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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    John Devonte leaned on his spear and gazed into the Deadlands. It began with a stretch of petrified forest that extended into the horizon. A harsh, cold mist curled out from the forest, carrying ghostly whispers into John’s ears. A chill ran down his spine as he shook his head. Beyond that forest lay a world that no human had entered for over a thousand years. Even the forest hadn’t seen human visitors. Yet something called to him from that forest, and, perhaps from beyond it, too. He had experienced the call before. 
 
    Monsters. As a monster hunter of the Devonte bloodline, he could detect where the horned, spiked, and taloned fiends resided. And there were entire hordes of them beyond the forest. Except, if the records of history were to be trusted, they were as petrified as the forest before him. Perhaps not dead, but at least not alive in any true sense of the word. 
 
    Every leaf of every tree was the color of old meat, gray and lifeless. The border between the town of Vismuth and that forest of dead trees was marked by a thirty-foot-high stone wall, built during an age of master craftsmen that had long since passed. The wall extended to the east and west, skirting mountain ranges and tundra fields before stopping with the sea at either end. Small borderland towns and villages watched over the gates positioned every thirty miles, guardsmen like John enlisted for this so-called honor. 
 
    “Is it always like this?” John asked. 
 
    “Like what?” Emily said through a mouthful of steaming beef stew. She leaned over the bowl as juice dribbled down her chin. She wiped it with the back of her sleeve. The stew was piping hot, in defiance of the northern cold, made even colder by the fact that the guard tower was forty feet from the ground and a brisk wind ripped through the open facade. 
 
    “So… uneventful,” he replied. “I was hoping there’d at least be a wolf or something to provide a little entertainment.” Unlike John, Emily had been a member of the Dead Watch for over a year. This was John’s first shift, and he’d been at it for a few hours now. 
 
    Emily chuckled before she shrugged. “Nothing moves in the Deadlands, John. Nothing lives. Not even worms. No one stationed here has seen so much as a flutter in those bleached trees for decades. Centuries even. Not since it all started.” 
 
    John let out a long sigh. “Then I guess I should take up a hobby.” 
 
    Emily smiled at him, her emerald-green eyes meeting his gaze. “A hobby? Can’t say I see you whittling down a block of wood into a figurine. Knitting maybe? A woolen jumper wouldn’t go amiss when you’re stuck out here on cold nights, staring out into the wilderness. Besides, I heard you’re pretty good with sharp, pointy things.” 
 
    He laughed at that. “I suppose.” 
 
    “That’s the reason you ended up with this so-called honor, isn’t it? Stopped the bandit incursion, slew over three dozen of the bastards, and came home with their scalps for proof.” 
 
    John shrugged. “It was more like a dozen, but yeah.” He recalled the moment when he’d walked through the town gates, a bloodied, hessian sack slung over his shoulder. He had dumped the contents of the sack onto the mayor’s front porch. Thirteen scalps, each once belonging to a member of the bandits who had raided David Moor’s farmland and butchered his wife and children. 
 
    In return for avenging the Moors and ensuring the bandits wouldn’t inflict suffering on any other good folk, John had been inducted into the Dead Watch. He received lodgings in the town and a more than satisfactory stipend. He had only come to the town a few months back, pausing in his wanderings as he usually did when he’d momentarily satisfied his aching for adventure. But adventure was calling him once more, and a lifetime watching the motionless Deadlands in a backwater town on the edge of the Draconic Empire wasn’t how he wanted to spend his days. 
 
    Although the company wasn’t so bad. Emily was easy on the eyes, that was for sure. Her brown hair was tied into a neat bun, and her emerald-green eyes sparkled beneath a dainty brow. Had she not beaten the mayor’s guard captain, Graham, in a sparring match the other week, he might have thought her too pretty to possess anything resembling martial prowess. But beyond that feminine frame and those delicate features, a true warrior resided. 
 
    Beautiful and able to carry herself in a fight. They were two combinations that almost made John feel like sticking around as a member of the Dead Watch, at least for a little while. But even a beautiful woman couldn’t stop the itching in his hands, the desire to grip his sword and plunge it into monster flesh. He was, after all, a monster hunter. Like every child bearing the ancient Devonte bloodline, he had been trained in the art of battle since he could walk. And like those who shared his blood, John couldn’t remain in one place for long before that familial call to adventure rose up within him. 
 
    He wouldn’t abandon his post in the Dead Watch, of course, at least not before he found a replacement. There were plenty of folks in the town and its surrounds who would jump at the prospect of earning a living and having a place to stay while spending their days twiddling their thumbs and looking out into the Deadlands. It was easy work, but not exactly thrilling. It didn’t suit John one bit. 
 
    John cracked his neck and rolled his shoulders. The stiff armor he’d been given after joining the Dead Watch barely fit him, his muscular frame straining against the mail shirt and gambeson. Over the top of the breastplate he wore an onyx-black tabard with an embossed silver emblem of a Stone Dragon. Even this far north, it was impossible to avoid the Wyrm Lords of the Draconic Empire. Lord Varim was the ruler of this particular region, and the Stone Dragon was his patron draconic species. 
 
    Emily wore the same ensemble, though her tabard had obviously seen better days, the emblem having faded and the edges frayed. She wasn’t even carrying a weapon. John couldn’t quite work her out. She obviously enjoyed fighting and would have made an excellent soldier or, perhaps, a traveling mercenary and adventurer. Yet she’d chosen to remain here, in Vismuth, standing watch over a dead forest. 
 
    As John continued to stare out to the north, he was soon able to pick out the varying shades of gray. He had never seen so many different shades of the one color. It was picturesque, in a way. If you went in for that sort of thing. 
 
    His eyes caught a flicker of movement. He straightened with a start. 
 
    “What is it?” Emily asked as she polished off her stew and laid the bowl down beside her. 
 
    “I saw something. Movement.” 
 
    Emily grinned from the side of her mouth. “I didn’t think you’d start seeing things so early into your shift. It’s only been… what, three hours?” 
 
    “There… there it is again!” John said, her jibes falling on deaf ears as he tracked the flickering motion. 
 
    Emily sighed and stood. She lifted a hand to shield her eyes and gazed out into the distance. “It happens to everyone, John. The mind gets so bored that it starts to imagine things out there in—wait! I see it too.” 
 
    John grinned. “I told you. There’s something out there. And it’s moving south.” 
 
    Emily, however, wasn’t smiling. Her face had turned white, and her eyes were wide. 
 
    “This isn’t good,” she said. “Not good at all.” 
 
    “It’s probably just a rabbit or something.” 
 
    “A rabbit? John, nothing moves in the Deadlands! It’s called that for a reason!” 
 
    John shrugged. “So?” 
 
    “We should sound the alarm.” 
 
    “Why don’t we wait a little longer? See whether it’s worth dragging the mayor out of his manor.” 
 
    Emily didn’t answer; she just continued staring at the thing moving through the bleached trees. 
 
    It wasn’t long before a sound joined the movement. It sounded like something yelling, though John couldn’t make out the words. 
 
    “Is that… that sounds like a person,” Emily said. 
 
    John nodded. “Maybe one of the children climbed the wall and went out into the woods?” 
 
    “Could be,” Emily said, hope in her voice. 
 
    But before long, the movement became easier to spot and the sound of yelling grew louder. The words were still unintelligible, but the person moving through the woods could be seen. 
 
    It was a woman, clad in purple robes. 
 
    “Activate the gem!” she was yelling as she waved her arms about. “Activate the gem!” 
 
    As she drew nearer, weaving and dashing between the desiccated foliage, John spotted a draconic symbol on her purple robes: a sleek, legless Dragon coiled around a golden scepter. 
 
    “Do you recognize that symbol on her robes?” John asked Emily, even as the woman on the other side of the walls continued yelling. 
 
    “No,” she said. “Maybe it belongs to one of the lesser lords?” Emily had calmed after realizing that the origin of the movement and sounds beyond the wall belonged to a human and not some monster from legend. 
 
    “Should we let her through?” 
 
    “The gates haven’t been opened for centuries. I’m not even sure if they work.” 
 
    “Why don’t we give them a shot?” 
 
    “She could be dangerous. A monster wearing the skin of a woman.” 
 
    “Open up!” the woman cried from the base of the wall. “Activate your gem! Before it’s too late!” 
 
    “I’m of the Devonte bloodline,” John said. “I can sense monsters from a good distance away. There’s nothing monstrous about her.” 
 
    Emily weighed John with her gaze for a few moments before she sighed. “Not all monsters are monsters.” 
 
    “She’s wearing a Dragon symbol,” John said. “Who knows—maybe her lord went into the Deadlands with her and got lost, and she’s coming to us for help. She is yelling about the town’s gem. That’s Dragon business.” 
 
    “Your first day and already you’re going to give the mayor conniptions,” Emily said with a wry shake of her head. “Alright. Let’s go down and see what’s going on with her. But we’re not letting her inside. At least not just yet.” 
 
    “Fine by me. And here I was thinking my first day would be uneventful.” 
 
    Together, John and Emily descended the guard tower and made their way to the primary gate and the barbican above it. Emily gestured for John to pull the crank to open the wooden gates but told him to keep the portcullis down. 
 
    As the pair approached the gate, the woman on the outside let out a loud sigh of relief. 
 
    “Thank the Luminous Scales,” she breathed. “It’s you.” 
 
    “You know us?” Emily asked. 
 
    “I’ve seen you,” she said, gesturing at Emily. “In the scrying crystals.” 
 
    “That right?” John said, an amused smile touching his lips. “Who’s your lord?” 
 
