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    1 
The Gamble 
 
      
 
    The Bloody Boar tavern was, in the mildest possible terms, a festering sore on the ass of Vorsalos. But given that most people thought Vorsalos was a festering sore on the ass of the Northern Reaches, it all made perfect sense. Symmetry was important.  
 
    “It’s not even midnight,” I said, waving my empty tankard with one hand and twirling my saber with the other. “There has to be someone left in this pisshole willing to put a pretty elf girl in her place.” 
 
    I sauntered along the top of the narrow bar, wobbling precariously on the heels of my leather riding boots to make everyone think I was already drunk. I didn’t normally have to hustle this much, but I’d only earned a few dozen crowns tonight—more than most of these poor wretches saw in a month, but not nearly as much as I’d hoped. That beautiful Talishite silk dress in the tailor’s shop wasn’t going to pay for itself, and I refused to leave Vorsalos without it. 
 
    “This couldn’t be easier,” I went on over the jeers and catcalls of the lecherous men below me. “You draw first blood, and I’ll be down on my knees with my lips wrapped around your cock faster than you can say ‘highborn whore.’” 
 
    I stopped at the lip of the bar, but not before teetering for a half second as if I might fall right off the edge. A dozen burly, inebriated men were waiting to catch me—and undoubtedly grope me—the instant I lost my balance.  
 
    “I’ll tell you what,” I said, slowly dragging the tip of my tongue across my lips. “Toss in another crown with your ante, and I’ll suck off your friends, too. I’m a thirsty girl, and this swill ain’t cuttin’ it.” 
 
    I tossed the empty tankard back at the barkeep, which immediately drew a round of whooping cheers from my audience when he fumbled and dropped it onto the floor. If I hadn’t promised him a cut of my earnings at the end of the night, he surely would have thrown me out on my ass by now.  
 
    I had the full attention of every man in the room—and the annoyed wenches trying to weave their way through the crowd to deliver drinks—though this group wasn’t as easily goaded as the idiots on the other side of the city last night. I had humiliated ten men in a row before the rest had finally stormed off in frustration. But tonight, I had only beaten down three challengers so far. I should have toyed with them longer than I had; most of them had only lasted a few seconds each. It had demoralized the others.  
 
    Still, I hadn’t lost hope just yet. There were plenty of fools in the crowd tonight who were on the verge of emptying their pockets just for the slim chance that they might get to feel the warm, soft tongue of an elven maiden slobbering all over their aching shaft. I just needed to reel them in…  
 
    “Of course, if you really want to spite me, you can leave me parched all night,” I teased, dragging a finger across my cleavage. “Maybe you want to spill right here between my tits. Or maybe you want to grab my hair and cum all over my sweet face. You can make me wear it out onto the street in shame if you want. An uppity whore like me deserves—oops!” 
 
    My saber “slipped” from my hand and clattered to the ground behind the bar. Widening my stance, I bent over with the slow, limber grace of a dancer to retrieve the fallen blade. It was a shameless but undeniably effective maneuver, and I could feel their lustful eyes upon my long legs and firm ass. My trousers were practically skintight, and my sleeveless leather bodice was cropped high enough to give everyone a clear view of my lower back and toned stomach. I could feel the lustful eyes of every man in the tavern upon me, and it brought a smile to my lips.  
 
    If I were in their shoes, I would absolutely want to fuck me. How could I blame them for wanting the same thing? 
 
    I made sure to give them a nice, long look at the goods before I stood upright again. When I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror behind the bar, I wondered if I should let my long blond hair down rather than keep it in a tight ponytail in the future, though it probably didn’t matter much. Most men were enraptured the moment they saw my long lashes, smoky black eyeshadow, and turquoise irises—to say nothing of my impressive cleavage. Most other half-elves I’d met were more than a little bitter about the fact that their human blood would shave a century off their potential lifespan, but I had always tried to look at the bright side—at least it had given me incredible tits.  
 
    “Shit!” one of the men hissed from behind me. “How much for a fuck?” 
 
    I leisurely pivoted back around to face him. He had to be at least forty, with a ratty gray beard and a wide, sweaty face. My little show had gotten him so hard that his filthy trousers were about to burst. 
 
    “Ten crowns and you can bend me over the bar and take me right here,” I said with a sultry smile. “You just have to stick me with a real sword first.” 
 
    My words drew another wave of raucous laughter, but the man barely even hesitated before he pulled out his coin purse and slapped it down atop the bar along with the rest of my winnings. He didn’t appear nearly as inebriated as most of the other men around him, but I wasn’t overly worried. He had the rough, gnarled hands of a laborer, and when he plucked the dueling rapier I’d helpfully provided off the table nearby, it was abundantly clear that he had no idea how to use it.  
 
    “Come on, slut!” Rat Beard growled, waving the tip at me. “Get your ass down here!” 
 
    “Oh, but the floor’s so much less fun,” I said, teetering on my heels again. “I’m sure your friends can give you a boost up here if your old knees aren’t up to it.” 
 
    His face turned pink and then flushed red at the mocking laughter from the crowd around him. “I ain’t fallin’ for your tricks, elf,” he spat. “Get down here, and I promise you’ll be bent over that bar in a few seconds.” 
 
    I offered him a lazy salute with my saber. “I can’t wait.”  
 
    Grinning, I strutted to the edge of the bar where a taller, thinner man offered a hand to help me down. I appreciated the act of chivalry—right up until he smacked me on the ass afterward. I almost whirled around and punched him before I reminded myself to stay in character.  
 
    “You know the rules,” I said, planting my feet on the warped wooden floor as the crowd stepped back to give us space. “Keep the swings low and away from the head or you forfeit your bet.” I smiled and raised my blade in a salute. “You can aim for my face later.” 
 
    The crowd laughed, but Rat Beard was focused and ready. He lunged forward with a wild slash, confirming that he didn’t understand the purpose of a rapier, and I effortlessly sidestepped the attack without even using my sword to parry. I could have won the fight right there—I could have killed him right there if I had wanted to. But I needed to string him along for a little while if I had any hope of bilking more coins out of these other drunkards.  
 
    And so instead of slashing open his gut, I settled back into a defensive stance and allowed him to flail at me with all his fury. Thrust, parry. Thrust, parry. Swipe, dodge. I had seen fifteen-year-old aspirants at the Eternal Temple fight with more skill and finesse. Rat Beard just really, really wanted to fuck me, and he was downright livid when I finally decided to end the match with a whirling disarm that sent his rapier skittering across the floor.  
 
    “A worthy effort!” I called out, more to the crowd than the humiliated man in front of me. I sashayed forward until the point of my blade was touching his chest. “Yield and I don’t even have to cut you.” 
 
    “Elf bitch!” Rat Beard snarled. “You cheated!” 
 
    I tutted and wagged the finger of my free hand. “There’s nothing worse than a poor sport. Now you’ll have to explain that nasty cut to your wife. Though I imagine she’ll be more concerned about all the gold you just lost.” 
 
    A quick flick of my wrist drew a line of blood across his upper arm, and the howl of the crowd drowned out his hiss of pain. I grinned and offered him another salute as I sauntered back to the bar, the crowd closing back in around me, sweeping him from view.  
 
    “Anyone else?” I called out. “I’m still parched, and I see a lot of stiff cocks out there desperate for release…” 
 
    I watched in amusement as groups of men plotted my downfall in hushed voices. Most of them didn’t have enough silver to toss in an ante, but my sensitive hearing picked up on all manner of schemes. Most of them involved promises of future repayment, but some were madly trying to figure out a way to share their reward somehow. Others just couldn’t stop talking about how I was the most beautiful girl they had ever seen and how amazing it would feel to fuck me.  
 
    They weren’t wrong. They had never met anyone like me, and odds were, they never would again. Pureblooded elves of any kind were exceedingly rare in Vorsalos, and even half-breeds like myself were uncommon. Still, the best part was knowing how much they wanted me before they knew who I was.  
 
    If any of these drunkards realized that my mother was the Queen of Highwind and my father was the Highlord of the Eternal Dawn…  
 
    Well, I could have made a lot more silver, but I probably would have had to spend it all on a retinue of bodyguards. There were three distinct assassin’s guilds working along the Shattered Coast, and that didn’t even include the bounty hunters’ guild in Graygale. And then there was the Ravenguard, the thugs who kept order in Vorsalos on behalf of the ruling elite. I wouldn’t put it past them to try and throw me in prison in the hopes of fetching a ransom from my parents.  
 
    Anonymity had its perks. And if I had my way, it would let me wander the Shattered Coast for another few years before anyone put two and two together. This was a thousand times more entertaining than what my parents thought I was doing… 
 
    “Such a shame,” I taunted, leaning back on my elbows enough to stick out my chest and give everyone a clear, tantalizing view of my cleavage and midriff. “I suppose I’ll just have to try my luck in another tavern across the city. Seems all the real men moved to Ostvara after the war…” 
 
    The uproar was so loud I almost thought someone would hurl their drink at me, but thankfully it baited more of them into challenging me just like I’d hoped. Two more men tossed their coins on the table, one for the promise of sloppy solo blowjob and the second for a pledge that I would suck off three of his friends in a row without cleaning off my face in between.  
 
    Both challengers were more competent than Rat Beard. If I had actually been drunk, I might very well have ended up messy on my knees like they hoped. But as long as I was sober and alert, the fools never stood a chance. I knocked their swords onto the floor right along with their pride, and the crowd heckled them more than I ever could. Some of the men were so randy I was a little surprised they didn’t storm off to the brothel down the street. For a single wager with me they could probably purchase the services of an actual whore for the whole night.  
 
    “Well, gentlemen, it appears we’re all going to leave disappointed tonight,” I said after the last duel. “If you’re feeling frustrated, I recommend the Velvet Shadow. I hear the girls are quite lovely.” 
 
    I smirked in satisfaction as I collected my winnings in my purse. I could practically feel that Talishite silk on my skin. I had no idea where I might wear the dress—I had no plans to return home anytime soon. But right now, I would be perfectly content to just slide into the soft fabric and admire myself in the mirror for a few hours. Sooner or later, I would surely find a man worth seducing in it.  
 
    “Last chance,” I said as I pulled the drawstring tight. I heard a lot of grumbles and curses, but no other volunteers. “Ah, well. Maybe next time we’ll—” 
 
    “I’ll take your bet.” 
 
    The crowd went silent, and I turned in search of the speaker. The throng parted, and I spotted the man standing against the wall. I evaluated him at a glance: early twenties, short black hair, a strong jawline, and a pleasant, clean-shaven face. His clothes and speech were strikingly out of place for such a rough establishment. From his elegant gray-blue doublet and the cultured tone of his voice, I guessed he might be the son of a well-off merchant slumming it for a thrill. 
 
    He slowly leaned off the wall, his hand falling to the rapier at his side.  
 
    “Assuming I’m not too late, that is,” he added as he came forward. 
 
    I flashed him a wry smirk as I jingled my coin purse. “Well, I have already packed up,” I said with an exaggerated sigh. “You’d need to make it worth my while…” 
 
    The crowd groaned and snorted their disapproval, but the newcomer merely smiled back. “Then how about I double your earnings? One duel, a hundred gold coins.” 
 
    My eyebrows raised when I watched him pull a few sparkling coins from his own pouch and flick them onto the bar. Ten platinum pieces—a hundred gold or a thousand silver—was practically a fortune to anyone in this tavern; it could buy a pair of horses or feed most families for months. In my case, it would pay for that Talishite dress with plenty left over to afford matching shoes.  
 
    And, best of all, it would let me shirk my actual responsibilities for a good while yet.  
 
    “I suppose that’s fair,” I said, setting my purse back atop the bar. “Though any man willing to drop that much coin on a bet must be pretty confident in his abilities.” 
 
    The stranger shrugged as he casually unsheathed his rapier. It was a fine blade, which wasn’t surprising given the rest of his attire. The man was clearly wealthy and didn’t care who knew it.  
 
    “If you’d rather skip right to the reward, I won’t complain,” he said with a wry smirk of his own. “Nor, I suspect, would anyone else in this fine establishment.” 
 
    The audience laughed, and I could feel their anticipation growing. At this point, refusing the offer was practically impossible unless I wanted to dodge empty mugs and food on my way out—and the stranger knew that. Everything about him—his poise, his movements, his attire—told me that he wasn’t a rube like the others.  
 
    “Well, I am still thirsty,” I said, leaning away from the bar and lazily twirling my saber. “And you seem like the type who enjoys giving a girl her fill. But I think we’d all be a little disappointed if you didn’t put me in my place first.” 
 
    “You may be right,” he said, clipping his still-heavy pouch back onto his belt. “It’s been a while since I’ve had a real challenge…” 
 
    He raised his blade in a salute, and I did the same. The crowd went almost eerily quiet as they backed up to give us space, even the men who had been heckling me from the moment I’d strutted in the door. I had no doubt that they were all still hard and enormously frustrated—the passions of randy males weren’t cooled so easily—but I could tell that they were enthralled by the drama of the moment. No one knew what was about to happen.  
 
    That should have been my first warning.  
 
    The newcomer tested my defenses with a quick feinted thrust, but I wasn’t fooled…and I doubted he expected me to be. I offered an almost lazy slash in return, permitting him an effortless retreat. And after a half dozen similar exchanges, I had a pretty good feel for who—or rather, what—he truly was.  
 
    A conman.  
 
    It wasn’t that he was clumsy or poorly trained; quite the opposite, in fact. He demonstrated good balance and an appropriate blend of strength and finesse. He had clearly been trained by a competent fighter. His technique was good, his footwork was passable, and he would have easily trounced any of the fools whose coin I had fleeced over the past few hours.  
 
    But he wasn’t a warrior—he was a pretender. The signs were subtle but numerous: the slight awkwardness of his stances, the minor delay in his movements, the way his eyes never seemed to stop moving. He looked like a man who knew the correct motions but was stuck a fraction of a second in the past trying to choose between them. I knew his type well, because it was exactly the way I had fought when I had been trying to convince my father that I had been reading his books on swordplay rather than drinking myself into a stupor in the wine cellar with my friends.  
 
    The realization was oddly endearing. I admired gall, especially in men. There was just something inexplicably sexy about a good liar, especially one who had to know that I wouldn’t be fooled by his nonsense. He wasn’t stupid or boorish or arrogant like the idiots surrounding us. He probably knew that he was competent enough to have a small chance of winning, and he was willing to slap a hundred crowns on the table just for the chance to feel my lips on his cock. I was frankly a little tempted to track him down later after the crowd dispersed—if he could hold a conversation and make me laugh, I would happily swallow everything he wanted to give me. If he tasted as good as he looked, he might even luck out and end up with my ankles perched on his shoulders by the end of the night.  
 
    The thought was getting me hot, and he almost scored a hit while I was distracted. Refocusing as I batted away his probing thrust, I decided it was time to stop playing with my food and take a bite. I waited patiently for him to make the next move, and as he shifted his balance and lunged, I knew I had him. I parried aside the blow, slipped beneath his defenses… 
 
    And missed. He moved so quickly it defied belief, and by the time I realized he’d dodged, I was already out of position. I had brashly overcommitted, and when I tried to spin away and reset, I felt the smallest prick on my leg.  
 
    A rush of adrenaline pumped through me, and for a moment, I thought I may have imagined the sting. The crowd didn’t immediately react, and my opponent retreated a step but kept his weapon up and ready. I paused and swallowed as I glanced down at my trousers… 
 
    Only to see the faintest rip in the leather and a trickle of blood running down my leg. 
 
    The whooping cheers and mocking laughter were instantaneous. Shock froze my lungs, embarrassment warmed my cheeks, and my stomach sank to the floor. From the first moment I had started hustling, I had warned myself that this could happen. There was always a slim chance that some local idiot would score a lucky hit. The longer I played this game, the greater the chance I would end up finishing the night with a stranger’s cum sliding down my throat. It had to happen eventually.  
 
    It just wasn’t supposed to be tonight.  
 
    “Bwahahaha, dumb slut!” one of the patrons cried out. “Get on your knees!” 
 
    A rough hand grabbed my shoulder and tried to push me down, but my body reacted before my mind could fully process what had happened. I tensed up, ready to slam my elbow into his face and break his nose— 
 
    “Hands off!” the mystery man barked, thrusting the crimson tip of his rapier at the groper. “She’s mine, not yours. Give the girl some space.” 
 
    After a long, awkward silence, the crowd cheered again. I felt the pressure lift from my shoulder, and the drunkards all backed up a few steps until it was just me and my opponent encircled by roaring, randy men.  
 
    I almost grabbed my winnings and sprinted for the door. It wasn’t as if anyone here would be able to stop me—I could vanish into the night and be out of the city in no time. I’d have to give up on my dreams of wearing that dress, and I probably wouldn’t be able to hustle in Vorsalos again for a few months, but surely Ostvara had plenty of opportunities for a girl to make some coin… 
 
    “I’m usually not much of a gambler,” the stranger said, smiling as he wiped his rapier on his doublet before sliding it back into its sheath. “But there’s nothing like the thrill of beating impossible odds every once in a while, wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    His eyes glimmered. They were such a piercing shade of green that they almost seemed elven, though the rounded arches of his ears were as human as they came. I was torn between wanting to hit him and wanting to smile sheepishly. I still didn’t understand how in the Maiden’s name he had managed to trick me so thoroughly, but it was obvious that I had underestimated him. He really was a professional, and he had known what he was doing all along.  
 
    “Look, we can keep this simple, if you’d prefer,” he said after a brief pause. “If you’d rather stay upright and keep your dignity, you could just toss me that pouch of yours and we’ll call it even.” 
 
    The crowd snarled in disapproval. A few of the men began to shout profanities before the stranger held up a hand to shut them up.  
 
    “These fine individuals won’t leave satisfied,” he said, “but I consider that a minor annoyance, all things considered.” 
 
    I swallowed heavily in search of my voice. “That’s all you wanted all along, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Can you blame me?” he asked with a shrug. “You have a small fortune there. No offense, but I can’t imagine that even those sweet elven lips of yours are worth a few thousand silvers.” 
 
    I lifted an eyebrow. “That almost sounds like another wager.” 
 
    “Like I said, I’m not much of a gambler,” he said with a dismissive wave. “Especially when I’ve already won.” 
 
    For the first time since he had appeared, I caught his gaze flick up and down to drink in my figure. The movement was subtle, especially compared to the other louts here, but I could smell lust in men like a shark could smell blood in the water. He may have originally come here to outhustle me, but his cool façade was starting to crack. Maybe I still had an opportunity to make the best of this… 
 
    “The coin is mine,” I said, sheathing my own blade and then planting my hand on my hip. “My mouth and tongue are yours.” 
 
    I sauntered closer to him, drawing a boisterous cheer from the crowd. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see a few of them start fiddling with their trousers. I wouldn’t have been the least bit surprised if they pulled out their cocks and tugged themselves off while they watched me work.  
 
    “But if you want to go double or nothing to try and win more, I’m game,” I said, stopping within arm’s reach of him. “You’ll get a chance to steal my gold and see me down on my knees.” 
 
    He swallowed so subtly I wouldn’t have noticed if I hadn’t been standing right in front of him. He looked a bit younger from here, too; he was probably only a few years older than I was. He was handsomer than I thought, too, which made me hope he took my bait even more.  
 
    I’m really going to do this, aren’t I? Maiden’s mercy, I think I’m actually getting excited… 
 
    “I’m listening,” he said.  
 
    I smiled and placed a finger on the breast of his doublet. “First, I need your name. It’s important that I know what to call you when I’m begging for your cock.” 
 
    His cheek twitched. “You can call me Mirek.” 
 
    “Mirek…I like it.” I rolled my tongue across my lips again, my embarrassment and shock draining away as I regained control of our little dance. “Okay, Mirek, you see that clock?” 
 
    I pointed up above the bar to the only visible clock in the establishment. 
 
    “I see it,” he said.  
 
    “Good, then here’s the new deal,” I said, tilting my head enough to make sure I was speaking as much to the crowd as to him. “If I’m wearing your cum on my pretty face within two minutes, I take everything that’s left in that heavy coin pouch of yours and add it to mine.” 
 
    The drunkards hollered at the prospect but quickly fell silent in anticipation of his answer.  
 
    Mirek glanced down to the pouch on his belt and pressed his tongue against the back of his teeth. “And if it’s not?” 
 
    “Then I still have to finish you off while these gentlemen cheer me on,” I said. “And you walk out of here with all my coin, leaving me very poor and very messy.” 
 
    The crowd made their opinion on the matter clear—they wanted to see the haughty half-elf girl humiliated and down on her knees. A few of them probably hoped I’d be desperate enough to start giving more blowjobs afterward just to earn some silver back.  
 
    They weren’t entirely wrong. There was no way in the bloody void I was going to suck off a bunch of filthy peasants, of course, but if he won, I would be completely broke. I didn’t mind sleeping in the forest if I had to—my companion was out there waiting for me anyway—but I wasn’t much of a huntress or a forager or even a cook. I preferred eating breakfast that someone else made for me.  
 
    And I really want that fucking dress.  
 
    “What do you say?” I asked. “Are you man enough for a rematch?” 
 
    When he didn’t immediately take the bait, I wondered if I had misjudged him again. Maybe he was a truly cold and calculating operator. Maybe he had just been stringing me along, and his furtive glances and facial tics had all been part of the act. Or maybe he just a clever young man who had gotten lucky and was now in way over his head.  
 
    “You have a deal,” he said. “Two minutes.” 
 
    The crowd cheered, and a wide grin pulled at my lips. “Two minutes,” I said. “We might as well get started.” 
 
    Keeping my blue eyes locked on his green ones, I slowly dropped to my knees in front of him. The men surrounding us went wild, but I was barely even paying attention to them. I could feel my heart racing in my chest, and not just because of what was at stake. I had known of this man’s existence for a whopping five minutes, and he was already the most interesting person I’d met since coming to Vorsalos. I would have enjoyed being alone with him for a few minutes and having a real conversation. Failing that, I would have settled for exchanging a few jokes at the bar.  
 
    Instead, I was going to suck his cock and try to make him explode all over my face. It wasn’t what I’d had in mind at the start of the night, but I couldn’t deny the strange thrill I felt about finishing it this way.  
 
    I took his belt in both hands, and it was the work of a few seconds to open the buckle. I held his gaze right up until I slipped my hand inside his trousers in search of my prize…and my fingers did not return disappointed.  
 
    His manhood was both larger and harder than I expected. A shiver of anticipation rippled through me, stealing my breath and igniting a wildfire in my core. He groaned in delight when I pulled it free, and another cheer swept through the room when the swollen tip neared my lips. His gasps and heavy breaths convinced me that this rematch was mine to lose—assuming I could stay focused. 
 
    “Two minutes starting when I kiss him,” I purred as I curled my fingers around his thick shaft.  
 
    “Two minutes starting now,” Mirek said, shaking his head. “No tricks.” 
 
    I grinned. “No tricks.” 
 
    My fingers began pumping up and down his shaft, and from the way he instantly moaned and quivered, I had a sneaking suspicion that I might be able to win the contest without even using my lips. I could see the lust burning in his eyes and feel the desire coursing through the swollen flesh in my hand.  
 
    I had a hard time believing that a man this attractive could be inexperienced in the bedroom arts. Young women surely threw themselves at him, especially given his apparent wealth. But I could tell when a cock hadn’t spilled in a while, and his was yearning for release from the first stroke of my fingers. My poor face was going to be hot and sticky in no time. 
 
    Gods, I can’t wait.  
 
    Parting my lips and sticking out my tongue, I began to methodically lather the underside of his throbbing shaft. Mirek moaned again, his hands balling into fists at his sides when they probably wanted to grab my hair. He even broke eye contact for a few seconds to regain his composure. The crowd went wild at the sight of my tongue, and I heard at least one of the drunkards cry out as he stroked himself to climax somewhere behind me.  
 
    This was almost too easy, and I hadn’t even taken off my leather bodice. Normally, I would have shed it before opening my mouth. Men were visual creatures, after all, and sucking a thick cock without letting the owner gaze upon your magnificent tits should have been a crime. Besides, I was getting so hot that I wouldn’t have minded being able to pinch my nipples. It was already taking an enormous amount of effort not to slide a hand inside my trousers. My quim was getting wetter and wetter as an empty ache built between my thighs.  
 
    “Plenty of time left,” I cooed when my tongue finally reached his throbbing crown. “Still sure you can hold out?” 
 
    He clenched his teeth when I chuckled and kissed the tip. A part of me wished I had asked for more time—not because I needed it, but because I wanted it. The moment I tasted his salty precum on my tongue, I became desperate to taste him. Fine cocks, just like fine tits, deserved to be worshiped properly. 
 
    And that’s exactly what I did. Opening my mouth as wide as I could, I closed my lips around the tip and began to gorge myself on his manhood inch by inch. Mirek’s body went stiff, overwhelmed, and I half expected a warm flood to fill my mouth. But he miraculously held out even as the crowd egged me on. Their heckling didn’t bother me in the slightest; every time someone yelled “whore” or “slut” or “cunt” it only made me hotter. I had always loved having an audience no matter what I was doing: archery, fencing, singing, even just drinking. Cheers and laughter were more addictive than lotus.  
 
    I also loved swallowing cock, but this was the first time I had ever combined my vices. Maybe losing once in a while wasn’t such a bad thing after all… 
 
    “He’s not going to make it!” someone cried out, prompting a wave of mocking laughter.  
 
    I paused once Mirek’s stem had filled my mouth and nearly reached my tonsils. I could feel his body quivering, and single glance upward confirmed that he was about to lose control. I was surprised that he hadn’t squeezed his eyes shut or looked away; to his credit, he was breathlessly watching my every movement, as if he wanted to sear the image of me kneeling in front of him into his mind forever. The thought of him tugging himself off to this memory decades from now sent a shiver of delight cascading through my core.  
 
    I was the best duelist in this city—maybe in the whole Northern Reaches—yet somehow I never felt quite as powerful as when I was down on my knees in front of a strong man. There was just something utterly intoxicating about holding his cock in your mouth, knowing how badly he wanted you, needed you…  
 
    “Gods, the slut is actually enjoying it! Look at her!” 
 
    Another raucous cheer shook the room when I began to massage my breasts through my bodice as I bobbed up and down Mirek’s shaft. I couldn’t quite swallow him all the way, and not for lack of effort; his cock was just too damn big. It made me wonder if he had a few drops of orc blood in him or something.  
 
    When I thought about how I must have looked right now, kneeling submissively in front of a stranger in a seedy tavern like a five-copper whore, I couldn’t help but imagine how mortified my mother would have been if she could see what I was doing. I was the princess of Highwind; I was supposed to be training with the Ven’Tira rangers in Nelu’Thalas, not sucking off men in front of an audience. She probably would have had a heart attack. Serrane Starwind was so proper, so elegant, so cultured…she and my paladin father had probably had sex exactly once—and then been embarrassed about it afterward. 
 
    Well, suffice to say I was not my mother’s daughter. And every man in this room should have been thankful for it.  
 
    “There he goes,” someone blurted out. “He’s going to lose it!” 
 
    They were right. I could feel Mirek’s control slipping away as I bobbed, trying to work him deeper down my throat with every push without triggering my gag reflex. I wasn’t even using my hands—they were too busy groping myself to help. Not that my mouth needed it; according to the clock, I still had half a minute to spare. 
 
    I was about to win a small fortune…and enjoy one of my favorite treats. 
 
    “Oh…” Mirek cried out. “Shit…shit!” 
 
    I pulled back an instant before he burst, mouth open and tongue extended as my hands gripped the heels of my boots. I gasped in delight when the first spurt struck me, blasting a thick rope of hot cum across the bridge of my nose. The second and third volleys were almost as powerful, covering my lips and shooting a thick wad straight onto my tongue. The rest splattered across my chin and then down to my bodice, making me regret yet again that I hadn’t taken it off so I could feel the heat on my tits.  
 
    My audience whooped and hollered, enjoying every moment of my public debasement…but not nearly as much as I did. I seized up, head tilted back and breasts pushed out, gripped in the throes of a sudden, inexplicable full-body climax. I couldn’t move or breathe; a surge of raw ecstasy rippled through every fiber of being. If I’d been able to find my voice, I would have demanded that this total stranger pick me up, slam me down on an empty table, and fuck me as hard as he could.  
 
    I couldn’t understand why I was so hot. I enjoyed swallowing cock, sure, and there was something indescribably special about feeling a man’s salty gratitude covering your lips and sliding down your throat at the same time. I loved knowing that it was my body and my talent that had made him lose control.  
 
    But despite all that, I had never actually cum when a man finished on my face before. The very idea seemed absurd. 
 
    Unless… 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I gasped as I realized the truth.  
 
    Another wave of ecstasy crashed over me so quickly that I almost toppled onto my side and started writhing on the floor. I squeezed my heels so hard I was surprised they didn’t break off, and every inch of my skin started tingling at once. My quim burned, my nipples turned to rocks, and my lungs completely lost their ability to draw air. I hadn’t cum this hard in months. 
 
    And I was about to be in a whole lot of trouble.  
 
    When my eyelids finally fluttered back open, a single glance down at my body confirmed what I already knew: all of my Dal’Rethi tattoos, previously invisible and dormant beneath my flesh, had just flared to life. The intricate glowing blue latticework ran down my bare arms, across my exposed stomach and lower back, and even down my thighs and legs beneath my trousers. My blue eyes were glowing too, making me look like some kind of demon.  
 
    Well, one very specific kind of demon, anyway, considering how much cum was dangling from my nose and lips. If I had wings, I could have been a succubus straight out of the salacious legends.  
 
    But the fearful gasps and stunned silence of the drunkards around me had nothing to do with my vaguely demonic visage. Honestly, this may have been the one city in the entire bloody world where people might have been less scared of a demon than an otherwise regular girl with glowing tattoos—especially one who seemed to be feeding off the seed of the man who had just finished all over her. 
 
    “Senosi! Escar save us, she’s a Senosi!” 
 
    I wished I could have explained to them that I was absolutely not one of the female assassins who had ruled over Vorsalos two decades ago. I wished I could have described the nuances in how traditional Dal’Rethi markings—or even Tel Bator Keeper tattoos—were quite different than the ones branded into the flesh of Senosi Huntresses, both in power and in purpose.  
 
    But even if I’d somehow had the time do that, I highly doubted that any of these men would believe me. To them, it wouldn’t matter that I had gotten these tattoos in Nelu’Thalas, not the Castarium. They wouldn’t care that mine were blue, not green; they wouldn’t care about the subtle but important differences in application or effect. All they would ever be able to see was a young woman feeding on magical energy just like the tyrants who had terrorized their families a generation ago. 
 
    And frankly, I couldn’t blame them.  
 
    “Get her. Get her!” 
 
    As the noise in the tavern transformed into a unified roar of anger, I looked up at the stunned face of the man—the sorcerer—looming over me as I licked his cooling seed from my lips.  
 
    “Run,” I whispered.  
 
    He blinked, mouth stuck agape. “What?” 
 
    “If you want to live, you need to pull up your pants and run,” I told him. “Now!” 
 
    I didn’t wait for him to respond. Vaulting to my feet, I snatched my coin purse and dashed across the tavern toward the door. Aetheric energy coursed through my body thanks to my freshly fed tattoos, imbuing me with superhuman speed and strength, albeit only for a short time. Millennia ago, the famed Dal’Rethi Blade Dancers had used the power of their markings to triumph in battle despite impossible odds. I, on the other hand, was using it to flee from a mob of terrified and enraged peasants while wearing a stranger’s cum on my face.  
 
    Somehow, one of those seemed slightly more heroic than the other.  
 
    But it didn’t matter. I dodged, punched, or shoved aside anyone who got in my way, and a few seconds later I was standing in the darkened streets of the City of Ravens, my skin glowing like a blue beacon. I ignored the screams of terrified onlookers as I sprinted into the nearest alleyway, wishing belatedly that I had picked one of the many taverns closer to the southern gate.  
 
    At least it was late enough that the streets were mostly empty, and I had a plan to avoid the ones that weren’t. Bending my knees, I leapt into the air and onto the rooftop of an adjacent building, a gravity-defying feat that would have been impossible without the aid of my empowered tattoos. There was a reason the Senosi had ruled Vorsalos. They probably still would be if not for the efforts of the Dragon of the Highwind before his unexplained disappearance.  
 
    I didn’t stop moving until I dropped down into an empty alley several blocks away. My glowing tattoos had finally started to fade back into my flesh, and I wiped off my nose with my arms as I watched the mesmerizing latticework slowly disappear.  
 
    This wasn’t how I had expected this night to go in any way. Losing a duel to a handsome chamber, feeding off the magic in his seed, running from a mob of angry peasants… 
 
    I would need to leave Vorsalos tonight, and I probably wouldn’t be able to return for months. The only good news was that I had made enough silver to last me for quite a while.  
 
    “Shayera!” 
 
    I spun around to the entrance of the alley behind me, my hand dropping to my belt and unsheathing my sword. The stranger from the tavern was standing there silhouetted in the moonlight, his hand braced against the wall as he fought to catch his breath. 
 
    “How…?” I paused in shock. I hadn’t heard my name spoken aloud in over a month. “How do you know who I am?” 
 
    “I know a lot of things about you,” Mirek panted. “Probably more than you know about yourself.” 
 
    My pulse quickened, and I lifted my blade and pointed the tip at his throat. “If you’re an assassin, you’re not very good at your job.” 
 
    He shook his head and slowly raised his hands. “I’m not an assassin,” he insisted. “I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed. “Then what do you want?” 
 
    “Your help,” Mirek said, swallowing heavily. “Without it, everyone in this city is doomed.”  
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    Shayera Starwind, the Crown Princess of Highwind, stood agape as the implications of my words sank in. The moonsilver blade of her elven dueling saber glinted in the moonlight, ready to cut me to ribbons with a flick of her wrist. Her Dal’Rethi tattoos had nearly faded, though I could still see a faint blue glow beneath her flesh.  
 
    She looked more confused than angry, thank the Aether, and I was grateful for the momentary respite. My lungs burned from sprinting, and my forearms tingled painfully from the Flensing. I’d had to channel a significant burst of energy through my body just keep up with her, and enhancement magic was not my specialty.  
 
    And then there was the fact that my cock was still tingling in my trousers thanks to her unforgettable efforts in the tavern mere minutes earlier. Suffice to say, this was not at all how I had expected this night to unfold.  
 
    “What in the bloody void are you talking about?” she demanded once she collected herself.  
 
    Standing straight, I held out my hands with my palms open. “It will take me some time to explain. And this probably isn’t the best place for us to have a conversation. If you’re willing, we could find a quiet inn somewhere nearby and—” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere,” she snapped. “Not until you tell me who you are and what the hell you want from me!” 
 
    “I understand your anger, I really do.” I tried to keep my voice as calm, steady, and low as I could. Just because I didn’t see anyone nearby didn’t mean no one was listening. Vorsalos was filled with people who wanted to kill me.  
 
