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Prologue

	 

	A gust of cold air rolled across Isolde’s bare arms, leaving a trail of angry goosebumps in their wake. And without the warmth of the sun to banish them, they would likely endure the rest of the night. Here atop the ancient elven tower of Tel Noroth, perched high above the Gulf of Denedar and the Broken Sea beyond, the amazon had no reprieve from the chill. There was no fire to comfort her, no heavy furs with which to cover herself. There was only her, the old stones, and the lingering chill of autumn midnight. She should have been worried. 

	Instead, she was overwhelmed with joy. 

	“Where did you go, fiend?” Isolde called out, turning away from the weathered stone parapet and searching the top of the tower behind her. “Show yourself!”

	The echo of her voice was the only answer. She was surrounded by darkness; the dim moonlight filtering through the clouds was barely bright enough to make out the trap door at the center of the tower just a few yards in front of her, let alone the corpses of the two Vorsalosian soldiers the demon had forced her to kill on the way up here. It was disorienting to lose so much of one’s vision in the span of a few heartbeats; moments ago, her eyes had been able to pierce the long shadows as easily as day. Yet Isolde would have gladly torn out both her eyes in exchange for freedom from her tormentor. 

	Because deep down in her soul, she knew that the demon would return. 

	“Dragon protect me,” she breathed, trying hard to stay calm and slow her pounding heart. Isolde had spent her entire life training to be a warrior; the Red Sisterhood had prepared her to fight any foe on any field of battle. An amazon did not succumb to fear, and she certainly did not submit to her enemies. Only her Maskari earned that privilege. 

	And yet, for many days now (or had it been weeks?), Isolde had been held captive within her own body by the demon’s unbreakable will. The monster had no physical form for her to fight, no blood she could spill. It had invaded her, tortured her, conquered her. If not for the touch of the elven girl back at Tanisgarde, Isolde wouldn’t have known a single moment of freedom since the demon had attacked her. 

	Isolde sucked in sharp breath and turned back to the edge, shivering from the cold for the first time in as long as she could remember. Even in winter, Nol Krovos was a tropical paradise. 

	Gathered on the ground below, standing motionless in seemingly endless rows, was the army of undead she had unwillingly led here. It was a fearsome force, nearly eight thousand strong, made up of the shambling corpses of fallen soldiers from wars long past now possessed by demonic spirits of the Pale. In three days, perhaps four, they would march on Vorsalos and unleash the rage and humiliation of Inquisitrix Marcella’s doomed crusade to rid the world of sorcery.

	Thousands would die. Tens of thousands would suffer. And Isolde’s body would be there at the vanguard of their assault while her mind screamed in powerless anguish behind her eyes…

	Unless she did something about it now, while she had the chance. 

	Her fingers squeezed hard against the parapets. When the elven girl had briefly liberated her, Isolde had begged the other woman to kill her while she’d had the chance. The elf had hesitated…but now Isolde had a second chance. She could throw herself from the tower and deny the demon its prize. Her broken corpse would likely be too battered to possess, but regardless, a demon could inflict far less damage with a dead body than a living one. And most importantly of all, Isolde would be free.

	“No,” she said, banging her leather gauntlet against the stone. “I can still defeat it. I can still fight!”

	Isolde didn’t know if it was courage or cowardice that rose up inside her, but she backed away from the edge. There had to be some way to liberate herself, some way to prepare herself for the demon’s inevitable return. 

	“I knew you wouldn’t have the strength to go through with it.”

	Isolde spun on a heel. There, slumped against the parapet on the opposite side of the tower, was one of the Vorsalosian soldiers she had killed. His body still lay in a pool of gore, but the arms suddenly and violently twitched. The corpse climbed to its feet. 

	And looked right at her. 

	“To think, I had been yearning for the challenge of conquering one of the mighty amazon warriors of Nol Krovos,” the corpse rasped, bubbles of blood rolling over its lip and down its chin. “The Avetharri chose your people to defend the Godsoul prison—I assumed that you would be a worthy opponent. But you aren’t really a warrior, are you? You are just a little girl with delusions of grandeur.”

	The corpse lurched forward until it was standing barely a yard in front of the amazon. “A girl who thought she could leave her island and find the dragon on her own.”

	“Stay back, fiend!” Isolde snarled, instinctively reaching for the sword on her back. It was only after she unclasped the massive blade that she remembered it was useless to her without the demon’s added strength. She needed both hands just to hold it upright, and there was no way she could wield it effectively. It was a weapon made for a savage Roskarim warrior, not a graceful daughter of Nol Krovos.

	The demon laughed, a wet, mocking sound from the corpse’s damaged lungs. Its leather breastplate was still matted with blood from where the demon had compelled her to drive the man’s own dagger through his chest. 

	“How pathetic. You aren’t even worthy of being my vessel…”

	With an angry roar, Isolde lashed out with the sword. The heavy blade cleaved the corpse’s head from its body, splattering even more blood across the stones at her feet. The body dropped like an empty sack, and the head rolled until it bumped into the battlements beside the other dead soldier the demon had forced her to kill. 

	She held the heavy weapon in front of her like a talisman, her hands shaking from fear and fatigue. She felt sickly and weak, realizing only belatedly that the demon had never allowed her to eat or drink. Its power had been the only thing sustaining her…

	“Now, now, there’s no reason to make a mess…”

	The head of the second corpse turned to face her, a dark smile breaking the look of horror that had been frozen on its face. The body unsteadily rose to its feet just like the first, then shambled forward. 

	“The mistress will be disappointed,” the demon said. “She had hoped to add these defenders to her army.”

	Roaring again, Isolde lifted the tip of the massive sword…and this time, her rage awakened the fury of the Aether. A current of power surged through her blood, raw and untamed, heating the metal as if she had dipped it into a forge. The blade burst into flames, illuminating the top of the tower in an angry orange glow. 

	“I will destroy you,” she growled. “No matter what form you wear, no matter how long it takes!”

	The demon laughed again, though this time there was no rasp. The corpse’s lungs were fully intact—this poor man had died when Isolde had cracked the back of his skull against the battlements. 

	“Deceive yourself if you must, it will not change anything,” the demon taunted. “Deep down, you know you cannot stop me. In a few moments, you will be mine again. I just thought you might appreciate a few moments of quiet reflection.”

	Isolde almost took another swipe at the monster, but she knew it was meaningless. This tower was filled with the bodies of the unsuspecting men she had killed—a garrison of twenty in total. With the demon’s power bolstering her, she had cut them down like blades of grass. Yet now, the monster could easily take control of their corpses and force her to butcher them all over again…

	“You see, the truth is that I understand you better than you understand yourself,” the demon said. “You still believe that someone will rescue you. Perhaps the Dal’Rethi pretender…or even the Dragon of Highwind himself.”

	The demon chuckled again. “But there is no escape from me, girl, not even death.”

	The flames on the blade danced as Isolde lunged forward. The superheated metal effortlessly sliced the corpse in half, cauterizing the wounds in an instant. But the unwieldly blade flew out of her grip when it completed its arc, smashing against the battlements and clattering to the stone. The air hissed and popped as the flames vanished, then fell silent. 

	Isolde stood in place, her body trembling with fear. This was what the monster wanted—to torment her until she felt weak and helpless. Faced with the prospect of waiting here at this tower for days, the demon must have wanted to entertain itself with her suffering. 

	She refused to give it the satisfaction. Balling her hands into fists at her sides, she took a breath and focused her mind just like the Red Sisters had taught her. All that mattered was the present—the past was but a fleeting echo and the future was but a hazy promise. 

	She needed a plan. If she could escape this tower and flee to one of the shoreline villages, perhaps she could—

	Isolde paused again, realizing that her left arm was moving of its own accord. The hand unclenched as it reached for her own throat. Isolde willed it to stop, but it refused her commands. All of a sudden, the fingers curled around the bare skin of her throat…

	“A shame you lack a tan’ratha,” the demon said in Isolde’s voice through her own lips. “Such a powerful work of artifice. Binding you to another, allowing you to feel what they feel. Yet another tradition your people stole from their Dal’Rethi progenitors. It is almost a pity that you remain unbonded. It would have been amusing to pit my will against your Maskari. You could feel his agony as I made you carve him to pieces.”

	“No!” Isolde shrieked, grabbing her left hand with her right then yanking it from her throat. She could feel the monster roiling inside her, but it hadn’t yet reasserted full control. “I will defeat you on my own!”

	“Defeat who?”

	Isolde whipped her head back around to the now-open trap door as a shadowy female figure ascended the steps. Jurisa, the Senosi Huntress, would have been almost invisible if not for the green glow in her eyes and the matching tattoos on her neck and forearms.

	“Who in the bloody void are you even talking to?” she demanded when she reached the top. 

	Isolde’s gaze fixed on her tattoos, wondering if they might have a similar effect to those of the elf girl in Tanisgarde. The vatari dust within them was meant to absorb magic, but apparently it was a repellant to demons as well. If she could just get close enough to touch them for a moment…

	“What are you playing at, beast?” the Huntress asked, her hand flashing down to the crossbow at her hip when she noticed the butchered corpses of the soldiers. “You were supposed to leave them intact.”

	“Please, you must help me!” Isolde said. “Your tattoos, they can—arghh!”

	She could feel the demon boring into her mind like a screw through the back of her skull. She clutched her head and clenched her teeth, knowing that faltering now might doom her forever.

	“I will not let you defeat me!” Isolde screamed, falling to a knee. “I am a daughter of Nol Krovos. I am…I am…”

	Her jaw unclenched and her arms lowered. Even her head now moved of its own accord, and she felt her lips twist into a dark, oily smile.

	“Your army will not miss two soldiers, Huntress,” the demon said through Isolde’s body. “Their sacrifice is a small price to pay to teach this girl a lesson in humility.”

	Jurisa’s mouth twisted in disgust. Isolde’s eyes could see her as clearly as if it were daytime now, and the demon’s power had banished her hunger and fatigue. She couldn’t even feel the chill of the air anymore. 

	“Vile creature!” the Huntress spat, her hand tightening around the grip of her crossbow. “I should have destroyed you when I had the chance.”

	“But you didn’t, did you?” the demon said. “How could you? I am your only chance for revenge.”

	“I don’t need revenge. The war is over.”

	“And yet your mistress will continue to fight. And you, her loyal hound, will follow her to the end.”

	The Huntress drew her crossbow and pointed it at the amazon’s face. Isolde could see her finger trembling on the trigger as whatever remained of her conscience battled against the wishes of her Sanctori mistress. Twenty years ago, Veleca and Jurisa had stood among the elite warriors of the Inquisitrix. They had conquered Vorsalos, brought war to the Northern Reaches, and nearly burned Nol Krovos to cinders. 

	But the dragon and his allies had ultimately destroyed the Inquisitrix and ended her Senosi Crusade. Now, these two women were all that remained, and they seemed determined to raze the city they felt had turned its back on them. 

	Do you understand now, my little amazon? the demon’s voice whispered into Isolde’s mind. They are the last vestiges of a doomed cause, unable and unwilling to admit defeat. We will feast on their pride. It will sustain us…and it will allow us to control them. 

	“You still have work to do elsewhere, Huntress,” the demon said mockingly. “Do not worry yourself, I shall see to our forces here.”

	Jurisa’s scowl tightened, and for a long, haunting moment Isolde thought that she would pull the trigger and liberate her once and for all. But then the Huntress slowly lowered her crossbow and spat upon the stone near the amazon’s feet.

	“You will not leave this tower for any reason, beast,” she ordered. “And you will ensure that no one—not a single fisherman—learns the fate of this garrison or detects the presence of our army.”

	“Yes, our mistress’s instructions were quite clear,” the demon replied. “I am bound to obey them…as are you.”

	The Huntress’s arm quivered as if she was reconsidering her decision yet again. The demon smirked as if to try and provoke her, but she steadied her hand and holstered the weapon instead. 

	“Four days,” Jurisa said, though she seemed to be talking to herself more than the demon. “Four days and our fallen sisters will be avenged.”

	She departed without another word, descending the steps and closing the trap door behind her. 

	“Four days until our feast, little amazon,” the demon said, turning Isolde’s body and striding back to the battlements. With its unholy power enhancing her vision, she could see the tiny lights from the decks of dozens of ships in the Gulf and the vast sea beyond. Through the pockets of distant fog, she could even discern the outline of Vorsalos, the city she was about to destroy. 

	“You are mine, Isolde Tal’Uthra,” the demon said. “Daughter of the Dragon.”

	 

	 

	
1 
The Young Girl and the Sea

	 

	Shayera

	 

	“The Queen’s Library? Are you insane?”

	Tairi grinned impishly as she squeezed my hand and tugged me along through the narrow, dimly lit passage in the heart of the Winter Palace. She didn’t seem the least bit concerned about the risks of her latest gambit, whereas I was on the verge of hyperventilating. My heart had been thudding in my ears ever since we’d used her stolen key to get in here.

	Normally, I enjoyed the rush of breaking the rules. It always gave me a giddy thrill whenever Aunt Val smuggled me into one of the seedy gambling dens in Blacktide Borough. But this wasn’t a cheeky little defiance of my parents—this was serious. My mom wasn’t the queen of Nelu’Thalas, and Aunt Val wasn’t here to cover for me if I got caught. If one of the Ven’Tira caught us sneaking around…

	“Nothing is going to happen, I promise,” Tairi soothed. “The queen will be attending a special meeting with her war council all day.”

	“That’s what you said. How do you know her guards won’t be here?”

	“Because with King Thedric and his Pact Army amassing more and more troops in the north, the Ven’Tira have better things to do than protect some musty old books.”

	I wasn’t sure if I believed her or not, but at that point it wasn’t as if I had much choice. We were already committed, and there was no way I would be able to convince her to turn around and go back to the servant’s quarters. This was her way of proving to me that she and her friends had almost free rein within the palace. 

	“It’s just up ahead,” Tairi whispered. “Stay close.”

	The passage we were in was only about two yards wide, enough for the queen and a few of her guardians to quietly maneuver through the Winter Palace whenever discretion was paramount. I had no idea where else these passages could take us, but I wouldn’t have been surprised if there were paths to the throne room or even the queen’s bedchamber. After all, the hidden entrance had been sealed with highborn blood magic—only Queen Malareth and a select few of her Ven’Tira possessed the means to open it. 

	If they ever realized that their wood elf servants had figured out a way to bypass the wards…

	“Here we go,” Tairi said as we approached a wall at the end of the passage. It was so dark in here that it looked like a dead end, and even when she lifted the glowing blue runestone and held it in front of the unmarked wall, I couldn’t see any indentations to suggest that it was anything more than an impassable barrier. Bitterly, I wondered if a sorcerer might have been able to see some kind of glyphs or other clues. Since Tairi and I were both Nugûl, such mysteries would always elude us. 

	Just when I was about to beg her to turn away, there was a loud click followed by the soft scraping of stone. Propelled by ancient magic, the wall slowly moved aside to reveal the vast splendor of the Queen’s Library. 

	“Perfect,” Tairi said, her dark green eyes alight with mischief. “Come on!”

	She pulled me inside. Unlike some of my friends, I’d never had a particular affinity for libraries. Both my parents had a deep appreciation for knowledge and research, my father having spent years in study at the Silver Temple and my mother hailing from this very city. But they were also people of action who wanted their daughter out doing things rather than sitting around reading about them, and Aunt Val had been the same way. 

	“Books are wolf girl’s thing,” Val had told me on more than one occasion. “Trust me, there are far more interesting hobbies.”

	Still, I couldn’t deny that the queen’s collection was impressive. I stood in a forest of shelves, many filled with books that might have predated the Ilwetharri’s flight from Varellon here to Torsia thousands of years ago. There were instructors at the Highwind Academy who would have given almost anything to trade places with me right now…

	“We’ll stay here on the top floor,” Tairi said, pointing to the spiraling staircase leading down to the main level. “If there are any guards nearby, they’ll be outside the main level. But there’s no window up here.”

	“You still haven’t told me why we’re here,” I reminded her, sweeping my gaze around and trying to swallow my fear. “Did you need something?”

	“Astaril wanted a particular tome,” Tairi said, flitting off to one of the shelves. The glowing magical lanterns on the walls were just bright enough to make it easy to find what you were looking for but dim enough to be conducive to study. “But I also thought it would be fun. You said you love adventure!”

	“I normally do. But this seems…different.”

	I stopped in front of one of the long reading tables. There were a few books set out, one about the history of the Whitefeather family in Darenthi and another about the origin of the dreaded Chol. A shiver ran through me as I realized who had been here last. With rumors about a Culling on the horizon, the queen must have been looking for fresh insights on the eve of battle. 

	“Here we go,” Tairi said, sliding a book from the shelf and shoving it into her satchel. She practically skipped back over to me, as carefree as if we had been shopping in a bookstore in the market.

	“So, can we leave now?” I asked. 

	“Not just yet,” she said, slowing her gait to a saunter. “I told Inaril we’d need at least half an hour…we still have plenty of time.”

	“For what?” 

	“For fun, of course.”

	Gliding over to me, Tairi slid her hands around my waist and brought our mouths together. Experience had taught me that the warmth of her tongue and softness of her lips could soothe any tension, and today was no different. She was the best kisser I had ever known, gentle and passionate in all the right ways. It was so quiet and still here that it would be so easy to lose all track of time…

	“See,” she breathed, smiling as she finally pulled back half an inch. “I knew you’d enjoy this adventure!”

	I snorted softly but smiled back regardless. She was so pretty that I doubted it was even possible to stay cross with her. Her straight hair was a few inches shorter than mine but no less lustrous, and her raven-black locks were such a striking juxtaposition to her pale skin that they made her sharp wood elven features even more pronounced, especially with the bright splash of red on her lips.

	“If you have what you came for, we can continue this adventure in your quarters,” I said, gently stroking her cheek. 

	“Soon,” she promised. “But I wanted you to understand why all of this is so important. The highborn don’t even see us—we’ve been their invisible servants for so long they’ve forgotten we exist. That gives us power.”

	I could tell how much this meant to her. For as often as I lamented my lack of sorcerous talents, I had still grown up with all the resources and privileges of a princess. The wood elves of Nelu’Thalas had no such luxuries. While they may not have been enslaved like their ancestors in the Avethian Empire, they were still treated like a servant caste. Few owned homes, and fewer still possessed any real power. Some chose to leave and seek greater opportunities elsewhere, like Ranger-General Aluriel, but most simply didn’t have that option. 

	And they sincerely believed that I could help them change their fortunes. 

	“Everything is in motion,” Tairi said, her hands rubbing my lower back through my thin green dress. “Pressure is building in the Court…it won’t be long now.”

	“I told you, I’m not going to attack anyone,” I said. “I’m not an assassin.”

	“No one is expecting you to be. We need you to defend us, that’s all.”

	Even when she kissed me again, I wasn’t sure that I believed her. She and her Sarodihm friends had been trying to woo me into their ranks ever since I had arrived. For a while, I had assumed it was purely because of my mother—they wouldn’t have been the first to try to gain advantage through me, and the support of Queen Serrane would make their grievances more legitimate in the eyes of the Winter Court. 

	But over time, I had realized it was much more than that. I was a symbol of Nugûl oppression, a woman with noble blood and great skill who was still rejected by the Hathol’Sayal. If someone like me could be denied access to the corridors of power, then what hope did the wood elves have?

	“There’s one more thing I want to try before we go,” Tairi breathed when she pulled our lips apart again. “But I need you on the table.”

	I blinked. “What?”

	“Just trust me,” she said, gently twisting me around so my back was against the reading table. “Hop up.”

	I sat on the edge of the table, legs dangling off the side. When her hands fell down to my knees and gently pushed them wider apart, I realized why she had been so insistent that I wear a dress with a short skirt and no “troublesome” panties today…

	“I’ve been waiting for this since you got your tattoos,” Tairi said, retrieving a tiny, faintly glowing stone from her satchel. It looked like an even smaller version of the charged vatari crystal on the amulet dangling between my breasts.

	“What is that?” I asked. 

	“You’ll see.”

	When she effortlessly crushed it in her hand, I realized it was more like a peppercorn than a stone. Opening her mouth, she delicately poured the bits of glowing dust over her outstretched tongue, then sank to her knees in front of me. 

	I gasped in anticipation when she pushed up the fabric of my skirt and brought her tongue to my quim. She flicked the tip across my clit, sending a jolt of delight racing up my spine, then began to lick and lather the folds of my labia as if to spread the dust around…

	“Faarea!” I gasped, clamping a hand over my mouth when I remembered that there could be guards outside the library downstairs. But as my markings began to feed upon the magical energy in the dust, my anxiety was quickly washed away in a glorious tide of uncontrollable lust. 

	The Sarodihm Maitash who had inked my tattoos had warned me that feeding could easily become an addiction, and as I experienced it for the very first time, I suddenly understood what he meant. Tairi didn’t need tricks to get me off—her tongue and lips had done the job many times before—but I had never felt anything like this before. I instinctively grabbed the back of her head as my muscles seized up in climax. I knew it would be the first of many…

	One of the reasons the original Dal’Rethi had worked in pairs was so that they could satisfy each other’s cravings, sorcerer to sorcerer. So, unless I happened to befriend my own sorcerer—which seemed unlikely—I needed to rely exclusively upon charged crystals to get my fix. 

	Tairi clearly understood that. And I should have known she would figure out a clever new way to keep me charged up.

	I finished a second time almost immediately after the first, and when my eyes finally fluttered open and my vision cleared, I realized just how brightly I was glowing even through the fabric of my dress. I was like a blue lantern atop the table casting eerie shadows across the long bookshelves. 

	“If the guards come now, there’s no way they could stop you,” Tairi said, leaning back on her haunches and licking my carnal nectar from her moist lips. 

	“This is crazy,” I panted. “Someone’s going to see!”

	“I told you, there’s no way anyone outside the bottom floor can see up here,” Tairi assured me as she rose back to her feet and gently pulled me off the edge of the desk. “But it’s up to you to stop making so much noise.”

	She grinned devilishly as she cupped my chin and pulled our mouths together. My quim tingled in delight when I tasted my own juices upon her invading tongue. Gods, I was sweet…

	“I brought something else,” she whispered. “Are you ready?”

	I swallowed in anticipation as my eyes drifted down from the ample cleavage of her blouse down to the satchel at her hip. “What now?”

	“Just something I picked up a few days ago,” she replied cheekily as she opened the satchel and withdrew what looked like a leather harness with tiny amethysts embedded within the straps. “Highborn noblewomen always have at least one of these in their drawers.”

	I didn’t understand until Tairi set the satchel down on the table and began to seductively unbutton the front of her blouse. Once her perky breasts popped free, she pushed the straps of the dress from her shoulders and let the whole thing fall to the floor. Like most wood elves, her body was slender and delicate. She was three times my age, yet she looked as nubile as a young human girl. 

	After letting me soak in the view for a few heartbeats, she began to secure the harness around her waist and hairless quim almost as if it were a pair of panties. Once the device was secure, she touched the small gemstones…at which point a glowing, semi-transparent cock sprouted from atop her quim. 

	“Faarea!” I gasped. “How…?”

	“We’re in the Kingdom of Stars, melamin,” she said teasingly. “A city of wonder and magic where anything is possible.”

	Giggling, she began to stroke the magical phallus with one hand while the other reached back into her satchel to retrieve another tiny kernel of charged vatari dust. She crushed this one over the cock, sprinkling it across the long shaft and thick head as if she were decorating a pastry. 

	“Now turn around and bend over,” she ordered. “We’re just getting started.”

	The moment her tongue had touched my clit, my lingering doubts about this whole excursion—the doubts that screamed at me to get the hell out of here before we got caught—had faded into little more than a whisper. 

	Now, looking down at this incredible magical phallus, they vanished entirely. 

	I spun around and bent over the table, placing my elbows on the wood and spreading my legs wide to give her access. I bit down on my lower lip and cooed softly as she shuffled closer and began to nudge the swollen tip into my quim. Tairi had taken me with other false cocks before, but never anything like this…

	“There’s no way you’re going to stay quiet, are you?” she whispered into my ear. I felt the stiff peaks of her breasts graze my back as she bent low atop me. “Let’s get you some help.”

	Once again, I didn’t know what she had in mind until she overturned the satchel and revealed her final toy. Her hands retrieved a small leather ball gag, and when I gasped in surprise, she used the opportunity to shove it into my mouth. 

	I could have fought her off—I was stronger than her even without the power from my tattoos. But another shiver of delight cascaded through me at the way she seized control, fastening the gag in place and then grabbing a thick handful of my blond hair so she could jerk my neck backward while she pushed my chest flat against the table. 

	Gods, I should be embarrassed. The daughter of Serrane Starwind shouldn’t get wet just because she has a gag in her mouth. But the rougher Tairi gets, the harder I always cum…

	“Here it comes, Retharri slut,” Tairi warned.

	She slammed the phallus into my cunt so hard I would have shrieked if not for the gag. I was still so sodden from her earlier efforts that she met almost no resistance, my walls parting for her in a burning stretch, and two meager thrusts later, she had hilted herself inside me. 

	With the dust covering the phallus, it was as if she were fucking me with a rod of pure energy. I could see my forearms blazing with energy as I clutched onto the sides of the table for support. It felt like a star of pure pleasure was exploding between my legs with every thrust. Everywhere inside me was now a sweet spot, driving me faster and faster toward my next crest. I had volunteered for this procedure for the power, not the other benefits, but gods, it was incredible. Was this what Aunt Val had felt like all those years with the dragon? 

	“Ngnn!” I moaned into the gag as Tairi fucked me harder, the slap of her hips against my ass echoing through the library. Maiden’s mercy, maybe I did need to find a sorcerer to call my own.

	“Take it!” Tairi panted into my ear as we both drew close. “I’m going to spill all over you!”

	She pulled out at the last instant, and I felt the warmth of her release spray across my back…

	 

	The old memory faded as my eyes fluttered open, and I came to the disappointing realization that just because I was bound and gagged didn’t mean I was back in the Queen’s Library getting ruthlessly railed by Tairi. Still, I remained grateful that my brain had decided to summon such a pleasant memory to keep me company while I slept.

	Except I wasn’t just sleeping. I had been drugged. 

	Shit. 

	“She’s waking up.”

	The gruff voice reached my ears before my eyes mustered the strength to focus. My head was swimming as if I’d drowned myself in a barrel of the swill the Vorsalosians called ale, and for several long, horrifying seconds, I couldn’t feel my arms or legs.

	Memories from last night slowly washed over me: the anticipation of greeting Mirek in my new Talishite dress, the joy at helping him peel it off me, the euphoria as he spent deep inside me again and again…

	It had been a glorious night, far better than I ever could have imagined when I had first arrived here in Vorsalos. Sure, an undead army was about to lay waste to the city. And sure, the last of the Inquisitrix’s insane followers were tampering with powers they couldn’t possibly comprehend or control. But I had lost my virginity to a handsome foreign man with a cute accent and sorcerous seed that made me glow. I had never felt so alive. 

	Mirek and I had barely gotten any sleep. When morning had finally arrived, we’d shared a quick breakfast together before he had set out to try and talk sense into his Crell accomplice. I had intended to draw a bath and relax, but I’d never made it to the tub. My head had started spinning before I reached the door, and I remembered reaching out for the handle as I lost my balance…

	Gods, where am I?

	“That dose was supposed to keep her under for hours. We’re barely out of the harbor!”

	Another voice had joined the first, but I still couldn’t see anything. All I knew was that I was lying on my stomach upon a rough wooden floor, my ankles and wrists bound behind my back and a cloth gag shoved deep in my mouth. 

	It was only then that I realized I was practically naked. When I had passed out, all I had been wearing was my loose nightgown over my underwear, and my captors had apparently seen fit to dispense with the former, leaving me in naught but the red silken bra and panties that matched my new dress.

	My dress. Where is my dress? Where are my swords? My armor? My mother’s bow…?

	“It doesn’t matter,” the first voice said. “More time to ask her questions. Rise and shine, princess!”

	I felt a tug on my ankles as they were abruptly hoisted into the air, and suddenly I found myself suspended upside down, my long hair spilling to the floor beneath me. 

	“Behave yourself and I might loosen that gag of yours,” the voice said. “Start screaming and I’ll leave you hanging like a gutted fish all day.”

	I couldn’t discern much about my surroundings other than the fact I was in a fairly wide wooden room filled with open barrels and empty crates. There were two men standing half concealed in the shadows, both large and muscular with heavily tattooed arms and cutlasses sheathed on their belts. The first had a patch over his left eye; the second had the crooked nose of a man who either enjoyed blocking with his face or was too stupid to realize dodging was an option.

	In other words, they were thugs. Big, beefy, expensive thugs. 

	“What do you say, princess?” One Eye asked with a gap-toothed grin. “You gonna behave, or do we need to smack that pretty mouth of yours around a little?”

	If I weren’t still so foggy, I might have yelled into the gag just to see what he would do. I didn’t want to get hit, obviously, but goading him would help me figure out what these idiots had planned for me. If they were trying to ransom me, then they would be careful not to inflict any real damage. If they wanted something else…

	Well, if they wanted something else, they probably wouldn’t have waited until I was awake to have their way with me. Unless they were just twisted sons of bitches who got off on watching their victim struggle, which was very much a possibility. 

	A cold shiver of dread skittered down my spine, but I forced myself to breathe through my nose and remain calm. If my parents had taught me anything, it was how to stay cool in a crisis. No matter how bad this seemed, I knew that my captors had already made the mistake of underestimating me. I just needed to bide my time until I could show them the error of their ways…

	“That’s a good girl,” Crooked Nose said, stepping forward and slowly pacing around my dangling body. I clenched my teeth to stifle a snarl when I felt his callused hands trace up and down my smooth, bare calves. “Such a pretty thing…how much ya think the Talishite slave markets are payin’ for northern cunts these days?”

	“More for full bloods,” One Eye replied. “Still a thousand crowns for a half-blood, I reckon.”

	“And another few thousand for royalty?”

	“First generation hardly counts as royal anything,” One Eye sneered. “But if she’s ripe…well, that has to be worth a bit extra.”

	Crooked Nose snickered as his hand settled atop my belly and patted it softly. “Seems pretty ripe to me…”

	They shared a lecherous chuckle, and I made a show of letting my eyes go wide. They didn’t need to know how quickly I had conquered my fear—or that their pathetic little attempts to intimidate me were having the opposite effect. Aunt Val had taught me how to navigate the underworld and the goons who ruled over it. The more a thug talked, the less menacing he was. Professionals didn’t need to rely on cheap threats for intimidation—actions were far more effective. 

	Their blather had also given my senses more time to recover. My half-elven eyes had focused enough to penetrate the long shadows behind One Eye. The adjoining room appeared to be stuffed with crates and barrels just like this one, and combined with the sloshing sound outside, the logical conclusion was that we were in the hold of a cargo ship. It would also explain the subtle swaying I had only just noticed. 

	Unfortunately, the ambient noise mixed with the taunting chatter was making it difficult to tell if there was anyone else nearby. There could have been a dozen more of these fools hanging around for all I knew, maybe more depending on the size of the ship. 

	Not that it really mattered. Two, ten, twenty…it would take an army of goons to handle a Blade Dancer. 

	“All right, princess, we have a few simple questions for ya,” Crooked Nose said after he had traced his grubby fingers all over my stomach. “Be honest and we’ll have you back in your palace in no time.”

	He reached down to my dangling head and yanked the gag from my mouth. I gasped for air once it was finally free, licking my lips to try to get rid of the cottonmouth. 

	“There we go, nice and quiet,” One Eye said, flipping a serrated knife between his fingers in what was presumably supposed to be a fearsome display of prowess. “And here we thought you were the rebellious type. It’s not every day you hear rumors about a princess sucking cocks in a tavern for a few silvers.”

	“What can I say?” I asked, my voice less hoarse than I’d expected. “Sometimes a girl just wants to have a bit of fun.”

	They both stared blankly at me for a heartbeat, clearly shocked at the glib reply, before they guffawed loudly. 

	“Is that so?” One Eye asked. “And what do dear old mommy and daddy think about this, I wonder?”

	“You can ask them yourselves when you ransom me back,” I said. “That is what this is about, isn’t it?”

	The men shared an amused glance before Crooked Nose paced around me again, this time smacking my ass once he was behind me. “Well, that’s just it, princess,” he said. “See, we got ourselves a pretty good deal from someone else right now…someone with even more coin to toss around than the queen of Highwind. And if you don’t think your parents can match that offer…”

	“It’s a long, long way to Velashel Harbor,” One Eye finished. “But I’m sure the Sovereigns will throw you a nice, big reception when you arrive.”

	Their grins turned even darker. The threat was real and chilling. The Crell obsession with breeding powerful sorcerers rivaled that of the Avetharri of the ancient world, and the daughter of Serrane Starwind would make a valuable gift to any noble house with a young, virile son. The prospect of being turned into a brood whore was sickening beyond words, but I refused to be intimidated. Like they said, we were still a long way from Velashel. 

	But the information confirmed what my fog-addled brain had already started putting together: Mirek’s Crell accomplice had acted more quickly than he had expected. I couldn’t blame him for that. He had tried to convince me to leave Vorsalos last night, but I had stubbornly refused. And then, of course, I had taken him inside me, and trivial things like international politics and Zarul kidnappings had become utterly unimportant.

	“Now, I’m sure you’d rather we send you up the Reachwend toward home,” Crooked Nose said. “But that means turning our backs on our employer, and our loyalty ain’t cheap. So, princess: how much do you think your parents would be willing to cough up for the safe return of their little girl?”

	“Honestly?” I shrugged, an especially awkward motion while hanging upside down. “Not as much you hope.”

	The two men shared another glance, this one more confused than anything else. 

	“You ain’t makin’ a very good case for yourself, girl,” One Eye said. 

	“I’ve always been more of a gambler than a negotiator,” I replied evenly, flexing my arms against the bindings on my wrist. These two may have been amateurs, but they knew how to tie a knot. “And right now, the easy money is on me walking out of here without paying a single crown.”

	Crooked Nose snorted. “Is that so?”

	“It is,” I told him, allowing my voice to cool several degrees. “I’m going to give you dipshits one chance: cut me down, give me back my things, and put me back on the docks. Do that, and we can both forget this whole thing ever happened.”

	“You got yourself a spine, girl, I’ll give ya that,” One Eye said, flipping his knife into a reverse grip. “But in case you hadn’t noticed, you aren’t in Highwind or Nelu’Thalas. Ain’t no one comin’ to help you ’ere. And one naked elf ain’t gonna scare nobody.”

	“I wasn’t trying to scare you,” I said, craning my neck so I could look him straight in his remaining eye. “I was just explaining what’s about to happen. You see, the moment I get your friend’s cutlass in my hand, you and your men are dead.”

	One Eye’s cheek twitched, and it was clear that he no longer found me amusing. “I fought Senosi back in the war,” he said, voice gravelly and deep. “Real scary bitches, no doubt. But without a little drop of magic to get ’em goin’, they were helpless little girls—just like you.”

	“True enough,” I said. “But there’s just one problem with your analysis.”

	He sneered. “And what’s that?”

	“I’m not a Senosi.”

	With my head finally clear, I concentrated and activated my Dal’Rethi tattoos. Before the thugs could grasp their mistake, the entire room was bathed in an eerie blue glow as the glyphs and whorls covering my body all appeared at once. I had meditated off some of the excess energy Mirek had given me last night, but he had filled me up so many times that I had more than enough fuel left over to deal with these idiots. 

	I tore apart my wrist bindings with a feral roar, causing Crooked Nose to hop back in surprise—but not nearly far enough. Using my bound ankles as a pivot point, I swung forward and lashed out with both my fists, one slamming right into his gut while the other grabbed the handle of his cutlass. I ripped the blade from its sheath even as the man wheezed and hunched over, and as my body swung back in the opposite direction, I had a full second to appreciate the look of horror on One Eye’s face when he realized I was not, in fact, bluffing. 

	Curling upward toward my feet, I slashed the cutlass across the rope binding me to the ceiling at the exact moment of my swing where the drop would put me on my back rather than my head. It still hurt—the force of the impact when my hips came down sent a nasty jolt of pain through my tailbone—but the energy from my tattoos neutralized it almost immediately. I rolled hard to my right, then flipped to my feet, blade ready in hand for anything they could throw at me. 

	Crooked Nose was already shouting for help as he blundered into the adjacent room, while One Eye had risen to his feet and drawn his own cutlass to complement his knife. Dual-wielding effectively was difficult for all but the most skilled and coordinated fencers; dual-wielding when you only had one good eye seemed almost suicidal. Dimly, I wondered if I had underestimated him after all. 

	The answer, it turned out, was no. 

	I sprang right at him, not bothering with subtlety when my markings gave me such a tremendous advantage in strength and speed. My blade crashed into his desperate, double-weapon parry, pummeling him back into the wall behind him. I then twisted my wrist, using the locked basket guards of our weapons to rip the cutlass from his grip and send it skittering across the deck. In a panic, he tried to stab me with his knife, but I effortlessly danced around the frantic lunge, then smashed the guard right into his face, shattering his nose. 

	One Eye screamed, definitely in pain and probably also because I had just made him look a lot more like his ugly friend, before I kicked him into the pile of empty barrels. I was already leaning down to retrieve his sword before the barrels stopped crashing down over his body. 

	“Unbalanced trash,” I muttered as I strode forward, cutlass in either hand. I had gotten so used to my dueling sabers that every other weapon felt awkward and cumbersome, even other blades with perfectly adequate craftsmanship. 

	They had better be somewhere on this ship…

	“Shit! Get her!”

	I gritted my teeth as I stalked into the next room. There were several other cabins down here in the vessel’s underbelly, but Crooked Nose and two more goons were standing at the bottom of the stairs leading up to the main deck. He sent them after me while he rushed up the steps to find even more reinforcements.

	Unsurprisingly, these men weren’t any more skilled than the one-eyed man I had already embarrassed. Shifting one foot back to narrow my profile, I completely sidestepped the first man’s wild lunge, then kicked him in the ass while he stumbled forward, sending him tumbling unceremoniously into the room with One Eye. 

	His partner wasn’t so lucky. I parried his first slash without looking, then slipped beneath his guard when he tried again. With an almost casual downward flick of my wrist, I liberated his sword hand from his body. He crumpled, clutching at the red geyser and shrieking in agony, as I continued past him and rushed up the stairs. 

	The blazing midday sun almost blinded me when I emerged, while the bracing ocean air struck my nearly nude body like a slap. I kept my blades crossed defensively in front of my chest in case someone tried to shoot at me, but apparently these fools still thought they could contain me. Crooked Nose and a dozen other sailors were standing in a half circle about five yards in front of the hatch, with several other men behind me on the quarterdeck and even more gathering behind Crooked Nose on the forecastle. There had to be least forty of them in total, and their jaws all seemed to drop at the sight of me. 

	I couldn’t blame them; I must have looked downright absurd. Here I was, a lone elf girl splattered with blood and stripped down to my skivvies, grimly striding forward with a weapon in either hand like an angel of death. 

	Or perhaps just one really pissed-off Blade Dancer. 

	“Give me back my swords and stand aside,” I called out. “And I might—might—let you all live.”

	The sailors on the quarterdeck and forecastle laughed. The ones standing near the hatch, close enough to hear the screams of the man I had maimed below, didn’t share their jovial mood. But the momentary pause gave me a few heartbeats to study my surroundings, and I saw that this ship was already out at sea. But not too far—the mouth of the Vorsalosian harbor was shrinking but still visible off the port side. 

	“That’s enough!” a voice called down from the quarterdeck. “There’s nowhere for you to go, girl.”

	Keeping my blades crossed in front of me, I tossed a glance over my shoulder. Standing near the helm, flanked by several very large men with equally large crossbows, was a middle-aged man with a ratty beard and badly scarred face. I could have identified him as the captain even without his gaudy coat or ridiculous hat. 

	“Oh, I’m not planning on going anywhere,” I called back. “Not until you return what’s mine.”

	The captain sneered beneath his beard. When he stepped around the helm, I saw my sabers hanging from his belt. And the first mate standing beside him—a man with a face that made Crooked Nose look like a beauty queen—had my mother’s bow slung over his back. 

	Son of a bitch. 

	“Oh, I think not,” the captain said as he unsheathed one of my sabers. The pristine moonsilver blade glinted in the sunlight. “A pair of fine elven weapons like these will fetch a high price in the Imperium. They might be worth more than you are.”

	“Give them to me,” I demanded. “And no one else has to die.”

	He chuckled behind his ratty beard. “What are you idiots waiting for? Get her!”

	Having seen what I could do belowdecks, Crooked Nose and his men should have all charged me at once to maximize their chances. But the trouble with goons was that they weren’t very bright, and two of them rushed ahead of the others in their eagerness. Their stance and grip suggested that they planned to punch me with the basket guards of their cutlasses rather than risk lacerating their prize. The sheer arrogance was truly something to behold—apparently the fact that I was mostly naked, half their size, and a woman made them completely overlook my glowing tattoos.

	Perhaps everyone on this ship would benefit from a quick lesson. 

	Rather than waiting to counter their attack, I lunged at the man on my right, forcing him to lift his blade and parry my wide, arcing strike. But I didn’t bother with any fancy follow-up lunges or slashes—I simply lowered my shoulder and slammed into him as hard as I could. 

	Normally, a five-nine woman probably wouldn’t have even budged a six-four man, especially a sailor used to keeping his balance on a pitching deck. So when he flew backward so hard he flipped over the starboard railing and went overboard, I held out hope that the rest of the idiots would take the hint. 