    “I serve no lord,” the woman said, glancing behind her nervously. “I await the coming of the Potentate.” She looked forward again and peered through the grates. Her eyes narrowed as her gaze found John, then her eyes widened. “Quickly, you must make haste! Activate your gem! Erect the shield at once!” 
 
    John turned to Emily. “You think there are mushrooms out amongst those dead trees? Or maybe she just hasn’t eaten or had a lick of water for a while.” Despite her long, flowing robes, it was clear the woman was neither emaciated nor dehydrated. 
 
    “You think I’m crazy?” the woman said, an edge in her voice. “I am no madwoman! Let me inside, before it’s too late.” 
 
    “Too late for what?” Emily asked. 
 
    “The Sleepers have been woken. Monsters will rise again. The time of the Potentate draws near.” 
 
    “Yeah, definitely crazy,” John whispered to Emily from the side of his mouth. 
 
    “But we can’t just leave her out there. It’s the Deadlands; it’s not safe.” 
 
    “Why the sudden change of mind?” 
 
    “Something she said… the Potentate. My mother used to tell stories. And, honestly, I’ve been dreaming about someone who goes by that name.” She met John’s eyes, then suddenly looked away. 
 
    “Dreams are powerful,” John said, nodding. “You think this woman might be speaking some amount of truth?” 
 
    “It’s possible. We don’t know what lies beyond the petrified forest, further into the Deadlands. No one does. For all we know, she comes from a people who managed to eke out an existence in those accursed lands.” 
 
    “That’s a bit of a stretch. I still think she’s climbed the wall elsewhere along the border, snacked on some mushrooms, and found her way here.” 
 
    “Maybe. But we should take her to the mayor.” 
 
    John groaned inwardly. The last thing he wanted to do was meet with that pompous asshole a second time that day. He’d been hoping to avoid the mayor for as long as it took to find a replacement. 
 
    “Alright,” he said. “Want me to raise the portcullis?” 
 
    Emily nodded, her eyes fixed on the other woman. 
 
    John went and turned the crank to lift the portcullis. When he returned, Emily and the woman were standing side by side. 
 
    “What’s your name?” John asked the woman. 
 
    “Aoryl,” she said, lifting a hand to her head and pulling back her cowl. Her black hair fell to her shoulders, and she swept it away from her face to reveal purple-colored eyes that sparkled like amethyst gemstones. Her tanned skin was flawless, and a dainty nose sat above full lips the color of blood. As she tucked a strand behind her ear, Emily gasped a second before John saw the tips of the woman’s ears. They were pointed. 
 
    “You’re an elf?” Emily asked. 
 
    “I am,” Aoryl replied, composing herself. Now that she was before John and Emily, her exasperation had faded. She now adopted a regal demeanor that John recognized as distinctly elven. He hadn’t met very many elves—he could count their number on two hands—but all of them had resided far to the south, on the coast bordering the Middle Sea, as though living so far south could hide them from the eyes of the Dragon Emperor, Vanqueur Hellsbane, and the kings and lords who served him. 
 
    It was impossible to tell how old this elf woman was; she shared the ageless visage of her kin to the south. She was taller than the ones John had seen, almost of equal height to John, and he towered over most men. 
 
    “You’ve never seen an elf before?” John asked Emily from the side of his mouth. 
 
    “Never,” she said, her eyes wide. “They don’t like the cold.” 
 
    John smiled at that. After everything he had seen on his travels, it took a lot to surprise him. It was easy to forget that Emily had likely not gone further from her hometown than the wall she guarded every day. 
 
    “I’m sorry for my state when I arrived at your gates,” Aoryl said, smoothing down her robes and picking bone-white twigs from them. “But the things I have seen in my mistress’ scrying orbs—they foretell the destruction of this town, and all other places where people reside.” She glanced up at the sun, which was close to reaching its zenith. “Within five hours.” 
 
    “Alright,” John said. “I figure this is above the both of us. Best you speak to Mayor Crampton and tell him what you know.” 
 
    John figured he might just have to skip town before that meeting was over. He hated to abandon a job that he had signed up for, especially one that paid so well, but he’d been in villages when some lone doomsayer walked through the gates. A few days later, every man, woman, and child was smitten with the so-called prophecies. A week later, the villager’s coffers were empty, the doomsayer had vanished, and every villager was out looking for revenge on the person who’d swindled them, or anyone who came close, which included outsiders, folks like John. 
 
    Except this woman didn’t seem to be dishonest. John had a certain sense for detecting lies and falsehoods. It was a necessity in the streets of Alamanzar, where he’d crawled up from the sewers to find the family whose blood he shared, the famed Devonte line of monster hunters.  
 
    Emily called John aside, so they could speak together without the elf woman overhearing. 
 
    “You think she’s really from beyond the forest?” 
 
    Emily chewed her cheek. “I can’t say for certain. But does she look like any elf you’ve seen before?” 
 
    “Ageless. Beautiful. Tall. Yeah, she’s just like every other elf I’ve met.” 
 
    “I’ve never met elves before, so you’re likely the expert, but from everything I’ve heard, elves are all blonde and blue-eyed.” 
 
    John found himself nodding. “Yeah, I suppose they are. Her eyes are a little strange. Maybe she’s got Dragon power? You know how the Dragons all look a little weird.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Emily said. “Still, I don’t recognize the symbol on her robes. It doesn’t belong to any of the lords in the north. And she definitely came from the forest.” 
 
    “All wonderful mysteries that our dear mayor can solve,” John said as he clapped his hands. “Then it’s not our problem. We can just go back to watching that lovely little bit of scenery.” 
 
    “I guess,” Emily said. “Why don’t you take her to the mayor?” 
 
    “You don’t want to come with me?” 
 
    “Someone needs to keep watch here. It sounds crazy to say it, but it looks like the Dead Watch might want to increase its numbers after today.” 
 
    “It’s not just because you don’t want to see our beloved mayor?” 
 
    Emily smiled. “You’re about to bring him an elf. He might not like what she has to say, but I’m sure he’ll be impressed. But maybe leave behind your sword. Going to a meeting with the mayor with a blade responsible for slaying monsters is bound to put him on edge. If you want him to hear you out and listen to this elf, you’ll need to go without it.” 
 
    John grimaced. “That doesn’t like a good idea.”  
 
    “You don’t need a monster slaying blade to kill someone who’d wish you harm, do you? You’re John Devonte for the Emperor’s sake.”  
 
    He chuckled under his breath. “Remind me to tell you about that time I killed a stone giant with a pair of scissors.” 
 
    “Seriously?”  
 
    “No time right now,” John said with a grin. “Got an elf to take to town and a mayor to meet.” 
 
    “John,” Emily said, her tone suddenly serious. “you’re not planning on going anywhere are you?” 
 
    “Just to the mayor.” 
 
    “No, I mean after that. You’ve got that look in your eyes. Like you just want to turn tail and leave this town. I’ve seen it in men before. And I’ve heard stories of the Devonte warriors. You’re not happy unless you’re moving about the continent, hunting down monsters and bedding beautiful women.” 
 
    John laughed at that. “I’ll be here tomorrow.” It was the most he could promise. 
 
    “Good. Now, don’t keep Mayor Crampton waiting.” 
 
    John nodded goodbye then turned to Aoryl and called out, “Come along now, elf. I’ll take you to our mayor.” 
 
    Aoryl hurried along beside him. It was impossibly difficult to tell an elf’s age by their appearance, so anyone wanting to discern their age would have to pay close attention to their mannerisms. It was the hurried, unsure, and a little temperamental behavior of Aoryl that made John think she was just beyond her early years and had come into womanhood recently.  
 
    The walk to the town proper was a good fifteen minutes. At first, Aoryl walked at a slow pace, her gaze darting around as though one of the monsters she claimed had awakened would leap out from behind every bush or tree. When they made it to the northernmost hovels just outside the town, there were people going about their daily tasks. A washerwoman looked in wonder at Aoryl, and it wasn’t difficult to understand why. The appearance of an elf was no small matter, especially this far north. A pair of children called out, “An elf! An elf!” as they thrust their fingers at the intriguing specimen they had discovered. 
 
    “Best to keep your hood up, I’d say,” John said to Aoryl. It was the first they’d spoken since leaving the wall. “At least until we reach the mayor. Although I’d say it’s probably no good now. Children’s legs are as fast as their tongues—before we reach his manor, the mayor will know about you. Along with everyone else in the town.” 
 
    And it was as John had predicted. There was a veritable throng of people lining the streets when he and Aoryl stepped through the gates and made for the manor on top of the hill. Halfway up the main road, there was a thundering of hooves. The mayor’s guards rode their horses down from the hill, the crowd parting before them. 
 
    “Mayor Crampton wants to see you, outsider,” Graham said to John from the head of the mounted guards. “And the elf. He doesn’t know what you’re playing at, but someone said you found her beyond the walls.” 
 
    John stared up at the man on horseback. He’d never liked Graham. Not since the first day he came to Vismuth, when he’d bested Graham in a hand of playing cards and his first reaction to the loss was to challenge John to a duel. John had agreed, so long as they could do so barehanded. He hadn’t wanted the blood of a foolhardy asshole on his hands. Graham had lasted all of a few seconds before he’d landed on his ass in the mud, a beauty of a shiner already blooming above his right eye. 
 
    “Just take me to the mayor,” John replied. “I’ve got to get back to my watch.” 
 
    “Doubt you’ll be heading back there after what you’ve done today,” Graham said. “Go on,” he said to his men, gesturing at them. 
 