    Or would, anyway, if they knew who I worked for.  
 
    “Then stop stalling,” Shayera growled, her turquoise eyes still glowing just enough to add a bit of menace to her words. “No one in this city will care if I skewer a sorcerer in the streets.” 
 
    I nodded, my heart racing. Thinking on my feet had never been one of my strengths. Tonight’s events were proof enough of that. 
 
    “You’re probably right,” I admitted. “But despite that fascinating light show of yours, you’re not really a Senosi. You don’t hate sorcerers.” 
 
    “I do when they use their magic to trick me!” she replied tartly. “That’s how you won the duel, isn’t it? You cheated!” 
 
    “I’d hardly call it cheating to use my own natural abilities.” 
 
    Shayera snorted. “There’s nothing natural about sorcery.” 
 
    “Of course there is! I was born with this gift, just like you were born with that graceful body of yours. I fail to see the difference between my magic and your…erm…assets.” 
 
    It took all the willpower I could muster to keep my gaze from drifting down her neckline. Her beauty was almost suffocating, especially up close. It was difficult to believe that her lips had been wrapped around my cock not long ago… 
 
    My admittedly ill-conceived strategy to gain her attention had fallen apart the moment I had seen her smoky eyelids fluttering up close. After my victory, I should have rejected her counteroffer and proposed a quiet conversation like I had originally planned. I could have simply returned her gold in exchange for a chance to chat somewhere private.  
 
    But then she’d sauntered close enough that I had been able to smell her flowery perfume and take in her taut, dancer-like body… 
 
    Zarach forgive me.  
 
    She was standing just as close to me now, but her long lashes were no longer fluttering flirtatiously. Her eyes remained narrowed and her blade remained pointed at my throat. She could have run me through at any moment, but I held out hope that the child of famed heroes wouldn’t murder an unarmed man in a cold blood.  
 
    But I could have been wrong. This girl certainly hadn’t acted like the daughter of a righteous paladin and an elegant queen thus far tonight.  
 
    “Who are you?” Shayera repeated, lower but just as insistently. “And who sent you?” 
 
    This is a mistake. As usual, you have allowed your emotions to cloud your judgment. Why are you even speaking with her? You should have already subdued her. Do you have any idea how much favor the Emperor would bestow upon our family if you captured the daughter of Serrane Starwind? He would double our lands. He would give us a seat on the Sovereign Council. By the Immortal Dragon, he might even allow you to breed her yourself! 
 
    “No one sent me,” I replied, shaking my head as I tried to ignore the voice screaming inside my skull. My father may have been a thousand miles away in the family estate, but there were times when I swore he owned a second mansion inside my head. “Encountering you in that bar was pure luck.” 
 
    The corner of Shayera’s mouth twitched up ever so slightly. “But you know who I am.” 
 
    “Yes.” I let my hands slowly fall to my sides. I hoped that it would encourage her to lower her weapon.  
 
    It did not.  
 
    “How?” she demanded.  
 
    Keep your mouth shut! You cannot afford to jeopardize your mission. I sacrificed everything to get you this assignment. I am counting on you—the fortunes of our house depend on you! 
 
    “That’s…complicated,” I managed.  
 
    “Actually, it’s quite simple,” Shayera said, pushing her swordpoint against my throat hard enough it nearly broke skin. “Either you start answering my questions, or I get stabby.” 
 
    I drew in a deep breath and tried to recenter myself. “I’ll explain everything. But please, just allow me to finish before you do anything rash.” 
 
    “No promises. Now start talking.” 
 
    Your brother would never have made this mistake. Taras would have already had this elven cunt tied up and ready for transport! I should have known that you weren’t ready for this much responsibility… 
 
    “I told you the truth before—my name is Mirek,” I said. “I’m not an assassin or a bounty hunter or even a mercenary. I’m just an…observer here in Vorsalos.” 
 
    “An observer?” she asked with a snort. “You mean you’re a spy.” 
 
    “If you prefer, though I assure you that I’m not nearly as important as that title makes me sound.” I paused, resisting the urge to glance around again for eavesdroppers just in case the movement set her off. At least my voice had remained mostly even. My rapid training hadn’t been completely worthless. “But I do take pride in being well-informed, which is why I’m so surprised to find you here. The last I heard, your mother sent you to Nelu’Thalas a little over a year ago. I assumed you would still be there. Highborn training typically spans decades, not months.” 
 
    The color drained from her face, and I felt the blade drift away from my throat as her arm sagged. “How can you possibly know that?” she breathed. “We didn’t tell anyone!” 
 
    “You’re the only child of the most powerful individuals in the Northern Reaches,” I reminded her. “People tend to notice when the princess doesn’t attend official parties for over a year.” 
 
    Wheels turned behind her eyes. My hope, foolish though it might have been, was that the shock of my identity would be easier for her to process if she arrived at the realization herself. Blurting out who and what I was without any context or explanation seemed like a quick way to end up dead.  
 
    Or perhaps it wouldn’t make a difference and she would just kill me regardless.  
 
    “You don’t work for the Regent Lord or any member of the Raven Court—they would have called the guard and tried to lock me up,” Shayera reasoned. “And I doubt you’re working for the Tidebreakers’ Guild, either—you don’t look like a pirate.” 
 
    “Or smell like one,” I added. “Besides, they prefer cutlasses to rapiers. Better for cutting rope and all that.” 
 
    “Then that means…” 
 
    Her eyes flared wide, and I stayed light on my feet just in case she tried to gut me. There was nothing in my appearance to suggest where I was from—these clothes had been purchased locally, and pale skin, black hair, and green eyes weren’t the exclusive province of any country or city-state in Torsia. 
 
    My accent was the only potential giveaway. I had worked hard to quash it over the years, but I knew I still rolled my ‘Rs’ and dropped the occasional consonant here and there. Most people didn’t notice—or if they did, they just assumed I was from Ebara or even Talisham since we all shared the same root alphabet.  
 
    “Le’thos,” Shayera spat. “You’re a bloody Crell.” 
 
    And there it was.  
 
    “I’m from Crell, not a Crell,” I corrected with a bit too much defensive pride. “We’re not monsters. Not all of us, anyway.” 
 
    Her face hardened, and I felt the tip of the blade prick against my throat again. I still couldn’t believe that I was taking this risk. Neither could the voice that had replaced my conscience.  
 
    All my work, all my sacrifice, and you’ve thrown it all away! And for what? You already have a mission here. Controlling Vorsalos is absolutely vital to the future of our people!  
 
    “You’re conquerors and slavers!” Shayera hissed. “What’s the difference between you and an orc from the Peaks?” 
 
    “A keen appreciation for personal hygiene,” I replied mildly. “And I don’t have tusks.” 
 
    She scowled, her voice dripping with contempt. “A Crell sorcerer…amin umail dura ta.” 
 
    “I know how bad this must seem, but I assure you it isn’t what you think. If I had wanted to harm you, I wouldn’t have bothered trying to have this conversation. I could have just waited until you left the bar and jumped you in an alley.” 
 
    Her face twisted into a snarl. “Is that supposed to make me feel better?” 
 
    “That…didn’t come out the way I intended,” I stammered, swearing under my breath. This was exactly why I was always better off sticking to a plan. Whenever I tried to improvise, something bad happened. I could practically feel the heat of my father’s glare burning a hole in my back. 
 
    “I hope not,” Shayera growled. “Because you’re really making me wonder why I haven’t killed you yet.” 
 
    I drew in another breath and tried again. “Look, I understand that you have no reason to trust me. All I ask is that you hear me out.” 
 
    “And why in the Maiden’s name would I listen to anything a Crell slaver has to say? Do you have any idea what would happen to you if the Regent Lord or the Ravenguard knew you were here?” 
 
    “Nothing good, I imagine,” I lied. Like everyone else in Highwind, she had no idea who was really in charge of Vorsalos. “But neither of us are in friendly territory, are we? I imagine there’s room in the gallows for two.”  
 
    Her cheek didn’t even twitch. She just held her glare firm, still waiting for me to give her a reason why she should allow me to keep drawing breath. I wished that I had an easy one to offer. If she were aware of even a fraction of our machinations in this city, I would have already been bleeding out on the street.  
 
    Nothing leading up to this point had gone the way I’d planned, but her reaction to my identity was hardly surprising. The Imperium wasn’t exactly popular in the Northern Reaches…or anywhere else in Torsia, if I was being honest. We embraced the power of sorcery rather than shunning it, and the Sovereign Council was determined to bring order to the lawless backwaters of the continent like Vorsalos—and not purely out of ambition or greed, either. The Northern Reaches had endured several bloody wars over the past few decades, all of which could have easily been prevented if Vorsalos had been in the hands of the Imperium rather than an insane religious zealot and her cult of magic-eating assassins.  
 
    But I hadn’t reached out to this girl as a ploy to threaten Highwind’s new royalty or anything so sinister. I really did need—and want—her help.  
 
    “I wasn’t lying about what I said earlier,” I murmured, sweat beading on my forehead despite the chill in the autumn air. “The people of Vorsalos are in grave danger, and they don’t even know it.” 
 
    “What could be more dangerous to them than a Crell spy?” 
 
    “The same women you were just mistaken for,” I said. “Senosi.” 
 
    Shayera paled. “What?” 
 
    I finally risked a furtive glance up and down the adjacent street just to confirm that we were still alone. A part of me still couldn’t believe I was going through with this, but it wasn’t as if I had many options. When I’d mentioned this to my accomplice, she had dismissed it out of hand. She insisted that I was imagining things, and it wasn’t as if I had any real, tangible evidence to change her mind. 
 
    But I knew the truth. And maybe, just maybe, there was still a way that the daughter of my enemy could temporarily become my friend.  
 
    “I know what you’re going to say,” I added, hoping to preempt her inevitable protests. “Whenever anything remotely bad happens in Vorsalos, people claim that the Senosi were behind it. And it’s always bullshit, because most of them were wiped out during the revolution when you and I were both children.” 
 
    “Not just most of them,” Shayera corrected sharply. “All of them.” 
 
    I frowned. “Is it really so difficult to believe that a few survived?” 
 
    “I know the person who hunted them all down, so yes,” she replied with surprising force. “She was very thorough.” 
 
    I hesitated for a second, wondering why she was so adamant. I had read the intelligence reports about the Senosi traitor who had joined the Dragon of Highwind in the war against the Raven Queen, and I recalled that this rogue Huntress had allegedly worked with then-Ranger-General Serrane Starwind on more than one occasion. Details were sparse, but perhaps Shayera had a personal stake here I wasn’t aware of. As if I needed another reason to tread lightly… 
 
    “Why do you believe this?” she asked when I didn’t respond.  
 
    “Because I saw it with my own eyes right here in the city. A woman in the golden armor and helmet of a Sanctori.” 
 
    Her cheek twitched. “And you’re sure it wasn’t a costume party at the Regent Lord’s estate?” 
 
    “I’m sure. I also heard a name—Veleca—which I ran by my sources in the city. She’s one of a handful of the Inquisitrix’s servants whose body was never found.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize there was a list.” 
 
    “Revolutions love lists,” I said. “And there’s nothing revolutionaries love more than crossing off the names in blood.” 
 
    Shayera paused for a long moment as if mulling it over. “This woman could have died in a hundred ways without leaving a body. An explosion, a sunken ship…maybe she was incinerated by the dragon.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I conceded with a shrug. “But I’m not asking for you take my claim on faith. I have a lead on where the survivor is hiding, and I was hoping to snoop around and get some more answers. I just can’t do it alone.” 
 
    She shook her head. “If you seriously believe that a Senosi is still alive and you know where she is, why not just tell the Ravenguard?” 
 
    “Because they don’t take tips from Crell spies,” I replied dryly. “And frankly, I don’t trust them to handle something like this anyway. Veleca isn’t alone—she has powerful help.” 
 
    “If you tell me she has an entire squad of Senosi Huntresses along with her, I won’t believe—” 
 
    “Not more Senosi,” I interrupted. “Something even worse. When I saw her, she was holding a Kertabos—a Runic Focus.” 
 
    Shayera blinked. “A what?”  
 
    “An Avetharri relic of tremendous power,” I explained. “They’re exceedingly rare—only a handful are believed to have survived the Dragon War. Most of them are still across the sea in Varellon, but there are a few in Nelu’Thalas and at least one back home in the Imperium.” 
 
    “Then how in the bloody void would a Sanctori get her hands on one?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “But wherever she got it, it’s dangerous. Runic Foci are unlike any other piece of artifice—no one has ever learned how to copy the original Avetharri techniques. In theory, the artifact can allow anyone who uses it to channel magic.” 
 
    Her expression sank. But she did finally lower her blade from my throat. “That’s impossible.” 
 
    “I know,” I said gravely. “Like I said, no one knows precisely how the Kertabos work. Even the Runesages back home barely understand them. But from what little I know, each Focus is inscribed with a rune for a specific school of magic—fire, illusion, primal, whatever—and anyone who unlocks the rune can manipulate the Aether in very specific ways. A Focus with a fire rune could theoretically allow its wielder to shoot flame from his fingertips just like a sorcerer.” 
 
    Shayera slowly shook her head as a gust of evening wind tousled her blond hair. “Do you know what school it was?” 
 
    I nodded grimly. “Shadow.” 
 
    “Faarea,” she breathed. “You mean—” 
 
    “Palerending,” I said. “If I’m right, she may be able to use this relic to summon demons.” 
 
    Shayera had gone white at the mention of this Senosi, but now she almost looked sick. Everyone in their right mind was terrified of the invisible, malefic spirits from the Pale—demons were literally the stuff of nightmares. But she obviously knew more than just the children’s tales. Her father was a paladin—was the paladin, in fact, and his Knights of the Eternal Dawn had battled demonic incursions and Chol alike.  
 
    “You understand why I’m concerned,” I said softly. “A Senosi survivor is bad enough, but if she actually understands how to use this relic…” 
 
    “She could threaten the city,” Shayera said.  
 
    “She could threaten the entire region—and beyond,” I added. “I don’t expect you to have much sympathy for the Imperium, but you should know that we take demonology as seriously as anyone. This Senosi has to be stopped, and the Runic Focus has to be recovered.” 
 
    She stayed silent for several heartbeats, her eyes flicking back and forth in thought. I still wished that we were having this conversation indoors, but at least she seemed to accept what I was saying. It was more than I could have reasonably hoped for under the circumstances.  
 
    “Let’s assume for a moment that I believe you,” she said quietly. “What is it you expect me to do? Send a message to my father and have him summon a squad of knights to put down an infestation?” 
 
    “No. Even if you had a calling crystal and could speak with him—which I doubt—his paladins would never get here in time. To say nothing of the fact that the fools governing this city would consider it an act of war if even a single Knight of the Eternal Dawn showed up on their doorstep.” 
 
    “Then what do you want from me?” 
 
    “Like I said, I have a lead on where this Veleca is hiding. But I’m a sorcerer, and she’s a Senosi. I can’t stop her on my own.” 
 
    “Okay, but there are hundreds of other warriors in this city,” Shayera pointed out. “You have enough coin to hire a whole squad of mercenaries.” 
 
    “But I couldn’t keep that quiet, and frankly I don’t trust them to get the job done. Your family has a personal history with the Senosi, and a rogue survivor with demons at her beck and call threatens Highwind as much as Vorsalos.” 
 
    I paused and looked her up and down again. Now that my mind had cleared enough for my reason to overcome my lust, I saw her like I had when I’d first entered the Bloody Boar. She wasn’t just a beautiful half-elven girl—she was a skilled fighter and the daughter of legendary warriors. Blood lineage was everything in the Imperium.  
 
    “Besides, I’ve seen you fight,” I added. “I need someone with skill and finesse. You’re worth a dozen hired blades.” 
 
    She eyed me warily, and I watched as the color gradually returned to her face. She still could have lifted her sword and skewered me in a heartbeat if she wanted to, but the tension in her body had mostly drained away.  
 
    “You may be a sorcerer, but you know how to fight, too,” she commented. “Or at least fake it well enough to beat me.” 
 
    I shrugged. “As you pointed out, I cheated.” 
 
    “Hah! At least you finally admit it.” She paused, the faintest hint of a smile touching the corner of her mouth. “So how did you do it, anyway? Did you worm your way into my head?” 
 
    “No. I couldn’t—those Dal’Rethi tattoos of yours would protect you.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “But you didn’t know I had them.” 
 
    “No, so I’m glad I didn’t try.” I grunted softly. “I needed an illusion that would fool everyone in the bar, so I manipulated the light and shadows to make you think I was standing a few inches from where I actually was. It wasn’t much, but it was enough.” 
 
    “That’s…actually clever,” she admitted. “Very clever.” 
 
    “I thought so.” 
 
    I flashed her a tight smile. She didn’t return it, but she did finally raise her saber and slide it back into the scabbard at her hip.  
 
    “Dammit,” she breathed. “All right, fine. I still think there’s a decent chance you’re full of shit, but if there is a Senosi survivor here…” 
 
    Shayera trailed off, but I nodded and offered her a grateful bow.  
 
    “I appreciate it. With your help, I can—” 
 
    “Don’t get ahead of yourself just yet,” she interrupted. “I said I’d help you, not that I trust you. I can’t promise that I won’t kill you when we’re done.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s still better than killing me right now,” I murmured. “I’ll take what I can get.” 
 
    Shayera snorted softly, though a ghostly smile returned to haunt the corner of her lips. “So, where is this secret hideout you mentioned?” 
 
    I gestured down the road. “Northeast of here in the ruins of an old fort called Tanisgarde. It’s been abandoned for decades.” 
 
    “Mm,” she murmured, brushing a rebellious lock of golden hair back behind her pointed ears. “So in other words, it’s not someplace in this city you wanted to check out tonight.” 
 
    “No. It will probably take at least three or four hours to get there, and the path through the foothills is a little rough. No one has bothered to maintain the trail since the fort is deserted.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    I looked at her, trying in vain to read her mood. “If you’re willing, I’d like to head out first thing in the morning. We could meet up somewhere, if you’d—” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I blinked. “No?” 
 
    Shayera shook her head and crossed her arms. “I’ll help you find this woman if I can, but there’s no way I trust you enough to let you out of my sight.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to protest but quickly decided not to push my luck. “All right,” I said. “So…what did you have in mind?” 
 
    “I have a place a few blocks from here,” she said. “It’s private and secure, and it will let me keep an eye on you.” 
 
    I nodded slowly, though I was more apprehensive than I let on. Hopefully she didn’t expect me to sleep in a closet or something… 
 
    “All right, come on,” she beckoned, striding past me out of the alley and into the street. “I’ve always had a weakness for bad decisions. What’s the harm in making another one?” 
 
    Shayera walked a few steps but then abruptly stopped in her tracks and looked at me. “Actually, there is one more thing I’m curious about.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “What was your plan in the bar? Because the more I think about it, the stupider it all seems.” 
 
    My lip twitched involuntarily. “I, uh…I wasn’t expecting to find anyone here in Vorsalos who could help me. Then I recognized you and…well, I had to improvise.” 
 
    “And challenging me to a duel was the best you could come up with?” she asked, planting a hand on her hip. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure how else I could get your attention,” I said defensively. Too defensively. “It seemed like a decent plan at the time. I knew I couldn’t match your skill, but I was reasonably confident I could trick you with an illusion.” 
 
    Shayera arched a slender eyebrow. “And then what? You ask me for help while I have your cock in my mouth?” 
 
    I felt a rush of embarrassed heat fill my cheeks. I had really, really hoped she wouldn’t ask me about this. I wanted to seem nonthreatening but still competent.  
 
    “That…uh,” I mumbled. “Look, I earnestly thought you would take my offer and let me have your winnings instead.” 
 
    “Leaving me broke. And then what?” 
 
    “Then afterward, when the crowd dispersed, I could offer your winnings back and have a real chat.” 
 
    Shayera blinked incredulously. “You thought I would want to have a polite conversation with a man who just took all my coin and humiliated me? That was your master plan?” 
 
    “I assumed you would…I mean, I thought…” I bit down on my lip and groaned. “Okay, maybe it wasn’t such a great plan.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a plan at all! Maiden’s mercy, you’re lucky I sucked your cock instead of biting it off.”  
 
    She glared at me for what felt like a small eternity, and I wondered if I had just ruined everything by being honest. But then a mischievous grin tugged at her lips, and her turquoise eyes brightened.  
 
    “You’re also lucky that I respect the hustle,” she said. “I was cheating them, then you cheated me. The player can’t really be upset when she gets played, can she?” 
 
    I smiled back. “I suppose not.” 
 
    She snorted softly, her eyes sizing me up again. “I’m not sure what’s worse, the fact that I sucked off a Crell or the fact that I haven’t finished that hard in…well, ever.” 
 
    My mouth went completely dry, and my trousers suddenly felt like they were about two sizes too small. I didn’t understand how she kept catching me so flat-footed; it wasn’t as if I was a stranger to attractive girls. I had grown up surrounded by pretty noblewomen and their sometimes-prettier slaves, and I had spent at least one night a week with my accomplice, Farah, for the past few months. She was one of the most beautiful women I had ever met… 
 
    But Shayera was different. I had heard the tales about her mother’s beauty, of course—the Ranger-General-turned-Queen was one of the most important figures in the entire north, especially after the disappearance of the Wyrm Lord. Even the sketches I had seen of her had been arresting, and the fact that she had taken a human lover had enkindled the dreams of young human boys for a thousand miles in every direction.  
 
    Shayera wasn’t a figure of story and legend, though—she was here in the flesh. And by the grace of the Aether, that flesh was frighteningly irresistible.  
 
    “Just so you know,” she added after a pause, leaning forward until I was painfully aware of how close her lips were to mine. “I don’t usually get off when a man pops over my face.” 
 
    Somehow, my throat got even more parched. “I…assumed not.” 
 
    “I’ve never actually fed like that before,” she said. Her eyes drifted to the side and went distant. “Never from a man at all, actually. Just other girls when we were both…never mind.” 
 
    I made it a point not to turn my hips slightly to try and hide my erection. Despite what I had told her in the bar, her lips had easily been worth a thousand silvers. By Zarach the Immortal Dragon, I would have paid twice that to feel them again.  
 
    Maybe this was a mistake. Maybe Farah was right and I should have just let this Senosi thing go. I had a job to do here, and this wasn’t it. I may not have been able to bring myself to ambush Shayera and deliver her into the hands of the Imperium, but I could have just pretended I never saw her and gone about my business. 
 
    Because the longer this went on, the harder it would be for me to conceal her presence from Farah and her network of local assets. And if any of them discovered that Shayera Starwind was here, I would have a lot more to deal with than the constant, domineering voice of my father.  
 
    “Come on, then, Master Spy,” Shayera said, clearly amused at my discomfort. “Let’s get off the streets.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Shayera’s “place” was a modest inn several blocks toward the city’s eastern wall. The two-story building seemed sleepier than most of the similar establishments in Vorsalos, though I imagined that likely had something to do with how far it lay from the docks to the west. A kindly old gentleman let us inside, and from the friendly banter between him and Shayera, it was clear that she had been staying here for at least a few weeks. He did seem surprised by my presence, however, which I wasn’t expecting. From what I’d seen of her behavior so far, I had assumed that she brought a different man back to her room every night. But evidently, I was the first. Perhaps she really was just a teasing flirt who had never lost her little game before tonight…  
 
    There weren’t any other patrons in the cozy common room downstairs, and once the owner was convinced that I wouldn’t cause any trouble, Shayera led me up a narrow staircase to the top floor. She produced a key from inside her knee-high boots and gestured for me to head inside once she had unlocked the door. 
 
    “It’s not very big, but despite what you probably think, I prefer cozy and private to public and spacious most of the time,” she said. “And this place is about a thousand times cleaner than the awful flophouses on the docks.” 
 
    I nodded and stepped inside. The rectangular room was only about ten feet across and twice that long, which left enough space for a modest bed, a wardrobe, and a dining table with a single chair. A well-kept oil lantern—surprisingly already lit—was the room’s only illumination. The scent of her expensive lavender perfume teased my nostrils the moment I entered, reminding me that the girl at my heel was royalty despite her almost sailor-like disposition. I expected to find rumpled sheets and hastily discarded clothes from her previous conquests covering the floor, but once again I was wrong. Everything was remarkably tidy.  
 
    “I’ve never invited anyone else in here, not even the cute Ebaran girl who works at the stables,” Shayera said as if reading my thoughts. She closed the door behind her, then folded her arms over her chest. “If my mother knew that I had a Crell spy in my bedroom, she would probably disown me.” 
 
    If my father knew that I was speaking with the princess of Highwind instead of kidnapping her, he would probably disown me, too.  
 
    “If it would make you feel more comfortable, you could take my sword,” I offered. “And there’s a knife in my left boot you could have, too.” 
 
    “It’s not your weapons I’m worried about. You’re a sorcerer—you could burn me to ash with a flick of your fingers.” 
 
    “If I had that kind of power, I wouldn’t have needed to ask for your help in the first place,” I pointed out. “Besides, your tattoos would protect you anyway.” 
 
    “Maybe, but you could incinerate my stuff,” she said, nodding her chin toward the wardrobe. “Threatening a girl’s clothes is an unforgiveable offense.” 
 
    I snorted softly when she gave me a thin smile. For a moment, I wished she didn’t have those damn tattoos, not matter how enthralling they were. Without them, I could have easily peered into her thoughts and read her intentions. Did she actually believe me? Was she just toying with me? 
 
    I could have outright manipulated her mind, too, though I only relied on such magic when it was absolutely essential. Charm spells could be dangerous and unpredictable, not to mention hard to maintain. And while some of my friends back home saw nothing wrong with keeping mind-slaves, I found it…unsettling.  
 
    “Well, I’m not sure how else I could put you at ease,” I said. “Unless you have a vatari collar lying around, sorcery is difficult to stop. Though if it makes you feel safer, I suppose you could tie me up until morning.” 
 
    Her eyebrows twitched upward. “Do you enjoy being tied up and collared?” 
 
    “Um…that’s not exactly what I meant.” 
 
    Shayera’s thin smile widened. “That seems to happen to you a lot. Are all Crell spies this easily tongue-tied?” 
 
    I sighed. “We come in many varieties. Some of us are wily and clever, others feel like they are constantly in over their heads.” 
 
    “Ah. Well, Master Spy, you don’t have to worry—I wasn’t planning on tying you up and sticking you in the corner. I just wanted to keep my eye on you.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    Shayera regarded me for another few moments before she finally uncrossed her arms and sauntered over to the wardrobe beside the bed. “Besides, if you did try something, my companion would track you down and rip you apart.” 
 
    I frowned. “Your…companion?” 
 
    “That’s right,” she said as she unclasped her golden earrings. “He’s my protector and my best friend. Honestly, you’re lucky he prefers sleeping in the wild. He never would have let you in here alone with me.” 
 
    I paused, wondering who in the bloody void she could be talking about. No royal bodyguard would have ever let the princess out his sight. Though I couldn’t imagine why a lover would, either. What kind of man would sleep out in the woods when he could be here with the most beautiful woman in the city? It didn’t make any sense.  
 
    Her cheeky grin lingered as she unclasped her earrings, almost like she was enjoying a private little joke at my expense. I might have been annoyed if she hadn’t leisurely bent over to look into the small mirror affixed to the wardrobe. The flawless feminine curves of her ass and lower back were making my trousers feel impossibly tight yet again.  
 
    “If I’m not going to tie you up, I do need to figure out what I’m going to do with you,” Shayera said as pivoted back around and leaned against the wardrobe. It took an embarrassing amount of effort to lift my eyes from her taut stomach and impressive cleavage, but somehow I managed.  
 
    “I’ve slept on floors plenty of times before,” I told her. “I don’t mind.” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid—there’s plenty of space on the bed,” she said. 
 
    An excited flutter rippled through my chest and then swiftly moved south to my loins. Was she actually suggesting…? 
 
    “It’s still early, though,” Shayera added, her voice lowering to a sultry purr. “Have a seat.” 
 
    I wavered, half out of ingrained professional caution and half because my brain was going wild concocting fantasies about where this might lead. I still couldn’t believe how any of this had played out so far. An hour ago, I’d hatched a hair-brained scheme to recruit some help for a mission. Now… 
 
    Now she’s playing you for a fool, my father’s voice scolded me. This girl is the key to our family’s ascension, yet here you are letting her manipulate you. It’s pathetic. Yet another failure—yet another disappointment.  
 
    I took a deep breath as I sat down on the edge of the bed, trying desperately to reassemble my composure. I wasn’t a lovestruck teenager on his first assignment—I was an operative of the Zarul, the most powerful covert agency in all of Torsia. Every citizen of the Imperium lived in fear of its reach, and every foreign kingdom dreaded the mere mention of its name.  
 
    But the truth was that I shouldn’t have even been here—I wouldn’t be, if my brother had still been alive. I should have been back at the Aetherium studying magic and trying to track down the rumored children of the Dragon of Highwind. 
 
    “I could order us some drinks, but the ale here is mediocre at best,” Shayera said with a casual flick of her wrist. “Better than the Bloody Boar, but that’s not saying much.” 
 
    “Frankly, I haven’t been impressed by any of the local cuisine.” My eyes made the mistake of drifting down her cleavage to her abdomen. “And the drinks aren’t anything special.” 
 
    “True. Personally, I’ve only been impressed by one drink in this town…and wouldn’t you know, tonight was the first night I tried it.” 
 
    Grinning coquettishly, Shayera sauntered over to me like a cat stalking her prey. She sat down on the edge of the bed and sidled up next to me.  
 
    “This is the part where you wonder if you’re about to get lucky,” she purred as she gently placed her right hand on my leg. “You imagine that the mysterious elf girl you just met has already been smitten by your irresistible masculine charms, and now she can’t wait to make hot, steamy love to you all night long.” 
 
    My breath caught in my throat when she brought her mouth within an inch of my ear. The combination of the perfume-laden air, her natural scent, and the heat of her body made me feel like I was suddenly in her thrall… 
 
    “You probably wish I were a real Senosi right now, don’t you?” she asked, her left hand brushing the black curls of my hair while her right crept another inch closer to the bulge in my trousers. “Overwhelmed by insatiable hunger, constantly needing nourishment from my Crell companion who just so happens to be the only one who can sate me with his potent sorcerous seed…” 
 
    My head turned to her as if in a trance, my eyes wide, my heart pounding. Her lips parted, and her eyelids fluttered as she moved in to kiss me— 
 
    And then abruptly pulled away and dismissively flicked her wrist as if she had grown bored. “Well, sadly for you, I’m not a Senosi,” she said. “And I don’t fuck on the first date, either, so I guess you’re out of luck.” 
 
    My mouth drooped open, and I stared at her silhouette for several long, agonizing seconds before her façade finally cracked. She giggled and smacked the inside of my thigh.  
 
    “I warned you about challenging me to another duel,” she teased, her eyes bright and playful. “I’ll out fence you, I’ll out flirt you…the sooner you realize you can’t win, the better.”  
 
    I grunted and searched for my voice. It was buried so deep in my chest it was nothing short of a miracle that I managed to find it.  
 
    “I’ll, uh…I’ll try and remember that,” I said.  
 
    “I bet you will.” She flashed me another impish grin before her hand returned to my leg and slid along my thigh until it was resting atop my manhood. “But don’t worry—I may be a tease, but I’m not a complete bitch. And I wasn’t lying about what happened back in that tavern. I’ve never felt anything like that before. So if you’re up for it…well, we have some time to kill, and I wouldn’t mind being fed properly this time.” 
 
    My mouth went dry again. “Properly?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, opening her mouth wide and extending her tongue. “As much as you can give me, all the way down here.” She held the pose for several seconds before she rolled her tongue back over her lips and smiled. “So, what do you think? Can you help a girl out?” 
 
    “I, uh…I’ve always believed in chivalry,” I replied, voice trembling despite my attempts to stay cool. “And a good operative never passes up an opportunity to build a bridge between cultures.” 
 
    Shayera snickered, her free hand brushing my hair again. “Uh-huh.” 
 
    She held my eyes firmly as her fingers deftly worked at my belt buckle. She kept her mouth close enough to mine that I could feel the heat of her breath, but she never made the move to kiss me, not even when she liberated my throbbing stem and cradled it in her long fingers.  
 
    “Gods, I had no idea how big they grew them down south,” she said, her eyes finally dropping as she began slowly stroking my shaft. “Must be all that wickedness and sorcery…” 
 
    “No, it’s—ooh…” I groaned uncontrollably when her thumb brushed across the swollen tip. I found myself grateful that I had already spilled once tonight, otherwise I doubted I would have lasted long enough to savor her touch… 
 
    She parted her lips and leaned down as if she were about to swallow me—but then she swore under her breath and stopped. When she abruptly removed her hand and stood, I feared that she had just been teasing me yet again… 
 
    “I didn’t have the chance to do this properly in the bar,” she said, reaching behind her back to unfasten the straps of her leather bodice. “But here there’s no excuse.” 
 
    I stared, confused but captivated all at once. “What?” 
 
    “When I’m queen, there’s going to be a law against sucking cock when you aren’t topless,” she said. “Civilizations need rules—it’s what separates us from the savages.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat when she tossed her bodice on the floor. Her breasts were, in a word, perfect. I’m not sure why I was surprised, given her stunning body, but seeing her pert half-human tits—perky yet plump, with the same unblemished creamy skin as the rest of her body—made me reconsider everything I thought I knew about the female form.  
 
    “That’s better, isn’t it?” Shayera asked, running her hands over her rosy nipples. “If you’re a good boy, maybe I’ll let you cum on them sometime. You haven’t even seen them glow.” 
 
    My cock throbbed at the mental image of straddling her naked body on the bed, madly thrusting my cock between those perfect pillows as she breathlessly begged me to spill… 
 
    Chuckling, she knelt in front of me and gently pushed my knees apart. My cock was so stiff it was starting to ache, and it nearly slapped her in the forehead before she curled her fingers around the shaft again.  
 
    “Here we go again,” she cooed, angling my stem toward her mouth but pausing just before her lips enveloped the tip. “You can use your hands if you want. And if you need to grab my hair or whatever, that’s fine, too.” 
 
    She didn’t wait for a response before she rolled her tongue over the throbbing crown, then leaned forward and swallowed it altogether. I gasped in delight, my hands grabbing the edge of the bedframe for support. I had always believed that there was something truly magical about watching—and feeling—your manhood disappear through a woman’s lips, especially when she was on her knees like a priestess prostrating herself before an altar. Your pleasure was her religion and your cock was her god. 
 
    Yet despite that rush of excitement, I didn’t feel the least bit in control right now. I hadn’t felt in control at the bar, either, even when she had been wearing my cum on her face. I couldn’t explain it. Normally when I drove my manhood down a woman’s throat, there was absolutely no question who had the power in that particular instant. But with Shayera, I couldn’t help but feel like I was as much prey as predator.  
 
    It was an entirely new experience. And it was driving me wild.  
 
