had been freshly tilled…but the truth was far more harrowing.
“She raised the Senosi,” I breathed. “That must have been what she was planning all along.”
“I do not understand,” Isolde said, coming up behind me. “How are these corpses different from the rest?”
It was an excellent question. In theory, the corpses of a bunch of dead women from almost two decades ago weren’t all that different from the ones she had raised at Tanisgarde or Tel Noroth or anywhere else. Bodies were bodies, so long as they were mostly intact. And no corpse should have been strong enough to host demons capable of flight. 
Unless…
“The corrupted vatari in their tattoos,” I whispered. “Their flesh has surely rotted, but some of the vatari probably seeped into their bones over time. It would definitely make them stronger vessels.”
Isolde’s face tightened as she stared at the piles of dirt. “Would it also make them resistant to magic?”
“I wouldn’t be surprised,” I said, suddenly feeling nauseous. A minute ago, I had assumed that trained sorcerers would stand a better chance against the demons than regular soldiers. But if those demons could devour magic like the Senosi Huntresses…
“We will need Shayera’s aid to defeat them,” Isolde said, coming to the same dark realization. “You will not be able to harm them.”
And the Corvosi are already doomed. 
I swallowed heavily and looked back at the Castarium. All those years of effort to secretly train an army of sorcerers to deliver Vorsalos into the hands of the Imperium, and it was all going to collapse in the most spectacular way imaginable. 
“Can you summon her with the ring?” I asked. “If she and Mithros can head this way, it will save time.”
Isolde nodded. “I will—look out!”
She barely had time to shout the warning before I caught the flash of green light out of the corner of my eye. A burst of shimmering Palefire was streaking toward us from above, and even as Isolde pushed me down and hoisted up her shield protectively, I knew it wouldn’t be enough. The Aether surged through me, and I erected a protective barrier—
Just in time. The unholy flames exploded all around us, but instead of feeling a wave of heat like a normal fireball, a bitter chill seeped into my bones. I clenched my teeth and peered up through the glimmering barrier just in time to see the demon pass by overhead. The flash of the flames wasn’t bright enough to illuminate her body for me in the darkness…but it didn’t need to be. 
Not with the glowing green tattoos covering the red skin of her naked body. 
My studies at the Aetherium had taught me enough about demons to recognize a Sarigoth, demons of desire and passion. Most of the time, their chosen form in the physical world was that of a voluptuous human woman with black leathery wings and brilliant red skin. They weren’t as physically powerful as demons of pride or rage, but that was small consolidation. They were the mistresses of charm and illusion spells as well as fire magic. 
Normally, magic was the best and often only weapon against such creatures. They could easily regenerate from most wounds inflicted by physical weapons, but I could charge up an arcane blast and disintegrate their host bodies in a single spell. With the Senosi markings protecting them, though…
Zarach save us. 
I grimaced, channeling more power into my barrier as more of the winged figures swarmed over us, their glowing green bodies clearly visible in the dark sky. 
“Contact Shay if you can,” I said. “And then run.”
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Blade Dancing

Shayera


My off-hand sword slashed through the neck of yet another shambling corpse, buying me the precious seconds I needed to brace my foot against a second zombie and pry my main weapon loose from its chest. The body continued thrashing after it fell, and it wasn’t until Mithros roared and crushed its skull beneath his maw that it finally stopped moving.  
“Good boy,” I said, panting for breath. The horrid stench for the corpses was even more overpowering than the rotten fish smell of the harbor. I was finding it difficult not to gag, and the brackish goo splattered across my leather bodice made me nauseous every time I looked down. 
And here I used to think that getting an enemy’s blood on me was gross…
I felt like we’d been slashing our way through zombies for at least an hour by now, but it had probably only been half that at most. The moment Isolde and Mirek had departed, Mithros and I had been swarmed by these monsters from every angle. This was the first time we’d earned ourselves some breathing room. 
Still, things could have been worse. The Ravenguard had mustered a better defense than I thought possible, and plenty of locals had joined in as well. Some had fallen—far too many, most of them civilians—but the undead had mostly been driven back to the water by rows of Ravenguard with pikes. Roaming bands of marksmen covered them, peppering the undead with concentrated barrages of crossbow bolts. A few wyvern riders had also joined the battle, firing down at the horde from above and occasionally landing to bash a cluster of zombies with claws and tail. 
Mithros and I were doing our part in one of the adjoining streets away from the main cluster of soldiers. We were in something of a small plaza where four narrow, snaking paths came together around an old well. I’d spotted dozens of undead flooding into the area, putting them in excellent position not only to spread through the many adjoining streets, but also potentially flank the harbor defenders from an odd angle. 
Fighting here had also proven a convenient way to keep Mithros and his tattooed handler out of the public eye. We’d already encountered several locals who’d run screaming at the sight of me, believing I was a Senosi. But everyone with the authority to confront me was busy with their own battles. 
So despite my growing fatigue and stench-induced nausea, I was feeling reasonably good about our odds. If Isolde and Mirek could handle whatever was happening in the Crestmark District, this crisis might be over far sooner than we ever would have thought. 
“This is almost too easy, huh?” I asked, more to myself than the giant cat who couldn’t truly understand me.
Mithros was still very much on edge. His gray fur was matted with the same brackish gunk as my armor, and his face was twisted in a perpetual snarl. Still, the fact that my boy was proving himself confident enough to fight the undead made me a proud cat mama. 
With things mostly contained here in this narrow street—and with no more undead trudging up out of the water—I was tempted to turn him around and race back to Mirek and Isolde. Sheathing the blade in my left hand, I touched the gemstone in the ring and focused. At the moment, all I could sense from my amazon companion was her usual stoic determination. She and Mirek must not have stumbled into any trouble just yet. 
“Let’s go on a patrol, shall we?” I asked, pulling back from the mental connection. I hopped up into his saddle, holding the reins in one hand and my main weapon in the other. I was suddenly thankful that I’d chosen to master sabres rather than rapiers or the dueling swords that were popular in Nelu’Thalas. They were much more effective cavalry weapons.
Mithros remained focused, his green eyes locked on something in the distance. I assumed it was the ongoing battle, but when I followed his gaze, I noticed instead it was fixated on the horizon. Specifically, on the massive warship drifting into the harbor. 
Between the darkness and the sheer distance, I couldn’t make out many details from the ship, but I would have recognized the silhouette of a war galleon anywhere. A modern one, not an older model like Javier’s Folly. The massive ships were the pride of the Vorsalosian fleet, armed with multiple siege weapons and crewed by several hundred soldier-sailors. 
“Looks like there’s more backup coming,” I said. “Though I’m not sure what good they can do out there.”
I grunted, turning Mithros around to face east away from the water. Perhaps I should head back to Isolde and Mithros. If the locals had everything completely under control here, they might start turning their attention on the girl with glowing tattoos and her giant cat. Neither of us wanted that.
“All right, forget the patrol,” I said. “We’ll ride straight for the…”
My voice trailed off when a flash from the galleon caught my attention. Tiny fires had appeared on its deck, as if the ship had come under attack from somewhere. I paused, wondering what could have possibly happened. But then I realized it wasn’t the ship that was burning—rather, the fires were coming from the catapults mounted on its deck. 
“Oh, gods,” I breathed. “Are they going to fire at—?”
I had my answer before I finished the question. The two catapults fired in perfect unison, launching massive flaming boulders at the very city the ship was supposed to protect. My mouth gaped in horror as the boulders sizzled toward the docks, and my breath caught in my throat when I realized one of them was streaking disturbingly close to us.
“Go!” I shouted, tugging the reins and kicking my heels into Mithros. “Run!”
Leophons were more nimble on the ground than horses, though nowhere near as fast in a full sprint. But given the narrowness of the streets here—not to mention the clutter filling them—his agility was the only reason we stood a chance. Mithros hadn’t seen or reacted to the incoming boulder, but he trusted my commands enough to take off regardless. He bounded forward, leaping around the corpses beneath us and over the crates at the end of the street.
The boulder struck. I didn’t know which building it hit, but the crash was deafening. Debris rained over us, hot and sharp enough to break skin. Needles of pain seared into my back and arms, and Mithros roared as he sprinted to try and escape the impact zone…
I don’t know what knocked me out of the saddle or even how it happened. But in one moment I was clenching my teeth and shielding my head from the barrage, and in the next I was inhaling sharply as I returned to consciousness. My eyes stung from the smoke surrounding me, and I coughed uncontrollably as my lungs tried to gulp in fresh air. 
I was lying amidst the ruins of what had once been a reasonably large building, splintered wood and shattered bricks all around me. I could hear the crackling of an ongoing blaze to my left, and I turned to see an opaque curtain of flame rising up from the boulder’s point of impact. 
As I ducked low beneath the smoke in search of air, I did a quick inspection of my body. My tattoos were still blazing, and their power appeared to have healed over the gashes and lacerations I’d suffered from the debris. A pile of wood was laying over my legs, pinning them in place, but my natural agility and supernatural strength allowed me to slip out from beneath them without much struggle. 
“Mithros!” I wheezed. Crawling through the smoke, I eventually emerged into a curved street I vaguely recognized from when we’d come to the harbor earlier. The abandoned merchant stalls and fishmonger stands had been completely obliterated, though I didn’t see any bodies…except for Mithros. 
I swallowed my heart when I saw the leophon laying on his side, numerous pieces of debris lodged in his dark gray fur. I was back on my feet in an instant, and I raced over to him in the blink of an eye. 
Mithros groaned softly as he looked up at me, clearly uncomfortable. A quick inspection of his massive body revealed numerous splotches of bloody fur…but nothing that seemed truly catastrophic. He seemed more stunned than anything, and seeing me caused him to roll onto his belly and nuzzle my face. 
“Baby, it’s okay,” I soothed, holding him. “Momma’s here!”
I would have given anything for a potion or a poultice to help numb his pain, but I told myself over and over that he’d be all right once we got him to an apothecary. That is, assuming either of us got out of this shitstorm alive. 
Allowing my heart to beat again, I looked up to study the destruction. I could barely even see the water from here thanks to the walls of smoke, but another series of booming explosions told me that the galleon had unleashed another volley of boulders.
And nothing any of the defenders in the harbor could possibly do about it besides flee as the district was pummeled to ruins. 
“Faarea,” I hissed, wondering how Veleca had possibly taken over a warship with a crew of zombies. “We have to get back to the others. Maybe Mirek can teleport us out to the ship or something, I don’t know.”
I brought myself to a crouch, wondering if I could even get Mithros to stand, let alone walk. He didn’t seem like he’d lost too much blood, but from the way he’d started panting, he must have been in quite a bit of pain. I couldn’t just leave him here, though…
Grimacing, I touched the tan’hema ring on my finger to try and reconnect with Isolde. I expected to sense a wave of concern—she’d surely felt my stress and pain through her collar. But the only thing I felt from the ring was anger. 
No, not anger—rage. Cold and bitter and spiteful. 
“Escar’s mercy,” I rasped. 
A score of dark possibilities swirled through my mind, but I didn’t have time to dwell on them. Mithros suddenly snarled, and I turned my head to see another walking corpse shamble out of the rubble and through the billowing wall of smoke. Another appeared a moment later…and then another…and another. 
And many more after that. 
Stifling a curse, I reached for my swords…but only found one on my belt. I must have dropped the other one when I’d been knocked unconscious, which meant it was now likely buried beneath rubble and shrouded in smoke. 
“Dammit,” I snarled, drawing the weapon. I felt almost naked without a sword in each hand, and not in a fun way. 
Mithros hauled himself to his feet—a clearly strained effort on his part—and let out a roar like a mountain lion. But sadly, the undead weren’t impressed. They lurched toward us with surprising speed, brandishing a wide variety of weapons, from blades to halberds to simple clubs. 
Bracing myself, I adopted one of the single-blade fencing forms I’d studied years ago. The stance felt awkward as hell; I’d spent too many years mastering the Lin’faleel and other similar forms to be completely comfortable with an empty hand. But I was still more than a match for any walking corpse, and I lunged into the fray. 
I chopped down at the first zombie who reached for me, hacking off its bony arm at the elbow and sending its rusty blade skittering harmlessly across the ground. Then, with a whirling backslice, I severed the head of another corpse while simultaneously dodging the two spears that were suddenly thrusting for my heart. There were so many of them that every motion threatened to leave me exposed, but my supernatural speed combined with my natural skill allowed me to sidestep a chopping halberd and thrusting blade as I cut down two more of the monsters. Seeing his person in peril, Mithros joined the fray, slamming his muscle-bound frame into the wall of monsters. The foul stench kept him from biting anything, but his massive paws were just as effective, shredding rotten flesh and battering withered bones with ease. 
Yet as fierce as he was, I was too distracted by the thought of him getting hurt. The instant my guard slipped, a blade slashed my shoulder, deep enough to pierce my leather armor. Then the tip of a spear caught my leg. Shrieking in pain, knowing that even a heartbeat of hesitation could prove lethal, I turned myself into a living whirlwind, spinning and slicing in a dizzying dance of steel. 
But it wasn’t enough. The mass of undead poured over me, slamming me onto the ground so hard my skull smashed against the cobblestone. My vision blurred, and I couldn’t get free. There were too many arms, too many blades, too many bodies. I couldn’t even see Mithros anymore.
Then, before I was dragged into blackness, a sharp whistle cut through the air…and a crossbow bolt split the skull of one of the undead looming over me. Another bolt followed in the wake of the first, dropping a second corpse. I unexpectedly found myself with enough space to pull up my legs and kick, sending a pile of zombies flying back. Catching a second wind, I flexed my abdominal muscles and vaulted back to my feet, then sliced across my body and cut down several of the monsters. 
Only one zombie remained in front of me—a hulking mass of what had once been a very tall, very large man. It reached out with unholy speed and grabbed my throat, its supernatural grip squeezing so hard it threatened to crush my larynx—
But then it suddenly went slack. I froze, wondering what in the bloody void the damn thing was waiting for…
Until I saw two small blades jutting out from its chest—tiger claws, once the signature weapon of the Senosi Huntresses. 
The claws withdrew, and a leg swept around and tripped it from behind. The monster continued growling despite its wounds, but just when it started to lurch back to its feet, a sleek black boot stepped on its head, the long stiletto heel plunging through its skull like a massive needle. 
I stood there stiffly, sword trembling, unable to move or breathe as I stared blankly at the figure who’d saved my life. She looked young for her age, perhaps thirty at most, with jet-black hair and piercing green eyes. She was clad in dark, form-fitting leather armor and had a bright red scarf around her neck. A small crossbow dangled from her belt, while another rested calmly in her left hand. 
But her most striking feature were the glowing green tattoos visible on the bare skin of her neck and midriff. The markings were similar to mine but brighter…and more powerful. 
“Hey, kiddo,” Valuri Sorvaal said, smirking as she deftly pulled her heel from the monster’s skull. “Fancy meeting you here.”
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Rage and Recompense