    John tensed up, seeing his fate written across the cold expressions visible through the guards’ barbute helmets. It was all the clearer when he spotted the guard behind Graham take iron bonds from his saddleback. There was no way he could fight his way out of this. For one, he had no weapon, having left his spear at the wall, and there was no possibility of him making a run for it, not when surrounded by a crowd and while trying to flee men on horseback.  
 
    “I’ll go,” John said. “But I figure you owe it to me not to have me taken to the mayor in shackles. I went out and dealt with those bandits when I had no need to.” 
 
    “You only did that so you could become a Dead Watchman. A home, a nice income, and a town full of other men’s women!” Graham looked out at the crowd, hoping to find some supportive faces. His hopes were in vain. 
 
    “John’s a hero!” someone called. 
 
    “Yeah, let him be, Graham!” 
 
    “Flaccid-cock pigfucker!” someone else cried. 
 
    “Well, shit,” John muttered under his breath, “when things were going so well…” 
 
    That last retort had sent Graham into a fury. He released his sword from his scabbard and wheeled his horse around, scanning the crowd for the fool who’d last spoken, however truthful their words might have been. 
 
    “Who said that?” Graham demanded. “I am captain of the mayor’s guard! And I will have your head!” 
 
    “There’ll be none of that, Graham, dear,” said a cool, calm feminine voice. The crowd suddenly parted, and the mayor’s wife walked out from it. She was a beautiful woman, though in her middling years, her hair gray yet still vibrant. Although she had wealth beyond anyone else in the town, she did not flaunt it, preferring to wear plain dresses and tie her hair in a simple braid. “Let’s have John and his new friend here go to the manor peacefully, yes?” 
 
    “My lady, Fiona,” Graham said, suddenly stricken with obvious guilt. “I did not realize you were present. This rabble… they test my patience.” 
 
    “As you do mine,” she said. 
 
    “My lady, I apologize for my outburst. Had I known you were—” 
 
    “I do not think it is me to whom you must apologize.” Fiona gestured at John. 
 
    Graham grimaced and turned to John. “Sorry, John. I’m afraid I am too zealous a captain of my lord mayor.” 
 
    “Come along now,” Fiona said, rolling her eyes. “I like your robes,” she said to Aoryl, “such a beautiful color.” 
 
    Fiona was well respected in Vismuth, far more than her husband, and the crowd was more than happy to please her by letting John, the elf, and the guards get on to the manor. 
 
    “Are all humans so… despicable?” Aoryl asked John as she glared at Graham’s back. 
 
    “Not all of them. We’re actually not so bad once you get to know us.” 
 
    Aoryl didn’t seem convinced. 
 
    In short order, John and Aoryl were presented before the mayor in his dining chamber. It was a small hall but overflowing with the appearance of opulence. It wasn’t true opulence, for Vismuth was a town that barely scraped by on what goods could be farmed so far north. Their trade partners were few and far between, and it seemed the only reason they could survive out here was because the empire provided them with a substantial payment of goods in return for their soul harvest. 
 
    Mayor Crampton sat in the primary seat on an elevated platform, dressed in red velvet and wearing a lopsided bronze diadem, looking like a fool who pretended to be a king, as always. Laid out before him was a veritable feast of all the produce a northern town could offer. The mayor snatched up a leg of lamb and tore at the flesh with his teeth. The smacking noises his lips made as he chewed turned John’s stomach. With a quick glance to his side, he noted that Aoryl wore an expression of disgust. The mayor hadn’t greeted either of them when they’d entered his hall; he had simply continued eating, barely registering their presence save for a fleeting raising of his eyebrows at seeing Aoryl. 
 
    The mayor was clearly trying to implement a power move against the pair. John would have despised the man if he were worth the effort. All John wanted to do right now was get out of this mess alive, and be as far away from Vismuth as he could before the day was out. While he’d made a promise to Emily, he wasn’t a noble enough man to keep one that might see his life ended. 
 
    After finishing his mouthful, Mayor Crampton reclined in his high-backed chair and folded his hands in his lap. His face was cast in shadows, azure light shining from the giant Soul Gem behind him. 
 
    The Soul Gem, at least, was truly opulent. Although it was only the size of a cherry, the gem was worth more than ten Vismuths, possibly even a hundred. It carried Soul Energy, the magical power which fueled the Draconic Empire, the Wyrm Lords and their Wyvern Guard, the Draco Kings who ruled over them, and Dragon Emperor Vanqueur Hellsbane who sat on his throne in the Empyrion Citadel. At the end of each month, an officer of the Wyvern Guard would come to the town to exchange the gem, which was expected to be full, with an empty one. The gems were then returned to the Wyrm Lords, who siphoned them of their power. 
 
    John had been lucky in that he had only been required to provide Soul Energy for a harvest on a handful of occasions since leaving Alamanzar. Those few times remained seared within his memory. All the good had been drained from him, all feelings of happiness or elation, or even satisfaction. His limbs had been heavy and devoid of strength, and he’d barely been able to drag himself out of bed for a week. John could hardly believe that there were some towns that had their citizens drain soul energy every other day. He might not have believed it had he not seen it for himself. He had passed through such places and seen the withered husks roaming the streets, seeking succor at the bottom of a bottle or at the end of a blissweed pipe. 
 
    “Ah, John the Vagabond,” the mayor said with a small smile, “it seems you’ve managed to find something on the other side of the wall, yes? And on your first day, no less. If the words that reached my ears are to be believed, that is.” 
 
    “Good mayor of Vismuth,” Aoryl said, bowing her head, “I have indeed ventured from beyond the wall. It is a mighty edifice, but it will not stop what is coming. You must allow John to activate your Soul Gem so that your town will be spared. Then, he must be sent into the surrounding villages to do the same with their gems.” 
 
    “What?” John said aloud. “What are you talking about, Aoryl?” She’d shared nothing of this with him, and he especially didn’t want to be involved with whatever insanity she had conjured within the confines of her head. 
 
    “I speak of salvation,” she said, her words eerily similar to those doomsayers John had hoped she was nothing like. 
 
    “Salvation!” Mayor Crampton laughed. “I see you bear the insignia of a Wyrm Lord. I don’t recognize it. Who do you serve?” 
 
    “I seek the coming Potentate. But I serve no lord. I have seen those you call Wyrm Lords from within my mistress’ scrying orbs. I tell you, they are not true Dragons.” She turned to John. “This man, the one you call John the Vagabond, he is a Dragon in truth. And you must allow him to activate your gem if you wish to see your town and its people safe in the coming calamity.” 
 
    “Bah! First, you tell me that you come from beyond the wall. Then you say that the Wyrm Lords are not true Dragons. That, elf, is a crime. Blasphemy, even. But to suggest that John, while a formidable warrior, is the only true Dragon? That is insanity. It was only the imploring of my dear wife that led to him being inducted into the Dead Watch. Had I my way, I would have banished him from my town. Devontes are bad luck. Everyone knows this, and yet my graciousness got the better of me.” 
 
    “There is more, too, isn’t there, my lord?” Graham said. “Your theory?” 
 
    “Ah, yes. My theory.” The mayor’s expression turned foul. “In fact, it is my belief, and that of my most trustworthy captain, Graham, that John here was the leader of the bandits. John betrayed his men, butchered them, and brought their scalps here as so-called proof that he dealt with the bandit incursion. He dealt with it, all right, but he was the primary cause!” By the end of this tirade, spittle was flying from Mayor Crampton’s mouth and his face had reached a beet-red color. 
 
    “I have heard enough,” Aoryl said. Then, in a flash, she was racing toward the mayor in a crouched sprint. She leapt over the table, snatching a carving knife from beside a boiled fowl, and slammed it into the mayor’s chest. Before anyone else in the hall could react, she removed the knife from the blood-gurgling mayor and threw it at Graham. The knife soared the length of the hall before striking Graham right between the eye slit of his helmet. 
 
    John hadn’t seen such speed outside of the warriors and lords of the Draconic Empire. Whoever this elf was, she possessed skill that could rival those empowered with Soul Energy. 
 
    The other guards in the dining hall surrounded John and Aoryl. One gruffly grabbed him from behind, and he felt the pressure of a swordpoint at his back. None of the guards seemed game enough to actually attack Aoryl. They had all seen how fast she had acted and how she’d needed a mere kitchen utensil to slay both the mayor and his captain. Crouched as she was on the table, like a panther poised to strike, she was surrounded by weapons she could no doubt employ to defend herself.  
 
    “By the Emperor,” Fiona said, her hand covering her mouth. 
 
    “Lady,” Aoryl said to Fiona, “do you wish to heed my warning? Your husband is dead, as is his right-hand man. If you do not willingly allow John to activate the gem, I will do to the rest as I have done to these two fools.” She gestured with her hand at the mayor, who had now bled out, and Graham, who had collapsed to the floor, the carving knife still protruding from between his eyes. 
 
    “Do it,” Fiona said. “I don’t know where you came from, elf, but I have foreseen this Potentate of whom you spoke.” She glanced then at John, only fleetingly, almost too fast to catch. But John didn’t miss it. “And I am not the only one. Many women in the town have had such dreams. The women’s council believed it was just the arrival of a certain vagabond spurred on our nighttime visions. But we of the north are an ancient people, with blood that extends beyond even the Draconic Empire. I believe at least enough to test whether what you have foreseen is true. Guards, do not harm either John or the elf.” 
 
    The guards seemed unsure at first, but with a second motioning from Fiona, they put down their weapons and stepped back. John relaxed as the pressure of a sword tip released at his back. 
 
    “Just what are you playing at?” John demanded of Aoryl. “A coming calamity? Activate the gem? A true Dragon? I don’t know where you came from, and I don’t know what you think I am, but I’m completely lost.” 
 