    “Nngnn,” I groaned as she began bobbing up and down, one hand working the base of my shaft while the other dug into my thigh. She seemed absolutely determined to work my full length down her tight, clinging throat, but she couldn’t quite pull it off. I could hardly blame her—no woman ever had.  
 
    “Fuck!” she gasped as she suddenly popped up, panting and licking the spittle from her lips. Her eyeshadow and mascara had begun to run down her cheeks, which somehow made her look even hotter. “I’m going to need your help getting him all the way down.” 
 
    She slowly stroked me, her gaze locked on my stem as if it were a puzzle to be solved. Her determination was almost terrifying.  
 
    “You’ll have to grab my head,” she told me. “Don’t worry about messing up my hair—it doesn’t matter. This is going to happen…” 
 
    She dove back down, swallowing more than half my length in a single gulp before her eyes flicked up to mine. Releasing my white-knuckled grip on the edge of the bed, I feathered my fingers through her blond hair until I had a firm grip on the back of her skull.  
 
    And then I pulled.  
 
    Shayera’s eyes bulged, and the resistance of her throat became overwhelming. Her fingers dug into my thighs. A short, gurgling gasp erupted around her lips. But she didn’t recoil, and so I pushed her head away before pulling it down again, harder than before. 
 
    Another inch deeper. Another gurgle of strained effort. But from the frustrated noise she made in the back of her throat, it still wasn’t deep enough for her.  
 
    I completely agreed. The flexing, fluttering muscles of her throat made me hungry for more. I kept going and picked up the pace. 
 
    Every man enjoyed a good throat-fuck, and I was no exception. It was so raw, so violent, so primal…and in my experience, it was also rare. Most women weren’t interested in it, and even fewer put in the practice to actually be good at it.  
 
    Shayera was an exception to both rules. Her enthusiasm was genuinely shocking; she grew more ravenous the longer I thrust. She clearly wasn’t the type to back down from a challenge—any challenge—and I was happy to give her what she so obviously wanted. Harder, deeper thrusts with an iron grip on her skull, pushing until her lips neared the base of my shaft or she gagged on my cock… 
 
    Given more time, she might have succeeded. But watching, hearing, and feeling her gorge on my manhood pushed me to and over the edge so quickly I simply couldn’t last.  
 
    “Nngnn!” I groaned. “Shit! Here it…oh!” 
 
    I exploded so forcefully I couldn’t believe she didn’t pull away. She did the exact opposite, shifting both her hands to my thighs to help hold her in place as I fired my load down her throat. She took it all, remaining completely still until she had consumed every drop. I slumped back onto my elbows, drained and overwhelmed.  
 
    And that was when the lightshow began. Her eyes were the first clue; they were glowing when they fluttered back open, and a matching blue latticework spread down her neck and arms as if the blood in her veins had turned to azure flame. She withdrew her lips from my cock just before the first spasm racked her body, and I watched, enthralled, as a climax shuddered through her just like back in the bar.  
 
    Her grip on my thighs faltered, and she sank back onto her haunches as the vatari crystal dust in her tattoos siphoned the magic from my seed and transformed it into sustenance for her body. As I watched, I couldn’t help but wonder how the Avetharri elves had discovered this phenomenon in the first place. Yet given their legendary fetishes, it wasn’t difficult to imagine the depravities they must have enjoyed with it.  
 
    For my part, I was simply amazed…and extremely aroused. The glint in Shayera’s glowing eyes when they refocused on me was ravenous—not in a “come hither” way, but in a “I’m a vampire and I’m going to suck out your soul” kind of way. It still made me hard again, of course—I had never seen Dal’Rethi markings up close, and they were even more hauntingly beautiful than I had imagined.  
 
    But then the moment passed, and her eyes went from feral to flirtatious again. She licked at her lips as if searching for any last drop that she might have missed. 
 
    “Maiden’s mercy,” she breathed. “That was so good…” 
 
    I watched her, transfixed, half convinced that I was simply being outplayed by a more skilled illusionist. She seemed more like a creature out of fantasy than a real woman.  
 
    “You need to put him away before I start nibbling again,” she said, stroking my cock one last time before she tucked it back into my trousers. “He’s dangerous.” 
 
    She straightened up on her knees and closed her eyes, her tattoos still blazing brightly enough to illuminate the small room more than the lone lantern ever could. It was like she had fallen into a meditative trance after playing with my cock, which under any other circumstance I would have assumed was a performance for my benefit. 
 
    But it clearly wasn’t. I could see her eyes moving rapidly beneath their painted lids, and the way her chest and breasts heaved with every slow breath was utterly mesmerizing. I prided myself on being a considerate lover; there was nothing more satisfying than watching a woman lose control of her own body through your efforts. But this wasn’t anything like a pair of strong thighs clamping over your face as your tongue lashed a swollen clit. This looked positively transcendental. 
 
    And then there was the fact that I hadn’t actually done anything.  
 
    “I didn’t even know it was possible to feel like this,” she murmured deliriously. “Gods, how did the Dal’Rethi ever get anything done?” 
 
    “Maybe they didn’t,” I said. “Maybe the stories are wrong and the Blade Dancers were just a sex cult.” 
 
    Her still-glowing eyes reopened to fix me with a stare, a wry smile pulling at her lips. By the Aether, it was intoxicating.  
 
    “There are sages in Nelu’Thalas who would want to kill you just for suggesting that,” she said.  
 
    “People in Nelu’Thalas would want to kill me for a lot of reasons, I imagine.” 
 
    “Very true.” She kept her gaze upon me, though it was difficult to tell exactly what she was focusing on with the glow completely eclipsing her irises. “You know, I’m so hot right now that if you weren’t an evil Crell spy, I would probably crawl up there and ride you until morning. I’m really curious how different it would feel to feed if you finished inside me.” 
 
    My cock nearly tore out of my trousers again. How in the bloody void was I supposed to respond to that?  
 
    “Too bad for you, I guess,” she said, her smile turning downright sadistic. “Oh well.” 
 
    She swept up her bodice as she hopped back to her feet. “I’m going to head downstairs and draw a bath. I feel…sticky.” 
 
    I leaned up. “Will the innkeeper even let you draw a bath at this hour?” 
 
    “He’ll let me do anything I want for a crown or two,” she said, leaning down to her pack and rifling through it. “If you want to sleep, go right ahead. The bed is more comfortable than it looks.” 
 
    My eyes flicked to the bed. “Then where are you going to…?” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t tend to sleep much, especially after feeding. Besides, I know how men get after they finish. You’ll be completely useless for hours.”  
 
    Shayera straightened holding a gossamer nightgown and a matching pair of red silken panties. “Besides, I plan on taking my time,” she said, winking and gliding toward the door. “I still need to, shall we say, work some things out my own.”  
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    Shayera 
 
      
 
    Another wyvern soared over the Iron District, its green-cloaked rider waving to the crowds below. The streets were so full it seemed like the entire city had poured into them today, even more than during the harvest festival last autumn. Everyone wanted to see the fruits of Queen Serrane’s newest project, and it wasn’t as if I could blame them. The dragon had been gone for almost five years now, long enough that few believed he would return. The wyvern riders were meant to assume his mantle as the aerial protectors of the city, and they were undeniably impressive.  
 
    But they would have been even better if I had been allowed to join them.  
 
    “He’s turning too slowly,” I said, bracing myself against the tower battlements. “He’s afraid to really lean into it.” 
 
    “No one down there’s going to notice.” 
 
    I clenched my teeth when yet another rider swept past. His wyvern was even larger—almost enough to pass for a real dragon—but his position in the saddle was all wrong. His feet were tucked back too far, his forward lean was too shallow, and from the desperate way he was clutching at the reins, it was clear that he still didn’t fully trust his mount. 
 
    “I should be up there,” I groused. “I’m a better rider than any of them. A better shot, too.” 
 
    “You had better teachers.” 
 
    I squeezed my gloved fingers hard into the rough crenellations. “We both know the only reason I’m grounded is because I don’t have magic.” 
 
    “The Ranger-General doesn’t have magic, yet she’s flying laps around all of them.” 
 
    “Aluriel doesn’t count,” I scoffed. “She’s…” 
 
    “Just a poor Nugûl without sorcery or magic tattoos or even a Conduit to look out for her. She’s just a ranger who can hit a gnoll between the eyes a hundred yards away—and who never stops to whine that the world isn’t fair.” 
 
    I whirled around to glare at the woman behind me. Her appearance had barely changed from my earliest memories—her raven hair hadn’t grayed, her green eyes hadn’t dulled, even her lithe figure was identical. Her vatari tattoos seemed to cause her more pain these days, but she was aging more like an elf than a human. 
 
    One of her black eyebrows was cocked, and her arms were crossed over her chest in a pose that screamed “just try me, kid.” I knew it all too well.  
 
    “Listen to me, honey: you can’t waste your life being bitter the world only dealt you a straight instead of a flush,” Aunt Val said, her piercing eyes hard yet sympathetic. “When I was your age, I was living hand to mouth in the Sallows trying not to get beaten or raped. Just because you can’t twirl your finger and conjure up a spark of magic doesn’t mean you aren’t the luckiest girl in the Reaches.” 
 
    I sighed when another wyvern raced past us overhead. “It doesn’t feel like it.” 
 
    “Because you’ve never had to live any other way,” Val said. “And because you’re sixteen, which means you’re automatically an idiot.” 
 
    I hunched my shoulders and glanced back over the battlements. “You don’t understand.” 
 
    “You’re right. I don’t understand how a girl who has piles of gold, loving parents, and the best aunt in the world could possibly be upset about not getting to fly around on the back of an awful monster just to impress a bunch of clapping morons.” 
 
    Val scoffed and braced herself against the battlements next to me, her black hair and red scarf rippling in the wind. We watched together as another wyvern looped by, but this time the rider unleashed an arrow from his bow. It exploded high enough in the air that everyone in the city could see the burst of scintillating reds and purples, and the resulting cheers were so loud I almost had to cover my pointed ears.  
 
    “See, what did I tell you? Anything will impress those idiots,” Val said. “Besides, I’ve been on a wyvern before. It’s not as fun as it looks, especially if you want to keep your lunch down. And don’t even get me started about trying to land the damn thing.”  
 
    I stubbornly shook my head. “That’s not the point.” 
 
    “No, the point is that you need to stop whining and start doing. This world has already given you more than your share, princess, and you shouldn’t expect it to keep paying out until you grab it by the ears and kick the shit out of it.” Val placed her hand on my forearm and squeezed. “Now, if you’re done feeling sorry for yourself, why don’t we head down into Darkwind and watch some fights? There are supposed to be some good ones tonight.” 
 
    I frowned. “Mom says I’m not supposed to go down there anymore.” 
 
    “I’m not your mother.” Val flashed me a lopsided smirk. “I’m a lot more fun.”  
 
    A smile slowly tugged at my lips. “I don’t want to get you in trouble.” 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that,” Val said, gently pulling me off the wall. “Now let’s go raise some hell.” 
 
      
 
    The water was just below scalding when I slipped beneath the steaming surface of the tub, which was the absolute perfect temperature to lie back, prop my feet up on the edges, and slide a finger into my quim. I moaned lightly as I stroked the soft, sensitive flesh inside me, setting off sparks that danced through my core. 
 
    Every inch of my skin was still tingling from that last climax in my bedroom, and if my experience from the Bloody Boar was any indication, this sensation wouldn’t stop for quite a while yet. When I closed my eyes, I could still feel the echoes of delight rippling through my core from when Mirek had spilled on me.  
 
    I needed release. Badly.  
 
    I had already finished twice tonight, but evidently that wasn’t enough. For the first time in my life, I finally understood Aunt Val’s cautionary tales about her insatiable magical hunger. She had told me countless times that I shouldn’t be jealous of her powers. She considered them more of a curse than a boon. But unlike Senosi markings, Dal’Rethi ones weren’t supposed to need magic, just absorb it to protect me. If Aunt Val had to deal with this hunger all the time… 
 
    Well, it was no wonder that everyone thought she was so cranky.  
 
    But thankfully, I had the rest of the night to sate my lust. I brought myself off twice before the water had even started to cool, covering my mouth both times to keep from waking everyone on the floor above me. I probably could have managed a third, but I told myself that I really shouldn’t waste the hot water. The sweat and grime from the tavern combined with Mirek’s copious release had made a mess of my eyeshadow, to say nothing of the rest of my makeup. 
 
    This night had gone so far off the rails that I was half convinced I had imagined the whole thing. Not that I was complaining—losing that duel had ended up being far more thrilling than humiliating, and I had earned a lot of silver. To top it off, there was a handsome, exceedingly well-endowed man waiting upstairs in my bed.  
 
    Not just any man—a Crell operative. I need to be careful.  
 
    My conscience stayed silent most days, largely because I’d beaten it into submission during my eight-hundred-mile trip from the Kingdom of Stars to the Shattered Coast, but every once in a while it chimed in to scold me for being reckless. I had a lot of practice ignoring it, but now I wondered if it might have a point. I wasn’t so naïve as to assume that everyone in the Imperium was a monster—people were basically the same everywhere, no matter how benevolent or ruthless their leaders—but Mirek wasn’t just any Crell. If he was a spy, that meant that he worked for the Zarul, one of if not the most dangerous organizations in Torsia. They were the eyes and ears of the Sovereign Council, charged with policing their own people and undermining foreign kingdoms. Many highborn believed that the Sovereign of the Zarul was more powerful than the actual Emperor.  
 
    None of my friends back in Highwind or Nelu’Thalas would have blamed me if I had stabbed him the moment he revealed his true identity. The Ravenguard might have thanked me for saving them the trouble. Instead, I had listened to his story, invited him back to my room, and deep-throated his cock so hard I had almost choked. 
 
    And the worst part was, given the chance, I would have made the same choices again.  
 
    “Fuck,” I whispered as I let my head and wet hair dangle over the edge of the tub. I liked to believe that I was a shrewd judge of character. Aunt Val had spent a lot of time teaching me to read people—especially men—and unlike most of the instructors I’d had over the years, I actually listened to her. Mirek may have been a confessed spy, but he didn’t come off as dishonest.  
 
    Which was the entire point of being a spy, of course. It was conceivable that he was so good at his job that he had me wrapped around his finger, but I doubted it. A true master spy would have come up with a much more sensible and reliable way of gaining my attention.  
 
    Besides, now that he understood how valuable my lips really were, I was clearly the one doing the finger-wrapping here. He was probably lying up there dreaming about me right now… 
 
    Grinning at the thought, I gave myself another half a minute to enjoy the water before I rose and toweled off. I examined my damp skin as I brushed my hair, still amazed at how different I looked when my tattoos were invisible. My parents weren’t even aware that I had gotten them—almost nobody knew, considering they were made from stolen vatari dust and inscribed by a criminal.  
 
    The Hathol’Sayal—the modern highborn Blade Dancers—hadn’t given me a choice. They had rejected me even though I had clearly been their best student. Without sorcery, they thought I was as useless as any other Nugûl, as did the Ven’Tira and every other organization worth joining.  
 
    At least the tattoos made me special. And not just because of my parents’ fame.  
 
    My smile faded, and I forced the thought away. I had left the Kingdom of Stars for a reason, and I had no intention of going back. The city-states of the Shattered Coast may have been rough and dingy by comparison, but at least here no one looked at me with misplaced pity. In Vorsalos I could be whoever—and be with whomever—I wanted.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, I finished drying myself off before finally slipping into my silken panties and matching nightgown. Red had always been my color, and the fabric felt positively decadent on my skin. I reminded myself that I’d earned enough coin from Mirek to buy that Talishite dress whenever I wanted. Though perhaps I should wait until after I followed the Crell spy to a potential demon-infested ruin… 
 
    I still wasn’t sure what to make of his little story or what he expected me to do about it. I wasn’t a sorcerer like him, and I was about as far removed from a paladin as one could get. My father would confirm that in a heartbeat. I was just a regular girl with fancy swords who enjoyed doing whatever she wasn’t supposed to be doing.  
 
    But I’d told Mirek that I would help. And despite my hustle at the tavern, I never went back on my word. My father had instilled some of his knightly virtues in me. Besides, my companion outside the city would enjoy the trip north. He was probably bored out of his mind right now, considering he was used to roaming in the vast, sprawling wilderness of the Moonweald. The wetlands surrounding Vorsalos were a paltry hunting ground by comparison. He probably would have been happier up in the mountains, but I had specifically instructed him to stay close.  
 
    I’ll find out if he listened soon enough.  
 
    After retrieving the rest of my clothes, I headed back upstairs to my room. Mirek was lying flat on his back on the bed when I opened the door, his arms splayed to the sides and his mouth hanging open in a completely undignified manner. I grinned at the sight, wondering if all Imperial spies were this careless. Maybe he had just never been drained so thoroughly before.  
 
    Snickering at the thought, I tiptoed over to the bed and set down my leather bodice and trousers. Mirek had removed his doublet and unbuttoned about half his undershirt, revealing a surprisingly sculpted chest for a man with such a modest build. Amusingly, he had stuffed his cock back into his underwear, but he had never actually buckled his belt. Had that been laziness or had he been hoping that I would return and opt for an encore? 
 
    I was tempted—there was no denying it. I may not have needed to feed, but it wasn’t as if anyone needed to eat pastries, either. The nature of my temptation was old-fashioned gluttony, and it was hard to resist a free meal when it was right there in front of me… 
 
    But I knew I should drain off the energy I already had before I consumed any more. I could still feel the buzz of electricity beneath my skin like an itch I couldn’t scratch, and short of getting into another fight or taking a few laps around the city, there was only one reliable way for me to discharge it.  
 
    I cleared a space and sat cross-legged on the floor. I hadn’t been lying when I’d told him that I didn’t sleep much these days. Ever since I had been taught the old Dal’Rethi focusing techniques, I spent most nights in a meditative trance instead—and that was precisely what I was going to do now.  
 
    Closing my eyes, I placed the backs of my palms flat atop my knees and took a series of long, slow breaths. In the days of the Avethian Empire, the Blade Dancers were said to have used this technique to center their minds and bodies as well as strengthen their connection to the Aether. Unfortunately, since I had never been able to feel the Aether or channel magic, my meditations were forever grounded in the real world.  
 
    Sound was always the first key to helping me concentrate and relax, so I usually tried to focus on the sounds of nature wherever I happened to be. The wind rustling through the leaves of the Moonweald, the waves breaking on the shore of the Reachwend, or even just the birds singing high in the trees of the Duskwood. 
 
    But that trick was more difficult in the city, especially in a room where the only sound was the soft snoring of a man I barely knew. The gentle, regular cadence was oddly distracting. I found myself smiling rather than meditating, and I couldn’t help but think of all the times Aunt Val had warned me about getting involved with men.  
 
    They’re stubborn, they’re obnoxious, and they’re usually not worth the trouble. But the biggest problem with men by far is that they’re so fucking fun. When you meet the right one, you’ll want to throw yourself all over him. And if he’s not an idiot, he’ll make you the center of his world. If he doesn’t…well, just let me know and I’ll hurt him until he comes to his senses. 
 
    Val didn’t know that I had been branded, of course, and I feared that she would be livid when she found out. Part of the reason I was averse to going back to Highwind was how afraid I was to tell her what I’d done…and who I had associated with to make it happen.  
 
    Everyone else already knew that I was a disappointment. Aunt Val may have been the only person in the world I couldn’t stand to let down. 
 
    She might be upset at first, but she’ll come around, I told myself. She always does. After a few hours, we’ll be back out on the shooting range or practicing my footwork, or even just playing cards and drinking while she tells stories of her adventures with the dragon.  
 
    I drew in another slow, meditative breath. I hadn’t seen her in almost a year at this point. I desperately needed to fix that, shame be damned. I missed her more than my actual parents… 
 
    I still found it difficult to believe that any of the other Senosi had survived this long after the revolution. But if this Veleca really was alive, then I had to imagine that Aunt Val would forgive me for getting these tattoos when I told her that I had personally put the last survivor in the ground where she belonged. Val might even be proud. Frankly, that was a better motivation than anything Mirek could offer.  
 
    The thought of her brought a smile to my face, and I redoubled my efforts to clear my mind and concentrate. Unlike Aunt Val, I could tap into my reserves of power whenever I wanted. My markings continued to buzz beneath my skin, yearning to come out and shine. 
 
    And so I let them. I could make out their haunting blue light through my eyelids before I reopened them, and I could feel their awakening power begin coursing through me as if my blood had been replaced by lightning. I looked down at my upturned arms, ensorcelled by the latticework of whorls and runic symbols inscribed on my forearm as if it were a moonsilver blade.  
 
    In the original Elvish tongue, spoken long before the Avetharri had banished the gods and conquered the world, the term “Dal’Rethi” had meant something along the lines of “fleeting mortality.” It seemed appropriate, considering that the original Blade Dancers had been both incredibly powerful and very short-lived. It was only later, after the rise of the Wyrm Lords, that the Blade Dancers had become an ascendant caste of quasi-divine warriors entrusted to defend the Empire.  
 
    I wasn’t divine, nor did I have an empire to defend. I couldn’t even touch the Aether or channel the most basic spell. But these markings did heighten my senses, allowing me to see, hear, and feel things beyond the limits of my mortal body. It was almost like I had inhaled too much lotus smoke, except that it wasn’t a mere hallucination. My perceptions were real…and borderline overwhelming. 
 
    As my body glowed and my heart pounded in my chest, I could suddenly feel the presence of everyone else inside this inn. I didn’t know who they were or where they were, but I sensed their consciousness nonetheless. Their thoughts and dreams poured over me, not as individual images or specific feelings but as a swirling, formless tide of raw emotions. 
 
    I had read that the true Dal’Rethi used this power to understand and predict their opponents in battle, but only as a secondary effect. The primary function of their markings was to let them forge powerful, intimate bonds with others, as I had very quickly learned in Nelu’Thalas—and then again with my loyal companion. The core of the Dal’Rethi philosophy was connection: between weapons, between swords and sorcery, between men and women. Mas’Kari—two as one, more powerful together than they could ever be alone. Over the millennia since the collapse of the old empire, their traditions had spread across the world and influenced a multitude of cultures like the Amazons of Nol Krovos.  
 
    After being branded, I finally understood why. I inhaled sharply as a stray surge of energy boiled off my tattoos and coursed delightfully through me, and I lifted my gaze to Mirek on the bed. I could still hear him snoring, though it was so faint we could have been in different rooms. The trance muted my perception of the physical world beyond where I was focused—everything else faded like the blurry strokes of paint in a portrait’s background. I had no idea what real channelers felt when they looked at other people, but the original Dal’Rethi had undoubtedly experienced this trance more vividly than I ever could.  
 
    But at least when this power coursed through me, I felt something. People became more than just flesh and blood and bone…and I became more than just a girl with a famous name. I felt powerful. Connected.  
 
    Not just to others, but to myself.  
 
    I lost all track of time whenever I was in the trance, but as I slowly expended the energy I had absorbed, my mind and body were rejuvenated just as if I had fallen asleep. Eventually, I felt a sudden shift in the river of emotions surrounding me, and I became vaguely aware of a voice calling out my name.  
 
    “Shayera? Are you all right?” 
 
    I inhaled sharply as my eyes opened. Mirek was sitting up on the edge of the bed, his brow scrunched and his eyes narrowed as if focused on something I couldn’t see. Several thin rays of sunlight were filtering in through the room’s high window, suggesting that I had been locked in the trance longer than I’d realized.  
 
    “Ngn…” I groaned. “Yes.” 
 
    He leaned forward, brow still furrowed and clearly unconvinced. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    I ran my hands over my face. The markings on my forearms were still visible, though they were rapidly fading. The itch beneath my skin was gone as well, which meant that I had successfully released most of the excess energy I had absorbed. I hadn’t fed from a real person since I had left Nelu’Thalas, and I almost forgotten how different it was than siphoning a bit of power from my charged vatari crystal necklace or an enchanted item here or there. It was pure. Unfiltered. 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting to wake up to a light show,” Mirek said. “What, um…what were you doing?” 
 
    “Just letting out some of the energy you so graciously gave me,” I said, stretching my arms above my head as I offered him a thin smile. “You really filled me up.” 
 
    His cheek twitched. “I’m…glad?” 
 
    “You should be, unless you’d rather not have a returning customer,” I teased, my eyes flicking down to his groin for a fraction of a second. “But in all seriousness, it’s a Dal’Rethi trance. It restores the body and heighten the senses.”  
 
    I leaned back and extended my legs out in front of me. Another interesting quirk of the rejuvenating trance was that I almost never woke up with cramps despite being stuck in the same pose for a long time. Nevertheless, I did still like to stretch out when I had the chance. A girl could never be too limber.  
 
    I bent forward to touch my toes, keenly aware of how closely Mirek was watching me. His concern seemed genuine, though I was sure he also enjoyed seeing how easily I could wrap my fingers around the bottoms of my bare feet while I flattened my body in half.  
 
    “It looks like you didn’t have any trouble falling asleep,” I commented as I held the stretch and silently counted to twenty.  
 
    “Uh, no, it was…” I felt his eyes drift up and down my slender legs. My gown had rumpled high enough that he could see almost my entire thighs. “I actually slept better than I have in a long time.” 
 
    “Told you the bed is more comfortable than it looks.” 
 
    “True, but I don’t think it was just the bed,” he said with a sly smile. “I had a pretty exciting night, as it turns out.” 
 
    “I’ll bet,” I said, sweeping my legs out to opposite sides until I was doing a split. “I was a little disappointed that you were asleep when I got back. We could have…well, I suppose it doesn’t matter now, does it?” 
 
    I kept my expression neutral, happy to let his imagination run wild. I probably should have felt a little bad about teasing him this much, but I didn’t. Maybe it was because I hadn’t been around a charming man in a long time, or maybe Mirek was just particularly fun to mess with. But I was definitely tempted to drag out my little stretching routine until he was so hard he burst through his underwear and begged me for relief. I certainly wouldn’t mind feeding again, especially now that I had burned off all that excess energy… 
 
    “Breakfast here is surprisingly decent,” I said, swinging my legs back together before carefully standing upright. “And they’ll draw you a bath downstairs if you want to clean up before we head out. That is, assuming you’re still intent on going to this fort.” 
 
    He nodded and started to move, then belatedly noticed his still-unbuckled belt. I snickered when he awkwardly stuffed his swollen manhood into his trousers. Once he did finally make it all the way upright, I was reminded that he was a solid four or five inches taller than I was. It felt good knowing that I wouldn’t tower over him even if I put on heels, though I couldn’t explain why. 
 
    “A bath would be welcome,” he said. “And we shouldn’t tarry. The longer this Senosi has her hands on the Runic Focus, the more likely she’ll figure out how to use it.” 
 
    I arched an inquisitive eyebrow at him. “So, were you planning on telling me how you actually learned about this survivor?” 
 
    Mirek frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You were pretty vague on the details, and you don’t strike me as the type to do something drastic on a mere rumor. So how did you actually learn about her?” 
 
    “It was just basic intelligence gathering. I heard some whispers, and then I decided to investigate myself. Nothing unusual.” 
 
    “Where did you see her?” 
 
    He hesitated for a few heartbeats. “In the hills outside the city, about halfway between here and Fort Tanisgarde. But I wasn’t able to get very close—she had quite a few others with her, mostly mercenary-looking types. I didn’t even get the chance to figure out what she was doing there. But the golden armor confirmed everything I’d heard.” 
 
    “If you were that far away, then how do you know it wasn’t some pretender?” I pressed. 
“Have you ever actually seen genuine Sanctori armor?” 
 
    Mirek sighed and swallowed heavily. “You may have noticed by now that I’m not particularly…well, I’m not the most experienced spy in the business.” 
 
    “I did get that impression,” I said with snort. “Go on.” 
 
    “I was chosen for this mission because of my other talents. I’m pretty good with illusion magic, as you’ve seen, but I was originally trained as an Arcanist.” 
 
    I clucked my tongue in the back of my throat. “You mean you’re a diviner.” 
 
    “More than that, but yes,” he confirmed. “Divinations are a useful tool for a Zarul agent. They wanted me to keep tabs on certain individuals here in the city, but when I heard about a potential survivor, I began to scry more aggressively.” He shrugged. “That’s how I know she’s at Tanisgarde. Divination magic is inherently imprecise, but it’s still useful. I saw her and the relic, and I know what could happen if she learns how to use it. The problem with opening a door to the Pale is that it’s not always possible to close it.” 
 
    I pursed my lips, my mind wandering back to my days in the Kingdom of Stars. “The Scryers have a great deal of influence and power over the Queen’s Court in Nelu’Thalas. Her Majesty relies on them heavily.” 
 
    “I know. The Arcanists at the Aetherium are always trying to learn and copy their techniques.” He shrugged. “Anyway, that’s it. That’s how I found her, and that’s how I know I can’t afford to just sit here and do nothing. I have to get that relic away from her, and soon.” 
 
    I paused, my teasing antics forgotten. A voice in my head—one that sounded suspiciously like Aunt Val’s—once again warned me against trusting a Crell operative, but he still seemed earnest to me. And honestly, the fact that he’d relied on his magic to learn all of this actually made me feel a little better about the whole thing. I wasn’t sure why. Perhaps it was just because he seemed like a more competent sorcerer than spy. 
 
    “Then you should definitely head downstairs to clean up so we can get moving,” I said. “I’ll start getting ready.” 
 
    Leaning down, I reached beneath the bed and pulled out my second scabbard. The design exactly matched the first, as did the dueling saber contained within.  
 
    “You have a second blade?” Mirek asked.  
 
    “Obviously,” I said. I slid the weapon halfway out of its sheath so he could appreciate the fine moonsilver blade. “The Lin’faleel requires two swords to properly execute most maneuvers.” 
 
    “But you don’t bring it to taverns with you?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I didn’t want to scare off potential challengers. Most men are naturally overconfident, but there’s a limit. Would you have taken my bet if I had been flashing two blades?” 
 
    “Maybe not,” he admitted. “Though as we’ve discussed, my plan wasn’t exactly well-thought-out.” 
 
    “You still got what you wanted in the end,” I said with a coy shrug. “I suppose I did, too, in a way…” 
 
    I pushed the blade back into its scabbard before reaching down to pull out the wooden shelf concealed beneath the bedframe. My bow and quiver were resting atop it.  
 
    Well, not my bow. Not really. The true wielder didn’t even need a quiver with normal arrows most of the time.  
 
    Mirek’s eyebrows both rose. “Is that…?” 
 
    “Yes,” I whispered.  
 
    Judging from his reaction, I didn’t need to tell him that Ithilvarûth—the “Moon’s Wrath”—was my mother’s famous weapon that she had gifted to me. Even the Crell had obviously heard the tales of her countless victories in the Shattered Peaks and the Duskwood. But the bow’s rune-covered limbs didn’t glow when I touched them, nor would they help channel the Aether and conjure explosive arrows. It was just a normal, well-crafted weapon to a lowly Nugûl like me.  
 
    And one I had always resented using.  
 
    “Are you as skilled with that as your blades?” Mirek asked, his voice hushed as if in awe.  
 
    “I’m the daughter of the Ranger-General,” I replied tartly. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think I picked the right person to ask for help.” 
 
    I huffed, trying hard not to allow the old bitterness to cloud my mood. “But you’re still here, and you’re supposed to be cleaning up.” 
 
    “Uh, right,” he said, finally pulling his eyes from the bow. “I’ll meet you downstairs in a bit, then.” 
 
    He finally hurried off, and I scowled as I set my weapons atop the bed so that I could get dressed. I knew that it was stupid, but every time I looked at the personalized grip and perfectly sculpted limbs, all I saw was the woman I was supposed to be rather than the one I had become. My mother had never once said that she was disappointed in me, but some truths didn’t need to be spoken aloud. I would never be as powerful or perfect as Serrane Starwind. That was just a cold, unavoidable fact, and everyone knew it.  
 
    Especially me.  
 
    But that didn’t mean I couldn’t make a difference, and it certainly didn’t mean that I should sit around moping about it. Sorcery or not, I was the best damn duelist in the Northern Reaches, and it had been far too long since I had gotten my blades red. Whatever this Veleca bitch was planning, I was going to stop it. Not my mother, not my father, not even my aunt. Just me, a regular girl with fancy swords.  
 
    It was time to end the Senosi Crusade, once and for all.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    About an hour later, Mirek and I were striding toward the northern gate. No one bothered us on the street. I had put up the hood of my brown traveling cloak just in case someone from the tavern last night tried to chase me down with a pitchfork. I expected that rumors of a new Senosi in town would spread like wildfire. I supposed it would be amusing if my indiscretion ended up making it more difficult for Veleca or any other survivors to move about the city.  
 
    But whatever awaited us in this old fort, last night’s incident probably meant that my little vacation in Vorsalos was about to come to an end. I took all my possessions with me this time, including my charged vatari crystal necklace, and I passed the innkeeper a few extra coins as thanks. Discretion was a rare and valuable commodity in enemy territory.  
 
    Although I did make a final promise to myself that I wouldn’t leave the city for good until I’d bought that dress, mobs with pitchforks be damned. I would steal the bloody thing and leave my payment behind the counter if I had to.  
 
    “I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to how permissive things are here on the coast,” Mirek commented after we had passed through the gate and left the guards behind us. “Those men didn’t even search us for contraband.” 
 
    “This city was built by pirates and smugglers,” I told him. “Trust me, it’s a blessing that the new regime mostly just leaves people alone.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Because there are two kinds of guards in a city like this: ones who don’t give a shit, and ones who are in the pocket of someone important. There used to be this whole system where merchants would only move their goods out at certain times when they knew the on-duty guards were in their pocket. If they missed their window, they were liable to get mysteriously ‘delayed’ at the gates and end up coughing up half their goods as a bribe. So yeah, apathetic guards are a big improvement.” 
 
    Mirek shook his head. “How can a city even function that way?” 
 
    “Not well,” I said, recalling some of the insane stories that Aunt Val had told me over the years. “That’s one of the reasons the Inquisitrix was able to gain support so quickly decades ago. She started by cracking down on the corruption and driving out syndicates like the Lecasi Brotherhood. Once the streets were safe, people didn’t really care about the sorcerers who were being dragged away screaming. All they had to do was stay away from the Castarium and things probably seemed just fine.” 
 
    A shadow crossed his face for a fraction of a second. “People back home call this place a lawless backwater. I’m beginning to see why.” 
 
    “Well, for all the Regent Lord’s flaws, things are still better than they were.” 
 
    Mirek didn’t comment, but I could tell that he was mulling something over. He was probably imagining what life must have been like for sorcerers here during the Senosi Crusade. A sorcerer living in the heart of the Imperium must have had the complete opposite experience. 
 
    “So where is this companion of yours?” he asked after a moment. “Camping in the woods?” 
 
    “More or less,” I said, unable to suppress a smile. I could tell that he was worried and maybe even a little jealous. That was good. 
 
    So good.  
 