Mirek


The roaring ball of Palefire crashed into my arcane barrier and exploded, showering the street in tiny embers of putrid green flame. Even after repelling several volleys, I still expected a wash of heat to follow the blast, but a chilling cold clawed into my bones instead. I shivered so violently I nearly lost control of the spell.  
“Go!” I shouted as Isolde and I continued our mad dash through the street in the search of better cover. 
The demonic harpies were still swarming over us, clearly visible thanks to the glowing markings illuminating their bodies. I’d been too busy keeping us alive to get an exact count, but there had to be at least half a dozen of them, possibly more. Thus far, they seemed content to bombard us with relentless magical attacks…and my barrier was already waning. Small cracks had started to appear in the dome as if someone had taken a hammer to a glass bauble. I couldn’t hold it forever, not with the Flensing nipping so closely at my heels. The pain was starting to spread through my arms…
The worst part was that aside from defending us, I felt utterly helpless. Their Senosi markings would simply devour my spells. And even if I had a crossbow handy, I wasn’t sure how useful it would be against demonic flesh. 
Still, Isolde was doing her best. Armed with Ithilvarûth, the amazon was at least disrupting the demons’ strafing runs. She had been firing regular arrows rather than conjuring them with the bow, just in case the Senosi demons could feed off the energy. Unfortunately, she didn’t have many shots left. The quiver she’d taken from the mercenaries at the plantation was nearly expended. 
“Beneath there!” she shouted, pointing at a large building across the street with a sloping stone awning. “Move!”
I ran alongside her as she fired another arrow. The shot ripped cleanly through the wing of one of the demons, causing her to shriek and veer to the side as she lost altitude. Sadly, they had been able to regenerate from all the wounds Isolde had inflicted so far, but it bought us the precious time we needed to dash beneath the awning as two more balls of Palefire streaked toward us. 
Another bitter chill crashed over me when the attacks struck my magical shield. The barrier held long enough to dissipate the Palefire…and then collapsed. I dropped to a knee, wincing at the spikes of pain shooting through me. The awning would give us a bit of cover against future attacks from above, but there was nothing stopping them from landing in the street and obliterating us head-on. Even smashing through the windows and trying to hide inside the building wouldn’t do much when they could simply burn it down.
“Shit!” I snarled, unsure if I could muster the energy for another barrier. With even a few minutes of rest, I could have been able to pull it off. But every time I touched the Aether, the spike of pain was so intense I nearly passed out. 
“Shayera continues to fight in the harbor,” Isolde said, gritting her teeth as she drew back the bowstring and waited for one of the demons to move back into her line of sight. “She cannot get to us, but she has found an ally.”
I frowned, wondering who that could possibly be. Some Corvosi? Farah’s goons? Maybe a friendly local who actually knew how to use a blade?
Isolde probably didn’t know the specifics, not without splitting her precious concentration. Though frankly, it didn’t really matter anyway. The point was that no help was coming—we were on our own. 
“You must flee!” Isolde said, firing an arrow at one of the demons the instant it dipped into range beneath the awning. The shot missed, but it did make the demon fly upward again to dodge, buying us another few precious seconds. “I will distract them!”
Clutching my burning forearm, I shook my head in disbelief. The amazon woman I’d met just a few short days ago would absolutely sacrifice herself to save me, I didn’t doubt that for a moment. But I wouldn’t have allowed anyone to do that for me, especially not a young woman. 
And definitely not the daughter of the fucking dragon. 
“I’m not leaving you here,” I snarled. “But I can get us out of here together.”
I clamped down on my lip so hard I tasted blood. I’d pulled off a few incredible teleports before, like back at Tanisgarde. With sufficient focus, I could move us pretty damn far—certainly enough to get us away from the demons, at least for a little while. The Flensing had incapacitated me the last time I’d summoned that much power, though, and there was always a chance the backlash would simply kill me instead. 
But we were out of options. And given the choice between death by the Flensing or death by Palefire, I would take the one that gave Isolde a chance. 
“Zarach guide me,” I whispered as I reached out to the Aether. 
Its currents flowed through me, the usual warm, soothing embrace now replaced by scorching pain. Every instant I held onto its power was agony, but I forced myself to concentrate and form the spell in my mind. I mentally visualized an intersection a few blocks away, and I grabbed Isolde’s arm to take her with me…
But we didn’t move.
My breath caught in my throat. No spell of mine had fizzled in years, not since my days as a raw apprentice at the Aetherium. I had done everything correctly, and I’d definitely channeled enough power. But something was wrong, and it had nothing to do with the Flensing…
“Too late!” Isolde hissed, nocking another arrow. “You must flee!” 
She drew back the string as three of the demons abruptly landed on the street in front of us, their hands blazing with eerie green Palefire. She fired, striking the centermost demon in the shoulder and throwing the creature backward. It shrieked as it ripped the arrow from its host body, and I half-expected the others to launch a final volley to finish us off.
But it never came. The demonic fire blazing in the hands of the demons dissipated, and even as the wounded one returned to her feet, snarling angrily, the other two retreated several steps. I had no idea what in the bloody void they were waiting for, but I tried to capitalize on their hesitation and teleport us away again… 
The spell fizzled like before. 
I hissed under my breath, the pain lancing through my arms forgotten in a haze of confusion. Then, out of the corner of my eye, I spotted another figure approaching us from the Castarium. Her skin wasn’t marked with glowing green tattoos like the others, but a similar eerie glow was emanating from something clutched in her right hand, casting just enough light for me to see that she, unlike the other demons, was encased in a suit of golden armor. 
And then, at last, I understood. 
Veleca—or rather, the monster she had become—landed between us and the other demons. Her skin was the same deep crimson as the other demons, and a pair of black, bat-like wings jutted out of her old, battered armor. Her eyes were little more than glowing orange fireballs inside her skull. 
This wasn’t the same woman we’d encountered at Tanisgarde, nor the same woman who had loyally followed the Inquisitrix twenty years ago. Veleca hadn’t merely unleashed the apocalypse—she had allowed it to completely consume her. 
And the Avetharri relic that had started all this insanity was thrumming with power in her hand. The Runic Focus was the reason my spells had failed—the relic was fundamentally tied to the energy of the Pale, and anything that could tear open or seal fractures could undoubtedly prevent someone from teleporting as well. 
“The Crell arcanist,” the demon sneered in a low voice that barely sounded human. “I must thank your people for their wonderful gift. Without them, my sisters would have languished here forever, betrayed and forgotten.”
“Halt, demon!” Isolde demanded, dropping the bow and drawing her blade. “Step closer and I shall return you to the Pale!”
Veleca looked at the amazon, her glowing eyes twinkling in apparent amusement as she ignored the command and sauntered closer. “The daughter of Nol Krovos,” she sneered. “The meat puppet who believes herself free.”
“I am free,” Isolde insisted. When Veleca kept moving, she shifted to hold her sword in a two-handed grip. “And I will not allow you to raze this city!”
Veleca came to a halt perhaps ten feet away. “I couldn’t understand how they overcame my pet at Tel Noroth. Kor’thulak is an old and powerful fiend who has long been waiting to return to this world. Your solution was clever, I must admit—binding your will to others so that he cannot exert control.” She favored the amazon with a dark grin. “But that’s not truly freedom, is it? You have merely traded one master for others.”
“I am bound only by duty,” Isolde snarled. “And that duty is to destroy you!”
The amazon lunged forward, sword chopping straight for the demon’s wing—
And froze. 
I held my breath, wondering if Veleca had woven some kind of paralysis spell, but I hadn’t sensed an Aetheric surge from her or the relic. Her smile widened as Isolde inexplicably lowered her weapon. 
“As I said, it was a clever solution.” Veleca chuckled as she lifted the artifact. The shadow rune inscribed on the small stone was blazing even brighter now. “But you are still a puppet. My will—Kor’thulak’s will—cannot be denied.”
A mantle of dread fell over me as Isolde slowly turned around. Her teeth were clenched, and her brown eyes were wide with rage. It was the same look as when we’d fought her back at Tanisgarde, and when she’d attacked that fool on the party boat this morning. 
A look of pure, unbridled demonic rage. 
“Isolde,” I said, heart thudding in my ears as I raised my hands. “You’ve already beaten it once at Tel Noroth. You can do it again.”
Veleca laughed. “Such arrogance, even for a sorcerer. Did you actually think this toy collar could keep a demon at bay forever? Kor’thulak has broken her will once. And with my help, he will do it again.”
“Mirek,” Isolde stammered. “You must flee! I cannot…”
Her voice abruptly cut out as her entire body seized up. Trembling, eyes wide in horror, she shifted her left hand from her sword to the golden collar. And with a violent tug, she ripped it from her throat and tossed it to the ground. I watched in horror as the glow inside the amulet faded to darkness. 
“This vessel is mine,” Isolde snarled, voice dropping two full octaves as a sinister smile pulled at her lips. “Now…and forever.”
“No,” I rasped, desperately searching around for inspiration. But the collar was broken, and the other demons were shuffling forward to stand at the side of their mistress…
And then Isolde moved. She lunged toward me so quickly I couldn’t react, her free hand grasping my throat and lifting me off the ground. Her fingers closed around my larynx, cutting off the last of my air. All I could do was pound uselessly against her forearm.
“This one will make a fine vessel as well, don’t you agree?” Veleca asked, chuckling as she sauntered up behind her new pet. “ So much power…but also pride. He will be even easier to break.”
“Yes,” Isolde said, a baleful glimmer in her dark eyes. “He will indeed.”
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Family