    “Then let me guide you,” Aoryl said as she stepped down from the table. She took John’s hand and led him up to the platform and beyond the mayor’s throne, to the azure-colored gem. 
 
    It pulsed every other second, emitting a wave of energy that churned John’s stomach. The few times he’d been this close to a Soul Gem flashed before his mind’s eye, and he looked away. 
 
    “Touch it,” Aoryl said. “Except, this time, do not give—take what is yours.” 
 
    “I’m in this deep—it’s not like I can back out now.” John thrust out his hand and placed his palm on the gem. 
 
    He did as Aoryl had said, and a wave of energy crashed through him. It started from the base of his hand and flowed up his arm, racing along his bones and tendons like a fish swimming a current. It reached his heart, and power blossomed in his chest, exploding out to his other limbs and taking seat in his skull. There, behind his eyes, the energy swirled in on itself, around and around before it came to rest in the center of his being. 
 
      
 
    Draconic System Activated... 
 
      
 
    Soul Gem Absorbed: Level 1 (Stone) 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Potentate, I kneel before you as your humble servant,” Aoryl said as she knelt in front of John. “I implore you, mark me with your power so that I might be wielded by your hand to vanquish evildoers and purge the scourge of heresy from your world.” 
 
    “Would you get up,” John said, grabbing the elf by the arm and pulling her to her feet. “I want to know what you’ve made me do.” He could hear Fiona and the guards muttering amongst themselves. The Soul Gem that had lit up the dining hall was now gone, absorbed by John through only the gods knew what kind of strange process. His body still thrummed with power, so much so that he felt as though he must burst. 
 
    “I didn’t make you do anything,” Aoryl replied. “You did it of your own free will.” 
 
    John grit his teeth. Of course, the elf woman was right. She hadn’t forced him to do anything. She’d given him instructions, and he’d obeyed them. Would he live to regret it? Maybe. But he was a man who stood by his decisions and accepted the consequences, whatever they happened to be. 
 
    “You’re right,” John said. “I absorbed the Soul Gem that belongs to Lord Varim. Can’t imagine he’s going to be happy when he learns about that.” 
 
    “He will welcome you with open arms when he discovers just what you are, John, just what you’ve done, and what you’re going to do for the people within the wall’s confines.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m not so sure about that. You’re obviously not from the empire if you think a Wyrm Lord will be happy about anything being taken from him. He’s a Dragon. He has Dragon blood. They’re hoarders by nature.” 
 
    “And you, John, are a true Dragon.” 
 
    “You’ve said that a few times now, and I still have no idea what you mean by it.” 
 
    “You will understand in time.” 
 
    John reached up and squeezed the bridge of his nose. Just what in all the seven hells had he gotten himself tied up in here? This was meant to be a simple excursion to the northernmost part of the empire, time away from the businesses of life elsewhere in the empire, where every town or town had a job for a Devonte, so long as he didn’t sleep within their walls. The north was meant to be peaceful. So far away from civilization that the only monsters who prowled the night had four legs and two eyes, rather than eight and thirty. 
 
    “All right,” John said with a sigh. “What now then?” 
 
    “Did you see anything?” Aoryl asked. “When you absorbed the gem?” 
 
    “Something about a ‘draconic system’. Do you know anything of it?” 
 
    “Only a little. What my mistress has taught me.” 
 
    John figured he would have to meet this mistress at some point, since it sounded like that woman would know a fair deal more about everything than Aoryl did. But right now, all he had was this black-haired elf and the little she did know. 
 
    “Did it tell you anything else?” Aoryl asked before he could himself question her. “How to activate the power you’ve absorbed?” 
 
    John was about to tell her that he knew nothing when words like those he’d seen before appeared in front of his vision. 
 
      
 
    Select your progression path for (Soul Gem: Stone: Lvl 1) 
 
    - Offense 
 
    - Defense 
 
    - Utility 
 
      
 
    “This is madness,” John said as he looked at the words floating before his eyes. “Is this some kind of magic?” Of course, he knew the answer to that question, yet his confounded mind still thought to give voice to it. 
 
    “True Dragon magic,” Aoryl said. “For you are a true Dragon, John. And—” 
 
    “The monsters,” Fiona said, coming to stand beside John. “How much longer do we have before they come?” 
 
    “Four hours,” John found himself answering, recalling that Aoryl had said they had five hours when he had first met her. “Possibly less.” He then caught himself, and added: “According to Aoryl here, that is.” 
 
    Fiona smiled, though the expression didn’t reach her eyes. “Then shall we get on with it?” 
 
    Whatever “it” was, John didn’t have the slightest clue. Aoryl had said to activate the gem, and now that was done, he didn’t have the next step. Although he did remember Aoryl mentioning something about “erecting a shield”. 
 
    With that in mind, John returned his attention to the words that were still floating in front of him. He was about to reach out to touch the word “Defense” when the words vanished and new ones replaced them. 
 
      
 
    You have selected the Defense pathway for (Soul Gem: Stone: Lvl 1) 
 
      
 
    John waited for something to happen, but nothing did. The words remained floating in the air, as if waiting for him to speak the incantation that would cause them to make sense. 
 
     “What’s happening?” Aoryl asked. “What are you seeing, John?” 
 
    “A lot of nonsense,” he replied, frowning at the words. “It asked me to make a choice, so I did. It sounds as if this town will need defending soon, so I chose for the draconic energy to strengthen my defense.” 
 
    “Ah!” Aoryl’s eyes widened, as if the elf couldn’t believe how quickly John was mastering the energy. “And did it?” 
 
    “No,” he said, giving the elf a withering glance. “It’s just floating there, not doing much of anything.” 
 
    For a few moments, Aoryl was silent. The elf rubbed her chin, her eyes nearly closing as she wracked her brain for anything John might be doing wrong. Then she gave a start, an idea coming upon her, and she straightened up. 
 
    “Ah!” She reached out and touched John’s chest, the corner of her mouth curling in a smirk. Could the elf feel the energy there? It felt as if a torrent of power flowed through his body with each passing moment, aching to be released. He’d felt a very similar longing when reaching the point of no return inside of a woman, and the similarities between the two feelings made him a bit uncomfortable in the present company. “Now that you’ve selected your path, you need to refine the Soul Gem within yourself. Then you’ll get it back, but you’ll have the new abilities associated with the pathway you selected. At least, that’s how I think it works.” 
 
    “You think?” John asked, taken aback. He’d expected the elf to be more of an expert in these matters. Then again, this was Dragon magic they were talking about. It was a mystery to most, even those races like the elves who were more learned in the ways of power. John certainly wouldn’t have been able to get this far without Aoryl and her help. “This isn’t going to kill me or something like that, is it?” 
 
    “Just reach for the power,” the elf told him with a faint smile. “Stop worrying so much!” 
 
    A member of the Devonte dynasty, John thought, reaching inward. Felled by an awkward encounter with a gem in some backwater town, in the dining hall of some nobody mayor... 
 
    Yet John would do as the elf asked. 
 
    At first, he did not understand what she meant—then, suddenly, the tide within his body began to turn. The flowing stream of power split into a thousand tiny shards, like the rapids of a mighty river striking a wall of rocks. A feeling of heat overwhelmed him as his body broke out in a cold sweat, every inch of his skin flushing with effort. 
 
    He couldn’t help but notice the way Fiona took a step back from him during this process, giving him a wide berth. Meanwhile, Aoryl leaned in even closer, looking supremely interested in what John was doing. 
 
    His teeth clenched as a bright light erupted from his chest. It arced from his ribcage to the palm of his hand like a lightning strike, and within the span of a single heartbeat, the Soul Gem rested in his hand once more. To his shock, it was as cool to the touch as if it had been sitting on the mayor’s desk all this time. 
 
    The words he’d seen before had disappeared from the air the moment he’d begun reaching inward toward the energy of the gem. Now a new set of instructions floated in the air before his eyes, glowing faintly against the backdrop of the mayor’s wall: 
 
      
 
    Level 1 Purification Complete! 
 
      
 
    Soul Gem (Stone - Defense) Reformed—Lv. 2! 
 
      
 
    You have Gained Perk (Fortify)! 
 
      
 
    Soul Gem (Stone - Defense) Has Gained Daily Spell (Barrier)!  
 
      
 
    It was a lot to take in. John stared at the words for several moments as the energy ebbed from him, leaving him with a strange, unnatural sense of exhaustion. While the energy of the Soul Gem was inside him, he felt like he could run from here to the Eternal City without taking a break. Now only a sliver of that energy remained within him—evidently, it was enough to give him this ‘Fortify’ the words spoke of. 
 
    “You did it,” Aoryl said, looking pleased. She gestured toward the holding device for the gem, pointing at it with her regal chin. “Place the Soul Gem back in the Seat of Power, John. Then we can start defending these people.” 
 
    John did so. As he placed the gem back in its holder, he felt a vague sense of regret at letting go of the magical orb. The rush of power he’d felt while absorbing its energy had been enthralling, potentially even addicting. While it was inside him, he’d felt ten feet tall, as if he could take on whatever threatened Vismuth alone and with his two bare hands.  
 
    But perhaps it was a good idea to relinquish it. Feeling like he could take on the world was one thing—actually doing it was likely to get a man killed, Devonte or no. 
 
    The gem vibrated sharply as he let it go. It snapped into place within the holder, as if fused, and as it settled into its place, a wave of energy rippled across the mayor’s dining hall. The spell had no physical form that they could sense—instead, it rippled through the walls and disappeared out into the world, moving through them like the rays of the sun. 
 