    “I’m still not sure I understand why he wouldn’t accompany you into the city,” Mirek said. “Surely you could have found another room for him.” 
 
    “Oh, we would have stayed in the same room. I slept with him every night on the way here from Nelu’Thalas.” 
 
    I had the satisfaction of seeing Mirek’s stride falter and his cheek twitch. “Oh.” 
 
    “He also doesn’t like crowds. He doesn’t like humans in general, actually, especially men. He gets very cranky when he sees me paying attention to someone else.” 
 
    It took all the self-control I could muster to keep a straight face while Mirek’s concern visibly grew. This was far too amusing; I almost wished I could keep it up a bit longer just to see how worried I could make him.  
 
    “Let’s turn off the road here,” I said, pointing to the sparse forest beside the road. “He shouldn’t be far.” 
 
    The marshlands here in the Northern Reaches could be quite difficult to traverse under normal circumstances, but it hadn’t rained in several weeks, so the going was easy. The grass and dirt were solid underfoot, and it only took us a few minutes to reach the wide oak I’d marked when I had told my companion to wait for me.  
 
    “I’m a little surprised he hasn’t popped out of the bushes yet,” I said, slowing my stride as I glanced around. “He knows better than to wander too far.” 
 
    “He sounds more like a pet than a friend.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s much more than a friend. Though I don’t usually put a leash on him unless he’s being a bad boy…or we’re about to do something fun and dangerous.” 
 
    Mirek came to an abrupt halt. I watched the confusion and dismay ripple across his face.  
 
    “Is there a problem?” I asked, struggling to keep my impish smile from breaking through.  
 
    “Um, n-no, I just…” He glanced behind us when he heard a rustle in the bushes. “I’m still just surprised you aren’t here alone, that’s all.” 
 
    “I’m a delicate girl who needs protection…and someone to keep her warm at night.” I allowed that mental image to fester in his mind for a few seconds. “He definitely wouldn’t have liked how much attention I gave you last night. But don’t worry—I’m sure the two of you can work it out.” 
 
    I turned away, mostly to hide my snicker, before the bushes rustled again and parted as my companion finally revealed himself.  
 
    “Oh, shit!” Mirek hissed.  
 
    “Just try and stay calm,” I soothed. “He’s less likely to kill you that way.” 
 
    My companion’s emerald eyes narrowed as he glared at the man behind me, the muscles in his shoulders and back rippling menacingly. He was a ferociously territorial boy, and he considered me his territory. I had tried my best to curb his worst instincts, but he was still a work-in-progress.  
 
    “Mithros, meet Mirek,” I said. “He’s not as bad as he looks.” 
 
    Mirek did not seem amused. He looked downright petrified, in fact, which made me giggle far harder than it should have.  
 
    “Mirek, meet Mithros,” I added. “My leophon.” 
 
    In my experience, humans had a wide variety of reactions the first time they laid their eyes on an eight-hundred-pound winged cat with fangs the size of human hands. Some soiled themselves and ran the other way. Others were so overwhelmed with wonder and curiosity that they almost rushed forward to pet the beast before their survival instincts kicked in.  
 
    The third group was more like Mirek—paralyzed by terror, but smart enough to realize that running away would only entice a predator to follow. Leophons were cats, after all, and there was nothing they loved more than a moving target.  
 
    “You don’t need to be scared,” I said, strolling forward.  
 
    “If you’re about to tell me that he’s harmless, I don’t believe you,” Mirek said, his voice so strained it sounded like he was being choked.  
 
    “Good, because he’s not. He’d tear you to ribbons in a heartbeat if I told him to.” 
 
    The last bit of color drained from Mirek’s face. “That’s…comforting.” 
 
    “It should be. If you do what I say and keep your hands to yourself, you have nothing to worry about.” 
 
    I grinned as I knelt down in front of Mithros, and he immediately lowered his head and bunted me affectionately. Apart from their size and wings, leophons were practically indistinguishable from the snow leopards who prowled the mountains encasing Nelu’Thalas. Most of them had white or gray fur, though Mithros’s coat was a darker gray than usual. He eventually spread his wide, feathery wings when I began to scratch underneath his chin, though the left one sagged low like always. Sadly, his birth defect meant that he was a flying cat who had never actually been able to leave the ground. 
 
    I had known I wanted him from the moment I had met him in the Moonweald. A crippled runt wouldn’t have survived long in the Crescent Peaks, nor would he have ever been taken in and trained by the hunters in Nelu’Thalas.  
 
    It was their loss. Just because he couldn’t fly didn’t mean he couldn’t soar. We were both disappointing misfits…and I wouldn’t have had it any other way.  
 
    “You can come over,” I said, glancing back over my shoulder. “I was just teasing—I promise he won’t hurt you.” 
 
    “I think I’m fine back here,” Mirek said, his body still stiff and alert. “Those teeth are…not small.” 
 
    “Let me guess: your masters told you that leophons are grotesque monsters because they’re jealous you don’t have any down south.” 
 
    Mirek shook his head. “On the contrary, breeders pay thousands of crowns just for a cub. Only the wealthiest nobles own them, but they’re usually kept caged and grounded. The army has always preferred manticores.” 
 
    “Manticores,” I grumbled. “Yet another thing that shouldn’t surprise me about the Imperium. You’re the only people that would breed all the worst creatures together until you’ve created the most hideous beast imaginable.” 
 
    “You aren’t wrong,” he admitted. “Most of our heavy cavalry still use wyverns—they’re deadlier and easier to train. But wyverns and griffons and even leophons need mountains to hunt. Manticores will eat anything, and they’re easy to breed for speed and maneuverability.” 
 
    I hid a grimace. I understood why every kingdom in Torsia was obsessed with breeding their own flying cavalry—in an age without dragons, they were the ultimate weapon of war. But the real danger of the Imperium was its obsession with breeding sorcerers. And because humans could reproduce far faster than elves, they were making alarming progress. In another generation, their armies might be unstoppable. 
 
    “Well, Mithros here wasn’t bred to be a beast of war,” I said after a moment. “But he is my best friend and an excellent judge of character. So if you want me to accompany you, you’ll have to prove your worth to him.” 
 
    Mirek still hadn’t come any closer. “How am I supposed do that?” 
 
    “A slab of meat in your pocket would help. Barring that, you’ll just have to come over here and see what he thinks.” 
 
    He hissed softly through his teeth. “I’m willing to walk behind you. Way behind you.” 
 
    I snickered. “Come on, he won’t bite. Probably. Either way, I can’t wait to find out.” 
 
    Mirek’s jaw twitched again, and for a few heartbeats, I thought he might actually refuse to go along with this. But he eventually started forward, and from the way he minimized his movements and kept his profile low, I knew he had at least some experience dealing with animals.  
 
    “That’s it, just come on over,” I coaxed. “I could never trust a man who doesn’t want to pet my pussy.” 
 
    Mirek stumbled, and I couldn’t stop myself from giggling.  
 
    “You’re really not making this easy,” he grumbled.  
 
    “Easy is boring. Just hold out your hand and let him sniff you.” 
 
    Mirek visibly braced himself and did as I said. Mithros eyed him suspiciously, then leaned forward enough to sniff the strange hand. And after a moment’s consideration, he rubbed his cheek against it.  
 
    “There, see? That wasn’t so hard, was it?” 
 
    “No,” Mirek said, frozen stiff. “Not at all.” 
 
    I chuckled again as I stood. “I hid his saddle around here somewhere. Why don’t you two get acquainted while I look around?” 
 
    I strode away, watching the two of them over my shoulder just to see if Mirek would panic and try to bolt. Mithros wouldn’t actually chase him down, not unless he tried to hurt me. He was a gentle soul who almost certainly wouldn’t have survived in the wild on his own if I hadn’t nursed him back to health. But there was no reason to tell my Crell companion that. 
 
    I found the saddle where I’d left it, concealed in a thick patch of ivy beneath a camouflaged, weatherproof cloak. I had originally balked at the idea of leaving it out here, but there hadn’t been much choice. I couldn’t ride a leophon into the city or lug around a massive saddle without him. Thankfully, any idiot who tried to steal it would have been in for a surprise when a massive cat leapt out of the bushes.  
 
    The two boys were still sizing each other up when I returned, though Mirek looked about twenty percent less convinced that he was about to get eaten. It only took me a minute to strap on the saddle, and Mithros lowered himself flat on his belly so I could hop on.  
 
    “All right, time to go,” I said. “There’s plenty of room.” 
 
    I watched Mirek slowly exhale and shuffle over behind me, still clearly wary of making any dramatic movements. But to his credit, he climbed into the saddle with the skill and grace of an experienced rider. I found myself smiling at the warmth of his body pressed against my back.  
 
    “You’ll want to hang on,” I suggested. 
 
    “Uh…right,” he said, tentatively placing his hands on my hips. Rolling my eyes, I grabbed his fingers and pulled them all the way around my middle until they were resting squarely on my bare stomach. 
 
    “There. You ready?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, I think I am.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    A short crack of the reins brought Mithros to his feet, and I didn’t even need to tap his flanks with my boots to encourage him to start walking. He loped forward with a smooth gait that I had always found relaxing. There was no bounce and almost no sense of impact, which didn’t change even when he began to accelerate. Leophons weren’t usually thought of as ground mounts, for obvious reasons, but Mithros was the smoothest ride I’d ever had. 
 
    “See? It’s not scary at all.” I glanced back over my shoulder and smirked. “And trust me: you’ll be glad to have the backup if we run into any trouble.” 
 
    Mirek returned my smile, the tension draining from his face as his hands relaxed against my skin. “I expect I will.” 
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Chasing Ghosts 
 
      
 
    Mirek 
 
      
 
    “Taras always understood that family comes first—before duty, before country, before anything. He was willing to make whatever sacrifices were necessary to guarantee our future.” 
 
    “Father, if you’ll just let me—” 
 
    “Do you think your brother wanted to march to Geriskhad? That he wanted spend even more time away from his wife and son?” 
 
    Provel Stravos set down his wineglass and turned away from the balcony overlooking the vineyard. A flash of lightning forked through the sky behind him, trailed by a crash of thunder that shook the mansion hard enough to rattle the windows. The rain itself continued to pound against the Aetheric shield keeping the balcony dry and the air still, every drop plinking as loudly as if they were striking a pane of glass. 
 
    “One remarkable thing about Taras was that he still put himself in danger even when he knew that his own brother wouldn’t appreciate his sacrifice,” my father growled. “He still shouldered his burden even knowing that you were too slovenly to get off your ass and actually lift a finger on behalf of your family.” 
 
    “That’s not fair!” I snarled indignantly. “If this project succeeds, it could—” 
 
    “It won’t succeed. The Aetherium has been promising a breakthrough with this technique since before I was even born. You are not going to solve this mystery by yourself.” 
 
    “But we’re close this time! So close I can feel it!” 
 
    “Listen to yourself! ‘We’ are close. That’s your problem, boy. I don’t care if your team invents a way to conjure a dragon out of sand. There’s no prestige in research. How many others are working with you, hmm? Six? Ten? All from different families. Your success will be shared, which means that it will be worthless. No one will know your name outside the Aetherium, and our family won’t see a single coin or acre of land.” 
 
    I scowled at his maddening obstinance. “Maybe not. But these techniques could change the course of warfare as we know it. We could move soldiers and supplies across great distances in the blink of an eye. The Imperium will benefit!” 
 
    “The Imperium will do just fine with one fewer Arcanist wasting his days in a library,” my father said coldly. “This is important, Mirek. Taras is gone because the Council made a grievous mistake, and now the Emperor has granted us this incredible opportunity as restitution. Do you really want your brother’s death to have been for nothing?” 
 
    Bile rose in my throat. “Of course not.” 
 
    “Good. Because we will never have another chance like this.”  
 
    He stepped close to me and placed his hands on my epaulets. His voice and manner shifted, becoming what he used on the rare occasions when I hadn’t disappointed him: authoritative and solemn. “Our family stands on the cusp of greatness, son. We can’t bring Taras back, but we can seize this opportunity. Vorsalos is the key to controlling the Broken Sea, and the sea is the key to controlling the Reaches. Once we’ve dug in our claws, they will never be able to—” 
 
    “I’ve heard the speech,” I said stiffly. “Many times.” 
 
    “Then you understand. A few years away from home could secure our family’s status in the Imperium for generations. Not just for you and me, but for Taras’s son—and yours, one day. By the time you’re my age, half of Torsia will be under Crell control. We will have power unlike anything our ancestors ever dreamed—and you will be able to claim a substantial role in acquiring it.” 
 
    My lip twitched. My father couldn’t appreciate the virtues of scholarship any more than a Chol could learn to read. The pursuit of knowledge for knowledge’s sake was anathema to men of ambition unless it gave them an edge.  
 
    But my current research was different. It wasn’t merely arcane sophistry. Crell scholars had been studying teleportation magic since the dawn of the Imperium, but they had never learned how to perfect it without delving into forbidden lore. Palerending—shadow magic—was the one line that even the Sovereigns were unwilling to cross. And here I was, on the cusp of finally discovering a way to traverse the Pale without breaching its walls… 
 
    “A Zarul operative will be here tomorrow to collect you,” my father said. “You will have to learn quickly—a month, no more, before you’re on the boat the Vorsalos.”  
 
    I choked down my bitter protests. “And then what?” 
 
    “And then, my son,” he said, releasing me and returning to the balcony rail. “You will make our family proud.” 
 
      
 
    The sun was clearly visible through the thin clouds as it drifted toward its zenith, yet I swore that its rays held no warmth to it at all. I had been dreading the wrath of the legendary northern winters ever since I had been assigned here last spring, and if the rude chill of autumn was any indication, I was going to hate the next few months even more than I thought.  
 
    Then stop wasting time and subdue her! She is completely unprepared. End this nonsense and bring her back to the Imperium! 
 
    My father’s voice continued screaming into my head, just like it had been doing from the moment I woke up this morning. Fortunately, I found it much easier to ignore now that we were riding the leophon—partially because I was still a little scared of the beast and partially because it was hard to concentrate on anything while I was sitting this close to such a beautiful woman. The smoothness of Shayera’s skin beneath my hands, combined with the heat of her body and scent of her hair… 
 
    Well, even my father’s scolding voice couldn’t compete with that, no matter how hard it tried.  
 
    The beast’s mind is fragile—it is no match for your magic. Stop allowing the girl to manipulate you and get her onto the first ship heading to Velashel! 
 
    “You all right back there?” Shayera asked. She didn’t turn her head, but I could hear the smile in her voice. “You seem a little jittery.” 
 
    “Just, uh…just not used to the gait,” I lied, trying to stay as still as possible even when the wind blew her hair across my face. “This isn’t like riding a horse at all. It’s less bumpy but more swaying.” 
 
    “It’s like a slow dance to a sultry tune…especially when there’s someone in the saddle behind you.” She glanced back over her shoulder. “I would start singing for you, but I’m not sure you could handle it.” 
 
    “Why would you think that? I bet you have a wonderful voice.” 
 
    “I do. That’s the problem.” 
 
    I blinked. “Um…come again?” 
 
    “I can tell you’re already pretty hot and bothered,” Shayera said with a devilish smirk. “I wouldn’t want to make you any more uncomfortable—we still have a long way to go.” 
 
    I groaned sourly, though her self-satisfied giggling still lightened my mood. She could obviously feel my swollen manhood pressing up against her lower back, but I had long since given up hope of concealing it from her.  
 
    “From all the stories back home, I always kind of assumed that most Crell would be humorless ud’raan,” Shayera commented.  
 
    “Who’s to say they aren’t?” I countered. “Maybe I’m the exception.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Again, I could tell she was grinning even without seeing her face. “I do get the sense that you aren’t like most of your people.” 
 
    If only you knew the real reason I was in the city, I thought to myself. If you knew how much control we have over Vorsalos—or what we plan to do with Highwind once we seize the coastal cities… 
 
    Or, worst of all, what my father would expect me to do to you right now.  
 
    “I’m probably not the best example of an average Imperial citizen,” I said. “And like I told you before, this isn’t really the career I had in mind. A few years back, I never would have imagined I’d end up over a thousand miles from home in this…place.” 
 
    “You can call it a cesspool—I promise I won’t be offended. I’m from Highwind, remember? Speaking ill of Vorsalos is part of my heritage.” 
 
    “Right,” I murmured, closing my eyes as another gust of wind whipped her golden locks across my eyes. Her sweet, gentle scent filled my nostrils, and I fought the urge to lean closer to breathe more of it. “And what if I speak ill of Highwind?” 
 
    Shayera shrugged. “That’s a bit more of a gamble. I might play it cool and accept a difference of opinion, or I might feed you to Mithros. Why not test your luck and find out?” 
 
    I snorted softly. “Maybe later. I think I’ve gambled enough recently.” 
 
    She snickered as she steered the leophon toward a circular plot filled with somber but heroic-looking statues along the eastern side of the road. It was some kind of memorial, judging from the white stone slab at the center and the inscriptions carved into it, but I had never stopped to examine it up close. I had ridden straight past this area when I had originally been trying to track down the Senosi survivor in the hills.  
 
    “It’s a monument to the long siege near the end of the War of the Three Cities a century ago,” Shayera said. “You probably know all about it since the Regent Lord has been playing it up so much recently.” 
 
    “Not really,” I admitted, shaking my head as I eyed the statues. They were in excellent condition, which was all the more surprising since I didn’t sense any lingering preservation enchantments.  
 
    Monuments to great battles had always fascinated my brother more than me. Taras had liked to imagine the glory and triumph of battle, whereas I had been more interested in learning the truth behind the slaughter. The two rarely intersected in the stories that were told to future generations.  
 
    “Well, there’s not actually that much to it,” she said, bringing the leophon to a slow walk. “Vorsalos was blockaded by a fleet from Graygale and besieged by an army from Highwind at the same time. It went on long enough that famine and plague wiped out entire districts. Watcher knows what would have happened if they had breached the walls and fought for control in the streets.” 
 
    She flicked her wrist. “Anyway, a horde of Roskarim barbarians ended up flooding down from the White Ridge and butchering the Highwind army almost to a man. The survivors fled into the mountains where they were killed or enslaved by the orcs. It’s pretty awful—not exactly a happy or glorious ending for anybody. The Graygale fleet just sailed home.” 
 
    Frowning, I nodded at the statues. “Why would Vorsalos build a monument to slaughtered Highwind soldiers?” 
 
    “They didn’t,” Shayera said. “Notice how none of these stones are a hundred years old?” 
 
    “I did. There’s barely any wear and tear at all.” 
 
    “That’s because the Raven Court only erected this monument about ten years ago. After the Senosi were wiped out, the power vacuum took years to fill. The nobles who eventually seized control decided they might as well try and rewrite history. Isn’t it amazing how all the ruling families have ancestors who were war heroes? And did you know that those same families personally led the army of loyal citizens that triumphed over the forces from Highwind? There’s not even a single mention of the barbarians who actually broke the siege.” 
 
    I shrugged, admiring the larger-than-life clarity and detail of the statues. “One of the first rules of power is to control the narrative. An unbroken line of rulers is more compelling than random upstarts.” 
 
    Shayera scoffed. “My parents didn’t rewrite our history books after the last war.” 
 
    Perhaps they should have.  
 
    I winced at the thought. I couldn’t even blame that particular thought on my father—the voice had been mine. I’d studied enough history to understand the difference between fact and truth: one was what had happened; the other was what mattered. A few generations from now, Shayera’s mother would still be dealing with stubborn groups of humans who believed they were being led by a puppet from Nelu’Thalas rather than one of their own people. But if she had created a different narrative about the war… 
 
    Well, it still wouldn’t matter much in the end. If the Imperium got our way, none of these kingdoms in the north would have to worry about the integrities of their monarchies for much longer.  
 
    “We should pick up the pace,” I rasped. “It will probably take us at least another seven or eight hours to reach the fort.” 
 
    “Mithros can shave an hour or two off that no problem,” Shayera said. “Come on, boy. If you’re good, I’ll let you piss on the statues on the way back.” 
 
    The leophon began to pick up speed again, and I closed my eyes and tried to let the rhythmic rocking motion put my mind at ease. The scolding voice of my father stayed silent, but now my own filled the void.  
 
    The more time you spend with this girl, the harder it’s going to be to hide what’s going on. The Regent Lord, Farah, the secret training program beneath the ruins of the old Castarium… 
 
    What do you think she’s going to do when she finds out? Or what Farah will do when she learns you were this close to Serrane Starwind’s child and did nothing? There’s no way this doesn’t end in calamity. 
 
    I chewed on my doubts to pass the time while we traveled, making idle conversation when I could even though my mind was somewhere else. I knew I had to stay focused and push everything else to the side. Stopping a Senosi with a dangerous relic was more important than my own anxieties. After Veleca was dealt with… 
 
    Well, I would just have to worry about that when the time came.  
 
    Mithros did end up shaving some time off the trip, though it became clear rather quickly why leophons would have been poor land mounts even if they didn’t have wings. He took an increasing amount of encouragement to spur on the longer we traveled, and I got the feeling that what he really wanted was to lie down in the sun and soak up the heat. But Shayera kept him moving despite his slothful inclinations, and we eventually left the road altogether and traveled into the foothills that lay below the Shattered Peaks. 
 
    “The path to the fort is up through there,” I said, pointing past her shoulder at a narrow, rising path between two pine-dotted hills. “It was built above a wide gulch right at the edge of the mountains. The terrain gets rocky pretty fast—we may need to go in on foot.”  
 
    “Mithros can handle it,” Shayera assured me. “There are advantages to having paws and not hooves.” 
 
    She urged him to run faster, and the beast seemed more excited than when we had been moving along the flat road. We ascended gradually, but the shift in terrain was stark. One moment we were moving upon grass, and in the next there was little more dirt and rocks in all directions. She was right about the leophon, however—Mithros handled the slopes and inclines far better than a horse would have. He was even able to climb several steep rises that would have been perilous for us on foot.  
 
    I could only assume that this path had been much easier before the fort had been abandoned, but without proper upkeep, nature had been reclaiming it. The Senosi probably considered that a benefit—it was even less likely that anyone would haphazardly stumble up here, even orcs from deeper in the mountains.  
 
    Less than an hour later, we finally caught sight of our goal. Tanisgarde, unlike most mountain forts, wasn’t a traditional chokepoint: there was no path through the Shattered Peaks here to be guarded, so Vorsalos had never needed to seal a passage against enemies on the other side. Instead, the fort was essentially a glorified observation post whose towers rose high enough that an observer could look down across the foothills and monitor the only road leading north from Vorsalos to the Raven Gate.  
 
    The old, battered structure itself resembled a trident with two of the tines broken. The highest, center tower remained intact, and the top had clearly been designed as an aerie for wyvern riders to launch out over the mountains. Of the other two towers, one was half-collapsed, while the other looked mostly whole despite a sizable chunk missing at the top. The walls were unbroken, but low and crumbling—clearly not meant to keep out a major force. Which we weren’t.  
 
    I didn’t spot any movement from here even with the clear, cloudless day, which made me wonder if we were already too late. The Senosi and her allies could have moved on—the fort didn’t exactly look comfortable. Since the two broken towers had partially collapsed in on the main keep, many of the original rooms might not have even been livable.  
 
    “Gods, this place is a disaster,” Shayera commented as Mithros drew to a halt. We were still at least a thousand yards from the main gate and hopefully difficult to spot. “Are you sure someone is living up there?” 
 
    “I know that she was here,” I said. “But it’s not inconceivable that she and her allies could have moved on.” 
 
    Shayera twisted her head to look at me. “You could have mentioned that earlier.” 
 
    “I assumed it was obvious.” I shrugged. “Even if she’s gone, she may have left evidence behind.” 
 
    “Like what? A journal of her thoughts? A manifesto of all her evil schemes?” 
 
    “No,” I said, ignoring the sarcasm. “Aetheric echoes…or perhaps even fractures in the walls of the Pale.” 
 
    Shayera’s lip twisted. “If there are fractures, we need to stay as far away from them as possible.” 
 
    “Generally I would say that’s good advice. But I know how to seal them. I just need to be close.” 
 
    Her eyebrows both lifted a quarter inch. “I thought only paladins knew how to mend fractures.” 
 
    “Hardly,” I said, trying not to sound too insulted. “Most channelers can learn the technique, but not many try. But I told you, I was trained as an Arcanist—the fabric of reality is our canvas.” 
 
    “Nice slogan,” she muttered. “Does it mean anything?” 
 
    “Not really, but it sounds impressive.” I pursed my lips. “Leaving unsealed fractures behind would be a terrible idea. The daughter of Highlord Cassel must appreciate that as much as anyone.” 
 
    Shayera glanced back at the fortress, her turquoise eyes narrowing in thought. I wasn’t trying to be glib or deceptive about the nature of my training—I just didn’t want to concern her any more than was absolutely necessary. All magic was potentially dangerous, of course, but arcane magic was unique in its potential for calamity. And wonder. Understanding how to manipulate the fabric of reality had been as vital to the success and longevity of the Avethian Empire as their precious blood magic. After all, it was Avetharri Arcanists, not blood sorcerers, who had banished the gods behind the walls of the Pale.  
 
    “We shouldn’t get any closer,” Shayera warned, her gazed fixed on the central tower. “If anyone is still in there, they’ll see us coming. We may want to wait until nightfall…” 
 
    “We can’t,” I said. “Or at least, we shouldn’t. If there are fractures and any demonic spirits have escaped, they will be weaker during the daylight.” 
 
    “True,” she conceded. With my arms still wrapped around her stomach, I could feel the spike in tension in her body almost as if it were my own. “But I still don’t like the idea of just riding up there in broad daylight. If there are any archers on the walls, they could pick us off with impunity.” 
 
    I nodded. “I can conceal our approach with magic.” 
 
    She turned back to face me. “Another trick of the lighting?” 
 
    “In a way. Just lead Mithros along the walls of the gulch on the northwestern side. I’ll handle the rest.” 
 
    Shayera didn’t bother trying to mask her skepticism. “If you say so. But if anyone starts shooting at us, I’ll be very cross with you. These tattoos can’t stop arrows.” 
 
    “I’ll protect us,” I said, and meant it. “Don’t worry.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if she believed me or not, but she did tap the leophon’s flanks with her boots. Once we began moving, I took my cue and reached out to the Aether to weave an illusion around us. I could have concealed us altogether, making us virtually undetectable to any observers, but true invisibility took a tremendous amount of effort. I didn’t want to risk invoking the Flensing before we even got inside the fort; I was going to need my strength to seal the fractures.  
 
    I settled upon a simple camouflage spell instead, blending us in with the earthy colors of the terrain. Up close, the illusion wouldn’t have fooled anyone, but from a thousand yards away, even a Senosi may not have been able to notice it without a second look. 
 
    Not that I expected our quarry to be up on the walls herself. If this Veleca was indeed still here, then she was most likely deep in the bowels of the fort. The only question was whether she had already learned to unlock the secrets of the Runic Focus.  
 
    It was less than a minute before I learned that the answer was an emphatic “yes.” 
 
    The first warning was the leophon: Mithros came to an abrupt halt halfway down into the gulch below the fort. He let out a low, continuous growl, his nostrils flaring wide as he sniffed at the wind.  
 
    “Easy, boy,” Shayera soothed, leaning forward and rubbing the beast’s head. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “He can sense them,” I whispered.  
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The demons.” 
 
    Her body practically turned to stone in the saddle, and she glanced around for any signs of movement. But there was nothing for mortal eyes to see. That may have been the most terrifying thing about demons from the Pale—until they had possessed a body, they were as invisible as the wind.  
 
    I drew in a relaxed, steady breath, splitting my concentration between maintaining my camouflage spell and simultaneously attempting to locate any demons. I didn’t sense any nearby, thankfully, but I could feel the shuddering ripple of a nearby fracture almost like an undercurrent tugging beneath the surface.  
 
    “We’re safe here,” I soothed. “But there are fractures inside the fort. I can’t tell how many until we get closer.” 
 
    Shayera hissed and swore under her breath. “So, you were right after all,” she breathed. “This bitch has learned how to use that relic.” 
 
    “Yes, but she may not have mastered it yet. Even with the aid of a Focus, summoning rituals are taxing. It’s unlikely that she’s had enough time to bind more than a handful of demons.” 
 
    “Oh, just a handful of demons and a Senosi survivor. What’s there to worry about?” 
 
    Shayera continued stroking the leophon’s head, though she seemed to need calming as much as her mount. An anxious tremor ran through her body, and I reflexively squeezed her more tightly against me. I assumed that her paladin father had instilled a healthy fear of Paleborn creatures in his daughter, and rightly so. Without the Aether, an ordinary person had no defense against demons.  
 
    “I don’t intend to fight them if it can be avoided,” I said. “But we need more information. And if there’s a chance we could recover the Focus itself…” 
 
    Shayera gave no indication of having heard me. For several long, quiet heartbeats, I wondered if the fearless, flirty duelist I’d met in the city would wilt the moment we faced real danger. It’s not like I could have blamed her. She was a damn princess—she should have been kept as far away from danger as possible. I felt like a fool for even trying to involve her in this to begin with.  
 
    “The longer Veleca is out here with that thing, the more damage she can do,” Shayera whispered after a moment. “And if you think you can seal the fractures…” 
 
    I allowed myself a smile. The entire reason I had decided to ask for her help was my assumption that the proverbial apple hadn’t fallen far from the tree—the daughter of famous heroes would surely have the courage to face danger for a righteous cause.  
 
    For the first time in a while, my instincts had been proven right.  
 
    “I doubt Mithros will move any closer no matter what I do,” Shayera went on as she scratched the animal’s cat-like ears. “We’ll have to go the rest of the way on foot, and I have no idea how you intend to get us inside that wall.” 
 
    “I have a few ideas,” I told her. “And if we need to leave in a hurry, at least he’ll be here waiting for us.” 
 
    “Right,” she whispered. After another few moments of silence, she signaled for Mithros to lay down on his belly so we could dismount. “If we’re going to do this, then let’s get it over with.” 
 
    I nodded. “I couldn’t agree more.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We left Mithros beneath a lone tree stubbornly growing out of the side of the gulch, though he clearly wasn’t happy about being separated from his owner. Shayera knelt down and whispered something in his ear which convinced him to stop growling and settle down. His hackles stayed raised, however, making it abundantly clear that he could sense the danger we were in even if he didn’t know where it was coming from.  
 
    The beast’s reaction shouldn’t have surprised me. The Imperial Army used hounds to sniff out all manner of threats, and I had seen firsthand how horses reacted in the presence of fractures. Animals could sense the unnatural better than people most of the time.  
 
    Shayera retrieved her bow, quiver, and a small satchel from the saddle before we departed, and she kept an arrow nocked on the string the entire time we approached the fortress. I kept us cloaked behind the camouflage spell all the way to the top—an easier task without the added bulk of the leophon—and neither of us spotted any archers on the walls or any obvious traps outside the main gate.  
 
    I held out hope that Veleca was still a novice with the Focus. Perhaps she had only managed to summon a few minor spirits capable of possessing the dead. Animated corpses were terrifying, but I would much rather fight a mob of shambling undead than one true demon that had possessed a living host.  
 
    We continued hugging the northwestern edge of the gulch as long as we could, but I came to a halt about a hundred yards from the northern wall of the fort and took cover behind a large boulder. I still had yet to see anything or anyone on the battlements, nor did I sense any fractures in the immediate vicinity. By all appearances, Tanisgarde was abandoned.  
 
    “I hope this is the part where you reveal your brilliant plan for getting inside,” Shayera said as she crouched down next to me. “Because you didn’t mention anything about needing a trebuchet back in town.” 
 
    I shrugged. “With your markings, you could probably climb up the walls easily enough.” 
 
    I felt the heat of her glare without turning. “I assume that’s a joke. They give me strength and speed—they don’t turn me into a spider.” 
 
    “That’s probably for the best,” I murmured, eyes narrowed as I continued scanning the walltop. “There could be guards in the courtyard, though I wouldn’t be surprised if the outside of the keep is empty just in case a wyvern rider from the city passed overhead.” 
 
    “Maybe, but you still haven’t answered my question,” Shayera pressed. “Please tell me you have a real plan.” 
 
    “I do. But I’m not sure if you’ll like it.” 
 
    “I like sitting around here even less.” She glanced back in the direction of her leophon. “This place looked creepy even before I knew there were demons inside.” 
 
    After deciding that no one was around to see us, I released my hold on the camouflage spell, a warning tingle working down into my fingertips in its wake. “I’d still rather not end up atop the wall just in case there are soldiers. And going in through the keep’s main door would be a mistake. Our best bet is to approach through one of the crumbling towers. Since there’s no obvious way up there from the ground, it’s less likely to be guarded.” 
 
    Shayera followed my eyes to the closest of the fort’s three towers. The destruction didn’t appear natural—it looked like a siege weapon had struck the top of the tower and caused the cylinder to partially collapse in on itself. Or perhaps the Dragon of Highwind had smashed it with his tail during the lead-up to his assault on the Castarium a few decades ago.  
 
    “Okay…” she muttered. “But I still don’t know how we’re going to get up there, either.” 
 
    “Simple,” I said, reaching out and clutching her forearm. “I’m going to take us there.” 
 
    I extended my free hand and called out to the Aether. The air in front of us began to shimmer as if we were surrounded by a heat mirage, and I mentally worked through the techniques I had personally developed for just such an occasion as this. 
 
    Fundamentally, teleportation magic was a blend of arcane and shadow magic; neither a pure Arcanist nor Palerender could achieve it without the aid of both disciplines. Such magic required manipulating the fabric of reality and understanding the nature of the gods’ eternal prison.  
 
    That said, powerful warlocks could breach the walls of the Pale and use the shadowy realm of demons to bypass otherwise impassable obstacles in the physical world. Even the walls of this fortress wouldn’t be able to keep one out.  
 
    But I wasn’t a Palerender, and even if I was, I wouldn’t have dared risk ripping open fractures just to move through a wall or two. The combined technique I had developed was more subtle, like skipping a pebble across a lake without ever breaking the surface.  
 
    “Maiden’s mercy,” Shayera gasped as she took in the strange shimmer around us. “What—?” 
 
    Before she could protest any further, I pulled her through the doorway I had just created.  
 
    Teleportation was always a shock to the uninitiated. It was difficult for the mind to process moving between two distant locations in the blink of an eye, and the body didn’t tend to enjoy it, either. But I had always approached the technique like diving into a cold lake—it was best to get it over with as quickly as possible.  
 
    “What the f—!” 
 
    I clamped my hand over Shayera’s mouth and held her tightly against my body as she trembled, her eyes wide. A second ago, we had been crouched behind a boulder; now we were several hundred feet above the ground atop the battlements of the defensive tower with the chunk missing at the top. The change in elevation was almost as dramatic as the horizontal distance—we had moved about a hundred yards forward as well as up. From here, the entire gulch was laid out before us, and the trough of reddish-brown rock interrupted by the occasional patch of green was actually quite beautiful.  
 