Shayera


I stood there with my mouth hanging open, so stunned that I nearly dropped my sword. I couldn’t believe it. I  didn’t believe it. There was no way in the bloody void that Aunt Val could be in Vorsalos!
And yet here she was, in the flesh, her black leather and glowing tattoos and spiked heels just the way I remembered them. The dragon’s lover, the Senosi traitor, the queen’s enforcer…
The woman I’d always wanted to be. 
“How…?” I managed.
“I might have gotten here earlier if you’d bothered to tell anyone you’d left Nelu’Thalas,” Valuri said tartly, retracting her claws and planting her hand on her hip. “Or that you’d come here to this pisshole. Or that you’d decided it was a good idea to take on an undead army all by yourself.”
I swallowed, still unable to find my voice. 
“Your mom’s gonna be pissed,” Val added ruefully. “And your dad might have a heart attack when I tell him his daughter was in mortal peril. You know how emotional men can get, and paladins are the worst of all. Big babies, each and every one of them.”
She gave me a lopsided smirk, the same one I’d been trying to copy most of my adult life. And before I knew what was happening, I found myself rushing forward to embrace her. 
“I’m here, kiddo,” she whispered, hugging me back. “It’s all right.”
I squeezed her hard, a rush of emotions pouring over me as if the mere sight of her had shattered a dam inside my mind. All the regret over lying to my parents, the shame from being swept up in a Sarodihm plot in Nelu’Thalas, the joy of seeing her again…
I wasn’t normally a crier like other girls, a trait I’d probably inherited from my obnoxiously stoic mother. But I felt my eyes burn with tears before I could stop them. 
“I’m…” I stuttered. “I’m so glad you’re here!”
Valuri squeezed back. She wasn’t much of a crier, either, nor much of a hugger. But the strength of her arms made me feel completely safe even as the city around us burned. 
“Nice tats, by the way,” she muttered into my hair. “Do I even want to know?”
I swallowed. “Mom, uh, sent me to train with the Blade Dancers.”
“To train, sure, not to get marked!” Val pulled back and arched a black eyebrow. “The Hathol’Sayal only accepts sorcerers, honey, and there’s no way Queen Malareth would have approved your admission without letting your mom know first.”
“It’s…complicated,” I mumbled, wiping the tears from my eyes. “And a long story.”
Val pursed her lips. I could practically hear the barrage of questions loaded and ready to fire from the tip of her tongue, not the least of which was what the hell I’d been thinking. But thankfully she didn’t press. 
“At least they aren’t green,” Val muttered, a sudden hint of old bitterness in her voice. “But where’s your power source? Do you have a charged crystal hidden somewhere?”
“I, um, I did,” I managed.
Gods, if she only knew the truth. 
I tried to imagine her expression when I told her that I’d been feeding off my Crell boyfriend. And that I’d met and bonded with an amazon. And that said amazon was the daughter of her dragon lover. 
But all of that, like my lengthy explanation about my dalliance with the Sarodihm rebels in Nelu’Thalas, would just have to wait. 
“I’ll explain everything later,” I promised. “When the world isn’t exploding around us.”
She looked hard at my markings for another moment, as if mesmerized by the glow, before she nodded. “First, maybe you should introduce me to your friend,” she said. “At least, I hope he’s your friend…”
Blinking through the last of the tears clouding my vision, I turned to Mithros. Despite his wounds, he looked like he was evaluating the newcomer. He was usually pretty good at reading body language, but if he decided that Val was trying to hurt me…
“That’s Mithros,” I said, lunging back over to his side. “He’s my best friend.”
Her eyebrows raised another inch. “The highborn handlers gave you a leophon?”
“Not exactly. It’s another long story.”
Val’s lips compressed into a tight line as their eyes locked like two predators sizing each other up on a battlefield. Unlike my mother and Ranger-General Aluriel, Aunt Val didn’t seem to have the same soft spot for animals. In fact, I recalled my mother mentioning how Val had nearly gotten sick while flying during their legendary assault on the Inquisitrix’s wyvern hatchery twenty years ago…
Before they could resolve their staring match, there was another flicker of motion in the sky. I turned my head around in time to see another flaming boulder crash down several blocks away. I put my hand over my ears just before impact, but the rumble from the shockwave still rattled my teeth. A cloud of flaming dust and rubble spewed into the air like a small volcano. 
“Shit!” Val hissed. “I need to take out that ship.”
“We need to take out that ship,” I said pointedly. “But I’m not sure how to get to it.”
Hissing softly, Val’s eyes returned to Mithros. “Can’t he fly?”
“Sadly, no. One of his wings is damaged. I think it’s from a birth defect.”
“Damn. And here I was hoping we could fly him over to that ship and take out those catapults.”
I shook my head, then winced when I saw another spot of bloodied fur. “He was injured in the blast. I want to get him out of here, but…”
Val grimaced. She might not have loved animals as much as I did, but I could see the sympathy in her eyes at the sight of the wounded creature.
“Here,” she said, plucking a phial from her belt. “Your father insisted I bring some of these with me in case you were hurt. They should work on him just as well.”
I took the phial and examined the red liquid within. Thanks to their ability to tap into a Godsoul, the Merciful Sisters brewed some of the most powerful healing elixirs in all of Torsia. They should make short work of a few scrapes and cuts, even on a leophon. 
I leapt over to Mithros and applied the salve, keenly aware that the longer we delayed, the more destruction that galleon could wreak. But I wasn’t about to leave my pet in pain while I ran off.
“Hopefully it helps,” Valuri said, looking around to make sure we weren’t about to get ambushed again. “Now, why don’t you tell me what the fuck is going on here.”
“The short version is that the Crell gave an Avetharri relic to the last surviving Sanctori,” I said. “A woman named Veleca.”
“Veleca,” Val hissed, eyes flicking to the side as she searched her memories. “One of the only bodies they never found. Dammit!”
I nodded as I spread the elixir over another wound. Mithros groaned in annoyance but thankfully didn’t squirm. Keeping a leophon in place wasn’t as easy as restraining a house cat. 
“The relic is a Runic Focus, a powerful implement that can let anyone, even a non-sorcerer, rend the Pale,” I said. “Veleca is using it to try and burn the whole damn city to the ground in a spat of revenge.”
Val blinked. “What?”
“It gets worse. The Crell have also been secretly training local sorcerers in the Castarium. The idea was to create a private army for the Regent Lord to defeat Veleca and then turn him into a puppet of the Sovereigns.”
The Huntress blinked again. “What?”
“It’s all crazy, I know. But all that matters right now is stopping the attack. I’m here trying to defend the harbor while my companions search for Veleca. We think she’s somewhere near the Castarium.”
Val swore under her breath, a cascade of emotions born of old memories flickering across her face. But if anyone could set aside their confusion and focus on the task at hand, it was her. 
“I want to help them, but we have to stop that ship,” I said, skipping over the details about the identities of my companions. That was yet another of those things that would have to wait. “We can’t let it sit there firing. By the time the warships in the gulf get here, the entire district will be reduced to rubble.”
Taking a deep breath, Val nodded. “Then I hope you’re up for a swim, kiddo.”
I nodded as I finished applying the last of the potion. The leophon’s wounds were already healing beneath the matted fur and streaks of blood. He would be fine in no time. 
Thanks, dad, I thought, smiling and looking down at the empty phial. I was almost surprised that he hadn’t come himself if he’d thought I was in peril, but the Highlord of the Eternal Dawn couldn’t exactly stroll into Vorsalos without creating an incident. Neither could my mother or Ranger-General Aluriel for the same reasons. 
But the queen’s shadowy enforcer, on the other hand…
“Okay,” I said, standing upright. Well, our best bet is probably to…”
I trailed off when my gaze swept over Mithros’s body again. My eyes stopped at his wings—specifically, his defective one. 
And saw that it was no longer sagging. 
“Escar’s mercy,” I gasped. “How…how is this possible?”
“How is what possible?” Val asked.
“His wing—his birth defect.” I shook my head as I touched the area where the wing connected to the rest of his fur. “It looks normal and healthy now!”
Val frowned and studied the wing. “You’re sure?”
“Yes! I-it used to sag on one side,” I stammered. “The handlers in Nelu’Thalas said about one in a hundred are born like that.”
“There are plenty of highborn healers. Why didn’t they fix him up?”
“Even healing magic can’t typically mend congenital defects. At least, sorcery can’t…”
I looked back at the empty phial in my hand. The Merciful Sisters weren’t sorcerers—the energy they channeled came directly from the Godsoul fragment in my father’s sword. But I still didn’t understand how this could be possible. 
“I’ve seen your father’s sword do some crazy shit over the years,” Val said. “Half the people in Torsia think he’s a miracle worker.”
I nodded absently, my fingers brushing over the feathery wing. She wasn’t wrong about the Godsoul; my father’s blade was empowering hundreds of paladins and priestesses who otherwise couldn’t wield the Aether at all. It was supposed to be a fragment of the Eternal Lady, who had once been a goddess of fertility, life, and restoration. If anyone’s power could heal a defective wing, surely it would be hers. 
“It’s incredible,” I said, fighting back a sudden wave of joyful tears. Could my precious boy truly be whole after all this time?
Valuri tossed another glance out through the smoke toward the harbor. “It might also be the answer to our problem,” she said, a sly grin tugging at her lips. “Who needs to swim when you can fly?”
“There’s no way,” I told her, shaking my head. “He’s never flown before! He doesn’t know how?”
“You sure? Plenty of animals know how to do things the moment they’re born.”
I paused and looked into Mithros’s green feline eyes. I was no ranger, but my mother and her best friend were, and they’d passed on some of their knowledge to me over the years. I was pretty sure that birds had to learn to fly.
But then, leophons weren’t birds. And they weren’t strictly natural creatures, either—they had been created by sorcery by the Avetharri thousands of years ago. Mithros was countless generations removed from that old magic, of course, but still…
I winced as yet another boulder impacted a few streets away, throwing up a plume of debris and flame. Whether Mithros could fly or not, we needed to figure out a way to get to that damn ship. 
“Maybe it’s for the best,” Val said, nose wrinkling. “I hate flying.”
“Even on the dragon?”
Her cheek twitched at the mention of her missing lover, and I immediately regretted reopening the old wound. “It still made me queasy,” she admitted. “But I put up with it because he’d always coddle me when we landed. And then he’d give me a nice batch of—erm, never mind.” 