	His partner certainly did…but only for a moment. The man’s eyes widened when I spun back around to face him, but whether due to determination, a bizarre sense of duty, or good, old-fashioned misogyny, his moment of doubt quickly passed. He rushed straight at me, snarling like a frenzied orc. 

	Two parries and one quick slash later, he was screaming and hunched over on the deck trying desperately trying to keep his entrails inside his body. 

	Yet somehow, Crooked Nose and the other two goons still didn’t take the hint. They rushed forward all at once as if trying to learn from their comrades’ mistakes, but they were so clumsy and uncoordinated that they got in each other’s way. I whirled between them like a dervish, slapping aside blades and slicing through flesh in a bloody whirlwind. 

	Soon, Crooked Nose was the last one standing, gamely continuing to chop at me like a drunken brawler even after I had slashed open a nasty gash across his left shoulder. 

	I briefly considered disarming him. I really considered killing him. But instead, I kicked him overboard with his shipmate, then leapt straight up into the air and landed atop the rigging of the mainmast.

	“Last chance before I turn you all into shark bait!” I called out, pretty damn impressed with the theatrics of my display. 

	It was just bad luck that wind blew a bit of sea spray into my eyes right when I delivered my ultimatum, making me awkwardly scrunch my face and spit into the wind. 

	“You dumb bitch,” the captain snarled, waving his hand to the other men on the quarterdeck with him. They took aim with their crossbows, and several of the men on the forecastle on the opposite side did the same. “Those tattoos of yours can’t stop a crossbow bolt!”

	“True,” I admitted as I deliberately panned my gaze around the ship, making eye contact with as many of the men as I could before I stopped and faced the helm. With luck, there was still a chance I wouldn’t have to kill any more of them. “But they’ll keep me alive long enough to jump up there and carve out your tongue!”

	Dropping one of the blades, I grabbed hold of one of the secured lines, slashed it free, and swung across the ship right toward the helm. 

	It was, by any remotely sane standard, an unbelievably stupid thing to do for an actual buccaneer, let alone a girl who had never actually sailed anywhere in her life. But my only hope for heading off this slaughter was to get to the captain as quickly and impressively as possible, and I really believed this would stun them all into submission. 

	If it had worked anywhere like I had intended, it might have. But the rope didn’t have the length or the angle I was hoping for, and I wound up swinging wide rather than straight. I quickly found myself flying out around the stern of the ship like a ribbon caught in the wind. Crossbow bolts whistled past me on either side as the sailors opened fire, and I realized far too late that my arc wouldn’t carry me over the quarterdeck like I’d hoped. In fact, it was looking like it wouldn’t come anywhere close, which meant that I would soon be swinging back in the opposite direction right into the line of sight of a dozen men with crossbows on the forecastle. A single bolt probably wouldn’t kill me, and my tattoos could regenerate the damage…but not before the pain caused me to let go and plunge into the rolling sea. 

	And so when the rope reached the end of its swing, I tucked in my legs, then kicked out toward the ship’s stern, hoping that a combination of raw grit, sheer athleticism, and supernatural strength would propel me the last few yards up onto the quarterdeck. 

	It wasn’t. In the space between heartbeats while I flew through the air, twisting sideways in mid-fall like a cat trying to defy the laws of the physical world, I knew that the best I could hope for was to grab the railing and pull myself up. My hands flashed out, and I whispered a silent prayer to Shalassa that they would find something, anything to grab hold of…

	And they did. Both hands caught hold of the taffrail just firmly enough that I didn’t slip off, though my cutlass went spinning into the sea. A more experienced warrior probably would have taken at least a few seconds to get her bearings and figure out what the hell she planned to do now, but since gall had carried me this far, it didn’t seem wise to abandon it now. I pulled myself up and over the rail with a dramatic flip, and I landed right on the edge of the quarterdeck where the captain and his men were waiting for me. 

	“Give. Me. My. Weapons!” I bit out. “Now!”

	“Shalassa’s saggy tits,” the captain hissed. “Shoot her! Shoot her!”

	Caught at point-blank range without a weapon, I needed to improvise. Thankfully, that appeared to be the one thing I was actually good at today. Tucking myself into a ball, I rolled forward as the thunk of their crossbows sent bolts flying past my head, and when I bounced back upright, I was able to deliver a roundhouse kick that sent one of the men down the stairs to the main deck. A second lunged at me, knife drawn, but I dropped low, grabbed his forearm, and used his own momentum to throw him up and over the side of the ship.

	Two left. 

	The captain had backpedaled behind the helm now. He drew my other saber and quickly offered it to his first mate, but apparently the ugly man was the smartest one on the ship. He shook his head, pulled my mother’s bow off his back, and dropped it onto the deck in front of me in a desperate peace offering. 

	“Coward!” the captain snarled. 

	He never had a chance to finish the sentence. Reaching down as I moved, I grabbed the bow and rolled around the heavy, brass-studded wheel. When I popped up, I slammed one of the limbs into the captain’s throat before he could raise his guard. My saber flipped out of his hand, but I caught it before it touched the deck—a far more impressive feat than the nonsense I had pulled with the rigging—then spun behind him and held the blade at his throat. 

	“Now,” I said, breathing heavily into his ear. “Why don’t you tell me what you did with my dress?”

	 

	 

	
2 
Den of the Wolf

	 

	Mirek

	 

	The war camp on the outskirts of Lyebel was every bit as bleak a sight as I had dreaded. Of the eight thousand soldiers who had marched north to lay siege to the city, less than two now remained. Despite the Sovereign Council’s proclamation that the Galvians would surrender once their coastal cities were taken, despite their endless assurances that our northern neighbor would soon realize they would be better off within the Imperium’s ever-expanding border, the war continued to rage on. More battles. More death. More misery. 

	“It really is appalling to behold,” Provel Stravos said as he peered out the window of our carriage. “A people so convinced of their own righteousness that they would rather bury more of their sons than accept the inevitable.”

	I snorted softly, wondering if my father was even capable of recognizing the irony of his statement. The camp was a dour palette of muted grays and muddy browns, made worse by the fact it had been raining nearly all week. The mass grave at the southern edge of the camp was little more than a shallow, reeking trench filled with Crell and Galvian corpses. The locals, staunch believers in the Six Gods, would be outraged at the sight of a mixed grave with the heathens from the south.

	Which was, of course, the entire point. 

	My brother, Taras, had often spoken about the shift in strategy these past few months. Rather than assaulting the remaining Galvian strongholds directly, the Imperial Army had been trying to provoke the locals into attacking. In the countryside, our outposts and caravans were left seemingly undefended to draw out the insurgents from occupied towns and villages. Here, the strategy was more subtle: the sight of the mutual corpse pile, visible from the city walls, might enrage the priests of Abalor enough to open the gates and send forth their knights. Failing that, our commanders would probably settle for simply demoralizing the Lyebel populace.

	My stomach turned at the thought, though I tried to tell myself it was just the smell. I had no particular sympathy for people who chose to throw their lives away on behalf of silent, apathetic gods, but that didn’t mean I wanted them to die. And more than anything, I just wanted this damn war to end so that my brother could finally come home. 

	“I know you didn’t want to come here and take time away from your studies, but this is important,” Provel said, mistaking my silence for sullenness. “Not simply because I want you to see your brother, but because I need you to understand what it is he’s fighting for. 

	Mud and rocks? I thought darkly. After five years of near-constant war against a superior foe, Galvia was a broken kingdom. Several of the coastal cities had been reduced to flaming cinders by the manticore riders. Lyebel would have already been torched as well if the Sovereign Council hadn’t been so insistent on taking it intact. They wanted a buffer against the Solarians…and a place to stage our forces for the next war to come. 

	“Too many people these days have lost sight of the truth,” my father continued as the carriage rolled onward, shaking as we bounced over the broken stones of the ruined road. “We are the enlightened on a crusade to save the ignorant. Imagine what these people will be able to achieve once they finally allow us to show them the way.”

	“What way?” I asked, my voice quiet after hours of silence.

	“The correct way,” he said flatly. “Free of their backward religion. The war may seem brutal now, but in the long run it is our solemn duty to bring truth and prosperity to the world.” 

	“Why?”

	Provel’s green eyes suddenly turned hard. “What?”

	“Why is it our responsibility?” I repeated.

	“Have you really been paying that little attention to your tutors?”

	I shifted my gaze to the wet, dreary countryside out the carriage window. “I’ve heard every word they said.”

	“If that were true, you wouldn’t ask such a foolish question,” Provel snapped. “Zarach shed his blood in our land to bless our people. It is our duty to honor his sacrifice so that he may someday be reborn.”

	I didn’t argue, nor did I ask any of the dozen questions that always looped within my head whenever one of my tutors mentioned Zarach or the Blood Sacrifice or our Sovereign Destiny. If the Immortal Dragon had truly blessed our people—if he had spilled his blood in our land to seed the next generation of his kin—then why had the first human dragon of our age been born in the savage north, a land of magic-fearing barbarians? If we were indeed the rightful heirs of Zarach’s legacy, then why had the Great Houses failed to produce a single dragon after countless generations of carefully selected breeding?

	If we were really so civilized, then why did everyone in Torsia revile us so much?

	“I’m sure Taras has been looking forward to seeing his little brother,” Provel said, regaining his composure. “I trust that you will not pester him with the same foolish questions.”

	“No,” I murmured, “of course not.”

	“Good. Because you have a lot to learn from him. Honor. Sacrifice. Loyalty to the Imperium.” Provel smiled, glancing out the window of the carriage as we entered the sprawling siege camp. “Most importantly of all, knowing how and when to look out for the family. One day soon, he will be commanding an entire legion. His victories will be our victories. And the emperor will not be able to deny us a seat on the Council forever.”

	I didn’t bother nodding. He wasn’t looking at me anyway—he was barely even talking to me. I could already see his mind running wild with dreams of his ambitions. Earning a seat for our family on the Sovereign Council was all he had ever truly cared about. He yearned for the connections, the wealth, the power…and most of all, the respect. He wanted every noble in Drakendaar to bow their heads at our approach; he wanted every Councilor and every Imperator to treat him as a force to be reckoned with. 

	And he was convinced that his sons would get it for him, no matter the cost. 

	“We’re here,” he said as the carriage slowly rolled to a halt. “Remember what I said: we are the enlightened among the ignorant, the nobles amongst the savages. Do you understand?”

	“Yes, Father,” I said. “Of course I do.”

	 

	I stared down into Farah’s cold hazel eyes, still strangled by guilt and paralyzed by fear. 

	Shayera! Zarach’s blood, what have I done?

	I didn’t want to believe anything that my accomplice had told me. There was no way her operatives could have poisoned and captured Shayera in the short time it had taken me to walk over here, and there was certainly no way they could have already had her on a ship bound for home. Farah had to be bluffing. 

	And yet even as my mind conjured up alternative scenarios in a feeble attempt to inspire hope, deep down I knew my rationalizations were hollow. Farah may have been a professional liar, but she had nothing to gain by spinning a web of bullshit around me. 

	No, she had made her move. And now she was waiting for me to make mine. 

	“You’ve no idea how lucky you are that I’m here to save you from yourself,” she said, her voice frosty. “There is still a chance for you to survive this without destroying your life and your family’s honor in the process. But from this point forward, you will have to do exactly what I say.”

	Balling my hands into fists at my sides, I forced air into my lungs with a long, labored breath. The walls of the small, single-story home that I had lived in these past several months had never seemed so stiflingly close, and my head wouldn’t stop swimming. I was caught between the urge to lash out with my magic and keel over to retch. 

	Neither would help. If there was any chance of saving Shayera, I had to pull myself together. 

	“If we weren’t on such a tight schedule, I would lock you in here alone for the next few days just to let you think about what you’ve done,” Farah added imperiously. “Sadly, we simply don’t have the time to waste. I expect that the Senosi will attack soon, and we need to be sure the Corvosi are ready. The first thing you’re going to do is accompany me to the Castarium where we can—”

	“Do you have any idea how Highwind will respond once they learn what we’ve done?” I blurted out. 

	She raised one of her neatly plucked black eyebrows. “Oh, I imagine that Queen Serrane will be quite incensed.”

	“She’ll be homicidal! This could cause a war.”

	“It could,” Farah agreed, the ice in her voice melting into amusement. “But Highwind is one city, hardly a match for the might of the Imperium.”

	I clenched my teeth, trying to get a hold of my emotions before they got the best of me. “The Knights of the Eternal Dawn are respected across the Northern Reaches. They’ve even made diplomatic inroads in Ebara. If they—”

	“A few hundred paladins are no match for the Imperial Army, and neither Darenthi nor Ebara would allow them passage through their territory to reach us. Highwind is no threat.” While holding my gaze, Farah took my seat at the small kitchen table. As she casually crossed her legs, skirt swishing about her ankles, her wolfish smile returned. “But the humiliation its queen will suffer at having her only child captured…that will threaten her rule for years to come. Even if the Sovereign Council eventually chooses to ransom the princess, the political damage will be incalculable. Though I suspect the rights to breed such a prize will be far more valuable to the Imperium in the long run.”

	The nausea gnawing at my gut ignited in a flare of white-hot rage. Once again, I nearly lashed out, stopping only when I noticed how carefully Farah was watching my reaction. She was still testing me, attempting to discern if I had been treasonous or merely stupid. Perhaps if I could somehow keep my cool and reason with her, then maybe, just maybe, I could still get Shayera out of this…

	“Why not hold her here in Vorsalos for now?” I asked, trying to keep my voice even. “Think about it: we could use her as leverage to ensure that Highwind stays out of any fighting that might break out when the Regent Lord makes his play for the throne. Ensuring a smooth transition of power is far more valuable to the Imperium in the immediate future.”

	It wasn’t the worst argument I could have made, especially considering I had just come up with it on the spot. And if I had been speaking with someone else—someone who didn’t know me so well—it might have at least presented a needle I could try to thread. 

	But Farah didn’t acknowledge the point.

	“I gave them orders to set sail the moment the girl was secure,” she told me. “And if you still want me to give you the chance to redeem yourself, you’ll forget about her and concentrate on the task at hand.”

	My lip twisted. “The task at hand,” I grumbled. “You mean giving a dangerous Avetharri artifact to a vengeful fanatic so she can raise an army of undead? Farah, this is madness! Can’t you see that?”

	It didn’t seem like it should have been possible for such a delicate woman to be so intimidating. Everything about her was the opposite of physically imposing, from her graceful figure to the cut of her dress to her subtle feminine mannerisms. Farah had very deliberately and very carefully cultivated the persona of a helpless, exotic beauty ripe for conquest. The Zarul—the Imperium’s spy network—had transformed her into a prize for Regent Lord Ironsail to open. 

	And yet, when her jaw tightened and her eyes narrowed at my words, it still sent a shiver of dread racing down my spine. 

	“We’ve been over this,” she said, the dark chill returning to her husky voice. “The plan is already in motion. When the Senosi attack the city, our sorcerers will stop them. All you need to do is help clean up the mess in the aftermath.”

	I swallowed heavily, still struggling to believe that Sovereign Berial—the kindly old man I considered my mentor at the Aetherium—had agreed to participate in this lunacy. Perhaps he hadn’t; perhaps Farah was lying or had simply been misinformed. The Zarul were more than capable of simply stealing the Runic Focus from the Aetherium vaults if they wanted it badly enough…

	“That may not be possible, don’t you understand?” I asked. “The Senosi could have already created dozens of fractures in the Pale, and I know for a fact that at least one powerful demon has already escaped.”

	Farah’s eyes narrowed slightly, the first sign of hesitation I had seen in her face. “Explain.”

	“The Senosi…they have an amazon warrior with them,” I said, trying to think on my feet for some way to leverage this. “She has been possessed by something powerful—a Sarigoth or perhaps even a Xargoth. A demon that strong could eventually warp and twist the host body into something truly fearsome.”

	“An amazon warrior…” Farah whispered, glancing away for a moment. “Only one?”

	“That I saw,” I replied. “Are you even listening to me? It’s not the amazon that’s the problem, it’s—”

	“One of my agents reported that an amazon tried to sneak into the city a few weeks ago,” Farah interrupted. “She appeared quite young and inexperienced. He suspected that her people must have heard the rumors about the Senosi survivors and sent her to investigate. To this day, the amazons are still embarrassed about their wayward sister who became the Inquisitrix. I wouldn’t be surprised if they sent one of their own to discreetly deal with any vestiges. Their ranks must be thinned indeed if they sent someone so…unseasoned.”

	I frowned. I knew almost nothing about the internal workings of the almost mystical Amazonian island of Nol Krovos, other than the fact that Inquisitrix Marcella had been one of them. The island had supposedly fallen into chaos in the aftermath of her war, especially after the Dragon of Highwind had disappeared.

	“Farah, if there is a powerful demon on the loose, then closing a few fractures won’t be enough,” I said. “It could create more at any time! And if there’s a true infestation, we may not be able to stop it, certainly not without the help of the Eternal Dawn.”

	“We’ll find a way,” she said almost absently. “That is why you’re here, remember?”

	“Zarach’s blood, are you deaf?” I snarled. “I can’t—”

	“You can and you will,” Farah interrupted. “But right now, you and I are going to head to the Castarium and make certain that the Corvosi are prepared. We couldn’t risk telling them precisely what they were going to face, but now that the moment is upon us, you are going to complete their training. You will tell them everything they need to know about dealing with undead and demons.”

	My jaw dropped. “Do you seriously believe it’s that easy? That all I need to do is give them a few pointers and everything will work out? This is lunacy!”

	“It is reality,” she replied tartly, “and it is long past time you learned to deal with it. The alternative is for me to lock you away somewhere or ship you home in disgrace.”

	I shook my head as I took a step backward. “That’s an idle threat and you know it. You overplayed your hand. You need me. No one else can seal the fractures—no one else can teach the Corvosi what they need to know. You can’t afford to throw me in the Regent Lord’s dungeon or send me back home.”

	I expected another burst of venom, but instead she merely smiled again. “It really is a shame that they forced you into this so quickly. With time and training, you could have made a good operative.” She let out a regretful breath and crossed her slender arms. “But if saving your family’s honor isn’t enough to convince you to do your duty, I have other means at my disposal. I would simply prefer not to use them.”

	Farah’s gaze intensified, and I felt a sudden shift in the Aetheric currents surrounding us. I was confused at first, wondering what in the name of the Immortal Dragon she was doing, before I realized my feet had begun shuffling toward her table. My hand pulled out the other chair to give me a place to sit, and I felt a subtle pressure envelop my mind like a warm blanket—

	“No!” I snarled, shoving the chair aside and backing away a step. “Did you seriously believe a charm spell would work on me?”

	She shrugged, but the Aetheric currents around her stilled. “It has before.”

	Bile rose in my throat at the implications. It seemed impossible. The Regent Lord and the foolish nobles of Vorsalos might have been easy pickings for the charm spells of a Zarul operative, but I had spent my entire life honing my sorcerous abilities in the Aetherium. 

	And yet…

	“Oh, don’t give me that look,” Farah scoffed. “I’m trying to make this easier for you. Don’t force my hand.”

	I was still combing my memories for any hints of her mind magic when I caught a flicker of movement behind me. I turned just in time to see the door open to reveal two massive thugs with more tattoos than teeth. One was holding a sap, while the other was holding an iron collar embedded with tiny vatari crystals.

	“There is no way out of here, Mirek,” she said. “Don’t force me to do something we’ll both regret.”

	I stared at the collar. In the Imperium, rogue sorcerers were fitted with iron manacles encrusted with tiny vatari crystals. Since the crystals absorbed magic, channelers couldn’t muster enough power to weave dangerous spells—or any spells at all, in some cases. It was an effective and frankly quite humane way to neutralize a potential threat. 

	But this device was clearly Senosi in origin. The inner surface had tiny spikes designed to pierce flesh if the collar was sufficiently tightened. This wasn’t a tool designed to neutralize—it was meant to torture and kill. 

	“One way or another, you are going to help me complete my mission,” Farah said. “Think of your family, Mirek. Think of our people. Choose carefully.”

	You aren’t prepared to play this game, boy. She is the wolf, and you are the sheep. Never forget that.

	I winced at the echo of my father’s voice. I almost wished that he were really here, if only so I could ask him if he had known the details of this insane mission when he had sent me here. He was many things, but I had never considered him a fool. Yet if Sovereign Berial had gone along with this like Farah said…

	Well, then perhaps the rot in the empire was even more profound than I realized. 

	“I thought we were trying to help these people,” I whispered. “To bring order to chaos. To share the bounty of the Imperium with Reachers who have suffered decades of war.”

	“That’s exactly what we’re going to do,” Farah said. “But the price for peace must always be paid in blood. The people of Vorsalos must suffer before they can be saved.”

	I shifted my eyes between her and the thugs, knowing full well that the next few seconds may have been the most important of my life. But I had made my decision, and the thought of Shayera being tortured because I hadn’t been fast enough…

	“Then maybe you were right all along,” I said as I reached out to the Aether. “I don’t belong here.”

	Her thugs were quick—they lunged at me before I finished the sentence. But for once, Farah had underestimated me instead of the other way around. The Aether surged through my body as I visualized one of the many dilapidated shanties that crowded the docks…

	And then the morning sun was shining down on me, warming my face. The salty scent of the sea filled my nostrils, and the calls of fishmongers and sailors crashed in on me from all directions. I had only teleported about a hundred yards from the Sallows to the outskirts of the docks, but just like during our escape at Tanisgarde, I had managed to skip across the Pale without being able to see my destination. It remained a dangerous and potentially even deadly trick, but as long as I was quick, it would have hopefully bought me the time I needed. 

	Ignoring the startled shouts and fearful exclamations of the few people around to see me appear, I bolted west through a narrow alleyway between the rows of shanties. It typically only took me a few minutes to reach the heart of the docks from my house, but given the scale of the harbor, that still left an enormous amount of potential ground to cover. Hundreds of piers, large and small, jutted out into the bay like the teeth of a comb. Dozens of vessels were currently heading out into the ocean or coming in, and I could see the sails of dozens more—warships and galleys alike—in the far distance on the horizon. 

	While I had seen larger ports, like Velashel Harbor back in the Imperium, this one was undeniably impressive. After all, Vorsalos was a single city-state, not a nation, but it had leveraged its status as the last true port in western Torsia before the White Ridge and the nearly impassable Sea of Splintered Ice beyond. The other city-states here in the Northern Reaches had fought over the City of Ravens for a very good reason. 

	Right now, its size was working against me. Shayera could have been trapped in the hold of any one of the ships here, or Farah’s people could have already set sail and taken her out to sea. If that was the case…

	I grimaced, roughly shouldering my way through yet another clutch of sailors without a care for their insults and profanity. I kept jogging along the shorefront, scanning the array of sloops, brigs, and galleons. I hadn’t burned all my bridges coming out here to give up hope now. Farah was relying on local muscle, not elite Zarul operatives. Her goons would have needed to be careful not to get caught hauling a body through the streets, and they would have needed a ship large enough to sail all the way south to Velashel ready and waiting to go. Taken together, those facts narrowed my potential search area significantly.

	“There,” I whispered, shifting my gaze to the southernmost pier on the broad expanse of the waterfront. It stretched out into the bay well over a hundred yards, with room for dozens of small ships as well as several larger ones in the deeper water. A merchant galleon was currently docked at the end, and when I squinted, I could see the crew scurrying about to load up a few more crates of cargo before casting off. 

	Even more promisingly, the pier was relatively close to the entrance of the southside warrens, a particularly shady slice of the city where a couple of goons could probably lug around a body without raising any eyebrows. I mentally mapped out a path they could have taken from Shayera’s inn, decided it was as plausible as any other option, and then dashed in that direction as fast as I could without bowling anyone over in the process. 

	I was halfway across the harbor when I noticed that the last of the cargo had been loaded, and by the time I reached the base of the pier, the crew was unmooring the ship and preparing to set sail. I was tempted to teleport right up to them—a quick hundred-yard jaunt to a location I could see would be relatively simple. But a sorcerous display of that magnitude would instantly make me a target, not just for the sailors on board but for anyone else who happened to notice. And I still didn’t know for certain that it was even the right ship…

	I took off at a flat sprint, ignoring the annoyed yells and disgruntled snarls from the deckhands and sailors of the smaller boats I rushed past. I had no idea what I was even planning. It wasn’t as if Shayera would be tied up in plain sight—I was going to have to board the ship, which would almost certainly require fighting past the crew. And that would require calling upon magic that could bring half the city down on me. 

	It doesn’t matter. If there’s even a chance that she’s in that hold, I have to take the risk. 

	Bringing myself to a halt as the galleon began to drift away, panting so hard it was a little embarrassing, I reached out to the Aether and fastened my eyes on the galleon. I couldn’t take the risk of teleporting belowdecks without knowing the layout, but if I appeared on the main deck, the crew might be so flabbergasted that I could—

	“Aghh!”

	My concentration broke at the abrupt gasp of air followed by a loud thump. I glanced to my left just in time to see a bundle of equipment arc up out of the water to land on the pier. It was completely soaked—some poor sod must have dropped it into the water while trying to load it onto one of the rafts or dinghies. I was just about to turn back to the galleon when a slender arm reached up and grabbed the side of the pier. 

	A slender arm that was covered in glowing tattoos. 

	My jaw dropped. I started to seriously question if I had lost my mind when a half-elven woman clad in naught but her sodden red underwear pulled herself up onto the pier and struggled to hold herself upright on one knee.

	“Shayera!”

	I didn’t so much speak as gasp her name. The deckhands and dockworkers around us were already crying out in fear at the sight of a half-naked woman with apparent Senosi markings. 

	But she didn’t seem to be paying attention to them. Those stunning turquoise eyes of hers locked onto my face, and a weary smile tugged at her lips as she gasped for breath. 

	“Hey,” she breathed. “How’s your morning going?”

	She crumpled flat against the pier and passed out. 

	 

	***

	 

	Shayera’s tattoos faded shortly after she lost consciousness, but the alarm had already been sounded. A mob was gathering at the base of the long pier by the time I slung her bag over my back and hoisted her up in my arms, and I knew there was no way I could get her out of here without magic. I didn’t bother to hide it—I teleported us both all the way to the entrance to the southside warrens about a hundred feet beyond the pier, then used my illusion magic to conceal us just like back at Tanisgarde. It wasn’t the easiest trick to maintain while carrying someone and trying to keep up a brisk pace, and physical exhaustion was in a close race with the Flensing to see which would incapacitate me first.

	But somehow, despite the pain and fatigue, I got us out of the city. And for now, that was the only thing that mattered. 

	I set her down on a bed of grass once we were deep enough into the woods beyond the walls that no one would be able to see us. I stripped off my cloak and wrapped her in it. Her skin was worryingly cold to the touch, and her breathing was shallow, irregular. 

	I knew we couldn’t stay here long, and I wished I could have found the clearing where Mithros was waiting on my own. But I had spent far too much of my life in big cities to be anything other than an amateur outdoorsman. Without a path to follow, I feared I would get lost.

	“How did you even get off that ship?” I whispered, brushing my hand across her forehead to sweep the hair from her eyes. “How far did you have to swim to get back to the harbor?”

	From the moment I had seen her on top of that bar, I had known that Shayera was special. She wasn’t merely beautiful; she was charming, witty, and seductive as hell. And at Tanisgarde, her skill with her blades had been shocking to witness. 

	But this…this was different. Escaping from whatever bonds they had held her with was one thing. Fighting off an entire ship’s company was another. But swimming Zarach knew how far across the freezing ocean into the harbor without drowning or being swept away was…

	A feat worthy of a hero of legend. The stuff of songs and epics. Exactly what I’d hoped to find when I’d come to the daughter of Julian Cassel and Serrane Starwind for help.

	“Never underestimate a girl who wants her stuff back.”

	I blinked and glanced down at her. Shayera’s eyes were still closed, but her breathing had started to even out.

	“Are you all right?” I asked. 

	“Oh, I’m fine,” she murmured, her eyes lifting open. “I just need to sleep for a few decades. I hope we’re not in a rush to do anything.”

	I grinned down at her, gently stroking her cheek as her blue-green eyes gazed into me. She looked absolutely drained, but it didn’t stop her from grinning back. 

	“Let me guess: that meeting with your accomplice didn’t go so well.”

	I snorted, all the tension I had been carrying draining away at the sight of her beaming face. 

	“It didn’t,” I confirmed. “In fact, things are even worse than we thought.”

	“Figures. Then I think I’m just going to lie here and take a nap.”

	I squeezed her arm. “This is my fault. I should have forced you to leave the city last night. I knew we couldn’t afford to wait. I should have—”

	“Don’t,” Shayera scolded. “I’m the one who was stubborn.”

	I grimaced. “If anything had happened to you, I…”

	“It’s all right,” she soothed, working her arms out from within my cloak to touch my face. “I’m tougher than I look.”

	After everything she had been through today—poisoned, kidnapped, nearly killed—the last thing I expected was for her to shrug it off like bad weather. But I could tell she was completely serious. 

	By the Dragon, she’s something else. 

	“How did you escape?” I breathed. “Farah said her men had you on a ship.”

	“They did,” Shayera confirmed. “A good-sized galleon with a whole crew.”

	“Then how—”

	“They thought they could starve me out like a Senosi,” she said, a dark and deadly smirk on her lips. “One of the advantages of being in a place that barely knows the meaning of artifice, let alone the differences in techniques between cultures. No one bothered to tell them I could store power…or that a friendly sorcerer had given me all I could handle the night before.”

	My face warmed as I smiled back at her. She really had drained every single drop out of me last night. Thinking back on it now, it somehow seemed less believable than watching her crawl out of the ocean after escaping a galleon filled with ruthless mercenaries…

	“You are one lucky spy,” she said, taking hold of my shirt and yanking my face to within an inch of her lips. “How many men in the world get to say that the harder and longer they fuck the woman in their bed, the more powerful she becomes?”

	Before I could answer, Shayera kissed me. And as our tongues melted together, I whispered a silent thanks to any god who happened to be listening. Against all odds, she was safe. 

	“Mmm,” she moaned when we finally separated, still looking absolutely exhausted. It was a stark contrast to the night before, when I had been ready to pass out while she was literally brimming with energy. I was a little surprised she hadn’t already invited me to “resuscitate” her…

	“We can try to find Mithros whenever you’re up to it,” I told her. “We’re safe enough here for the moment, but our little escape didn’t go unnoticed. Farah will be looking for me, and it won’t take long before the Raven Guard hears word about glowing tattoos and a teleporting sorcerer on the docks…”

	Shayera nodded. “What actually happened at your meeting?”

	My stomach twisted at the memory. “She told me that her men had poisoned you and that you were already on your way back to the Imperium. Then she tried to coerce me to help her train the Corvosi in techniques to close all the fractures in the Pale that Veleca is about to create.”

	“How can your people possibly think this is a good idea?” Shayera breathed. 

	I shook my head and closed my eyes, remembering how casually Farah had treated every part of this reckless plan. Whether it was arrogance or ignorance or some unholy combination of the two, she and her Zarul superiors seemed more than willing to open a door they might never be able to close. Even now, after everything that had happened, I could still barely believe it. 

	“I don’t know,” I murmured. “As I said, things may be even worse than we thought. My people are fully committed to this madness, no matter the cost. And there will be a cost.”

	With a visible effort, Shayera propped herself up on her elbows. “Then nothing has changed.”

	I blinked. “What?”

	“The plan we talked about last night,” she said. “We have to find the amazon girl and try to free her. If she knows enough about what Veleca is plotting, then maybe there’s still some way we can prevent the attack.”

	My mouth went dry. “You can’t be serious. You need to go home!”

	Her eyes suddenly hardened. “We’ve already argued about this.”

	“Yeah, before you got poisoned and kidnapped!” I protested. “We’re being actively hunted now—the both of us. And it’s only going to get more dangerous from here.”

	“Which is exactly why I’m going to stay. The Senosi have to be stopped. After that…” Shayera seemed to steel herself. “The Highwind Council needs to know what your people are up to. But I can’t just leave and let this happen. There’s no time to get reinforcements.”

	Just like last night in the inn, I wanted to argue the point. I wanted to convince her that the only remotely sensible course of action for the princess of Highwind was for her to get on Mithros and ride back home as fast as she could. This wasn’t her fight. Vorsalos wasn’t her responsibility. 

	But I already knew her well enough to understand that if this morning’s calamity hadn’t scared her away, then there was nothing I could possibly say that would get through to her. She was going to do this whether I helped her or not. 

	Dammit.

	“Unless something changed with their timetable, the amazon was supposed to arrive at Tel Noroth last night,” I said, recalling what we had overhead at Tanisgarde. 

	“Then we need to get there as soon as possible,” Shayera said, leaning all the way up. “We only have five or six hours left until nightfall.”

	“Unless you know something I don’t, there’s no way to swim across the gulf,” I reminded her. “There’s no bridge, and it’s not like we have a ship.”

	“There are several piers along the coast, mostly attached to the large estates and plantations. We could borrow a boat.”

	“Any vessel that could bear a leophon’s weight would be too much for the two of us to handle,” I pointed out, not bothering to bring up the ten other obvious reasons that trying to steal a boat from a noble’s estate would be a terrible idea. Most of the plantations outside Vorsalos were practically small fortresses unto themselves, complete with palisades and watchtowers and dozens of soldiers. 

	Shayera didn’t contest the point, which probably meant that she had come to the same conclusion on her own. “Going all the way around by land will take too long. If they attack tonight, we’ll be too late.”

	“True, but we don’t know if they will attack tonight.”

	“Why would they wait?”

	I shrugged. “I’m not sure, but Farah didn’t seem to be expecting an attack that soon. She made it sound like I’d have a few days to teach the Corvosi how to close fractures and fight undead. Then again, she may not know the exact timetable.”

	Shayera pursed her lips. “I don’t see how an undead army could wait outside Tel Noroth for long without someone in Vorsalos realizing it. The tower must get fresh supplies delivered every week or so.”

	“Probably, but the garrison at the tower is small, and soldiers usually get posted there for about a month at a time.”

	She arched an eyebrow. “How do you know that?”

	“Zarul briefings are quite thorough,” I replied soberly. “I probably know more about Vorsalosian military deployments than the Regent Lord does, if only because we actually pay attention.”

	I stood up and leaned against a gnarled oak as I tried to remember everything Farah’s operatives had passed along about the old tower. Tel Noroth hadn’t been a strategically vital outpost since the War of Three Cities almost a century ago. The peninsula it rested upon, the Brittle Finger, had once been used by Graygale as a staging area for an invasion, but today the Vorsalosian navy was almost triple the size of the other city-states’ of the Reaches. That, combined with the Raven Gate choking off any encroachment by land from the north, meant that Tel Noroth was mostly a glorified lighthouse with only a token garrison for protection. And the Brittle Finger was mostly filled with fisherman, farmers, and loggers. 

	“An army at Tel Noroth can’t attack Vorsalos without ships to get them across the gulf,” I said after a moment. “I have no idea how Veleca plans to overcome that hurdle. You can’t just stuff a few thousand shambling corpses onto a dinghy and give them a push.”

	Shayera considered. “The Vorsalosian fleet would never allow transports into the gulf. Or do you think the Regent Lord has ordered some of his own war galleons to pick up the army? He is planning to ‘save’ the city from an attack.”

	I shook my head. “That seems pretty far-fetched. It’s one thing to have his Corvosi show up and save the day, it’s another to convince the crew of a war galleon to pick up an undead army and deliver them to the city. There’s no way they could keep something like that a secret.”

	“Then how are they going to move the army? I doubt zombies are great swimmers.”

	“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I doubt Farah would have told me if I’d asked…if she even knows.”

	Shayera’s eyes narrowed slightly as she looked off to the west. Not that either of us could see anything through the vibrant red and gold autumn foliage. “What about your magic?”

	I frowned. “What do you mean?”

	“You’ve developed a new kind of teleportation magic, right?” she asked. “Could Farah be planning to teleport them across the water?”

	“I’m the only one here who knows the technique. And there’s no way I could move thousands of soldiers. Even the Wyrm Lords never had that kind of power.”

	Her eyes flicked back to me. “What about moving just us across the gulf?”

	“No,” I said, a bit more pointedly than I intended. “The gulf is miles across. Anything beyond a short distance is very dangerous. And even if I could do it, there’s no way I could bring Mithros with us. He’s too big.”

	Shayera sighed but nodded in acceptance. “Then we’ll have to go around. We should get moving.”

	Resigned, I ran a hand over my face. I still harbored plenty of doubts about her plan to liberate the amazon girl. My studies on the Pale had included learning a great deal about demons, including exorcisms. If performed quickly and skillfully, a possessed subject might be able to recover. But at this point, the demon was so thoroughly embedded that the amazon would never survive an exorcism, even by someone as powerful as Shayera’s father, the Highlord of the Eternal Dawn.

	Still, it wasn’t as if we had any better options, and doing something felt better than waiting here. Besides, if there were any fractures on the peninsula, I could hopefully seal them before any more demons escaped. That alone could save lives. 

	Traveling north would also get us farther away from Farah. She had surely figured out that Shayera had escaped by now, and her network of goons were probably already scouring the city for us. Eventually, they would expand their search outside the city as well…

	“Mithros shouldn’t be far,” I said. “At least, I hope he isn’t. Do you think you can find him?”

	“Of course I can,” Shayera said, twisting around to study the nearby trees. “We’re a few miles east of the gate, right?”

	I nodded, wondering how she could have possibly known that at a glance. “I think the clearing where you left him is maybe a half a mile north or so.”

	“Less than that,” she said, bracing her hand against the ground and trying to stand. I took hold of her arm to help her up, but she only made it halfway before her face went pale. She groaned and shook her head, and I eased her back down. 

	“You shouldn’t go anywhere,” I told her. “You need rest.”

	“No, I need energy,” Shayera corrected. “Sleep is for girls without vatari dust branded into their flesh.”

	I chuckled softly, but when her turquoise gaze intensified, I realized she wasn’t joking around.

	“You’re serious?” I asked. “Right now? Here?”

	“Why not?”

	“Well, because…everything.”

	Shayera raised an eyebrow. “Let me get this straight: a beautiful woman in her soggy underwear is lying in front of you asking to suck your cock…and you’re going to tell her no?”

	My mouth opened. She made a good point. A very good point, in fact, though I didn’t have time to process my mistake before she giggled, grabbed my head, and pulled me back in for another kiss. 

	She shed the cloak in a few deft motions, spreading it out to provide a place to lie down. I felt her legs slide apart, inviting me between them, and as our tongues swirled together, a tide of memories from last night washed over me. It had been, without a doubt, one of the best memories of my life. The moment I had opened that door and seen her in that dress…

	“Mmm,” she moaned softly when she pulled away. Her eyes gazed into mine like twin tropical seas before she smiled and drew my ear down to her lips. “You’re going to have to do all the work for me. Can you handle that?”

	“Yeah,” I breathed. “Absolutely.”

	“Good,” she said, her teeth grazing my earlobe. “You can use me however you want. I just need a quick hit, all right?”

	I nodded silently. 

	“Then what’s it going to be?” she asked. “Tits or mouth?”

	It was an excellent question. My thoughts flashed back to the night before last, after our escape from Tanisgarde. I could almost feel my cock sliding between her ample breasts again, her warm tongue extended to greet my tip every time I pushed forward. She had looked absolutely stunning at the end, with her tattoos glowing beneath the thick ropes of cum I left on her tits and face…

	But then I remembered the first night we’d met and how hard she had worked to get my cock all the way down her throat—a challenge she hadn’t quite been able to complete before I burst. 

	Well, perhaps it was time to give her another chance. 

	Leaning up, I reached down to unbuckle my belt. The fact that her fingers didn’t beat me to it was the clearest sign yet of her fatigue. She just watched my movements with her blue-green eyes, her tongue eagerly moistening her lips as if I were about to serve her a hot meal. I supposed I was. 

	My cock was hard, ready, and thoroughly aching when it sprang free, and Shayera actually gasped at the sight as if she had forgotten despite how well acquainted they had gotten these past few days. Pushing my trousers past my knees, I scuttled forward to straddle her waist, then gradually brought my manhood to her waiting mouth so that I could feed her properly…

	“Wait!” she gasped a split second before the tip reached her outstretched tongue.

	I paused, pulse pounding. “W-what?”

	“I told you that you’d have to do all the work for me,” she said, tongue flicking hungrily across her lips again. “Well, you know my rule about sucking cock.”

	I hesitated, wondering what kind of game she was playing now, when my eyes locked onto the red straps of her soaked bra. 

	You perfect little slut. 

	I bent forward enough that I could reach behind her back and unfasten it. Shayera smiled up at me the entire time, body limp but breaths heavy, enjoying every second of her “I’m too weak to help” routine. I swear, she seemed to feed off anticipation as easily as magic. 

	And then her tits were free. I gazed down at them, enthralled, my manhood throbbing in midair as I seriously reconsidered my decision not to grab hold and fuck them after all. They were so exquisitely soft, so perfectly round and squishy, that it was almost impossible not to devour them outright. 

	Quick hit. She just needs a quick hit! But maybe later…

	“That’s better,” Shayera cooed, lazily dragging her fingertips over her erect nipples, then letting her hands fall to her sides. “Now, come on, I’m waiting!”

	“You asked for it,” I said, shuffling back up her waist. “So take it!”

	This time, nothing stopped the tip of my cock from penetrating her lips. I groaned as the heat of her mouth enveloped me, watching in breathless wonder as my long, thick shaft slowly disappeared inside her. Her blue-green eyes began to flutter when I finally met resistance, the tight muscles at the start of her throat folding in around me, but she didn’t gasp or choke or lift her hands to stop me. She had clearly meant what she’d said. 