    “Barrier spell activated,” a monotone voice announced from the Seat of Power. “Soul Gem locked for the next twelve hours.” 
 
    All three of them stared in silence at the device. 
 
    Then Fiona found her voice and asked, “Barrier? Does that mean this gem will hold back the monsters from the Deadlands?” 
 
    Aoryl looked as if she were still recovering from the shock of watching John work. There was an awestruck look in the elven girl’s eyes as she replied. “Yes. I... I think so, in any case.” 
 
    “And we’ve had the ability to do this the entire time?” Fiona cocked a gray eyebrow. “If I’d known that, elf, a great many calamities could have been prevented. The death of my husband being one...” 
 
    Spots of color rose to Aoryl’s cheeks. “Not just anyone could activate the Soul Gem,” she explained, hastening to make herself look like less of a murderer. “It takes draconic magic to tap into the Soul Gem’s power—and even then, a skilled practitioner must bring the gem to its first level of activation in order to use it within a Seat of Power.” 
 
    Fiona looked as if she still wanted to argue. As he didn’t relish the thought of listening to the two squabble while the bodies of the mayor and Graham were still warm, he decided to step in. 
 
    “You’re telling me that device—” John pointed at the Seat of Power, “—just put a barrier around the town? A magical one?” 
 
    Aoryl’s mouth snapped shut. “That’s what it said,’’ the elf whispered after a moment, gesturing back at the device. “I’m staking my reputation on it, John. More than that, I’m pledging myself to your service. You’re the Potentate, John, a True Dragon, and what you just did with the Soul Orb is only the barest fraction of your true potential...” 
 
    John frowned. “If there’s a barrier around the town, then Emily will be caught outside.”  
 
    “No need to worry about little ol’ me,” came a voice, and Emily strode up, pausing only momentarily to look at the corpses of Mayor Crampton and Graham. “I figured I shouldn’t let you go see the mayor all by yourself, and it seems like I was right. But maybe I was too late.”  
 
    “Not at all,” Aoryl said. “If you’d been here, those two might still be alive.” 
 
    “You’re alright with this, Fiona?” Emily asked the mayor’s wife.  
 
    Fiona nodded. “John here has just done something that may save Vismuth.” 
 
    “Is that right?” Emily asked.  
 
    Briefly, over the course of little more than a minute, John, Aoryl, and Fiona explained what had transpired.  
 
    “So, what are we waiting for then?” Emily asked. “Why don’t we go see this barrier?”  
 
    John nodded. “Let’s find out if this gem is the real deal.” 
 
    All three women stared at John in shock as he turned and strode out of the chamber, leaving them behind. The elf’s words echoed in his ears, but he chose to ignore them. People had been telling him about his famous name and the glorious dynasty of the Devontes since he was old enough to spell. None of it had ever made a damn bit of difference in his life, since it wasn’t as if the name came with a title, lands, or privileges. 
 
    All it had for John was the weight of expectations. He’d been running from those expectations most of his life, and the very last place he’d ever expected to come face-to-face with them was this backwater town. Aoryl could talk about Dragons and destiny all she wanted—all he wanted at the end of the day was a warm bed, a stiff drink, and a promise of steady work in the morning. 
 
    Perhaps a wench or two as well, he thought with a chuckle, stepping out into the town’s main thoroughfare. That’s not too much for a man to ask, is it? A simple life, with hunting, beer, and women? 
 
    The pulse had brought every peasant in the town out of doors. They’d all been roused by the strange spell, and now they milled around outside of their huts and hovels, looking up and down the street as if watching for thunder after a bolt of lightning. Several of them gave John strange glances as he passed, silently asking him what was going on. 
 
    He thought he knew. Now he was going to confirm it. 
 
    He marched toward the edge of the town, keenly aware of Aoryl and Emily’s voices as they followed him into the street. Fiona had apparently decided to remain behind—a prudent choice, as far as he was concerned. Let the mayor’s wife tend to the dead. John wondered when it would dawn on the woman that she was now in charge of Vismuth now, and then realized the woman was probably canny enough to realize that before her husband had hit the ground. 
 
    The walk wasn’t much, as Vismuth was little more than a handful of streets. He made it to the front gates of the town just as the town guard came through the gate on the opposite side, shaking their heads in confusion. He knew their leader, though not by name: a sandy-haired young man who commanded the gazes of all the middle-aged peasant women wherever he walked. 
 
    “Ho there!” John said, not breaking his strike. “Fellow, lend me that bow of yours.” 
 
    The youth was brought up short. His eyes raked up and down John, wild with some emotion between fright and awe. “Master Devonte, something is happening outside of the town!” the young man babbled, looking around at his fellow guardsmen. “There’s a shimmer in the air... it’s some kind of spell...” 
 
    The boy had always been too polite by half. Who’d come up with the idea of referring to him as ‘Master Devonte’? He’d find the fool and slap him. 
 
    “The bow, lad,” John repeated, looking through the gates. Just as the young man had said, a smear like a soap bubble stretched across the gray sky between the town and the border of the Deadlands. It looked as if someone had spilled grease into the air and it had stuck. “Now!” 
 
    His hands trembling, the young man did as he asked. As soon as the bow was in John’s hands, he snatched an arrow from the young man’s quiver and sprang through the gate, moving quickly and spryly. 
 
    “Hey! Don’t go out there—it’s dangerous!” 
 
    John chuckled and shook his head. Weren’t these men supposed to be the guards? Half of them barely looked old enough to shave. The young captain wasn’t good for much besides laying middle-aged hens behind their husband’s backs, in any case. 
 
    They’ll run like cowards when the monsters come, a little voice whispered in the back of his head. Unless you lead them. 
 
    It was a sobering thought. With a sigh, he nocked an arrow and readied the bow. The guard captain might have been young, but he kept his weapons in tip top condition, and the arrow flew straight and true. 
 
    It soared through the air in a glorious arc, the whistling sound attracting the attention of everyone nearby. They watched the dark line streak across the cloudy gray sky, heading for the Deadlands. 
 
    Then the bolt struck an invisible wall and exploded. 
 
    townsfolk cried out in fear as the arrow burst like an overripe grape, filling the air with a miasma of magic. Sparks flickered across the greasy sky, showing more clearly the outline of a massive, near-invisible wall wrapped around the town. 
 
    So it was true. The Soul Orb had placed a barrier around them all—one that would stand for twelve hours before falling. 
 
    Half a day’s worth of time to prepare. It simultaneously felt like too long and nowhere near long enough. 
 
    As John turned around, he realized he’d drawn a crowd. townsfolk spilled out of the front gate, and the guards who’d followed him stared openmouthed at the dissolving remains of the bolt he’d fired into the sky. Emily looked at him with mounting worry; Aoryl as if she’d just found her savior. 
 
    Oh well, John thought. You can’t run from your blood forever. 
 
    “So the barrier works!” John said, jerking a thumb behind him. “Come with me.” 
 
    He walked past the women a second time, heading back into the town. 
 
    “Wait... hold up!” Emily turned, trying to grab hold of John, but he was too slick for that. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “The tavern,” John said, turning around in the front gate. “Both of you owe me a couple of drinks after a trick like that. And if we’ve only got a day before that barrier comes down, then there’s a whole lot of things you’re going to need to explain to me—fast.” 
 
    Aoryl grinned from ear to ear. “Yes, sir! I have a few coins bouncing around my purse. More than enough to spot us all a few cups of ale.” 
 
    After the morning John had just had, he could certainly use some. He had the distinct feeling his life was about to change forever. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    John didn’t like the tavern. But in a town this small, you couldn’t afford to be choosy. 
 
    As far as he could tell, the place didn’t even have a proper name. Someone had tacked up a piece of wood with a raven burnt into it over the bar’s front door, and several of the peasants referred to the place as The Raven in a kind of informal manner. But the place had no official name. Not that it needed one: in Vismuth, if you told someone you were going to ‘the tavern’, there was only one place you could be headed. 
 
    Just like every time he stepped through the front door, John suppressed a grimace. The proprietor, a stern-faced man who local rumor said had been a lord in some neighboring duchy before he’d killed his wife and her lover after discovering them together in his bed, had been a fan of trophy hunting in a previous life. The heads of various monsters hung on the walls, from the diminutive skulls of kobolds to the towering bulk of a wraithworm given pride of place over the tavern’s fireplace. 
 
    All nice for normal men, but for a Devonte, it left John itching. His special senses gave him the ability to sense nearby monsters, which was a great asset when out in the forest but bloody terrible when you were trying to relax and have a drink.  
 
    John’s monster sense had saved his life more times than he wanted to think about, but went chaotic in the presence of so many creatures—even dead ones. Which was why he’d turned down the two offers Emily had made him to have a few drinks after shift. 
 
    Today, though, the itch was little more than a minor irritant. He knew that there was no danger of a monster attack, since he’d just seen the power of the magical barrier the Soul Gem had put around the city. He still felt tingles of danger coming from the heads—the wraithworm especially—but today was a day for danger. In his heightened state, they just left him a little bit giddy. 
 
    The proprietor was nowhere to be seen this afternoon—he’d probably wandered outside to check out the strange spell with everyone else. He’d left a reedy young bartender who looked barely old enough to drink herself, let alone serve beer to others. She gave him an irritated glance as he walked inside, as if he were to blame for the lack of customers. 
 
    “What’s going on out there?” the bartender asked. 
 
    John ignored the question. “Four ales,” he said, putting his elbows on the bar. “My pointy-eared friend will be along to pay for them presently.” 
 