She cleared her throat and crossed her arms over her chest. “Anyway, your mom pulled some crazy stunts on wyvernback, too. I think she enjoyed making me uncomfortable.”
I had a difficult time imagining my mother being that playful, though Val’s stories about the olden days always did seem a bit exaggerated. 
“Even if he knew how, I don’t know how I’d command him,” I said. “We obviously haven’t trained for it.”
Val pursed her lips. “I have a feeling I’m going to regret this, but…why not ask him?”
I blinked. “Leophons are smart, but not that smart. They can’t understand us.”
“Your mother told me they’re very intuitive. And she was flying them a hundred years before I was born.” She shrugged. “I’ve also seen her communicate with animals many times. She didn’t need words.”
“She has sorcery,” I said, hearing the twinge of old bitterness in my voice. 
“So what?” Val said. “I’d take willpower and moxie over finger-waving and magic any day.”
I snorted. It sounded ridiculous. It was ridiculous, it had to be! My baby had never flown before, and I was no ranger. Sure, Mithros had taken to me pretty quickly, but that didn’t mean anything. 
Did it?
“What do you think, baby?” I asked, scratching his ear and looking into his eyes. “You feel good enough to fly for me?”
He looked back at me, and for a moment I swore he lifted up his wings…but then he went still, and I knew I’d just imagined it. 
“One miracle a day will have to be good enough,” I said, sliding my hand back across his wing. If I really could teach him to fly, we were going to have so much fun together…
Eventually. But right now, Val and I had to do something about that damn ship. 
“Let’s get to the pier,” I said. “We have a galleon to sink.”
[image: image-placeholder]A minute later, we were back at the shoreline. Disappointingly, my efforts to stem the tide of death hadn’t seemed to help—the situation was even more of a mess than I’d feared. The bombardment from the war galleon had utterly broken the Ravenguard’s defense; the soldiers who’d been standing firm stopping the undead as they emerged from the water were either dead or scattered. The curtains of flame and walls of smoke made it nearly impossible to see more than about ten yards in any direction, but there were mangled bodies everywhere we went. Thankfully, most of them were undead. But far too many were not. 
We did have two things working in our favor, however. The first was that some of the Regent Lord’s Corvosi sorcerers had finally arrived here at the harbor. Even through the haze, we could clearly see bursts of flame and crackles of lightning as they blasted clusters of undead. With the Ravenguard’s lines broken, the sorcerers were probably the only reason the entire district hadn’t been overwhelmed. 
The second bit of good favor was the galleon itself. For all its potential power, the mighty warship was taking several minutes to reload its catapults between shots, presumably because zombies weren’t the most efficient crew—though how mindless undead were able to load a siege weapon at all remained something of a mystery. 
Regardless of the details, it had at least slowed down the potential devastation. And if Val and I could get over there, we could still put an end to this and save a bunch of lives. 
“We could ride over on a dinghy,” Val said, gesturing at one of the small boats tied up on the sides of one of the longer piers. “The smoke might cover us for a while.”
“Not long enough,” I said. “If they have any archers, they’ll be raining arrows down on us the whole trip, and those catapults will have time to fire at least one more shot. Getting wet is the only option.”
Val smirked as she secured her crossbows to her belt with a second buckle. “It usually is. You ready?”
Nodding, I checked my own gear. I’d recovered my other blade from the rubble before we’d left, and both swords were back in their scabbards. My leather bodice wouldn’t appreciate another dip in the ocean, but if it had survived my swim from the kidnapper’s ship, it could survive a journey out to the middle of the harbor. 
“You stay here, all right?” I said to Mithros as I turned and crouched in front of his face. “Hide somewhere if you need to, but don’t get into any trouble.”
His eyes turned almost forlorn, but that was probably my imagination. I just wished I had somewhere safe to put him. Leaving him here without supervision, there was always a chance he’d get swarmed by more undead…or wander off and do crazy cat things. But there was nothing I could do about it right now other than get back to him as quickly as possible.
“Let’s do this,” I said. 
Val eyed me up and down for a second, as if trying to decide something. “Just stay behind me when you can, kiddo,” she said. “I’ll protect you.”
“I can handle myself,” I assured her. “You made sure of that.”
Before she could reply, I sprinted to the end of the pier and leapt into the water. 
It was even colder than I’d remembered. A chill engulfed my body, making my teeth clench and nipples turn hard as rocks. Without the sun helpfully lighting the way, it was so damn dark I wouldn’t have been able to see anything if not for the soft glow of my tattoos beneath the water. I briefly considered letting them go dormant, if only to conceal my approach. But I didn’t particularly fancy the idea of swimming blind, and the extra strength would make the trip much quicker.
I saw Val coming up behind me a moment later. We stayed under the waterline as much as we could, surfacing only to periodically catch our breath. The smoke was much thinner out here, and my body did mostly adjust to the cold. I kept my focus on the warship as much as possible, assuming that eventually, whoever was on board would see the lights swimming toward them and start shooting arrows into the water. 
But it never happened. I occasionally saw flickers of movement from the deck near the catapults on the fore and aft castles of the ship, but there were no lookouts of any kind. I found myself wondering how many crew were even on board. Because if Val and I showed up and only found a few dozen zombies, this madness would all be over in no time. 
Though first, we had to figure out a way to actually get onto the main deck of the ship. 
I popped up out of the water right next to the galleon, treading water and sucking in as much air as my lungs could handle. Climbing up the side of the hull wasn’t going to be an option without handholds, and I obviously couldn’t jump out of the water without a solid surface to stand on. Perhaps this was finally where my tendency to never think ahead would finally bite me in my frozen ass…
Val emerged from the water behind me, her black hair plastered across her head. “Ready to crash this party?”
“Yeah,” I said, panting and spitting out the briny water when a wave crashed over us. “But how?”
“Don’t worry about it.”
She flashed me another wry smirk as she swam over next to me. Treading water purely with her legs, she dipped both arms beneath the water for a few heartbeats. When they returned, she was holding her crossbow…and it was loaded with a grappler. 
“Grab on,” she said, taking aim. “I hope you still know how to climb.”
“I do,” I said, unable to keep myself from smiling. All these years hearing stories about her adventures with the dragon and my mother and their amazon friend, and now here I was, finally able to tag along. 
No, that’s not right, I corrected myself. I’m not a child tagging along—I’m a Blade Dancer, whether the snooty highborn consider me one or not. And it’s time to show off what I’ve learned. 
Val fired her crossbow. The grapple locked around the mizzenmast, and the moment the line was secure, I grabbed hold of it and hoisted myself up out of the water. With wet hands and water-logged gear, the climb should have been arduous as hell. But my excitement—and my tattoos—propelled me upward with remarkable speed. I knew I didn’t have much time; while the enemy might not have had any spotters looking into the water, even mindless undead should have noticed the grapple.
And they had. Two zombies leaned over the edge when I was only halfway up, their eyes glowing an angry red. The bodies were in much better shape than most of the ones who had attacked the harbor, suggesting they were fresh. Their white tunics and purple headbands identified them as the original crew of this galleon.
But fresh or not, they still had the reflexes of a drunken ogre, and I’d scurried most of the way up by the time they raised their cutlasses to try and cut the grappling line. A single decent swing would do it.
Which meant that I was out of time. 
Grimacing, I pulled up my boots to brace against the upper strake for leverage. It wasn’t much, but the subtle groove would hopefully give me the purchase I needed to make my move. Gritting my teeth and hoping like hell that I wasn’t about to make a fool of myself in front of my idol, I jumped. 
I shot upward, clearing the last few feet between me and the undead in a fraction of a second. Without a weapon in hand, I relied on my momentum to bowl them over…and through what was undoubtedly luck but I’d later recount as pure skill, I smashed into the zombies an instant before they could cut the line, knocking them both backward into the massive ballista behind them as I landed in a crouch upon the quarterdeck. 
It was time to go to work. Drawing my main-hand blade, I carved both of the staggered zombies in half with a single dramatic whirl, clearing the path for Val. Then, whipping back around, I surveyed the ship and plotted my strike. The wide, flat design of the galleon’s decks were nothing like the warships in Highwind, but we also weren’t in the habit of laying siege to enemy cities. The extra space allowed for enough room to deploy a ballista here on the quarterdeck, as well as catapults on the main deck and forecastle. About twenty reanimated sailors were working to reload the latter. 
It would have taken considerably more men to handle the weapons under normal circumstances, but the unholy strength of the undead allowed them to hoist the boulders relatively easily. But they were still slow and cumbersome, and they weren’t the least bit prepared for someone to board their ship. 
Especially not someone like me.
Grabbing one of the ropes on the mizzenmast, I slashed it free with my blade and swung out and over the main deck, slashing as I flew into the first siege crew. It was less dramatic than I would have liked, mostly because the monsters were so sluggish, but I kicked one off the side of the boat and hacked the rotting head off another before I relaxed my grip and landed more or less gracefully right next to the others. Some of them managed to draw their cutlasses while I drew my off-hand weapon, but it didn’t save them. With a series of quick, zipping strikes, I bounced between the zombies and cut them all down. 
Had the remainder of the crew on the forecastle been mortal, they would have undoubtedly soiled themselves by now. The undead were sadly unfazed by my display of prowess, though they did grab weapons and brace themselves for my next attack. 
But it never came. A series of crossbow bolts whistled over my head, dropping the zombies one after another with precise shots through their skulls. I glanced back up over my shoulder to see Val standing there, emptying the cartridge of her fancy self-reloading crossbow. 