	I can use her however I want. 

	And I did. Sliding my hands back through her blond hair, I got a firm grip on her skull before I pulled back and began pumping in earnest. She groaned each time I pushed, her fingernails squeezing into the back of my thighs for support. I could feel her trying to relax her throat, allowing me to delve further each time. But while she took me deeper than any other woman ever had, the last half an inch continued to elude her. And with the rate my heart was accelerating, she only had a few more seconds before I gave her a well-earned meal…

	Just as I drove into her again, still unable to fit my full length, her hands frantically tapped my thighs in the universal signal for relief. I abruptly pulled back, fearing that I had hurt her. But she shook her head as she gasped and panted for breath. 

	“I’m fine,” she insisted hoarsely, licking the spittle from her lips. “But you have to stop being so gentle.”

	I blinked. Gentle? I just had my hands on the back of your skull while I jabbed my cock down your throat! 

	“What?”

	“I told you to use me, so use me,” Shayera said, eyes locking onto mine. “Fuck my face, all right? Really fuck it. We’re not going anywhere until you feed me that last inch.”

	Nodding mechanically, my heart skipping at least two beats, I slipped my hands back around her head, fed my cock between her lips, and then slammed my manhood straight down her throat. 

	I fucked her. Not slowly or carefully, but as hard and fast as when I had been pounding her virgin quim last night. Her eyes began to water, and her choking gasps became more frantic every moment, but I knew she would be even more upset if I stopped. I pushed and pushed and pushed, my balls slapping against her chin…

	And then finally, miraculously, I bottomed out. I held her firmly in place, leaving my manhood wedged down her throat like a gag. She couldn’t swallow. She could hardly breathe. 

	But she could cum…and that’s exactly what she did. 

	Her nails clawed into my thighs as her body convulsed, her eyes rolling back in bliss at her achievement—an achievement I instantly rewarded. My cock detonated inside her throat, injecting my seed straight down her gullet. It was the quick hit she wanted…and the quick release I needed. 

	I continued holding my cock inside her even after I’d fired the last spurt, cradling her almost protectively as her tattoos blazed and another climax rippled through her. There was an audible pop when I finally released her head so I could slide out, and she gasped for breath and pinched her own nipples as she fed upon my bounty, sprawled on her back like a vision of wanton lust. I was just about to crawl between her legs to get my own feast when she unexpectedly leaned up, eyes wide and still glowing brilliantly. 

	“I knew I could do it,” she panted. “You better not have doubted me.”

	I shook my head in wonder. “I didn’t,” I told her. “Not even for a moment.”

	 

	 

	
3 
Arkney Falls

	 

	Mirek

	 

	“Another day, another woman on my brother’s arm,” Taras said, chuckling quietly as he glanced down over the balcony to the carriage rolling leisurely out the villa’s gate. The house guards promptly swung the steel bars shut behind them as if to punctuate the fact that the passengers were no longer welcome here. 

	“They never made it to my arm,” I told him, lifting the glass of golden liqueur to my lips. The sweet burn down my throat was a welcome palate cleanser for the afternoon’s unnecessary drama. “Dad made sure of that.”

	My brother’s lip twisted into a grimace. “Father must have known they wouldn’t agree to the terms even before he invited them here. Breeding rights for both daughters? He treats the girls like cattle and expects their father to smile and nod.”

	“Our family has twice the land and three times the influence. He assumes that everyone is as willing to debase themselves for status as he is.”

	“He only wants what is best for the family,” Taras said, his tone suddenly reproachful. It was probably his most annoying habit. He was perfectly content to criticize Father, but the moment anyone else did, he took exception. 

	I gulped down the rest of my liqueur rather than argue the point. Spoiling one of our increasingly rare moments together seemed a waste. In a few hours, he would be back with the army and I would be back in the Aetherium. 

	“I admit, there was a moment there when I thought the girls would convince their parents to go along with it,” Taras said, offering me a coy smile. “Almost like you had met them before.”

	“Once or twice,” I admitted evenly. He didn’t need to know that I had slept with the younger sister about a month ago, or that the older one had crawled under the table both times we had met in the plaza for lunch this week. They were both sweet girls, in their own way, but I wasn’t a fool. They weren’t interested in me; they were interested in the fact that I was a rare unmarried nobleman who could put a sorcerer in their bellies. 

	My brother chuckled. “Do you never get tired of the changing scenery? Do you ever wish I saw you with the same girl twice?”

	“Not really,” I replied, smiling thinly as I poured myself another drink. “Unlike you, I never mind a change in scenery. It’s another reason you shouldn’t have joined the army.”

	“Someone in this family has to secure the future of the Imperium. We can’t all spend our days in libraries and laboratories.”

	There was no hint of bitterness in his voice, no undercurrent of jealousy or regret. No matter how long the war with Galvia dragged on, or how many young men died on cold, forsaken battlefields, Taras still believed in what he was doing. I wished I understood why. 

	After forcing our army to retreat from Lyebel, the Galvians had continued to push south. They had driven our forces all the way back to the border at Geriskhad—an absolute humiliation for the emperor, the Council, and the military leadership. 

	Yet disaster for some was opportunity for others. If not for Taras’s quick thinking and bravery, none of our forces would have made it back. Now his name was being spoken in cities and estates the Imperium over.

	“You will find her, you know,” he said, joining me to pour himself another glass. “Probably without Father’s help.”

	“‘Her?’” I asked.

	“A girl. A wife. A reason to come home each night rather than sleep in whatever dreary, cramped quarters they’ve given you.”

	“Maybe,” I said, glancing away. “If only I had your charm.”

	I tapped my glass against his, then downed it in a single gulp. My head was already to starting to swim, but I didn’t mind. It would take the sting out of the inevitable argument I would have with our father tonight. 

	“I’m being serious,” Taras said. “This is more important than your studies or magic or even the war.”

	I could tell that he meant every word—his brown eyes always had a certain gravity to them when he discussed matters of family. He was only twenty-seven, just a few years older than me, but he had been married for almost a decade. His sons weren’t that many years away from picking up swords themselves. 

	“Father seems to agree with you,” I said. “Though at this rate, he’ll have annoyed every noble family in the Imperium before they accept his terms.”

	“That’s why you need to find her on your own. And soon.”

	I smirked. “And how exactly do you imagine I should go about doing that?”

	“You’ll know it when you meet her,” Taras said sagely. “And she’ll change your life, Mirek. I promise you that.”

	 

	Given how long and how deeply Shayera kissed me after I’d fed her, it was nothing short of a miracle that I didn’t end up pushing her down and fucking her on the grass. Frankly, it was just as amazing that she wasn’t begging me to do just that. If there was one thing I had discovered about my companion over the past few days, it was how insatiable she was even when she hadn’t been completely drained. There was no way that a single load of my seed had charged her all the way back up, but she didn’t need that as an excuse. 

	For now, though, she just wanted to kiss. It was a full-body embrace, her legs wrapped around my waist, her arms slung around the back of my neck, and her bare tits pressed against my chest. I longed to shed my doublet, to feel her silken skin and taut nipples with no barrier between us, but that would have meant pulling away from her warm, glowing body and ending the long, leisurely duet of our tongues.

	I had never been with a woman whose tongue was this passionate, but I had also never been with a woman who begged me to fuck her face…or who literally glowed afterward. 

	And there was no going back. 

	Our common sense eventually triumphed over our lust, and Shayera smiled at me when she pulled away, the glow of her markings finally starting to fade. “Now that I’ve pulled that off once, I’m going to have to keep doing it,” she said huskily, though she didn’t sound nearly as hoarse as before. “Sucking cock is like any other skill—it takes practice to maintain excellence.”

	“I’m willing to help,” I said.

	“How chivalrous,” she replied, her smile turning cheeky. “I never realized Crell were so noble.”

	“We’re basically paladins. Always willing to help a damsel in need.”

	Shayera giggled, a sweet sound that made my heart flutter and my cock stiffen, before she abruptly sprang off me, clearly rejuvenated. “We need to get back to Mithros. But first, I need to check on my things.”

	After retrieving her discarded bra, she leaned down to open her pack and inspect her gear. It was all soaked, of course, though her leather bodice and matching trousers seemed fine—no doubt a result of the faint protective enchantment I could sense woven through the material to strengthen it. Her red dress, on the other hand…

	“I almost burned down that ship,” she said, scowling at the sodden silk. “Now I wish I had.”

	“It’s all right,” I soothed.

	Shayera whipped her head around. The heat of her glare wasn’t diminished in the slightest despite the fact she was topless. “No, it’s not! Do you have any idea—”

	“I mean I can fix it,” I explained. “One of the benefits of arcane magic.”

	She paused, her annoyance melting into confusion as I stepped over to her. “How do you think your armor was protected?” I said. “Arcane magic is at the heart of all artifice.”

	Reaching out to the Aether, I touched the rumpled fabric. I knew that getting rid of the water was the first priority, and it was a relatively simple matter to draw out the moisture from the fabric. The lingering damage to the silk was a bit trickier. I wasn’t a tailor by any stretch of the imagination, but I didn’t need to be to make simple repairs. While restoring flesh was typically the purview of so-called light or water magic, only arcane magic could reliably repair inanimate objects. I may not have been an Avetharri Arcanist, able to forge golems or craft impeccable suits of moonsilver armor, but I could definitely handle minor repairs to a silk dress. 

	“Good as new,” I said a few moments later, inspecting my handiwork. The dress was still a bit rumpled, but it was nothing a bit of fresh air wouldn’t cure. 

	“How…?” Shayera breathed, staring as if I’d just resurrected the dead. 

	“Oh, just a little magic.” I found myself grinning and had to struggle not to bask in her amazement. “I don’t even charge for the service.”

	“Your loss. I’d definitely let you fuck me for this.”

	“Maybe later. Preferably while wearing it again.”

	She smiled and leaned up to kiss me again. Between her obsession with fashion and her impossibly soft body, it was difficult to believe that a woman so…well, girly…could also be the deadliest duelist I had ever met. Life really was quite different outside the Imperium…

	“Let’s pack up and find Mithros,” Shayera said, lovingly rubbing her fingers across the red fabric. “I’ll repay you for this later.”

	She quickly got dressed, sliding back into her leather armor before carefully folding and packing up her dress. Within a few minutes, her swords were on her hips and her bow was clasped to her back alongside with her pack, and we started heading north. 

	I may not have been able to find my way back to Mithros, but Shayera had no trouble with it at all. She got her bearings just a few minutes after we started walking, and less than half an hour later, we found ourselves strolling into the familiar clearing where the leophon was supposed to be waiting for us. When the beast didn’t immediately reveal himself, however, I feared that Farah might have sent some of her people out here to try and neutralize him…

	But my fears were swiftly banished when Mithros sauntered out of the bushes, his ears perked up in alert even as his green eyes locked onto his beloved person. His dark gray fur rippled pleasantly when Shayera dashed over to give him a hug, his wings flaring briefly before folding against his flanks.

	As they had their reunion, I paused a moment to scold myself for letting my growing paranoia get the better of me. Farah probably didn’t even know about the existence of the leophon, let alone this particular clearing. She might have been an excellent operative, but she was not omniscient. I needed to remember that before I started overthinking everything. 

	“How’s he doing?” I asked, walking up behind Shayera but still keeping my distance from the huge feline. One day, perhaps, I might be brave enough to relax around him. But for now, I was still having trouble looking away from his massive teeth and the bulging muscles beneath his fur. 

	Mithros’s feline eyes fixed on me, and he bared his teeth further. A low growl sounded in his throat, making his displeasure with me clear. 

	“Just a little grumpy that I didn’t come find him first thing in the morning,” Shayera cooed in a high-pitched, “baby talk” voice while she scratched his neck. “But he’ll get over it once we start moving.”

	I couldn’t stop smiling while I watched her love on him. At moments like this, when she was babbling cute nothings into the ear of an oversized, crippled cat, it was easy to forget that an hour ago, Shayera had fought through a ship filled with thugs before swimming from open water all the way back to shore. She was nothing if not a bundle of contradictions. 

	When she eventually rose back to her feet to retrieve the hidden saddle, I turned my gaze north. Thanks to yesterday’s trip, the image of the road and its twists and turns was still fresh in my mind. We would need to travel almost twice as far north as Tanisgarde, and that was just to reach Arkney Falls. After that, we’d have to hook around and head south almost the same distance down the Brittle Finger. Realistically, there was no way we would make it to Tel Noroth before dawn tomorrow. We were going to have to stop and rest somewhere…and pray that Veleca wasn’t planning on launching her attack tonight. 

	Distantly, I wondered if it might be worth sticking closer to the coast just to see if we spotted any ships lurking somewhere in the gulf. Veleca must have had something in mind to move her undead soldiers. Otherwise, why would she have gathered them on the peninsula instead of closer to the city?

	There are other ways to get answers, I thought. What am I waiting for?

	I hissed softly at the thought. I had never shied away from using divination magic when the situation called for it. Such spells were one of if not the most powerful tool in an arcanist’s kit. They weren’t foolproof, by any means, but they had been an enormous help in my original quest to track down Veleca. It was how I had known about the Runic Focus in the first place. 

	Yet something about them unsettled me. It always felt as if I was groping blindly through something that knew I was there. 

	Setting my jaw, I reached out to the Aether and allowed its warm currents to flow through my body. Divination spells were different than most other channeling techniques; while conjuring a fireball or summoning a defensive barrier required shaping the Aether into a specific pattern, peering into the future required submerging oneself into the Aether as a whole, and locating patterns that already existed. 

	The Aether filled the world just like the air I was breathing. It wove through everything, visible and invisible. But it was more than just another element—if the legends were true, it was the very essence of the gods which had been spilled across the world during the Godswar, ages before the Avetharri rose to power. The ancient god Abalor, worshiped by some as an aspect of time (and others as an aspect of death, like whomever had made the idol we had found in Tanisgarde) was believed to possess the ability to peer into both the past and future as easily as a human might look through a window. Whether that was true or not, the Aether could still grant that gift to mortals who knew which curtains to open and which to leave shut. 

	And so I looked. A torrent of images flashed in front of me all at once, a twisting, indecipherable tapestry of colors, faces, and places. But when I finally gained some control over the chaos, centering myself and focusing on individual threads rather than everything at once, specific images gradually coalesced. 

	I saw Tel Noroth, the ancient elven tower still standing silent vigil over the Broken Sea. I saw a lone female figure upon the battlements. And beneath her was…

	Nothing. There was no army, no horde of undead gathered below. There were no Senosi at her back or warships in the bay, either, just a tower, an amazon, and a massive shadow that stretched across the entire landscape. 

	A shadow with the shape of a dragon. 

	“Mirek?”

	I gasped and opened my eyes, not even realizing that I had closed them. Shayera was standing next to me, her hand on my arm and her face dark with worry. Mithros was just a few yards behind her, fully saddled and looking decidedly impatient. 

	“Sorry,” I wheezed. I’d forgotten at some point that my lungs were empty. I cleared my throat and tried to find my voice. “I was…somewhere else.”

	Both of Shayera’s eyebrows lifted. “How does that work?”

	“Just looking for clues. A bit of divination magic.”

	“Trying to figure out what’s going to happen next?” she asked, the corner of her lip curling upward. “Isn’t that cheating?”

	“I wish,” I murmured. “I was trying to scry on the tower, but there wasn’t much to see. There was no army, just the amazon.”

	Shayera’s half smile vanished. “You think the undead have already left?”

	“I…I don’t know.”

	“Maybe they’re already on ships,” Shayera suggested, nibbling at her cheek and turning her eyes west toward Vorsalos. “They could be sitting in the gulf just waiting for nightfall to attack.”

	“Maybe. But then why would the amazon not be with them?”

	She paused. “Maybe she’s not part of the battle.”

	“Why would a demon want to be anywhere else?” I asked. “No, there’s something else going on. Something we’re missing.”

	Shayera drew in a breath. “We should stick to the shore as we head north. Maybe we’ll be able to see some ships.”

	I nodded idly, having planned to do that anyway. “There was one more thing. The tower was cloaked in a big shadow…a shadow shaped like a dragon.”

	She blinked. “Excuse me?”

	“I don’t know,” I admitted, shaking my head. “Scrying magic isn’t usually heavy on symbolism—that kind of nonsense usually only comes from someone who smoked too much lotus. But sometimes the patterns are difficult to translate and take unusual forms.”

	“Meaning what?”

	I shrugged. “Meaning maybe the Dragon of Highwind could show up and save us all at the last minute.”

	It was meant as a glib joke, but from the way her expression went rigid I could tell that it hadn’t landed that way. 

	“That’s impossible,” she whispered.

	I frowned, curious about the sudden shift in her mood. Did she know something about the fate of the dragon that no one else did? Her family was closely connected to the dragon’s closest allies…

	“We’ve already wasted too much time,” Shayera said, striding to Mithros. “And we have a long way to go.”

	“Right,” I said, filing away the strange vision. “Lead on.”

	 

	***

	 

	We spent the first several hours in near silence as we retreaded old ground, though Shayera pushed Mithros much harder than she had our last trip. Only three days had passed since we’d initially met, yet the fun, flirty adventure we’d enjoyed before reaching Tanisgarde already felt like a far-off dream. After fighting a demon and stumbling into an undead horde, everything felt much more real. 

	And yet, Shayera’s spirit didn’t seem diminished. The dark mood that had swept over her at my portent quickly passed, leaving behind the sweet, playful young woman who already had me enthralled. She pointed out pretty vistas on the trail, and she kept my arms wrapped securely around her waist as if the mere heat of my hands on her stomach was a source of strength and resolve. 

	We kept close to the shoreline whenever we could, though that proved more problematic than I anticipated. Hundreds of miles away in Nelu’Thalas, two people riding around on a leophon probably wouldn’t have raised any eyebrows, but here in the Northern Reaches it drew a lot of attention from farmers, laborers, and others who saw us pass. That, combined with the fact that the plantations and farms outside the city walls all hugged the water, meant that we couldn’t keep our eyes on the gulf nearly as much as we wanted. 

	Still, we managed to find a few spots where we could get close and look around, including the edge of one particularly large vineyard that Shayera claimed had once been visited by the dragon himself when he had taken on the Lecasi Brotherhood, a major smuggling cartel that had vanished decades ago. But despite the open stretch of shore, our lack of a spyglass limited how accurately we could see. Even the narrowest part of the gulf was several miles wide, and there were plenty of fishing boats, large and small, out at all times. We didn’t spot any warships, however, nor any merchant galleons or other large vessels that could be used for transport. Whatever the hell Veleca was planning, it didn’t seem as simple as transporting her soldiers from one shore to the other. 

	When daylight started to wane, Shayera began to push Mithros even harder. The land sloped upward, and we reached the apex of the gulf, Arkney Falls, just before dusk. The loud, roaring cascade was the narrowest part of the gulf but no more traversable than anywhere else—less so, frankly, unless a person fancied being pulled over the edge and smashed against the rocks below. But it was a good enough place to stop for a quick rest, since the nearest village was only about half a mile north just before the road turned northeast toward the Raven Gate. 

	“One day we’ll figure out how to get you in the air, don’t worry,” Shayera whispered to Mithros as he stretched out to drink from the water rushing along the rocky shore. “And you’ll love it, I promise.”

	“While he rests a bit, I could go into the village to see about buying us some supplies,” I said, bracing myself to make a suggestion I had been putting off for hours. “Though to be perfectly honest, we might want to consider just staying there for the night.”

	“What? The tower’s only six hours away. Or maybe seven or eight if we’re traveling at night.”

	“I know, which is exactly why we shouldn’t bother. If Veleca’s forces are going to attack tonight, we’re already too late.” 

	“But—”

	“And if they aren’t,” I continued, raising my hands plaintively, “then there’s no reason to show up completely exhausted. We’re also much better off engaging demons and undead in the daylight. Anything else is suicide.” 

	I expected her to argue the point, especially when her turquoise eyes hardened like they were about to blast me with magic. But then her shoulders sagged, and she reluctantly nodded. 

	“You’re right,” she conceded. “If we leave at first light, we should be able to get there before noon.”

	I hid a relieved smile, thankful to have avoided the debate. “I wouldn’t be surprised if the village has a small inn for the handful of merchants and travelers who use the Raven Gate to trade with Icewatch and the plains north of Highwind.”

	“We could use the supplies, anyway,” Shayera said. “Though there is one problem.”

	“What’s that?”

	“I spent the last of the silver I won from you on my dress. You’re going to have to pay for everything.”

	I snorted, then laughed, and she smiled slyly in return. I didn’t actually have much coin on me—Farah had been providing me with all I needed up until this point, and that was obviously at an end. Still, the hundred or so silver I had left could easily handle basic needs for a while yet. 

	“Well, boy, I don’t think you’ll be any more welcome in the village than in Vorsalos,” Shayera said, leaning down to pet Mithros again. “You need to stick around here and stay out of trouble, all right? Just eat some fish and relax or something.”

	The leophon continued drinking, unwilling or unable to get up off his belly. From the abrupt, dismissive flick of his tail, I decided it was the former. Willfulness wasn’t a coveted characteristic in a mount, but for whatever reason, I was starting to find it charming. One of my friends in the Aetherium had once told me that her lazy, moody housecat must have had more powerful magic at his disposal than the Sovereigns, considering how she always felt compelled to dote on him despite his obstinance. I hadn’t understood it at the time, but it was all starting to make sense now. 

	“Let’s figure out a place to hide his saddle, then we can head into town,” Shayera said, already eyeing a lonely stand of birch trees. “Hopefully he’ll be too tired to hunt anyone’s livestock…”

	Night closed in within minutes of getting Mithros’s saddle safely stowed, and the two of us turned north along the river, following the split in the road just before the bridge across the falls. The ground rose slowly but steadily. Within an hour, we reached another, smaller waterfall and the settlement beyond it: Blackpool, a sleepy-looking lakeside village of fishermen and loggers. As far as I knew, it was the northernmost settlement short of the frigid, barbarian-infested wasteland of the White Ridge. And just like I’d hoped, it did indeed have a relatively nice inn designed to cater to merchants who moved their goods by land through the Raven Gate rather than by sea through Vorsalos, braving the frozen tundra in the hopes of avoiding tariffs and official inspections. 

	That said, the innkeeper still seemed shocked when two travelers opened his door on an otherwise peaceful autumn evening. He rushed over to greet us, took in my fine clothes and Shayera’s weapons at a glance, and quickly offered us everything from a warm bath to a hot meal to a cozy place by the fire. My paranoia briefly kicked in when I thought about Shayera being poisoned this morning, but there was obviously no way that Farah or her thugs could have possibly known where we were going or bribed this particular innkeeper. I overpaid him for a single room—one of only three in the building—then headed upstairs to investigate. 

	The room—the suite, really—was much fancier than I anticipated, and considerably more spacious, too. The bed was easily large enough for two people, and there was a walk-in closet, a full wardrobe, and two plush chairs with a tea table in case guests wanted to read or chat in private rather than in the common room downstairs. The gnarled wood in the walls and floor gave off the impression of a rustic cabin in the woods, an illusion complemented by the gorgeous view of the Blackpool waterfall about fifty feet behind the inn. It was much smaller than the deadly rushing waters of Arkney Falls a half mile south, but the village’s eponymous lake still ran off the edge of a jagged hill to join the myriad streams feeding into the gulf. 

	All in all, this otherwise sleepy inn was easily as upscale as anything in Vorsalos. I revised my estimate of how much merchant traffic must come through here—or at least how wealthy the visitors must have been to justify such accommodations. Perhaps it was a neutral location where nobles from Highwind and Vorsalos could meet without the scrutiny of the Regent Lord or the Raven Court. If so, even the Zarul didn’t know about it. 

	Shayera lingered behind a few minutes to give the innkeeper instructions on drying out her dress by the fire. By the time she walked through the door, I had already shed my doublet and started working on unbuttoning the shirt beneath. 

	“Everything all right?” I asked. 

	“It might need a few more of your repairs after it dries, but it should be,” she said. “I made certain he understood the gravity of the situation.”

	I turned away before she could see me smirk. One day, I needed to take her to an actual Elashi or Talishite market down south. Farah may have been a cold-hearted bitch, but she was nothing if not fashionable. Some of her dresses could break a man’s will with nothing but a glance. I couldn’t even imagine how incredible they would look on Shay. 

	As if I needed more incentive to survive a battle against an undead army and avoid getting murdered by Farah’s thugs. 

	“I think I’ll tell him to start heating the water,” I said. “You can go first if—”

	“No time for a bath,” Shayera said, tossing her breastplate onto the floor. “Besides, we won’t need it.”

	I turned and arched an eyebrow at her. She had already stripped off her stylish sash and started unbuttoning her trousers, and my pulse began to pound. Was she about to demand that I throw her onto the bed and start fucking her right away? 

	Not that I would mind. Perhaps a bath after we got dirty made a bit more sense…

	But amazingly, she didn’t jump onto the bed once her trousers hit the floor, or even after she had stripped off her bra and panties. Standing gloriously naked, she instead glided over to the window and squinted through the glass. 

	“Doesn’t look like anyone’s out there right now,” she said. “But you might want to cloak us in your magic just in case.”

	I blinked, hands still frozen halfway down my shirt. “Um…what?”

	“To get to the waterfall!” she said as if it were obvious. “So we can clean up.”

	My mouth stayed open as I eyed her naked body, struggling to decide if she was serious or just teasing me. But this was Shayera—she would have no trouble doing both at once. 

	“Erm,” I mumbled, stepping up behind her and placing a hand on her bare shoulder. I still didn’t understand how it was possible for anyone to feel this soft. “That water will be freezing cold.”

	“So?” she asked, flashing me an impish smile. “Worried about shriveling up?”

	“No,” I replied emphatically. It could have been cold enough to freeze the ocean out there and the sight of her body still would have kept me hard. 

	“Good,” she crooned, her fingers sliding up through my half-unbuttoned shirt. “Because I promise I’ll figure out a way to keep you warm.”

	I had my shirt off and my trousers unbuttoned in record time, and I left my good sense bundled up with them in a heap on the floor. She cracked open the window, blasting us with a brisk burst of autumn air that pierced my flesh down to the bone. 

	“Like dancing in the Moonweald beneath the starlight,” Shayera said, not shivering in the slightest despite the trail of goosebumps along her arms. “You’re a tough southern boy; I’m sure you can take it.”

	My first thought was to mention that Crell was to the south, not in the south—Drakendaar, the Imperial capital, was almost exactly in the center of Torsia, hundreds of miles north of the sweeping sands of Elashi and Talisham. My second, less pedantic thought was how much I had been dreading the wrath of a true northern winter ever since I had arrived this past summer. 

	My third thought was that none of this mattered, because right then I would have gladly followed her to the void and back if that was what she wanted. 

	“It’s not that far,” I said, peering past her. The sun was long gone at this point, but between the moon and the lights from the village, I could still see the rushing water and the path leading to the base of the falls reasonably well. “I could teleport us.”

	Shayera snorted. “That’s cheating!”

	I frowned. “How—?”

	“Half the fun of skinny-dipping is sneaking out the window while no one sees. Are you really telling me you’ve never done anything like this before?”

	“No,” I admitted.

	“Good. That will make it even more fun.”

	She swung her right leg out through the window, then eased the rest of her body through the gap. My heart skipped several beats as I glanced around the bushes behind the inn, half-expecting some night watchman to raise a cry at the sight of the naked elf about to scale down the side of the building. But then she reached out her hand to take mine. 

	“Come on!”

	I took her hand. She pulled me out next to her on the windowsill with surprising force, a mischievous bent to her lips. 

	She didn’t climb down, of course. That would be too easy. No, she leapt backward, performed a dramatic somersault, and then landed firmly on her feet. It was an impressively graceful display I had no hope of matching, and I almost teleported to the ground just to return the favor. But we were only on the second story, and the building’s weathered wood exterior had a few handholds to help me on the way. I landed without embarrassing myself, the chill of the wind forgotten as she grabbed my hand and tugged me along toward the waterfall. 

	A fine spray of cold water greeted us when we got close to the falls’ base, and the crashing water was louder than I had expected for what was essentially runoff from a narrow cliff fifteen feet above us. The cozy little space here was a recess almost like the crook of a cane, with a five-foot gap between the falling water and the sheer rock face behind—a perfect little spot to hide if you didn’t mind freezing to death. 

	“Here’s the real test of character I’ve been waiting for,” Shayera said as she crept up to the edge of the pool just behind the spray of the falls. She still wasn’t shivering, though even in the darkness I could see that her nipples had turned hard as glass. “The kind that will tell me what kind of man you really are.”

	“Whether or not I cheat and protect myself with magic?” I asked, trying to stop my teeth from chattering while silently cursing myself for not studying fire magic at the Aetherium. 

	She laughed. “If you were that much of a coward, you never would have challenged me to a duel in that tavern. And I certainly wouldn’t have invited you back to my room to suck you off.”

	“Then what’s the test?”

	She planted a hand on her hip, and her smile transformed from mischievous to outright sadistic. “Whether you stick in a toe to test the water or jump right in.”

	I grunted and looked down at the swirling water. It was too dark for me to see the bottom, but I doubted it was more than three or four feet deep. Still, three or four feet would submerge at least half my body—not to mention my balls. If I survived the shock, I doubted that even her magical mouth would be able to resuscitate me. 

	Who am I kidding? Her lips could wake a dead man. 

	“What happens if I fail the test?” I asked, teeth chattering. 

	Shayera shrugged. “I’ll never wear that dress for you again. Oh, and I won’t let you fuck me tonight.”

	I glowered at her. “That’s an idle threat. You need me to charge you up.”

	“I didn’t say I wouldn’t get you off, just that I wouldn’t let you fuck me. You might not even get my mouth, just my hand.” She pinched her thumb and index finger together and made a slow stroking motion. “Maybe even just two fingers. Wouldn’t that be disappointing?”

	I wasn’t fooled. After last night, I knew there was no way in the bloody void she would settle for handjob. One way or another, she was going to be filled with—and probably covered by—multiple loads of my cum by the time this night was over. 

	But that didn’t mean I wanted to fail. And based on everything I had learned about her these past few days, there was obviously only one answer here. 

	Bracing myself for the worst, I jumped into the stream. 

	To call it cold would have been the greatest understatement since the end of the Dragon War. To say that it was so frigid my balls instantly shriveled into brittle husks would have been right on the mark. 

	“Ahh!” I cried out, clamping my hand over my mouth to stop the shriek from carrying across the village. The water came up to my waist, more than enough to convince me that my legs were going to freeze and shatter in the next few seconds. Reflexively, I started to channel the Aether in a desperate attempt to generate heat, but I couldn’t even concentrate well enough to weave the simplest spell. I felt closer to death than when we had been chased by a damn demon. 

	Shayera was no help at all. If not for the rushing water, half the village probably would have heard her girlish giggling. The sound ignited my resentment, gave me something to think about other than the frigid agony. I was about to get genuinely mad when she stepped up to the edge of the rock and wagged her finger in a tutting motion. 

	“You failed the test,” she chided. “You should know by now that I’m only interested in men who are cautious and patient. What kind of idiot doesn’t look before he leaps?”

	“Fuck you!” I snarled.

	Through the moonlight, I saw her smile turn lascivious. “Yeah, you’re right. That does sound more fun.”

	Shayera lunged forward and jumped into my arms. I barely managed to catch her in time, though her thighs locked around my waist so tightly she might not have even needed me to hold her up. I gasped when her rock-hard nipples pricked my chest, but the rest of her skin was gloriously warm compared to the water. 

	“Eep!” she yelped, her nails clawing into my back when her feet and bare ass dipped into the water. “Holy shit, that’s cold!”

	“You think?” I growled, teeth still chattering. “Can I cheat with magic yet?”

	“No!” she insisted, pressing her forehead against mine. “But you better get inside me quick to warm up.”

	Her right hand crawled around to my front and dove into the water in search of my cock. While her fingers curled around the shaft, I shuffled around until my feet discovered a flat rock I could stand on to lift me up a few inches—just enough to get my manhood out of the water. I gasped as my flesh emerged from the frigid river, numb and tingling in the chill night air. 

	Then I felt my tip nestle between warm, soft labia. Shayera guided me in for the first inch, then withdrew her hand before she let her weight fall. I effortlessly slipped inside. 

	And suddenly, it was worth it. 

	The frigid bite of the water, the bitter grasp of the wind…they were all banished by the raw, carnal heat of her elven cunt. Shayera gasped once I sank all the way in, her inner walls gripping, her arms locking around my neck as she threw back her head in ecstasy. Her long blond hair spilled behind her, a golden cascade shimmering in the moonlight that stole through the curtain of water. My lips couldn’t resist the sight of her breasts and nipples; I immediately leaned down to take one into my mouth, the hard nub melting on my tongue like a cube of ice. 

	“Oh, gods!” Shayera panted. “Fuck me! Fuck me right now!”

	She didn’t wait for me to make a move; she immediately began churning her hips, using her taut abdominal muscles to start fucking herself with my cock. 

	Not that I was complaining. I was already grinding against her by reflex. The crushing walls of her quim squeezed me so hard it was all I could think about, all I could feel, and I knew I wouldn’t last long. Her gasps and groans were surely audible over the waterfall, and she made no effort whatsoever to contain herself. I started to wonder if she wanted the villagers to hear us…

	By the Dragon, she’s so fucking hot!

	Clutching her waist as hard as I could, I matched the churn of her hips, pounding into her while I struggled to keep my balance. Her cries grew louder with every cervix-seeking thrust, but there was no way I could cover her mouth without dropping her. Accepting our fate, I shifted my mouth to her other nipple, sucking it into my mouth and lashing it with my tongue. 

	Shayera climaxed with a roar, her scream echoing up the falls behind her, and the rhythmic tensing of her inner walls pushed me over the edge right along with her. I hilted myself one last time as I exploded, flooding her womb with my hot, desperate release. An almost violent shudder rippled through her body into mine, finally silencing her as it stole her breath…

	And then she began to glow. The haunting blue light spread across her body like a liquid, starting in her abdomen where I had deposited my sorcerous seed, then rapidly spreading down her legs, around her breasts, and up her arms until it reached her neck. Even her irises exploded in blue light beneath her fluttering lids.

	To anyone looking over here from the village, it probably looked like the waterfall was haunted. The wailing woman, the eerie blue lights…

	We couldn’t stay here. I lifted my mouth from her nipple and inhaled, taking in her scent, basking in the feeling of her silky, fluttering sex wrapped around my reluctantly softening length. 

	As my mind slowly returned to my body and the chill of the water returned to grip my legs, I spotted lanterns descending the path beside the mist of the falls. It wasn’t as if the villagers could harm us, but they could certainly kick us out of the only decent place to rest and resupply for a dozen miles in any direction.

	Shayera was still lost in a haze of pleasure. She had gone completely limp in my arms, still moaning and convulsing every few seconds as she fed. I felt no shame in admitting how much I loved watching her like this; if we had been alone, I would have gladly sat still and enjoyed every moment of her delirious orgasmic feast. But her game was over, and we needed to leave. 

	Pulling her more tightly against me, I looked past the waterfall to where I could just barely see the top of our open window some fifty feet away and thirty-five feet in the air. The Aether surged through me—

	And then the two of us collapsed on the rustic wood floor of our room. I ended up perched on top of her, my cock still buried deep inside her. Shayera didn’t even seem to notice our change of location at first, but after a few more minutes—I was in absolutely no hurry—her eyes finally reopened all the way.

	“Tanya nae elemendiya,” she breathed. “Gods, that was so good…”

	“You’re insane,” I told her.

	“No, I’m randy,” she replied tartly. “Like, all the time now. What in the Maiden’s name did you do to me?”

	I remained enraptured as she dragged her fingertips along the runic pattern of her tattoos, coiling up her sleek sides like strands of ivy. They were as beautiful outside in the dark as they were now in the candlelight. Magical. Otherworldly. And just undeniably sexy as hell. 

	“Ready for the warm bath now?” I asked as the cold ache of my frozen calves finally started to register in my brain. 

	“Definitely,” Shayera said, nodding and panting. 

	“Then I’ll head downstairs and tell the innkeeper.”

	“Why? You have everything I need.” She slowly and seductively traced her finger across her stomach, between her breasts, and then up to her lips. “Just promise me you won’t miss a spot, okay? I don’t want to be cold…”

	Her glowing blue-green eyes twinkled ravenously, and I realized she was absolutely correct. I did have everything she needed. 

	And I couldn’t wait to give it to her. 
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	I snapped out of my Dal’Rethi meditation before dawn, careful not to release too much of the energy I had absorbed lest I run out when I really needed it. After all, we were planning on assaulting a tower surrounded by undead and guarded by a demon—I was going to need all the power I could muster. 

	Assuming, of course, that things went at all like we planned. Mirek’s divinations had been pretty strange, to say the least. While I didn’t have much personal experience with such magic, I knew it could be quite powerful. The Scryers of Nelu’Thalas had protected the Kingdom of Stars for many centuries, often by identifying and eliminating threats before they could metastasize. 

	But whatever challenges awaited us, I was ready. My skin was still tingling even after I clutched my vatari necklace and charged it up, and it was difficult to convince my tattoos to fade. It almost felt like there was a hive of bees buzzing around inside me just waiting to be released. 

	I suppose that means I shouldn’t wake Mirek up with another blowjob. Disappointing. 

	I almost did it anyway. Mirek was still sound asleep, his body only half covered by the sheets. It would have been amusing to see his reaction if I stroked him and took him into my mouth. Just thinking about his sorcerous seed sliding down the back of my throat made my toes curl in anticipation. Gods, it would have felt good even if I weren’t able to feed off it. And since I was…

	Burying the thought before it got me any hotter, I vaulted to my feet and began my morning stretching routine—while still naked, naturally. Inwardly, I hoped that the sound might wake him up so he would be forced to watch, but I knew that the moment his cock stood at attention, I wouldn’t be able to resist taking advantage of it. And that brought me back to the initial quandary.

	Life was hard when you were young and hot and wanted to fuck all the time. 

	I roused him once I’d finished, not with a blowjob but with a normal kiss. Yet even looking into his eyes was almost enough to make me lose control and straddle him. The thought of him finishing inside me again was even harder to resist…

	“We should get moving,” I cooed. “Before Mithros wakes up and gets hungry enough to start hunting sheep.”

	“Right,” Mirek said, but his arms encircled my waist to settle on my back. He gently pulled me on top of him, and my knees instinctively parted until I found myself straddling him after all. His smile was knowing and set my stomach aflutter. “Though you’re the one with the ravenous glint in her eye.”

	“Is it that obvious?” I breathed. 

	“It is to me,” he said. There was a gentleness in his eyes, right alongside that blazing need that made me melt. “You did say you might need to get topped up in the morning.”

	Fuck.

	Thirty seconds later, I was flipped over on my back with my ankles perched on his shoulders and his cock ramming relentlessly into my cunt. He fucked me so hard it stole my breath, and he stuffed a wad of sheets in my mouth to keep me from alerting everyone in the village. As my muffled cries filled the room, the tension within me reached a crescendo. Almost in unison, his grunts sharply rose in pitch, and then he drove in deep and climaxed with a fierce, possessive growl that took me right along with him. 

	My back arched, and I wailed into my gag. The crashing finish was made all the sweeter by the sensation of spurt after spurt of warmth impacting inside me. And even better was still to come. He filled me to the brim with his morning load, charging me well past my ability to contain all the energy. I exploded in blue light, convulsing in ecstasy while he watched and enjoyed the show. 

	Every time he finished inside me, a little warning bell rang in my head. I knew that I needed to be more careful—I wasn’t a sorceress who could protect her womb with magic. Humans and elves didn’t make children especially easily, but I was living proof that a single night of passion could change two lives forever. And since I was half-human, it would probably be easier for me to get pregnant than a full-blooded elf. 

	I had no interest in being a mother, at least not for a very long time. But feeling Mirek release deep inside me felt so good, so satisfying. It was unlike anything I had ever experienced before. 

	But I really needed to start exercising some self-control. After all, I had an advantage over most women—I felt amazing no matter where he spilled on me. My mouth, my tits, my face…gods, even my bare feet if he were so inclined. I could get off no matter where he left his glorious, sticky mess. 

	Next time, I promised myself through the warm afterglow as I came down. Gods, maybe I should even consider letting him take my ass, too…

	We cleaned up and got dressed after only about half an hour of making out, which was more time than we should have taken but less than I expected. I was tempted to leave some of my things here, since it seemed likely that we would head back this way soon, but I decided it wasn’t worth the risk. We were about to step into the unknown—we had no idea if it would even be possible to reach the amazon, let alone rescue her. And if the worst came to pass and I got myself killed out there…

	Well, I’d caught a glimpse of the innkeeper’s wife last night, and there was no way she was going to fit into that dress. If I was going to die, it might as well be with my vanity intact. 

	After a quick but tasty breakfast of eggs and some local jam on fresh-baked bread, we set out. Mirek visited the general store to pick up a few supplies, including a spyglass, then we headed south toward the falls to find Mithros. 

	He wasn’t in the grove as I’d hoped, though it wasn’t all that surprising given the unfamiliar terrain. I had trained him to stay close to wherever I left his saddle, but he’d become familiar enough with the clearing outside Vorsalos that he probably would have stayed nearby regardless. Out here in the unfamiliar north, there were a lot more temptations. He was a cat, after all, and his natural curiosity coupled with the potential of new hunting grounds was a difficult combination to resist. 

	And he had definitely found some prey overnight. When he casually sauntered out from behind a tree to greet us, the dark fur on his chin was matted with blood, and he had a smug glint in his green eyes as if to remind his mother that he didn’t need her charity to feed himself. 