    The bartender gave him a nasty look, but filled up the glasses. The ale here was bitter and brown, not the best John had ever had but far from the worst. He carried the quartet of glasses to an unoccupied table in the corner as his companions followed him in, choosing the section of the building farthest from any of the decorative monster heads. He could still feel their influence, but it wasn’t overwhelming.  
 
    “Aoryl,” John said, gesturing at the bartender. “Pay the lady, would you?” 
 
    While the elf woman did so, John passed one of the glasses over to Emily. “Drink up,” he said, taking a seat at the head of the table. “You look like you need it.” 
 
    Emily laughed. “Oh really? Why’s that? Is it because I just found out my monster hunting friend who drinks stew like a girl is secretly some kind of Dragon magician? Or do you think it’s because the ancient woods I’ve been guarding without a peep for months are suddenly brimming with monsters?” 
 
    John took a deep sip of his drink, then chuckled. “I do not drink stew like a girl! I wasn’t even aware the act of drinking stew could be gendered. How does one eat stew like a girl, perchance?” 
 
    “Daintily,” Emily said with relish, tucking into her ale. “Like our elven princess over there...” 
 
    Aoryl had just finished paying the bartender and was hastening to the table, looking harried. She glanced over the mugs, counting them, then sat down with a frown. “Why did you buy four ales, John? There’s only three of us.” 
 
    “Oh, two are for me,” John said, pulling another of the glasses toward himself. “I’m going to need a lot of grog to accept this ridiculous destiny stuff you keep heaping onto me, Aoryl.” 
 
    The elf blanched, her ageless face managing to look offended nevertheless. “It is not ridiculous,” she protested, taking her own drink and giving the rim a dainty sip. Drinking like a girl, John thought, pointedly not giving Emily any attention as she snickered and elbowed him in the ribs. “It’s the truth. You activated the Soul Gem. You have to activate the other Soul Gems as well—if it weren’t for the barrier, I’d have you riding out to the next one as soon as possible. The fate of the world depends on it...” 
 
    John held up a hand. “I don’t care about the fate of the world,” he said, giving the elf woman a sideways glance. “I’m hardly even concerned about this town, to tell you the truth. Let’s start with something simpler. What were those words I saw when I pulled the gem into myself?” 
 
    Emily did a double-take. “Words?” 
 
    Aoryl dismissed the brunette’s question with a gesture. “No one knows exactly where they come from,” the elf explained, her nose wrinkling as she took another sip of her drink. She set it down with a motion of finality, evidently already finished with the tavern’s ale. “The words are linked to draconic energy. Someone with the ability to interact with it—a true Dragon, like you, John—can both absorb the gem to purify it within themselves and make it stronger, and use it at seats of power to activate extremely powerful abilities.” 
 
    “Uh huh. Give me a second.” John downed the entire rest of his mug in a single long gulp, then moved onto the second. “I’m going to need to be a little drunk to understand this lecture.” 
 
    Aoryl scoffed. “It’s not that confusing,” she said in a mild tone. “Each Soul Gem has four different levels of purification, which confer different boons to the owner upon achieving each milestone. It also upgrades the gem, which allows it to use more powerful abilities. The abilities and benefits depend on what element the Soul Gem is aspected toward, but they generally follow a few simple, predictable patterns...” 
 
    “I thought you said this wasn’t confusing,” Emily spat, staring at the elf like she’d grown a second head. “Blimey, I didn’t have to learn this much in school! How do you even know all this?” 
 
    The elf woman’s lips formed a tight little line. “I was taught. All for the day that I met a True Dragon. Like John. He will have to learn all of it if he’s to reach his full potential. The safety of this town depends on it.” 
 
    Both of them looked at John, who’d paused in the middle of his second glass. A thick froth of ale bubbled around his upper lip, making his stubble tingle. He set the ale down and shook his head, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. 
 
    “I told you, I don’t care about the safety of this town,” he said, his words making the bartender behind the counter glare at him all the harder. “I’m only in this to save my own skin, Aoryl. I’m one of the dreaded Devontes, a man built to hunt and drink and fuck. That’s all I am.” 
 
    Aoryl crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “Bullshit,” the elf said, a faint grin playing about her eyes. 
 
    The word was so unexpected coming from the stately young elf that John nearly spit out his drink. Emily swallowed oddly, choking a bit as a surprised laugh left her lips. 
 
    “You may not care about Vismuth, true,” Aoryl said, lifting a finger into the air. “But you do care about the smallfolk, John. There’s many a monster hunter who doesn’t give a damn for who he gets killed along the way. You all know the type: the kind who comes to town and clears out the beast’s nest, but leaves a trail of bodies behind him. The sort who makes the town reconsider whether they were right to slay the beast at all, even as it no longer threatens their women and children.” The elf leaned forward, pointing at John. “You, John Devonte, are not one of those hunters.” 
 
    He sighed. “I’m not,” he agreed, taking a sip of his drink. “But I’m not the kind to get myself killed for those smallfolk, either.” 
 
    “That kind never lives very long,” Emily added with a smirk. “Honor gets a man killed this close to the Deadlands.” 
 
    Before Aoryl could respond, the door to the tavern slammed open. Fiona, the mayor’s widow, entered the dimly lit establishment, flanked by two members of the town Watch. With a start, John realized one of the pair was the same young man who’d lent him the use of his bow a few minutes ago—the young man who was the jewel of so many of the town’s lonely wives. 
 
    “Watch out,” John whispered to his companions. “We might have trouble here. Be cautious.” 
 
    Both women turned to watch as Fiona crossed the room. The bartender, who’d been so bratty and smug earlier, turned to stone before the mayor’s wife, all the color draining from her face. Fiona paid her no mind, striding instead directly to John’s table and taking a seat in the sole unoccupied chair. 
 
    “Ah, good,” the woman said, brushing a lock of gray hair from her face. “You’ve already ordered me a drink.” 
 
    “Wait,” John said, reaching for the fourth mug on the table. “That’s—” 
 
    Too late. Fiona took the mug that had belonged to the elf Aoryl and took a sip. The glass’s previous owner had drunk so little of the brew that it still looked full, and John quickly glanced at Aoryl to see if she had been offended—she had already killed the mayor, after all—who knew what drinking her ale on top of that might do? 
 
    But Aoryl didn’t seem to mind. In fact, she seemed amazed that Fiona could even swallow the brew. To John’s surprise, the mayor’s widow knew how to drink. There was nothing girlish or dainty about the way she tipped back the mug and drained it, drinking down the ale like a man at the end of a long day of hard labor. When it was gone, Fiona let out a pleased sigh and set the glass back on the table. 
 
    “That was terrible,” she said, turning in her seat toward the bartender with a faint smile. “Your employer should be ashamed of letting hardworking citizens drink this swill.” 
 
    The bartender let out a faint yelp and disappeared behind the counter, ducking out of sight. Fiona chuckled, then turned back to the group. 
 
    “Good help is so hard to find these days,” the woman said, glancing sideways at the two men who’d accompanied her to the bar. “You two may go. Head back to the walls and organize the defense.” 
 
    The young man who’d given John his bow made a face. “But ma’am,” he stammered, glancing past the older woman to the others around the table. “We’re supposed to guard you—” 
 
    “If the elf wanted to kill me, she would have done so already,” Fiona said in a wry tone. “Besides, John Devonte will keep me safe. Isn’t that right, John?” 
 
    Me? John was more than a little taken aback. The way the mayor’s wife looked at him was more than a little frank, especially for a woman who’d just lost her husband. Not for the first time, John wondered just how little love lost there was between the piggish mayor and his slender wife. 
 
    “She’s fine, lad,” John said, giving the guard the smile that sometimes earned him a free drink. “Go see to your duties. There’s much the new mayor and I need to discuss.” 
 
    Both young men looked secretly relieved to be let off the hook. They left the tavern like their asses were on fire, leaving John, Emily, and Aoryl alone with Fiona. He just barely caught a glimpse of the bartender crawling into a back room on all fours, the poor girl frightened for her life. 
 
    “So,” Fiona said, arching an eyebrow. “You’ve figured out that I’ve stepped into my late husband’s shoes.” 
 
    “Someone had to,” John said, looking around. “I doubt any of those hairless boys out there were willing to fill the breach.” 
 
    Fiona snickered, then grabbed John’s half-finished glass and drank from it. Oh yes, John thought, trying hard to keep a straight face. In another lifetime, you and I could have been very good friends, Fiona. 
 
    “I’ve sent the guards to prepare our defenses for these monsters of yours,” the gray-haired woman said, setting her second glass to the side. “Not that it will do much good, mind you. The town guard have their hearts in the right place, but they’re little more than farm boys. They’re perfectly fine at rescuing cattle trapped down a well or tossing cutpurses in the clink—but when the wolf is at the door, I’d much rather have a few dozen Devontes by my side.” 
 
    The atmosphere in the tavern grew still.  
 
    “Are you saying,” Emily whispered, her voice sounding strangled, “that we’re on our own against whatever’s in those woods?” 
 
    Fiona seemed to catch herself, for the new mayor continued on in a kinder, less harsh tone. “Normally, we would have sent riders to the nearby farms and hamlets,” she explained, gesturing around her as if she could encompass the entire region with the motion of her hand. “There are plenty of holdfasts in the area with their own garrisons, most of whom would be willing to help us. With a full day’s warning, we could even have gotten a rider to Elderbrook and convince them to raise the Crimson Guard. But someone placed a magical barrier around my city, one that no rider can reach the other side of.” 
 
    John’s insides twisted. “We can take the Soul Gem out of the Seat of Power,” he said, half rising from his chair. “Bring down the barrier, then put it back later when the monsters arrive.” 
 