    “It’s all right,” I soothed. “Just take a second and breathe.” 
 
    I tried to hold her steady despite the painful tingling in my arms. The Flensing was a ravenous beast easily riled from its slumber, and I kept insisting on poking it with a stick.  
 
    “How…?” she rasped, bow wobbling in her grip. “You can teleport?” 
 
    “Yes, but only short distances to places I can see,” I said. “I warned you that you might not like my plan.” 
 
    I was afraid that she might elbow me in the gut out of spite, but she just glanced around in wonder as if trying to convince herself that her mind wasn’t playing tricks on her. I took a moment to glance around as well, if only to confirm that I had picked a spot with sure footing. The stone beneath our feet didn’t seem like it had been disturbed for a long time, and there was a massive hole beside us that led into what remained of the tower. With luck, the passage connecting it to the main keep was still intact and accessible. If not… 
 
    Well, if not, at least the courtyard below was empty—there were no bodies, no equipment, no sign that anything had been here whatsoever. If not for the fact that I could sense fractures in the Pale, I would have seriously started to doubt the accuracy of my divinations.  
 
    “Do all Crell know this kind of magic?” Shayera asked, still breathless. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I didn’t elaborate, and she seemed not to care. She did stop trembling, however, and she pushed my arm off of her.  
 
    “Please tell me you can get us back down.” 
 
    “I certainly hope so.” 
 
    Shayera’s head whipped around to glare at me. “You hope so?” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” I said with a tight smile. “Assuming we can actually get into the main keep from here.” 
 
    “Faarea,” she breathed. “Gods, I knew this was a bad idea.” 
 
    I tiptoed across the rubble to peer down into the hole, though it was too dark to see much of anything. A glance at the nearby surroundings confirmed that the missing part of the tower’s top had included whatever means there’d been for soldiers to safely descend. Annoying, but it worked in our favor. If no sentry could get up here, we were less likely to encounter one deeper in. 
 
    I reached out to the Aether and conjured a small orb of light in my palm, half expecting to find the level below us filled to the brim with rubble like a grain silo. But surprisingly, the interior of the tower was open and largely intact. Most of the furniture had been buried or outright obliterated by falling blocks of stone, but I could see the remnants of a winding staircase further down. At the bottom, I spied a door that looked like it probably connected to the main keep.  
 
    “I think we’re in luck,” I said, lowering my voice to keep it from echoing down into the tower. “If we can manage to lower ourselves down there, we should be able to get into the keep and have a look around.” 
 
    Shayera grumbled something under her breath as her half-elven eyes flicked around the interior. She could probably see significantly more clearly than I could.  
 
    “It might be locked,” she said. “Or it could be completely barred by rubble on the other side.” 
 
    “True,” I conceded. “There’s only one way to find out.”  
 
    She snorted. “This is the real reason you wanted backup, isn’t it? To send someone ahead of you so they set off all the traps.” 
 
    I flashed her a wry smirk. “How did you guess?” 
 
    “Figures. At least you didn’t say ‘ladies first.’ I would have gladly pushed you right off the tower.” 
 
    “And I would have deserved it. But seriously, I’ll go. Just watch my back in case—” 
 
    “No,” Shayera said with an exasperated sigh. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    I paused and frowned. “I really was kidding.” 
 
    “I know, but it’s the smarter move. I can see better down there than you can, and I’m lighter on my feet.” She stared hard into the ruined tower for a moment before she finally flashed me a sardonic grin. “Besides, if you get conked on the head by a falling rock, I have no way to get back down.” 
 
    I opened my mouth, but the stoic gleam in her eyes silenced me before I could protest. I could tell that she had already made up her mind, and I was suddenly reminded that she wasn’t merely the daughter of a famous ranger. Her father had obviously rubbed off on her, too. 
 
    Shayera slung her bow over her back and drew one of her sabers, then eased herself through the hole in the wall. She crept forward enough to get a clearer view, and I stayed close so that I could peer over her shoulder. The door at the bottom was at least fifty feet down, and it wasn’t as if there were a ladder or a convenient staircase. In some ways, it would have been easier if the rubble had partially filled the tower.  
 
    “I can teleport us down,” I said. “It shouldn’t be difficult to—” 
 
    “No need,” she said, shaking her head. “Besides, you can’t afford to Flense yourself before we close the fractures.” 
 
    I absently touched my forearm. It was still tingling painfully, and I wondered if she had somehow noticed. “I appreciate the concern, but we don’t have any other options.” 
 
    “Sure we do,” she said, reaching into her satchel and pulling out a coil of rope, a piton, and a small mallet. She hammered the piton into the stone before securing the rope and kicking it into the depths, then fingered the blue vatari crystal on her necklace. “Just give me a second.” 
 
    Shayera closed her eyes and drew in a long breath, and when she reopened them, the turquoise orbs were glowing. Her tattoos flared to life an instant later, banishing the shadows inside the tower and painting the white stone a haunting blue.  
 
    Even having seen this transition several times now, I still found it mesmerizing. I felt oddly compelled to reach out and touch the glowing whorls on her bicep, but before I could act, Shayera bent her knees and jumped.  
 
    The fifty-foot plunge should have shattered every bone in her legs and possibly even killed her, but she landed with little more than a grunt. A cloud of dust billowed out around her boots at the point of impact, though it did nothing to conceal her brilliant markings. She pressed her ear up against the door, and after a few moments, her glowing eyes turned to me as she nodded and beckoned.  
 
    At least that part of my theory had been proven correct—our foe hadn’t bothered posting sentries in places where no could reasonably enter. The lingering uncertainty was whether that was because the place had already been abandoned. 
 
    “Lower the rope and come on down,” Shayera called up to me just loudly enough that I could hear. “If there’s a Senosi here, she must be through that door.” 
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    The first bit of good news was that I managed to climb down without embarrassing myself, which I had no choice but to credit to my father’s insistence that his sons maintain their bodies as well as their minds. Too many of the students at the Aetherium were pampered, pallid aristocrats who treated even the most minimal physical labor like torture. They were as dependent on their slaves as they were their magic. Taras and I had always found them pathetic.  
 
    The second bit of good news was that the door wasn’t locked or barred from the other side. It was jammed, however—the wood had swelled and warped thanks to years of exposure to the elements. But with the aid of her Dal’Rethi markings, Shayera used raw strength to tear it off its hinges, and I prepared a spell to muffle the loud, violent crunch when the wood ripped apart. I couldn’t nullify the sound altogether, but I was able to change the pitch of the echo. Anyone in the keep would hear the much more natural sound of wind moaning through the tower.  
 
    Our third and final bit of good news was that the dark passage directly on the other side was indeed intact and led into the keep. Wonder of wonders, my spur-of-the-moment plan had worked out, a fact that probably shouldn’t have surprised me as much as it did. Though ultimately, sentries and soldiers wouldn’t have been our initial biggest obstacle anyway.  
 
    At least, not compared to the smell.  
 
    “Maiden’s mercy,” Shayera breathed, covering her mouth with her free hand. “What in the bloody…?” 
 
    “Corpses,” I whispered. “Many, many corpses.” 
 
    The sight before us was so vile that I wished she could have damped the glow from her tattoos just to spare us the horror. We found ourselves standing upon an elevated stone walkway looming above a large chamber—probably an old armory or storeroom for the soldiers. In the here and now, however, the center of the room was piled with dozens and dozens of rotting bodies, many of which appeared to have been recently exhumed.  
 
    I found myself regretting that I had never studied fire magic, if only so that I could have set the entire mound ablaze and cremated the corpses before any demons could use them as a host.  
 
    “Guardian guide their souls,” she rasped. “This is…” 
 
    “A big problem,” I said, struggling not to retch. “There were a lot more bodies in here at one point—look how high the walls are stained.” 
 
    Her face had paled at least three shades, and I wondered if the ghoulish sight would break her nerve. I almost wished that it would, if only to give me an excuse to turn and leave this awful place along with her. But to her credit, Shayera once again steeled herself.  
 
    “You said that there are fractures here,” she murmured. “That means some of the bodies have already become hosts.” 
 
    I nodded grimly. “And it’s probably only a matter of time before more demons wander in here to possess the rest. We need to keep moving.” 
 
    She turned away from the bodies and continued walking, her sword out and her nose buried in her elbow. I followed closely behind her, the back of my neck tingling. The fetid air was still and silent, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was watching us. Hopefully that was just my nerves and not my divination magic… 
 
    The walkway led to some stairs down to the main floor, where we stepped carefully across the slimy, putrid stones. Turning my back on the mound of corpses went against every instinct, but I did it anyway, following Shayera through the archway leading deeper into the fort.  
 
    Our journey through the adjacent chambers proved less macabre, though we didn’t glean any additional answers. The structural pattern repeated itself in every room: open spaces that had either been filled in by a collapse or had been recently used and then abandoned. There were enough empty barrels and crates to suggest that a small force had been squatting in here for a while—perhaps months, depending on the exact number—but they had cleaned up after themselves remarkably well. Other than the corpses, they hadn’t left anything behind to indicate who they had been or what they had been up to. 
 
    At least, not until we reached the chapel.  
 
    The Regent Lord had effectively outlawed religion in Vorsalos after the Senosi Crusade, insisting that the City of Ravens was now “free and unbeholden to dead gods and false prophets,” but Tanisgarde was from a different era. The chapel was sunk into the foundation of the keep, and it had survived the slow decay of the fort largely intact. There was only one other exit—a small, cracked-open door—and all but one of the pews had been removed. Shrines to all three of the gods commonly worshiped here in Torsia—Dathiel the Watcher, Escar the Guardian, and Shalassa the Moonmaiden—were tucked into alcoves along the left-hand wall, though all of the tiny effigies had seen better days. The altar, oddly enough, looked brand new, if a bit out of place since it was dark wood rather than stone. And there was a fourth shrine set out right next to it at the middle of the room.  
 
    “What is that?” Shayera asked softly as we cautiously moved inside. The light from her markings had since faded, but the globe of magical light in my palm was casting long shadows behind the tall wooden altar.  
 
    “Abalor,” I whispered. “Ostensibly the god of death and judgment. He hasn’t had much of a following here in the north since…honestly, I don’t even know. But in the south, the Elashi worship him as a dispassionate arbiter of good and evil who determines the worthiness of a soul as it tries to pass beyond the Pale. To the east, the Solarians believe he sacrificed himself to poison the Aether as a ward against sorcery—they think he’s responsible for the Flensing and the Chol.” 
 
    She approached the shrine as if it might bite her. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think that anyone who claims to know the truth about events that happened thousands of years ago is full of shit,” I grumbled. “But I also think that a shrine dedicated to the god of death inside a ruined fort filled with corpses is…well, is there an Elvish word for ‘not great?’” 
 
    Shayera pressed her lips into a tight line and held up a finger as if asking for me to be silent. After a few seconds, her expression turned hard. “Do you sense any fractures in here?” 
 
    “No, but there’s definitely one nearby,” I whispered, stretching out my senses. Most channelers couldn’t sense the veil separating the physical world from the Pale without special training, but I had always had an affinity for such magic, even before my studies in blending arcane and shadow magic in the Aetherium. What the sages usually described as a “barrier” or “wall between worlds” was grossly inaccurate. It was more like a gossamer cloth stretched so tightly it seemed like it might unravel at any moment.  
 
    “How close?” Shayera asked.  
 
    I considered. “A few hundred feet. I think it’s below us somewhere…” 
 
    “I had a feeling you were going to say that.” Shayera pointed at the cracked-open door behind the altar. “I hear voices.” 
 
    A wave of anticipation surged through me. I couldn’t hear anything, but I trusted her elven ears. We shared a grim look before she drew her second blade and started toward the door.  
 
    Just like when we had first entered the tower, I felt a compulsion to insist on going first. I couldn’t help it; it was part of my heritage. The Imperium avoided placing women in harm’s way whenever possible, especially noblewomen who had a higher chance of birthing a sorcerer. If she’d been raised in Drakendaar, Shayera probably never would have held a sword, let alone been taught how to use it.  
 
    It goes far beyond that: a woman with her ancestry would have already given birth to at least one child by now, if not two or even three. Blood is power, and power is all that matters in the Imperium.  
 
    I buried the thought as I fell in behind her. I wasn’t in Drakendaar right now, and for perhaps the first time since I had arrived in Vorsalos, I was genuinely happy about that. Despite the fact that we were in the middle of a ruined fort stuffed with corpses and Aether knew what else, I strangely wasn’t afraid. Everything else about this place felt wrong, but being here with her, watching each other’s backs… 
 
    That part felt bizarrely right.  
 
    After a cursory inspection of the door, Shayera eased it open without a sound. I gave silent thanks for oiled hinges, then focused on keeping my footsteps as quiet as possible.  
 
    Moving like a wraith, she pulled the door wide and slipped into the short hall on the other side. I followed, still not hearing anything suspicious. It was only when I raised the glowing orb of magical light in my hand that I saw another doorway at the end of the hall, this one cut into solid rock. It led down into a spiraling passage almost like a natural staircase…and once we got close, I finally heard the voices she had mentioned.  
 
    It sounded like two different women speaking, their voices muffled by distance and the echo of a large, open area. Shayera pointed at the glowing orb in my hand; I took the hint and extinguished it, plunging us into darkness. But thankfully, there was some lantern light emanating from the winding passage ahead, and I followed her down as quietly as I could.  
 
    I genuinely had no idea what to expect below, but I could feel us getting closer to the fracture. The passage only snaked downward for perhaps forty or fifty feet before ending on a landing next to a rough archway that I assumed opened into a cavern. The voices still weren’t sharp enough for me to make them out. 
 
    Shayera flattened herself against the far side of the archway, and I did the same on the closer side. Peering around the edge confirmed the presence of a cavern, though I had severely underestimated the scale. The area was truly massive, as large or even larger than the keep above us. The archway led out onto a wooden scaffolding that dropped down at least another hundred feet, possibly more—I couldn’t even see the edges of the cave thanks to the veil of darkness. There were probably a dozen torch sconces scattered around the area, but they hardly made a dent. When the two of us crept forward to look down over the edge of the scaffolding, however, the dim light was still enough to confirm that my worst fears about the Runic Focus had already come true.  
 
    “Zarach’s blood,” I hissed.  
 
    Below us, standing silently throughout the cavern, were thousands upon thousands of demon-possessed dead.  
 
    Despite all my time studying the Pale, I had never actually seen an army of walking corpses before—few in the Imperium had, given how harshly the Sovereign Council cracked down on any form of shadow magic. But I had heard the stories about the Winter Witch in Darenthi, the woman who had ripped open a fracture in the Pale and raised an army of fallen soldiers to defeat the Chol. I’d always wondered if the story had been exaggerated—it wouldn’t have been the first time that the Council or the Zarul had embellished certain details to make our enemies look like monsters.  
 
    But the sight before me was very real. There were easily thousands of animated corpses filling the cavern, all possessed by malefic demons of the Pale that had escaped the fracture in search of a host. Even in the darkness, they were plainly visible thanks to the orange pinpricks of light blazing in their rotten eye sockets. Every one of them was facing us, as if awaiting the word to march up to the surface. Individually, they were horrifying.  
 
    As a horde, they would be absolutely devastating. 
 
    A woman’s voice drifted up from below. “This…this is wrong.” 
 
    “No, it is necessary. You will understand soon, I promise.” 
 
    The voices pulled my attention down to the base of scaffolding directly below us. Two women stood in the long shadows, both with nearly identical local accents. The first was clad in black leather armor that nearly made her invisible, though the lower half of her face was cast in an eerie blue light thanks to a glowing vatari crystal necklace. I would have pegged her as a Senosi Huntress ever before I saw the crossbow clipped to her belt.  
 
    The woman next to her was even easier to identify. I instantly recognized her resplendent golden armor and matching spear from my divinations, though her face remained concealed in the darkness. She was the last of the Sanctori, Inquisitrix Marcella’s elite guards and champions.  
 
    “Sorcery has never been necessary,” the Huntress said in a low snarl. “This relic…these abominations…they spit on everything we’re fighting for!” 
 
    “Everything we fought for,” Veleca the Sanctori corrected. “The Crusade is over.”  
 
    “It doesn’t have to be—how many times must we argue this? The dragon is long gone. We can still rebuild!” 
 
    “No. This isn’t about the cause—it’s about revenge. It’s about honoring the memory of our fallen sisters by butchering everyone responsible for their deaths.” 
 
    I shared a look with Shayera. Her face had turned as hard as the bedrock surrounding us, and her knuckles had gone white on the grip of her sword. This was even worse than I had feared… 
 
    “You’ve gone mad,” the Huntress seethed. “You never should have listened to the enemy. Or used that…thing.” 
 
    Veleca raised her left hand, and I saw the unmistakable greenish glow of the Runic Focus in her palm. The relic was small, the size of a small stone tablet—and could have been mistaken for one if not for the massive shadow rune inscribed on one side. I still found it difficult to believe that something so simple, so seemingly innocuous, could unlock the power of an entire discipline of magic. Avetharri artifice often felt more like looking a thousand years into the future than several millennia into the past.  
 
    “It is merely a tool,” Veleca said, “and all tools serve a purpose.” 
 
    The Huntress shook her head vehemently. “It’s not just a tool—it’s a means of controlling you, don’t you see? The Crell never would have given it to you otherwise.” 
 
    My blood turned to ice. I couldn’t move or even breathe. I told myself that I must have misheard, and I almost believed it until I saw my shock mirrored on Shayera’s face.  
 
    “I wish you would trust me,” Veleca said, reaching out to touch the Huntress’s arm. “I promise you: the Crell will suffer, too. Like all sorcerers, their hubris will be their downfall.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Because they believed that they could tease the viper yet avoid its fangs. They have no idea what’s coming for them…” 
 
    As she traced her finger across the shadow rune, her eyes began to glow, as did the tattoos on her wrists—not blue like Shayera’s or even green like normal Senosi, but a brilliant shade of violet unlike anything I had ever seen before.  
 
    The face it revealed was haunting. Veleca had the gaunt, leathery skin of a woman who looked far older than she should have, given the life-extending nature of Senosi markings. Without the pure energy of her Conduit to feed upon, it was almost like she was aging faster than a normal human… 
 
    “The future may not be ours, sister,” Veleca said bitterly. “But it will not be theirs, either.” 
 
    The Huntress remained silent for several seconds before she also touched the relic. Her own tattoos took on the same violet glow, as did her eyes. Her sunken face looked every bit as worn and weathered as Veleca’s.  
 
    “How much longer until we begin?”  
 
    “The preparations are nearly complete,” Veleca said. “The rest of our forces are already waiting.” 
 
    She whistled, and the sound of soft, booted footfalls approached from within the darkness. Shayera tensed beside me, her elven eyes able to pierce the shadows far deeper than mine. I couldn’t make out the newcomer until she moved into the violet nimbus surrounding the two Senosi…but once I did, my heart stopped.  
 
    This woman was markedly younger than the others, perhaps not even Shayera’s age. She wasn’t dressed like the Sanctori or the Huntress or even a Vorsalosian soldier, but her hardened red leather cuirass, matching pleated skirt, and the round, gold-rimmed shield slung across her back were instantly recognizable. 
 
    An amazon warrior from Nol Krovos. 
 
    “I eagerly await your command, mistress,” she said in a rich voice colored with an exotic accent I had never heard.  
 
    The Sanctori scoffed derisively as she held up the relic directly in front of the other woman. “Lead our forces to Tel Noroth,” Veleca ordered, rotating the glowing tablet in her fingers. “I want them in position by nightfall tomorrow.” 
 
    “It shall be done, mistress. Your enemies will rue the day they ever crossed you.” 
 
    Veleca scoffed again, the Huntress beside her openly scowling at the amazon. The girl’s brown hair was styled into a tight ponytail, and her tall, athletic frame looked coiled and ready to strike at any moment.  
 
    “Wretched creature,” the Huntress spat. “I cannot believe you’re willing to trust this…thing.” 
 
    The amazon smiled. It was so wide, so sinister, that it didn’t seem like it belonged on the face of an otherwise attractive young woman. “We share a common enemy. Soon we shall—” 
 
    The girl broke off. Her unsettling smile vanished, and her eyes began to dart around the dark cavern.  
 
    “What is it?” Veleca asked.  
 
    “We are not alone, mistress.” 
 
    My stomach clenched. We hadn’t moved at all, and there wasn’t any source of light nearby to reveal us—we should have been practically invisible. But then the amazon suddenly glanced up and stared right into my eyes as if she had no problem seeing me at all.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    Shayera’s hand clamped around my wrist and pulled me away with such force it nearly yanked my arm out of its socket. We bolted toward the passage behind us, stealth entirely forgotten. I was grateful that she didn’t seem eager to fight—the two of us obviously couldn’t take on an entire army of walking corpses, and my magic was useless against the Senosi. It could still help cover our escape, however, so I called a surge of power to my fingertips as I prepared to collapse everything behind us. Hopefully the scaffolding would delay pursuit long enough for us to escape. 
 
    It was then, just when we had entered the passage and began to ascend the stairs, that I heard a ferocious grunt and a rush of air behind us. I risked a quick glance back over my shoulder…and saw the amazon girl arc up through the darkness and land in a crouch barely ten yards behind us, shield drawn and dagger in hand.  
 
    I stumbled and nearly fell. It was impossible—no one could have jumped a hundred feet straight into the air, not even a Senosi who had just gorged herself on magic. And yet the amazon rose to her feet, the same sinister smile on her face as before.  
 
    “Go,” I snapped, pushing Shayera up the stairs and turning. “Run!” 
 
    The Aether crackled down my arm as I unleashed a scintillating violet burst of raw arcane energy. The missile spiraled through the air, but she hoisted up her shield to intercept it an instant before it struck her torso. The bulwark splintered around her forearm as the magic ripped apart the wood, but I didn’t wait to see if it wounded her. It was time to go.  
 
    Whirling back around, I sprinted up the steps as fast as I could after Shayera. I heard the amazon’s footfalls as she pursued, but it was so dark I couldn’t see if she was gaining ground. Terror clawed at my chest. We just needed to get out of this passage… 
 
    The instant I emerged into the pitch-black chapel, I whirled around and launched another arcane blast at the doorway behind me. Just before it struck, the bolt split into five smaller missiles, each smashing into a different part of the ceiling to weaken it. There was a chain of brilliant explosions, a low but rapidly rising rumble…and then the short hallway and the passage beyond it collapsed. 
 
    When the rock stopped shifting, I let out a relieved breath as I resummoned a globe of light into my palm. Shayera stood just beyond the altar, both swords at the ready.  
 
    “Come on,” I said, turning. “We need to get back to the city so we can—” 
 
    The plug of rubble blocking the doorway exploded right beside me. A chunk of stone came flying straight outward, glancing off my chest. Even the glancing impact had enough force to hurl me backward into the altar, splintering it around me. I wheezed for air that refused to come, my vision clouded by black spots and swirls of dust, praying that my ribs were only bruised rather than broken. Through the haze of pain, I watched as the amazon girl calmly strode through the remaining rubble.  
 
    How in Zarach’s name…? 
 
    I knew I didn’t have time to try and conjure an answer; her dark eyes were staring right at me. She had dropped her broken shield, but she smoothly drew the sword from her back and took a menacing step forward. I called out to the Aether in a desperate attempt to conjure a defensive barrier, but I couldn’t clear my head enough to shape the magic. The amazon raised her weapon and swung for my neck— 
 
    Only to be caught by the moonsilver blade of Shayera’s dueling saber.  
 
    I froze, eyes locked on the swords crossed mere inches in front of my face, knowing that the smallest twitch by either woman could slice open my throat. But then Shayera roared and slammed her shoulder into the amazon, knocking her away from me and the altar. The amazon stumbled but kept her footing, and her dark eyes lit up with recognition when Shayera positioned herself in front of me and raised both her sabers.  
 
    “Dal’Rethi,” the amazon sneered. She shifted to a double-handed grip on her imposing blade, which seemed like it should have been far too heavy to lift for any woman, even an athletic one. “But not real Dal’Rethi, merely a pretender. Delightful…” 
 
    She lunged. Shayera turned the thrust aside with one sword while slashing with the other, but the amazon was just as quick. She ducked and countered with a second thrust, which Shayera once again avoided. Their movements became a mesmerizing dance of death, as if the two of them were suddenly alone in a gladiator’s pit.  
 
    The amazon was a fearsome fighter. I had expected nothing less, given the reputation of the warrior-women of Nol Krovos. I was schooled enough in the art of combat to recognize the extraordinary natural talent on display, and it was clear that despite her young age, she had the skill and raw athleticism to match any warrior I had ever met. 
 
    It was equally clear that compared to Shayera, she was an apprentice picking a fight with a master.  
 
    The half-elf’s every step, every motion, was fluid and precise. I had yet to see Shayera fight with both blades at once, and the difference was almost unfathomable. She wasn’t merely a duelist—she was an unstoppable whirlwind, a living tempest of steel. Fighting with two blades—especially of the same length—sounded incredible in stories and looked fearsome on statues and paintings, but when a ten-year-old version of myself had demanded to learn how, my instructors had not-so-politely reminded me that it simply wasn’t practical. The combination of strength and coordination required was simply beyond most swordsmen. And even if the technique had been easy, it offered few tangible benefits over an off-hand dagger or shield or simply a larger weapon.  
 
    I had always been skeptical of their claims, especially when I read about the legends of the Dal’Rethi Blade Dancers. My people had copied so many traditions of the Avethian Empire in the hopes that the Imperium might one day rival its power, yet we cast aside tales of the Dal’Rethi as if they were children’s fables unworthy of consideration.  
 
    Here, now, Shayera Starwind proved all of them wrong. Each weapon acted independently yet remained a part of a greater whole. They effortlessly transitioned between offense and defense, between precision slashes and perfectly timed ripostes, as if she were two people in one. Her form and footwork back in the Bloody Boar had left me in awe, but it was only now, in this moment, that I realized how much she had been holding herself back.  
 
    This duel was over almost before it began. After evading several more of the amazon’s strikes—presumably to learn her opponent’s weakness—Shayera went in for the kill. While one sword carved into the amazon’s leg just beneath the straps of her skirt, spraying blood across the floor and prompting a shriek of pain, Shayera’s second saber slashed right across the other woman’s throat. The amazon girl choked, gurgled, and collapsed to her knees.  
 
    And then smiled.  
 
    “Good,” she rasped, even as blood bubbled out of her neck and cascaded over her breastplate. “Squirm for me, elf meat…” 
 
    Her voice was so dark, so chilling, that she didn’t even seem human. And when the gaping wound at her throat inexplicably sealed shut, I belatedly realized why.  
 
    She wasn’t.  
 
    The amazon—or rather, the demon possessing her body—vaulted to her feet with supernatural speed and slammed her shoulder into Shayera, mirroring the half-elf’s opening move. My companion flew across the chapel and tumbled over the only remaining pew, her swords flying from her grip and clattering upon the stone floor.  
 
    Move, Mirek. You have to move! 
 
    I rolled away from the altar and clawed back to my feet. My vision was still swimming with black spots, and the sudden movement made me nauseous as hell, but I knew that I only had seconds to save both of our lives. I opened myself to the Aether, allowing it to surge through my body and limbs despite the burning trail it left in its wake. My fingertips crackled, and I launched another bolt of arcane energy at the demon.  
 
    At this range, the spell should have disintegrated a steel breastplate, let alone flesh and leather. But while the missile easily burned a gaping hole through the amazon’s cuirass and the skin beneath, the demon had already strengthened its vessel. The hideous wound began to regenerate almost immediately. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Without the aid of a powerful enchanted weapon like a wraithblade, entrenched demons were exceedingly difficult to kill. I would have to pummel the monster’s vessel with barrage after barrage of energy…energy I was no longer able to muster. A fresh surge of pain shot through my body as the Flensing unleashed its wrath, leaving me staggered and utterly defenseless.  
 
    “Sorcerer,” the demon hissed. “The mistress will wish to feed on you herself.” 
 
    Paralyzed, I feared she was about to impale me, but she simply reared back and bashed my face with the pommel of her sword instead. I collapsed to the floor, my mouth filling with blood, and I nearly lost consciousness altogether.  
 
    But while I laid there in a daze, trying to muster the strength to pull myself back up, I heard Shayera scrambling to retrieve her weapons. I lifted my head just in time to see her leap back into the fray, her twin swords a blur of steel. 
 
    It wasn’t enough. With her necklace already drained, she couldn’t call upon her markings for aid, and her superior skill was simply no match for the demon’s unholy resilience. When Shayera slashed across the amazon’s now-exposed stomach, her blade tore open a wicked gash that should have spilled the other woman’s entrails upon the floor. Yet despite the spray of blood, the wound sealed almost as quickly as it opened, and the amazon retaliated with a sudden, brutal kick to the center of Shayera’s chest. 
 
    A loud snap echoed through the chapel as the blow cracked her ribs, and she dropped her swords and toppled onto her back. She wheezed in search of the breath that had been stolen from her lungs, and her hands clawed at the ground as if searching for her fallen blades. I reached out in desperation, fearing that the demon would simply kill her right then and there— 
 
    Instead, it dropped its sword and crawled on top of her.  
 
    “Elvish blood, yet not a trace of magic?” the demon said, a hand closing around Shayera’s throat as it straddled her, pinning her to the ground. “The mistress will be disappointed. You would have made such a delicious feast…” 
 
    Gritting my teeth against the pain shooting down my arms, I pulled myself into a crouch and reached out to the Aether again. It raked talons of white-hot agony through every inch of my body as I called it to my fingertips, but I had to do something, anything, even if it just bought Shayera a moment to flee. Arcane energy gathered at my fingertips, slowly building up for a strike with everything I could draw in…  
 
    “Perhaps I shall take a new vessel instead,” the demon said. “It has been an age since I…I…” 
 
    The demon’s eyes shot wide when Shayera’s markings suddenly flared to life. I had no idea why—she hadn’t absorbed any magic—but the transformation in the amazon’s facial expression could not have been more striking. A heartbeat ago, there had been nothing but cold malice, but now… 
 
    Now I saw fear.  
 
    “Impossible,” it hissed. “The Dal’Rethi are…” 
 
    The amazon blinked, and her grip around Shayera’s throat visibly relaxed. Her breath turned unsteady, and she jerked and glanced around the room as if she had no idea where she was. 
 
    “Zor kalah…” she whispered, her eyes finally settling on the crackling purplish energy at my fingertips. “You must destroy me! Now, before it regains control!” 
 
    My mouth dropped open, and the spell at my fingertips nearly fizzled away. How…? 
 
    “Hurry!” the amazon pleaded, releasing her grip on Shayera’s throat but pressing both her hands against the glowing markings. “The demon will not remain weakened for long!” 
 
    The arcane energy buzzed around me, screaming to be released before it tore me apart, but I couldn’t bring myself to strike without understanding what I was seeing. It didn’t seem like a trick—the terror in the young woman’s brown eyes was real and deep—but I knew from my research that breaking the control of an entrenched demon was virtually impossible.  
 
    Unless… 
 
    “Please!” the amazon shouted. “I cannot…arrggh!” 
 
    The girl shrieked and tore her hands away from Shayera’s flesh as if her skin were on fire. Her body bucked and thrashed as she battled the Paleborn monster inside her—and lost. Her frantic motions came to a halt almost as quickly as they started, and the terror in her eyes was replaced with murderous determination.  
 
    I released the spell. The violet missile struck her in the chest again, searing through her flesh and knocking her off Shayera. The blast wouldn’t kill the creature, but it didn’t need to. With any luck, the amazon’s efforts had weakened it enough to buy us some time… 
 
    My arm burned as if it had been dunked in a smelter, but I did my best to ignore the pain as I leapt to my feet and raced over to Shayera. She was still struggling to breathe even as her gaze remained locked on the screaming amazon, though her inexplicably energized tattoos were already starting to heal some of her cuts and bruises. When I grabbed her arm, her attention mercifully snapped back to me. Her expression hardened the instant our eyes met, and she swept up her blades as I dragged her to her feet.  
 
    And then we ran. The two Senosi couldn’t have been far behind, and I doubted that the demon would remained stunned for long. But we retraced our steps through the keep as swiftly as we could, even past the mound of corpses. I heard the sound of pursuit, and I was a little surprised that we didn’t run into a wall of undead blocking the way. Our biggest problem was that we had no way to get outside… 
 
    We burst back into the ruined tower where we had initially entered, and I dashed over to the rope I had used to get down. But my arms were so weak and racked with pain that there was no realistic way I could climb a hundred feet even if we weren’t being pursued. Shayera might have been able to pull it off thanks to the energy in her tattoos, but even that seemed to be fading.  
 
    “Shit,” I hissed, slumping to a knee. Every breath was like inhaling fire. “I’ll try to keep her distracted. Just…just go.” 
 
    Shayera glared at me. “What?” 
 
    “Go!” I repeated. “Climb while you can!” 
 
    “And do what? Jump down from the top of the tower?” She shook her head and readied her dual blades. “We’ll make our stand here. Just…I don’t know, try and muster whatever power you can.” 
 
    I stared at her, panting in disbelief. She would do it—she would try to go toe-to-toe with the demon who had just slapped us both around like we were children. It was crazy.  
 
    Even with her power fading, she probably had enough left to climb, and at least up there she could try something to escape. She might be able to scale down the edge of the tower or use the rope to lower herself somewhere safe. It was a long shot, but a long shot was still better than no shot.  
 
    Instead, she was standing protectively in front of me, a man she barely knew, in a last-ditch effort to save both our lives.  
 
    It’s because she’s the genuine article, not a false idol invented by the Zarul and penned into legend by Imperial Scribes. Her family has never needed bards to embellish their history.  
 
    The revelation made something inside me crumple. Shayera was the heroine that my brother would have loved—brave, determined, and loyal to a fault. The kind of heroine that songs were written about. The kind that could inspire the masses.  
 
    The kind that would get herself killed for an undeserving cause if someone like me couldn’t figure out a way to save her.  
 
    “No,” I said, gritting my teeth and reaching out to grab her leg. “I can get us out of here.” 
 
    She flashed me an incredulous glare as the footfalls grew louder. “I thought you said you can only teleport to places you can see?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “But then—?” 
 
    “Hold on,” I grunted. “Just hold on…” 
 
    Closing my eyes, I summoned the strength for one last spell. The Aether flowed through my veins like a lethal poison; the more power I mustered, the less air I could draw into my lungs. Sorcerers had killed themselves attempting far simpler feats than trying to break the laws of magic by teleporting without breaching the walls of the Pale. 
 
    But I didn’t care about the risks. I had been developing this technique for most of my adult life, and there was nothing like mortal terror to focus one’s mind while putting an experiment to the test. Besides, I was responsible for bringing Shayera here, and that meant that I was also responsible for seeing her to safety. I refused to allow an innocent woman to die because of me.  
 