	Or perhaps I was just projecting. 

	Either way, I really hoped he hadn’t killed some farmer’s prized ram. Trained leophons were typically pretty good about avoiding such things, but at the end of the day, there was only so much you could do to rein in the instincts of a hungry apex predator.

	Mirek only seemed moderately horrified by the blood, which was an improvement from his normal extremely horrified look. I couldn’t figure out why he seemed so uncomfortable around a mount that could rip us both apart in a heartbeat if it were so inclined. 

	I cleaned Mithros in the water a bit, decided that the blood was probably from a deer rather than cattle, then attached the saddle and got us ready to ride. I’d never been out on the peninsula here before, but I expected that navigating would be fairly easy. All we needed to do was follow the coast south and we’d eventually reach our destination. And then…

	Well, and then we would find out if this had been a bad idea all along. 

	We set off at a brisk gait, Mirek positioned behind me in the saddle like usual. I kept his arms wrapped tightly around me, half because I appreciated the warmth and half because I knew that touching me would keep him at half-mast all day. He didn’t seem to mind. 

	The pine forest up here on the peninsula was quite a bit thicker than any of the woodlands outside the city, which provided us with a nice view while we followed the path south. Just like on the other side of the gulf, there were plenty of small settlements hugging the shore, though there weren’t any large farms or plantations. It was colder out here, and the soil was probably too wet and sandy for most crops, though the fishing was undoubtedly just as good. 

	I steered us clear of any potential encounters with the locals, still a bit concerned at how they might react to the sight of a leophon, though the foot traffic on the path was so limited that I needn’t have bothered. As we traveled further south, we didn’t come across anything particularly notable for several hours.

	But when we did, it was very hard to miss. 

	“Maiden’s mercy,” I breathed after the path led us around a snow-topped, rocky outcropping to a much flatter, straighter stretch of terrain that continued directly south. The dusting of snow on the ground made footprints highly visible, but these would have been obvious even on bare dirt. There had to be thousands of them, a wide carpet of black splotches amid the snow and mud from the bony feet of a massive army of undead. They veered off into the woods to the west before vanishing among the shadows beneath the pines. 

	“So much for scrying magic,” Mirek murmured after a moment. “They’re obviously here in force.”

	I nodded absently, pondering how none of the locals in the waterside villages had noticed this. Or perhaps they had, but there had been nothing they could do about it besides run and hide. The city and its Raven Guard were a long way on foot from here. Other than whatever measly militia they could muster, there was no one to protect them.

	Still, this wasn’t the type of disturbance one could hide for long. Word of these tracks would eventually get back to Vorsalos. Veleca couldn’t possibly have been keeping her undead horrors here in the open. 

	“They’ll have to attack soon,” Mirek said, echoing my thoughts. “You can’t hide an army like this.”

	“Which raises the question of why she wanted them out here in the first place,” I said. “Wouldn’t it have been easier to just keep them at Tanisgarde where no one was looking?”

	“One would think. Unless there’s a particular reason the attack needs to come from this direction.” He swiveled his head and looked around us. “But this raises another interesting point. Why are we only seeing tracks now? To get here from Tanisgarde, they would have had to cross at Arkney Falls or circled around the lake. Surely the loggers in Blackpool would have noticed this trail in the woods, and we certainly would have noticed it at the bridge.”

	It was a good point. A very good point, in fact. And when I hopped off Mithros so I could lean down and study the area more carefully, I discovered something else we’d missed. 

	“These tracks came from the south first,” I said, squatting over the prints and trying to remember all my survival lessons with Mom and Ranger-General Aluriel. “The ones heading back to the tower are fresher.”

	Mirek’s eyes narrowed. “How is that possible?”

	“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But at some point, they moved up here from Tel Noroth—probably to attack the waterside villages and clear them out—then headed back to the tower.”

	“But how did they get to the tower in the first place?” he pressed. “They couldn’t have walked past Blackpool and they couldn’t have crossed the Arkney Falls bridge without leaving a trail any idiot could see.”

	“A skilled ranger could conceal the tracks of a few people, but not of an army this size.” 

	“Not without magic, anyway,” Mirek murmured. 

	I frowned. “I’ve never heard of a spell that could alter that much terrain. If it were possible, I’m pretty certain my mother would know how to do it.”

	“I’m just saying it’s the only potential explanation. That doesn’t mean it’s a good one.” Mirek paused for a moment. “Though if they did possess such magic, I have no idea why they wouldn’t have concealed these tracks, too.”

	My lips pressed into a thin line. “Teleportation magic?”

	“No, for all the same reasons as before,” Mirek said. “There’s no way they could…”

	His face paled two shades behind his darkening three-day stubble as he abruptly trailed off. “What is it?” I asked.

	“I…I can’t be sure,” he said, his voice a haunted whisper, “but I might know how they moved their army…and how they plan to cross the water.”

	I raised an eyebrow. “How?”

	“It’s just a theory,” he added evasively. “I won’t know for certain until we reach the tower.”

	I thought about pressing him, but the expression on his face convinced me to let it go. Something had clearly rattled him. 

	“Before we go any further,” he said after a few heartbeats, taking a deep breath and snapping out of his ruminations, “there’s a small fracture in the Pale nearby.”

	I shivered involuntarily. “Where?”

	“Near the tracks,” he said. “I need to close it. Fast.”

	His dark green eyes focused on something in the air a few dozen yards away. There weren’t many times in my life where I was happy not to be a sorcerer, but this was one of them. Being able to see a tear in the fabric of reality…that seemed more like a curse than a gift. 

	Still, I wanted to help if I could. I encouraged Mithros to sink down on his belly for Mirek to dismount. The leophon shifted uneasily, glaring at the ground around us as if something foul had defiled it. 

	The energy stored in my tattoos was still buzzing beneath my skin, and I decided to focus and activate them, just to be ready. An all-encompassing warmth spread over me as if someone had draped a blanket over my shoulders. It was surprisingly comforting.

	A pity I couldn’t share that comfort with my companions. Mithros had picked up on whatever Mirek was approaching. The leophon’s back was arched, his claws bared and his tail straight out behind him.

	Mirek whispered something in his native language when he finally stopped walking, and he stretched out his right hand. Purplish-green energy gathered at his fingertips, and I heard an odd hissing sound as if the air around us were about to catch fire. I recalled some of the lessons my father had taught me when I was younger; his knights were among the few channelers in western Torsia who knew how to seal fractures. But I had always assumed that their abilities came from their connection to the Godsoul in my father’s sword—a Godsoul that allegedly contained the essence of the Eternal Lady, the ancient goddess of life and fertility. 

	Mirek’s power had nothing to do with divine energy. He was a sorcerer, connected to the Aether by blood rather than a Godsoul. I wondered how or if that difference was important when interacting with the invisible wall separating the physical world and the Pale…

	The hissing stopped almost as quickly as it had begun, and Mirek let out a slow, steadying breath as he lowered his arm. He looked more disturbed than weary; he didn’t show any visible signs that the Flensing was gnawing at him. 

	“Did it work?” I asked. 

	“Yes. And there aren’t any demons nearby. If any escaped, they’ve already left in search of hosts.”

	I shivered again at the thought of a creature crawling inside me like an invisible parasite. My tattoos might protect me from such a fate, and Mirek could probably defend himself with magic. But normal people had no defense against possession at all. Demons could take them, break them, and eventually twist their bodies into horrid abominations. 

	And the Crell were willing to unleash this calamity just to add one distant city to their growing empire. 

	Mirek and I returned to Mithros, and we didn’t waste any time in continuing south. The leophon’s nerves started to settle as we continued, though he wasn’t the least bit interested in being close to the trail of death. We had to stay off the path to keep him calm, though it didn’t slow us down as much as I feared. The southern part of the peninsula was mostly flat marshlands with a few pockets of forest, and we didn’t pass any major bottlenecks like bridges or narrow valleys between hills. We could see ahead for miles most of the time, and it wasn’t long before the top of the ancient elven tower appeared on the horizon. 

	Tel Noroth. Land’s End. 

	The structure was tall and imperious—the dark stone and almost blade-like curves in the architecture were vaguely reminiscent of some of the drow buildings I had seen back home during my forays into Darkwind. Many of the other ancient Avetharri buildings scattered across Torsia were the same way. Gûl Ostaraad in Darenthi, Gûl Tiravas at the entrance to the Moonweald…

	It was impressive that any of these buildings remained standing—and in excellent condition—more than a thousand years after the collapse of the Avethian Empire. I wondered distantly if the various pirate lords that had controlled Vorsalos over the generations had ever considered leveling the damn thing and rebuilding something of their own. I was surprised that the Inquisitrix hadn’t, but perhaps she’d just never gotten around to it with all her purges and warmongering. 

	I kept expecting to see the undead appear on the horizon before us, or perhaps just catch an ill wind from the thousands of reeking corpses. But even when we moved close enough that we could see the base of the mighty tower, there was no sign of any army. 

	There was no sign of anyone at all.

	My stomach was tightening anxiously by the time we brought Mithros to a halt at the edge of the sparse forest that lay a bit over a mile from the tower. After sliding out of the saddle and ordering Mithros to stay put, Mirek and I crawled atop a small hill to give us a bit of elevation, and I brought the spyglass he had purchased in Blackpool to my eye. 

	“I don’t understand,” I breathed as I scanned the tower. “Where are they?”

	The flutters in my stomach grew so intense they made me nauseous. Were we too late? Had they already attacked the city somehow? Had all of this been for nothing?

	My pulse was pounding when I turned my head and panned the spyglass out to my left, where the land dipped into a bowl down to the Gulf of Denedar. We were perched just high enough that I could see the vague outline of Vorsalos on the horizon. No columns of smoke were rising into the air, nor were there any other obvious signs of a conflict. We might have been too far away to notice, but as I swiveled the spyglass to the southwest, I could still see plenty of vessels out in the gulf. Fishing ships, merchant ships, and Vorsalosian warships, including at least one of their mighty war galleons. 

	“They haven’t attacked,” I said. “Those ships wouldn’t just be going about their business if they had.”

	I paused when I belatedly realized that Mirek hadn’t responded. When I lowered the spyglass, he was staring at the tower, his fists clenched at his sides. 

	“They’re here,” he whispered, his voice as strained as if a hand were wrapped around his windpipe. “We just can’t see them.”

	“What?” I gasped. 

	He took a deep breath and finally turned to look at me. “They’re hiding in the Pale.”

	My mouth slowly dropped open. My first reaction was that he had lost his mind; my second, third, and fourth were more of the same. But then when I really thought about it…

	“Guardian protect us,” I whispered. 

	“It should have occurred to me before,” Mirek said. “Humans who cross over go insane in short order—demons whisper into your mind and drive you mad. But undead could just sit in the Pale forever.”

	“How is that possible?”

	“The Runic Focus can tear open fractures. So can powerful demons if they’ve been in our world long enough to hollow out a host.” He paused and swallowed. “I kept thinking about the limitations of teleportation magic, but I should have realized that Veleca wouldn’t be so limited.”

	A cold chill spread across my whole body as if I had dipped myself in a frigid pool. An entire army of undead between us and the tower, invisible and untouchable…

	“It gets worse,” Mirek said. “It’s conceivable that the army could wait to emerge until after it’s inside the city walls. Barriers in the physical world are effortless to bypass in the Pale—moving through a wall would be easy.”

	“But…” I swallowed, forcing myself to stop and think. “Isn’t there water in the Pale? I thought it was just a reflection of the physical world.”

	“Oh, there’s water, just no fish, no seaweed, no life at all—and most importantly, no current. Humans would still suffocate, but undead can just slowly trudge through the water to the other side, no different than through fog. They don’t need to breathe.” 

	“You’re saying they can just cross the gulf and then appear in the middle of Vorsalos wherever they want?”

	He nodded. “Assuming whoever is leading them is capable of opening another fracture for them to emerge. There are books in the Aetherium about warlocks in the distant past leading massive demonic armies. Only the Knights of the Last Dawn were able to stop them.”

	I grimaced. Every knightly order in Torsia was based at least loosely on the Last Dawn, which was why my father had chosen the Eternal Dawn moniker for his own paladins. 

	Gods, if only we could summon him and a few hundred of his men—or maybe the whole damn order—then Vorsalos might have a chance. 

	“There were rumors from Darenthi about twenty years ago,” Mirek said, voice hollow. “The wife of one of their dukes summoned a horde of demons to put down the last Culling. But she was swiftly executed, and no one else I’m aware of has attempted anything like this in living memory. Even my people are supposed to recognize the danger of shadow magic. It can’t be controlled—you’re opening a door you might never be able to close.”

	He hissed softly and shook his head as if to clear it. “But if Veleca and her pet demon have figured out how to Palewalk, I’m still not sure why they bothered to come here specifically. They could have just attacked straight from Tanisgarde. All I can think of is that there may have already been a fracture here that they could use as an exit and entrance. The tower is ancient, and many of the surviving Avetharri structures are focusing devices meant to gather or harness power.”

	I nodded, thinking about Gûl Ostaraad and Gûl Tiravas. Both possessed unique properties that modern artificers didn’t fully understand. There was a reason that the Tel Bator fanatics kept their sorcerers locked up in Gûl Ostaraad, what they called the “Galespire.”

	“The other option, not exclusive, is that they’re here because they’re waiting for something,” Mirek added. “Veleca’s plan may rely on them attacking from this direction for some reason.”

	“If they can move anywhere they want in the city before emerging, why would it matter where they came from?” I asked. 

	He shook his head. “I don’t know. Perhaps they planned to attack one of the ships in the gulf somehow.”

	I lifted the spyglass and looked back out over the water. “There are quite a few of them out there.”

	“One demon could inflict a lot of damage on an unsuspecting crew,” Mirek said. “Even just creating a little bit of chaos would leave the harbor more vulnerable. Most of the city’s fleet is farther south near the Reachwend to ward off any threats from Ostvara or Highwind.”

	I swore under my breath, still wishing more than anything that I had some way to contact my father. If I had learned of this a month ago, he might have been able to send help or even stop it altogether. But now…

	Now it was entirely up to us. 

	“There has to be something we can do,” I whispered. 

	“Short of destroying the Runic Focus and the demon Veleca has summoned…I don’t know.”

	“Can’t you strengthen the wall between worlds somehow? You are able to close fractures.”

	“Close? Yes. Reinforce?” He snorted. “Only the Avetharri ever wielded that kind of power. I don’t even understand half of what they accomplished, and I know more than anyone else in the Imperium. There’s a reason the Zarul and Farah needed me here.” 

	“We can’t fight an army locked inside the Pale,” I said, my nerves starting to fray. “We have to—”

	“Wait,” Mirek interrupted, gesturing back at the tower. “Look.”

	I lifted the spyglass back to my eye. There, standing atop the tower, was the amazon girl we had come here to find in the first place. And as far as I could tell, she was completely alone. 

	“Faarea,” I breathed. “The demon is still here.”

	“It makes sense,” Mirek mused. “If Veleca and her Runic Focus are somewhere else, only the demon could let the undead in and out. It’s the only other key to the door.”

	“Which explains why it was sent here ahead of the attack,” I reasoned. At least some of the pieces were finally clicking together. “This is our chance. If we can defeat the demon…”

	I trailed off as I studied the other woman from a distance. My mother kept a painting of the dragon’s bonded mate in our home, but until Tanisgarde, I hadn’t seen an amazon in person since I was a child. The girl was just like I remembered from the fort: athletic and statuesque with brown hair and matching eyes. Her skin was a few shades richer than mine, and an entire chunk of her breastplate was torn open over her lower ribs where Mirek’s magic had disintegrated the leather, revealing sleek muscle. 

	The spyglass was powerful enough that I could get a reasonably clear look at her face—a face that was suddenly grimacing as if she were in great pain. Her mouth was moving as if she was talking to someone, but I couldn’t see anyone else atop the tower.

	“With your magic, we might be able to surprise the demon,” I said. “You can conceal our approach, then teleport us up—”

	“Wait,” Mirek interrupted, putting his hand on my forearm. “We can’t just rush in. We need a plan.”

	“I just gave you one. You conceal our approach and teleport us up there, and I’ll handle the rest.”

	“It’s not that simple. This demon is obviously powerful. Probably a Sarigoth or even a Xargoth.”

	“I don’t know what that means,” I said, hearing the impatience in my voice. I knew he was right—recklessly charging into a battle against a demon who had already trounced us once probably wasn’t a great idea. But unlike last time, Mirek wasn’t half Flensed to death before the battle even started. 

	And I can see the pain in that girl’s face—the same pain I heard in her voice when I unwittingly granted her that moment of freedom. She begged me to kill her and put her out of her misery…

	“I’m surprised your father didn’t force you to read books about demons,” Mirek said. “The Eternal Dawn must know more about them than anyone.”

	“He did, and they do. But that was a long time ago. Princesses have more interesting things to do than sit around reading about monsters who want to kill you.”

	“Fair enough. Well, most religions believe that demons are reflections of our strongest emotions mirrored and given form in the Pale. But Imperial scholars believe they’re tortured fragments of the imprisoned gods, divine emotions given form and a semblance of consciousness.”

	I blinked at the seemingly pointless lecture. “Why does this matter right now?”

	“Because knowing what it is might help us defeat it,” Mirek said pointedly. “It seemed particularly sadistic during our last encounter, so I would guess it’s a Xargoth—a pride demon. We need to be careful not to feed it.”

	“Well, I never planned on getting up there and boasting about how great I am,” I replied tartly. 

	“Of course, it could still be Sarigoth—a demon of passion and desire. It would explain the sadism.”

	I raised both eyebrows. “That sounds more fun. Unless it gets stronger if we’re especially randy…then we’re in real trouble.”

	I thought it might make him chuckle or ease the tension a bit, but he barely seemed to be listening. I didn’t hold it against him. This definitely wasn’t going to be easy—or pleasant. 

	“Look, how about I just grab on to her like back in Tanisgarde?” I asked. “If my tattoos can free her, can’t you blast the demon?”

	“I think so,” Mirek said a bit less confidently than I’d hoped. “I’m not certain if my magic can harm it without a physical form, but if we deny it a vessel, it will weaken and eventually be forced to retreat back into the Pale. And once it has crossed over without a host, it won’t be able to come back without help.”

	“Sounds good enough to me. So what’s the problem?”

	His lip twitched. “Like I told you before, I don’t know if it’s even possible to save the amazon. In all likelihood, that demon has completely hollowed her out by now. Her body won’t be able to survive without it.”

	“Amazons are tough,” I said, though it sounded like I was trying to convince myself. Perhaps I was. “Regardless, we have to try. She’s the only one who could possibly tell us Veleca’s plan.”

	I had known all along that he wouldn’t love this plan. I didn’t blame him. The entire gambit seemed like pure desperation, which of course it was. If Veleca and her Huntress sycophant were still at Tanisgarde, they would surely have better defenses prepared by now. And if they weren’t, we had no idea where they might have gone or what else they were planning. We had no allies, no time, and no alternatives. Short of waiting around Vorsalos for the inevitable attack, it was this or nothing. 

	And I hated doing nothing.

	“All right,” Mirek said after a few moments. “You grab the amazon; I’ll handle the demon. Zarach willing, this will actually work.”

	“I don’t know about Zarach, but my father has an in with the Eternal Lady—I’m sure she’s out there somewhere eager to help.”

	He snorted but smiled tightly. “Most Crell believe the gods are monsters who were rightfully imprisoned by the Avetharri. To them, the ‘Eternal Lady’ is a demon lord of decay and pestilence.”

	“More proof that I never want to visit Drakendaar,” I muttered, rolling my eyes. “Your people need to get outside and enjoy the sun more often.”

	“It rains a lot in Crell.”

	“Then maybe you just need to move somewhere less bleak, I don’t know. The point is that your culture seems dreary and terrible.”

	“You aren’t wrong,” he said, a touch of sadness in his voice. But then his face hardened in determination, and his hands began to buzz with magic. “Ready?”

	After sliding the spyglass back into my belt, I grabbed the handles of my blades and pulled them free. “Always.”

	 

	 

	
5 
The Vessel

	 

	Mirek

	 

	Normally, approaching Tel Noroth in the middle of the day would have been suicide. There was no discernable cover for half a mile in every direction—no trees, no rocky outcroppings, not even any brush or tall grass, just perpetually soggy flats. Archers lurking safely behind the dozens of embrasures could rain death upon any approaching force well before it reached the steps. The tower might not have been strategically important in this day and age, but it remained an impressive defensive structure nonetheless.

	Taras would have loved to see it. 

	I winced at the thought of my brother as Shayera and I crept forward, concealed by my illusory veil that blended us in with the dark, muddy terrain. I had spent a lot of time during our trip this morning thinking about the sequence of the coming battle, and on more than one occasion I had wished that I could consult my tactically minded brother for advice. Not that he had ever dealt with Palewalking undead hordes—even the mighty Imperial Army would struggle against such a force. 

	Yet the Sovereigns have deliberately unleashed this madness into the world. What would Taras think about that, I wonder?

	I buried the question as Shayera and I came within a hundred yards of the tower, scolding myself that this little gambit of ours was going to be difficult enough even with my full attention. Then again, thinking about my brother and home was better than imagining the thousands of invisible undead soldiers standing all around us. But for the thin, hauntingly fragile wall between worlds, they would have already swarmed us and ripped our bodies to pieces. I could almost feel their cold, skeletal hands reaching out to drag me to the ground…

	“This should be close enough,” I said, repressing a shudder as I peered up at the top of the tower. With the sun approaching its zenith in the clear sky, Tel Noroth’s shadow had narrowed to a black blob at its wide base. “We’ll have to be quick.”

	Shayera clutched her blades in a tight grip. Her Dal’Rethi tattoos flared to life, and her eyes became menacing orbs of turquoise light. “I’m ready.”

	I nodded, reaching out to the Aether and trying not to think about how badly this demon had stomped us the last time we’d clashed. Shayera and I had escaped by the skin of our teeth, and only because we had chosen to flee, not fight. This time…

	This time, it was all or nothing. Power flowed through me. There was a flash and a sense of dislocation—

	And then we were on top of the tower. As always, the sudden shift in scenery was so disorienting that I had to fight back a wave of nausea—nausea that was instantly made worse when the foul, putrid stench of rotting flesh assailed my nostrils. The pieces of several chopped-up bodies were strewn around us. The blood had long since dried into dark brown stains, discoloring the gray stone, and our appearance startled a flock of feasting crows. 

	So much for the element of surprise. 

	Shayera started moving a heartbeat after we appeared. The amazon was hunched over the battlements facing east, directly opposite us, her body trembling as if she had just emptied her stomach over the side. If Shayera was fast enough, she could probably grab and tackle the other woman before she could even turn—

	“No!” the amazon shrieked, her hands flashing up to grip the sides of her head. “I will not let you have them!”

	Shayera froze halfway across the tower as the amazon twisted around to face her, her brown eyes bloodshot and puffy, her cheeks streaked with tears. “You have to run!” she begged. “You cannot stay here!”

	“It’s…it’s all right,” Shayera said, holding her blades out to the side. “We’re here to help you.”

	“You cannot,” the amazon said, fingers digging into her hair as if she were about to tear it out. “It is powerful. Please…run! Now!”

	I slowly lowered my hands, the stench enveloping us abruptly forgotten. This was completely unexpected. If the amazon was so strong-willed that she could wrest control from a powerful demon…well, I had never even heard of such a thing. Every organization in the world who had ever specifically hunted demons, from the Knights of the Last Dawn to the dark elven warriors of Sulinor, relied upon vatari tattoos to ward themselves against possession. Even the strongest-willed paladins couldn’t resist a demon forever without aid. The only reason the Eternal Dawn hadn’t adopted the practice was due to the stigma against anything resembling Senosi markings in this part of the Reaches. 

	“We’re not going anywhere,” Shayera said, creeping forward another step as she sheathed her off-hand sword. “There’s a way we can help you—you just need to stand still.”

	The amazon’s brown eyes went wide, and she seemed to steady herself as she stared at the approaching elf with desperate appeal. “Please…please, hurry!”

	Shayera crossed the remaining distance with powerful strides, left hand outstretched and tattoos glowing. I watched, heart in my throat, wondering if this might miraculously work out even better than we could have possibly hoped…

	A warning tingle raced down my spine. “No,” I whispered, shaking my head. “Shayera, don’t—!”

	Too late. A wicked smile appeared on the amazon’s face a split second before she rushed forward with blinding speed, slamming her shoulder into Shayera and hurling her across the towertop with the force of a battering ram. Her saber slipped from her grip and flew up into the air…only to be caught by the demon on its way down. 

	“Oh, I’m sorry, Blade Dancer,” the demon sneered. “It would appear that you’re too late.”

	The monster let out a deep, throaty laugh as Shayera tumbled end over end before skidding to a halt. She grimaced in pain but didn’t seem severely injured—her markings could heal a few bumps and bruises without any trouble. 

	“Now this…this is a fine weapon,” the demon said, twirling the moonsilver saber. “I think I’ll use it to gut your sorcerer friend right now.”

	Snarling, I channeled a surge of Aetheric energy through my fingertips. A barrage of scintillating arcane missiles shot toward the demon, but it moved so quickly that its red leather armor became little more than a blur. The volley of energy smashed harmlessly into the battlements. 

	“Pathetic,” it growled, eyeing me with disdain. “Didn’t you learn your lesson at Tanisgarde?”

	The demon rushed at me, Shayera’s saber in hand. I knew I couldn’t possibly dodge in time; with its supernatural speed and strength, it could carve me in half in an instant. And so instead I stood my ground, reaching out to the Aether again to shroud myself in a mantle of spell armor. The translucent barrier of energy materialized around me as the demon slashed for my neck—

	Only to be intercepted by another moonsilver blade. Sparks flashed before my eyes as metal scraped against metal, and suddenly Shayera was standing protectively in front of me. The elf and demon remained locked in a contest of strength for what felt like minutes but was probably mere heartbeats before Shayera kicked the demon backward, then lunged forward in the hopes of catching it off-balance. She carved a wicked gash in the amazon’s leg—a hit that would have badly slowed any normal opponent—but the demon barely seemed to notice. 

	And then, the true dance began. 

	It was like watching two tornadoes collide. Shayera’s impeccable form, flawless footwork, and elven grace were at once genuinely beautiful and terrifying to behold. When combined with the strength and speed imparted by her Dal’Rethi markings, she would have made short work of any normal duelist—a lesson the pirates who’d tried to hold her must have learned firsthand. 

	But a powerful demon deeply entrenched in a mortal vessel was unlike any other foe. It didn’t feel pain or fatigue, and what it lacked in skill it made up for in sheer brutality. Every time Shayera drove it back and scored a hit, the demon retaliated with a furious series of wild blows that forced her to backpedal. Yet unlike at Tanisgarde, Shayera actually seemed to be gaining ground. 

	I unleashed a salvo of arcane energy whenever a gap opened up between them, hoping to weaken or distract the demon enough for her to slip through its guard and try to use her tattoos…and it seemed to be working. Shayera learned from every thrust, every riposte, every turn of her blade. And with her left hand free, all she needed to do was get a firm grip on the amazon’s body long enough for her tattoos to suppress the demon’s control. 

	She got her chance. Catching the demon in an awkward parry, Shayera locked the guards of their weapons, then twisted her wrist, wrenching her other saber out of the demon’s grip. She lunged forward to grab the amazon’s body—

	“No!” the demon snarled, vaulting backward into the air in a gravity-defying leap. But before the amazon’s body came crashing back down, a pair of black, leathery wings of pure shadow splayed out behind her body and held her aloft just out of our reach. 

	“Le’thos!” Shayera gasped, eyes widening in shock and horror. 

	“This vessel is mine!” the demon roared. The amazon’s brown eyes suddenly blazed orange as if they had been replaced by hot coals. “You cannot have her!”

	The demon’s hands burst into green flames, and a familiar screeching hiss clawed at my ears as the creature shredded the wall between our world and the Pale. I felt the chilling aura of the fracture even before I turned and saw the shimmering gash in the sky behind us, looking for all the world as if someone had taken a knife to the very fabric of reality. More demons lurked just on the other side, clamoring to escape and seize a host. 

	And it wasn’t the only fracture. I could feel another one below us at the base of the tower—new or perhaps previously dormant, now awakened and growing in strength. I didn’t understand its purpose…until I heard the clatter of bony feet echoing up through the stairs leading down into the tower. 

	“You cannot stop us,” the demon taunted. “We will wear your skin like a cloak!”

	The demon’s hands flashed again, but this time it hurled a ball of Palefire directly at us. I thrust out my hand, channeling as much energy as I could into my defensive barrier and extending it around Shayera. I clenched my teeth as the green flames broke over the protective sphere, expecting to feel a wave of scorching heat. But somehow, the fire wasn’t hot—it was impossibly, brutally cold, as if a legendary Darenthi winter had descended upon us. 

	And then the chill faded. The green flames extinguished, and my barrier remained intact. But a spike of pain shot down my arms as the Flensing bit into my flesh, and a heartbeat later, the trap door behind us burst open as several shambling corpses ascended the stairs in search of fresh victims, their hollow eye sockets blazing with the same greenish spectral flames as the demon’s attacks. 

	“Look out!” Shayera called out as she scooped up her other sword, then leapt to engage the undead. She intercepted a shambling skeleton just outside the hatch, liberating its skull from its body with a sideways slash. But another pushed the headless corpse out of the way and thrust at her with a spear, forcing her to roll to her left before she chopped down and severed its arm at the elbows.

	But there were more. So many more.

	They weren’t much of a threat individually, however, and if Shayera could keep them bottlenecked in the stairwell, she could dispatch them one by one. Yet, with her occupied and the demon beyond our reach, there was no way for us to use her markings to suppress the demon’s control. It could fly around on its shadowy wings and rain destruction upon us until the Flensing incapacitated me. And then…

	The demon cackled as it launched another volley of Palefire at me, forcing me to channel more energy into my barrier. The freezing explosion engulfed me again, but this time I shuffled to the side to get some distance from Shayera. Her tattoos would protect her from the magic anyway, and if the demon wanted to give her more power, so be it. But I needed space if I was going to fight back. 

	Our plan had failed. I was going to have to kill the amazon. 

	Sparks of arcane energy gathered at my fingertips, and I unleashed a quintet of flashing violet missiles at the flying demon. Its dark wings propelled it upward to avoid the attack, but two of the missiles curved sharply enough to strike, searing the amazon’s mostly unprotected legs. The demon roared again, launching its own volley in retaliation, but this time I rolled toward the edge of the battlements to spare my shield another impact. 

	I was rather proud of my agility—the Aetherium didn’t exactly offer a course on dodging life-rending Palefire—although perhaps pain had simply thrown off the demon’s aim. If so, it wouldn’t last. I could already see the blackish-red burns on the amazon’s legs starting to heal as if they had never been harmed in the first place. 

	Shit. 

	While Shayera clashed with the undead, severing rotting limbs and skewering cold torsos, the demon and I continued our deadly exchange. But every time my magic damaged the monster’s vessel, it regenerated before I could muster the strength for another attack. I didn’t have the same luxury—my barrier would inevitably collapse, and the crackling Palefire would consume my flesh and reduce me to little more than a lifeless husk.

	And judging from the sudden, crippling flash of pain in my arms, that moment was about to come sooner rather than later.

	“You have to get me up there!” Shayera called out as she hacked down another corpse. The hatch should have been clogged with bodies by now, but the undead were merciless. They had no compunction against clawing through and rending apart their fallen comrades. 

	“What?” I gasped as I rolled away from another blast of Palefire a split second before it consumed me. 

	“I can’t free her if I can’t touch her!” Shayera said, swiping her off-hand across the neck of another soldier and sending its skull flying over the side of the tower. “This is all pointless if you can’t get me up there!”

	My eyes flicked back up to the amazon as the demon unleashed yet another volley of green flame. My barrier absorbed the attack—barely—but the wave of unearthly energy chilled me to the bone. My protective sphere was starting to develop hairline fractures almost like glass. 

	And there was no way out. The stairs were clogged with undead, and even if I teleported us back down to the ground outside it, it wasn’t as if the demon couldn’t chase us and call forth more of its hidden army with the Pale. 

	I had suspected all along that this was a one-way trip. We had to free the amazon, obliterate the demon outright, or perish. Those remained our only options. 

	The problem was that they were all terrible. It was abundantly clear that my spells weren’t powerful enough to kill the demon, but even if they were, the amazon’s death would ruin our only chance to learn more about Veleca’s plans. Yet Shayera’s idea might have been even crazier. I could probably get her up there, but if the demon’s wings vanished when it lost control…

	“Do it!” Shayera cried out as she kicked a skeleton into the hatch, then leapt back toward me. “Now!”

	I trusted this girl enough to ask her for help. I trusted her enough to betray my own people. I even trusted her enough to follow her to this tower on the slim chance we might—might—figure out a way to exorcise a powerful demon. Am I really going to back out now?

	With a resigned grimace, I grabbed her arm, reached out to the Aether, and flung her into the hands of fate.

	Shayera appeared in the air right next to the amazon just as the demon was about to unleash another assault. And to her credit, she didn’t panic. She immediately grabbed the amazon in a bear hug, dropping her blades in the process. The demon shrieked—a shrill, hellacious sound that made me reflexively cover my ears—and its shadowy wings flapped as if to try and propel it away from the attacker as quickly as possible. 

	But the wings dissolved like smoke before she could move away from the tower, and suddenly the two women were plummeting straight down. 

	There was nothing I could do to help them. A channeler adept at air magic might have been able to conjure a gust to slow their fall, and one adept with earth magic might have been able to soften the stone to cushion their impact. But I didn’t have anything in my arsenal, so I just had to watch them crash against the towertop and pray that Shayera was all right. 

	Somehow, she managed to land atop the amazon. The drop should have shattered bones, if not killed the girl outright, but her demon-fortified body wasn’t so easily defeated. The monster clutched at Shayera’s throat in a last desperate attempt to throw her off, but it only seemed to make her tattoos blaze brighter. 

	And then her grip abruptly slackened, and the amazon sucked in a deep breath and looked around in frightened confusion. 

	“Zor kalah,” she gasped. “You…how are you…?”

	“Just hold still!” Shayera insisted. “We’re going to try and help you. Mirek!”

	I wanted nothing more than to dash to her side, but the undead weren’t going to make it easy. I whipped my head around as several corpses lurched through the gruesome pile of their broken peers. I had no idea how many were packed into that staircase, but we couldn’t afford to lose our bottleneck. 

	Thankfully, with the demon now out of the picture, I knew exactly what to do.

	Thrusting out my left hand, I unleashed another volley of missiles at the nearest walking corpse, disintegrating its torso and leaving nothing behind but twitching limbs and a smoldering skull. The Flensing snarled its resentment at me, sending fire racing up past my elbow, but I bore it grimly. At the same time, I concentrated the rest of my power on the new fracture the demon had torn in the sky above us—not to close it, but to turn it into a weapon. 

	It was dangerous gambit, to be sure. There was a risk that I might tear it open further or perhaps even draw the attention of something unthinkably powerful on the other side. But if it worked, it might accomplish what we had set out to do all along. 

	And there was only one way to find out. 

	Taking a deep breath, I recalled everything I had learned in my studies about the Pale and the horrors beyond. The Avetharri Arcanists of the ancient world had understood the nature of the wall between worlds better than anyone, and they had realized that it wasn’t merely a barrier—it could also function as a trap, a vortex capable of ensnaring the most powerful beings that had ever lived. And while I was a long way from being able to contain a god, I only needed to harness a tiny fraction of that potential…

	There was another screeching hiss in the air as if the tear in reality had become enraged, but then the sound abruptly changed in tone and volume—not like air escaping, but of being inhaled. And the results were every bit as dramatic as I had hoped. As a new wave of skeletal warriors shambled up the steps and pushed past the corpses of their peers, they suddenly froze in place, their blazing green eyes turning to gape at the hole in reality. 

	A hole which was about to send them back where they belonged. 

	The corpses jerked and spasmed as the demons possessing the corpses were violently ripped from their host bodies back through the fracture and into the Pale. Further down the stairs, I heard more bodies collapsing as they were emptied, but the fracture seemed to be getting angrier by the moment. The sound of rushing air rose to a howl, snatching at us with ever greater force. The longer I kept this up, the more likely it would end in disaster…

	I whipped my head back around to look at Shay. Her tattoos blazed almost angrily as she tried to hold the amazon girl down despite her increasingly violent convulsions. I didn’t know if the reversed fracture would be strong enough to exorcise such a powerful demon or not, but it was definitely struggling to hold on to its mortal anchor…

	The amazon let out a scream of agony, an angry latticework of black-blue veins appearing beneath her otherwise flawless skin. They looked like they were about to burst, and they very well might—I had known all along that she might not survive a proper exorcism, and this technique of mine was anything but proper.

	“It’s killing her!” Shayera called out, turning to face me. “You have to stop!”

	“There’s no other way to get it out!” I called back over the sucking hiss and collapsing corpses. “I can’t—”

	“You have to stop!” she pleaded. 

	I could see the desperation in her eyes, and I obviously empathized—I had no desire to kill anyone, let alone an innocent girl who had undergone unspeakable torments. But if we didn’t banish this demon now…

	I’ve trusted her this far, I reminded myself again. 

	Gritting my teeth, I turned back to the fracture. The burning tingle in my arms spread throughout my body when I opened myself to the Aether again, but there was no turning back now. Focusing on the fracture, I repeated the technique I had used up north, hoping I could still seal it in time…

	The roaring hiss abruptly faded to a whisper, and the tear in reality devoured itself like a desert sinkhole swallowing an unwary traveler. The air turned still once it was gone, though the stench of death lingered like a thick, noxious fog. 

	I doubled over and clutched my forearms as the pain crashed over me in waves, each angrier than the last. I wasn’t even sure if I could get us back down to the bottom of the tower without the Flensing incapacitating me. But right now, that was the least of our concerns. 

	I forced myself to look around. The amazon had stopped convulsing, and her veins had begun to fade beneath her clear tan skin almost like vatari tattoos. None of the damage I had inflicted upon her remained—she had regenerated from every burn and every scratch. If I didn’t know better, I would have thought she looked content and peaceful. 

	But I did know better. The demon was still inside her, and the instant she woke, it would attack. 

	“Faarea,” Shayera breathed. “We have to get her away from the tower. After that…”

	She swallowed heavily as her turquoise eyes locked onto me, almost as if she were looking at me for an answer. But I didn’t have one to give—at least, not one she wanted to hear. We had incapacitated the demon, and with the aid of her tattoos, I had no doubt that we could kill its host. A single thrust from her saber would end the threat right here and now. 

	But it was one thing to talk about a mercy killing and another to swing the blade. The amazon girl was a victim, not a monster, and Shayera obviously wasn’t willing to give up hope just yet. I wasn’t convinced she ever would be. 

	“I can take us back down,” I said, squeezing my hands into fists as the fire burning inside me gradually started to fade. “Just give me a minute.”

	 

	***

	 

	A minute turned out to be an overly generous estimate on my part. The pain got worse before it got better, forcing me to a knee as I waited for it to pass. I was a little worried that more undead might eventually come up the steps, tempting Shayera to engage them and leave the amazon’s side—a potentially catastrophic event if the demon managed to awaken its host. 

	But Tel Noroth remained as silent as a tomb despite the presence of the other fracture I could still sense at its base. Without the demon to command them back into our world, the undead seemed content to remain inside the Pale.

	“Do you think it’s safe to move her?” Shayera asked, her tattoos still blazing as she gently brushed several blood-matted strands of brown hair from the amazon’s eyes. 

	“It should be,” I replied, sweeping my eyes up and down the girl’s body in search of any wounds I may not have noticed during the chaos of the battle. The impact of the fall should have crushed bone, but she looked fine. “She’s not physically injured.”

	Shay nodded. “The farther we get her away from this place, the better.”

	I wasn’t sure if that was actually true or not, but then again, this was an ancient Avetharri tower with old enchantments woven into the stone—enchantments I couldn’t even begin to understand. It could have somehow been making this monster stronger, for all I knew. And besides, the smell was reason enough to get out of here as soon as possible. 

	In a perfect world, I would have preferred to close the other fracture at the base of the tower before we left, but there was no way I’d be able to muster the required energy without rest. Getting us back to the ground would take everything I had left. 

	“All right, just give me a few seconds,” I said, shuffling over to the two of them. “Let’s move her to the edge and hold her up so I can see where I’m going.”

	Shayera nodded and lifted the other woman up as if she were light as a feather—the advantage of tattoos that tripled your strength. But before we moved, she nodded behind us to an unattended rucksack. 

	“I imagine those are her things. We might as well bring them along.”

	I frowned, wondering if it was worth the effort, but the longer I could delay another Aetheric backlash, the better. I walked over to grab the pack, peered inside to make certain the demon wasn’t lugging around a severed head or something else unholy. There were wilderness tools, camping gear, a small rug, and other miscellany. None of which I currently had, given how I’d left Vorsalos. I returned to Shayera at the edge of the battlements. 

	“Here we go,” I said, looking over the side. 

	It was a significantly shorter trip than the one we had made at Tanisgarde, and even carrying along an extra person, the Flensing’s bite was less painful than I feared. We reached the ground below in a flash, and we carried the amazon northward as quickly as we could. 

	I stole glances at the amazon as we walked, expecting her to wake at any moment. I hoped that Shayera’s tattoos would continue suppressing the demon’s control, maybe even long enough for us to have a conversation with the poor girl. If not…

	Well, the “if not” wasn’t worth dwelling on just yet. 