“Pathetic,” she said, shaking the water from her hair as she hopped down to join me on the main deck. When she saw one of the zombies still flopping around, she stepped on it hard enough to drive her heel though its skull. “Back in my day, they tried to squeeze whole armies into these things. They may have even smelled worse.”
“I doubt that,” I muttered, flashing her a smile as I caught my breath. “But at least we…what’s that?”
There was a rumble from below decks, as if someone had released some trolls from the brig. I turned to the ladder hatch behind us, bracing myself for another tide of undead. But the creature that emerged was no zombie. 
“Shit,” Val hissed. “I guess we know who’s in charge.”
Calling the creature hideous would have been the understatement of the decade. The hulking, red-skinned monstrosity was easily twice the size of a human, with bulging eyes that glowed the same haunting green as Val’s markings. Huge black spines sprouted from its back, and its hands ended in massive, bear-like claws. 
My father could have told me everything about the creature, from its strengths and weaknesses to the specific nature of its origin. All I knew was that it was a big fucking demon.
And it was up to us to kill it. 
The demon bounded up the remainder of the ladder, its muscle-bound bulk barely squeezing out of the hatch. I held firm, setting my feet in a defensive stance and holding my blades protectively in front of me. The Lin’faleel—and nearly every other fighting style I knew—was meant to battle people, not monsters. But you didn’t grow up as the daughter of a paladin without learning a few things about raging beasts, and for once in my life, I knew better than to recklessly charge in. 
I half expected Val to do it, but even she wasn’t that crazy. She simply shot the demon instead. The crossbow bolt whistled over my shoulder and burrowed deep into the monster’s arm. It roared angrily, its bellowing voice so loud it hurt my ears, and she shot it a second and then third time in rapid succession for good measure. 
But aside from briefly causing the demon to stumble, the bolts didn’t seem to have much effect. It tore them from its flesh with an angry swipe of its claw, and the wounds healed over almost instantly. 
“Okay,” Val said. “I guess we’re going to need a bigger crossbow.”
Dropping her weapon, she unsheathed the tiger claws in her gauntlets, but the demon was already rushing at me. I pivoted on a heel when it took a swipe at me with one of its massive claws, easily dodging the blow as I sliced the back of its arm. My moonsilver blade carved easily through its red flesh, but the wound sealed over almost before it could bleed. Apparently I should have stolen one of my father’s sanctified blades before I’d left Highwind…
Val wasn’t deterred. Pouncing forward like an angry leophon in black leather, she became a blur of movement, slashing at the demon with her claws and raking bloody lines across its chest. I had almost forgotten how quick she could be. Even after years of withdrawal from being denied her lover’s dragon blood, she dodged the demon’s wild, thrashing swipes with remarkable ease.
But her claws didn’t have any more luck than my blades. The demon’s wounds healed faster than she could make them. Even when I joined in, striking with swift, piercing thrusts into its flank, it only seemed to make the creature madder. 
“Go for the head!” Val shouted through clenched teeth as she leapt away from the beast. “It’s the only—agh!”
The demon struck just when she landed, demonstrating remarkable speed of its own as it slammed her with the back of one of its huge claws, launching her into the air and sending her flying over the edge of the ship. 
I stood there, stunned and speechless, as I heard her splash into the water. And then the demon turned around, its glowing green eyes blazing with malefic flame. It raised its claws as if it were about to strike at me again…
And stopped. 
“Ah…” it hissed, glaring balefully at my markings. “Kor’thulak told me about you. The weak, arrogant mongrel female who calls herself Dal’Rethi.”
“The name is Shayera,” I said. “You might want to remember it when I send you screaming back to the Pale.”
I launched myself at the demon, slipping easily beneath its guard to slice at its legs and hoping to bait it into dropping its guard. Demons may have been resilient, but they weren’t invincible—my father taught his paladins to strike at their head or heart. If the host body died, the demon would lose its tether to the physical world. All I needed was for this fat, disgusting sack of evil to give me an opening…
But now that its attention wasn’t split between two opponents, the damn thing was more agile than it had any right to be. While I scored several nasty hits across its midsection—hits that would have disemboweled a normal human—I couldn’t manage to strike at its heart. And when I tried to force the issue, it slapped me in the side and sent me flying backward. I slammed into the main mast so hard the air rushed out of my lungs, and the force of the impact knocked my swords out of my grip. With my head spinning, I reflexively threw my arms up in front of my face for protection. But the demon didn’t press the attack.
Instead, it screamed. 
Blinking the black spots from my vision, I saw the demon desperately clutching its arm. Its red flesh sizzled as if it had touched a fire, and I belatedly remembered how Isolde had reacted when her possessed body had tried to grapple me in Tanisgarde. The demon inside her had been repelled by my tattoos as if they were some sort of holy talisman. 
“Mortal wretch!” the demon growled. “I will tear you to pieces!”
It lunged forward again, but the hesitation gave enough time to recover my senses. I rolled hard to my left, narrowly escaping a powerful swipe that ripped through the main mast as if it were a piece of kindling. The splintering whined and creaked as the pole snapped, tearing most of the rigging down along with it. The demon roared again when the sails collapsed upon it, creating an almost comical prison of cloth and rope.
But they wouldn’t hold it for long, and I no longer had any weapons. Bouncing up to a crouch, I frantically searched the deck for inspiration. My blades were trapped somewhere in the mess of rigging, but there were a few cutlasses lying around the deck on the bodies of undead sailors. Still, I doubted the average Vorsaloan sailor had moonsilver weapons at his disposal…
I was about to dive for one of the blades anyway when I caught a flicker of movement in the air above the ship. At first, I thought that one of the city’s wyvern riders might have finally seen the commotion and come to help, but then I caught a glimpse of white, feathery wings glimmering in the moonlight. 
“Escar’s…holy shit!” I blurted out when the figure drew closer. It was no wyvern. 
It was Mithros. 
I watched, frozen in awe, as the leophon streaked toward the galleon, his beautiful wings spread wide. At first, I thought he was about to land on the deck and join me in attacking the demon, but then he abruptly dove toward the water out of sight. My breath caught in my throat, and for a long, horrifying moment, I thought I might have imagined the whole thing. 
Then he reappeared in the sky, a wet, thrashing Valuri held in his mouth. Soaring over the ship, he dropped her right on the quarterdeck, and she rolled to a halt while spitting the water from her mouth. Our eyes met from across the ship—
And I knew exactly what I needed to do. Rolling forward, I swept up one of the cutlasses just as the demon burst free from the rigging and sails. I struck a pose with the blade in one hand, hoping to draw its attention. 
It worked. The roaring creature bounded toward me the instant it was free from its restraints. I dodged right, sweeping the blade awkwardly across its body as I moved. As I’d feared, the weapon wasn’t sharp enough to do any good. The wild swipe glanced off the demon’s red skin as harmlessly as if the monster were encased in plate armor. 
But it still kept its attention focused on me, and I needed to keep it that way. Heart pounding in my chest, half from terror and half from excitement, I stood my ground on the deck and waited for the demon’s next attack. As it spun around, its clawed foot pulled at the mangled rigging, and through the mess of tattered sails, I caught a glimpse of one of my sabers. I almost risked diving to retrieve it…but then the demon attacked. 
I rolled away again at the last instant, not bothering to try and counterattack. Its massive claws missed my head by a hair’s breadth, but I tripped in the mess of ropes and flopped unceremoniously against the hard, sodden deck. Wincing in pain, I looked up to see the creature looming over me. 
“Dal’Rethi pretender!” it roared. “Now you die!”
The demon reared back for a final blow—
And then a ballista bolt burst through its chest. 
The spray of brackish blood was truly disgusting, even for someone who usually enjoyed the splash of hot liquid on her skin. The demon lurched forward, smashing into and demolishing the stairs leading up to the forecastle. Once his body was out of the way, I saw Val standing at the ballista on the quarterdeck. 
“Well,” she said. “Looks like I found a bigger crossbow.”
Grinning so wide my cheeks hurt, I pulled myself up and lunged for my sword. The demon was still gurgling in agony as I moved over to it, and I had the satisfaction of watching its grotesque face twist around to look at me as I brought the blade to its huge neck. 
“You’re right, I’m not a Dal’Rethi,” I said. “I’m a fucking princess.”
With a vicious, two-handed sweep, I lopped its head from its body. The bloated corpse sagged against the deck, and the battle was over. 
I was still breathing heavily when Val came over to me, still soaking wet. She smiled approvingly as she wrung out her shoulder-length black hair. 
“Not bad, kiddo,” she said. “Your dad would be proud.”
A sudden rush of heat flooded into my cheeks. But before I could say anything, Mithos swooped around and dropped onto the deck next to us. It wasn’t the most graceful touch-down I’d ever seen, what with his paws scurrying for purchase on the wood. But once he came to a halt, he still puffed out his chest and stretched his wings as if to say “I told you so.”
And then, for seemingly no reason, he turned his attention to the lowered sails and did an adorable little hop as if he’d seen a rodent scurrying beneath them. 
“My baby,” I said, dashing over to his side to hug his neck. His twitching ears tickled my skin, but it didn’t stop the sudden well of proud tears in my eyes. 
“Guess he was holding out on you after all,” Val said with a grunt. 
Smiling so wide it hurt, I pulled back and looked into his green eyes. He licked his chops as he looked back, somehow seeming proud and oblivious at the same time. 
“I guess so,” I said.
“We should probably get back to the pier to help with the cleanup,” Val said after a moment. 
All I wanted to do was hug my amazing leophon, but as the rush of battle faded, my thoughts flashed to Mirek and Isolde. Taking a deep breath, I touched the tan’hema ring on my finger to try and feel what was happening…
No confusion, no ironclad amazon determination…nothing at all. 
“Oh, gods,” I breathed. “We’re too late.”