    But Aoryl was already shaking his head. “You heard the announcement when you cast the spell,” she explained, putting her hand on top of John’s. “The Soul Gem is locked for the next twelve hours—it can’t be moved from its place. Once it’s down, we can send riders out before you recast the spell—but by then, the monsters will be upon us.” 
 
    It was all grim news. But in truth, John was hardly listening to it. The moment the elf’s soft, slender hand closed on his own, his heart started beating double time, like a drummer putting an army on the march. 
 
    Gods, he thought, slowly pulling his hand away. How long has it been since I’ve had a woman?  
 
    Suddenly, it felt like a long, long time. Was the elf just being friendly, or was this something more? An overture toward a more intimate encounter, perhaps? 
 
    John couldn’t think about it. Once they survived—if they survived—he could celebrate with Aoryl. And if the elf turned out not to fancy him in that way, there were always women willing to touch the darkness of a Devonte, if ever briefly. 
 
    “We can’t even warn them to run,” Fiona said in a bitter tone. “You haven’t proven yourself to be a liar yet, elf, so I believe you when you say there will be monsters upon us from the Deadlands in a few hours. But I dearly hope that isn’t the case. Because if it is, then all the people in those farms and hamlets surrounding my city are already dead. They just have no idea their killers are coming to eat them.” 
 
    “So what do we do?” Emily asked. She’d grown more desperate with each passing minute, and now looked like she wished she could hail the bartender and order something a little stronger than ale. “There’s got to be a way for us to warn those people. Maybe we could light a signal fire and communicate with the nearby farms via smoke signals—the barrier doesn’t extend directly over us, or does it?” 
 
    They kept discussing ways to warn the nearby smallfolk. But John had slowly begun to tune out from the conversation. Not out of disinterest or boredom, but because something else had snuck into his senses while he sat in the common room of the tavern. Something he would have noticed the moment he walked through the door if it weren’t for all the monster heads hanging on the wall, and the stress of the upcoming fight. 
 
    “What is that?” John asked, cutting off Aoryl in mid-sentence. 
 
    The trio of women stared at him, each shifting out of their conversational mode with an audible click of the tongue.  
 
    “What is what?” Fiona asked, so mildly that John knew she was offended. 
 
    “We’re not alone in here,” John said, all his senses suddenly on high alert. “There’s something else. Something powerful.” 
 
    Emily gave a start. “Did a monster get in before the barrier went up?” 
 
    John shook his head. Once he concentrated, it was easy to discern the direction of the energy he was sensing. His gaze traveled toward the ceiling of the tavern, as if he could peer through the thick black boards. 
 
    “Who do you have upstairs?” John asked, turning his attention back to Fiona. “Do you have a guest staying in the tavern?” 
 
    The new mayor reacted as if slapped. “That’s something I was waiting to tell you. I was just waiting for the proper time,” she said slowly, her own gaze flickering to the ceiling. “We have a visitor. Not a monster; a man. He’s asleep right now, as he had a very hard ride to come here and meet my husband.” 
 
    John’s face grew hard. “No, that’s a monster,” he said in a small, firm voice. “Just one that goes about on two legs and talks like a man.” 
 
    Fiona’s lips formed a tight little line. She knew John was right, though she had the presence of mind not to say it. “His name is Ulrich,” Fiona explained, leaning forward. “He’s a prelate with the Wyvern Guard.” 
 
    If a traveler had chosen that moment to step into the tavern, they would have been able to hear a pin drop. John’s eyes widened like saucers, his lips peeling back over his teeth in a silent snarl as the new mayor’s words sank in. 
 
    “You let me seal us in here,” he whispered, “with a member of the fucking Wyvern Guard?” 
 
    “He’s here to see my husband,” Fiona protested. “I don’t know what kind of meeting he was planning to have with the mayor of Vismuth, but obviously his plans have changed.” She leaned back, folding her arms beneath her still-impressive breasts. “I don’t see how telling you earlier would have changed anything, John.” 
 
    Neither could he—but he still didn’t like it.  
 
    “Oh, we’re fucked,” he grunted, snapping his fingers to call for another tankard of ale before remembering the bartender had snuck away from her post. “We are so fucked.” 
 
    “We can get out of this,” Fiona insisted. “There are ways to defuse this situation—” 
 
    “The only silver lining is at least the monsters won’t eat us,” John said in a sarcastic tone. “Once the Wyvern discovers that Aoryl killed Crampton—and that I took possession of his Lord’s Soul Gem—he’s going to have us all executed. And that barrier around the town ensures we have nowhere to run.” 
 
    There was a quiet moment where all of them contemplated what that meant. Then Aoryl spoke up.  
 
    “He serves a false Lord,” the elf insisted. “You are the True Dragon, John—not the men who call themselves Lords and Kings. Even Emperor Vanqueur Hellsbane of the Draconic Empire is not truly fit to bear his title—” 
 
    Even though there wasn’t a single other soul in the common room of the tavern, John felt a sudden and overpowering urge to slam his hand over the elf’s mouth.  
 
    “Are you crazy?” he asked, looking at the slender elf as if she’d lost her mind. “You can’t say things like that around here! You’ll be burned at the stake!” 
 
    Aoryl looked back at John with practiced naivete. “But it’s the truth,” the elf said mildly. 
 
    “And you most definitely do not want to say that anywhere a Wyvern Guard has the possibility of hearing it,” John finished, giving the ceiling above them a weighty look. “They’ll have you up on the scaffold before you can say ‘burn the heretic’! That’s if the big guy upstairs doesn’t take matters into his own hands and execute you on the spot.” 
 
    Aoryl stared back at him evenly. “I am not afraid of him.” 
 
    “You should be.” 
 
    The Wyvern Guard were among the most feared men in the Draconic Empire. Given leave by the Emperor to purge heresy wherever it spread, they pursued their goals with the kind of single-minded abandon that left villages burned and innocent people dead. Crossing them was a one-way ticket to a bloody execution. The stories John had heard about them chilled his blood, and as a result, he’d spent a great deal of his adult life making sure he was in towns and duchies where their patrols were most infrequent. 
 
    Fiona looked between the pair like the last thing she wanted to do that afternoon was mediate an argument between a bounty hunter and an elf. “He’s here, and that’s all there is to it,” the new mayor said. “You’re telling me we need to deal with him before the monsters?” 
 
    John thought it over for a moment, then nodded. “How long has he been sleeping?” 
 
    He saw the wheels turning behind Fiona’s eyes.  
 
    “Hours,” the woman said with a shrug. “I haven’t exactly been keeping track. Meeting with him was my husband’s job. Mine now, I suppose.” 
 
    “Can’t we just send him away?” Emily asked, perking up a bit. “Tell him there’s been reports of some heretics performing demonic rituals somewhere outside of the town. Wind him up a bit chasing after his so-called evil, so he doesn’t notice what’s going on right beneath his nose?” 
 
    It was a good idea. Unfortunately, it wouldn’t work.  
 
    “Can’t,” John said, looking around the common room with a sigh. “You heard Aoryl. The barrier won’t let anyone in or out of the town for twelve hours. The Wyvern is trapped in here with us—and we’re trapped in here with him.” 
 
    Emily swore. “Right,” she whispered, returning to her drink with a disappointed expression. “That’s no good, then. What do we do?” 
 
    There was a moment of quiet while they all thought it over. For John, the situation had just gone from bad to worse. He still wasn’t sure how much of this ‘true Dragon’ stuff he believed. Obviously, he’d gained some kind of power from the Soul Gem, and unlocked its hidden abilities, but to his mind, that just meant he had a little bit of know-how on his side. It didn’t mean that he was some kind of ‘Potentate’, some prophesied hero to overthrow the natural order of the Draconic Empire. 
 
    And yet. The facts were undeniable. If the elf woman was right, then they’d have a veritable army of monsters on their doorstep within the next few hours. An army that came marching out of the Deadlands, where nothing had lived or grown for hundreds of years. Things were changing, that was for sure. Any fool could see that. 
 
    John felt as if he stood upon the precipice of great events. Something within him desperately wanted to survive for more reasons than simple self-preservation. He wanted to know what came next. 
 
    John raised his glass to his lips, only to discover the mug was empty. He looked around for their bartender, then remembered that she’d crawled away from them once all the trouble started. Thinking about her gave him an idea. 
 
    “We could always send that little tart of a barkeep up to the Wyvern,” John said, only half-joking. 
 
    Emily turned to him, her cheeks coloring until they were as red and ruddy as apples. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Rumor has it the Wyvern Guard have a prodigious appetite—in all senses of the term.” Despite the danger of the situation, John couldn’t help but give the table a shit-eating grin. “If we send someone up to the bastard, tell him she’s compliments of the new mayor, it might keep him busy long enough for the barrier to fall.” 
 
    No one sitting at the table liked the idea of it much. He could tell. 
 
    Fiona’s eyes narrowed. She looked like she wanted to be angry at him for the suggestion, but the wrinkles around her eyelids crinkled with too much mirth to allow her to be fully peeved. “Men. You always overestimate your stamina. How long do you think a present like that would be able to keep our guest in his room?” 
 
    “Ideally? Forever,” John said, considering whether or not it was worth it to rise from his chair, go behind the bar, and pour himself another mug of ale. In the end, he decided to keep a more sober head. “But I can’t see that happening. So—” 
 
    The sound of a chair squeaking as it was pushed backward interrupted his thoughts. Fiona rose from her seat, sliding the wobbly chair back into place along the edge of the table as she sighed and stretched. 
 
    “I’ve heard enough,” the new mayor said. “I will go to him. I’ll find a way to keep him busy, and ensure he doesn’t ruin the defense of the town.” 
 