	Once we had gained some distance from the tower and the dubious shade of a lone, scraggly pine, Shayera and I set the amazon down on a bed of grass and pine needles. My partner made sure to keep both her hands on the other woman’s body at all times. 

	“That’s better,” Shayera said, panting as she gently brushed the back of her hand across the other woman’s cheek. 

	“Until you run out of power, anyway,” I muttered, gesturing at her tattoos. “You can’t suppress this thing forever.”

	“I know,” she said pointedly. “Isn’t there something you can try?”

	“You mean aside from closing the tear in the sky?”

	“I don’t know! You’re the damn sorcerer!”

	I opened my mouth to defend myself, but stopped before any words came out. Even though I had warned her about this from the very beginning, she still felt frustrated and powerless. Her anger wasn’t actually directed at me. It was difficult to admit defeat when the problem seemed like it should be easy to solve. 

	But it wasn’t. Demonic possession was lethal. I had read numerous accounts of the phenomenon at the Aetherium, and Sovereign Berial had recounted several exorcisms he had personally witnessed, all of which had ultimately proven fatal to the host. The basic reasoning made sense: just as Bound channelers were vulnerable to the Wasting Echo when the connection to their Conduit was severed, an individual possessed by a demon was essentially being infused with living, sentient magic. If the exorcism was performed soon after possession, the victim might endure the withdrawal, but once the demon was fully entrenched, there was no hope.

	And since my attempt at an exorcism had already failed outright, all that remained was to kill the host body before the demon regained control. It was a grisly and awful prospect, especially when all one could see was the innocent victim. 

	“Maybe we should focus on getting her conscious,” I suggested. “If you can keep the demon contained, we can at least ask her some questions. After that…”

	“Right,” Shayera said, swallowing and nodding quickly. “I don’t suppose you’re secretly an apothecary?”

	“I’m afraid not,” I lamented. “Alchemy is considered…well, beneath noble-born sorcerers. My tutors used to say that if you can do something with magic, there’s no reason to stoop to parlor tricks.”

	Shayera huffed. “You know, I realize the Crell consider the highborn their mortal enemies, but your people have more in common with the nobles in Nelu’Thalas than you realize. You’d be hard-pressed to find one of their Scryers or sorcerers dabbling in alchemy when they can just find a wood elf Nugûl to do it for them.”

	She finally lifted her eyes from the amazon and looked east toward the gulf. “There might be some firenettle fronds down near the shore. With a little garnroot and some water, I could probably make something strong enough to wake her up.”

	“You’re sure?” I asked. 

	“My mother is a highborn ranger,” she replied tartly. “Do you think I’m just making this up?”

	I raised my hands apologetically. “Sorry. Like I said, I was kept as far away from alchemy as possible.”

	Shayera grunted but didn’t get up, leaving the obvious unspoken question hanging in the air. If she stopped making physical contact with the amazon, the demon might reassert control. And if it did, there was no guarantee that she would ever be able to make physical contact with it again. 

	“Tell me what I need to look for,” I suggested. “I’ll head down there and do my best.”

	After a few heartbeats of consideration, she nodded reluctantly. “All right. I suppose it’s worth a shot.”

	She provided me with detailed descriptions of firenettle fronds and garnroot—two things I had no idea existed before that moment—as well as some basic instructions on how to harvest them properly. I set off, hoping that I could figure it out and not embarrass myself in the process. Folding the fabric of reality seemed surprisingly easy compared to cooking a decent stew or baking fresh bread. The Aether was far less temperamental than dough, it my experience. 

	Fortunately, the task didn’t prove anywhere near as difficult as I feared. After making my way across a barren heath onto the pebble-covered beach, I set about my search. The herbs were quite obvious even to my untrained eye, and picking them wasn’t a particularly delicate process. I gathered what I hoped was a decent amount, then turned and jogged back perhaps ten or fifteen minutes later. 

	The demon hadn’t escaped while I was gone, thank the Dragon, and I knelt down and showed Shayera what I’d harvested. She gave her approval, then used her knife to cut the plant into strips, all while constantly keeping a hand on the amazon’s bare shoulder. I wasn’t certain how she planned to proceed without a mortar and pestle, but she made do with some bark and the pommel of her knife. After a few more minutes to grind the herbs and mix them in her waterskin, she was convinced that she had made an elixir of…something.

	“So how does this stuff work, exactly?” I asked. 

	“For one, it tastes horrible,” Shayera said. “That’s usually a decent way to wake people up.”

	I blinked. “That’s it?”

	“For two,” she added, “well, I actually can’t remember two, but I know it’s supposed to work.”

	I blinked again. “You’re kidding.”

	Shayera sighed. “Look, my mother could identify every herb in the Duskwood, but she wasn’t actually an herbalist. And I’m even less of one than she is.”

	“But you said—”

	“But I did learn a few things from a family friend,” she went on. “Another wood elf, but not from Nelu’Thalas.”

	I raised an eyebrow. “You mean the lycanthrope? One of the dragon’s concubines?”

	Her eyes hardened. “If you called his wives that to any of their faces, they would rip you in half.”

	“Erm…sorry,” I apologized. “But you know what I mean.”

	Shayera paused for a minute and sighed. “Please tell me that your people don’t know where she is.”

	I frowned. It seemed like a strange reaction, but I shook my head. “Not that I’m aware. The Zarul believes that the werewolf departed Highwind not long after the dragon disappeared. No one has seen her since.”

	“Good. Let’s hope they keep believing that.”

	Before I could press her on what she meant, she placed the waterskin beneath the amazon’s chin. At the same time, she kept her other glowing hand clasped firmly on the unconscious girl’s arm. I really hoped that she would be able to answer at least some of our questions about Veleca before…

	Well, before she couldn’t.

	“Here goes nothing,” Shayera said, bringing the waterskin to the other woman’s lips. But before she could even pour it, the other woman inhaled sharply as her brown eyes shot open. 

	“Ze fah!” she gasped. “What…?”

	“It’s all right,” Shayera soothed, her tattooed hand visibly squeezing a bit tighter. “We’re not going to hurt you.”

	The amazon groaned, blinking rapidly, before her eyes focused on the two of us. The dark orbs were even prettier than I realized up close—or would have been if they weren’t shot through with fear. I resisted the urge to reach out and touch her like Shayera, both because I was a strange man and because I didn’t want her to feel trapped or crowded. 

	“The demon,” the girl breathed. “I can feel it…”

	“It can’t hurt you while we’re here,” Shayera said, bending the truth in a helpful way. “My markings will protect you.”

	“No,” the amazon insisted, shaking her head. “No, it is not safe! You have to kill me. It is the only way!”

	“We’re not going to kill you,” Shayera said firmly. “We’re going to help you, I promise.”

	“You cannot. It is burrowed too deep!”

	“I refuse to accept that. There must be something we can do to help you fight its control. I’ll hold on to you as long as it takes.”

	I grimaced, wishing for the first time in my life that I was a Bound channeler and not a sorcerer. People like Shayera’s father—those who were connected to a Conduit or even possessed directly by a Godsoul fragment—were limited in countless ways that I was not. Most importantly, I could never be severed from the source of my magic, while their fates were inextricably linked to another. 

	But Bound channelers could wield certain types of magic that sorcerers found it difficult to replicate. After all, their power came from the gods, and demons were fragments of divine consciousness corrupted by the dark energies of the Pale. It was for good reason that most knightly orders, including the Eternal Dawn, were made up of Bound channelers rather than sorcerers. A paladin could banish or destroy demons in ways I never could. 

	And without that power, I had no idea how we could possibly save this girl now. 

	“My name is Shayera,” my companion said soothingly. “This is Mirek. We came here to free you.”

	If the amazon girl recognized the Princess of Highwind by name, she gave no visible indication. For a moment, I wondered if she might lose consciousness again, but instead she balled her hands into fists as if to brace herself. 

	“I am…I am Isolde,” she said, each word a struggle. “The demon’s will is too strong. I cannot…”

	She trailed off, eyes widening, and for a horrifying instant I feared that she had lost control. Aetheric energy sizzled at my fingertips just in case it lashed out—

	“The demon’s will is too strong for me to fight on my own,” Isolde repeated, though her voice had turned soft, almost hopeful. “But if you cannot expel it, perhaps there is a way you can lend me your strength.”

	“How?” Shayera asked. 

	“The tan’ratha.”

	Shayera and I shared a confused glance. “The…what?” she asked. 

	“Inside my pack,” the amazon said, gesturing at the leather rucksack I had brought from the tower. “The pouch in front, inside a case. Hurry!”

	I reached for the pack, wondering what in Zarach’s name she could possibly possess that might help against a demon. 

	Sure enough, there was a rectangular case where she’d indicated, and I set it carefully on the ground. The case was rosewood, light and surprisingly elaborate—the finely sculpted wood made it look like a jewelry box one could find on the nightstand of any noblewoman in Torsia. Inside were two items: a silver ring with a red gemstone at its center and a golden, emerald-studded choker. 

	I paused. I could feel the Aetheric energy buzzing in the gemstones of both items like a sympathetic vibration, almost as if they belonged together. Suddenly, I wondered if the legends I had heard about Nol Krovos were more accurate than I realized. The amazons were said to employ elaborate bonding rituals. Just like the Dal’Rethi who had trained them as guardians of the Godsoul prisons, they were said to fight in pairs—male-female pairs, specifically. 

	“Moshalim,” Isolde whispered as I examined the items. 

	I blinked, unsure of how to respond. I had read that the dialect of Nol Krovos drew heavily upon ancient Elvish, but I didn’t recognize the word.

	“It means sorcerer,” Shayera said. 

	“Ah, then yes,” I said, nodding. “I am a sorcerer. An arcanist, if you prefer.”

	Isolde continued staring at me for a long moment, the fear in her eyes gradually transforming into what looked like wonder. Maybe even…reverence. 

	Just when the intensity of her look was starting to get uncomfortable, she abruptly sighed and shook her head. “I am sorry. Tradition demands that I bond myself to a moshalim, but you will not be able to aid me against the demon.”

	Her eyes flicked back to Shayera, and her fingers brushed against the glowing tattoos on the half-elf’s forearm. “You bear the Mark of the Huntress.”

	“Not exactly,” Shayera said. “My markings are Dal’Rethi in origin. The Senosi are just the latest in a long line of imposters who corrupted the old technique.”

	Isolde paused and seemed to process her words. I could only imagine all the thoughts that must have been racing through her head right then. The confusion, the pain, the horror of knowing the creature inside her could retake control at any moment…

	For all we knew, the demon had utterly subjugated her mind and devoured her memories. Or perhaps it had simply forced her to watch as it controlled her body. Both outcomes were so unimaginably terrible I couldn’t decide which was worse.

	“Then it is settled,” Isolde said, taking the choker from my hands and offering it to Shayera. “I shall bind myself to your will.”

	I paused, both eyebrows lifting as I studied my companion. She clearly knew a lot more about this than I did, but she still looked downright stunned. 

	“Faarea,” she whispered, keeping one hand pressed against the amazon while the other took the item. “Are you…are you certain?”

	“There is no other choice,” Isolde said. “You must collar me. The tan’ratha shall add your will to my own. Quickly!”

	It was, I decided, one of the most genuinely surreal exchanges I had ever experienced. After all, it wasn’t every day that you saw one beautiful woman begging another to collar her, at least not outside the kinkier brothels in Drakendaar…

	Shayera seemed visibly torn by indecision. She pursed her lips, a storm of competing emotions flickering across her face, but she finally bit down on her lip and reached out to place the golden band around the amazon’s neck. 

	“Moshalim salah, v’morth kraan Maskari,” Isolde softly intoned as Shayera locked the choker in place. The Aetheric energy inside the metal surged, and the sympathetic vibration with the ring swelled like a chorus…

	And then the amazon jolted as if she had been struck by lightning. She gasped, convulsing just as she had at the tower when the demon had been attempting to reassert its control. 

	“What now?” Shayera asked, eyes wide as she held the other woman down with both hands. “I don’t understand how I can help.”

	“You must…you must wear the tan’hema,” Isolde said. “Quickly!”

	Shayera glanced down at the silver ring in the box. She scrutinized it, her blue-green eyes narrowing as she examined the ruby at its center. But when she realized she couldn’t put it on herself without removing her other hand from Isolde, she jerked her chin at me instead. 

	Nodding, I took the ring and bent down, starting to slip it onto her slender finger—

	“No!” Isolde gasped. “No, you must put it on yourself or—!”

	I had the ring halfway down Shayera’s finger when the sympathetic vibration swelled, engulfing both of us as the volume of the chorus increased tenfold. I froze, unsure of what was happening, until I felt a strange pressure against my skull. 

	No, not against it—inside it, as if another sorcerer had just tried to worm into my mind with charm magic. I fought back, steeling myself to resist the intrusion like I’d been taught in the Aetherium. But then, as a biting cold washed over me, I realized I had this all wrong. This wasn’t a spell pushing against me. 

	It was the demon. And I could feel it inside me. 

	I inhaled sharply, a flash of panic threatening to consume me before I regained my bearings. I was still holding the ring on Shayera’s finger just above her knuckle, and I could tell from the haunted look on her face that she was experiencing the same thing. We could feel the demon’s malice and hatred; we could feel its thrashing desperation to regain control of its vessel. And then, like a single candle amidst an all-consuming darkness, we could feel Isolde trying to resist its influence. 

	This was how we were going to help. 

	I didn’t claim to understand how this artifice worked, but when I focused my mind, I could actually feel Isolde’s body as if I were living inside it. Her pain, her fear, but also her heartbeats and her breaths, the cold ground digging into her back and the coiled power within her muscles. I was connected to this woman in a way I had never imagined possible, and the candle that was her will seemed to be growing brighter by the second. 

	No! She is mine. Mine!

	I felt more than heard the demon’s voice blast into my head, not in the accented, feminine voice of the amazon but in a raspy, inhuman snarl. And behind the voice was a presence, a dark, terrifying consciousness buried deep below a swirling black ocean but rising every instant. Isolde was there, trying to anchor it before it could escape, as was Shayera…

	I couldn’t explain how, but in a flash of insight, I suddenly knew exactly what to do. I focused all my concentration on the snarling voice, mentally pushing it deeper and deeper beneath the waves. It growled, threatened, roared…

	Arghhhhh!

	The scream in my head was so primal and unnerving I nearly lost myself. But then, with another flash, the demon fell silent. It wasn’t gone; I could still feel its malevolence lurking in the depths, but Shayera’s anchor held it firm. And no matter how hard it struggled, no matter how loudly it screamed, the crushing depths silenced its voice and held it in place. 

	“Mirek?”

	I gasped and reopened my eyes, unaware that I had ever closed them. I was still holding Shayera’s hand, both our fingers touching the ring. 

	“Zarach’s blood,” I groaned, my voice as hoarse as if I had been screaming myself raw. “Did we…?”

	“It isn’t gone,” Shayera whispered. “But I think it’s—”

	“Contained,” Isolde finished. Tears were streaming from her brown eyes, but her lips were stretched into the brightest smile I had ever seen. “It has no power over me.”

	I gladly returned her smile. I had never heard of anything like this; I had never conceived of anything like this. A thousand unanswered question flashed in my mind—most of them troubling—but for now, at least, the answers didn’t matter. Against all odds, the girl we had set out to rescue had been freed.

	“And now,” Isolde said, reaching out to place a hand on each of us, “I am yours.”

	 

	
6 
A Matter of Honor

	 

	Shayera

	 

	“And now…I am yours.”

	The declaration hung in the air for a dozen heartbeats before it truly registered in my mind. I was still reeling from the experience of battling the demon…and sharing Isolde’s thoughts and feelings. Aunt Val had told me enough about amazon bonding rituals to give me serious pause before agreeing to Isolde’s plan, but I had eventually told myself that we didn’t have any other option. Mirek couldn’t exorcise the demon, and I refused to kill an innocent woman just to destroy the monster within her. A slim chance was better than nothing. 

	Incredibly, it seemed to have actually worked…at least for the moment. But I could still feel the demon roiling inside her, and then there was the issue of the lifelong bond I had just entered into with a complete and total stranger…

	“I…I beg your pardon?” Mirek asked, sounding as shocked as I felt. 

	“I owe you both a debt I can never repay,” Isolde said, her face streaked with tears. “But I swear to you, I shall spend my life making the attempt.”

	I shared a long look with Mirek. Our hands were still clasped together with the ring, I could still feel Isolde’s emotions washing over me—the relief, the joy, the absolute conviction behind her pledge…

	It was almost overwhelming, and it took a moment for me to remember something else Val had told me about the ritual. While the amazon remained collared for life, her bond mate—her Maskari—had the option of deactivating or removing the ring. It didn’t exactly seem fair to me, but that wasn’t the nature of the relationship. To the amazons, serving their Maskari was a righteous duty.

	I drew my hand away from Mirek’s—and my other off the amazon—and reached out to touch the ruby embedded in the ring. I had no idea what I was doing, but the artificers who had designed the thing had apparently kept it simple. The cascade of Isolde’s emotions—and my sense of the demon—shut off as if I had just twisted a valve, and from Mirek’s face, I could tell that they had for him, too. 

	“You don’t owe us anything,” I stammered, still trying to recenter myself. “We didn’t come here for a reward. There’s no debt.”

	“Of course there is,” Isolde said earnestly. “It is a matter of honor.”

	She leaned up under her own power for the first time. I could see the flex of her abdominal muscles through the gap in her armor, and it made me wonder what the average Amazonian training regimen involved. Flat stomachs were one thing, but hers was practically iron. 

	“My blade is yours, now and forever,” she added. But then the certitude in her eyes seemed to falter for a heartbeat before she turned to Mirek. “Both of yours.”

	“Let’s focus on the ‘now’ part of that for the moment, okay?” I asked tentatively. My heartbeat had only just started to settle down, and the reality of everything else that was going on was now sinking in. “We, um…we have questions. A lot of questions.”

	“Like what in the void just happened?” Mirek asked, his voice hoarse as if he had been screaming nonstop. “The ring, the collar, the demon…”

	“I am pledged to your service,” Isolde said as if it were obvious. But then her brow furrowed as she glanced between us. “Though I admit, the ritual did not proceed as I had planned. The Maskari-shan is a bonding of two, no more. And yet, it required both of your wills to suppress the demon. I am…confused.”

	“That makes it unanimous,” Mirek murmured. “What was supposed to happen?”

	“I had hoped that bonding with the Blade Dancer would allow me to suppress the demon permanently,” Isolde said, meeting my eyes again. “I would then be pledged to her service. But now…”

	She raised her hand to touch the choker around her neck. I swore I could almost hear the magical energy buzzing inside of it. 

	“Forgive me, this is…I am finding it difficult to concentrate,” she said, closing her eyes and swallowing. 

	“The demon?” Mirek asked. 

	“No. It is…you.”

	He blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

	“She can sense our thoughts,” I said with dazed awe. “Or emotions, least. That’s the point of that collar. Gods, and two of us? It has to be—”

	“Overwhelming,” Isolde said, her jaw tightening visibly. “But I will adapt, I promise. I will not disappoint you.”

	I glanced at Mirek again and saw the same disbelief mirrored on his face. Probably more, since he had never been told about any of this beforehand. I doubted that even the Zarul could have gotten an operative on Nol Krovos. It may have been the only nation in Torsia on which they had no intelligence whatsoever. 

	This had all happened so quickly that I still wasn’t sure what to think of it. The idea that we had just (mostly) unwittingly bound this girl to us was confusing, frightening, and more than a little disturbing—especially the part where she could potentially know whatever I was thinking. Still, at this precise moment, it might work to my advantage. I’d meant every word I said, and she could probably sense I was telling the truth.

	“You disappointing us is the absolute last thing in the world we’re worried about right now,” I soothed. “We’re just glad that you’re all right.”

	“Take as long as you need,” Mirek added. “We’ll figure all of this out, don’t worry.”

	Isolde’s brown eyes closed, then eventually reopened, and she offered both of us a warm smile. “I never believed I would be free again,” she whispered. “I have spent so many days longing for death…”

	She took my hand and squeezed, and a river of fresh tears flowed down her cheeks. My heart twisted with sympathy. I couldn’t even begin to fathom the horrors she had endured, and I was selfishly grateful that I had deactivated the ring so I didn’t have to experience them myself. I just held her, hoping that my presence and silent support would somehow help. 

	Mirek followed my lead and stayed quiet. I allowed my tattoos to finally fade, though the wave of fatigue that followed almost made me regret it. It was always this way. I never realized just how hard I had been pushing my body until I let go and became a mortal woman again. 

	“We can put some distance between us and the tower if you think it will help clear your mind,” Mirek said after a long silence. “But I should return and try to close the last fracture.”

	“You cannot,” Isolde said, her puffy eyes focusing on him again. “None of us can.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“The rift in the Pale is being sustained by the tower itself. The stones are very old, and the demon was able to awaken and corrupt the power stored within them.” She paused for a moment as if shaking off an old memory. “That is the main reason Veleca sent the army here. It is the only place they could exit the Pale without the aid of her relic.”

	Mirek grimaced, then swore under his breath. “So now there’s just a permanent rift in the Pale here? Wonderful. That’s just wonderful.”

	“Perhaps there is a way to control the tower; I do not know,” Isolde said. “The demon believed there was only one individual who could seal this fracture, but that person does not even know it exists.”

	“My father,” I said softly. “And his sword.”

	“Yes. You are Shayera Starwind, daughter of Queen Serrane and Highlord Cassel.” It was more of a statement than a question, as if she were trying to convince herself it was true. “The demon hated you for your Dal’Rethi markings. If it had known who your father was, it would have wanted to destroy you at any cost.”

	“Maybe we’ll get the chance to introduce them at some point,” I replied mildly. For the third time, I wished that I could just snap my fingers and summon my father and his paladins. But we still had to figure out a way to stop Veleca on our own. 

	“I suppose we have no choice but to leave the fracture for now,” Mirek said, clearly unhappy. “But we were hoping you might be able to tell us more about Veleca’s plan…and any way we could stop her before her army lays waste to the city.”

	Isolde nodded slowly. “She shared much of her strategy with the demon. It was meant to play an integral role in her assault on the city.”

	“But now it’s off the board,” I said. “Does that mean we already ruined her plans?”

	“I am afraid not,” the amazon answered. “The demon was meant to lead the undead. But even without its direction, they will wreak untold havoc upon Vorsalos. You see, they are capable of traveling through the Pale. And once they arrive—”

	“Veleca can create a fracture to let them out,” Mirek finished. “Yes, we tumbled to that part of the plan ourselves.”

	“Then you understand the chaos that will ensue. The undead will appear behind the city’s walls and defenses. They will slaughter thousands…which Veleca and her relic will be able to raise as new soldiers.”

	I sank back on my haunches, a wave of bitter dread crashing over me. Mirek and I had reasoned this part out ourselves, but hearing someone else talk about it made it feel oppressively real. This wasn’t just going to be an attack—it was going to be a massacre unlike anything the Reaches had seen in twenty years. 

	“Even if the Raven Guard responds instantly, it will take forever to hunt down all the undead,” Mirek said. “The corpses will spread through the streets and into buildings…”

	“The city’s defenders will be caught unaware,” Isolde said. “The army here represents only one prong of Veleca’s assault. She plans to lead another, smaller force from the mountains to assail the northern gate.”

	He hissed softly. “I wondered about that. It explains why she’s not waiting here. And let me guess—that force will attack the gate head-on as a diversion.”

	“Correct.” The amazon’s eyebrows lifted, seemingly surprised and impressed all at once. “She will not conceal its approach—she wants the Regent Lord to commit his defenses to one location.”

	“While the second force walks through the Pale and assaults the harbor on the opposite side,” Mirek said. “The Raven Guard will be completely out of position. Zarach’s blood…”

	“What about the Corvosi?” I asked him. “Surely they’ll be able to respond quicker.”

	“The Crell sorcerers will not pose a threat for long,” Isolde said. 

	Mirek’s green eyes narrowed at her. “Wait, you know about the Corvosi?”

	“Veleca and Jurisa have known about them for many months, even before they acquired the relic from the Crell.” 

	Mirek paled. “But that’s impossible,” he breathed. “We’ve taken every precaution to train and house them in secret.”

	Isolde frowned. “‘We?’”

	“He’s one of them,” I explained. “Or was, until he realized his people were insane.”

	Mirek flinched, an unreadable cascade of emotions flickering across his face. Unreadable to me, anyway, but from the way Isolde’s expression shifted, it was clear that her collar was feeding her his feelings directly. 

	“I see,” she whispered, her brown eyes flicking back and forth. “You have made the correct decision.”

	“I’ve made the only decision,” he said bitterly. “This scheme has been madness from the very beginning.”

	Isolde reached out and placed a hand on his knee—a surprisingly intimate act for a woman who was still a near-total stranger. Distantly, I wondered if the collar was influencing such behavior. Aunt Val had been a little vague on the specifics. 

	“I do not know how Veleca and Jurisa learned about these sorcerers of yours, only that they did,” Isolde said. “They believe that your people’s arrogance will be their undoing.”

	“And they’re about to be right,” Mirek replied, his voice brittle. “The Corvosi aren’t powerful or experienced enough to stop an assault from all directions.”

	“Their skill and training will make little difference, regardless. They are no match for a Senosi Huntress.”

	My cheek twitched. “Meaning what?”

	“On the day of the attack, Jurisa plans to sneak into the city,” Isolde said. “She will use the chaos of the initial attack to assassinate key members of the Raven Court—and eliminate all the Crell-trained sorcerers.”

	It shouldn’t have been a particularly shocking revelation, now that we knew the enemy were aware of the Corvosi. But it still made my stomach twist in worry…while Mirek sank into the grass as if he had just been punched in the gut. 

	“Zarach’s blood,” he rasped, his fingers rubbing at his eyes. “Farah, what have you done?”

	His distress was almost instantly mirrored on Isolde’s face—she almost looked like she was on the verge of tears again. Gods, I couldn’t even imagine how annoying that would become. I would have already gone crazy and taken the collar off, demon be damned.

	“We can’t let this happen,” Mirek said. “The Corvosi are the city’s only chance to fight off the undead.”

	“But if they prevail, the Regent Lord will be a hero,” I pointed out. “And the Imperium will have its puppet on the throne.”

	His eyes met mine, and I wondered if this would finally be the inevitable clash between our two worlds that I had been imagining—and dreading—ever since he had told me who he was. An Imperial puppet in Vorsalos was a direct threat to Highwind and its people. And yet, an undead army and a pair of vengeful Senosi were a direct threat to everyone in the Northern Reaches. It wasn’t as if we could let them slaughter thousands of people…

	“We can’t just let her go on a killing spree,” Mirek said. “And without the Corvosi, thousands more could die.”

	“I know,” I said. “It’s just…”

	“You do not wish to aid your enemies,” Isolde finished, now looking at me. 

	“The people of Vorsalos aren’t my enemy,” I corrected. “The Regent Lord and his cronies are.”

	Isolde nodded as if she understood. Perhaps she did—my emotions were surely flooding through that collar of hers now. 

	“There’s one thing I don’t understand,” I said, changing the subject in the hopes that some of the tension would drain away. “Veleca can assassinate the Regent Lord and the Raven Court and kill thousands of people, but she can’t conquer and hold the city with an army of undead.”

	“She is not interested in conquest,” Isolde said. “Her only goal is revenge. Destruction. Death. She wishes to punish the people of Vorsalos for turning against the Senosi.”

	“And then what? She dances on their ashes?”

	“I am not convinced she intends to survive the battle. She harbors no illusions about a future for her cause or her sisters.”

	“Which makes her even more dangerous,” Mirek said gravely. “If she believes she has nothing to lose…”

	“There is one additional component to her plan,” Isolde added. “A final stroke of judgment, she called it.”

	I almost rolled my eyes. “What now?”

	“I do not know. She did not confide in the demon any more than was necessary for it to carry out its task. Only her accomplice, the Huntress Jurisa, knows the truth.”

	“What else could she possibly have planned?” Mirek breathed. “A third fucking army hidden somewhere?”

	“I do not believe that is so,” Isolde said. “She has spent months attempting to locate a sufficient supply of host bodies, and she will use them all.”

	“How sad for her,” I grumbled. 

	Isolde cast her gaze downward. “I would not have brought this up, but I wanted you to understand that my knowledge is imperfect. Still, no matter what she intends, all of her plans revolve around the Avetharri relic the Crell provided her. Without it, she is powerless.”

	Mirek swallowed, and a shadow crossed his features as if he were pulling himself out of a deep hole. “Right,” he said. “Which just leaves the question of where she’s hiding herself.”

	“I am afraid I do not know that, either,” Isolde said. “I only know that she left Tanisgarde. They might be together at this moment, but I know that the Huntress will eventually be at the Irathi Plantation just outside the city. They have hired about a dozen mercenaries, and together they will enter the city under the guise of a merchant caravan, then lay in wait for the battle to begin.”

	“We passed that on the way here,” I said. “Do you know when exactly Jurisa will be there?”

	“By tomorrow afternoon at the latest,” Isolde answered. “The attack will come the following night.”

	Mirek looked at me, a glimmer of hope in his eyes for the first time since we had started this conversation. We could theoretically get to the plantation in the middle of the night if we hurried or by tomorrow afternoon if we didn’t. After all this terrible news, we had finally caught a break.

	“If we stop Jurisa, at least the defenders will have a chance,” I whispered. “And if she can lead us to Veleca…”

	“Then there’s still an outside shot that we can stop this before it happens,” Mirek finished. 

	I sat down heavily, my head swirling. This was so much to take in all at once, not just the pending horror of an undead invasion, but Isolde, the demon, the Maskari ritual…

	I was also genuinely starting to feel sick from fatigue. The dull ache rippling through my body was making me seriously tempted to activate my tattoos again, or at least feed off the crystal in my necklace. 

	Gods, is Isolde going to feel that, too?

	“Maybe we should head back to Arkney Falls,” I suggested. “We can get some food and rest.”

	“If that is what you wish,” Isolde said. “I am yours to command.”

	I pursed my lips and glanced at Mirek. “Right,” I said. “We, uh…we still have a lot to talk about.”

	“Yeah,” he agreed quietly. “We really do.”

	 

	***

	 

	After mulling over what Isolde had told us for a few more minutes, Mirek and I helped her to her feet. Not that she needed it—physically, she was completely fine. More than fine, actually, as I more carefully eyed her impressive figure. Amazonian armor was light yet functional, just like the hardened leathers worn by the ranger corps in Nelu’Thalas, but I couldn’t deny how the strips of her leather skirt seemed to draw my eyes to her shapely legs. Her arms were also bare aside from her bracers and the protective pauldron on her left shoulder, and they were every bit as impressive. Hard and strong, yet still shapely and feminine.

	I caught Mirek studying her, too, now that she wasn’t trying to kill us, but when our eyes met, we both seemed to remember that she could sense what we were feeling, and we shifted our attention to the terrain instead. Mithros wasn’t far—perhaps a quarter mile north at most. Just enough time for me to try and pull my thoughts together. 

	I wish that my father were here so he could close this fracture and smite the undead. And now I wish that Aunt Val were here so she could tell me all about this amazon bonding craziness and explain what I’ve just gotten myself into. Maiden’s mercy…

	“Our mount isn’t far,” I said. “Let’s go.”

	Mithros wasn’t hiding from us this time, nor was his fur matted in blood from a morning hunt. He was instead sitting more or less calmly, his head resting on his paws as he bathed in the late afternoon sun. He wasn’t sleeping, though, and I could tell that he wasn’t actually as calm as he looked. His hackles raised slightly when we approached, and his big green eyes kept flicking between us and the woman we were carrying. 

	It belatedly occurred to me that he might sense the demon still possessing her and recoil—or perhaps even attack! Gods, if we had gone to all this trouble to save Isolde only to have to protect her from my own pet…

	But thankfully, he didn’t even growl. In fact, his ears actually perked up when we got close, and his tail began to twitch slightly—not in anger, but in curiosity. It was a good start.

	“Incredible,” Isolde breathed. “I was told of such magnificent creatures, but to see one in person…”

	I smiled, hoping that was her genuine reaction and not at all influenced by the fact he was my boy. “I wondered if you might have spotted him from Tanisgarde when you were…well, when the demon was forcing you to chase us.”

	“I did, yes. The demon wanted to pursue—it was confident it could overtake you.”

	“It probably could have, since she was lugging me along at the time,” Mirek said. “Why didn’t it?”

	“Veleca ordered it to stand down,” Isolde said, watching the leophon with fascination. “She did not believe that you were a threat. On the contrary, she hoped you would warn the city about the coming attack.”

	“But why—?” I stopped myself as the truth belatedly occurred to me. “She thought it would draw even more defenses to the northern gate.”

	“Yes.”

	I went to Mithros’s side, giving his flank a comforting stroke. “Well, you should let him sniff you,” I said. “He’ll need to know you before he lets you ride him.”

	Isolde started forward, an almost girlish glimmer in her eye, before she abruptly stopped and glanced between Mirek and I. “I shall walk so that the two of you can ride.”

	“That’s not necessary,” Mirek assured her. “Especially after what you just went through.”

	“Thanks to your efforts, I suffered no ill effects,” she replied. “Besides, you are moshalim.”

	“That’s a good point,” I said with a snicker. “Crell sorcerers probably aren’t used to walking with their own two feet. Back home they have palanquins to carry them everywhere.”

	Isolde raised an eyebrow. “Truly?”

	“No,” Mirek said, giving me a sour look. “We walk or ride like anyone else.”

	“Such manly stoicism,” I teased. “But you were just Flensed!”

	“And you just fought off a dozen undead and went toe-to-toe with a demon.”

	“True, but I have to steer.” I patted the saddle. “Come on, let’s get moving.”

	Mirek didn’t contest the point any further, and we set off the moment he climbed into the saddle behind me. This time, he kept his hands on my hips. 

	I had been looking forward to a little silence in the hopes it would let me process everything that had just happened, but it didn’t help as much as I’d thought. The fatigue was part of it; the terrifying reality of the calamity that was about to befall a city filled with over a hundred thousand people was another. 

	But mostly, I just couldn’t stop thinking about the woman walking alongside us. A few days ago, Mirek and I had been locked in a life-and-death struggle with the demon controlling her. An hour ago, we had been facing the grim reality that we might have to kill her. And now…Now she was bound to us by a cultural ritual that seemed a few thousand years out of place. If it hadn’t just happened right before my eyes, I doubt I would have believed it could. 

	There were still about a hundred things I wanted to ask her, though ten minutes alone with Mirek to discuss our new situation might have been even better. He might understand the artifice involved in the amazon’s collar and ring, including how to sever the bond once we had discovered a way to exorcise the demon. 

	Assuming that was even possible. Because if not…

	“You need not worry over my comfort,” Isolde said as we continued walking north. “I have been training for this moment since I was a child.”

	I bit down on my lower lip, wondering how much of my ruminations she had “heard” while we were moving. Perhaps all of them. I wouldn’t have been surprised if Mirek had been thinking along the same lines, too. This lack of privacy could get obnoxious—and embarrassing—real fast. 

	“I’m not worried,” I replied, easing back on the reins to encourage Mithros to slow his gait slightly. Not that Isolde’s long legs seemed to have any difficulty keeping up. “It’s just that…well, somehow I doubt this is how you imagined your bonding ritual. Little girls dream about big parties and pretty dresses for their wedding, not demonic possession and an army of undead.”

	Her head tilted curiously to one side. “The Maskari-Shan is not an act of matrimony.”

	“I know, but…never mind,” I muttered, opting to quit while I was ahead. 

	“You are correct that this is not what I envisioned,” Isolde said. “I do not believe that this has ever happened before. The ritual is about joining two as one.”

	Her expression seemed to turn somber for a moment as her brown eyes went distant. “My mother would not approve of such a violation. She is quite…traditional.”

	“I would hope that she would be grateful that you were freed from a demon,” Mirek said quietly.

	Isolde nodded, and her mood seemed to stabilize. “You are right, of course. Besides, her own experience with the ritual was quite unorthodox. Her Maskari was killed when Inquisitrix Marcella attacked Nol Krovos.”

	“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said. Condolences always sounded a bit forced to my ears—words seemed useless in the face of true grief. Though given her apparent age, there was no way she had even known the man. 

	“There is no reason to apologize,” Isolde said. “It simply led to the unusual circumstances of my birth. I did not know my father as well as I would have liked. His obligations kept him from spending much time on Nol Krovos, despite his wishes. I have not seen him since I was a child.”

	I frowned. “I thought you said your mother’s Maskari died?”

	“Yes.” Isolde looked at me, clearly confused, before her eyes suddenly lit up in recognition. “Ah, I understand your misconception. My mother’s Maskari was not my father.”

	“I see,” I said, though of course I didn’t. My understanding of the tradition was that an amazon warrior bound herself to a single man for life—not just spiritually, but sexually. 

	“I was conceived almost a year after the war,” she explained. “My mother entered an arrangement with her lifelong friend. Her Maskari is my father.”

	I glanced over my shoulder at Mirek, who seemed even more lost than I was. The nature of the bonding ritual was strange enough, but getting pregnant from your best friend’s lover…

	Imagine a world where Mom decided to let Dad have a child with Aluriel. It’s crazy! 

	“Wait,” I asked as a thought belatedly struck me. “Your father is still alive and just didn’t choose to stick around?”

	“He was not expected to,” Isolde said. “As I said, my mother’s experience with the ritual was also unique. Perhaps she will understand after all.”

	I pressed my lips together. My father’s responsibilities as Highlord had certainly eaten up more of his time than he would have liked while I was growing up, but I couldn’t imagine how bitter I would have become if he had simply run away. He and I were very different people in a lot of ways, but no one could have asked for a better father. He was kind, loving, and…

	My thoughts trailed off as an eerie tingle suddenly began crawling down the back of my neck. The Maskari of her mother’s best friend who she hadn’t seen since she was a child…

	No, it can’t be…can it?

	“Is something wrong?” Isolde asked, sensing my sudden shift in mood. 

	“N-no, I don’t think so,” I managed. “I was just trying to imagine how mad I would be at my father if he hadn’t been around my whole life.”

	“I hope I did not give you the wrong impression. I am not upset with my father—he had many vital responsibilities, including watching over his other child. And when he would visit, he always devoted time to me. And now…” She paused for a moment. “He is the reason I am here in Vorsalos.”

	I raised an eyebrow, wondering if my mind had gotten ahead of itself with an unfounded theory. “He lives here?”

	“No. What I mean is that he is the reason I left Nol Krovos. Vorsalos was meant to be merely the first part of my journey back to him.”

	“Where is he?” Mirek asked. His posture had also noticeably stiffened in the saddle behind me. 

	Isolde shook her head. “I do not know, but it is my destiny to find out. My mother and the Red Sisterhood have been preparing me for this quest since he disappeared. And yet, despite all my training, the demon would have ruined everything if you had not found me.”

	She stopped in place, her eyes threatening to swell with tears again. I brought Mithros to a halt, tempted to get out of the saddle and console her. 

	“You did not merely save me,” Isolde added. “If I succeed in finding and rescuing my father, all the Northern Reaches—perhaps all of Torsia—will owe you an immense debt.”

	The tingle in my neck returned, stronger than before. And out of the corner of my eye, I saw Mirek’s face suddenly pale. 

	“Your father,” I said, my voice so soft it was nearly stolen by the wind, “is the Dragon of Highwind.”

	“Yes,” Isolde said. “And I am destined to find him.”

	 

	 

	
7 
Bonded

	 

	Shayera

	 

	Aunt Val was leaning against the battlements of the southernmost tower in the Highwind docks, her green eyes narrowed into slits and her red scarf and black hair fluttering in the evening breeze. She had been spending a lot of time out here recently, I’d noticed, and it had nothing do with the view of the ships in the Reachwend. 

	She misses him. And it’s literally killing her. 

	She had tried to hide it from me, of course. So had Mom and Dad and Aluriel and everyone else who knew the truth. But I spent more time with her than they did these days, and I had been noticing the slow decline for over a year now. The subtle trembling of her arms, the even subtler whitening of her skin, the tightening around her eyes when her tattoos seemed to cause her physical pain…

	Val had told me once that even if some of the other Senosi had survived the purge, they likely would have rotted away by now. Without the Inquisitrix and her Godsoul to feed them, their hunger would slowly consume them, almost like a prolonged version of the Wasting Echo that had doomed the Knights of the Silver Fist. The Senosi had twisted and corrupted the ancient Dal’Rethi traditions to make their tattoos even more powerful, and this was the price for their hubris. 

	“Aluriel needs to give you some more lessons,” Val said over the wind without turning. “You’re not as good at sneaking around as your mom.”

	“I wasn’t trying to sneak,” I protested as I glided up the last two steps. “But I had a feeling you’d be out here.”

	As I approached her on the battlements, I realized there weren’t any guards on the walls within at least thirty yards of us. I wondered if it was because she had ordered them away or because they knew better than to try chatting up Queen Serrane’s personal enforcer. 

	“Aren’t you supposed to be studying in the temple tonight?” Val asked. “Learning about gods and demons so your dad can make you a paladin?”

	“He’s finally given up on that,” I said wryly. “I’m not sure he ever really wanted it, to be honest. He almost has a heart attack just watching me spar with real swords.”

	Val smiled faintly. “I would say he’s gone soft, but he’s always been that way. So pure it’s almost nauseating.”

	I smirked. I never would have let anyone else talk that way about my father, but I knew she didn’t mean it. Julian Cassel was almost certainly the most respected person in the whole city, my mother included. While the queen made difficult decisions about who got what resources, the Highlord of the Eternal Dawn got to ride around on his gleaming charger smiting monsters. 