15








Legacy

Mirek


Isolde’s dark eyes narrowed as she squeezed my throat, crushing the air out of me. Black spots filled my vision as I pounded furiously against her forearm, but my efforts were in vain. Her demon-bolstered grip was unbreakable, and I was utterly helpless.  
Amidst my furious flailing, I couldn’t help but look down at the amazon’s discarded collar in horror. The world had lost the dragon’s only known heir. 
And I was about to lose my life. 
“I can think of no finer vessel for a pride demon than a Crell sorcerer,” Veleca taunted, the Runic Focus still glowing in her hand. “He shall wear your skin like a cloak as he returns to the Imperium and devours your precious Sovereigns.”
With the last of my strength, I smashed both fists into Isolde’s elbow, hoping it would bend. But her arm was like a steel rod, and the dots blackening my vision were growing larger by the second. My final wish was that I could somehow warn Shayera to stay away and run…
But then Isolde’s grip abruptly weakened. Not much—almost imperceptibly—but just enough to allow me to suck in the tiniest bit of air. 
“During my time in this body, I learned a great deal from this one,” the amazon said, voice deep and inhuman. “But even more from his elven companion.”
Veleca’s brows raised in curiosity. “Is that so?”
“Yes. Starwind is an expert in combat techniques known only to the highborn. But she taught me something else that is even more important.”
“Such as?”
Isolde smiled. Not a dark smile, like the one she’d been wearing before, but a smug one. A knowing one. And as she stared at me, her brown eyes abruptly softening, I suddenly understood. 
“The art of deception,” she said. 
Without warning, Isolde released her grip on my throat and dropped me to the ground. Veleca balked in surprise…
And the amazon struck. Bringing both hands back to her sword, she whirled around and slashed downward, hacking off Veleca’s arm at the elbow. She howled in pain, blood spraying from the vicious wound as the severed arm landed next to me. 
The Runic Focus was still clutched in its red fingers. 
“Impossible!” Veleca hissed. “The will of Kor’thulak is unbreakable!”
“I am the daughter of the dragon,” Isolde said. “My will is my own.”
The amazon rushed forward and slammed her shoulder into Veleca, hurling the wounded demon into the other transformed Senosi standing behind them. The demons stumbled in surprise, and one even fell down, buying me a few precious seconds of confusion to act. And I had no intention of wasting them. 
Drawing in a deep breath, ignoring the pain in my throat and fire in my lungs, I lunged on top of the Avetharri relic. The runes on the stone glowed at my touch, and I gasped in shock as a torrent of knowledge flooded into my mind. At first, the tide was so overwhelming I nearly lost the ability to breathe again. It was like instantly reading and absorbing the information from a thousand books at once. In a single heartbeat, I knew everything there was to know about shadow magic—every demon, every spell, every dark secret. It was all there, ten thousand years of Avetharri knowledge compressed into a single relic.
I had never been more fascinated…or more terrified. While Veleca had unleashed dark and terrible powers upon Vorsalos, she only barely tapped the surface of what was possible. Wrath and ruin and devastation were only the beginning. The world was blessed that no one in the Imperium had ever sought to unlock these powers. 
But now that I have, I intend to use them. 
“Destroy them!” Veleca snarled, clutching at her severed arm. “Now!”
Despite their confusion, the other demons still obeyed their mistress. The hands of all three women blazed with Palefire as they also tried to scatter from the raging amazon. But Isolde was fast—faster than I’d ever seen. She reached one of the demons before it could fly away, sweeping her blade down in a two-handled grip and splitting the creature in half like a tree stump. The demon’s dying shriek echoed through the street as its host body was killed and it lost its tether to the physical world. 
The other two harpies had flown in opposite directions, spreading apart too quickly for Isolde to reach them. Their hands flashed with Palefire as they prepared to launch another attack…
But this time, I was ready. Clutching the relic in my right hand, I thrust it outward and channeled energy through the rune. A brilliant lance of green energy shot out from the Focus and blasted the demon on Isolde’s left. Normally, the creature’s Senosi tattoos would have harmlessly absorbed the spell, but the power I was yielded didn’t come from the Aether—it came directly from the Pale. 
And against that dark energy, the markings offered no protection at all. The blinding burst disintegrated the demon in a heartbeat, leaving nothing behind but flakes of ash and a haunting scream. The other demon panicked at the display, flapping her wings and shooting upward to try and escape. But I turned the relic toward her before she could gain much altitude, and a second burning beam vaporized her as well. 
“No!” Veleca snarled, her arm regenerating so quickly I could see fresh bones peeking out of her mangled flesh. “The power is mine!”
She began to lunge toward me, wings unfurled, but Isolde was there to intercept her. The amazon charged, blade sweeping in another vicious chop. Veleca altered her momentum and threw herself backward before the sword cut her in half, but the tip of the sword still drew a vicious wound across her shoulder. Veleca shrieked again, then vaulted straight up into the air. Her leathery wings carried her safely out of the amazon’s reach.
But not out of mine. Thrusting out the relic again, I unleashed another blast of its dark power. But Veleca was farther away and quicker than the others—despite being in midair, she lurched to the side and dodged the beam. 
“You will all burn!” she screamed, her left hand immolating in deadly Palefire. “The Crusade will have its veng—agh!”
Veleca screeched again when a crossbow bolt tore through one of her wings and sent her careening wildly about. I paused, wildly looking around for the shooter—
Only to hear the roar of a leophon as Mithros appeared down the street with two riders on his back. But he wasn’t on the ground—he was in the air!
“What the…?” I breathed. 
The cat landed in the street, his majestic feathery wings outstretched. Shayera was at the reins, her blue Dal’Rethi markings shining in the darkness. The person behind her had vatari tattoos as well…but they weren’t blue. 
They were Senosi green. 
I didn’t have time to process what was happening before the woman fired another shot from her crossbow, pelting Veleca in her other wing and sending her crashing to the ground. The demon roared as she looked up at the other Senosi, face twisting in agony and virulent hatred. 
“Traitor!” she spat. “You will—”
She never finished the sentence. Isolde leapt forward the moment Veleca landed, her sword cleaving cleanly through the demon’s neck. The severed head rolled across the street, a final hellacious shriek escaping its lips as the orange eyes went dull. 
“That was long overdue,” the woman sitting behind Shayera said as the leophon came to a halt. She shook her head as she slowly lowered her crossbow. “That bitch used to steal my seat in the mess hall. Really annoying.”
“Mirek!” Shay said, vaulting out of the saddle and rushing over to help me up. Her bodice and clothes were soaked, and she smelled like sea water. 
“I’m all right,” I rasped, my throat still aching from being crushed.
She wrapped her arms around my neck, and it seemed like she was about to kiss me before she abruptly stopped and looked down at the collar on the ground. Her head whipped around to glance questioningly at Isolde.
“Do not worry,” the amazon said. “I was merely using one of your techniques to defeat the enemy.”
Shayera blinked. “What…?”
“It’s a long story,” I said, smiling as I squatted down to retrieve the collar. 
“It had better be,” the Huntress said as she eyed the three of us, her brow furrowed. “These are your friends? An amazon and whatever he is?”
“More than friends,” Shayera said, squeezing my arm, then dashing over to Isolde to do the same. 
The Huntress arched a black eyebrow. “I guess you have been busy, haven’t you?”
Shayera’s face beamed even brighter than her tattoos. “Very. And we’re not done yet.”
[image: image-placeholder]By daybreak, the battle for Vorsalos was over. 
Without Veleca or more powerful demons to guide them, the angry spirits possessing the walking corpses lost all coordination. The Ravenguard held them back in all key areas of the city, and we roamed through the streets annihilating any others we found. 
At the front gate, the fight was practically over before it began. Regent Lord Ironsail had deployed many of his Corvosi to the wall, and their magic had easily dispersed the small undead force who’d attempted to breach the gate. It wasn’t surprising, given that the attack had been meant as little more than a feint, but it was still heartening to see. 
Those sorcerers turned out to be the luckiest ones in the city, certainly compared to their contemporaries who had remained in reserve at the Castarium. While we managed to destroy or drive out all the Senosi demons, most of the damage had been done before we’d even arrived. Nearly a third of the sorcerers that Farah’s instructors had trained had been killed, and many others were badly wounded. It was such a catastrophe that I wondered—and hoped—it would sabotage Ironsail’s plan to look like a hero in the aftermath of the attack. If the other members of the Raven Court could somehow prove that he’d known about it and conspired with the Imperium…
Well, it would change the future of the city in a way no one would have predicted. If Vorsalos didn’t become a Crell puppet, perhaps it wouldn’t fall under the sway of yet another tyrant, either. 
But the politics of the Raven City were a matter for the future—a future I had no intention of sticking around to see. I kept my focus on hunting down the remaining undead and sealing any fractures in the Pale I came across. Without the Avetharri relic, the work would have been brutal and tedious; with it, sealing the fractures proved as easy as creating them. 
As the battle waned and our group became harder for the city’s defenders to ignore, I bade them all to find somewhere to rest and hide while I hunted down the last of the fractures. Valuri seemed a bit hesitant to let me out of her sight, and the way her green eyes bored into mine made me more than a little uncomfortable. But thankfully, Shayera persuaded her that it was for the best, and the break would hopefully give her time to explain what exactly had happened here. Including why the Crell sorcerer she’d taken as a companion didn’t deserve to be killed. 
At least, that was my hope. 
By the time dawn finally broke, I was utterly exhausted. The relic had spared me from the wrath of the Flensing, but even it couldn’t shield me from normal fatigue. I eventually found myself back near the docks as a score of desperate people dug through the rubble in search of survivors or valuable possessions. The devastation was harrowing—buildings leveled, people crushed—but I reminded myself that things could have been a lot worse. If Shayera hadn’t been able to stop that galleon, there might not have been anything left. 
By now, the harbor was filled with other warships, large and small, who had sailed in from the nearby shore or the gulf. I could already see sailors and soldiers boarding the now-empty war galleon. Like everyone in Vorsalos, they would have countless questions about how all of this had happened. And they’d probably be telling stories about the two tattooed women who had swooped in and saved the day, then completely disappeared. 
I made my way along the outskirts of the district, being careful not to get pinned down or attract too much attention. It wasn’t a difficult task—the people had far too many of their own problems to worry about a lone nobleman with blood-splattered clothing. Perhaps there would eventually be a story about me as well, the man who’d rushed around the city waving a strange glowing talisman. Honestly, I hoped not—it was far better for the people not to realize that I’d been closing fractures in the Pale.
Or understand how close they had come to a true demonic infestation, the likes of which hadn’t been seen in an age. 
Eventually, several hours after daybreak, I arrived at my old safehouse. Thankfully, the small building had been too far from the water to be targeted by the catapults, and it didn’t appear that any of the undead had attacked this particular block. There were no bodies or blood or any other signs of conflict, just a lot of terrified people out on the streets rushing somewhere in the city or speaking in hushed, terrified tones to their neighbors. 
I found myself looking at the place I’d called home ever since I’d arrived in Vorsalos. Like everything else in my life, my perspective on it had been completely upended in the past few weeks. What I’d once considered a safe, albeit spartan, abode was now another piece of the past I wanted to move beyond and forget. But I had one last piece of business here—one I hoped to settle before I returned to Shayera and the others, just to make it as painless as possible.
I took a deep breath as I approached the door, wondering if Farah had actually come here like I’d told her to. It was conceivable that she’d simply run away, though I didn’t know where she could have gone. I was mentally debating those possibilities when the door abruptly opened…and Farah reached out a hand and bade me to enter. 
The house looked exactly like I’d left it days ago. Even the table was bare, making me wonder if she’d eaten anything while hunkering down in here for the entire night. Judging from the bags under her eyes, she definitely hadn’t slept and had probably cried.
“It’s over,” I said for lack of anything better. “Veleca’s dead, but so are many of the Corvosi. And far too many other people.”
“Mirek,” she whispered, arms trembling. “I—”
“Did you summon your thugs to the fight?” I asked, uninterested in whatever bullshit she planned to spew.
Her cheek twitched. “I sent the orders. But I had no way to know how many of them listened. I haven’t heard anything since.”
I nodded. At this point, I supposed, it didn’t really matter. 
“It’s difficult to say if the Raven Court will see Ironsail as a savior or a traitor,” I said. “Whatever the case, I suggest you take the first ship out of the city. I wouldn’t be surprised if some are planning to leave later today. I imagine there are probably some Ebaran merchants in town who will happily pack up their things and go home after what happened. You can sail to another port and catch a ship home.”
Farah looked at me blankly, a cascade of emotions playing across her delicate features. Perhaps she’d wondered if I’d planned to let her leave. Or perhaps she’d thought I might simply come here to kill her instead. It wasn’t as if it wouldn’t be justified for about a hundred different reasons. 
“That’s it?” she breathed. 
“That’s it,” I said. “Someone has to tell the Zarul how their plan exploded in everyone’s face. Who knows, maybe the Sovereign Council will actually learn something for once. I wouldn’t bet on it, but it’s possible.”
“You’re not coming?”
I shook my head. “No. But you already knew that.”
Farah swallowed heavily, and a long, painful silence stretched between us. There was so much we could say…and yet so little that was worth saying. 
“You realize there’s nothing to stop me from getting off at a different port,” she said eventually. “I could disappear in Ebara or Talisham.”
“You could,” I said with a shrug. “Frankly, you probably should. But I don’t think you will. Your sense of duty will send you crawling back to the Zarul to beg for forgiveness. Or blame everything on me and hope it saves your skin.”
“And that doesn’t concern you?”
“Not enough to play chaperone. Or to go back to somewhere I don’t belong.”
Farah slowly shook her head. “I don’t understand you. I thought I did, but—”
“You thought you understood a lot of things,” I replied bitterly. “It didn’t get you very far.”
“If I tell them that you conspired with foreigners to sabotage our plans—that you destroyed a priceless Avetharri relic—you’ll never be welcome home again,” she said almost pleadingly. “Your family will suffer for it. And the Zarul will never stop hunting you.”
“My family has already suffered,” I told her. “And if the Zarul want to come after me…well, they’re welcome to try.”
I held her gaze for a long moment, letting my eyes smolder. Whatever she may have thought about my motivations—whatever opinion she may have had about me as a Crell and a man—the one thing I needed her to understand was that I was no longer the sheep.
And she was no longer the wolf.
“But since I’m here choosing to let you go when I don’t have to,” I added, “I figure there’s a chance you might feel remorseful enough to do me a favor. Instead of blaming everything on me, you could tell them I died in the battle fighting for the glory of the Imperium. That might be enough to get my father that seat on the Sovereign Council he always wanted. A small token of appreciation to the man who lost both his sons in stupid wars.”
Farah flinched as if I’d slapped her. “And let them blame me for everything instead?”
“You’re a clever woman—I’m sure you’ll figure something out.” I held her eyes for another moment, then returned to the door. But before I turned the handle, I glanced back over my shoulder. “For what it’s worth, I hope you don’t go back. Get off in Ebara and write them a letter instead, I don’t care.”
“And what about you? Are you really going to spend the rest of your days cavorting with our enemies?”
“They’re not my enemies. They didn’t have to be yours, either. But here we are.”
“You’re still being foolish,” she said. “If you let that Starwind girl drag you back to Highwind, the Knights of the Eternal Dawn will lock you in the Gray Citadel until you’ve told them every secret about the Imperium.”
“I don’t know any secrets, Farah,” I said. “None that still matter, anyway. But even if I did, you’re wrong about them.”
I could see the disbelief in her eyes. She simply couldn’t fathom how I’d trust foreigners more than my own people. But maybe, just maybe, the long days at sea would give her the chance to figure it out. 
I actually hoped so, for her sake. 
There were plenty of other things I could have told her, of course, like the fact that Isolde was the daughter of Jorem Farr and that she believed she could find him when no one else could. But that was obviously out of the question. I didn’t know what Farah would do with herself, but I couldn’t afford to take the risk that the Imperium would learn what had happened to the dragon. 
Or that his blood heir had eagerly bonded herself to me. 
“Goodbye, Farah,” I said. “And good luck.”
I opened the door and strode back into the street. And I didn’t look back. 
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Homecoming