    I cast the spell. In one instant we were sitting at the bottom of the tower, the demon’s footballs pounding on the steps of the corpse chamber just down the passage, and in the next we were back in the gulch several hundred feet below. My stomach heaved from the abrupt displacement, but I barely even noticed through the pain. There was nothing I could do to protect from myself from the Aetheric backlash this time. The Flensing always claimed its due, and it was a debt that could only be paid in blood and agony.  
 
    I felt Shayera next to me, and I was vaguely aware of her calling out my name and trying to hold me upright. But my vision had already gone black, and my consciousness soon followed it into the abyss. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    6 
Connections 
 
      
 
    Shayera 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you want to go through with this?” 
 
    I snorted softly as I tugged at the restraints pinning my wrists and ankles to the table. “A little late to ask, don’t you think?” 
 
    “You can still tell him you want more time to think about it.” 
 
    Tairi gently traced her fingertips up my bare thigh and across my pelvis. They danced dangerously close to my quim, but thankfully even Tairi realized this wasn’t the time for her unique style of teasing. I was completely naked; there was no other option when you were about to have vatari ink injected beneath your skin.  
 
    Not that I cared about maintaining my modesty in front of the woman I’d slept with every night this week.  
 
    “He said it takes five days to prepare the ink, and the whole batch will be ruined if it isn’t used quickly,” I reminded her. “The materials cost a fortune—we both know there’s no backing out now. At this point they’d probably hold me down and force it into me.” 
 
    “I would never let them do that to you,” Tairi said, her dark green eyes narrowing. Despite her modest height and sleek wood elven body, she could still look fearsome when she wanted to. “You know that, right?” 
 
    “I know,” I replied, and meant it. 
 
    Her expression remained hard. “If you ever want to go home, all you have to do is say the word and I’ll figure out how to wrangle you up a leophon.” 
 
    “The others would never forgive you for that. If Astaril found out—” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Tairi said firmly. “This is about what you want, Shay. Once you’re branded, there’s no going back. People will have…expectations.” 
 
    “That’s not new,” I murmured. “People have always had expectations for me. But now I’ll actually be able to meet them.” 
 
    She held my gaze for a long moment before her expression softened. Her fingertips stopped on my stomach, and she leaned over and kissed my belly. “You’re going to be even more beautiful,” she cooed. “The power of the Dal’Rethi for the champion of the Nugûl. We’ve needed someone like you in Nelu’Thalas for a long time…” 
 
    I moaned softly as her lips worked their way up my stomach to my breasts. Her hands cupped and began to knead. My nipples hardened in anticipation, and I could feel the goosebumps spread in waves across my body. Tairi had always known exactly how and where to touch me. 
 
    “I still don’t understand why Astaril chose me,” I breathed. “Why not you? Why not one of the others?” 
 
    “Because you’re different. Special.”  
 
    I grimaced. “Because of my parents?” 
 
    “Because of you,” Tairi said. “The Hathol’Sayal, the Ven’Tira…they rejected you out of hand, even though you have the talent to become the best among them. Queen Malareth insists that Nugûl are valued here in her kingdom, but we all know that’s a lie. If someone with your skill and bloodline can’t get a fair shot, what hope do the rest of us have?” 
 
    She lifted her hand from my chest and placed it upon my cheek. “You will become a symbol that inspires change for all of us,” she said. “And I’m so proud of you.” 
 
    Tairi kissed me. My anxiety melted away under the warm press of her tongue, and I became more determined than ever to embrace this opportunity and set things right. My parents would be mortified, and even Aunt Val would be disappointed. But in time, I had faith that they would come to understand.  
 
    They had to.  
 
    “Together, we’re going to change everything,” Tairi said. “I promise.” 
 
      
 
    By the grace of the gods, Mithros was waiting for us exactly where I had left him. He bounded over the moment he spotted me, his hackles still raised in caution, and he gave Mirek’s unconscious body a curious sniff as I laid him on the ground. He was much heavier than it seemed like he should have been…or perhaps I was simply much weaker. With the energy in my markings expended again, I was just a regular girl. Heavy lifting wasn’t exactly my specialty.  
 
    I could just leave him behind. If what that Senosi bitch said is true, his people are responsible for this whole mess. What if he knew what was going on all along? Could he have been lying to me this whole time? 
 
    I collapsed in front of Mithros, the cold autumn air burning in my lungs as I struggled to catch my breath. I still couldn’t believe half of what we had just seen. Two Senosi survivors? An army of undead? A possessed amazon warrior?  
 
    “Shalassa save us,” I breathed, clutching my vatari necklace like a desert nomad shaking her canteen in the hopes of discovering one last drop of water. But it was thoroughly drained, too, and short of cutting open Mirek to feed on his sorcerous blood, I was out of options. The only good news was that my ribs didn’t hurt nearly as much as they should have. The strange, sudden charge I had absorbed when the amazon straddled me had helped me regenerate for the equivalent of several minutes, otherwise I doubted I would be able to breathe at all… 
 
    Hissing through my teeth, I levered myself up on one arm to examine Mirek more closely. He was pale as death. One of his arms was almost entirely covered in black veins—a dire sign. I had seen what overchanneling could do to sorcerers, both at the Highwind Academy and in Nelu’Thalas. Careless ones could literally Flense themselves to death. Mirek had nearly crossed that threshold when he had saved me from the demon—and then again when he had teleported us to safety.  
 
    “Le’thos,” I swore, glancing up at the fort across the gulch and then back to Mithros. “We can’t stay here. I’m going to need you to get us as far as you can before nightfall, all right?” 
 
    The leophon growled softly as he sank down onto his belly. With the last of my strength, I hauled Mirek into the saddle and secured his feet in the stirrups, then clambered on behind him. As awkward as it was to try and ride with an unconscious man slumped in my arms, I didn’t see any better alternatives.  
 
    Mithros took off at my signal, and we rode as hard as we could out of the gulch and through the foothills. The temperature plunged long before the sun dipped below the horizon, almost as if the weather itself were trying to warn the people of Vorsalos about the undead army that was about to lay siege to the city, but I still wanted to put as much distance between us and the fort as possible. After a couple hours and a dozen miles, however, it was clear that Mithros’s reserves were as drained as mine—and that none of us were going to enjoy the cold if I didn’t set up camp.  
 
    I took us off the trail and into the sparse woods before coming to a halt. Mirek was still unconscious, though he had groaned as if he were about to wake several times along the way. I only kept a single bedroll and a few basic camping supplies in my pack, but I was the daughter of the former Ranger-General—I could have made do with just the clothes on my back if I’d absolutely had to.  
 
    I dug a small hole and had a fire started and growing within a few minutes, after I had stretched out my bedroll and moved Mirek onto it. I had no idea what else to do for him but wait. 
 
    So that’s what I did. It took several more hours, but eventually his body seemed to recover. The spiderweb of black veins that had spread along one arm receded. I managed to give him some water without choking him, which made some of his color return. At last, he groaned several times before his eyes finally fluttered open, and I gave him a moment to get his bearings before I flicked a piece of jerky at him.  
 
    “It’s not the best quality, but you should eat something if you can,” I told him. “And there’s a waterskin right next to you.” 
 
    He rubbed at his eyes and stiffly propped himself up on an elbow. “Where—?” 
 
    “As far as I could take us before Mithros ran out of steam. Probably fifteen miles out from the city, maybe a bit more. I would have liked to push onward, but with you out cold and our ride getting grumpy…” 
 
    Mirek exhaled shakily as he glanced around again. “You could have left me behind. A part of me expected you would.” 
 
    I frowned, baffled and a little insulted. “Why?” 
 
    “Because…” He swallowed and finally reached for the waterskin. “Because I’m the one who dragged you into this. And because you heard what they said about who gave them the Focus…” 
 
    I stayed silent and studied him, still hoping that I was as good a judge of character as I thought I was. He had shown every sign of being blindsided by the revelation in the fort, and he seemed just as shocked and confused now. I had spent most of the time riding here trying to imagine ways that this could all be an elaborate deception on his part, but I hadn’t been able to come up with anything remotely plausible. The most likely explanation was still the most obvious one: he was a young operative in a foreign kingdom who was in way over his head.  
 
    But that didn’t necessarily mean that he had been completely honest with me, either. He was obviously holding things back—important things. And until he told me what they were, I needed to keep him at arm’s length. I could almost hear Aunt Val warning me about misplaced trust… 
 
    “I wouldn’t have made it out of there without you,” I said eventually. “And you almost killed yourself doing it. I figured the least I could do was drag you to safety.” 
 
    Mirek’s green eyes looked right at me. “Thank you. Really.” 
 
    “You might want to hold your thanks until you try that jerky.” 
 
    He snorted softly as he looked at the string of meat, and we shared a tight, tension-relieving grin before he tore off a bite.  
 
    “It has a…unique flavor,” he managed, reaching for the waterskin.  
 
    “I didn’t come prepared for a long trip, and I used up all the good stuff on my way here from Darenthi.” I stretched my arms above my head and shifted my gaze south. “We should probably try to get back as early as we can tomorrow. The sooner we warn the city what’s coming, the better. Assuming we can find anyone willing to listen…” 
 
    Mirek lowered the waterskin and wiped his mouth. “I honestly believed that if we caught up to Veleca quickly enough, we could steal or destroy the Focus before she figured out how to use it. But she may have had more time to learn how to use it than I thought…” 
 
    “And your people gave it to her,” I said sourly. “Why in the name of the gods would anyone in the Imperium think that was a good idea?” 
 
    “I wish I knew,” he said. “Runic Foci are rare and incredibly dangerous works of artifice. The Sovereign Council may do some questionable things, but they aren’t in the habit of handing out dangerous, irreplaceable relics from the Aetherium vault. It doesn’t make any damn sense.” 
 
    “But if you didn’t give it to them, who did? How many operatives does the Imperium have in Vorsalos, anyway?” 
 
    He glanced away. A shadow crossed his features, and I figured that if I was ever going to penetrate his web of bullshit, this would be the time. But when he looked me in the eye, I once again saw an honest man who was completely out of his element.  
 
    “I have an accomplice,” Mirek said quietly. “And she has a large network of local muscle and operatives at her disposal. She’s been here for years gathering intelligence and trying to manipulate the flow of politics in the city. But I can’t imagine how she would have gotten her hands on the relic, let alone given it to a damn Senosi.” 
 
    I pursed my lips, my mind flashing back to discussions I’d had with friends in Nelu’Thalas. The Imperium was rarely a topic of conversation here in the Reaches, but in the Kingdom of Stars, the Sovereign Council and their minions were considered an existential threat.  
 
    “Some folks in Nelu’Thalas claim that the Zarul is more powerful than the Sovereign Council,” I said. “They say that the organization is so large and far-reaching that its different branches don’t even know what the others are doing.” 
 
    “That’s not…” Mirek trailed off and sighed. “There’s probably more truth to that than any of us would like to admit, but I don’t think it’s the problem here. Giving this relic to a Senosi doesn’t help anyone. The Imperium wants to control Vorsalos, not destroy it.” 
 
    He took another sip from the waterskin, his hand trembling. “What a fucking mess.” 
 
    I watched him as he stared into the campfire, the crackling flames reflecting in his bright green eyes. He looked so shaken, so vulnerable, that my instinct was to try and comfort him somehow. But I forced myself to stay cool and keep my distance. This may have all started out as a fun, flirty little game with a handsome stranger in a tavern, but circumstances had changed. This had suddenly become deadly serious. Thousands of lives might hinge on our actions over the next few days.  
 
    “My father told me many stories about demonic possession,” I whispered. “But I’ve never seen it in person. Gods, that poor girl…” 
 
    Mirek winced. “I don’t know where they even found her. Nol Krovos has been even more impenetrable and isolated than ever since the dragon’s disappearance.” 
 
    I closed my eyes for a moment, remembering the sheer, unadulterated terror in the amazon’s eyes when she had briefly broken the demon’s hold. I didn’t even want to imagine the torments she had already endured… 
 
    “I wish we could have saved her,” I said. “For a moment there, I thought…” 
 
    “If a demon is entrenched enough to have that kind of control, even a proper exorcism would most likely be lethal,” Mirek replied. “The body becomes dependent on the demon’s energies.” 
 
    My shoulders slumped as I recalled some of my father’s many lectures on the topic. “It’s almost like the Wasting Echo in some ways.” 
 
    “There are definitely similarities.”  
 
    I took a deep breath, unable to shake the amazon’s face from my mind even when I reopened my eyes. “What I don’t understand is why my markings activated. She didn’t use magic on me.” 
 
    “I’m not certain,” Mirek admitted. “But I have heard stories about the dark elves in Varellon using similar markings to ward off possession. For all we know, they may have taken the idea from the Dal’Rethi. It does make some sense—vatari crystals absorb magic, and demons are creatures of the Pale.” 
 
    I looked down at my forearm and flexed my fingers. “If I knew what I was doing, do you think I could have broken her free?” 
 
    “I have no idea. But like I said, even a proper exorcism at this stage would probably be lethal. I’m afraid that girl is doomed.” 
 
    I pursed my lips and tried yet again to push the woman’s face from my mind. I wish we’d had more time to try and help her… 
 
    “If we don’t stop this, she’ll just be the first of many,” Mirek said. “I’ll arrange a meeting with my accomplice when we get back to the city. I have to figure out what in the bloody void is going on.” 
 
    “We should warn the Regent Lord and the Ravenguard,” I suggested. “Vorsalos isn’t defenseless. The city has a large army, and its walls have never truly been breached. The dragon is the only reason the old regime was forced to surrender.” 
 
    He nodded absently. “Veleca mentioned Tel Noroth. There’s already a small garrison of soldiers stationed there. Or was, anyway. I have no idea why she would want to gather her forces there—it’s not like a bunch of ghouls can just walk across the water into the city harbor.” 
 
    “She knows the city as well as anyone. She must have something special planned.” 
 
    Mirek’s green eyes narrowed. “We need to convince the Regent Lord to be aggressive and deploy soldiers to stop this before it gets any worse.” 
 
    “I don’t know much about him. Do you think he’ll be likely to listen?” 
 
    “Honestly? No. Lord Ironsail isn’t exactly a tactical genius. He got where he is mostly through luck and…” 
 
    I arched an eyebrow when he didn’t finish. “And…?” 
 
    Mirek shut his eyes briefly. “Because we wanted him there.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said, leaning forward. “Are you telling me that the Regent Lord of Vorsalos is a Crell puppet?” 
 
    “Not in so many words. But let’s just say that his regency is a boon for our interests.” 
 
    I pressed my tongue hard into the back of my teeth. My parents would find that little detail very interesting, as would many others in Highwind—and Ostvara and Graygale, for that matter.  
 
    Or perhaps they already knew, and I was just showing off how naïve and sheltered I was. I had despised politics even before I went to Nelu’Thalas and got tangled up in the insanity of the Waxing Court… 
 
    “My accomplice might be able to spur Ironsail into action,” Mirek said after a moment. “I don’t see any other options.” 
 
    “I wish I had local contacts that could help,” I lamented. “But it will take days to get a message to Highwind. And even once they get it, I’m not sure they’ll—” 
 
    “You should go home,” he interrupted, his eyes turning hard. “Before things get any worse.” 
 
    I blinked. “What?”  
 
    “Even if the Regent Lord listens, there’s no way to know what will happen afterward. You should take Mithros and head back to Highwind. The sooner you’re behind its walls, the better.” 
 
    “I’m not just walking away from this!” I protested. “Why would you even suggest that?” 
 
    “You don’t belong here,” Mirek said flatly. “It’s far too dangerous.” 
 
    I gave him a baleful glare. “Maybe you haven’t noticed, but I’m not a fragile little flower.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Then why—?” 
 
    “Because you’re too important to get caught up in this insanity,” Mirek said, his voice rising. “This isn’t your fight.” 
 
    I snorted. “That’s rich coming from a Crell spy! This isn’t your country or your city!” 
 
    “No, it’s not. But you don’t understand what’s going on here. If you did…” He faltered, and his face seemed to age twenty years. “You probably would have killed me when you had the chance.” 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” I demanded. 
 
    “It means…” Mirek glanced away as if he were suddenly incapable of looking me in the eye. “It means I should have known better than to involve you in this. You’re too…” 
 
    He trailed off, and I could see his hands shaking even as he curled them into fists. Once again, my first impulse was to comfort him, but I forced myself to stay still. Whatever secret he was keeping, whatever burden he was trying to bear…it was like it had finally broken him.  
 
    “When I saw you in that bar—when I realized who you were—I just couldn’t help myself,” he said softly. “I’ve read so many reports about your family and all the amazing things they’ve done for your people. If I had read the same stories about heroes of the Imperium, I would have known for a fact that every deed, every incredible feat, had been embellished to the point of farce. All societies are built on illusions in one form another, but in the Imperium it’s like there’s nothing behind it. If you pull back one curtain, you’ll just find another. It’s layer after layer of bullshit and lies to serve ‘the greater good.’” 
 
    His green eyes returned to mine. “But then there you were, the daughter of legends. I just…I had to know if you were actually real.” 
 
    He broke our stare and lowered his head. I could practically feel the tension rolling off his shoulders, but it was more than just nerves at a near brush with death. It was something much deeper and more painful—something dark and terrible and utterly suffocating. Something I instantly recognized because I confronted it every time I looked in the mirror.  
 
    Shame.  
 
    “Even if the Regent Lord’s forces hunted down Veleca and destroyed that Runic Focus tomorrow, Vorsalos would still be doomed,” Mirek said, his voice low, drained, and defeated. “Important things can never truly be safe. Someone will always want them, and they’ll do anything to get them.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Mirek, I don’t—” 
 
    “Vorsalos is the largest and most strategically vital port on the Shattered Coast,” he went on as if he hadn’t even heard me. “There’s a reason that the Senosi Crusade started here and not Ostvara or Graygale. If not for the dragon, the Inquisitrix would have controlled the sea and locked down every settlement in the north. Highwind may have its forests and farmlands, but it can’t survive without trade from the Reachwend.” 
 
    His eyes finally reopened and lifted to mine. “The Imperium knows this, and that’s why the Zarul have focused all their efforts here. Vorsalos is ripe for the taking, but the Sovereigns know that if we tried to send a fleet or an army to conquer it, Highwind and the other city-states would oppose us with force. We may have the strongest army in Torsia, but we can’t win a war against the combined might of three city-states almost a thousand miles from Drakendaar.” 
 
    The corner of his mouth curled bitterly. “But you see, we don’t need to fight a war to conquer Torsia, not if we’re clever. And if there’s one thing you should know about us Crell, it’s that we love to think we’re clever. Why send ships and soldiers when a few spies and gold in the right palms will suffice? The Regent Lord is already doing what we want, and all it took was a little coin and a promise of support. By the time he or his court figures out what we’re doing with the sorcerers in the old Castarium, it will be too late.” 
 
    A cold tingle skittered down my spine. “Sorcerers?” I breathed. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “The Senosi may be gone, but the Castarium is quite intact,” Mirek said. “And Vorsalos didn’t suddenly stop making sorcerers when the war was over. The average person still isn’t comfortable with the idea of their neighbor’s kid accidentally shooting flames from his fingertips and burning down their house. If those untrained adepts weren’t going to be gutted or castrated by the Senosi, they still had to go somewhere.” 
 
    “They’ve been coming to the Highwind Academy,” I told him. “A new ship arrives almost every month.” 
 
    “A few students a month…” He scoffed. “There are more than a quarter million people living in Vorsalos and the surrounding villages. Even if only one in a hundred humans is born with the gift, that means there are still thousands of sorcerers here. How many have actually made it to your Academy? A few dozen? A hundred?” 
 
    “What are you getting at?” 
 
    “I’m saying that if the Imperium is good at anything, it’s recognizing an opportunity when we see one. All those budding sorcerers who didn’t sail up the Reachwend? They’re here in the Castarium, and they’re not being butchered by the Senosi or cowed into submission by the Tel Bator Keepers. They are being trained, Shayera—trained by us.” 
 
    I felt like I’d been slapped. “What?” 
 
    “Lord Ironsail is convinced that the sorcerers—the Corvosi, as he calls them—are the key to securing his dynasty. Training them was ‘his’ idea, and once they prove their worth, he’ll finally be in a position to declare himself the uncontested Raven King.” Mirek laughed, a bitter, humorless sound. “But who do you think those sorcerers are going to be loyal to when push comes to shove? The fat, slovenly jackass who calls himself king, or the people who taught them how to bend the fabric of reality to their will?” 
 
    I leaned away from the campfire and tried to swallow, but my throat was so dry it could have been made of sand. The thought of the Crell manipulating the Regent Lord was harrowing enough, but if the Imperium was secretly training an entire generation of sorcerers right under everyone’s nose… 
 
    Escar protect us.  
 
    “Why…?” I gasped, struggling to find my voice. “Why are you telling me all this?” 
 
    “Because I’m bad at my job, obviously,” Mirek muttered. He sighed—a drawn-out, hollow sound as if his soul were slowly being sucked out of his body—before his eyes turned hard again. “I want you to understand why you should get as far away from here—from me—as you possibly can. I don’t know what’s going to happen, but I can tell you right now that everything is about to get worse. A lot worse. And I don’t want you to get hurt…especially not because of me.” 
 
    I watched him in near silence, the only noise the pops and crackles of the campfire. The shame pouring off him had changed into a horrid amalgamation of guilt and pain—another emotion I knew all too well.  
 
    “Why do you even care about protecting me?” I asked. 
 
    “I shouldn’t,” he admitted. “If my accomplice knew I was this close to you, she would call me a fool. Probably a traitor, too. But it doesn’t matter. You didn’t have to drag me out of those ruins, but you did. You didn’t have to throw yourself at that demon to protect me, but you did. You didn’t even have to agree to help me with this in the first place, but…”  
 
    He glanced down at the waterskin I’d give him, then at the bedroll. “I’ve only known you for a day, but I already feel like I can trust you more than anyone I know. It’s…it doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    I could hear Aunt Val’s voice in the back of my mind warning me to keep my distance, but I couldn’t stop myself from shuffling over to his bedroll and sitting next to him. Even though the Flensing didn’t seem to be causing him any more physical pain, he still looked like a man who had been mortally wounded. I didn’t fully understand why, but I felt a strong urge to be closer to him.  
 
    “I’m not even supposed to be here,” Mirek whispered. “I’m a scholar, not a spy. I’m supposed to be in a library figuring out new ways to mold and shape the Aether to help our people.” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” 
 
    He drew in another long breath, his green eyes going back to the fire. “Because serving in the Zarul is one of the few paths to power for families like mine. And because the Sovereign Council made a mistake—a mistake that got my brother killed. As recompense, they offered my father an opportunity we never would have been given otherwise. If this mission drives Vorsalos into Crell hands, our family will gain prestige. We might even get a seat on the Council.” 
 
    “You make it sound like you didn’t really have a choice.” 
 
    “In the Imperium, choice is a vice, not a virtue,” Mirek said. “If you have to waste time deciding what to do with your life, it means you aren’t important. Those with a proper destiny have their entire lives laid out before them.”  
 
    “That’s…awful.” 
 
    “I’m sure it makes sense if you’re old and cynical enough.” He shrugged. “My training and talents made me a suitable candidate to test that the Corvosi are progressing well in their studies. So that’s what I’ve been doing—helping to train the very people who will one day deliver Vorsalos right into our hands.” 
 
    Mirek released a heavy breath, and his gaze settled on mine. “You need to get as far away from me as possible. Go home. Tell your parents what’s really happening here. Maybe…I don’t know maybe they can do something about it.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere,” I repeated. “You said yourself there’s no way the Eternal Dawn could mobilize fast enough to stop Veleca. We need to warn the Regent Lord and anyone else who will listen.” 
 
    He slowly shook his head at me as if he were dumbfounded. “I just told you that the Imperium is secretly training an army of sorcerers right beneath your nose! Don’t you care?” 
 
    “Of course I care! It’s terrifying…just not as terrifying as what we saw in that tower.” I glanced east toward the foothills. “Someone has to stop her, and we’re the only ones who know what’s going on. It’s our responsibility.” 
 
    “But that’s…” Mirek seemed to run out of words. “Aren’t you furious with me?” 
 
    I frowned. “Why would I be?” 
 
    “Because I’ve been helping my people plot the conquest of this entire region! Because I’m your enemy!” 
 
    “The Imperium is my enemy,” I told him. “That doesn’t mean you have to be.” 
 
    “But I am, don’t you understand? You put your trust in a stranger, and I almost got you killed. You should be livid!”  
 
    On impulse, I reached out and placed my hand on his arm. I could feel him trembling, and not because of the Flensing or the cold.  
 
    “You feel betrayed,” I whispered. 
 
    Mirek flinched. “What?” 
 
    “They sent you here to do a job, but not the one you were expecting. They were afraid you wouldn’t cooperate, so they didn’t tell you the whole story.”  
 
    His eyes narrowed ever so slightly as my own began to drift away. I had walled my last memories of Tairi and Nelu’Thalas behind a dam of pain and determination, and I knew that if—when—they ever broke free, there would be no stopping the tide.  
 
    “I didn’t get these markings for me, at least not completely,” I said. “I thought they would help protect the people I cared about, and for a while, they did. But when I eventually realized the people I’d trusted were just using me…” 
 
    A barrage of memories assailed my mind: the arguments with Tairi, the skirmish with Inaril, the searing outrage when I learned what the Sarodihm expected me to do on their behalf… 
 
    Bracing myself, I sealed the cracks in my mental dam before they burst. This wasn’t the time or place.  
 
    “I know what it’s like to be kept in the dark,” I said. “And I know what it’s like to feel betrayed.” 
 
    Mirek eyed me in silence, his face unreadable. I wondered distantly if he might already know what I had been up to—the Zarul had told him that I was training in Nelu’Thalas, after all, and I had no idea how many eyes and ears they had in the city. Did he realize that I had almost unwittingly plunged the Kingdom of Stars into civil war? 
 
    Do my parents?  
 
    “Look, I don’t know what’s going to happen here,” I went on. “But I do know that we need to figure out a way to stop Veleca and destroy that Runic Focus. As for everything else…we can figure that out later. Like my mother always says, one crisis at a time.” 
 
    He grunted softly, his head slowly shaking again. “I don’t understand how you can be so…” 
 
    “Foolish? Naïve?” I shrugged. “Maybe I am. But if you were really such a monster, you wouldn’t have told me any of this.” 
 
    Mirek stared right back at me, speechless. 
 
    I squeezed his arm, a flush spreading through my cheeks. “You probably think I’m a—” 
 
    He leaned up and kissed me. At first, I was so stunned that my body went completely stiff, but it only took a heartbeat before I opened my mouth and invited his tongue to dance with mine. My hands, seemingly acting of their own accord, crawled up his arms and rested on his cheeks. For a few precious seconds, everything around us faded—the cool breeze, the crackling fire, the chirping crickets…none of it mattered. None of it existed. It was just me and Mirek and the heat of our bodies pressed together.  
 
    And then he pulled away so abruptly I felt dizzy. “Shit,” he swore, leaning away and looking mortified. “I’m sorry, that was…I shouldn’t have—” 
 
    I leaned forward and pressed our lips together again. This time, it was his body that went rigid…but it only lasted a heartbeat. His arms slid around my waist as he leaned back on the bedroll, gently pulling my body atop his. I could feel my long hair spill over him in a golden cascade, and my hands returned to his stubbly jaw as if trying to prevent him from escaping again.  
 
    His body was still trembling, but his mouth channeled his pain into passion. I hadn’t kissed anyone this deeply in a long time, and never with a man. But my knees instinctively parted until I was straddling him, heat spiking in my core as I felt his manhood stiffen against me, and it wasn’t long before my hips began to churn and grind against him.  
 
    I couldn’t explain why it felt so good…or so right. I had a thousand other things I could have been focusing on, like the vengeful Senosi about to attack Vorsalos or the army of sorcerers being trained by the Imperium right under our nose. But as long as I was kissing Mirek, none of that seemed to matter. Here, in the shadows and the moonlight, there was nothing but us.  
 
    And I craved more.  
 
    “Wait,” I breathed, finally breaking our embrace and leaning away. “I want to taste you again…” 
 
    Swinging my leg off him, I reached down to grab his belt. Our grinding had already gotten him so hard that his trousers were bulging, but thankfully it only took a moment for me to unfasten the buckle. My fingers slid inside to claim to my prize— 
 
    But his hand caught my wrist before I found it. I met his gaze, brow furrowing in confusion, but he slowly shook his head.  
 
    “No,” he said. “It’s my turn.” 
 
    Mirek pulled me back on top of him hard enough that I yelped in surprise, then he suddenly rolled across the bedroll until our positions were reversed. My thighs naturally parted for him, and I found myself holding my breath in anticipation of his next move. He looked down at me, his piercing green eyes glittering, as he brought our mouths back together.  
 
    But only briefly. His lips migrated to my chin and then down across my neck. I moaned in delight, my eyes fluttering shut even as my heart began to race. I felt his hands slide beneath me, and they began to fiddle with the straps of my bodice. If he had just given me a moment, I would have gladly removed it myself before my feast… 
 
    His fingers were surprisingly dexterous, however, and in scant moments he was pushing it up and over my arms. I gasped at the rush of cool air across my breasts, covering them with goosebumps and hardening my nipples, but Mirek didn’t leave them unattended for long. He gently cupped them in his hands, eyeing them with reverence, before he leaned down and enveloped my left nipple with his mouth.  
 
    Oh, goddess! 
 
    My back arched and my breath caught. I hadn’t been touched—really touched—since before I had left Nelu’Thalas. I had thoroughly enjoyed every moment my lips had been wrapped around his cock, and I would have happily spent all night trying to work that last stubborn inch of his down my throat without gagging. But I had almost forgotten how amazing it was to be on the receiving end of an attentive lover.  
 
    And that described Mirek perfectly. He didn’t panic or rush; he treated every inch of my chest as if it were a fine meal to be savored, from my nipples to my stomach and back again. And whenever his lips shifted from one course to another, his fingers took their place. Kneading. Twisting. Pinching.  
 
    “Ohhh!” 
 
    My thighs clamped around him when he pinched both my nipples at once. It hurt precisely the right amount, and it left me so dizzy and reeling that I barely even noticed his mouth had drifted below my belly button and toward my pelvis. Fearing that he might stop twisting—and desperate to feel the rush of cold air on my burning quim—I dropped my hands down to my waist, unclasping my belt and shimmying my trousers down my hips and past my knees to clear his mouth a path.  
 
    Just in time. He squeezed my breasts before his soft kisses migrated toward my sex, and he teasingly dragged his fingertips down the full length of my stomach as he repositioned himself between my legs. Once again, he didn’t rush or panic: he allowed his thumb to slowly roll across my clit once, twice, three times… 
 
    And then he slipped a finger inside my molten depths. I was so thoroughly soaked that even my tight elven walls offered little resistance. My back arched again as a surge of electricity rippled through me, transforming my moans into little more than desperate, pleading whimpers. Sensing my need, he finished kissing his way down to my sex and replaced his thumb with his tongue.  
 
    Maiden’s mercy, it was incredible.  
 
    Tairi was the only other person who had tasted me this way, and I had assumed—naively, in retrospect—that another woman would simply be more skilled at such a delicate craft than a man. But Mirek treated my cunt the same way that I had treated his cock. He consumed me. Devoured me. Worshiped me.  
 
    And I cried out so loudly I was a little surprised that Mithros didn’t snarl and leap to my defense.  
 
    Mirek brought me off twice in rapid succession without even coming up for breath, his tongue sliding across my labia while he continued rubbing my clit. And when he slid another finger into me, I wondered if he might be content to feast all night.  
 
    But as I started to finally come down, he gently removed his probing fingers and began to kiss his way back up my stomach. He effortlessly pushed down his own trousers since I had already unfastened his belt, and I could see—and feel—his cock drawing closer and closer to my womanhood. If I didn’t stop him in the next few seconds, he was going to be buried to the hilt inside me.  
 
    I wanted it. Gods, how I wanted it. My toes curled at the thought of his thick stem stretching me, tearing me, ruining me… 
 
    But I knew I shouldn’t. I couldn’t. And somehow, I mustered the willpower to let him know.  
 
    “Wait!” I breathed when his swollen crown brushed against my inner thigh mere inches from my sex. “We shouldn’t…” 
 
    I saw the confusion and disappointment in his face, but I knew that he wasn’t the type of man who would force the issue. I had no intention of letting him languish, however—we both needed release, and I made a silent pact with myself that I was going to drain him dry. 
 
    “Come here,” I pleaded, leaning back on the bedroll. He got the hint once I opened my mouth, and it only took him a few heartbeats to shuffle forward until he was straddling my chest. 
 
    Even now, after throating him multiple times, I still couldn’t believe how long and thick he was. He gradually eased his cock toward my lips, and I felt his body tremble when I began to lather the head with my tongue. A part of me wanted to take him slowly and patiently just like he had feasted on me. But another part—a surprisingly insistent part—wished that he would just grab my head and force himself down my throat without even asking for permission. The thought of a man being brutal and cold and unapologetic should have been horrifying…but imagining it was making me so hot I wanted to explode.  
 
    I decided to compromise. Grabbing my own tits, I offered Mirek something to fuck besides my cunt or mouth—an offer he readily accepted. He adjusted his position until his thick stem was wedged between my breasts, and I pushed them together as hard as I could to create friction for him. 
 
    “If I’m going to recharge, I need you to make a mess for me,” I teased. “As big of one as you can…” 
 
    Mirek smiled lasciviously. He began to thrust in and out of the plump, fleshy tunnel I’d created for him, and I opened my mouth and stuck out my tongue so I could greet his tip at the end of every stroke. His breaths grew shorter and more rapid. I knew he wouldn’t be able to last long; if I actually had invited him into my tight quim, I bet he would have spilled in seconds.  
 
    The thought of his seed flooding into my womb—and simultaneously giving my starving tattoos a feast—almost pushed me over the edge. I had never consumed energy that way before, but by the gods I wanted to feel what it was like. It was so tempting to ignore my better judgment and beg him to pull back, slam his cock inside me, and just go wild.  
 
    “Oh shit…” he stammered between the wet slaps of our flesh. “I can’t…!” 
 
    “Do it!” I begged. “Cum all over me, Mirek. Please!” 
 
    He did. With a final dramatic thrust, his cock detonated barely an inch in front of my waiting lips. His cum splashed over me in hot, sticky waves, one after another after another. My neck, my lips, even my nose—by the time he was spent, I could feel the thick ropes of his seed dripping from them all. I desperately wished that I had a mirror to see myself; I had to be even more drenched than back in the Bloody Boar. It felt incredible…and strangely even a little empowering.  
 
    And that was before my markings began to feed.  
 
    The surge of energy seemed to strike directly in the base my spine before shooting throughout my body. Mirek’s face, drained and content, still darkened with concern when I seized up and inhaled as if I had been stabbed. But then the lightshow began in full.  
 