	“He’s worried about you,” I said, leaning on the parapet with her. “We all are.”

	“Well, that’s stupid,” she replied irritably. “I’m the one who can regenerate.”

	I let the silence stretch, suddenly doubting whether I should have come up here in the first place. Aunt Val was either the most entertaining person to be around or the crankiest, depending on her mood. Tonight seemed like one of the latter. 

	“The pain is getting worse,” she said at last, leaning back and flexing the slim, callused fingers of her left hand. “I figured I’d come here because your mom doesn’t like it when I swear and growl in front of her court.”

	I grinned at the thought, but it quickly faded. “Isn’t there something we can—”

	“There’s nothing,” she interrupted. “No remedy, no ritual, no bullshit bargain that I’m willing to make.” Her shoulders sagged just slightly. “Promise me you’ll never get addicted to dragon blood, all right?”

	I swallowed the lump in my throat as the wind blew my long hair in front of my face. “What happened to him?”

	“You’ve heard the stories many times.”

	“But what really happened to him?” I pressed. “You’ve never told me.”

	“It’s not important right now. We need to focus on—”

	“It’s important to me,” I insisted. “You and Mom always tell me to cut through the bullshit and get to the truth. Well, that’s what I’m doing. So why not—?”

	Val spun around and glared daggers at me. The cold fury blazing in her green eyes made me flinch away despite myself. All of a sudden, I was staring at the woman who had once been a ruthless killer, not the overprotective aunt who seemed determined to shield me from the world at any cost…

	And then the Senosi Huntress was gone. Val sighed and closed her eyes, and her posture slumped as she leaned back against the parapet. 

	My entire life, Valuri Sorvaal had seemed invincible. My father was a hero of the people, a living bulwark against the forces of darkness, but I had seen him weep in private over the death of comrades. My mother was a strong and determined ruler, but I had witnessed how the endless chain of challenges and impossible decisions weighed upon her in the waning hours of the night. 

	Then there was Aunt Val. She was unflappable. Indestructible. No wound could slow her down and no tragedy could break her.

	But I’d been wrong. She’d been wounded deeply, and this was the first time I was being allowed to see it.

	“The truth is that we don’t know,” Val said quietly. “Not really.”

	I frowned and took a tentative step toward her. “How is that possible?”

	She reopened her green eyes but didn’t look at me. She didn’t seem to be looking at anything, actually. “You were very young,” she said, voice still low. “Too young to remember. We spent a lot of time in Nol Krovos and Vorsalos cleaning up after the war.”

	“I didn’t realize that Nol Krovos was that badly damaged,” I ventured. “I thought the Inquisitrix stole the Godsoul, then left.”

	“The wounds were political more than structural. There were disagreements between the islands. The dragon was seen as a bridge to help rebuild. Without the power of the Fount, they sent a legion of young girls to meet Jorem hoping that we would…” Her gaze flicked to me at last, and she hesitated. “I’ll explain when you’re older.”

	I felt a rush of heat in my cheeks. I may have been the daughter of prudes, but I wasn’t that naïve. I understood that every kingdom in Torsia wanted the chance to breed their own dragons and resurrect their version of the Avethian Empire. The amazons probably wanted the same…

	“Jorem had made it a point to stay out of politics and war as much as possible,” Val continued. “Your mother was dealing with Highwind, Vorsalos had kicked out the Senosi…he had no interest in ruling anyone. And if he started taking direct action, he knew that the balance of power in Torsia could change overnight. He thought that staying in the background was safer for everyone…especially his son.”

	She drew in a deep breath and finally turned to face me. “We were back in Highwind when news came in from Darenthi that their civil war was about to heat up. The capital was surrounded, and Duke Whitefeather was about to seize control. But we had no reason to get involved…not until we heard the rumors about another Fount buried in the Godcursed Reach.”

	“A Godsoul prison?” I breathed. “Mom said that Nol Krovos was the last one.”

	“That’s what we all thought,” Val said. “It might be true. But considering there were also rumors about another Culling while Darenthi was busy tearing itself apart, Jorem decided that he and Kaseya needed to investigate while Selvhara stayed here to protect their son. I would have gone with them, but I needed to head back to Vorsalos to chase down a rumor that one of the Sanctori had somehow survived…”

	Her face twisted. “He and Red flew off, and I never saw them again.”

	I cast about for something to say. I had heard some of this before, but only in the vaguest terms. It was the kingdom’s biggest mystery, and an endless source of rumors and hearsay. 

	“Do you think he’s dead?”

	“No,” Val said adamantly. “He’s alive. I know it.”

	I shook my head. “How…?”

	“Because Red and Selvhara were bonded by an old Dal’Rethi collar. It’s…a long story. But the point is that wolf girl would know if Kaseya had died. She can still sense her, but it’s weak. Very weak. And the sensation hasn’t changed in over a decade.”

	“What do you think it means?”

	“If I knew what it meant, I’d have found them already!” Val snapped. Her eyes flashed with anger again, but it faded quickly. “We looked for them. We scoured those fucking mountains for months. Probably killed half a Culling’s worth of Chol. But the Godcursed Reach covers hundreds of miles of impassable terrain, and there’s no way to…”

	Val trailed off and swallowed again. “With Jorem gone, we knew it was too dangerous to keep their kid here in Highwind. Once the news of the dragon’s disappearance spread, every power in Torsia would try to get their hands on Jorem’s son. It might even cause a war. So wolf girl took him away to protect him while…while we tried to figure out where in the bloody void Jorem and Red went.”

	I wanted to reach out and hug her; I wanted to do something, anything to help dull the pain in her eyes. But the invincible woman I had grown up idolizing suddenly looked as fragile and helpless to me as anyone else. 

	“You don’t think he’s ever coming back, do you?” I asked in a small voice. 

	“I don’t know,” Val whispered. “I just don’t know.”

	 

	“Jorem’s child,” I breathed, head still swimming. If I weren’t mounted atop Mithros, I might have lost my balance altogether. “You’re Jorem’s child?”

	“I am sorry to cause such distress,” Isolde replied, looking abashed. “But I thought you would wish to know the truth before we traveled much further.”

	“I’m not distressed,” I assured her. “I’m…”

	I trailed off when I realized that her brown eyes were no longer fixated on me, but rather on the man behind me in the saddle. When I glanced back over my shoulder to look at Mirek, he had turned so pale he could have been mistaken for one of the walking corpses we had battled at the tower. 

	“The dragon has more children?” he breathed. “Concealed on Nol Krovos?”

	“I am the only one,” Isolde told him, her expression flickering between her own emotions and the ones she was feeling from us. “Though the prospect of seeding more was discussed at great length.”

	“More?” I asked sharply, wondering if she or Mirek even knew about the three other children…or if I should tell them. 

	No one can ever know the truth, even the children themselves, my mother had told me. For their own sakes, it may be best if they never develop powers at all. Without their father to protect them, secrecy is their only hope of survival.

	“After the destruction of the Fount of Velhari twenty years ago, my people implored the dragon to help them rebuild,” Isolde explained. “They believed that his seed, distributed equally between young women of Nol Krovos and Nol Pratos, would usher in a new era of unity and prosperity for our people.”

	I pushed my tongue hard into the back of my teeth, remembering when Aunt Val had mentioned this to me a few years back. I couldn’t imagine what it must have felt like to have your lover bartered for like a prized stallion. She always insisted that she hadn’t minded sharing him with his other girls, especially Kaseya, but she’d surely had her limits…

	“But he didn’t go through with it,” I prompted.

	“No,” Isolde said. “Before the dragon could begin, he 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.”

	“Of course it would!” Mirek blurted out. “If the Sovereign Council learned what was happening, they would have dispatched our entire fleet to your island to capture the children and burn everything else to rubble.”

	His face had gone from pale to flushed, as if he were angry and sickened. I understood why; he knew what his people wanted and what they were capable of. The Crell Imperium aspired to be the human version of the Avethian Empire, and they had been trying to breed their own dragon for generations—the so-called rebirth of Zarach. The Zarul had also spent the last two decades scrambling to find the rumored children of the dragon before their powers could manifest. It was why their identities had been hidden in the first place, even from my mother. She only knew of their existence, not their identities—except for Jorem and Kaseya’s child, of course.

	“The other powers in Torsia wouldn’t just sit back and watch, either,” Mirek added. “Ebara, Talisham…I wouldn’t be surprised if the eastern nations tried to send ships, too. No one would just wait around for their enemies to get their hands on a weapon with that kind of power. Just the knowledge that these children exist could start a war across the whole damn continent.”

	Isolde nodded. “That is the future the dragon foresaw: a war for and between his many offspring that would set the world aflame.” She paused. “That is why he did not linger on the island after my birth. He wanted to, I am told. Yet he knew that many eyes followed him wherever he went. His presence alone would have been a threat to me and everyone else on Nol Krovos.”

	I swore softly under my breath, all the old conversations I’d had with Aunt Val about the dragon’s children suddenly being cast in a new light. I hadn’t truly understood the gravity of the situation when I was younger, no matter how much Aunt Val had tried to explain it to me. Part of that was probably just my own bitterness at not being a sorcerer and wanting to believe it wasn’t important. But as I got older, I eventually began to understand what was at stake. This wasn’t just about breeding new sorcerers—it was about the potential of unleashing another Dragon War upon a world that was utterly unprepared for it. 

	“Your people shouldn’t have let you leave Nol Krovos,” Mirek said into the quiet. “It’s far too dangerous.”

	“Amazons do not fear conflict,” Isolde replied flatly. “And we do not hide from our destinies.” 

	“But you can’t…” He hesitated and audibly swallowed. “Do you have any idea how reckless it was to come here? Forget the demon and the Senosi—do you understand what would happen if anyone else found out who you are?”

	“They would seek to claim my power for themselves.”

	It was a shockingly banal way to describe the torment that would await a young woman with the capacity to give birth to another dragon. I understood what the Crell would do to me if those pirates had succeeded in delivering me to the Imperium, and I didn’t have the blood of Jorem Farr flowing through my veins. Isolde’s fate would be the stuff of nightmares. 

	Mirek couldn’t even bring himself to respond. He simply stared at her, disbelieving. 

	Beyond the obvious, I wondered what was going through his head. Here he was, a man who had forsaken his own people and reached out to the daughter of an enemy only to be standing in the company of another—one that the Crell would burn half the world to get their hands on. 

	“You said you are destined to find your father,” I said, trying to shift my thoughts to the bigger picture. “Does that mean you know where he is?”

	“Not precisely,” Isolde said. “I know that he is here on the mainland, somewhere deep within the mountains between the Northern Reaches and Darenthi.”

	I saw surprise blossom on Mirek’s face, but I felt my momentary hope shrivel and die. Narrowing a location down to a giant mountain range was about as useful as knowing there was a single marble buried somewhere on a sandy beach. 

	Her brown eyes fastened on me, as if sensing my doubt. “I can find him,” she whispered. “He calls out to me…”

	I blinked. “What? How?”

	“I have heard him in my dreams ever since my blood caught fire,” she said, stretching out her left hand and turning it over. A puff of flame burst into existence in her palm. “But I was too young to act upon it, and my mother was unconvinced that the call was real.”

	Sorceress. She’s a bloody sorceress!

	It was obvious in retrospect—she was the daughter of the dragon, after all. And while Avetharri legend claimed that dragons only rarely sired other dragons, they nearly always sired other sorcerers.

	“Zarach’s blood,” Mirek breathed in awe. “If you can find him…”

	“It will change everything,” I finished. The dragon had been gone for so long that the possibility of his return almost seemed like a myth. Even Aunt Val seemed to have given up hope; she had never said so, but I saw the pain and resignation in her face every time someone mentioned him. She wasn’t longing, she was grieving. Gods, if she could just be here with us right now…

	“Thanks to you, I can continue my search,” Isolde said. “I would be honored if you would aid me.”

	My eyes met Mirek’s, and once again I wished that we could magically have some privacy to chat about all of this. But that would probably have to wait until we returned to Blackpool. 

	And then there’s the little matter of the two Senosi who are about to slaughter a city.

	Still, the answer had to be obvious, at least for me—of course I wanted to help her find the dragon! Though, I found myself wondering what would happen if I refused. She had just pledged herself to serve me—to serve us. Would she still continue her search if one or both of us said no? The Maskari-Shan pact was supposed to be unbreakable, but the circumstances here were anything but normal. 

	“This is…this is a lot to take in,” I said, turning back to Isolde. 

	“Again, I apologize, but I thought it would be best for you to know the truth as soon as possible,” Isolde said. 

	A truth that could unravel the world, given earnestly and openly to what were effectively two complete strangers. All because we had helped her—and because of her people’s sense of honor. I couldn’t decide if it was terrifying or humbling that the fate of the world could turn on such a thing. 

	Mithros shifted beneath me, conveying his opinion that we’d been sitting on his back while going nowhere for quite long enough.

	“We, uh…we should keep moving,” I said. “Arkney Falls is still several hours away.”

	“Of course,” Isolde said. “Lead on. I shall follow.” 

	 

	***

	 

	We reached the outskirts of Blackpool just before dusk, though I had been able to smell the smoke of cooking fires wafting on the air for some time. The fact that it was about to get dark around dinnertime was a reminder of just how short the days were becoming here in autumn; the fact that the sweet scent was making my stomach grumble was a reminder that I hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast. 

	Mirek and I dismounted after I brought Mithros to a halt, and I began to unfasten his saddle in preparation for another night apart. Hopefully, he had gotten enough exercise today that he wouldn’t be tempted to wander too far overnight.

	“Did anyone in the village see you on your way through?” I asked Isolde when I saw her staring at several cottages along the shoreline. 

	“The demon wanted to enter the village and slaughter the locals,” she replied, a shadow falling over her face. “It hoped they might send some militia in pursuit—militia it could lure to the tower for other demons to possess. But Veleca did not wish to risk alerting anyone to its presence yet.”

	“Thank the Guardian for small mercies,” I murmured, my chest tightening at the thought of how close these villagers had come to annihilation. This was precisely why Mirek was so adamant about closing as many fractures as he could—and why this Crell plot was so utterly insane. 

	“Amazons are still pretty recognizable in that armor,” Mirek observed. “There’s no reason to advertise her presence.”

	He unclasped the brooch of his traveling cloak and offered it to Isolde. She blinked in surprise. I wondered if she might decline, but I should have known better. She would probably obey us almost regardless of what we suggested.

	“I can’t imagine that the locals get many customers who leave one night and come back the next,” I said, unfastening the last strap. “We’re going to draw attention.”

	“I know,” Mirek murmured, his green eyes fixed on Isolde as she threw on his cloak. The heavy, dark blue fabric concealed her armor easily enough, and when she pulled up the hood, it concealed her collar, too. Her long, toned legs were another matter, but hiding those would have been impossible—and downright criminal. 

	“Better than nothing, I guess,” I said, lifting the saddle off Mithros’s back with a grunt. “Here, help me hide this.”

	Twenty minutes later, after doing my best to conceal the riding gear and saying goodnight to Mithros, the three of us strolled into Blackpool. It already felt like a week had passed since just last night. It wasn’t every day that you battled a demon, became the bond-mate of an amazon warrior, and met the previously unknown daughter of the dragon. Mirek and I liked to keep a full schedule. 

	My suspicions about repeat customers in Blackpool were confirmed by the innkeeper’s raised eyebrows the moment we entered the establishment. But he had obviously enjoyed the silver we’d paid him, and he was all smiles as he rushed over to greet us. He didn’t ask about the nature of our new companion, though I did catch him eyeing her athletic figure a few times when he didn’t think anyone was looking. It wasn’t long before the innkeeper was trying to sell us all three available rooms, but Mirek insisted that two would be sufficient. The pudgy man didn’t argue the point, and he promised dinner and warm baths as quickly as humanly possible. 

	The food came first, delivered to us at a corner table in the warm, cozy common room, and I devoured it like a starved leophon. I had grown up eating freshwater fish from the Reachwend, but the smoked haddock from the Broken Sea was so incredible it almost made me understand why people chose to live here in what was otherwise the dreariest part of the Northern Reaches. The onions and peppers, sautéed to perfection, were worth a dozen silvers on their own. 

	Isolde, oddly, barely ate anything at all. I wondered if there were spices in the fish that she wasn’t used to in Nol Krovos, but then it occurred to me that the demon had probably been sustaining her body on its own for quite some time. As disturbing as the thought was, I decided not to ask about it while we were sitting in the commons area. There weren’t any other guests around, but the people of Blackpool—and probably all of Arkney Falls—would surely be gossiping about the three strangers who had come through town. We didn’t need to add hysteria about demons to the mix. 

	Mirek and I had mostly cleaned our plates by the time the first bath had been drawn. I was inclined to suggest that Isolde go first, both because it would finally give Mirek and I a few minutes to discuss everything in private and because the demon probably hadn’t allowed her to bathe in some time. 

	But then I imagined how good it would feel to slide into that hot water, not to mention scrub off the stink of the undead. A short time alone to gather my thoughts certainly wouldn’t hurt, either. 

	I went upstairs to store my gear in our room while the other two were finishing up. After stripping down to my underwear, I tossed on my light robe, then made my way down to the cozy little bathing chamber on the first floor. It was by the foot of the stairs, conveniently placed so that guests didn’t have to jaunt through the common area to go to and from their room. The innkeeper’s wife was just about to fill the spacious copper tub with hot water when Mirek intercepted me outside the door. Isolde must have already gone upstairs, and for the first time since our battle at the tower this afternoon, the two of us had a quick and reasonably private moment alone. 

	“Where do we even start?” he asked, looking as exhausted as I felt. 

	“I don’t know,” I admitted. “It’s…”

	“The daughter of the dragon,” he whispered, his eyes drifting up the steps. 

	“Who’s still possessed by a demon,” I added. “And who’s pledged herself to serve us.”

	He slowly shook his head, his jaw setting in stone. “I admit, there was a part of me that always thought the stories of amazon bondings were a myth. It seems so…”

	“Ludicrous? Unbelievable?” I grinned. “Incredibly hot?”

	He turned back to me and snorted softly, though I could see the ghost of a smile haunting his lips. “We can’t let her keep this up. She’s the daughter of the dragon, not a bodyguard.”

	“Until we figure out a way to exorcise the demon without killing her, I don’t think there’s any other choice,” I reminded him. “At least she’s safe. And it’s not like we can’t use the help.”

	Mirek swallowed and looked away again, doubt heavy on his brow. I knew exactly how he was feeling, of course—we hadn’t freed this girl just to turn her into a servant. Or a life-long companion. This was so far beyond anything we could have expected that it almost defied belief. 

	“I suppose we should just stay focused on the task at hand,” he said. “And we could certainly use her expertise if we’re able to confront this Senosi Huntress.”

	“And for whatever comes next. There’s still a chance we can find Veleca and stop this before it gets any worse. You heard what Isolde said—we still have two days before the attack on the city.”

	“I hope it’s enough. It almost feels foolish to stop here for the night.”

	“We need the rest,” I told him firmly. “Especially Isolde. She did just get freed from a demon’s control, if you recall.”

	“Vaguely,” Mirek deadpanned.

	“Besides, this might be the last bit of relaxation we get for a while,” I said, reaching up to caress his cheek and turn his head back to face me. “I intend to enjoy it—and you should, too. We’re heroes!”

	His soft grunt turned into a chuckle. As hard as all of this was for me to take in, at least I had understood the basics of the amazon bonding ritual ahead of time. I’d also known that the dragon had children. But Mirek…well, the Crell obsession with producing a dragon had likely left a strong impression on much of his early life. Being bonded to Jorem’s daughter was probably making him question whether or not any of this was even real. 

	Then again, he had already partnered up with me, the daughter of two other famous heroes, so perhaps he was getting used to the idea of fate throwing beautiful women into his lap. 

	Snickering at the thought, I stretched up on my tiptoes to kiss him. I could feel some of the tension drain out of him when my tongue swirled together with his, and I was more than a little tempted to drop to my knees and encourage him to get me filthy before I took a bath. If the innkeeper’s wife wasn’t on the other side of the door filling up the tub, I might have done just that. I still had some room left after dinner…

	“We can all talk once we’ve cleaned up,” I said. “Maybe try and figure things out.”

	Mirek nodded. “All right.”

	“Or maybe we put that off until tomorrow,” I suggested, sliding my arms behind his neck. “I used a lot of energy today, and I’m going to need even more to take on a Huntress. You’re going to have your work cut out for you tonight.”

	“I’ll find a way,” he promised. “But we’re staying inside this time.”

	“Bah! You’re no fun at all.”

	I kissed him again, but this time I gently rubbed my knee against his groin to start kindling the flames. The bath was full before I could truly set him ablaze, however, and after the innkeeper’s wife was gone, I left him with a kiss on the nose and a lascivious look that would hopefully keep the embers smoldering until we were alone again. I planned to get him so hard he could split me in half. 

	Nibbling at my lower lip in anticipation, I stripped and sank into the tub. The steaming water proved so soothing I might have fallen asleep if not for a quick power-up from the crystal in my necklace. I wasn’t worried about draining it—Mirek would help me charge it back up in no time. 

	I returned to our room once I had finished scrubbing, a little surprised that he wasn’t already waiting for me. Isolde was supposed to go next, so perhaps he was out helping to find her some other clothes to wear. Watcher knew that none of mine would fit her. 

	I was more than a little tempted to slip back into my Talishite dress just to greet him in it when he returned, but I decided to skip a step and just stay wrapped in my towel so he could slip inside me as quickly as possible. Just thinking about it was getting me dangerously hot, and I promptly reminded myself about this morning’s resolution. I needed to insist he pull out and leave my feast on my tits or tummy or face—anywhere but inside my quim. I could already tell how difficult it was going to be once he was pounding away and buried deep…

	When I get back to Highwind, the first thing I need to do is find an apothecary. Or maybe I should just go straight to the Academy. If even half of what I’ve heard about the students and their proclivities is true, they must have a solution to this little problem. I like being turned into a sticky mess as much as the next girl, but there was just something special about having him finish inside me…

	“Fuck,” I swore as I slipped a hand inside my towel and slid the tip of my index finger into my quim. I was already wet, and oh so tight. The slight stretch sent pleasure rippling out from my center as that sweet, familiar tension beckoned. If I wanted to, I could get myself off in no time. Hopefully Mirek wouldn’t be too long…

	With a frustrated grunt, I parked in front of the vanity and fixed my makeup. I knew I didn’t need it to get him hard, but I couldn’t resist the way even a touch of smoky eye shadow made my turquoise irises pop. Gods, I would have been all over myself if I was still in the market. How could any man resist?

	After brushing and drying my blond hair as well as I could, I laid down on the nest of pillows at the center of the wide, surprisingly cushy bed and waited. My mind flashed with ideas for ways I could greet him. I could blow out the candles and activate my tattoos; I could hide in the corner and leap onto his back. Or, just to cut right to the heart of the matter, I could wait in front of the door on my knees and pounce on his cock the moment he entered…

	My ears perked up when the doorhandle rattled, and I realized I was out of time. Nibbling at my lower lip, I threw open the towel and laid there invitingly for him—

	Only to gasp and pull it over me again when Isolde came through the door. 

	Very wet. And stark naked. 

	“You are aroused,” she managed, teetering forward with her legs pinched awkwardly together as if she were trying to smother a fire in her quim. “You require relief.”

	My mouth still hadn’t shut. “I…what?”

	“You are my Maskari. It is my duty to satisfy your urges.”

	My mouth refused to close. My cheeks caught fire as I realized how much of an idiot I’d been. I knew how the amazon collar worked; I knew that Isolde would be able to feel what I felt. But I’d been so desperate for Mirek to fuck me all night that my brain had completely turned off during dinner. 

	“That’s, um…” I stammered, realizing the bind we found ourselves in. It literally wouldn’t be possible for Mirek to recharge me without Isolde feeling every shudder of pleasure. “That’s not necessary.”

	“Yes, it is,” Isolde insisted. “It is one of the most important duties of any amazon.”

	Maiden’s mercy, what have we gotten ourselves into?

	My eyes locked onto her body—her taut, glistening, nubile body—and I couldn’t pull them away no matter how hard I tried. Aunt Val had told me plenty of stories about the arresting beauty of the women of Nol Krovos, especially once I had gotten old enough to hear the racier ones, but I had always assumed they were at least partially exaggerated. No human woman could be that athletic and that buxom at the same time. 

	Perhaps I had been mistaken. 

	“I am glad that you find my form pleasing,” Isolde said, sauntering forward with a subtle bounce as if she were wearing heels even though she was barefoot. “When we first bonded, I was worried that you might only crave the touch of a male.”

	Gods, look at those glorious olive tits, so round and pert. It’s like the Eternal Lady molded them herself. 

	“Everybody likes girls,” I rasped, squeezing my own thighs together in failed effort to smother my lust. “But the circumstances here are…unique. Perhaps your, uh, duties should be different as well.”

	“I do not see why,” Isolde said. She paused at the foot of the bed and glanced around the room. “I assumed this was why you arranged for us to share quarters this evening.”

	Two full seconds passed before I got it. “I…what!? N-no, Mirek and I thought you would want some privacy, so we got you your own room.”

	“Strange,” she said, her brow furrowing. “I assumed the other room would be used by the moshalim. Do you not typically segregate your sleeping quarters by gender?”

	“We do, normally,” I told her, trying very hard not to stare at her breasts. Or her firm stomach. Or her long legs. Honestly, even her big brown eyes were becoming a problem. 

	“Then what is different? Unless…?” She hissed softly. “Zor kalah, I am a fool! He is your lover.”

	I thought about trying to spin some other explanation, but it seemed pointless. It wasn’t as if I was ashamed. 

	“Yes,” I confirmed. 

	“And you were hoping to have privacy while you satisfied him.”

	My mouth tried to fall open again. If she were anyone else, I would have assumed that this was all some kind of joke to mess with me, but she looked completely serious. And Aunt Val had told me all about amazon honesty…

	“I was hoping to have privacy while we satisfied each other,” I said, clearing my throat. “That’s how it’s supposed to work.”

	Isolde’s brow furrowed. “But he is moshalim, and you are his Dal’Rethi protector.”

	“I’m not really his protector. We just…well, we’ve turned out to be a pretty good team. We only met a few days ago.”

	“I see,” she replied, though I had the distinct impression that she did not. “Well, the moshalim is currently bathing, and you remain quite aroused. Shall I not at least satisfy you until he returns?”

	My thoughts swam with images of her long fingers sliding inside me while her tongue explored my sodden folds, and I found myself wishing that I’d stolen one of the gûltelco from Nelu’Thalas when I had left the city…

	“And then what?” I asked breathlessly. 

	“Then I will do as you command,” Isolde said. “The two of you share this bond; you should share my body as well.”

	It was, without a doubt, the hottest thing that I had ever heard. If I’d had one of those gûltelco, I would have already been fucking her with it…or, better yet, begging her to fuck me with it. But a rare cautious voice in my head told me to take a breath and slow down, and I decided to listen to it for a few more seconds. 

	“Why don’t you have a seat?” I asked, pulling my legs up under me.

	Isolde immediately sat down on the edge of the bed, still unconcerned by her glistening nakedness. Inwardly, I wondered how often the Red Sisters were nude around one another. Probably a lot—Val had said that they were a very open society with no stigma against public sex. 

	“I probably know more about your customs than most people,” I told her. “Since my family and friends were so close with the dragon.”

	“Yes, I imagine so.” Isolde studied me for a long moment before she lifted a brow. “Yet despite this knowledge, you seem hesitant to embrace our bond.”

	“Well…” I paused, searching for words. Gods, I was never this tongue-tied, and I didn’t quite understand why I hadn’t already thrown open my towel and invited this girl between my legs. I had been fingering Tairi within an hour of meeting her, and I had been down on my knees sucking Mirek’s cock with mere minutes of meeting him. I hadn’t felt the slightest bit of trepidation with either of them. 

	Perhaps the real issue was that I had felt completely in control of those situations. Even after I had “lost” my duel with Mirek—even when I was literally begging for him to cum on my face—I had still been the one in control. And once we had returned to my inn, I had still had him exactly where I wanted him during every one of our encounters. 

	Now, the scales had apparently turned. It was…bizarre. 

	“I just think this situation has caught all of us off-guard,” I managed eventually. “Mirek and I didn’t help you because we wanted a reward.”

	Isolde shrugged, a subtle movement that nevertheless made her breasts jiggle. “You helped me, nonetheless. You proved your worth, and the debt that I owe you is clear.”

	“But this…you aren’t some random amazon girl looking for a Maskari,” I said. “You’re the daughter of the dragon!”

	“My parentage does not change the nature of my oath to the Red Sisterhood,” she replied mildly. “My mother trained me to be an amazon and abide by our traditions.”

	I pressed my tongue against the back of my teeth, curious if this was what it felt like to slam your head against a brick wall. Aunt Val had said that amazons were stubborn and single-minded. It was the nature of honor-bound cultures, and it wasn’t as if Nelu’Thalas was all that different. The Hathol’Sayal, the Ven’Tira, even the Scryers all had their oaths and their obligations. The Amazonian version was just a bit more…involved.

	“Though I do hope that you will be willing to aid me in my quest to locate my father,” Isolde added, “it is not traditionally the place of an amazon to make demands of her Maskari…but as you have said, this situation is unique.”

	“Of course we’ll help,” I said. I couldn’t believe the answer had ever been in doubt. 

	“It is my destiny,” Isolde said as if it were a mantra. Her eyes went distant for a fraction of a second before they returned to mine. “I must tell you, despite your hesitation, it is gratifying to bond with someone so worthy.”

	“I’m…not sure anyone is worthy of this kind of commitment, least of all me. I’m, uh…well, I’m not exactly living up to my family’s reputation so far.”

	“I find that difficult to believe. Your dueling skills are remarkable, perhaps even better than the masters on Nol Krovos. And yet, you are not much older than I.”

	“I am pretty good,” I admitted. “But fencing skills can’t rank that highly on the list of qualities for a bond-mate.”

	“It did among your Dal’Rethi ancestors.” 

	“I suppose, but that was a long time ago.”

	“It matters not.” Isolde paused, and I caught her eyes drifting down my towel. “You are also the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.”

	A flood of heat rushed through my cheeks. I had never been the type of girl who shied away from her own looks, and I wasn’t ashamed to admit that I enjoyed how they gave me power over men. Flashing a coy smile, striking a seductive pose, even just raising my eyebrow in the right way—there were a hundred ways I could bend a man’s will, and my gambling act played off most of them in one way or another. 

	But it didn’t usually work the same way on women, even women I knew were attracted to me. Tairi and I had been all over each other practically from the start, but the look in her eyes even when she fucked me was different somehow. She wanted to be with me; Mirek wanted to consume me. To claim me. 

	And that was the same look in Isolde’s eyes right now. Primal. Desperate. Yearning. As if she wanted to devour every part of me. 

	“Oh, fuck it,” I said, throwing aside the towel. “Show me what you’ve got.”

	Isolde didn’t hesitate. She practically lunged toward me, crawling up along the bed and settling her hips between my splayed legs. She brought her mouth to mine, first as a delicate peck but then as an open-mouthed kiss. I pushed my tongue against hers, inviting it to dance, and I was happy to learn it was an enthusiastic partner. 

	There was always something special about a kiss with a new lover. It was a joint experiment, an unexplored frontier you charted together. At first Isolde just seemed to be reacting to my movements, but it wasn’t long before she took the initiative, pressing harder and more deeply into me. Our bodies drew close enough that I felt her stiffening nipples gently press against my own breasts, and I moaned as a wave of pleasure and excitement rippled through me. 

	A wave that instantly generated a reaction in Isolde’s body. She shuddered in my arms, her nipples hardening further, which triggered another shudder through me and then back again. It was like an endlessly building crescendo. 

	And gods, it’s so fucking hot…

	Isolde kissed me harder, her tongue driving deeper into my mouth as if questing for a secret treasure buried within. Dimly, I wondered whose lust was truly driving her movements. Was she reacting to what she sensed from me, or was she following her own instincts? Perhaps her collar was swirling them together into an indecipherable mix where there was no distinction between the two. 

	I stared into her eyes when she finally pulled away, eagerly anticipating her next move. I wasn’t usually this passive; I always knew what I wanted, and I wasn’t afraid to demand it—even beg for it. But this situation was so different, so unique, that I just wanted to lie back and see what she would do to me…

	Her eyes flashed hungrily as if she might dive right in and start devouring my quim, but instead she gently placed her hands atop my knees, then slowly dragged her fingers inward down the smooth flesh of my inner thigh. The softness of her touch—and the anticipation of where it would lead—sent a shiver up my spine. 

	“It is remarkable that your tattoos are so well concealed,” she breathed, her fingertips swirling in a surprisingly accurate glyph-like pattern just a few inches from my aching quim. “I do not see a single blemish.”

	“Do you…?” I paused and had to swallow, my mouth had gone so dry. “Do you want to see them?”

	Isolde smiled. “Please.”

	Biting my bottom lip, I concentrated on my markings and used the last bit of energy I had left to activate them, starting with the ones on my neck and then working down my arms, sides, and legs. She smiled as she continued tracing the runic whorls on my inner thighs, the blue glow glinting off her dark irises. 

	“Stunning,” she said, her face a mix of awe and desire. “Was the process painful?”

	“Very,” I admitted. “But now it’s all—”

	“Pleasure,” Isolde finished, lowering her lips toward my thighs as if in a trance. My heart quickened when she kissed the markings, then started galloping when she began to sensuously lick her way along them. Thanks to her collar, she must have known how hot she was getting me, and it should have been getting her hot, too. I had to give this girl credit; I never would have had the patience to stoke the furnace this long without—

	“Ooh!” I gasped when one of her fingers brushed across my clit. She gasped a heartbeat later, her sleek back arching from the aftershocks of my own pleasure. By Shalassa, this device was the most amazing piece of artifice ever created. 

	Or the most sinister. 

	Isolde didn’t give me time to think about it. As her tongue continued down my leg, lathering my smooth, hairless elven skin, her finger drifted across my puffy, soaking folds before it finally slipped inside me. This time, my entire body seized up in delight, and hers followed an instant later. 

	“Gods,” I moaned, “this is…”

	“Incredible,” Isolde panted, her eyes fluttering beneath her lids. Her tongue then continued its trek all the way up my thigh to my knee, where she finally stopped, gave me a warm smile, and then dove in for the main course. 

	Any doubts I might have had about whether the Red Sisters spent time fooling around with one another were banished the instant her tongue slid across my labia. Isolde knew exactly what she was doing—the subtle swirling motions, the delicate nibbles, the way her fingers would massage my clit while one of them plumbed my depths…

	“Nngnn!” I cried out, clamping my hand over my mouth a bit too late to stifle it as a climax shuddered through me. Isolde’s tongue froze on my slit when it rippled through her, and I could feel her finger trembling inside me as she tried to hold herself steady. But it only stopped her for a few short seconds before she pressed on, curling and licking, driving me toward yet another release. 

	I could have laid under her all night. It didn’t even matter that I wasn’t feeding; this was even better than when Tairi and I had first met and spent that night together in the Kingdom of Stars…

	Isolde brought me off again mere minutes later, but this time she pulled away and allowed the aftershocks to settle before crawling up my quivering body. I accepted her kiss gratefully, hungrily, basking in the sweet taste of my own carnal nectar on her lips. I cradled her face in my hands, then slowly feathered my fingers through her ponytail to remove her hairband and let her brown locks spill over her shoulders.

	“Faarea,” I panted. “That was unbelievable.”

	Isolde smiled. With her long hair framing her perfectly symmetrical face, she looked even sultrier than before, as if the hardened warrior inside her had been replaced by a pretty young dancer. 

	“It is unlike anything I ever imagined,” she breathed, raising her fingers to touch her golden collar. “I no longer know where your sensations begin and mine end.”

	I glanced down at the magic ring on my finger. The sensations of another’s arousal had been so overwhelming that I had been hesitant to reactivate it, but I needed to get over that. If she could feel what I was feeling, and then I could feel what she was feeling…well, it truly would be an endlessly building crescendo of pleasure. I might never be able to leave this room. 

	“I should return the favor.”

	“That is not necessary,” Isolde insisted. “I find release when you do. It is more efficient for me to—”

	“Sex has absolutely nothing to do with efficiency,” I said with a snort. “It’s about sharing.”

	“I see,” Isolde replied, brow furrowing. I wondered if she might be pondering that for herself, but then I realized she suddenly seemed distracted. 

	“What is it?”

	“The moshalim is approaching,” Isolde said, leaning back as if waking from a trance. “Do you wish to—”

	The door opened, and Mirek made it a whole step inside before he froze. The look on his face was priceless. Beyond stunned. Beyond breathless. I doubted his eyes would have been wider if he had walked in on an actual full-size dragon. 

	“It’s all right,” I assured him, sitting up. “Just a couple of girls getting to know each other a bit. You don’t mind, do you?”

	“Uh…” he mumbled, which was probably more than I would have managed if our situations were reversed. He was mostly dressed and fully dry, though he hadn’t laced up the collar of his white tunic. And from the way Isolde’s eyes started fluttering, his arousal would have been obvious even if I couldn’t see the subtle and rapidly growing bulge in his black trousers. 

	“Come over here,” I said in my huskiest voice, though I had no doubt he would have obeyed even if I had just mouthed the words. I swung my legs off the bed as he stepped forward, his eyes unable to stop drinking us in. Who could blame him? There were probably kings in Torsia who would trade their thrones for this opportunity. 

	I reached out and grabbed his belt before he made it all the way over. I made short work of the buckle, dropping his trousers to the floor in a pile, though his cock was so hard it took a bit more work to pull his underwear down over the stiffened stem. 

	My fingers curled around him, prompting a soft gasp from his lips…and from Isolde’s in the same instant. My mouth suddenly felt as parched as if I hadn’t had a drink all day. I may have just gotten off twice, but seeing Mirek in the doorway had truly made me hungry. I needed to eat my fill, and fast. 

	“Time for an introduction,” I said, slowly stroking the shaft as I glanced back at Isolde. “Have you seen many cocks before?”

	“I have seen many,” Isolde confirmed, her tongue pressed against her lower lip as if her mouth were watering. “I have pleasured none.”

	“Well, it’s long past time to fix that little oversight. You’re lucky I’m here to help you out.”

	Turning back to Mirek, I gave him a sly wink as I pushed myself off the bed and got down on my knees in front of him. It took all my willpower not to immediately devour him. I wanted his cum so badly it hurt.

	“The first tip is more of a suggestion than a hard-and-fast rule,” I said. “There’s nothing wrong with having him lie down on his back and taking him into your mouth. But if you have the option, I recommend getting down on your knees in front of him—or at the very least beneath him. Men are visual creatures, and they like feeling powerful and in control.”

	“Fascinating,” Isolde said. With her eyes still fastened on his cock, she slid off the bed and joined me on the floor before him. “He…agrees with your assessment. I can feel it.”

	“Of course he does—he’s a man,” I said, snickering up at Mirek. “Besides, this is essentially how we met.”

	I leaned forward and kissed the tip, gathering up the bead of clear, salty fluid that had emerged from his slit, then beginning to sensuously drag my tongue all the way around the swollen crown. Mirek moaned again, and from the way his fingers were twitching at his sides, I could tell how badly he wanted to grab my head and pull me down against him. Normally, I wouldn’t have minded—the quicker he got off, the quicker I could have my fill of his magic. But for tonight, at least, I needed to cook dinner for two. 

	“The second tip is a rule you never want to break,” I went on. “Remember when I told you about men?”

	Isolde nodded. “They are visual creatures?”

	“Right, and that is what this rule is all about.” Smiling, I reached out with my free hand to squeeze one of her plump breasts for the first time. Her hard nipple pressed against my palm, and I could feel her pounding heart as I gave her a firm, playful grope. “Always make sure you’re topless when you suck a man’s cock. I can’t emphasize this enough.”

	She smiled as she turned into my touch. “That will not be a problem.”

	“Good. Then go ahead and lean back and watch. This won’t take long.”

	I bent forward and swallowed him. When Mirek gasped, his hands brushing the sides of my head, I thought about signaling him to take complete control. He could easily grab a handful of hair for leverage and force himself down my throat, and it wasn’t as if I would complain. But given that we had a student for the first time, I decided it might be better to give her a little show. 

	I took him in and out, my tongue continuing to massage the tip while my hands worked his shaft. His knees started getting weak right away, and if my mouth weren’t filled with his manhood, I probably would have giggled when I watched Isolde out of the corner of my eye gasp and clutch at her breasts in response. Mirek saw it, too, of course—how every lick, every suck, every stroke was almost immediately reflected in the naked amazon girl next to me. It got him even hotter than normal; I could already feel him rapidly approaching his explosive crest. 

	I didn’t hold back or slow down. I had already been more patient than I wanted, and a girl could only stare at her dinner for so long before she took a bite. 

	“That’s it, get it ready,” I purred, pulling back and panting as my hand continued to stroke. “Cum for me…both of you!”

	I swallowed his cock again, my eyes locked on his as I waited for my reward. He clenched his teeth and moaned, his manhood throbbing. Isolde whimpered a moment later, one hand clawing at a breast while the other went south to finger her own quim…

	“Shit!” Mirek gasped. 

	I pulled back just in time. He exploded the moment his tip popped out of my lips, spraying his precious, nourishing seed all over my tongue and into my mouth. I stayed rigidly in my place, my fingers pumping his shaft to encourage and direct his release, all the while knowing that my own climax would ride the wave of his. 