Shayera


“A Crell spy,” Julian Cassel, Highlord of the Eternal Dawn, said for the third time since the meeting started. “You thought it was a good idea to trust a Crell spy?” 
I sighed so heavily it felt like I’d been punched in the gut. “Dad, we’ve been over this…”
“Not enough,” he replied tartly, his face carved in granite. “How could you have possibly—”
“We’re getting off track again,” Aunt Val interrupted. “Or did you forget that this girl right here is Jorem’s daughter!”
My father slowly dragged his eyes from mine and returned them to Isolde. The amazon was sitting next to me at the end of the crescent-shaped table, stoically taking in all the shock and confusion and joy her identity had wrought. My mother’s old bow, Ithilvarûth, was laid upon the table in front of her almost like a peace offering. 
It felt as if we’d been in here talking for ten years, but it had probably only been half an hour. Val had done most of the explaining, not because I’d asked her to, but because she’d insisted upon it. She was protecting me in her own way, and I appreciated it more than she would ever know. 
“I didn’t forget,” my father said, taking a deep breath and running a hand back through his whitening hair. “It’s just…it’s a lot to take in.”
“You’ll manage,” Val said, more slyly than sarcastically, though there always seemed to be a tinge of both in her voice. She was sitting on the table rather than behind it, her arms and legs crossed in that vaguely defiant way of hers. I couldn’t imagine anyone else in Highwind having the gall to act like this in front of the queen and the Highlord, but I also couldn’t imagine anyone calling her out on it. 
Mirek was on Isolde’s right, and he was projecting a surprisingly calm, poised demeanor despite how anxious he must have been. I’d spent the better of a week preparing him for this meeting on our way back to Highwind, but there was only so much I could do. He was a Crell nobleman, a Zarul operative, and a sorcerer to boot. As much as I wanted to shield him from my father’s imperious gaze, there wasn’t much I could realistically do besides whisper a silent thanks to Escar that we’d had time during the trip to get Val on our side. 
Mostly. 
“This changes everything,” Val said. “If Isolde can sense Jorem out there in the Godcursed Reach, then we need to do everything we can to help her find him. We’ve spent years waiting for this moment. If wolf girl were in town, she would already be flying off into the mountains.”
“I know it’s important,” my father told her. “And I’m just as excited as you are. But there could be dozens or hundreds of demons out on the coast right now looking for new host bodies. We need to convince the Raven Court to allow my paladins into the city.”
“We will.”
Everyone turned to the tall blond woman sitting on her throne directly across from the crescent table, her legs crossed and her hands folded in her lap. Queen Serrane had been shockingly quiet during this meeting so far, but I could see the concern on her face. 
I could always see the concern on her face. It was like she carried the burdens of the entire city on her shoulders at all times. Today, though, nearly all of her attention had been focused on me, the daughter who’d betrayed her trust, gotten Dal’Rethi markings, and befriended an enemy spy. 
I had no idea how I would have reacted if we’d traded places. But I probably wouldn’t have been happy. 
“We can do two things at once,” my mother added, voice smooth and regal as always. Her silver crown glittered in the lantern light every time she moved, and her elegant blue robe of office had been pressed so smooth against her body I couldn’t spot a single wrinkle. “The envoy is on its way.”
“It could take weeks for the diplomats to make any progress,” my father grumbled. “By then—”
“It’s the only option,” my mother interrupted, her tone making it clear she had no interest in arguing the point. “Hopefully Vorsalos will see the wisdom of letting us help sooner rather than later.” 
Taking a deep breath, she rose from her throne and walked over to Isolde, her footsteps completely silent on the stone floor. I’d never been able to figure out how she did that. 
“We’ve missed your father’s presence all these years,” she said. “His absence has emboldened our enemies.”
She didn’t look at Mirek, but I still saw him squirm in his seat just a little. 
“Now there’s talk of a potential new war in Darenthi,” my mother added. “And like you, his other children are now coming of age.”
“Others?” Isolde asked. “How many?”
“That’s not something we’ve made public,” Valuri said. “But let’s just say you’re not alone. Not even close.”
The amazon considered that. “In the days of the Wyrm Lords, it was the right and obligation of dragons to seed as many worthy females as possible.”
“Yeah, well, Jorem was acting like a dragon before he knew he was one,” Val replied dryly. “And it’s finally catching up.”
“Your mother is well?” the queen asked. 
“Yes,” Isolde said. “Though I don’t believe she was truly ready for me to venture beyond the island.”
“Sounds familiar,” Val muttered, throwing a sideways glance at the queen and then the Highlord. 
“But she understands it is my duty to find my father,” Isolde added. “And I will.”
Smiling, I reached beneath the table to squeeze her leg. Of all the things I’d already come to appreciate about my amazon companion, her confidence was definitely high on the list. Right below her legs. And tongue. And tits.
“You have his eyes,” Val said, a thin smile on her lips. “And your mother’s face. Gods, I haven’t spoken to Hestiah since the night we spent with Jorem and Red…uh, never mind.” She cleared her throat and waved a dismissive hand. “Anyway, what matters is that I can sense his power inside you. There’s no doubt about it.”
“I just hope it’s the only power inside her,” my father said. 
“I told you, I defeated the demon,” Isolde said. “It was no match for the will of the dragon’s daughter.”
Val snorted. “Jorem’s eyes, Red’s attitude…I like her.”
“I still think it’s best for the Merciful Sisters to have a look,” my father said. “Demons don’t simply vanish.”
“There is much we must discuss,” my mother put in before they could debate the issue any further. “And many decisions we must make. But right now, I wish to have a moment alone with my daughter.”
It only took a few moments for the others to clear out of the Council chamber. Mirek gave me a sympathetic look as he left, and I smiled back. He was the one who should have been worried, not the girl who actually lived here. And yet I almost wondered if I was about to get chastised even harder than the Crell spy. 
I’d spent a lot of time on the way back planning out how I would eventually explain everything that had happened to my mother. Not about Mirek and Isolde, but everything beforehand. Nelu’Thalas, the Sarodihm, the Dal’Rethi tattoos…
She wasn’t going to be happy with me, there was no way around it. But I’d spent enough time running away from my responsibilities and obligations these few months. Maybe it was time to take a page from Isolde’s book and stand my ground. 
“Get up,” she said once we were alone. “Come here.”
Bracing myself, I slid out of my seat and moved around the table. “I know you’re upset,” I began. “But before we get into it, I wanted to tell you that—”
I cut myself off when she practically dove forward to hug me. My arms slowly settled around her back, and a strange, soothing warmth washed over me. I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed her. Her strength, her compassion…even the smooth silkiness of the golden hair we shared. 
“I’m so glad you’re safe,” she said. “If anything had happened to you…”
Her voice trembled in a way I’d never heard before. Serrane Starwind was a steadfast warrior and unflappable queen. She didn’t waver, and she certainly didn’t cry. 
Yet when she finally pulled back and looked at me, I could see tears in her bright blue eyes. 
“I’m all right, Mom,” I said, feeling wetness on my own cheeks. “I’m sorry I—”
“My beautiful girl,” she said, gently sliding her hand over my face. “I’m so proud of you.”
I smiled. Everything I’d planned to say—every defense I’d spent days carefully mustering—vanished when I saw the love and fear in her eyes. For the first time in as long as I could remember, she didn’t look like the queen or the former Ranger-General. 
She looked like my mom. 
“If I’d known you were in trouble, I would have sent help sooner,” she said, swallowing. 
“I got myself into trouble,” I told her. “I…I made some mistakes. I did some stupid things. I know I definitely shouldn’t have gone to Vorsalos of all places, but…”
The queen shook her head as she ran her fingers through my hair. She hadn’t done that for a long time, not since the days when she’d help me style it. I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed it. 
“This might be hard for you to believe,” she said, “but I did some pretty wild things when I was younger. And when I was a lot older…”
I snorted softly. “Like run off and get vatari tattoos?”
Smiling, she brought her hands down along my biceps. Taking a deep breath, I activated the markings, and she slowly traced her fingertips along them. 
“I bet Val almost had a heart attack when she saw you,” my mother said. 
“Just about,” I said, snickering. 
“They’re beautiful,” she said. “But I never expected the Blade Dancers would offer them to you.”
“They, uh, they didn’t,” I said, swallowing. “It’s one of those mistakes I mentioned. But instead of sticking around and trying to figure out how to fix things, I ran away.”
A guilty knot twisted so violently in my stomach I almost keeled over, and the embarrassed heat in my cheeks burned like I’d flown too close to the sun. My instincts were screaming at me to run away again, to get the hell out of here and do something fun and wild and stupid instead. Anything would be better than standing here and explaining to my mother, the bravest person I’d ever met, that her daughter had been too cowardly to face the consequences of her own stupidity. 
“It’s all right,” she soothed. “What matters is that you’re here and safe. We’ll figure out the rest later.”
I smiled again, and the knot began to slowly unwind. All this time dreading a reunion with my mother, and yet and now, there was nowhere I’d rather be than at her side. 
“Let’s take a walk,” she said, wrapping her fingers in mine. “There’s a lot you need to tell me.”
“Okay,” I said, moving alongside her to the private passage in the back of the chamber. “But honestly…I’m not sure where to start.”
“First, you can tell me about this Crell boyfriend of yours,” the queen said. “And explain why I shouldn’t put an arrow through his heart.”