    I screamed when the climax crashed over me, unable to contain myself. Maybe it was because Mirek had brought me off with his tongue first, or maybe it was because my markings had been completely drained. Whatever the reason, I couldn’t breathe for a solid ten seconds as the orgasm rolled through my body over and over again. Even when it finally began to fade, I remained so delirious my eyes lost their focus.  
 
    Gods, it felt wonderful. He felt wonderful.  
 
    “Are you…are you all right?” Mirek asked, his hand gently squeezing my arm.  
 
    I smiled at him wearily, my tongue lashing across my lips to sweep up a glob of his precious magic-laden seed while it was still warm. I didn’t want a single drop to go to waste.  
 
    “Yes,” I whispered. “I’ve never been better.” 
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    The moment Farah dug her nails into my back, her core tightening like a velvet vise around my length, I knew I wouldn’t be able to last much longer.  
 
    “Come on, fill me up!” she panted, her teeth nibbling at my ear. “I know you’ve been saving it all for me…” 
 
    I slammed my hips into hers again and again, my hands clutching her slender thighs for leverage. The golden bangles around her forearms and ankles were a striking contrast to her amber skin, and the shade of her emerald belly ring was a perfect match for her hazel eyes. She was unquestionably one of the most exotically beautiful women I had ever laid eyes upon, and I still couldn’t believe that she had invited me into her bed.  
 
    Or that she desperately wanted me to get her pregnant.  
 
    “Give it to me, Mirek!” Farah breathed. “Fuck me! Breed me!” 
 
    Driving into her one last time, I exploded. She cried out in delight as I fired spurt after spurt inside her, flooding her womb with everything I had saved up since our last tryst a week ago. I could never tell if she was truly getting off or just faking for my benefit, but right now my cock didn’t care. Her tight, crushing walls squeezed every last spurt out of me, and she kept her ankles locked around my back long after I had finished just to make certain we didn’t waste a single drop. 
 
    “Your endurance is coming along quite nicely,” she cooed once she finally relaxed her legs and allowed me to slump down on my side next to her. Sweat dappled her lightly heaving breasts, her dark brown nipples still enticingly erect. “But you never need to hold out for my benefit. I hope you understand that.” 
 
    I snorted softly. “Is it really so bad that I want you to enjoy yourself?” 
 
    Farah smiled. “Not at all. I’m fascinated by how quickly you’ve risen to the challenge. After our first meeting…well, let’s just say I had my doubts.” 
 
    “You always bring that up,” I groaned in annoyance. “Look, it was my first time since—” 
 
    “Shh, it’s all right,” she hushed, placing her fingers on my lips. “I’m not trying to embarrass you, darling. I just think it’s important to recognize how far you’ve come.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. No man ever wanted to be reminded of his failings, and certainly not the ones in the bedchamber. The first time she had invited me here to this private den, I had finished mere seconds after sliding into her. I’d been so embarrassed I’d almost shriveled up and died, but she had been incredibly understanding.  
 
    Now, months later, I was starting to wonder if all of this had been a mistake.  
 
    “We can’t keep this up forever,” I whispered. “Your husband is—” 
 
    “A fat, drunken fool who doesn’t care how I busy myself during the day as long I’m there to spread my legs for him at night,” Farah said. “If anything, we should get together more often, at least until you’ve done your job. He will be livid if I’m not showing by the winter gala…” 
 
    “I can’t believe the Zarul expects you to do something like this. It’s vile.” 
 
    “It’s necessary,” she corrected with matter-of-fact cynicism beyond her twenty-four years. “If our puppet wants children, then that’s what we’re going to give him. Service is sacrifice—you know this better than most.” 
 
    I winced and rolled onto my side to face her. “This is different. Taking an assignment you don’t want is one thing. But having children with a man you don’t even love…” 
 
    Farah snorted. “I don’t love you, either, dear, but I still can’t wait to see what we cook up.” She took my hand and escorted it down to her belly. “Can you even imagine? Our families have never crossbred, yet here we are. And who knows? Maybe one day our little sorcerer will rule this wretched place…” 
 
    My stomach twisted even as my fingertips caressed her soft flesh. I almost regretted ever agreeing to this plan of hers, but she had been so insistent…and so beautiful. The Regent Lord would never know it wasn’t his child, and she had convinced me that I was doing her favor. If this assignment required that she bear a child—or several—she at least wanted them to have Crell blood. And since both of our families had such a strong sorcerous lineage… 
 
    “There has to be another way to get Ironsail in our pocket,” I said, shaking my head. “This just feels so wrong.” 
 
    “What’s wrong is these ingrates controlling the Broken Sea,” Farah replied tartly. “You can’t seriously tell me you harbor any love for this miserable city. The smell, the food, the culture… These Reachers call the Roskarim ‘barbarians,’ but there’s so much crime and corruption in this cesspool that I barely even consider it civilization. Imperial rule will improve the lives of these people a hundredfold.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I admitted. “But I still think they’ve asked too much of you.” 
 
    Farah tutted at me as she gently touched my cheek. “You had to give up your studies. You had to move away from your charming father.” 
 
    I struggled not to roll my eyes. “That’s hardly the same thing.” 
 
    “We all have to make sacrifices for the greater good, my dear,” she said. Her fingers slid across my leg until they brushed against my still-sensitive stem. “Now, let’s get you ready for another round, shall we?” 
 
      
 
    The brisk morning air was pleasant when it woke me, though I was thankful that the sun had chased away the worst of the cold. Crell was wet but otherwise quite temperate most of the year, and I never would have made it through last night with just a single blanket and bedroll.  
 
    Thankfully, I hadn’t needed to. Shayera’s body had been warm enough that I’d rested as comfortably as if we’d been in a real bed. It certainly hadn’t hurt that she’d insisted on reintroducing her lips to my cock before we turned in. I almost felt like I had channeled myself to unconsciousness again by the time she’d sated herself. 
 
    Smiling, I gently brushed my fingers through her hair. She was still sound asleep, her right arm and leg slung over my body beneath the blanket, and even though I knew I should have gotten her up, I couldn’t stop myself from just lying quietly and appreciating the moment. I had never actually slept in the same bed with Farah after making love to her—the downside of dangerous dalliances with a spy trying to maintain her cover as the Regent Lord’s mistress. And even though I technically hadn’t made love to Shayera, I still felt closer to her than I did with… 
 
    Well, with anyone. 
 
    That feeling was all an illusion, of course. It had to be. I had only known her for a day and a half—enough to enjoy the delights of her half-elven body, but not enough to form a real bond. I was just lonely and isolated and yearning for connection. And while my relationship with Farah was undeniably fun and frenetic, only a fool would have mistaken it for love.  
 
    And yet… 
 
    If I was merely in the midst of an adolescent infatuation with a beautiful girl, then why had I poured my heart out so readily to her last night? Why had it felt so good to let it all out? Why had it been so easy to trust her? 
 
    Do you have any idea what you’ve done? You’re not just a failure—you’re a traitor to the Imperium! 
 
    I winced. Of course my guilt would be waiting to greet me in the morning no matter how well I’d slept. I tried to tell myself that I hadn’t done anything wrong. Even if Shayera ran straight to Highwind and told her people what was happening here, it would still be too late for anyone to stop it. The Zarul’s plan had been unfolding for many years now, and the Corvosi were almost ready to emerge from hiding anyway. The Imperium would soon control Vorsalos no matter what.  
 
    Yet for some reason, that didn’t make me feel any better. In fact, it actually made me feel worse.  
 
    “Shit,” I breathed, biting down on my lip. I needed to collect myself and focus on the imminent, preventable threat. Farah could still help me warn the Regent Lord about Veleca, and together the two of us might be able to figure out who in their right mind thought it would be a good idea to give a powerful relic to a Senosi. 
 
    Assuming it wasn’t her, I told myself. Zarach’s blood, what if it is? 
 
    I winced again. It seemed unthinkable that she would be involved. She wasn’t an idiot—there was nothing to be gained from this. She already had Lord Ironsail wrapped around her finger, and the mission was proceeding smoothly. Her singular focus for the past month or so had been getting pregnant in time for the winter gala so the Regent Lord could show her off. Handing a horrific weapon over to a lunatic survivor of the old regime could only threaten the emperor’s vision for the Reaches.  
 
    “You know, you’re a lot less comfortable when you’re brooding.” 
 
    I blinked and glanced down at Shayera. Her eyes were still closed, but she began to slowly drag her fingernails across my chest. The pleasant scratch sent a ripple of delight across my entire body. 
 
    “Uh…sorry,” I muttered. “I didn’t realize I was moving.” 
 
    “You weren’t. But your heartbeat changed.” 
 
    She inhaled deeply as her eyes finally reopened, and a faint smile touched her lips. “Still a pretty good night, all things considered.” 
 
    I smiled back at her. “Yeah. Yeah, it was.” 
 
    Sliding her leg off my lap, she shifted forward enough to bring our lips together for a kiss. It would have been incredibly easy to pull her back on top of me and spend the next few hours exploring her body again. My manhood was growing larger by the moment, thanks in no small part to the feeling of her bare breasts pushing into my chest. I wanted to take them into my mouth; I wanted to push her down and crawl between her legs to taste her again. And I really, really wanted to fuck her… 
 
    But she’d been clear that she wasn’t ready for that yet, understandably. And either way, we both knew that we couldn’t afford to stay here much longer. The Senosi and her allies could have been hunting for us, and even if they weren’t, we were wasting precious time that Vorsalos didn’t have. I needed to meet with Farah as soon as possible.  
 
    Yet I still doubted that either of us ever would have broken our kiss if scattered drops of cold morning rain hadn’t started splashing on our heads.  
 
    “Damn,” she breathed, pulling away and sitting up, the blanket sliding from her breasts. “The storm’s going to get worse. And here I was hoping you could charge me up again…” 
 
    Even with the imminent threat of being drenched, it still took all my willpower not to lean up and kiss her perfect tits. Pneumonia seemed a small price to pay for another taste of her body.  
 
    “I figured you were already full,” I said, brushing my hand over the invisible tattoos on her arm. “You didn’t go into a trance last night.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t,” Shayera whispered, her brow furrowing as if that hadn’t occurred to her until this instant. “That’s…well, it doesn’t matter. We need to move.” 
 
    She left the bedroll and scrambled to find her clothing. I did the same, but it quickly became apparent that the rain was going to outpace our efforts as fat, heavy raindrops began to fall. Dark clouds rolled in with alarming speed, the scent of a storm carried on the breeze. Mithros had already taken up a position underneath a thick canopy a dozen yards away, his face burrowed in his folded paws. I found it difficult to believe that this was just how leophons slept. It was suspiciously cute. 
 
    After Shayera roused him, we barely had time to get him packed and saddled before the downpour began in earnest. Dreading the prospect of spending the next several hours cold, soaked, and generally miserable, I risked inviting the Aether’s power back into my body. The Flensing had nearly destroyed me yesterday, but I was pleased to learn that it had already granted me amnesty. The Aether was no longer a searing pain shooting through my limbs, but rather a warm, soothing current tempting me to dive deeper.  
 
    With its power back at my command, I conjured a thin, imperceptible barrier of energy just above my clothing. The rain bounced off the shield as harmlessly as if it were striking a stone roof, leaving me nice and dry. I was just about to extend to the effect to Shayera when she rolled her eyes and tutted at me. 
 
    “Figures,” she muttered, trying her hair up into a ponytail as the rain beat down on her. “The Crell consider elves their greatest enemies, yet the highborn are the only other people in Torsia who would ever use magic so frivolously.” 
 
    “It’s not frivolous!” I insisted, raising my voice just to be heard over the deluge. “It’s practical!” 
 
    “Until we run into someone or something that wants to kill us and then you pass out from the Flensing again,” she countered. “My father’s knights are the undisputed masters of protective magic, and even they would never waste their power on a personal umbrella.” 
 
    “That’s because paladins are idiots with ridiculous priorities.” I glanced at Mithros. The leophon already looked annoyed and miserable, his soaked fur clinging to him in ropes, and we hadn’t even mounted him yet. “I can extend the barrier to you and probably to Mithros, too.” 
 
    Shayera crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow. “And here I figured you’d want my pussy nice and wet.” 
 
    I groaned and rolled my eyes. “Again? Really?” 
 
    Giggling, she signaled for Mithros to lie down, then vaulted into the saddle. “Or maybe I just prefer a man who’s willing to get filthy once in a while.” She gestured behind her. “Besides, I really think you should save your energy just in case.” 
 
    With a resigned sigh, I released my hold on the Aether. Rain poured over me like someone had dumped a bucket of cold water over my head.  
 
    “Oh, poor baby,” Shayera teased with a snicker. “Is your homeland really that dry?” 
 
    “No, it rains all the time,” I replied sourly as I trudged forward and climbed into the saddle behind her. “Why do you think I learned to block it?” 
 
    “You’ll be fine, I promise,” she soothed as she pulled my hands around her waist and placed them on her midriff again. The heat of her smooth skin was even more striking now that I was cold and soaked. “If you behave, we can warm up at an inn by a fire together. How does that sound?” 
 
    My thoughts flooded with images of our clothes drying out by a fire while I slowly made love to her…but they faded quickly when I remembered the grim reality of the situation. I still wanted to figure out a way to convince her to leave Vorsalos as soon as possible. As much as I longed to be with her, I knew it was a mistake. Her safety, not my lust, needed to be my priority.  
 
    “It sounds perfect,” I said instead.  
 
    Shayera twisted her body around in the saddle enough that she could kiss me. “Then hang on.” 
 
    She spurred Mithros onward. He kept up a good pace even over the muddy ground, but it was clear that he wasn’t thrilled about being asked to trudge through a storm. The rain didn’t relent for single moment during the entire trip—endless curtains of rain poured over us, and all too soon the sky flashed with lightning. If time weren’t such a factor, we absolutely should have found shelter. 
 
    But it was, and we didn’t. By the time we could see the city walls through the hazy gloom, I was reasonably certain that my clothes weighed more than I did. My stomach ached from hunger, and I would have happily curled up in front of a hearth all afternoon, given the chance. 
 
    Still, it could have been worse. Shayera’s mood didn’t darken no matter how bad the storm got; she had even turned around to give me several long kisses during the trip, something I never would have considered on a horse. But the leophon’s swaying gait made it surprisingly pleasant.  
 
    She steered Mithros off the road before we moved into sight of the guards on top of the walls, and we dismounted in the same sparsely forested area where she had left him before. The ground was practically a swamp at this point, but I was so drenched that I had stopped caring.  
 
    “I’ll have to set up a meeting with my accomplice,” I said, running a hand back through my sodden hair. “It will take a while…maybe all day.” 
 
    Shayera nodded. “Well, I need to try and find him some real shelter anyway. I’ll return to the same inn—meet me there once you’re finished?” 
 
    I nodded, unsure what I was dreading more, confronting Shayera or telling Farah about the Senosi—and explaining that we were responsible for giving Veleca the Runic Focus. Neither conversation was going to be pleasant.  
 
    It was going to be a very long, very wet day. But there was no point in delaying it any longer than I had to.  
 
    “All right, I’ll see you tonight,” I told her.  
 
    “Good luck,” she said. “I hope the Regent Lord will listen.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I murmured, my gaze shifting back to the city. “So do I.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I had been stationed in Vorsalos long enough that I had established my own private sanctuary. The small, unassuming house was near the outskirts of the Sallows where neither the underworld gangs nor the Ravenguard tended to give it much attention. I was still shivering several minutes after I had started a fire in the hearth and dried myself off, but I had mostly warmed up by the time I put on a new set of clean clothes.  
 
    Whatever else one might say about the Zarul, at least they didn’t skimp on supplies for their operatives. My mission was well-funded—I had been able to purchase enough outfits to make a nobleman blush, and I had plenty of coin to spare if I needed it for anything. The hundred gold I had “lost” during my gamble with Shayera was barely even noticeable, and more coin would arrive in a few weeks when another merchant ship from Velashel arrived in the harbor.  
 
    Assuming an army of undead hadn’t burned Vorsalos to the ground by then, of course.  
 
    The thought spurred me to reach out to Farah as possible, no matter how much I wanted to sit by the fire. We typically only met on prearranged days to maintain our covers, but I had the means of getting a message to her in an emergency. There was a dead drop behind the cobbler three blocks away that her local minions were supposed to keep an eye on, and I penned a quick note before grabbing my umbrella and heading out. Ideally, she would receive the message and meet me at the rendezvous within a few hours, but I could never be sure precisely when she would be available. Sometimes the Regent Lord was so busy that he only saw her at night; other times he wanted his pretty Elashi prize on his arm all afternoon. Only time would tell.  
 
    After planting the letter in the drop, I headed toward the harbor on the southwestern side of the city. The streets were mostly empty thanks to the storm, and between the heavy rain and thick fog, I was practically invisible to anyone more than a dozen feet away. I still took the usual precautions to ensure I wasn’t being followed, including changing up my route from the last time I had made this trip. I may not have been a particular good operative, but I had learned and internalized a few tricks of the trade.  
 
    The old one-story house that Farah had chosen for our meetings looked as nondescript and sturdy as most of the other buildings on this block. The district was mostly inhabited by laborers who toiled on the docks, from fishmongers to toolmakers, though mercifully it remained far enough from the actual harbor that the smell of fish was merely annoying rather than overpowering.  
 
    I tossed a wary glance around the area one last time when I arrived, then darted up to the door and inserted my key. The standard lock was mostly a formality, of course—the real security was the invisible glyph warding the door. I reached out to the Aether and placed my fingers in the appropriate position to discharge the spell, then pushed the door open and slipped inside. 
 
    The interior was much cleaner than it should have been, given the location. Farah had made certain to keep food and wine on hand, and the bedroom at the end of the short hallway looked like it could have been plucked from one of the estates in the noble district. Silken sheets, plush pillows, a cozy featherbed…she had gone out of her way to ensure that we were comfortable whenever we got together.  
 
    “Well, let’s just hope he doesn’t have you following him around all day,” I murmured as I took off my cloak and set a fire in the hearth. Since I had barely eaten anything recently, I decided to avail myself of the food in the larder. I might be here all afternoon.  
 
    Once I was warm and full, my thoughts turned to planning out what I was going to say. I still found it unlikely that Farah had anything to do with this, but I told myself that I should be cautious anyway. The last thing I wanted was for her to learn about Shayera… 
 
    Night had only just fallen when I heard footsteps outside the door, and my heart began thumping in my chest. That wasn’t abnormal for our dalliances—there was no shame in excitement at the prospect of making love to a beautiful woman—but this was different. I had a feeling that one way or another, my mission in Vorsalos was about to change forever. 
 
    Farah slipped inside the moment the door opened, her svelte body concealed beneath a form-hiding cloak that should have been thoroughly soaked but was dry as a bone. Closing the door behind her, she pulled back the hood and offered me a cheeky grin.  
 
    “I wasn’t expecting to see you until next week,” she said. “Getting lonely again already?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” I told her. “We need to talk.” 
 
    Farah arched a thin black eyebrow. One of many reasons she had been chosen for this assignment was that she simply looked the part. Her dark hair and almond skin tone were common in Elashi and Talisham, and they made her cover as the Regent Lord’s foreign mistress all the more convincing. The Raven Court would have been suspicious of a native Crell woman spending time with their leader, for obvious reasons, but plenty of nobles here in the north coveted the “exotic beauties of the south.” 
 
    And Farah was undeniably a beauty. She was tall and slender, and her hazel eyes were especially striking when contrasted with darker skin. The Regent Lord had bought her all manner of silken outfits from her “homeland,” most of them in the traditional Elashi style for unwed females. Today’s garment was no different. Beneath her cloak, she was wrapped in an elegant white dress with a floor-length skirt and long, lacy sleeves. It was quite modest aside from the fact it left her stomach and lower back completely exposed. Bare midriffs were fashionable among young women in many countries outside the Imperium, including Nelu’Thalas, but in Elashi and Talisham they were a sign of youth and fertility—and an important status symbol for their male protectors. Only married females who had borne sons were allowed to cover their bellies in public.  
 
    The tradition seemed rather atavistic to me, though I wasn’t ashamed to admit that I enjoyed the sight of her smooth, taut abdomen almost as much as Shayera’s. Farah’s emerald belly jewel was as hypnotizing as her eyes and rich, sultry voice. If her latest plan worked, out, however, she would be due for a fashion change in the very near future. She remained hopeful that I had already gotten her pregnant, but there were no visible signs just yet.  
 
    “Talking is usually the last thing you’re worried about when we get together,” Farah said, gliding up to me and resting her hands on my doublet. I had lost count of the number of times that those long, perfectly manicured fingernails had broken my skin these past few months. “Something must really be bothering you.” 
 
    “It’s important,” I said.  
 
    She eyed me curiously. Despite her four-inch heels, she was still half a head shorter than me. “All right. But maybe afterward we could squeeze in a quick appointment. I don’t need to be back in the estate for a few hours, and you still have a job to do…” 
 
    Smiling, she stretched up on her tiptoes until her lips reached mine. The last time we had met up—and every time before that—I had found her kisses completely irresistible. She was always so warm, so passionate, so inviting. I had never been with another woman like her.  
 
    Until I’d met Shayera.  
 
    Now, strangely, Farah’s lips almost felt cold. I had never tricked myself into believing she was in love with me—I wasn’t that bad at this job. But for whatever reason, the emptiness of our relationship hadn’t bothered me until now. We both lived in a world of illusions, yet this was the first time I felt like I could see through the veil.  
 
    She pulled back after a few seconds, her long, styled eyelashes fluttering for a few seconds. “You really do seem troubled,” she whispered. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    I braced myself. This was it—this was the moment I put everything on the table. And Zarach knew where it would lead… 
 
    “It’s the Senosi, Farah,” I said. “The one I warned you about—the one I saw in my divinations.” 
 
    Her expression soured as she withdrew her hands from my chest. “I told you to let that go.” 
 
    “I know. But I’m glad I didn’t. There’s a major threat looming on the horizon. The Regent Lord needs to prepare the city for the worst, and you’re the only one who has his ear.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed almost imperceptibly—I may not have even noticed if I weren’t standing so close. Unlike me, she had spent her entire life training to be a Zarul operative. She had learned to control every facet of her body language. The odds that I could bait her into revealing anything were vanishingly small, but I still thought it was worth a try. What other choice did I have? 
 
    “One Senosi survivor isn’t a threat to this city or our plans,” Farah said. “You need to stay focused on what’s really important here.” 
 
    “I am,” I insisted. “And it’s not just one survivor. She has an ally—a Huntress.” 
 
    Farah sighed. “Mirek, two Senosi still can’t—” 
 
    “And she has a Runic Focus,” I finished. “One bearing a shadow rune.” 
 
    Her expression froze. I had dropped the bait on the table, and all I could do now was see how—or if—she swallowed it. I couldn’t read anything from her other than shock, but that didn’t tell me anything. Was she surprised that Veleca had a Focus or merely that I had figured it out? 
 
    You aren’t prepared to play this game, boy. I don’t care how well you think you know her or how many times you’ve fucked her. She is a true daughter of the Imperium, a loyal servant of the Sovereign Council. She is the wolf, and you are the sheep. Never forget that. 
 
    “How do you know this?” Farah asked, her voice and eyes and face betraying nothing.  
 
    “I followed a few leads,” I said. “I am a spy.” 
 
    She slowly shook her head. “No, you’re not. You’ve told me so yourself countless times. You hate it here, and you hate doing this. Why would you—” 
 
    “How I know doesn’t matter,” I snapped. “The point is that this woman has a Runic Focus, and she has already learned how to use it. With sufficient time, she could tear open enough fractures in the Pale to threaten the entire region. All our plans will crumble if demons infest this city.” 
 
    Farah’s hazel eyes remained locked on me for several seconds before she finally sighed and turned away. “This isn’t your mission, Mirek. You should have trusted me and let it go.” 
 
    She paced across the room, the click of her heels audible despite the pounding of the rain on the roof. “But I should have known you wouldn’t listen. Zarul operatives abhor mysteries, but Aetherium Arcanists can’t get enough of them. You just couldn’t help yourself, could you?” 
 
    The tiny hairs on the back of my neck rose. “You already knew about all of this, didn’t you?” 
 
    Farah paused mid-stride and turned around. “The mission is much farther along than you realize. The Corvosi are ready to prove themselves.” 
 
    I frowned. “What does that have do with…?” 
 
    The question died on my lips as the truth stabbed me in the gut. I had tried to prepare myself for the prospect that Farah was somehow involved in this mess, even if it seemed absurd. I hadn’t been able to cobble together a coherent reason why anyone would willing give a priceless, deadly relic to a foreign woman whose entire order had been dedicated to exterminating our people.  
 
    Until now.  
 
    “You want Veleca to attack,” I breathed. “You want her to throw the city into chaos.” 
 
    “What I want is for the Emperor’s plan to come to fruition—as should you,” Farah replied flatly. “The Council was growing impatient. They decided it was time to stop waiting and start acting.”  
 
    “By handing an obscenely powerful Avetharri relic over to a Senosi?” I nearly shouted. “That’s insane!” 
 
    “Keep your voice down!” she admonished. “Just because it’s raining doesn’t mean—” 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” I went on, ignoring her. “You’re willing to risk a demonic infestation just to accelerate our plans a few months?” 
 
    “Not months—years,” Farah corrected. “I don’t expect you to understand. You haven’t been here long enough.” 
 
    I set my jaw in stone. “Then explain it to me.” 
 
    She glared at me as if I were a child throwing a tantrum, then finally sighed and folded her arms. “Almost half the members of the Raven Court still openly despise sorcery. They are the old guard, but their families remain powerful and influential players. We can’t hope to control Vorsalos without their support.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m aware of the politics,” I said impatiently. There were times when it seemed like she thought I was a complete idiot who didn’t even understand his assignment.  
 
    “Only a few of the old guard know the truth about what’s happening beneath the Castarium,” she went on. “The rest believe that Ironsail has swept their little problem under the rug by shipping off potential sorcerers to Highwind—and by creating his own Galespire to imprison troublesome ones and throw away the key.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand what this has to do with—” 
 
    “Training their sorcerers isn’t enough, Mirek,” Farah interrupted. “The Regent Lord can’t simply summon the Court and tell them what he’s done. It would cause a panic. Some of the nobles might even try to overthrow him. At worst, they could start a civil war and ruin our prize before we claim it.” 
 
    She shook her head. “The Corvosi need to demonstrate their value to the people of this city, dramatically and irrefutably. Initially, the Council was hopeful that we could engineer a clash with Ostvara or even Highwind, but those plans have fallen apart. None of these Reachers want another war. But if our plan is going to work, the people in this city must believe without a sliver of a doubt that the Corvosi are all that stands between them and annihilation.” 
 
    I took a step away from her, my stomach twisting hard. “I can’t believe what I’m hearing. This is…Zarach’s blood, Farah, listen to yourself! Veleca already has an army of undead in the mountains just outside the city! I can’t even…” 
 
    My voice failed me. I closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose. As a body, the Sovereign Council was notoriously impatient, but I still couldn’t fathom how any of them would have thought this was a good idea—especially the Sovereign of the Zarul. His organization was ruthless but not stupid.  
 
    “You weren’t supposed to learn about this until the Senosi were defeated,” Farah said. Her voice was soft, gentle even, but she hadn’t moved an inch toward me. “By then, you would have figured out why the Zarul sent you here…and it would be too late for your conscience to get in the way.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed. “What?” 
 
    “Take a breath and think, Mirek. The Corvosi were almost trained by the time you arrived. Does it really seem like our instructors need your help?” 
 
    I grimaced. “No.” 
 
    Farah nodded. “You complained to me countless times that you felt useless or even bored. Why do you think you are really here?” 
 
    “Because my brother died,” I rasped. “The Council owed my family a favor, and my father—” 
 
    “No,” Farah said, shaking her head. “You’re here because of your work in the Aetherium. No one in the Imperium understands the intricacies of Palerending better than you. You are the closest thing we have to an expert on shadow magic who isn’t a warlock.” 
 
    “Yet the Zarul never asked for my advice,” I said. “If they had, I would have told them that giving a Runic Focus to Senosi was madness!” 
 
    “She was given the relic before you even arrived. We knew it would take her months to unlock its power.” Farah paused, and her eyes seemed to soften ever so slightly. “The Council also knew that the plan would involve some…complications. But they decided that it was the best course of action—as long as they had someone like you who could be on hand to clean up any mess.” 
 
    I backpedaled another step until I bumped into the dining table behind me. “The fractures,” I breathed. “They brought me here to close the fractures?” 
 
    “As I said, no one understands the intricacies of Palerending better than you do. Sovereign Berial recommended you specifically. The plan never would have gone forward if he wasn’t confident in your abilities.” 
 
    Farah sighed and approached me again. Her hands rose up to cup my cheeks. 
 
    “You have a singular mind, Mirek. You’re a brilliant man, maybe one in a generation.” 
 
    I looked down at her, unmoved by the beautiful face smiling back at me. From the very beginning of our relationship, I had understood that I was merely a tool to give her what she wanted. I had still felt some connection with her, though—she was smart and charming, and I enjoyed her company even when we weren’t in bed.  
 
    But now all I could see behind her hazel eyes was the wolf. And I was completely unprepared.  
 
    “I understand that you’re upset, and we probably shouldn’t have kept the truth from you for so long,” Farah whispered. “But that wasn’t my choice. Sovereign Berial said that your conscience would get in the way if we waited—” 
 
    “Wait,” I said, snatching her wrists and pulling them from my face. “Berial knew about this?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “Even the Zarul wouldn’t take the Runic Focus from the Aetherium vaults without the Headmaster’s permission. He had reservations, of course, but he was completely certain of your abilities.” 
 
    My pulse quickened. Berial had been my mentor almost since my gifts had first manifested. I had always thought that he was the opposite of the typical Sovereign—he wasn’t short-sighted or power hungry. And he had supported my research time and time again, even when it seemed like I had stalled. 
 
    “I realize this is a lot to take in,” Farah soothed. “And I can see that you’re not happy about it. But the Senosi and her forces will attack soon, and when she does, I’m going to need your, all right? The Corvosi can handle the undead, but you’re the only one who can seal the fractures.” 
 
    “What about the Senosi?” I rasped. “Our sorcerers won’t be able to touch them.” 
 
    “Do you really think we haven’t planned for that contingency?” Farah smiled again. “When this is all over, you can bring the Focus back to the Aetherium yourself. You’ll be a hero of the Imperium. Your father will get all the glory he wants, and you’ll be free to continue your studies. Everyone wins.” 
 
    Except for the people who get slaughtered by the undead…or the ones who end up possessed by demons before I can seal the fractures.  
 
    “The rain is finally letting up,” Farah said as the incessant pounding on the ceiling softened into gentle taps. “Why don’t you go home and get some rest to clear your head? We can meet up again tomorrow afternoon—there’s a salon I can be fashionably late to. Plenty of time for us to talk…and enjoy ourselves, if the mood strikes.” 
 
    When I didn’t answer, she reached out and brushed one of my dark bangs. “Everything will work out,” she assured me. “Just promise me that you won’t do anything rash in the meantime, all right? I wouldn’t want you to get hurt.” 
 
    Her touch was soft and delicate, but her smile was neither. Her eyes became so cold and unfeeling that I couldn’t help but take her words as a veiled threat.  
 
    “I’ll see you later, then,” Farah said, turning and striding for the door. But just before she drew up the hood of her cloak again, she turned back to me. “Oh, there was one other thing. Whatever happened to that elf whore you were with the other night?” 
 
    My blood froze. “What?” 
 
    “My contacts heard all manner of wild stories about an elven girl with vatari tattoos getting chased out of a tavern—it’s the kind of tale rumormongers live for. She was apparently quite lovely…and had a rather intriguing encounter with a man that sounded a lot like you.” 
 
    I felt as if a skeletal hand were closing around my throat.  
 
    “It’s all right, you don’t need to worry about me being jealous,” Farah said with another cold smile. “You know you’re free to sample the local color as much as you want. I was only wondering if you had learned anything about her. Who is she?” 
 
    I swallowed. “No one. Just…some girl.” 
 
    “‘Some girl’ with vatari tattoos and a moonsilver dueling saber?” Farah scoffed. “I realize that your training was rushed, but please tell me you learned more than that. Did you at least get a name?” 
 
    Shayera. I wish you had listened to me. I wish you were already halfway back to Highwind… 
 
    “No,” I managed. 
 
    “That’s too bad,” Farah said. “I can’t even begin to guess why one of their Blade Dancers would be here in Vorsalos, let alone why she would sully herself in the presence of the rabble. But whoever she is, she undoubtedly possesses a great deal of information about our enemies. That makes her quite…valuable.” 
 
    Farah’s eyes hardened, and I swore the temperature in the house dropped twenty degrees. “If you happen to see her again, you should consider interrogating her. Or, if you prefer, I could have some of my people look for her…” 
 
    “No,” I said quickly—too quickly. “I don’t know where she is now, but I might be able to find her. If anyone else tries, they might scare her off.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t want that, would we?” Farah mused. “Perhaps she’s not worth the trouble. After all, it’s important that we remain focused on our mission.” She tapped a finger against her chin. “Go home and get some rest, Mirek. I’ll see you again tomorrow afternoon. Oh, and remember—don’t do anything foolish.” 
 
    She held her iron gaze on me for another moment before forming final mirthless smile. She turned and left the house, and when the door shut behind her, I had to brace myself against the table to stay upright.  
 
    I had to get to Shayera and warn her. Suddenly, the undead army marching for the city seemed utterly unimportant. If Farah knew or even suspected that the Princess of Highwind was here in the city, it was only a matter of time before her goons tracked Shayera down. And despite my best efforts, she would end up on that ship to Velashel just like my father would have wanted after all… 
 
    “Just hang on,” I breathed, diving to retrieve my cloak. “I’m coming.” 
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    By the time I reached the inn where Shayera had been staying, my heart was thumping so loudly in my ears that I could barely hear anything. I had commanded myself to stay calm just in case I was being watched or followed, but the dark streets were so empty that I had eventually grown impatient and broken into a full jog, ditching my umbrella in the gutter. I had dashed through alleys, splashed through puddles, and spent almost zero effort heeding my surroundings. It was just more evidence that Farah was right about me—I wasn’t a spy, regardless of how much I tried to pretend otherwise.  
 
    But I was a fool. That much was abundantly clear.  
 
    “Shit!” I hissed as I scrambled beneath the inn’s wide awning and panted for breath. I pushed two fingers against the throbbing pulse on my neck and slowly counted to twenty, an old focusing technique I had learned from my brother. But it didn’t work. How could it? It was like the entire world was collapsing around me.  
 
    I felt sick to my stomach every time I thought about Farah’s insane plan. Even a man like my father—a Crell patriot consumed by the desire to climb the political ladder as fast as possible—never would have gone along with something like this. How could he? How could anyone? It was objectively insane. Runic Foci were incredibly dangerous tools, and pure shadow magic was forbidden for a very good reason. Every sorcerer in the Imperium, from the lowliest acolyte to the most powerful Sovereign, understood the dangers of Palerending. An errant fireball could burn down a house and incinerate dozens of people, but a demonic infestation could destroy an entire civilization. 
 