	Isolde’s delay was even shorter. Her breath caught in her throat when he began to spurt, and out of the corner of my vision I saw her convulse as if she had been shocked. I was almost jealous. Given how explosively messy male climaxes were, it must have been incredible to feel one as if it was your own…

	Just when Mirek finally stopped shooting—and when Isolde started breathing again—I felt the rush of power as his sorcerous energy flowed into my tattoos. It hit me like a tidal wave, energy and euphoria crashing over my entire body at once. I slumped against the foot of the bed, eyes rolling back as I fed on his glorious bounty, replenishing every spark I had expended today. 

	Well, not every spark. But that was all right. We still had plenty of time to top me off.

	When my vision unblurred and my mind returned to my body, I expected to see Isolde writhing on the floor. But she was still kneeling upright, breathless but focused, her eyes watching me like a hawk. 

	Then she dove at me, devouring my lips in the same ravenous embrace that had started the whole night. My mouth was still filled with Mirek’s seed—I hadn’t had time to swallow yet after feeding—but she didn’t seem to mind in the least. His hot, savory bounty swirled between our tongues, lubricating our kiss. 

	“Zor kalah,” she breathed when our mouths finally parted, her eyelids still fluttering. “I never dreamed…never imagined…”

	“It’s all right,” I soothed, enthralled by the reflection of my glowing body in her dark eyes. “We’re only just getting started.”

	 

	 

	
8 
A Change of Pace

	 

	Mirek

	 

	“A single dragon could change the world.”

	Taras turned to face me, a proud smile behind his waterlogged black beard. Above us, another trio of manticore riders swooped overhead, eliciting a bellowing cheer from the thousands of onlookers packed into the edges of the Imperial Square below. Even the rain couldn’t sour their mood. 

	“Just imagine the sight of a true Wyrm Lord at the head of this army,” he said, leaning against the battlements of the Imperial Palace. “His scales glinting in the sunlight as the shadow of a hundred manticore riders trailed behind him.”

	“I can imagine the dragon,” I replied evenly. “It’s the sunlight that’s giving me trouble.”

	Taras laughed. “You are too dour, brother. This is a day for celebration! We march to glory in Zarach’s name.”

	“More like the Council’s name,” I muttered, too low for the courtiers and sycophants crowding nearby to hear. “Do you really think the Immortal Dragon would be proud of the third army marching north to try and recapture a single fortress?”

	His laughter faded, taking his smile with it. “We are fighting to save sorcerers from bigotry and oppression all over Torsia. Why wouldn’t he be proud?”

	I didn’t reply. It was too cold and dreary to resurrect the old argument, especially since the decision had already been made. There was nothing either of us could do to change what was about to happen. Yet again, my brother was being sent back to fight on the Galvian front. 

	Yet again, he would be leaving his family behind. 

	“You worry so much about the future that you forget to live in the present,” Taras admonished. “Berial says that you are his best pupil in a generation, but I never hear you speak of your achievements. Father doesn’t even know that—”

	“Father won’t care unless I invent a spell that conjures us a seat on the Council,” I interrupted. “Explaining my research over dinner would only bore him.”

	Taras sighed and shook his head, yet his posture remained firm and upright despite fifty pounds of armor covered by a thoroughly sodden cloak. “When your name is on the lips of every scholar in Drakendaar, I promise he will wear his pride on his sleeve. He will come around, little brother, I know it.” 

	I finally found my smile. “I just don’t want you to have to leave again. Your son—”

	“Has a mother who will take care of him,” Taras said. “And an uncle who will protect him.”

	Once again, it seemed pointless to argue. And this time, he wasn’t even wrong. I would fight for Taras’s children as if they were my own. Besides, it didn’t seem likely I’d be having any, at this rate. 

	“Forget the rain,” Taras said, stepping closer and taking me by the arm. “Forget the army, forget the manticores…just let your imagination run wild for a moment.”

	“It’s running,” I said. “Where’s it going?”

	“A few thousand years into the past. Imagine two princes standing atop the battlements of Tir Lanathel, their armies massed in formation awaiting their command. Imagine the dragon knights at our flank and the Wyrm Guards at our backs.”

	He pulled me forward to the edge of the battlements so that I could peer down at the army gathered in the square. It was an impressive force, to be sure, nearly ten thousand men to complement a hundred manticore riders and two dozen Imperators. The emperor had obviously grown tired of the stalled war against Galvia. After the embarrassing defeat at Lyebel, he had finally decided to pull forces from the Solarian border to try to retake and then hold the fortress of Geriskhad. Crell warships still remained in control of most Galvian coastal cities, but we needed a path through the mountains before we could push all the way to the capital of Ashenfel to end the war once and for all. 

	“Imagine a thousand Blade Dancers to our left,” Taras went on, sweeping an arm outward, “and three thousand rangers to our right.”

	“And the ten thousand human slave soldiers in the middle?” I asked darkly. 

	Taras snorted. “That’s the whole point, isn’t it? To realize how far we’ve come. Now we are the ones giving the orders—we are the ones that will unite the world in peace.”

	“Peace has turned out to be a pretty bloody affair.”

	“It always is. But it’s worth it.” His lips twitched behind his beard. “It has to be.”

	He looked up as another trio of riders did a flyby, drawing a fresh cheer from the crowd surrounding the army. The green flags held by the standard-bearers were waving majestically in the gusting wind, a feat that should have been impossible thanks to the downpour. But a little magic went a long way, especially when staging a performance for a war-weary public. 

	“There are still so many barbarians out there,” Taras said. “Men who should know better than to worship indifferent gods. Men who should embrace their betters as liberators, not conquerors.”

	“The Avetharri thought humans were barbarians,” I told him. “How are we any different?”

	“Because we’re right,” he replied flatly. 

	I pushed my tongue into the back of my teeth. For most of my life, I had believed that. I had believed, as most of this crowd and these soldiers did now, that only the Imperium possessed the power and the vision to fix the world’s many problems. Only we could put an end to war, and only we could save the countless sorcerers who found themselves at the wrong end of a battleax or pitchfork. 

	But now…

	“The Wyrm Lords were destroyed by their own hubris,” I said, as much to myself as to him. “You don’t believe we’re making the same mistake?”

	“No,” Taras said firmly. “We will liberate the world without dragons if we have to. And when Zarach does finally bless us with one of his children…”

	He smiled and clapped me on the shoulder. “Nothing will ever be the same.”

	 

	I couldn’t even begin to count the number of times I had thought about the Dragon of Highwind when I had been a child. Growing up in the Imperium, Jorem Farr had been somewhere between a messiah and a myth. Many people refused to believe that a human dragon could have been born anywhere outside the Imperium, but others saw his emergence as an omen from Zarach, a sign that a new age of sorcery was upon us. 

	I had been far too young to consider the political implications at the time, but I’d had no trouble at all dreaming about what it would be like to be a dragon myself. The wings, the fiery breath, the ability to inspire hope in your allies and sow fear in the hearts of your enemies…

	The Imperium had been trying to breed a new dragon for generations, all to no avail. And more than anything else, it was that reality that made it so difficult for me to believe that what was going on right in front of me was real. It wasn’t just that I was surrounded by a pair of pretty girls; it wasn’t that one had willingly bound herself as my servant or even that the other could draw power from my semen. 

	It was the fact that I was standing a foot away from the daughter of the dragon. The flesh and blood of Jorem Farr, proof of his existence. A girl who was, in every conceivable way, the most important person in the Northern Reaches, perhaps even all of Torsia. Within her veins flowed blood that could change the world. Her unspoiled womb was literally a gateway to a new age. 

	And she also happens to be incredibly beautiful. 

	Isolde and Shayera both looked up at me once they had finished kissing, their lips still wet with a mix of their spit and my seed. I knew that Shayera wouldn’t be satisfied with a single load, and I had planned to spend the entire night charging her back up. 

	But now…now I had two women who were looking at me as if I were a piece of raw meat. 

	“Get back on the bed,” Shayera commanded Isolde. “I want to taste you.”

	The amazon did as she was told. I watched, transfixed, as she crawled onto the bed and laid down on her back against the pillows, her long legs spreading wide. Her firm, naked body was truly a thing of wonder…but it was the treasure between her legs that captured my gaze. 

	Her outer lips were fully engorged, allowing me to see the delicate pink flesh of her entrance. Arousal glazed her inner thighs and soaked her sex, and the pearl of her clit was on prominent display.

	I would have given anything to learn how she tasted. To run my tongue along her labia and slide a finger inside her most intimate flesh. To explore and worship that perfection.

	Shayera obviously agreed. Her tattoos still blazing from the recent feast, she climbed onto the bed and immediately dove in to feed on Isolde’s quim. 

	The amazon let out a gasp and then a moan, her hands fisting the sheets, while Shayera hummed in approval before setting about her task.

	I stood there stiffly, hypnotized by their bodies and their movements, as my cock swelled in response. My right hand instinctively curled around my stiffening flesh, and when I began to stroke myself, Isolde inhaled so sharply I almost wondered if something was wrong. 

	But no, it was just her collar, a device that could only have been inspired by the legendary Avetharri depravity. I had read stories about the Dal’Rethi Blade Dancers and their almost romantic bonds with one another, but there were other, more lurid tales—tales about Wyrm Lords who had collared vast harems of women so that every night when they made love to one of their wives, the rest would feel it. 

	I met her eyes as she bit down on her lip, overwhelmed with cascading waves of pleasure. Could she even tell the difference between mine and her own? I was seriously tempted to step forward and feed her my cock just find out.

	But Shayera already had other plans. 

	“Get up here!” she demanded, licking at her glistening lips. “You better be hard enough to fuck me.”

	My mind was torn from its thoughts of Isolde’s body by the reminder of the delights of Shayera’s. 

	Like a spurred horse, I lunged up onto the bed behind her. Without any prompting on my part, she lifted her ass into the air and presented herself like a bitch in heat. 

	The curves of her ass and the sight of her sex, petaled open and swollen with need, set my blood on fire. The glowing whorls on her inner thighs were practically lighting my path inside. My hands traced across her lower back as she resumed her feast, and as I got a firm hold on her waist, I felt her hand reach beneath her own body to help guide me inside. 

	She was so thoroughly soaked that it took almost no effort to slip inside her despite the tight grip of her elven quim. She gasped in delight, a reaction that immediately rippled through Isolde. By the Aether, this was going to be like fucking two women at once…

	I gently pushed the rest of the way inside, allowing myself to enjoy the crushing embrace of her molten walls. But once I was fully hilted, I didn’t hesitate to pull back and thrust into her again with full force. A muffled cry of rapture came from her throat, escaping around the amazon’s thighs. An even sharper one came from Isolde—whose back arched, her breasts heaving—as she was held in place by Shayera. I fucked her in deep but slow strokes, allowing the slap of our flesh to echo off the walls every time I bottomed out inside her. 

	Not that I could hear it over Isolde’s increasingly pathetic whimpers. She had melted into a quivering, delirious puddle, her arms splayed across the bed and her eyes rolled all the way back into her head. Her breaths came in short, staccato gasps, and her olive skin had flushed so red she almost looked sunburned. Between her own pleasure and ours, she was being assailed on three different fronts.

	It would have seemed cruel…if it weren’t so fucking hot. 

	“Ze…jelur…baasa…” she blubbered, almost as if she were speaking in tongues. But really, she had probably just lost the ability to use any other language.

	“Harder!” Shayera demanded as she lifted her head, panting heavily, and pushed a pair of slender fingers deep into the amazon’s cunt. “Faster!” Isolde’s muscled abdomen clenched as her babbling faltered. Shayera’s breath hitched as her walls pulsed, her moans becoming louder, wilder.

	Growling under my breath, consumed by primal, animalistic need, I got a firm grip on a large clump of her hair and jerked it backward as my hips slammed into her. She and Isolde gasped as if I had suddenly grown two cocks and begun fucking them both. 

	It was just as amazing as I’d hoped. Smiling sadistically, grateful for the added endurance from having just spent a few minutes ago, I began fucking Shayera in earnest. Not lovingly and tenderly like our first coupling back in Vorsalos, but ruthlessly and viciously, like I was trying to pound my way into her womb. I hoped that she would like it—she had certainly seemed to enjoy the way I had savagely fucked her face the previous morning.

	I wasn’t disappointed. The harder I fucked her, the rougher I pulled her hair, the more delirious she became. And so did Isolde. Soon there was almost no distinction between the reactions from her and Isolde; it seemed like I might fuck them both into unconsciousness at the same time…

	“Shit!” I shouted, unable to hold back the volcano any longer. “Here it comes!”

	“No!” Shayera gasped unexpectedly. “N-not inside. You have to—”

	Against every carnal instinct, I pulled out at the last instant, fully expecting Shayera to flip over and offer me her mouth so I could feed her directly again. But instead she rolled completely out of the way, her turquoise eyes flashing as she took my cock in her hand and aimed it at Isolde’s writhing form—

	“Ahh!” I cried out as I burst, firing a thick glob of seed right onto the amazon’s open mouth and chin. She may not have even noticed; overwhelmed by the same orgasm that was sweeping through me, Isolde didn’t flinch a single time as I painted her tits and stomach in one thick, viscous rope after another. 

	And then, with a final spurt that dribbled down Shayera’s hand, it was over. I panted, trying in vain to catch my breath as I inspected my handiwork. I had seen a lot of remarkable sights these last few days, starting with the daughter of Queen Serrane and Highlord Cassel getting down on her knees to suck my cock in a public tavern. But looking down at the daughter of the dragon shivering in elation, her body streaked from tits to toes in my cum, was so incredible, so unbelievable, it made me wonder if I had suffered a head wound at Tel Noroth without knowing it. 

	“Faarea,” Shayera breathed, bringing her hand to her lips and licking off the dribbles of semen on her fingers. “Just hold on, girl…you aren’t finished yet.”

	As she leaned down to clean up the mess, the intensity of her glowing tattoos increased at least threefold as she fed. Both women quivered again, weakly at first but then as a full-on orgasm. Isolde almost seemed to be sobbing as she rode this latest crest, but Shayera kept herself focused. She didn’t stop licking and swallowing until every drop was gone, like an orphan obsessed with cleaning every morsel from her plate. 

	“Mmm,” she moaned contently, leaning up on her haunches once she had finished. “I figured I might as well be courteous and give her another bath myself.”

	I grunted as I fell over onto the amazon’s other side, more exhausted than after we had fought the blasted demon. My mind was adrift in a chaotic blend of joy, confusion, and outright disbelief. This bond really was going to change everything…

	“We might have a serious problem on our hands,” Shayera said as she lazily crawled over Isolde to get on top of me, her markings glowing so brightly it was like her skin was on fire. “You and I were having trouble getting enough rest as it was. But now…Maiden’s mercy.”

	I huffed as I slung my arm over her, stroking her warm, moist back. “Well,” I managed, my voice hoarse, “one of us might not have that problem.”

	Shayera arched an eyebrow, then looked at Isolde. The amazon was still lying against the pillows, her arms and legs splayed across the sheets.

	And she was fast asleep.

	 

	***

	 

	Based on our past performances these last few nights, Shayera and I could have easily kept going. Frankly, I was more than a little surprised that we didn’t. But whether it because we were too drained from the day’s events or because we decided to take pity on Isolde, we simply laid there in each other’s arms and kissed instead. 

	I wasn’t sure exactly when I fell asleep, but I woke to the first rays of sunlight warming my face. It was the second night in a row that I had passed out knowing I would be facing a life-or-death battle the next day…and the second night in a row that I had slept as soundly and peacefully as a child. 

	Who would have thought that fucking a beautiful woman would be the key to a good night’s sleep?

	Shayera was lying next to me when my eyes opened, flat on her face and snoring softly. I smiled at the sight of her naked body cast in shadows and gold, but was surprised she hadn’t gotten off the bed to enter her resting trance like usual. Tattoos or not, perhaps she needed real sleep once in a while, too. 

	The scent of fresh bread and cooked meat caught my attention a moment later, and I leaned up to see a breakfast tray laid out at the foot of the bed. Isolde was sitting up against the headboard, her body wrapped in a white towel and her unbound hair spilled over her shoulders, slightly damp. 

	“Are you hungry?” she asked. “The innkeeper insisted that I return with a hot breakfast after I bathed.”

	“Uh…yeah,” I said, wiping my face and leaning all the way up. I really needed to shave. Shayera stirred a moment later, her blond hair plastered unceremoniously across her face. 

	“Is that…sausage?” she asked. “In bed?”

	Feeling a little embarrassed, I looked at Isolde. “You really didn’t need to do this. We could have—”

	“I wanted to make up for my poor performance last night,” the amazon said. “I will do better in the future, I assure you.”

	I blinked. Shayera blew her hair out of her face. 

	“Why in the Maiden’s name would you need to apologize?” she asked. “You were incredible!”

	The amazon’s cheeks reddened. “My stamina was inadequate. I was not prepared for the sensations of the tan’ratha. It was…exhausting.”

	“That’s not your fault,” I said. “I can’t even imagine how overwhelming that must have been.”

	“It was wonderful,” Isolde breathed, her eyes turning to me. “Your sensations in particular were unlike anything I have ever experienced. Are all men so…explosive?”

	“Not all,” I said, my own flush forming. “Probably most.”

	She nodded sagely, as if I had confirmed an age-old lesson. “I now understand why it is the duty of amazon warriors to relieve their moshalim as often as possible. How could you ever concentrate with such a fire in your loins?”

	“Don’t feel bad for him—I’ve kept him in check,” Shayera said, bumping me with her elbow. “I’m the one you need to worry about. Ever since I realized he could power me up…well, it’s like I’m ready to go all the time.”

	“I shall endeavor to satisfy you as well, of course,” Isolde promised. “All I ask is for your patience while I acclimate to my new duties. You will not be disappointed.”

	I shared a look with Shayera, who couldn’t seem to stop smiling. She had to understand that we couldn’t keep this up forever. This was the daughter of the dragon we were talking about, not some random girl we had saved who wanted to repay us. 

	“I have total faith in you,” Shayera said. “Honestly, we barely even scratched the surface last night. I have so many ideas. Things I really want us to try…”

	She pushed her tongue hard into her cheek, and a surge of anticipation washed over me. My mind flashed with images of taking them both on the bed, one after another, cunt to mouth to cunt, over and over again…

	“Nnn,” Isolde moaned suddenly, her hand slipping beneath her towel to touch her breasts. “I am glad that this thought pleases you. Shall I relieve both of you now?”

	“Oh, gods,” Shayera breathed. She seemed a blink away from pouncing across the bed, knocking over the breakfast tray, and devouring Isolde rather than the eggs and sausage. But then, amazingly, she took a deep, shuddering breath and shook her head. “No.”

	The amazon frowned. “But both of you are—”

	“I know, believe me. It’s incredibly hard for me to say this, but we, uh…we really shouldn’t get distracted again.”

	“Why not?” Isolde asked. 

	“Because once we start, I doubt we’ll be able to stop. And we really do need to focus on finding Jurisa and stopping her while we still can.”

	Shayera was completely right, of course—our night of fun and relaxation was over, and today was going to be difficult enough even if we were totally focused on the task at hand. The last Senosi Huntress was out there, and we were the ones who could stop her before she ripped apart the Corvosi and left Vorsalos in an even more precarious position.

	But gods, how I wish she was wrong. 

	“We should head out as soon as possible,” I said heavily. “The more time we give ourselves as a cushion, the better. We can’t be certain that she won’t try to sneak into the city early.”

	Isolde pondered for a moment. “Your concerns are not unfounded. I believe she will attempt to abide by the original timetable as much as possible, but I cannot be certain. And if she has somehow learned that the demon no longer controls their forces at Tel Noroth…I do not know how she will react.”

	“Not by sitting around, I’m sure,” Shayera murmured. “I need to get back to Mithros soon, too. He’s probably getting antsy.”

	“Of course,” Isolde said with a slight nod, then gestured hopefully at the tray. “But will you at least eat? The food is already getting cold.”

	I had never been one to turn down a nice breakfast, especially after a few years of the glorified slop they served in the Aetherium, and it didn’t take long before we were helping ourselves. I practically annihilated the sausage on my own, and we had almost finished everything on the tray when it occurred to me that Isolde hadn’t touched anything. 

	“I hope you helped yourself before you brought this up,” I said. “Please tell me there’s no amazon tradition against eating.”

	“No,” she replied. “I am sorry to say that I did have some food downstairs before I brought this up.”

	“Good,” I said, and meant it. “I was worried that the demon might be suppressing your appetite.”

	“It was. I did not eat for many days at a time.” Isolde paused, a shadow passing over her face, then shook away the memory. “But as its hold over me weakens, its ability to sustain my body may be weakening as well.”

	“Not a bad trade, as far as I’m concerned,” Shayera said. “Especially since you can probably feel our hunger.”

	Isolde smiled slightly. “Yes. And your contentment after eating. It is…fulfilling.”

	It’s strange as hell—that’s what it is, I thought to myself. But anything that indicated weakness in the demon was almost certainly good news, so I saw no reason to complain. Perhaps there was still a chance we could fully exorcise it someday after all. 

	We got dressed after eating, and I finally found myself thinking about what lay ahead rather than what was right in front of me. While the girls finished getting ready, I reached into the Aether and performed another divination just like I had two days ago, knowing full well that I wouldn’t be able to track the Huntress with magic. 

	I was able to get a glimpse of the Irathi Plantation, however, including the basic layout of the fenced-in estate, which we wouldn’t be able to see from the road. It wasn’t all that much—a few staggered glimpses as if I were a bird flying overhead—but I did my best to memorize what I saw: two watchtowers, one on either end of the estate, along with a large manor house, a grain silo, a barracks…

	It seemed more like a military encampment than a farm. This was not going to be easy, no matter how I sliced it.

	Twenty minutes later, we were packed and downstairs. If the innkeeper was the least bit annoyed about the fact that we hadn’t used one of the rooms we had paid for, he didn’t show it. He also didn’t express any complaints about the noise the three of us had undoubtedly made last night, though I did catch a few cheeky grins from his wife that told me everything I needed about how quiet we hadn’t been. It was something to consider for the future. 

	After leaving the inn behind, we started our search for Mithros—something that was starting to feel routine at this point. Shayera tracked him down more or less where we’d left him, and he wasn’t covered in blood or anything so worrisome. He was wet, however, and I wondered if he had simply gone fishing in the river instead. Perhaps leophons didn’t hate water as much as other cats…or perhaps the fact that he was flightless had forced him to pick up new skills to compensate. 

	Regardless, we had him saddled and moving in record time, and Isolde once again insisted on walking beside us the entire way. I found her behavior silly and a bit frustrating, but it wasn’t worth arguing about. Especially not when there was a Senosi Huntress waiting for us at the end of our journey. 

	Assuming Isolde is right about the timetable. And assuming that Veleca hasn’t somehow learned about the demon’s fate and altered her plans to compensate. I don’t know how she could possibly have found out without going there herself, but the whole point in Runic Foci is that they break the laws of magic. I don’t want to rule anything out just yet. 

	I tried to work through the possibilities as we traveled, but so much of it was pure conjecture that I soon dismissed the effort as counterproductive. Our best and frankly only path forward was the one in front of us: find the last Senosi Huntress, sabotage her attempt to assassinate the Corvosi, and hopefully track down Veleca and destroy the Runic Focus.

	Then, once Vorsalos is safe, I get to dodge Zarul assassins for the rest of my life. 

	It was a black and bitter thought I had mostly managed to suppress all of yesterday, but I’d had a lot of distractions to help out then, like battling a demon and saving the amazon daughter of the dragon. But now, with several hours of quiet travel ahead of us, the facts of my new reality crept back in. 

	The moment I had teleported away from Farah, my life in the Imperium had been over. There was no way around it. Her superiors in the Zarul would soon know what had happened, if they didn’t already, and no matter what transpired in Vorsalos, I would no longer be welcome at home. My research would be seized, my family would never get that seat on the Council, and it was conceivable that the Zarul would punish my father and perhaps even my brother’s widow and children…

	“I did not realize the sacrifice you made to rescue me,” Isolde’s voice broke into my thoughts. “But I will not allow anyone to harm you in reprisal.”

	Shayera and I both turned to face her. “What?” we asked at nearly the same moment. 

	“I apologize, I do not mean to…” Isolde turned away, and I saw a faint flash of pink in her cheeks. “I do not wish to pry into your private affairs, moshalim, but it is difficult not to listen.”

	“That’s all right,” Shayera assured her with a grunt. “Saves me the trouble of asking him why he’s gripping me so hard.”

	I realized I was clutching her stomach harder than normal. “Sorry. Just having a few less-than-productive thoughts.”

	“About home?” 

	“About a lot of things,” I said. “When this is over…I don’t know, there’s a part of me that still hopes I can reach out to Farah and convince her it was all a mistake. Or even go back home and make the argument to others. But I know it would be suicide. I’ve no doubt that she’ll make certain I’m branded as a traitor.”

	She removed one hand from the reins and squeezed my wrist. “You’re doing the right thing. You know that.”

	“Yes,” I murmured. “That doesn’t change the reality of what I’ve done.”

	My thoughts flashed back to my dead brother. As much as I missed Taras—and as angry as I still was at the Sovereign Council for sending him off to die on the Galvian border at Geriskhad—I suddenly found myself grateful that at least the Imperial Army wouldn’t be able to punish him for my treachery. Nor would I have to explain to him what I’d done. 

	Shayera squeezed harder. “You know you’ll be welcome in Highwind, right? I know we haven’t really talked about it, but…” 

	I leaned my head against the back of hers. Given how close we’d become in such a short time, it was actually incredible how little we had talked about the future, not just for me but for…well, us. But when every day was a frantic race to put out a different fire, the future had a way of seeming unimportant or even downright irrelevant. 

	“If there’s even a chance we can find Jorem Farr, we have to try,” I said. “Everything else…it barely seems to matter by comparison.” I sighed and waved a dismissive hand before either of them could reply. “But none of that will matter if we end up cut to ribbons by this Huntress. We need to stay focused.”

	“I can tell you more about the plantation’s defenses, if you wish,” Isolde said. “It would be best if we formulate a plan.”

	“I don’t know about that,” Shayera muttered wryly. “We’ve had pretty good luck just showing up and diving headfirst into trouble so far. Why stop now?”

	The amazon’s brow rose. “You are being facetious.”

	“I hope you didn’t need the collar to figure that one out,” the elf replied with a snort. “Let’s wait a few more hours until we get a bit closer. We’ll figure things out when we stop for a break.”

	And that was exactly what we did. The Irathi Plantation was only a few miles outside the city, so we wouldn’t arrive until well into the afternoon. I controlled my thoughts as best as I could for the next couple hours, hoping to save myself and Isolde unnecessary frustration. It mostly worked. 

	We stopped for lunch in a small grove less than a quarter of a mile from the shoreline, and while Mithros stretched and rolled onto his back in a sunbeam, the rest of us took a seat on the overturned logs and tree trunks that marked how other travelers had clearly used this as a campsite in the past. There were even a few buried firepits nearby. 

	“The Irathi Plantation is one of the largest farms outside Vorsalos,” Isolde explained as she used a twig to draw a rough outline of the property in the dirt between us. “Only the estate is surrounded by a fence, but I believe that is where Jurisa and her mercenaries will be. They have no reason to spend any time in the fields.”

	Shayera nodded thoughtfully. “How many does she have?”

	“Around two dozen, though they may not all be stationed at the plantation. Some may have already moved into the city.”

	I closed my eyes, searching my memory of when we had passed the estate and comparing it to my divinations. “There are two watchtowers, plus a grain silo with wooden parapets that could act as a third in a pinch.”

	“Yes,” Isolde said, nodding in surprise. She then drew x’s to mark the locations. “One tower is on the northeastern side of the property near the main estate; the other is on the southwestern side near the servant’s quarters. The barracks is located almost exactly in between.”

	“I imagine a plantation that size would have several dozen workers, right?” Shayera asked. 

	“Around fifty,” Isolde confirmed. “Most work the fields outside the fence during the day, though a few remain in the house at all times.”

	I pursed my lips as I studied her crude map, wondering how in the name of Aether we were going to pull this off. There may not have been a giant army of undead lurking behind the Pale, but a few dozen mercenaries and a Senosi Huntress were nothing to scoff at, especially when they had the benefit of fortifications. 

	“Nothing like insurmountable odds to get the blood pumping,” I said dryly. “Are there any obvious ways through the fence?”

	“The gates are not particularly durable, and it would be trivial to climb over,” Isolde said. “But it would be difficult, if not impossible, to do so without being spotted by the guards in the towers.”

	“I can conceal us with magic easily enough.”

	“From the mercenaries, maybe, but not from the Huntress,” Shayera pointed out. “They can see right through illusion magic.”

	“But yours don’t,” I responded, hissing softly in frustration. I had no reason to doubt her; she probably knew as much about the Huntresses as anyone, given her relationship with Valuri Sorvaal, the famed Senosi traitor. 

	“Mine can only absorb direct attacks,” Shayera said. “It’s another key difference between Dal’Rethi and Senosi techniques. If you don’t mind the ravening hunger and inability to store the energy you absorb, the Mark of the Huntress is more powerful.”

	“So in other words, we need to hope she’s distracted inside somewhere…or we need to wait for the cover of darkness.”

	Shayera’s jaw set in stone as she stared at the map in the dirt. “All we need to do is draw her out. If the two of you can keep her mercenaries busy, I’ll handle Jurisa.”

	I cocked an eyebrow at her. “Alone?”

	“You’re a sorcerer—your magic will only make her stronger,” she said. “I can handle her.”

	“You just said that Senosi tattoos are more powerful than yours. She’ll be faster, stronger—”

	“She has also been half starving for twenty years,” Shayera interrupted. “She hasn’t been able to feed off her Conduit in a long time, remember?”

	“Yet she’s still alive,” I countered. “She’s obviously been feeding off something.”

	“Probably charged vatari crystals. Enough to sate her hunger and give her some power, but it won’t be the same. Besides, I was trained by a Senosi. I know how they think.”

	I wasn’t convinced, and thankfully neither was Isolde. 

	“I wish to aid you against her,” the amazon said. “I do not possess markings, but I am an excellent fighter.”

	“Trust me, we noticed,” Shayera replied with a faint smile. “But you’re still a sorceress, and a child of the dragon, at that. I think it’s best if you both stay as far away from her as possible.”

	“I could definitely use the help if we’re going to try and keep the rest of the mercenaries occupied,” I said. “Ten-to-one odds is slightly less suicidal than twenty-to-one.”

	Isolde considered for a moment, probably torn by the fact that she was technically bonded to both of us. I wondered distantly if an amazon warrior had ever been in her position before. 

	“If that is what you wish,” she relented. “But without a weapon, there is little I can do.”

	I nodded, almost wishing we had grabbed a sword or spear from one of the fallen undead at the tower before we’d left. At the time, we hadn’t even known if she would survive, let alone that she might end up on our side. Finding an extra weapon hadn’t been a top priority. 

	“Well, you’re in luck,” Shayera said, reaching to her belt and drawing her off-hand sword. “I happen to have a spare blade.”

	“I will not compromise your ability to battle the Huntress,” Isolde declared, raising both hands. “Dal’Rethi are meant to fight with two weapons.”

	“I can handle her with one.”

	“No,” the amazon insisted with surprising force. “Those blades are yours and yours alone.”

	Shayera grunted. “And here I started to think I could order you to do just about anything.”

	“I will not obey a command that places you in jeopardy,” Isolde said. “You are the only one of us capable of defeating a Senosi Huntress in personal combat.”

	“She’s not wrong,” I agreed. “And if we catch them by surprise, I can probably hold them off long enough for her to retrieve a weapon from their camp…or from a body.”

	Shayera scrunched her face, clearly not pleased with the verdict. “What about your sorcery? The Huntress might be able to turn it against us, but the mercenaries won’t.”

	“My ability to channel is…limited,” Isolde replied, a hint of embarrassment in her voice. “My training was focused on developing my physical abilities. The moshalim were hesitant to share their knowledge.”

	“With the daughter of the dragon?” Shayera asked.

	“It is a complicated story for another time,” Isolde said. 

	“Those are usually the best kind,” I said dryly, then gave her a warm smile. “I’ve spent my entire adult life studying at the Aetherium. I could teach you, if you want.”

	She beamed. “I would enjoy that. Very much.”

	My smile widened, unable to resist her charming earnestness. Shayera was unlike any woman I’d met before, both in her attitude and her undeniable beauty, but frankly so was Isolde. Despite all those weeks in constant battle with the demon, she had somehow retained a wide-eyed innocence and enthusiasm about her that was almost painfully endearing. 

	“But I am afraid that such lessons will not aid us tonight,” she added after a moment. 

	“No, they won’t,” Shayera admitted. “But something else might.”

	Standing from her perch on the log, Shayera stepped over to Mithros’s saddle and unclipped her bow. I tried to hide my surprise and was only successful because she didn’t look at me. 

	“This is—was—my mother’s weapon for many decades,” Shayera said, her voice low, solemn. “She used it in the last war against Vorsalos…and in many battles since. No human has ever used it, but if anyone is worthy of such an honor, it is the amazon daughter of the dragon.”

	Isolde’s eyes widened as the weapon drew close. “I could never…”

	“Ithilvarûth is wasted on someone like me,” Shayera added bluntly. Surprisingly, I didn’t detect even the slightest hint of bitterness in her voice. “But it should answer your call whether you fully understand your power or not.” 

	She held out the weapon. I had never been a military historian like my brother, and I had never really bought into the “honorable soldier” mentality that the Sovereign Council used to manipulate the poor and foolish into dying for the ambitions of the wealthy. But I still understood the value of a precious family heirloom.

	And more importantly, I understood what that bow meant to Shayera. 

	Isolde reached out her hands and took the weapon. For a long moment, though, she seemed hesitant to do anything besides appreciate the dormant runes etched into its limbs.

	“The bowyers in Nelu’Thalas are unmatched in Torsia,” Shayera said. “I assume you are trained?”

	“Of course,” Isolde replied, only sounding a touch offended. 

	Shayera nodded. “Then let’s try it out. Go ahead and draw.”

	The amazon frowned and glanced at the quiver still on the saddle. “I require an arrow.”

	“No, you don’t,” Shayera said soberly. “Just draw.”

	Isolde took her stance and touched the string. The runes on the limbs began to glow as she slowly pulled it back, and then, without warning, an arrow of pure Aetheric energy appeared nocked between her fingers. 

	“Zor kalah!” she gasped. “How…?”

	“I told you,” Shayera said, smiling. “It’s a focusing tool. All it needs is your power to get started. Over time, you can learn to control it and conjure all kinds of different arrows, but for now…well, for now those mercenaries won’t stand a chance.”

	“I cannot thank you enough,” Isolde breathed. “That you would entrust me with such a weapon…”

	“I will want it back,” Shayera replied with a grin. “But a few well-placed flaming arrows should be just the distraction I need to find Jurisa.”

	I nodded in agreement. Considering the other adventures we’d stumbled through so far, like assaulting Tel Noroth and entering Tanisgarde without knowing what was inside, this plan seemed downright sane by comparison. That is, assuming Shayera could go toe-to-toe with a Senosi Huntress like she promised. 

	If I have to place my faith in one thing, Shayera’s dueling abilities have to be a safe bet.

	“While we’re at it,” I said, glancing at Isolde as a thought belatedly occurred to me. “I might as well try and patch up your armor, too.”

	Isolde glanced down to the massive gap in her leather armor over the left side of her stomach. It looked absurd, but she had nothing else to wear and I no longer had enough coin left over to buy much of anything, including new equipment. 

	“The damage is extensive,” Isolde said with a trace of regret. “It will need to be replaced.”

	“Maybe,” I said with a shrug. “But let’s see what I can do.”

	Reaching out to the Aether as I touched the tanned hide, I attempted to knit together the burned edges as much as I could. But unlike with Shayera’s dress, it wasn’t a simple matter of separating out the water and mending a few threads. The arcane energy I’d struck her with had completely disintegrated much of the leather. Even the same school of magic used in reverse couldn’t bring it back. 

	Always remember that it is easier to destroy than create, Sovereign Berial’s words popped into my head. Not all structures can be rebuilt, and not all wounds can be healed. When you take a life, you cannot give it back. 

	“That’s the best I can do for now,” I said, leaning back to inspect my handiwork. I hadn’t accomplished much—the gap was maybe half as large but it was still quite obvious. 

	“It’s probably for the best,” Shayera smirked. “I happen to like the view.”

	I snorted. She wasn’t wrong—Isolde’s taut stomach was a thing of beauty. My thoughts flashed back to last night after I had pulled out and left it glistening with my seed…at least, until Shayera started to clean it up…

	“We need to stay focused,” I said, sensing from the catch in her breath my own spike in arousal rippling through Isolde. From the way Shayera was biting down on her lip, I could tell that she was probably thinking about it, too. Forcing this girl to deal with one of our libidos would have been bad enough, but both of them together seemed downright cruel. 

	Keeping this under control was going to be a constant challenge.

	“There is…one more thing to discuss,” the amazon said, struggling to center herself. “Jurisa will not be easily taken alive.”

	“Who said anything about that?” Shayera asked, her voice suddenly cold. 

	“She’s the only one who knows the details of Veleca’s plan,” I reminded her. “She’s probably the only one who can lead us to the Runic Focus.”

	“I know, and hopefully she’ll tell us before she dies. But she has evaded justice for twenty years. It’s long past time she was punished for her crimes.”

	I frowned, surprised at the dramatic shift in Shayera’s mood. Given her family history, I knew that this was personal to her on some level…but perhaps I had underestimated just how personal. 

	“You should know that Jurisa did not approve of Veleca’s plan,” Isolde said. “With the dragon out of the way, she believed it would be possible to slowly rebuild their order. She was against working with the Crell, nor did she wish to use the Runic Focus to summon demons.”

	“Yet it happened anyway.”

	“Yes. She remains loyal to Veleca.”

	“Then she’s still the enemy,” Shayera said, her expression hardening as she stared down along the flat of her moonsilver blade. “She and her sisters butchered hundreds of sorcerers and wreaked havoc on Vorsalos for many years.”

	“I understand how you feel,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “But if we don’t learn what she knows, the entire city might be destroyed. We need to keep that in mind.”

	“To be perfectly honest, it is unlikely to matter,” Isolde replied. “If caught and cornered, I have no doubt that she will fight to the death. And I am not certain there is anything you could say or do to convince her to turn against Veleca. They share a deep bond. They have been fighting a lost cause together for almost twenty years.”

	“Like I said, justice is long overdue,” Shayera whispered. “There’s a reason the dragon and his companions tried to hunt down and kill the rest of the Senosi.”

	She stared down at her blade for another few heartbeats before sliding it back into its sheath. “I intend to finish the job.” 
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	Back at Tel Noroth, I had been astonished by how difficult it would have been for anyone to approach the tower undetected. The land had been cleared for at least half a mile in every direction; there weren’t even any tall hills or thick grass to hide behind. 

	The Irathi Plantation was, unsurprisingly, the exact opposite. The fields surrounding the estate didn’t offer much cover, given that the harvest season had ended over a month earlier, but the trees and hilly terrain on the eastern side allowed us to move within a hundred yards of the tall wooden fence before we even had to worry about being spotted by the guards in the watchtowers. And since we decided to wait until it was dark, we didn’t even need to bother with illusion magic during our approach. 

	Shayera left Mithros in some thick underbrush well out of sight, and he seemed content to lie in wait while the rest of us sneaked closer. Crawling forward on our bellies, we took up a position on a mound of soft grass that gave us a good view of the plantation but still concealed us reasonably well.

	“Two guards in the northeastern tower at the moment,” Shayera said, her blue-green eyes narrowed and her voice hushed. “I can’t see anything in the other tower from here.”

	“There is only one sentry in the south,” Isolde replied evenly. “It is highly unlikely he will notice our approach.”

	Shayera and I both turned and frowned. It was so dark that I could barely discern the outline of the watchtower, let alone any specific details. Shayera’s half-elven eyes were more sensitive, but not nearly enough to reach the other tower. So how in the blazes could Isolde possibly see…?

	“The demon,” the amazon whispered.

	The hairs on the back of my neck tingled. After the bonding ritual, it had been shockingly easy to forget that there was still a powerful demon trapped inside this girl. My worries about what its lingering presence meant—both for her and for us—had rapidly been drowned out by other concerns, like trying to grapple with the fact that she was the daughter of the dragon. 

	But now…

	“You have your appetite back,” I said. “Is it still…?”

	“Enhancing my strength and speed?” Isolde asked. “I do not believe so, but I am uncertain. I may not know until I am truly tested.”

	“Can you still feel it inside you?” 

	“Yes, though it is little more than a toothless phantom at the back of my mind. There is nothing to be concerned about.”

	Shayera arched one of her blond eyebrows at me. “I certainly hope not.”

	I took a deep breath, contemplating if it might be wiser for us to keep Isolde out of any fighting just in case it somehow riled the demon. But there was no way that Shayera and I could do this alone, and even if we could, Isolde’s amazon pride would never allow it. We were all in this together, demon included. We just had to hope that our combined willpower was as strong as Isolde seemed to believe. 

	“I could teleport us up to one of the rooftops,” I suggested. “We could sneak around and try to confirm that the Huntress is really here.”

	“She is here,” Isolde said. “The only question is whether she is inside the estate or wandering the grounds.”

	Shayera snorted softly. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and catch her taking a bath or having the servants do her nails.”

	“Jurisa is always restless. She barely sleeps, and she rarely stays in one place for long.” 

	“Then maybe we should try and sneak in,” I said. “Figure out where she is, then decide how to isolate her.”