Epilogue

Mirek


A cool breeze blew across Highwind’s Artisan District, tousling my hair and reminding me how nice it had been to spend a few days in a city that didn’t smell like rotten fish. There was more to Shayera’s home than the inoffensive smell, of course. Highwind was remarkably tidy and orderly, and the people emanated a sense of order and purpose I wouldn’t have thought possible in an independent city-state.  
Not that I’d been given free reign to explore during my brief stay. The Knights of the Eternal Dawn had kept me on a short leash and asked me many questions, not solely about the Imperium but also about the Avetharri relic we’d brought with us. And while the paladins had been reasonably polite, the experience still hadn’t been what I’d call pleasant. Interrogations rarely were. 
Handing the Runic Focus over to them had helped convince them that I was an expatriate rather than a spy, though I’d probably annoyed the hell out of them with constant reminders about its danger. Still, I couldn’t think of anywhere to keep it. The Eternal Dawn had the power and resources to protect it, and I’d much rather have it here in Highwind than back in the Imperium. 
With that finally settled, I knew my fortunes were about to change. And my next journey was about to begin. 
I was standing outside the Duskwatch Tower, watching as Shayera and Ranger-General Aluriel fussed over Mithros. The leophon’s dark gray fur seemed a shade lighter since he’d miraculously learned to fly, but that could have been my imagination. He was probably just beaming about having his person and her closest friends fawning over him. 
Isolde was nearby as well, speaking in hushed tones with Valuri the Huntress and Shayera’s parents. They were all eager to finally locate their lost friend and dragon after so many years. And after spending a few days getting to know his daughter—and subjecting her to countless tests confirming that she truly had defeated the demon inside her—they were confident in Isolde’s ability to find her father. Hopefully they were right. 
Shayera tossed me furtive glances every few seconds, most of which were accompanied by an eager smile. I was looking forward to finally having some time alone with her and Isolde again during our upcoming journey east into Darenthi. It had only been a little over a week since our victory in Vorsalos, but it felt like an age since I’d last been able to hold her. And kiss her. And do a whole host of other unholy things to her that would surely get me cleaved in half by her paladin father if he even suspected the truth. 
As a child of the Imperium, I’d heard more than my fair share of stories about the Highlord of the Eternal Dawn. Depending on who was recounting the tales, Julian Cassel was either a hapless puppet of the Fallen Gods or a manipulative demagogue who’d leveraged the backward religions of northern Torsia to build himself a cult of followers. Some described him as a weak and spindly man hiding beneath his armor, while others said that the dark gods had given him such power that he was practically an ogre with a sword. 
Since meeting him, the thing that struck me the most about seeing the legendary man in the flesh was that he looked so…normal. He had a tall and muscular frame befitting a knight, but he was far from an ogre. If I hadn’t known anything else about him, I would have assumed he was simply a middle-aged man of faith who was slightly overprotective of his only daughter. And I couldn’t fault him for that in the least. 
The stories I’d heard about Shayera’s mother had been much more consistent. Queen Serrane’s roots went back thousands of years, not merely to the last days of the Avethian Empire, but to the time when the Wyrm Lords had ruled the entire world. Her personal exploits were well-documented, from her service as the Ranger-General of Highwind to her rule as its first official monarch, and every young man in the Imperium had been regaled with tales about her exquisite beauty. 
I had always assumed the last part was at least a bit exaggerated, but of course that was before I’d met her daughter. And now, standing near both of them, I could confidently say that I understood exactly where Shayera had gotten her looks, if not her attitude.
The queen moved with a casual grace that made her seem delicate, perhaps even vulnerable, yet at the same time, her face and posture and voice carried a regal strength that was anything but. The Sovereigns who ruled the Imperium were all impressive men in terms of their political and social power, and most were also competent enough sorcerers. But the way they acted as if they were the rightful masters of the world—even the ones who’d never lifted a finger or put their lives on the line for their people—had always made me question their fitness to rule. 
After just a few days here in the presence of Queen Serrane, I already felt the exact opposite. This woman—a foreigner from another kingdom—had bled for the people of Highwind countless times over the decades. She had risen through the ranks of the Duskwatch and earned her place as its leader…and then, during the war against Vorsalos and the Inquisitrix, she had fought so bravely on the city’s behalf that they had chosen to make her their leader. 
It almost seemed like a tale from a children’s book. And yet here she was in the flesh, as beautiful and commanding as I had ever imagined. 
“They don’t want to lock you in the dungeon anymore.”
I hopped at a half inch in my boots at the unexpected sound. I hadn’t seen or heard the queen’s enforcer stalk up on me, but she was suddenly standing right next to me, an amused grin on her lips. 
“That’s good,” I said, voice wooden. As impressed as I was by Shayera’s parents, Valuri the Huntress still put me on edge every time she looked at me. Perhaps it was simply because she’d spent half her life hunting sorcerers. 
Or because she always looked a little bit crazy. 
“They’d still rather stick you in the Gray Citadel for a while,” Valuri said, casually gesturing with her shoulder toward the imperious tower at the center of the city. “Or at least the Academy. Shayera and Isolde spent a lot of time convincing them that you’re all a team.”
“We are a team,” I said. And so much more. 
She grunted softly, her arms crossed. Even in her stiletto heels, she was still considerably shorter than I was. It seemed like another reason I shouldn’t be scared of her. And yet…
“A sorcerer running from his people, an amazon warrior, and a girl with vatari tattoos,” the Huntress said. “Almost sounds familiar.”
I looked down at her in silence. Her green eyes looked wistful for a moment.
“Finding Jorem and Red will change everything,” she said, though it almost seemed as if she were speaking to herself. “It’s been so long.”
Valuri swallowed heavily, then took a deep breath and looked up at me. “Walk with me.”
It was clearly a command, not merely a suggestion. She turned on a heel and began moving toward the Duskwatch Tower, and I followed despite the sudden tightness in my gut. While it seemed unlikely that she would choose now of all times to disembowel me, I felt like I couldn’t completely rule out the possibility. 
She led me inside the tower’s entry foyer. There were a couple green-cloaked Duskwatch rangers inside, but a single look from Valuri sent them scurrying away. And then I was suddenly alone with a Senosi Huntress. 
The last Senosi Huntress, for real. 
“This won’t take long,” Valuri said. “I just want to make sure you understand how important this mission is.”
“Finding the dragon?” I asked. “Believe me, I—”
“Not that,” she interrupted. “I mean your second mission. The one Shayera gave you.”
I frowned. “I beg your pardon?”
“She’s trusting you with her heart,” Valuri said. “She cares about you—I can see it in her eyes. You’re more than just the cute foreign boy every girl wants to have a fling with before she settles down.”
I swallowed heavily. “I care about her, too. I’ve never met anyone else like her.”
“And you never will again,” the Huntress said. “You’re a lucky man, sorcerer. Almost as lucky as another fool I met in Vorsalos once.”
She had moved so close I had to tilt my head down to look into her eyes. I was well aware that she could skewer me in a heartbeat if she wanted to, but I tried my best to keep my body language calm even as I prepared a teleport spell just in case. 
“You’re about to head into the unknown with two of the most important people in the world,” Valuri said. “The daughter of my missing lover…and the girl that’s the closest thing I’ll ever have to a daughter of my own. I need you to understand what that means.”
Before I could reply, she moved. Her green tattoos blazed to life, and her left hand was suddenly at my throat. She effortlessly lifted me off the ground and slammed me against the wall of the tower…and then, as she glared up at me, I heard the claws in her other hand slide out of their sheaths. 
And then felt them pressing tightly against my crotch. 
“What it means,” Valuri said through clenched teeth, “is if you harm those girls in any way, I will hunt you down and feed you your own balls. Do I make myself clear?”
Her grip was so tight I could barely breathe or move my neck, but somehow I managed to nod. She held me there in place for what felt like an age…then finally nodded back. 
“Good,” she said, voice soft but still dark. “I’m glad we understand each other.”
There was a subtle click as her claws retracted, and she slowly relaxed her grip and let me down. I desperately tried to maintain my dignity and keep myself from coughing, but I still wheezed and gasped for breath when my feet touched the ground.
“We should get back to the others,” Valuri said, smiling. “You first.”
[image: image-placeholder]An hour later, after the preparations had been made and goodbyes had been said, I was walking out of the city’s eastern gate with Isolde, Shayera, and Mithros at my side. It seemed almost strange to be leaving the city in one piece—I wouldn’t have bet much on that outcome when I’d first arrived. But I’d managed to survive the ordeal, and so had Shay. Now we were here together, the road to Darenthi stretching out before us. 
And a future we couldn’t predict lying over the horizon. 
“Are you all right?” Isolde asked as we moved, her brow furrowed. She looked good in her repaired red armor, and Ithilvarûth, the queen’s mighty bow, had much better company on her back with her new shield and spear. 
“I’m fine,” I said, offering her a smile. “Why?”
The amazon raised a dubious eyebrow. “You are distracted. And anxious.”
“It’s nothing,” I insisted. “Just, uh…just thinking about the future, that’s all.”
Shayera chuckled. “He’s been like that since he met with Aunt Val. She probably threatened to cut him in half if he did anything stupid.”
I felt a sudden rush of heat in my cheeks.
“Wait,” Shay said, frowning and coming to a halt. “She actually did that?”
“In those words?” I asked. “Yes.”
Shay stared at me blankly for several heartbeats, then snorted into a chuckle. “Gods, that’s funny.”
“Yeah,” I muttered. “Hilarious.”
“Oh, come on, she’s harmless,” Shay said. “Well, not really. But there’s no way she’d hurt you if you didn’t deserve it.”
“Mm,” I mumbled dubiously. 
“We’ll see her again soon at Palegarde when she catches up. I’m sure she’ll like you by then.”
Curling her arm through mine, Shay continued giggling as we moved forward. Her laughter was as infectious as always, and I found myself smiling despite the mental image of being eviscerated by a Senosi. 
“I’m just glad we finally have some time alone again,” she said. 
“I thought you were a city girl who hated sleeping outdoors,” I reminded her. 
“The soft bed was nice,” she admitted. “But I wasn’t planning on sleeping much the next few days.”
“I should think not,” Isolde said. “We can’t all fit on Mithros, so we have a long journey ahead of us.”
“Oh, we’re not going anywhere right away,” Shay said. “Except this nice grove about a mile away at the edge of the Duskwood.”
I frowned. “What’s in the grove?”
“A nice, comfortable, isolated spot where a girl can lie down,” she said, stopping and spinning around to look at me face to face. “And get fucked so hard she can barely breathe.”
Shay kissed me before I could even smile, her tongue sliding effortlessly through my lips. I drank her in, my hands sliding down her back to the soft, flawless stretch of bare skin on her lower back. 
“Oh,” she gasped, leaning back. “Gods, it’s tempting to suck you off right here. See if any of the guards have spyglasses to watch.”
Grunting, I looked back over my shoulder to the city walls now a few hundred yards distant. “You really think that’s a good idea?”
“Not at all,” she said. “That’s why it’s so fun to think about.”
I grinned down at her as she nibbled at my lip. By Zarach, I had no idea how I’d survived for almost a week without her touch. With her tattoos, she was the one who seemed like she could get addicted to the rush of energy, but I might have had it worse than she did. 
“Besides, Isolde and I have something fun to show you,” she said, eyeing the amazon. “A little toy we picked up in Vorsalos.”
“I was able to use it on her numerous times while you were being interrogated,” Isolde said, a decent impression of Shay’s teasing smile on her lips. “You missed out.”
I bit down on my lip as Shay giggled again. I didn’t know what she was talking about, but I really wanted to find out. 
“Oh, and there’s this, too,” Shay said, reaching into her pocket and retrieving a piece of jewelry with three tiny gemstones almost the same shade of turquoise as her eyes. “Pretty, isn’t it?”
“Very,” I agreed, eyeing the glittering stones. “An earring?”
“Guess again.” Snickering, she lowered it to her belly button and held it against her flat navel. “It’s a little charm I picked up from the Academy.”
My pulse quickened when I remembered what she’d said back on Javier’s Folly about the artificers at the Highwind Academy and the trinkets they provided to female students who didn’t wish to become pregnant. 
“You need to put that on,” I suggested, pulse quickening. “Soon.”
Snickering, Shay put the charm back into her pocket. “Not yet. We won’t need it tonight.”
I frowned. “But you just said—”
“I’m so drained it’s going to take a while to charge me back up,” she said, sliding her arms around my neck and bringing her lips to mine again. “You’re going to be finishing on me, not inside me. Tits, tummy, lips…everything is fair game.”
She kissed me again, harder than before. I squeezed her against me, groaning softly when she lifted her knee to grind it over my crotch. When she finally leaned back, her blue eyes were glittering devilishly. 
“Willing to help a girl out?” she purred.
“Where’s this private grove again?” I asked, clearing my throat. 
“This way.”
Taking my hand, Shay spun around and led me forward. The growing tightness in my trousers was making it awkward to walk straight. 
“It is important we not lose sight of our task,” Isolde said, though I could hear the arousal in her voice. “We must find my father and bring him home.”
“We will,” Shay promised, taking the amazon’s hand as well. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t have some fun along the way.”
[image: image-placeholder]The adventures of Shayera, Mirek, and Isolde will continue (eventually) in the War of the White Throne series. 
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