    And yet, as my lungs cooled and my thoughts gradually focused, there was a small part of me that recognized the potential. If Farah’s plan worked, the Corvosi would save the city from destruction and become the most powerful organization in Vorsalos practically overnight. And since the Regent Lord could claim responsibility for their creation, their victories would be his. No one in the Raven Court would be able to oppose his ascension. He could declare himself king, and the Imperium would finally have its foothold on the Shattered Coast. In another decade, as our influence spread across the Reaches, even Highwind would eventually be within our grasp.  
 
    But if this plan didn’t work—if any one of a thousand things went horribly wrong… 
 
    Well, it almost made me wish I believed in the gods. Because the only thing that could save these people would be a damn miracle.  
 
    I reached for the door, but my hand hovered above the knob. As awful as I felt about the Imperium’s involvement, the truth was that I still cared less about Runic Foci and undead armies than I did about the woman waiting for me inside this building. I should have spent the trip here figuring out exactly what to say to Shayera, but all I had been able to think about was getting here as fast as possible. And now that I’d arrived, my thoughts wouldn’t stop flashing with nightmarish images of her in chains before the Sovereign Council. I could almost hear the bidding war as noble families vied to see which of their sons would have the privilege of breeding her… 
 
    My heart was still drumming in my chest when I finally pushed the door open and stepped inside. The innkeeper rushed over to take my waterlogged cloak, and he offered me a kindly, knowing smile and pointed upstairs toward Shayera’s room. Just like the other night, there was almost no one else around. This really did seem like the sleepiest inn in the whole city.  
 
    As I ascended the steps, I began to wonder if any ships were scheduled to leave harbor and sail to Highwind within the next few hours. Probably not, given the storm and time of evening, and it wasn’t as though any of them were likely to want a leophon aboard, either. But the odds that I could bribe some captain to smuggle them both aboard were still likely better than my odds of convincing her to leave in the first place. And if I told her the truth about what was happening, it would only make her want to stay and fight even more.  
 
    I paused when I reached the door to her room, my hand once again hovering just above the knob as if afraid to twist. The last two nights with Shayera had held some of the most incredible moments of my life, but tonight…tonight was going to be miserable. I had to get her out of this city even if it meant arguing with her for hours. Even if what it took was making her hate me. No matter how much it hurt, no matter how much it felt like twisting a knife in my stomach, pushing her away was the only path forward. I had to be willing to lose her to save her. 
 
    Taking a final deep breath, I opened the door. My nose filled with sweet, herbal scents, and the room was a bit brighter than two nights ago thanks to the array of candles on the wardrobe and nightstand.  
 
    And standing in front of the bed was Shayera, her body encased in the most bewitching dress I had ever seen.  
 
    “I had a feeling you’d be late,” she said, smiling. “But I wanted to keep dinner warm for you.” 
 
    My jaw dropped open. The crimson silk was clearly Talishite in origin—I could tell from the quality and the style. Like most of Farah’s outfits, it was designed to expose the wearer’s midriff, but while most Elashi and Talishite dresses typically covered a woman’s cleavage and legs, the top piece of this one was little more than an elaborate bandeau cradling Shayera’s ample breasts. And while the bottom skirt hugged her hips and thighs like a tight glove, it stopped just above her knees. 
 
    “So, what do you think?” she asked. “Are you still hungry?” 
 
    Every word of every argument I might have uttered slid away from me like sand beneath an ebbing wave. I drifted forward as if under a spell, mouth still agape and eyes wide. She stepped over to meet me, her body and breasts bouncing ever so slightly thanks to the five-inch heels of her matching shoes. Her toned, fencer’s arms snaked around my waist, and her lips drifted to within an inch of mine. 
 
    “Sounds like a yes to me,” she breathed.  
 
    We kissed. She pressed herself against me, her body becoming liquid in my embrace as my arms came up around her. All my worries, all my fears, melted away on the heat of her lips. In this beautiful, incandescent present, Shayera was the only thing that mattered in the world. The Senosi, the undead, even Farah and her threats…they all seemed impossibly far away. 
 
    “Oooh,” she cooed, breaking our kiss and placing a finger on my lips. It was only then that I saw the vivid red paint on her nails that perfectly matched her dress. “Whatever you want to say, it can wait. We have some unfinished business.” 
 
    She backed out of my arms, her hands taking mine and tugging me along with her until we were standing next to the bed. Her eyes fluttered, the smoky shadow on her lids highlighting just how brilliant her turquoise orbs really were.  
 
    “You’re the one who paid for this dress,” Shayera whispered. “Do you think it was worth the coin?” 
 
    I nodded, my fog of desire leaving no room for words. After how thoroughly she had drained me last night, I had figured I would need days to recover…but my cock was already so stiff my trousers could barely contain it. 
 
    “I thought so,” she replied. “But the trouble is, I can tell that all you’re thinking about is how fast you can take it off me. It would be a shame if it ended up on the floor that quickly, but I have a plan to help you out with that. Do you want to hear it?” 
 
    I nodded again.  
 
    “Good.” She gently traced her fingernail across my cheeks, her eyes bright and hungry, then leaned in and pressed her lips into my ear. “The first thing you’re going to do is kiss your way down my body, starting with my lips and working your way down to my tits.” 
 
    Lifting her leg, she pushed her knee up my inner thigh until it was pressing hard against my swollen manhood.  
 
    “Next, you’re going to kneel in front of me,” she said, her teeth gently nibbling the lobe of my ear. “You’re going to swear fealty to my cunt, and you don’t get to stand up until I finish on your tongue.” 
 
    She bit down just hard enough that it hurt—then abruptly pulled back to look me in the eye as she pushed our foreheads together.  
 
    “Last, you’re going to lay me down on the bed,” she purred, her breath low and heavy, “and then you’re going to fuck me until you shoot a load of that sorcerous seed of yours as deep inside me as you can. Does that sound like a good plan?” 
 
    I didn’t speak; I just grabbed her face in my hands and kissed her harder than I ever had anyone. She moaned encouragingly, and her knee continued grinding against my cock. She knew the fire was lit, but she couldn’t stop herself from stoking it at every opportunity.  
 
    And I couldn’t get enough of it. Breaking free of her embrace, I gasped for breath as I looked into her fierce, taunting eyes. Zarach’s blood, it was so hard to resist the urge to push her down onto the bed and rip the fucking dress off her as fast as possible. I had heard so many tales about the impossibly hot, vise-like grip of elven cunts, and I yearned to split her own and pound her into the sheets so hard she forgot her own name.  
 
    The knowing glint in her eye and wild smirk on her lips told me that she knew exactly what she was doing to me, and she was loving every second of it. I felt as off-balance and exposed as when we were back in the tavern where this had all begun: she had been down on her knees with my cock thrusting between her lips, yet somehow she had still been the one in control… 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” she asked, her cheeks flushed. “You know the rules…” 
 
    Leaning back in, I brought my lips to hers again, but this time they didn’t linger. I trailed hungry kisses down her chin and neck, pausing only when she let out a delighted sigh, until I reached her sternum and the cleavage below. My mind swam with images of the previous night—her delighted whimpers as I squeezed her nipples between my fingers, her gasps when I took them into my mouth, and then the incredible sight of her looking up at me as I thrust my cock between her breasts and left a hot, sticky mess all over her lovely face… 
 
    Fuck! 
 
    I swept my hands around her waist and onto her back, overjoyed to learn that the strap holding the bandeau in place was easy to unfasten even with my fingers trembling in anticipation. But before I did, I made sure to take one final look at the tantalizing cleavage barely an inch in front of my lips… 
 
    I pulled the strap. She inhaled as the fabric fell away, leaving her topless, and I didn’t waste a second before I leaned forward and sucked her left nipple into my mouth. Her short, trembling breaths and shuddering, contented moans rewarded every lick and nibble. I could feel her wobbling every so subtly on her high heels as if her legs might give out at any moment. It was tempting to linger and see if I could get her off just by playing with her tits… 
 
    But my cock was almost out of patience. I finally drifted downward again, kissing her flat belly while sliding my hands down the sides of her slender waist until I found the skirt. It didn’t have a belt or strap; all I had to do was slowly push it down her hips. By now I was squatting in front of her, my eyes level with her hidden sex, and I smiled when the fabric came down and I discovered she wasn’t wearing panties. The sight of her flawless bald quim, the rose pink lips swollen and open and full of her heady fragrance, made my cock throb and my mouth water. I leaned closer once her skirt had gathered at her feet, my tongue sliding along her labia up to her clit… 
 
    “Oh!” she gasped, lifting her right leg and hooking her knee over my shoulder so I could delve even deeper. I slipped one finger inside her clinging warmth, and then added another, prompting a euphoric moan as her hand clutched my hair and pulled me tightly against her. I remembered her bargain: you don’t get to stand up until I finish on your tongue. Thankfully, it was an easy bet to take. 
 
    She seized up mere seconds after my tongue stopped circling her clit to join my fingers, and her nails clawed into my scalp as the current of ecstasy surged through her body. Her standing leg wobbled precariously on the single heel propping her upright—she almost certainly would have toppled over if my hands weren’t holding her thighs—and she cried out so loudly that everyone in the building probably heard. I should have been embarrassed, but I wasn’t. On the contrary, knowing that I was the one she was screaming about—that I was the one who had so easily made her lose control—made me feel like the most important man in Torsia.  
 
    My tongue moved back to massage her clit as her climax ebbed, my eyes remaining focused on her face, and I only pulled back when her eyelids fluttered and her spirit returned to her body.  
 
    When she looked down upon me, my lips and chin glistening with her release, it was as if her entire attitude and expression had changed. I had spent the last two days marveling at how she always seemed to be the one in charge even when she was down on her knees or flat on her back, but that woman had melted away on the tip of my tongue. All I saw now was a vulnerable girl desperately yearning for more.  
 
    And I couldn’t wait to give it to her. 
 
    Pushing her leg off my shoulder, I rose to my feet, grabbed the back of her thighs, and hoisted her up in my arms—bruises be damned. I kissed her slowly and deeply, allowing her to taste her own sweet juices on my lips and tongue. I could feel the carnal heat of her core against my cock through my trousers, especially when she locked her heels around my back and pulled me against her. Her hands darted between us while mine were occupied, undoing my shirt, unfastening my belt, and then pushing my trousers from my hips to finally liberate my aching manhood from its prison.  
 
    As our tongues swirled together, I lowered her onto the bed beneath me. Her blue eyes sparkled when our mouths finally separated, and she bit down on her lower lip when the crown of my member brushed across her inner thighs and up to her waiting sex. There was a look of such anticipation in her eyes, such wonder and anxious longing, but I was too far gone to question it. I paused at her slick, sodden entrance, knowing that once I slipped inside her, things would never be the same between us. But what had started out as a wild, flirty contest in a bar had already evolved into something more. We both felt it.  
 
    And most importantly, we wanted it. 
 
    I eased the tip inside her. Shayera let out a deep, uncontrolled moan, turquoise eyes rolling back into her head, as I sank into her feminine folds. Her half-elven quim was every bit as tight as I’d dreamed, to the point where I feared it might not be possible for me to fit my full length inside her. But she clearly wanted me to try; while her head lolled back into the pillow, her fingers grabbed and dug into my hips, beckoning me deeper.  
 
    My blood was roaring in my ears, my heart thundering against my ribcage. But all I could feel was her warmth—against me and all around me. She was so thoroughly soaked that every inch came easier than the last, but I needed leverage—and a better angle.  
 
    Taking hold of her hands, I pushed them up and over her head, shuffling my body so that I was looming over her. Shayera gasped, eyes widening in surprise as I withdrew my hips until only the tip was inside her…and then slammed into her like a hammer. She cried out in delight, biting down on her lip as I settled into a slow but deep, forceful rhythm.  
 
    “Fuck me…” she whimpered, her voice so soft it was barely audible. “Gods, please fuck me…” 
 
    Nothing in life was more glorious than taking a woman for the first time. The pleading whimpers, the fainting gasps, the shared moments of discovery as your cock stretched her crushing walls and explored her molten depths. And then there was the yearning glint in her eye that showed you exactly how much she wanted you, needed you… 
 
    I drove into her, deeper with every thrust. The harder I squeezed her hands, the more delirious she seemed to get, and it wasn’t long before she was churning her hips in rhythm with mine. She spread her legs wide as if inviting me to plunder her body any way I saw fit—and I groaned as I felt myself bottom out inside her, our hips coming together as the tip of my cock found the spongy entrance of her womb. A perfect fit. She gasped, her breaths ragged and her nipples turning so hard I couldn’t stop myself from leaning down and taking them into my mouth in turns.  
 
    As my breaths turned ragged and my inevitable climax approached, Shayera dexterously tucked her knees up beneath my arms, then braced her calves on my shoulders. I pushed downward, practically folding her in half until her knees were nearly touching her own shoulders. Her heels bounced just behind my ears as I continued pounding into her, an explosion of need building to an unstoppable release… 
 
    A voice in the back of my head warned me to pull out, but Shayera must have sensed my momentary hesitation. She shook her head, panting.  
 
    “Inside!” she begged. “Please, put it all inside…charge me up!” 
 
    I obeyed. Releasing her hands and grabbing her hips, I slammed into her one last time as I erupted, drowning her womb in my release. I gave her everything I had, spurt after spurt, until I barely had the strength to stay upright.  
 
    I could have happily remained there forever looking down at her splayed body. Her arms had fallen to her sides, but her ankles remained propped up on my shoulders. I turned my head to the side and kissed the soft flesh of her calf…and then watched as her markings flared to life beneath her skin.  
 
    The transition seemed slower but more dramatic than before. Rather than flashing into existence all at once, it was like the pattern had to trace itself all across her body, starting from the whorls encircling her stomach and then spreading out to her limbs. Even when her eyes drifted shut, I could see the light from her turquoise orbs like a flickering lantern behind a shroud. She looked elated, transcendent, as if I had fucked her right out of her own body. 
 
    Then she smiled. It was beautiful. Content. And when her eyes slowly reopened, she looked up at me like I was the only thing in the world that mattered to her. Her hands crawled their way up my chest until they slid behind my neck, and she pulled me back down on top of her until our lips came together. I kissed her deeply, longingly, our bodies framed in the blue afterglow of her markings. 
 
    “Thank you,” she breathed. “That was…” 
 
    “Perfect,” I agreed, smiling down at her. “Absolutely perfect.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I had no concept of what time it was when rain started softly pattering on the window again, but it had to be late—probably almost midnight. I had never spent so many hours in a row making love to a woman, not even Farah, but after the third and final time I spilled deep inside Shayera, I was so exhausted I could hardly move.  
 
    Strangely, she was in the exact opposite position. Her tattoos had been glowing for almost an hour straight by now, and even now, while I was lying flat on my back with her beside me, I could tell that she would have happily gone again if I were capable. 
 
    “I can’t,” I breathed, shaking my head as her fingers caressed my scrotum and delicately stroked my sensitive stem as if begging it to return to life. “There’s nothing left for you; I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s all right,” she cooed into my ear. While her left hand played with my cock, her right was casually fussing with my head of short black hair. “He’s fun to play with anyway.” 
 
    I smiled even as I groaned, resisting the urge to close my eyes lest I be unable to reopen them. Most of the candles in the room had burned out, but her markings bathed us in a soft, almost hypnotic glow. I could feel the energy emanating from them, and the intricate whorls on her thighs and stomach were so elegant, so exotic, that I couldn’t stop staring at them.  
 
    “You’re so beautiful,” I whispered, tilting my head so I could look into her glowing turquoise eyes. “I never imagined…” 
 
    She smiled and kissed me again. Her tongue seemed to be even warmer when she was overcharged, though it may have been my imagination. But as her fingers finally released my cock, she swung her leg over my waist and raised her knee halfway up my chest.  
 
    “You’re not too bad to look at yourself,” she said when she leaned away. “I’ve never felt anything like that before.” 
 
    “Well, I do have an unfair advantage,” I said, tracing along the glowing pattern on her thigh. If I’d had the energy, I would have wanted to study every loop and whirl. They were more than solid sweeps of color—each held intricate, tiny designs tightly packed together. It was like someone had written a message across her skin.  
 
    “It’s not just that,” Shayera said. “It’s…well, I suppose I have a confession to make. Though I don’t think you’ll mind.” 
 
    I arched an eyebrow. “Okay, I admit I’m intrigued.” 
 
    She smiled sheepishly. “The night we met, I told you that you were the first man I ever invited up here. As I recall, you seemed surprised.” 
 
    I paused, wondering how this was a confession. “In my defense, you were gambling with a bunch of men over—” 
 
    “It’s all right, I wasn’t blaming you,” she said, dragging her painted fingernails across my chest. “But there was more to what I said. You’re the first man I’ve ever been with period.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Shayera snorted. “Gods, it can’t be that shocking.” 
 
    “I just mean…you know…”  
 
    I hesitated, hoping to avoid digging myself into a deeper hole, but a part of me still couldn’t believe it. The girl I had met in the Bloody Boar—the girl who had literally been gambling for blowjobs—was a virgin? 
 
    “I mean, I have done other things,” she said almost defensively. “Just not…you know, that.” 
 
    I could see the flash of embarrassed heat in her cheeks, but I didn’t know what to say. It had never even occurred to me… 
 
    “But before your ego gets too big, you should know that you’re not my first first,” she added hastily. “I have been with other girls—well, with one other girl.” She hesitated and tapped the radiant latticework on her forearm. “She’s actually the reason I have these.” 
 
    I blinked. “A dare?” 
 
    Shayera snorted. “You can’t get vatari tattoos on a dare, even in Nelu’Thalas. It’s…well, I suppose you could say it was a pact. There’s a conflict brewing in Nelu’Thalas. Though you probably know that.” 
 
    I nodded, recalling the intelligence reports I’d read on the way here from Drakendaar. The Zarul made certain that I was briefed on the political situation of nearly every kingdom and nation in Torsia.  
 
    “The Queen’s powerbase has been steadily diminishing for years,” I recalled. “The Vin Aetheri don’t believe she did enough to court the dragon before his disappearance, and other groups are upset about the way those without sorcery are treated.” 
 
    “And your people are probably helping sow discord,” Shayera said sourly. 
 
    “Not that I’m aware of. The Ven’Tira are quite good at rooting out our spies—far better than anyone else.” 
 
    “Must be the ears,” she said, smiling as she slid a finger along my round arches. “They just don’t blend in.” 
 
    “It’s more than that. The Sovereign Council wants to control Nelu’Thalas, but so far, they haven’t been willing to support dissident anti-sorcery groups. That’s part of the reason I can’t believe they got involved with the Senosi here in Vorsalos. These groups have been gaining strength all over the continent.” 
 
    Shayera frowned. “Even in Crell?” 
 
    I nodded soberly. “Worship of the Fallen Gods is technically illegal, but just because there aren’t temples doesn’t mean there aren’t believers. It’s a difficult law to enforce, and the Sarodihm Kalefarr in particular have been getting more popular in recent years among the commonfolk.” 
 
    Shayera’s cheek twitched, and her roaming fingers on my chest came to a halt. “They’re more powerful than anyone thinks,” she murmured. “They’re the ones who—” 
 
    My eyebrows lifted when she cut herself off. She looked haunted, lost. I squeezed her thigh reassuringly, though it didn’t seem to help. “The Sarodihm are the ones who gave you these markings?” 
 
    Her eyes remained vacant for a long moment before she finally nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    “But how…?” My wandering fingertips paused over the markings on her thighs. At this point, even if her markings faded, I bet could follow the pattern from memory. “Dal’Rethi tattoos are an Avetharri technique—and a highly guarded one. How did the Sarodihm learn?” 
 
    “The knowledge has been spreading for years. The Tel Bator Keepers have been using a modified version for more than a century, and the Senosi just took it further.” Shayera shrugged. “Besides, most of the maitash—the tattoo artists—have always been wood elves, even back in the days of the Avethian Empire.” 
 
    I squeezed her thigh again, my lips pursing in thought. “Still, from what little I know, the materials are rare and expensive. Why would the Sarodihm give you the markings instead of one of their own people?” 
 
    Shayera grimaced. “Because I was one of them…at least for a little while.” 
 
    “You joined the Sarodihm?” I gaped. “But—” 
 
    “I know!” she snapped, her turquoise eyes suddenly blazing. “It was stupid and reckless and doesn’t make any sense.”  
 
    The flash of fire in her eyes burned out as quickly as it had ignited. She exhaled slowly as if chasing away the memories, then began again.  
 
    “At the time, they seemed like they were just trying to do the right thing,” she explained. “Nugûl are treated like lepers in parts of the city, especially the wood elven ones. And I had just been rejected from the Hathol’Sayal and the Ven’Tira. The Sarodihm welcomed me, and I felt like I belonged…right up until I realize what they wanted me to do.” 
 
    I stayed silent, knowing from experience that having someone else prod you when you were already pouring your heart out was always infuriating and often counterproductive. She could decide what she did or didn’t want to tell me; the best thing I could do was listen.  
 
    “I cared about someone,” Shayera said. “I may have even been in love with her, I don’t know. She was sweet and charming and funny…but she was a Nugûl and a wood elf. When I saw the way she was treated by the highborn, it made me sick. They were always happy to talk to me because of my mother, but my friends weren’t that lucky. They had nothing.” 
 
    Shayera looked pained and closed her eyes. I gave her thigh yet another reassuring squeeze, and she dragged herself out of her mental abyss. 
 
    “I thought they wanted me to protect them, but they were really hoping I would become their weapon,” she went on. “I was too naïve and foolish to realize what they wanted until it was too late. And once I found out, I grabbed Mithros and ran away. I didn’t stop until I reached the sea.”  
 
    A pit formed in my stomach as my confrontation with Farah burst back into my thoughts. For a few glorious hours, it had all faded away in Shayera’s loving embrace. But now… 
 
    “Anyway, it doesn’t matter anymore,” she said. “And I realize I never actually gave you the chance to tell me what happened with your meeting. Did your accomplice agree to speak with the Regent Lord and warn him about Veleca?” 
 
    I hissed softly, my head sinking back into the pillow. The weight of reality came crashing down upon me all at once.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    Shayera’s brow furrowed. “No? Why not?” 
 
    “Because things are more complicated than I thought.”  
 
    Gently pushing Shayera’s leg off my chest, I sat up on the bed. A distant rumble of thunder heralded the return of yesterday’s storm, almost as if nature itself were conspiring to keep Shayera trapped here. A wave of guilt washed over me—I should have been spending the last few hours convincing her to leave. But the moment I had seen her wearing that dress… 
 
    “We heard right,” I said. “The Imperium gave Veleca that relic.” 
 
    Shayera shook her head. “But why?” 
 
    “Because the Sovereign Council is run by power-grubbing monsters who don’t care how many people get killed.” I clenched my jaw. “They want Veleca to attack the city. And when she does, the sorcerers we’ve been training, the Corvosi, will step out of the shadows at just the right moment and save Vorsalos from certain doom. The Regent Lord will look like a genius for creating them, and his detractors will have no choice but to support his push to become king.” 
 
    Shayera’s mouth fell open in disbelief. It sounded even more insane when I said the words aloud.  
 
    “Guardian guide us,” she breathed. “That’s…” 
 
    “Insane? Demented? I know, believe me.”  
 
    “There were thousands of undead in that cave, and it sounded like there might be more near Tel Noroth. Even if your sorcerers destroy them—” 
 
    “A lot of people are going to die,” I whispered. “Which I’m sure is part of the point. The more chaos, the more confusion, the more likely that people will see a ‘strong leader’ as their savior. I wouldn’t be surprised if some of Ironsail’s biggest detractors end up mysteriously dead before the battle is over. It wouldn’t be the first time the Zarul has pulled off something like this. When we helped the Elashi separatists fight back against the Talishite army…never mind, it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    All the bitterness and fear and rage I had buried the last several hours welled up into a ball inside me. But I had no way to release it. There was no enemy in front of me, no clear path to set things right.  
 
    “Things are going to turn bad real fast,” I said. “And I know you don’t want to hear this, but you shouldn’t be here. You should go and find Mithros first thing in the morning, and the two of you should head back to Highwind as fast as you can.” 
 
    “I already told you that I’m not going anywhere,” Shayera replied firmly. “I sent a letter to Highwind this afternoon, but I’m not—” 
 
    “Please, just listen to me,” I said, taking her hands in mine and staring her right in the eye. “This isn’t just about the Senosi or the undead. My accomplice, Farah…she knows you’re here in the city. You won’t be able to hide from her much longer.” 
 
    “Who says I want to?” 
 
    I paled. “You can’t—” 
 
    “I’m not walking away from this,” Shayera insisted, yanking her hands from my grip. “Veleca has to be stopped, and you and I are the only ones who know what’s really going on. We have to do something.” 
 
    I rallied my thoughts for another attempt. On the way here, I had been committed to arguing the point no matter how mad she got. But that was before I had been sitting naked in the same bed with her. 
 
    “Shayera, if—” 
 
    “The amazon,” she said suddenly. “She’s the key.” 
 
    I blinked. “What?” 
 
    “Back on the road, we talked about how my tattoos were able to help her break free, at least for a few moments,” Shayera barreled on. “I thought about that more while you were gone. We know she’s headed to Tel Noroth, right? Well, if we could intercept her, maybe I could try to break her free again. At the very least, she probably knows exactly what Veleca is planning and when. Maybe we could give that information to the Ravenguard, and they could start organizing the defenses—” 
 
    “Did you forget what happened in the fort?” I interrupted. “That demon kicked the shit out of us!” 
 
    “Only because we weren’t prepared. I didn’t have any energy left, and you were already weakened by the Flensing.” 
 
    I stared at her in disbelief. I couldn’t decide if I should have been inspired or horrified by her confidence. I split the difference and settled on confusion.  
 
    “Even if we could subdue her—and that’s a really big if—exorcisms usually kill the host.”  
 
    “I know, but I still think it’s worth a try,” Shayera said. Her markings had finally begun to fade, but she lifted her hand and studied the swirls on her forearm. “I felt something when I was touching her. It’s difficult to describe, but there was a rush of energy into my markings. I could feel her pain and terror. It was…excruciating. But then I also felt her consciousness breaking free. For a moment, I thought I might be able to help her, but then…” 
 
    She shivered. “I’m sure it sounds crazy, but the core of Dal’Rethi philosophy is connection. Right now, she is connected to the demon. But maybe there’s some way I can break her free.” 
 
    I could see the earnest longing on her face, and I couldn’t help but wonder if the reason she was so insistent about staying was more personal than I realized. After all, her mother had fought alongside the Dragon of Highwind and his amazon companion during the war.  
 
    “Even if you did free her from the demon. I’m not sure what it would help,” I cautioned.  
 
    “We’d save an innocent woman’s life—that’s good enough for me,” Shayera replied tartly. “But like I said, she probably knows exactly what Veleca is planning. There has to be some way we can use that information.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said, unconvinced. Farah and the Regent Lord already knew the attack was coming, and they wanted it to cause chaos. Warning them about specifics wouldn’t change a damn thing.  
 
    But there were other people in the city who could make important decisions. Other powerful nobles, the various captains and lieutenants of the Ravenguard… 
 
    “I don’t have all the answers,” Shayera said, “but I’m not going to run back home with my tail between my legs while those Senosi bitches torch the city and undo everything my family fought for during the war.” 
 
    Her eyes returned to mine, and even though they had stopped glowing, they were more intense than ever. “I’ll fight her alone if I have to,” she said, “but I’d much rather have your help.” 
 
    A dozen stillborn arguments looped through my head one after another. I wanted to convince her that this wasn’t her fight; I wanted to explain just how dangerous Farah and her network of thugs were. But I think I had known all along that my words alone wouldn’t change anything. When I looked upon Shayera Starwind, I saw many things: a beautiful girl with a breathtaking body, a deadly duelist with remarkable physical skills, an errant princess who desperately wanted to prove herself… 
 
    But mostly I saw a young woman who just wanted to help—not for fame or prestige or duty, but because she thought it was the right thing to do. It was earnest. Guileless. The complete opposite of almost everything and everyone I knew the Imperium.  
 
    And there was no way in hell I was going to let her do it alone.  
 
    “All right,” I murmured, running a hand over my face. “We could head north and at least try to see what’s going on. Even if it doesn’t lead anywhere, I think we both may be safer outside the city.” 
 
    Shayera arched an eyebrow. “Even if we stumble into a horde of undead?” 
 
    I’d rather fight a hundred ghouls than take the risk of Farah’s goons finding you. Zarach’s blood, I hope you never realize how much danger you’re in… 
 
    “I still have to meet with my accomplice in the morning,” I said. “But hopefully it won’t take too long. You should head out and get Mithros. I can meet you outside the gate somewhere.” 
 
    Shayera nodded and smiled. “We can do this, Mirek. I know we can.” 
 
    Looking at her warm smile and glittering eyes, I almost believed her. My father had done his best to brand his cynicism into me, and there were times when it felt like I couldn’t see the world any other way. But maybe it could change. Maybe I could change.  
 
    “We should try and get some sleep,” I said, rubbing my hands over my face. “The sun will be up before you know it.” 
 
    “I’m not tired,” Shayera said, taking my shoulder and pulling me back down on the bed. She swung her leg back over my chest and straddled me, then leaned forward until I could feel her breath on my face. My cock, still weary and wilted, couldn’t help but swell in anticipation when the heat of her quim brushed against it. “In a few minutes, I promise you won’t be, either.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I had never been more thankful to have sunlight warming my face than when I woke up the next morning. Shayera and I didn’t even try to fall asleep until what had to be well after midnight, and once she entered her Dal’Rethi meditation trance, I spent at least an hour in silence just watching her breathe and glow. By the time I did finally pass out, I was so exhausted I could have easily slept through the morning and into the afternoon.  
 
    But we couldn’t afford to spend any more time pretending that we were safe here in this sleepy inn. As much as I regretted my inability to convince her to leave, I did at least find comfort in knowing that she would be leaving the city. Farah’s local muscle couldn’t reach her in the wilderness. 
 
    I gathered my clothes—which were still annoyingly damp from the rain—and headed downstairs to catch a quick breakfast before we headed out. For the first time, the innkeeper wasn’t down there waiting for us, though the cook had still prepared us some fresh ham and eggs along with a strong green tea that Shayera seemed to like. She told me that she planned to draw a quick bath before returning to gather Mithros, and we shared a long kiss in her doorway before I finally set out.  
 
    “Remember, just south of the war monument,” she reminded me. “We’ll be waiting.” 
 
    “I’ll be there,” I told her. “Hopefully before midday.” 
 
    Leaving her behind turned out to be nearly as difficult as arguing with her, but eventually I was outside and on my way across the city to my small, private home. With the sun out in full force and the streets filled with people again, my Zarul training kicked back in: I kept my eyes peeled for any sign that I was being tailed, and I took a winding, out-of-the-way path to my destination. No one seemed to pay me any undue attention, and it wasn’t long before I reached the house and pulled out my keys. 
 
    But when I opened the door and stepped inside, my blood instantly turned to ice.  
 
    “I hope you had a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    I stood frozen in the doorway, my eyes locked upon the almond-skinned woman sitting at my dining room table. Farah’s legs were casually crossed in front of her, and she sipped at a cup of tea almost as if she were bored. But the intensity in her hazel eyes chilled me to my core.  
 
    “What…?” I breathed, trying and failing to swallow the lump in my throat. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Shut the door.” 
 
    I glanced behind me, debating for a moment if I should even enter the house. It felt like the walls were already closing in around me. 
 
    But I eventually stepped inside. The moment I closed the door, Farah set her cup down on the nearby coaster and uncrossed her legs.  
 
    “I told you to go home and get some sleep,” she said, her voice so cold it didn’t sound like the same woman I had been sleeping with for months. “I also told you not to do anything stupid. And yet…” 
 
    “It’s not what you think,” I said, scrambling to stay calm and come up with something plausible to say. “I stayed somewhere else so I could—” 
 
    “You went right back to that elf whore,” Farah said. “I’m not a fool, Mirek. Unlike you, I actually know how to do my job.” 
 
    My skin prickled. “Farah—” 
 
    “I wanted to give you the benefit of the doubt,” she cut in as if I hadn’t spoken. “When my men informed me where you went after our meeting, I thought you might have taken my words to heart. But you didn’t interrogate her, did you? You didn’t learn any secrets, and you certainly didn’t put her in chains and load her onto a ship bound for home. No, you squandered an immense opportunity. And do you know why? Because you don’t belong here.” 
 
    Farah rose to her feet. She stepped toward me, her heels pounding into the wood floor like nails with every footstep. “I told them it would be a mistake to send a civilian rather than another agent. Even when they assured me that you were the only one who possessed the skill to close the fractures, I recommended that we scrap this plan altogether. It wasn’t worth the risk. The situation here was already well in hand. Sooner or later, the Corvosi would have their chance to shine even without our meddling.” 
 
    She stopped in front of me, her jaw twisting beneath her delicate, exotic features. “But the Council didn’t listen. They wanted results, and they wanted them now. So they sent me you, a precocious scholar and talented sorcerer who doesn’t know the first fucking thing about loyalty or patriotism or sacrifice.” 
 
    “Farah, there’s nothing to be upset about,” I insisted, raising my hands defensively. I had never seen her this angry. “That girl doesn’t know anything of value. We should just focus on the mission—” 
 
    “I am focused on this mission,” she snarled. “I have spent two years of my life on this job, and I’ve had to endure that grotesque, slobbering monster’s touch every fucking day. But you know what? I do it gladly, because I am a loyal daughter of the Imperium. I am more than willing to make sacrifices for the greater good.” 
 
    She slowly shook her head. “Then there’s you. You were never even going to tell me about the girl at all, were you? I tried to give you the chance to come clean, but you didn’t take it. Did you seriously believe that I wouldn’t learn who she was? That I wouldn’t discover that you were hiding the Princess of Highwind from me?” 
 
    My heart stopped. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t speak.  
 
    “Unbelievable,” Farah hissed. “I suppose the only question left is whether you’re a traitor as well as a fool.” 
 
    Her rage seemed to cool for just a moment, and she scoffed and flicked her wrist dismissively. “But you don’t need to worry. My men will learn the truth soon enough. They’ll have plenty of time to break her on the long journey home.” 
 
    “What?” I rasped. “What have you done?” 
 
    “I ordered my men to apprehend her the moment you left,” she told me. “They were concerned about her markings—they feared that she might be able to overpower them. But I doubt that even a mighty Blade Dancer is a match for a double dose of tedrax poison in her morning tea. I wouldn’t be surprised if she is already secured in the hold of one of our ships by now.” 
 
    A hole opened in my chest, large enough to swallow the world. Oh, fuck! Shayera… 
 
    “You had your chance to do the right thing, Mirek,” Farah said, a dark, wolfish smile pulling at her lips. “Now it’s my turn.” 
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