	“The more of us go, the more likely we get spotted,” Shayera said, focusing her gaze on the manor. The roof of the three-story building was easily visible even over the tall fence. “I should go alone.”

	“What?” Isolde and I asked at the same instant. 

	“It’s the safest play,” Shayera said. “I’m fast and quiet, and I can see farther than the guards. It shouldn’t be hard to creep around.”

	“You glow like a blue lantern,” I pointed out. “You won’t exactly be difficult to see.”

	“I won’t activate my tattoos until I have to.” She pursed her lips, and a sliver of moonlight illuminated the determined look on her face. “Besides, if I get lucky and I stumble into her alone, I can just take her out right then and there.”

	I scoffed. “There’s no way it will be that easy.”

	“If I catch her unaware, she’s as mortal as anyone else.”

	“That’s a big if. What happens when you don’t and the entire compound comes down on you?”

	“That’s when you come to my rescue,” Shayera replied with a smirk. “Riding in on Mithros like a knight in shining…well, like a sorcerer in a fancy doublet.”

	I groaned. “This is serious.”

	“I know, and this is the best plan. We don’t even need to open the gate—you can just teleport me right up onto the roof.”

	I followed her eyes again. It was farther away than I would have liked, even with clear line of sight, and sending her over there without going myself would make the spell even more challenging. But I had managed to practically throw her at the flying demon back at Tel Noroth, and here I’d have as much time as I needed to focus. 

	“I cannot allow you to take such a risk,” Isolde declared, shaking her head. “At the very least, I should accompany you.”

	“Absolutely not,” Shayera said before I could. 

	“If you are concerned about my ability to remain quiet, I assure you that I am a trained hunter of men and beasts,” Isolde said, an undeniable hint of wounded pride in her voice. “I can also see perfectly in the darkness, and the elevation will give me a clear shot to nearly any location in the estate.”

	Shayera opened her mouth to argue but then paused. “That’s actually a good point. With that bow and clear vision, you could do a lot of damage from on high. We could—”

	“Sending both of you isn’t an option,” I said firmly. “Teleportation isn’t like firing an arrow at a bullseye across a clear field. It’s very complicated and dangerous.”

	“Then you should feel proud that we both trust you implicitly,” Shayera said with another smirk. 

	I rolled my eyes. “Look, it can’t be done, all right? I can take all of us, or I can send one person alone. Those are the only options.”

	“Then perhaps she and I should sneak over the fence,” Isolde suggested. “It would allow both of us to—”

	“No,” Shayera interrupted, shaking her head. “The first plan will work. But maybe we can make it a bit simpler.”

	I groaned, dreading what she would come up with next. “Why do I feel like this is going to be even crazier?”

	“Because you’re from a dreary and terrible culture; we’ve been over this,” she replied dryly. “All I’m suggesting is that you give me a bit of a head start—say, two or three minutes. If I can find her and end this by then, great. If not…well, the two of you ride in on Mithros and attack the gate. Once that draws her out, I’ll make my move and intercept her.”

	My mouth turned sour. “I still think we should stick together.”

	“And I think that a big distraction only works if one of us is already in position to strike the real objective,” Shayera said. “Trust me, my mom and my aunt pulled off this kind of stuff all the time. Did you ever hear about the midnight attack on the wyvern hatchery?”

	“My history tutors must have skipped that one,” I muttered.

	“Well, it changed the course of the war. And so will this.” She smiled. “It’ll work, I promise.”

	Her voice had just the right mix of certitude and conceit that, for a brief moment, I found myself believing that she might actually know what she was doing. But then I turned around and looked at the giant cat hidden in the bushes behind us.

	“You do realize that I’ve never steered him before, right?” I asked. 

	“He’s a leophon, not a galleon,” Shayera replied mildly. “He doesn’t need a helmsman. Besides, you’ve ridden on him plenty of times by now.”

	My cheek twitched. “It’s not the same. How do you know he’ll listen to me?”

	“Because he’s a smart and special boy, that’s why,” she said. “He’ll listen, I promise. Now give me a kiss for luck.”

	Shayera leaned forward and pressed her lips against mine. For once, the warmth was merely comforting rather than arousing. And when she pulled away, I couldn’t help but appreciate the sheer swagger behind her smile. 

	“Everything will work out,” she assured me. “This Senosi bitch has no idea what’s coming for her.”

	I glanced back at Isolde. She seemed every bit as determined as Shayera, though whether that was a result of her amazon training or the half-elf’s confidence surging through her collar was impossible to say. 

	“You get three minutes,” I said. “After that, we blast open the gate and start shooting.”

	“That’s all I’ll need,” Shayera said, shifting her eyes back to the roof of the manor house. “Let’s do this.”

	Nodding reluctantly, I placed my arm on Shayera’s, then reached out to the Aether. The familiar currents surged through me, and I drew in several deep, focusing breaths as I stared hard at the distant roof and mapped out the spell in my mind. If I was off by even a little bit, she might drop down onto the shingles hard enough to alert the guards, or simply slide off the edge. But she trusted me, and at least this time we weren’t under fire. I had all the time in the world to get this right.

	And then she was gone. There was no flash or burst of energy; the ground where she had been lying on her stomach was just empty. I squinted to try and make her out on the roof, and after a few tense heartbeats, I spotted a shadowy silhouette against the starlit sky. 

	“Incredible,” Isolde breathed. “The moshalim on Nol Krovos have never wielded such power.”

	“Thankfully, not many sorcerers do,” I said. It wasn’t a boast—a world where teleportation magic was common would be terrifying indeed. “I’m just not sure how we’ll know if something goes wrong.”

	Isolde’s eyes narrowed slightly in concentration. “She has not seen the Huntress yet. I will know when she does.”

	I nodded. This strange sensory bond certainly had its uses in moments like these. With practice, the three of us would be able to pull off truly remarkable feats of coordination. 

	Not just here, but also in the bedroom. 

	I snorted softly at the thought. Here we were, about to attack a fortified compound defended by dozens of guards and a mage-slaying assassin, and I was still thinking about sex. Maybe Shayera was rubbing off on me more than I realized. 

	“We should go and get Mithros,” I said once Shayera’s shadowy silhouette disappeared over the other side of the roof. “I want to be ready the moment she needs us. That is, assuming he’ll actually let me—”

	I froze when I realized that, somehow, Isolde was no longer lying next to me. My jaw fell slack, and I quickly glanced around to see if she had already gotten up and returned to Mithros. But the big cat was still sitting there alone in the bushes well behind us, and the amazon was nowhere to be found. I hadn’t even heard her get up. 

	“What in the bloody…?” I gasped, flipping over onto my back. My heart skipped a beat, and I tried not to panic as I wondered if the demon was somehow responsible—

	I caught a flicker of movement out of the corner of my eye a split second before I heard the rustle of bushes. I rolled to my right, reflexively drawing the Aether’s power into my body, as a lightly armored man emerged from the brush with his bow already drawn. Time seemed to slow to a crawl as the moonlight glinted off his dark eyes, and I knew there was no way I could possibly conjure a defensive barrier before he fired that arrow…

	But then another figure emerged from the shadows behind him, moving so quickly and quietly it was practically a wraith. One sleek arm wrapped around his throat while another slammed down on his right arm, shifting his aim and causing him to fire the arrow uselessly into the dirt. The man tried to call out, but his throat was already being crushed. 

	And then, with a nauseating crack that echoed through the woods like a branch being snapped in half, the new figure broke the man’s neck. His body immediately went limp, and his muffled gasps fell silent as his bow dropped from his grip.

	My hand was still outstretched, the Aether thrumming in my fingertips, when my brain finally caught up and recognized the sight of Isolde’s red bracers and whipcord-lean body. She carefully and soundlessly set the corpse down in front of her, and I swore I caught the faintest flash of orange in her otherwise dark eyes. 

	“There could be others,” she whispered. “Regardless, the watchtower sentries will notice this one’s absence soon.”

	Her voice was so calm, so collected, it was as if nothing out of the ordinary had just occurred. I didn’t understand how she could have moved without me seeing or hearing her.

	Trained hunter of men and beasts indeed. 

	“Shayera still has not yet located the Huntress,” Isolde said, crouching over the body. “And there are more guards than we anticipated.”

	“Wonderful,” I groused, my nerves still frayed from the shock of watching her effortlessly kill a man with her bare hands. “How many more?”

	“I cannot say precisely. I doubt that Shayera knows the exact number, but even if she did…I cannot sense her precise thoughts, only impressions.”

	I pursed my lips and forced myself to drag my eyes from the body back toward the manor. “Then her given time is up. We should make our move.”

	“I agree. If Jurisa is not in the manor, our distraction may be the only way to draw her out.”

	She started to stand but then paused over the body, examining his quiver for a few heartbeats before she removed it from his back and slung it over hers. Shayera had told her that her bow didn’t technically need arrows, at least not when it was being fired by a sorcerer, but perhaps she just wanted to be sure. 

	Mithros was watching us carefully when we arrived, his tail swishing slightly. Perhaps he wondered where his mother had gone, or perhaps he was finally planning to eat us now that she was out of the way. Who could say?

	“Easy, boy,” I said, approaching him as calmly as I could. “We need to go for a ride.”

	His whiskers twitched when I got close, and I swore that his pupils started to dilate as if he were about to pounce…

	“Your body language is communicating the wrong message,” Isolde said, brushing past me. “He is a battle-trained mount—he respects confidence and purpose.”

	I had just opened my mouth to warn her off when she casually moved up beside him, slid her boot into the stirrups, and swung up into the saddle. The moment she touched the reins, he stood all the way up and stretched his back. The rippling mass of menacing muscle beneath his dark gray fur didn’t seem to disturb Isolde at all. 

	“Come,” she beckoned. “You will need to direct him so that I may shoot.”

	I let out a stunned push of breath, marveling at the transition in her. This morning, Isolde had been so submissive, so meek, that it had made me uncomfortable. But ever since we had arrived outside the plantation, she was like a completely different person. Determined. Focused. Lethal. 

	An amazon warrior. 

	“All right,” I said, striding up to the saddle. “Let’s do this.”

	I got on ahead of her, mirroring her confidence, and Mithros didn’t protest when I took the reins or scratched his head. He really was a magnificent creature. If only he could fly—Isolde and I could rain death from above. The walls and towers would barely even be an obstacle. 

	“Shayera is growing anxious,” Isolde said tersely from behind me. “She may be surrounded.”

	“Then that’s our cue,” I said, opening myself to the Aether. Its currents flowed through me, warm and soothing as if baiting me to invoke the Flensing’s wrath. “Ready?”

	“Yes,” she replied as she shifted in the saddle and drew her bow. “I will deal with the nearest tower. Afterward, take us straight for the gate.”

	I nodded, drawing in a steadying breath to clear my head as I held a barrier spell on my fingertips. The moment I shielded us, the burst of radiance would undoubtedly draw the eyes of the sentry towers. Then again, so would the flash from her bow…

	There was a crackling hum behind me, like wind blowing across an open flame, and I turned my neck to see a fiery arrow appear between her fingers as she drew the string. A wave of heat washed over me, prompting me to cast the barrier spell I had been holding. A translucent sphere of purple-blue energy flashed into existence around us as if we were suddenly inside a giant snow globe. 

	Isolde fired. The angry orange arrow streaked toward the northern watchtower, a single flickering flare set against the dark of night. I held my breath, half expecting the cold autumn air to extinguish the arrow before it arrived, but the sorcerous flames endured. There was a warning shout from the tower, echoed almost immediately from someone behind the fence—

	Then the tower exploded. 

	It was far more dramatic than I had expected—more than I would have thought possible from a single arrow launched from a mere bow, even those of magic. The projectile detonated with the full force of an overchanneled fireball, throwing at least one of the guards right out of the tower and blasting apart the wooden battlements as if they’d been bombarded by a trebuchet. 

	As the shower of flaming fragments rained down over the fence, a corner of my mind wondered if the power I had witnessed was the result of Serrane Starwind’s legendary bow…or that of the daughter of the dragon. 

	Or both, together. 

	“Come on!” I said, kicking the leophon’s flanks as I had seen Shayera do a dozen times. Mithros roared and surged forward, apparently undeterred by the booming blast and shower of fiery debris. He bounded through the brush and onto the path leading to the gate, the sound of his movements completely drowned out by the screams of confusion and panic from inside the fence. 

	While my right hand gripped the reins, I channeled a surge of power into my left. As the gate grew closer and closer, illuminated in the light cast by the burning tower, I focused on the vulnerable gap between the double doors, knowing that there was almost certainly some kind of crossbeam behind it to seal it closed. I just needed to hit it at the right spot and the whole thing would collapse.

	But before I unleashed my attack, I felt a whisper of movement behind me, followed by another surge of heat. Isolde launched a second arrow right over my shoulder at the gate, singeing my hair as it passed. The resulting explosion was every bit as powerful as the first; the blast ripped apart the doors as if they were kindling, and I almost pulled back on the reins to stop Mithros when I saw the swirling inferno erupt ahead of us. But then it was gone, leaving only drifting cinders and a cloud of billowing smoke that would give us all the cover we could possibly need. 

	I spurred Mithros through the acrid cloud, narrowing my eyes and covering my mouth as we passed through. The absolute chaos on the other side was shocking to behold. Armored men were milling around all over the estate. I hadn’t expected this many guards in total, let alone for them to be fully awake and alert. This place was defended by a small army, not a squad or two of mercenaries. 

	Then again, they obviously hadn’t expected a pair of sorcerers riding a leophon to burst through the gate, either. All things considered, I would still much rather be us than them. 

	We just needed a plan, and the confusion had bought me a few precious moments to make one. With the northern tower in flames, we had narrowed the field of engagement from the manor house on our right to the barracks on our left, with the grain silo directly ahead of us in between. I didn’t see Shayera anywhere, nor did I see a Senosi Huntress, but at least fifty men were already visible, and more were certainly inside the buildings. Most appeared to have crossbows as well as swords.

	If we let them get organized, we’re finished. We need to strike hard and fast—and preferably keep moving.

	“Watch the manor,” I called out, wondering if I even needed to vocalize what I was thinking to her. “I’ll watch the barracks!”

	I didn’t wait for Isolde to respond before I unleashed a volley of three arcane missiles at the soldiers rushing toward us from the barracks, swords raised and shouting war cries. Two of them struck the closest soldier while he was a dozen yards away, disintegrating half his torso and killing him in an instant; the other blasted his nearest partner in the knee, send him crashing to the ground while he screamed in agony and clutched at the severed stump. 

	Isolde joined the destructive chorus, launching a fiery arrow at the front steps of the manor, detonating one guard with a direct hit and sending half a dozen others scrambling away from the flames, which curled up around the eaves but didn’t take. The flickering shadows in the windows of the three-story house seemed to indicate that someone was moving inside, but hopefully Isolde knew better than to launch another shot and risk the lives of the hapless servants within. 

	Keep moving!

	I spurred Mithros forward again, and just in time—arrows and crossbow bolts began whistling through the air as the guards fired back. In their fright, most of them missed, but one glanced off the translucent magical barrier protecting the leophon’s flank. I still didn’t spot Shayera anywhere, but I steered us toward the silo directly ahead in the hopes we might be able to use at as cover. 

	The structure was one of the strangest granaries I had ever seen—it was elevated about a yard off the ground atop thick wooden legs like most silos, but it was even taller than the watchtowers and at least three times as wide. And with autumn waning, it was probably filled to the brim with stores for the winter. 

	Another volley of arrows streaked past us from the direction of the barracks as the guards tried to track and anticipate our movements, and several more plinked harmlessly off my shield. The Aether roiled inside me as I maintained the spell, triggering a ripple of pain through my limbs in a stern reminder that the Flensing was just waiting for me to exceed my limits. 

	But I was just getting started. My hands flashed with magic as I unleashed another volley toward our attackers, dropping two more, and Isolde launched a shot at a shed beside the manor. More explosions, more screams, more panic…

	And then Mithros lunged behind the silo, giving us a temporary reprieve from the crossbowmen spewing out of the barracks. I brought him to a halt, my eyes flicking around in search of new targets and new threats. Isolde had very effectively winnowed the potential angle from which we could be attacked. Her bow had also neutralized the threat of the manor behind us; a curtain of flames now encircled half the building, belching smoke into the air and obscuring the windows. But with the back of the house clear, the servants would hopefully be able to get out before the blaze spread, though presumably at least some guards would be with them.

	“I’ll take us straight south along the western fence,” I called back. “Just to keep them confused and scrambling. You’ll have to take out the tower the moment you—”

	“Shayera,” Isolde interrupted.

	I glanced back over my shoulder to follow the amazon’s gaze. Visible past the fire and smoke, atop the roof of the house, I saw the haunting blue light of Shayera’s Dal’Rethi tattoos far more clearly than her actual body. Her moonsilver blades were little more than strips reflecting that light, and she was pointing one of them at the silo. She was shouting something, too, but I couldn’t hear it over the shouting soldiers and roaring flames. 

	“It’s a warning,” Isolde said, inhaling sharply. “The Huntress—!”

	I saw the threat a heartbeat before it was too late: the Senosi Huntress, her neck and arms illuminated by eerie green tattoos, standing atop the granary with a large crossbow pointed right down at me. I channeled a surge of energy into my barrier to strengthen it as she pulled the trigger, and my breath froze in my throat as the crossbow snapped and the bolt came streaking at me.

	And shattered my barrier like a rock striking glass. 

	I didn’t have time to react; the bolt should have almost instantly killed me. But Isolde’s shoulder was suddenly blocking my vision as she half leapt out of the saddle to tackle me—

	Then we were tumbling across the ground. I only regained my wits when we stopped moving, an abrupt pain in my shoulder signaling how violently I had landed on the hard ground. There was no crossbow bolt lodged in my skull, and I could clearly see why. 

	Isolde had taken the hit for me. Her body was on top of mine, the fletching of the bolt jutting out from behind her left shoulder. Her jaw was clenched tightly in pain as a tide of hot blood streamed down her arm onto me. Mithros was roaring next to us, pouncing on the few soldiers who had rounded the tower and dragging them down screaming. 

	And above it all, still atop the silo as if it were another watchtower, the Huntress was lining up another shot. 

	I only had a moment. There was no way I could stop a Senosi Huntress on my own—my magic would only feed her power. And her last shot had proven that a barrier spell wouldn’t help us against her, either. Shayera was the only one who could possibly stop such a foe, but she was at least thirty yards away on a different rooftop. And as remarkable as they were, her Dal’Rethi tattoos couldn’t make her fly. 

	Only I can. 

	It would be an insane gamble to try to teleport her from far away. With time and focus, it might have been possible, but there was no way in the void I could pull it off in the fraction of a second before the Huntress fired her crossbow. I needed something simpler that didn’t have to worry about a Senosi’s ravenous tattoos…

	Without time to roll Isolde off me, I opened my right hand and unleashed a torrent of arcane energy. Not a quick directed burst at a nearby target, not even a barrage of small but deadly missiles I could guide. This was every spark of power I could muster, a full-on torrent of raw energy focused into a single bluish-violet beam. 

	Directed right at the legs of the silo tower. 

	The beam seared through the first leg, disintegrating the wood and causing the entire tower to lurch forward like a sailing vessel in a storm. The Huntress wasn’t ready for the sudden motion, and I heard a faint whistle in the air as her crossbow bolt whipped just past my head and stabbed into the ground barely six inches from my ear. Given a second chance, I had no doubt that she could compensate. But no one, not even a trained assassin, would be able to keep her aim steady while the entire building she was standing on collapsed. 

	Fire racing down my arm, I swept the beam sideways, searing through the other legs one after another, praying to Zarach that I didn’t end up dropping the whole thing right on top of us.

	But no. Miraculously, it fell in the exact direction I had hoped: right at the manor house where Shayera was waiting on the roof. The structure creaked like an ancient oak as it toppled, timbers groaning, and the thunderous crash when it hit the ground was probably audible all the way in Vorsalos. A cloud of dirt, dust, and grain spewed into the air like a curtain of smoke.

	And beyond the debris, visible only thanks to her blazing blue tattoos, was Shayera Starwind. She rushed forward, leaping off the roof of the manor to land atop the now-horizontal silo I had brought right to her. 

	Where the Senosi Huntress was waiting for her. 
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	In any other confrontation against any other opponent, a giant silo crashing to the ground would have killed or at least maimed anyone standing on top of it. But in the here and now, on a battlefield filled with sorcerers and demon-possessed amazons and vatari-powered assassins, the normal rules weren’t in play. 

	As the silo toppled over, splitting open and spilling stored grain from its underbelly like a gutted fish, Jurisa somehow managed to ride the cylinder down and leap up onto its side just before it finally hit the ground. Between the rising clouds of dust and the thick curtains of smoke billowing up from the burning grass surrounding the manor, all I could see were the woman’s glowing green markings. And in all likelihood, all she could see were mine. 

	Grinning, I sprinted down the sloped roof of the manor. Mirek might not have been able to teleport me to her like I had hoped, but bringing the bitch to me was almost as good.

	The moment I reached the lip of the roof, I jumped. The leap would have been impossible for a normal person—the gap had to be at least fifteen yards straight across. But with all the stored energy coursing through my Dal’Rethi markings, the distance was almost trivial. I soared across the gap and landed in a crouch atop the broken remnants of the silo’s cone-shaped top, my blades held out and ready in case Jurisa just tried to shoot me like a coward before I could close to range. 

	Which, naturally, was precisely what she did. Her crossbow—the same heavy repeating design as Aunt Val’s favorite weapon—had three shots left in its cartridge, and she fired them all in rapid succession. Thankfully, my enhanced reflexes were up to the challenge: I sidestepped the first bolt, ducked beneath the second, and then swatted away the third with my swords. 

	To her credit, Jurisa didn’t slap in another cartridge and keep trying. She just scowled, tossed aside her crossbow, and triggered the long, wicked tiger claws concealed in her gauntlets. 

	“Starwind’s daughter,” the Huntress spat. “You’re a long way from home.”

	“I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be,” I countered. 

	Our voices were barely audible over the chaos raging below. It took all my self-control to remain focused on her even when I heard Mithros roar and Mirek unleash his magic. They had their jobs, and I had mine. 

	Hopefully, they’re already on their way out of here. I don’t intend for this to take long. 

	“And here I thought that Veleca’s pet was wrong,” Jurisa sneered, settling back into a balanced stance and waiting for me to make the first move. “The Princess of Highwind working together with a Crell sorcerer…I admit, it was the absolute last thing we expected.”

	“You’ll find I’m full of surprises.”

	I lunged forward. Leading with my main-hand weapon, I attacked with a rapid flurry of whirling strikes, mostly to test my opponent rather than score a quick kill. And unsurprisingly, Jurisa was more than up to the challenge. Despite having smaller weapons and inferior reach, she had no trouble deflecting my attacks. Predictably, she tried to disarm me by catching my blades between her claws and twisting, but I knew what to look out for and didn’t overcommit. Aunt Val had taught me all about Senosi fighting techniques. They were closer to martial artists than fencers, and they had plenty of tricks up their sleeves to deal with overconfident opponents who believed their superior reach would save them. 

	“You’ve had Senosi training,” Jurisa said as she flipped away, claws glinting in the moonlight as she almost casually returned them to her sides. “The traitor’s doing, I assume.”

	“I know all about your kind,” I said, careful to watch my footing as I took a step closer. The silo was wide enough that it was pretty stable despite the cylindrical shape, but duels could be won or lost on a single slip or stumble. “I know the way you fight, the way you think…the way you take pleasure in murdering and torturing innocent sorcerers, especially men.”

	The Huntress snorted, retreating a step to maintain the distance between us. She probably wanted to drag this out in the hopes that her men would be able to help her. Coward. 

	“From what I’ve heard, your mother didn’t pass on her power,” Jurisa chided. “Nor did your father ever bind you to that wretched blade of his. And now you’re allied with a bloody Crell? You must be such a disappointment.”

	I rushed forward again, alternating between low and high sweeps in such a frenzied rhythm that she wouldn’t have time to counter. For a split second, it seemed like it might catch her off-guard and give me an opening—I managed to score a wicked slash across her right thigh, cutting through her black leather pants and revealing more glowing green flesh beneath. But the hit didn’t even cause her to stumble, and I realized belatedly that it had merely been bait. I was in too close, and she suddenly spun her entire body around in a whirling, gravity-defying kick. I leapt away just before a stiletto blade jutted out from the flat heel of her boot and nearly slit my throat. 

	“Not bad,” she taunted as we reset again, her blade sinking back into her boot when her foot returned to the ground. “Not bad at all.”

	“You can’t win,” I told her. “The Senosi are gone. You’re just a little slow getting the message.”

	“Did you know that you’re the only person in this wretched city the demon can’t control?” Jurisa asked, ignoring the jibe. “I didn’t even realize those monstrosities could experience fear, but then I saw how it reacted after Tanisgarde. I admit, it was quite amusing to watch it squirm.”

	“I doubt your mistress will be as amused that we ruined her plans.”

	The Huntress arched a black eyebrow. It only deepened the wrinkles in her gaunt face. “Is that what you think you’ve done? You really have no idea what that Avetharri relic is capable of, do you?”

	I paused. I knew she was probably just stalling to buy her forces more time, but on the off chance she wasn’t…

	“What are you talking about?” I demanded. 

	“I really thought you would run straight home with your tail tucked between your legs, but it would seem that we underestimated you,” Jurisa said, a hint of genuine respect in her voice. “For what it’s worth, I’m glad you freed the amazon. The girl deserves to die on her feet, not as a thrall of that wretched abomination.”

	My brow furrowed. Senosi were trained liars and assassins, but I didn’t sense any duplicity in her voice. Bitterness, certainly, but not overt deception. 

	“Those markings of yours are quite something, aren’t they?” the Huntress asked. “I never expected to see them on a princess. But then I remembered what you were…or rather, what you weren’t.”

	A dark smile touched her lips. “That’s the real reason you got the tattoos, isn’t it? The daughter of two legendary heroes couldn’t stand the thought of being…what’s the word? Nugûl, is it?” 

	I rushed forward again, already sick of this bitch’s voice. This time, I used the maeed cron’ha, a series of rapid, encroaching thrusts with both weapons designed to drive an opponent backward into less favorable terrain. Here, that terrain was the large rent in the side of the silo, created during the crash. If I got very lucky, she might trip and fall in; if I got a little lucky, she might at least stumble and give me an opening. 

	But no, it wasn’t going to be so easy. The moment her feet approached the gap in the wood, Jurisa vaulted straight up into the air and performed an acrobatic backflip that allowed her to land comfortably on the other side. I knew better than to follow—her claws were out and waiting for me the instant she landed. 

	“A girl born with every privilege imaginable, yet it still wasn’t enough,” Jurisa said without missing a beat. “You needed something that would let you look into the mirror and convince yourself that you deserve the pampered life you’ve been given. But deep down, you still know it’s all a lie. Your parents are the one and only reason you’re special.”

	“What’s your excuse for the tattoos?” I snarled back. “Boys wouldn’t pay attention to you, so you volunteered to be a psychopath?”

	The other woman’s eyes narrowed. Not in rage, as if I had struck a sore spot, but in…sorrow?

	“I don’t know why I thought you might understand,” Jurisa said. “The traitor has probably been whispering lies into your ears from the moment you were born.”

	“Lies? You mean the Senosi didn’t torture and slaughter thousands of people? You didn’t make everyone born with the tiniest spark of potential hide in fear that you’d murder them?”

	“We were protecting Vorsalos from the pirates who controlled it! We destroyed the Lecasi Brotherhood and the Grim Fangs and every other criminal cartel who ran this city. This plantation right here used to be a smuggling hub for lotus peddlers!” 

	She shook her head, her lip twisting. “We avenged people like us—people who can’t burn down buildings with their bare hands or end lives with a snap of their fingers. That’s the real difference between you and I, don’t you understand? You’re a spoiled brat who got those markings so you could feel special. I got them to protect the weak and vulnerable.”

	“Bullshit,” I growled. “All you’ve done with them is inflict pain and suffering.”

	“We did what was necessary to build a better world,” Jurisa said. “A world where the guilty were punished—where only the righteous and the worthy could wield true power. A just world; a fair world.”

	“Controlled by a single vengeful lunatic. I’ve heard the stories. Do you even know how your precious Inquisitrix died? Do you understand the nature of the power that consumed her?”

	“I understand that the dragon ruined everything, as his kind always do,” Jurisa said. “If the Sarodihm hadn’t trapped him, I can’t even imagine the terror he would have already unleashed.”

	I went cold, the blades in my hands suddenly feeling ten times heavier. “The Sarodihm?” I rasped. “What are you talking about?”

	Jurisa’s dark smile returned. “Did you really believe that the Senosi were the only ones who would try to stop the dragon? That no one else in Torsia would have the good sense to realize what his return could mean? A war for the rights to bear his child. An endless reign of fire and blood. A new Avetharri Empire…”

	My thoughts flashed back to Tairi and Astaril and all the others back in Nelu’Thalas. They had been obsessed with the way that Nugûl were treated in Nelu’Thalas, but they had never once mentioned the dragon. At least, not to me. 

	But then, the only reason I’m here in Vorsalos right now is because they lied to me. Tairi had told me that the Sarodihm wanted me as a symbol of Nugûl oppression. I thought she wanted me to protect them. When I learned the truth—when she came to me and revealed their plot for me to lead them in a bloody coup against the queen—that was when I walked away. 

	“The Sarodihm are the oldest enemies of the Wyrm Lords,” Jurisa said. “They have been trying to free the Fallen Gods from the Pale for thousands of years. A new dragon—and the offspring he could sire—are the greatest threat to their cause in an age.”

	“What did they do with him?” I demanded, glaring at her across the gap in the silo. “Where is the dragon?”

	“Somewhere you will never find him. My Senosi sisters may be dead, but the Sarodihm have survived in secret for thousands of years. They defeated the dragons once, and they can do so again.”

	Snarling, I lunged across the gap. I knew it was foolish—that she was goading me—but I couldn’t stop myself. I soared through the air, energy surging through my tattoos, my blades ready to slice her in half the instant she came within range. I understood exactly what I needed to do to defeat her—I had every thrust, every slash, every counter planned in advance. Val had taught me her moves, but no one had taught this woman mine. 

	Yet it made no difference whatsoever. 

	Jurisa moved quicker than lightning—quicker than anyone I had ever seen. After sidestepping my double-bladed strike when I landed, she effortlessly rolled away from my whirling follow-up, sending my blades whooshing harmlessly past her head. My markings made me stronger and faster than a normal human or elf, and yet she made me feel like I was fighting in mud. Every slash, every strike, was always a split second behind—

	And then her boot slammed into my chest with enough force to launch me backward into the hole. 

	It shouldn’t have been a long fall—the silo should still have held plenty of grain. But as terrifying as it was to imagine sinking into an endless mound of quicksand and suffocating, my heart skipped a beat when I realized there was nothing to catch my fall. I dropped farther and farther—

	Then slammed into something so hard my shoulder popped out of its socket. I screamed as my body lurched to the side, bouncing from one solid object to another amid the punch-swift sounds of splintering wood until I finally landed on a flat surface. Pain seared through my arm and torso, and I was vaguely aware of the sound of my swords clattering somewhere nearby. 

	It was only then, as I gritted my teeth and lifted my head to examine my surroundings, that I realized my worries about being buried were premature. The silo wasn’t filled with grain. 

	It was filled with weapons. 

	My lungs were too empty to gasp. I was lying flat against a half-smashed crate somewhere in the middle of the silo, surrounded on all sides by other overturned or shattered containers stuffed with supplies of war. Packed in among beds of straw were swords, spears, crossbows, shields, and more. I saw maker’s marks from Darenthi, Graygale, Galvia, even Talisham…

	Trying to move made my perch wobble alarmingly. It was like I was resting atop a mountain of loose bricks; if I rolled too much to either side, I could easily fall the rest of the way down and end up impaled on a spear or just a splintered piece of wood 

	“The Regent Lord has many enemies,” Jurisa’s voice called down from above. “Their donations to our cause have been quite generous. Not everyone in Vorsalos has forgotten the sacrifices we made on their behalf.”

	She leapt into the hole, the air whistling with her passage until she landed right next to me, causing the entire pile of crates stacked beneath us to teeter and nearly collapse. Her legs cracked on impact as if half her bones snapped, but she didn’t scream or even yelp in pain—she just stood there, jaw clenched, as the energy from her tattoos healed whatever she had just broken. 

	“Lord Ironsail would gladly hand our people over to the Crell as long as the Imperium lets him pretend to be king,” Jurisa spat. “Wretched cretin, as vile as any of the pirate lords we exterminated. He and his sycophants deserve to die.”

	A groan escaped me as I leaned up, but then the Huntress was suddenly straddling me, her claws at my throat. Her leathery face and burning green eyes were like staring into the face of a Chol. 

	“Why would you of all people help the Crell?” she snarled. “Once they control Vorsalos, it’s only a matter of time before they make their move on Highwind.”

	I coughed, tasting blood, but the pain was already starting to fade. “I’m not helping them. I’m trying to stop them!”

	“If that were true, you would be in Vorsalos hunting their sorcerers instead of out here hunting us,” Jurisa said. “The Crell have been training them in secret in the ruins of the Castarium.”

	“I know all about the Corvosi. I also know that you’re planning to attack the city with an army of undead. And they won’t just kill the Crell or the Regent Lord—they’ll slaughter thousands of your own people.”

	Her jawline twitched. “Not that many, I hope,” she said quietly. “Once Ironsail and his cronies are gone, Veleca insists that the undead will longer be necessary. She will return Vorsalos to its people.”

	Jurisa gestured with her left hand toward the piles of armaments all around us. There were easily enough supplies here to outfit hundreds of soldiers, maybe more. 

	“This will be more than enough to bring order,” she said. “For a time, at least.”

	“You really believe that an armed mob will bring order?” I asked. 

	“They couldn’t do worse than those who have come before,” Jurisa said, though her voice sounded forced, hollow. As if she didn’t truly believe it. “And at least Vorsalos will be free.”

	I half-coughed, half-snorted. “You’ve torn open fractures in the Pale! They won’t just close on their own. Demons could already be infesting the Brittle Finger, and Watcher knows how many will end up here in the city.”

	The Huntress drew in a long, slow breath. “I know.”

	I frowned as I looked up at her—at the genuine twinge of doubt and regret in her hardened face. “Then why—why are you going along with it?”

	Her blades pushed a bit tighter against my neck, but her eyes weren’t filled with malice. Not directed at me, anyway. 

	“I already told you,” Jurisa said. “The guilty must be punished.”

	“What about the innocent? Do they deserve to suffer, too?”

	Her expression darkened, a shift that was barely noticeable in the faint green-blue light from our tattoos. But more importantly, I noticed something else behind her—a sudden flicker of movement near the tear in the silo where we had dropped down. 

	And I knew what I had to do. 

	“If you really care about the people of Vorsalos, if you ever truly wanted to make the world a better place, then you’ll tell me where Veleca is hiding,” I said. “Give us a chance to find her and stop this madness!”

	“It’s too late for that,” Jurisa said woodenly. “Her armies are already in position. Even if you killed me, even if you destroyed every weapon in this silo, it still wouldn’t matter. No one in Vorsalos will be able to stop her.”

	“We can if you help us destroy the Focus!” I pleaded. “Without it, we can seal the fractures and trap the undead in the Pale.”

	“And hand Vorsalos over to the Imperium? Is that really the outcome the Princess of Highwind wants to see?”

	“We can worry about the Crell later. Right now I want to save lives—and you can still help me do that.”

	She stared down at me, her green eyes blazing as if they could see straight through my soul. For a few heartbeats, I thought she might actually relent. But when the faintest hint of a grim smile touched her lips, I knew she had made her choice. 

	The wrong choice. 

	“The traitor obviously taught you well,” she said. “But there is more to being a Senosi than the skills or the claws or even the Mark of the Huntress. We followed Marcella because we believed in her. We believed in her cause. A just crusade—a righteous crusade.”

	“A doomed crusade,” I countered. “The cause is lost.”

	“I know,” Jurisa said almost wistfully. “But I’m still here. And as long as I draw breath, I will never stop fighting in her glorious name.”

	“I had a feeling you’d say that,” I whispered. “But I really wish you hadn’t.”

	I went limp. My back dropped flat against the crate and took my throat several inches out of reach of her claws. The movement was so sudden, so unexpected, that Jurisa paused for a single heartbeat before she started to lunge after me. But that hesitation was more than enough. 

	I heard the sharp whistle in the air a split second before an arrow struck Jurisa in the chest. A mist of hot blood sprayed across my cheeks, and the Huntress gaped down at the crimson arrowhead now jutting out of her leather bodice. Her eyes lifted to see the shooter standing atop the opening in the silo above us, though the amazon warrior and Ithilvarûth were little more than a shadowy silhouette. 

	“For what it’s worth,” I said, “I’ll save as many of your people as I can.”

	Pulling my legs out from under her and then up to my chest, I kicked out with both feet and sent her body tumbling off our unstable mountain of crates to the bottom of the silo. There was no scream when she hit the floor, just a final gasp of air fleeing the lungs of her corpse.

	Carefully, to avoid disturbing my perch, I leaned forward and looked down over the edge of the crates to see the glowing green tattoos of the last Senosi Huntress fade into darkness.

	 

	***

	 

	With their employer dead and an inferno blazing across half the entire estate, the surviving mercenaries quickly scattered into the night and disappeared. A part of me wanted to hop on Mithros and ride out of here without looking back, and not just because I wanted to return to Vorsalos as soon as possible. I had come here hoping to kill a war criminal—a monster. And while I had ultimately done just that, it hadn’t felt nearly as satisfying as I had hoped. 

	Mirek worked at containing the fire with his magic, while Isolde and I grabbed some shovels from the equipment shed near the servant’s quarters and tossed dirt on the flames wherever we could. More of the workers had stuck around than I had expected, and many of them came to our aid. Evidently, killing their overseers had generated a lot of goodwill toward the three mysterious strangers and their massive cat. 

	An hour or so later, it was all over. Clouds of smoke still lingered in the air, but none of the buildings had been seriously damaged aside from the silo and the northern watchtower. The only fire we left burning was for the pile of corpses. With all the potential fractures in the area, Mirek thought it would be wise to deny ready host bodies to any stray demons. 

	“There are enough supplies and weapons in here to equip hundreds of soldiers, maybe more,” Mirek commented as he peered through one of the broken walls of the collapsed silo. 

	“And enough carriages and wagons by the barracks to move them,” Isolde agreed. “The demon was never made aware of this plan. I am not certain I understand the goal.”

	The amazon’s breastplate was still wet with her own blood. The wound she had suffered had already closed, but not from any of the healing salves we’d found in the silo. The demon inside her was apparently still able to strengthen and heal her body, and it must not have wanted to lose its host. Right now, it seemed like a boon, but in the long term…

	In the long term, I doubted that a demon would keep its host alive if it didn’t expect to be freed.

	I exhaled slowly as I turned back to the row of corpses still waiting to be burned, including Jurisa’s. “She made it sound like there are still plenty of loyalists in the city,” I explained. “Her mercenaries were going to arm them so they would be in a position to take control once the Regent Lord and the Raven Court were out of the way.”

	Mirek hissed softly. “What about the undead? And the demons? This isn’t a door you can just easily close behind you!”

	“I know,” I replied quietly. “So did she.”

	I lifted my head to look at the starry sky, my thoughts flashing to Tairi and others back in Nelu’Thalas. They also believed that their cause was righteous, and they had been willing to spill innocent blood to see it through. They had earnestly believed that I would be willing to help them. I would never forget the look of shock and betrayal on Tairi’s face when I had told her I wouldn’t go along with it. 

	Probably not so different from the one Aunt Val had seen when she turned away from her Senosi sisters all those years ago. 

	“She told me that the Sarodihm are the ones responsible for the dragon’s disappearance,” I whispered. “And that they have him locked away somewhere we will never find him.”

	“She is wrong,” Isolde said, her eyes hard. “I will find my father. It is my destiny.”

	“I hope you’re right,” I said. “We could really use him right now.”

	We could really use anyone’s help right now. Mom. Dad. Aunt Val. Maiden’s mercy, I would settle for a few friendly Roskarim berserkers.

	But there were no reinforcements on the way, no cavalry on the horizon. Even if the dragon was still out there—even if Isolde could lead us to him—he wasn’t here to help us now. It was just the three of us against the world. 

	“We will yet prevail,” Isolde said, still looking right at me. “Without the Huntress to eliminate the Crell sorcerers, the city’s defenses are in a much better position.”

	I sighed, a flash of annoyance washing over me when I realized she had sensed my ruminations. I couldn’t hide something from her even if I wanted to. Then again, this bond was the reason she had known how much trouble I was in earlier—and why Mirek had teleported her up to the silo to help. 

	“She’s right,” he added, sidling up next to me. “With the Corvosi alive, the city at least has a chance. If we can warn them that the attack on the main gates is a feint and that the real threat will emerge from the harbor…” 

	The Huntress’s warning was still fresh in my thoughts. If the undead prevailed, it would be a calamity of apocalyptic proportions—not just because of the slaughter, but because of the fractures and the demonic infestation that would follow. But if the Crell sorcerers were victorious and Vorsalos became an Imperial colony in all but name…

	“Either way, we should head back to the city soon,” Mirek said solemnly. “It’ll be dangerous, but I don’t know, maybe there’s still something we can do to help.”

	“Maybe,” I said, glancing down at my arm as I finally allowed my tattoos to fade. “I guess we’ll find out.”

	 

	To Be Concluded
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