    John, Emily, and Aoryl stared with naked shock at Fiona. Emily’s mouth dropped open, all the color draining from her face as she contemplated what Fiona was saying, while the elf sitting at John’s other side looked as if she’d been struck by a bolt of pure awe. 
 
    “Lady, you are truly a martyr for the cause.” Aoryl sounded stunned. “To give your body to so filthy a creature, in order to see that John’s mission is carried out—” 
 
    Fiona lifted a hand, silencing the elf. “I won’t be giving the Wyvern a single inch of my body,” the gray-haired woman said, her gaze traveling to John almost without meaning to as she spoke. Perhaps she knew that John couldn’t help but think about the many inches of her body when he heard a suggestion like that. She was still a beautiful woman, after all, for all that the years had done to her. “I have a plan to keep our visitor occupied until after this crisis is over.” 
 
    “Hmm,” John said, leaning forward on his heels. “And what’s that, Fiona?” 
 
    Obviously, the woman hadn’t expected to be questioned in this manner. “I have my ways,” Fiona said in a dismissive tone. “They’re not for you to worry about—” 
 
    “They’re exactly for me to worry about,” John said. “Since if they fail, it’s me who’ll bear the brunt of the punishment. I’m the one who soiled the Emperor’s rightful Soul Orb, so it’s me who’ll be first to the chopping block or the gallows. Ergo, I demand to know what this clever plan of yours is.” 
 
    Fiona’s lips formed a tight little line. The new mayor looked back and forth across the empty barroom, as if only now wishing she’d brought her guards along with her for company. With a sigh, she decided to explain. 
 
    “I know of a certain herb,” Fiona said in a conspiratorial tone, “a rare one called Annasbane. Placed in a man’s drink in a moderate amount, it will deaden his senses and put him to sleep for several days straight. I’ve seen my husband use it on certain... troublesome functionaries before, so I know how it works. I’ll slip some to the guard before he can so much as touch me, and he’ll be out like a light—” 
 
    “Annasbane is a deadly poison,” Aoryl countered. Obviously the herb wasn’t as rare as Fiona claimed, since the elf seemed to know of it already. “What if you use too much and murder the man?” 
 
    “Then he’ll have died in his sleep,” Fiona said with a shrug. “You forget that I’m now the mayor. I’ll simply declare he died of natural causes, and that will be that—” 
 
    John, who’d been listening to all this with his arms folded in his lap, shook his head and cut Fiona off. “Won’t work,” he said. 
 
    Fiona trailed off. She stared at John a moment, her brows furrowing together. “Why not?” 
 
    “I’ve never fought a Dragontouched before,” John explained, looking to Emily and Aoryl to jump in if they knew more about the subject than him, “but I’ve fought alongside one or two. Their bodies regenerate. Anything you give the man will be out of his system before it reaches his stomach.” 
 
    “Balderdash!” Fiona snapped, not believing it. “You heard the elf—it’s deadly poison!” 
 
    “And you could give him an entire cup of it, straight from the source,” John replied, pressing a finger against the table top. “I’m telling you, Fiona, it won’t do a thing. You’d just be giving that monster upstairs your body for no reason at all.” 
 
    Fiona looked as if she’d bit into a candy only to find it as bitter as a lemon. “Thank you for the warning,” the mayor said in a gravelly tone. 
 
    “Even a Wyvern Guard?” That was Emily. “They’re the weakest of the Dragontouched. It might still work on them?” 
 
    But John was already shaking his head. “They’re still like gods compared to humans,” he said, wishing he had another refill of his ale. Where the bloody fuck was that barmaid? She couldn’t have gone far—even if she’d wanted to flee the town, the barrier around Vismuth made escape impossible. Too bad for her. 
 
    “They’re like gods compared to elves, as well,” Aoryl said dryly. “So if anyone was expecting me to play the savior, I’m afraid I wouldn’t be much use against the brute.” 
 
    “Don’t sell yourself short,” John said. “I’d say you’re stronger and more skilled than most elves I’ve met, Aoryl. If any of us could come out the other side of a brawl with all our parts intact, I’d say it would be you.” 
 
    He’d said it rather crudely, but it didn’t seem to matter to the elf. Aoryl beamed as if he’d just gotten down on one knee and paid her a compliment. “Thank you, John,” the elf woman said, blushing gently from her forehead to her cleavage. 
 
    Emily sorted at the sight of it. “So what do we do?” she asked. “Shit, we haven’t even talked about the monsters yet!” 
 
    That’s because there’s one a whole lot closer to us than the other side of that barrier, John thought. He spared the ceiling another glance, thinking about the big bastard who no doubt was currently occupying the tavern’s finest room. He’d have to deal with that—and the consequences of touching that Soul Gem—sooner or later. But for now, his main goal was to be far, far away from this tavern when the Wyvern Guard came downstairs to discover what had happened to Vismuth. 
 
    “We keep him in the dark, for as long as we can,” John said. He kicked back his chair and rose, intending to set out to find the barkeep. That girl was going to be an essential part of his plan—though hopefully she’d be able to keep her knickers on if all went right. “He can’t know what’s going on in the town, which means we must detain him here for as long as possible. It’ll be a careful balancing act of subterfuge, but I think between the bartender, the new mayor, and a few citizens who’ve been briefed on what to say, we might be able to keep this Ulrich fellow from finding out about the barrier until it’s fallen. And when we’ve endured the coming monsters, we can see about finding a way to deal with him permanently.” 
 
    “Suits me fine,” Fiona said. The ease with which the new mayor discussed ridding the town of an element like Ulrich should have frozen his blood, but it just made John like her even more. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “To get another drink,” John said, carrying the empty mug across the room. “Then I’m going to find that damned barmaid—” 
 
    He froze in midstep, glancing up at the ceiling. There was something there—a small hole in the wood, showing a semi-circle of the ceiling of one of the rooms on the second floor. It hadn’t been there a few moments ago, had it? No. He hadn’t seen it a single time, and he’d been looking... 
 
    Something swished upstairs, and the semicircle became a full circle. Someone was standing on that board, John realized, his blood turning to ice in his veins. They only just stopped watching us. We didn’t see anything because his eye blended in with the wood... 
 
    John would have bet every copper he had that the room with the hole in the floor was the one Ulrich was occupying. His luck wouldn’t have had it any other way. 
 
    He opened his mouth to raise a shout, to warn his companions that Ulrich was coming from upstairs. That they should run, get out of the tavern, flee down the streets and split up while they still had time. 
 
    But John didn’t get the chance. 
 
    There was a tremendous thump—and then the board with the hole in it shattered, along with most of the floorboards of the above room. 
 
    A figure in burnished bronze armor dropped through the hole they’d created, crushing John. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Wyvern Guard stood atop John, crushing the life from his chest. 
 
    From somewhere behind him, John Devonte heard the screams. Dust filled the air around him, and little splinters of wood rained down on his head from the second floor of the tavern. But all of that seemed like a secondary concern compared to the massive, hulking brute in armor squatting on top of him. 
 
    “You’ve got the wrong man,” John managed to squeeze out. “I’m innocent!” 
 
    Like all members of the Wyvern Guard, this man’s armor was the most expensive thing on his person. Forged of burnished bronze and inlaid with iron bands, it was designed for a warrior who spent most of his time on the road. The Wyvern Guard were equally concerned about being torn apart by great beasts as they were taking a knife in the back in some dingy, flea-bitten alley, so their gear was as general purpose as it came. This one’s armor was dented and scuffed, as if he’d been sleeping beneath a tree for the last several nights. 
 
    He’d clearly had a bath, though, for all that. A sweet smell filled John’s nostrils as the man leaned over him, all long, silver hair and deep masculine wrinkles. His beard was forked like a serpent’s tail, the fashion among the Wyverns. 
 
    A hand gripped John’s throat and squeezed. Pain flared up and down his spine, mingling with the uncomfortable sensation of having what felt like an entire smithy’s worth of bronze and iron on his chest. 
 
    “I heard everything,” Ulrich snarled. A deep scar ran from the bottom of his right eye to the left corner of his lip, splitting his mustache into two smaller patches of facial hair. “You murdered the mayor, and sought to steal property that rightfully belongs to His Immortality the Draconic Emperor! I hereby declare sentence on you, heretic and traitor! The verdict is death!” 
 
    The man’s gauntleted fist squeezed even tighter. John tried to speak, to remind the man that technically it had been Aoryl who’d murdered the mayor, but no words came out. He doubted the Wyvern would have listened to them, anyway. 
 
    As the color leached out of the corners of his vision, John saw strange words flicker to life next to the Wyvern Guard’s helm. They illuminated the hilt of the massive double-handed claymore strapped to his back, casting the man’s features into an eerie light that John was suddenly certain only he could see. 
 
      
 
    Ulric, Wyvern Guard 
 
    Allegiance: Draconic Emperor Vanqueur Hellsbane, through his vassal Lord Varim Stonesbane 
 
      
 
    As John read the words, the fingers around his neck slackened. He felt Ulrich’s eyes boring into his, a grim smile on the Wyvern Guard’s savage, broken face. 
 
    “Any last requests, traitor?” the Wyvern asked. His tone was teasing, like he wanted to hear John beg for his life before he killed him. Men like that had always sickened John; if he had to kill an opponent, he preferred to do it quickly, by slashing the jugular or some other primary vein. 
 
    “Did you know,” John said, nodding at the floating text beside Ulrich’s helm, “that you have words floating next to your head?” 
 
    The Wyvern Guard frowned. Despite having John pinned beneath him, the Guard simply couldn’t resist looking. He turned to the side, peering right through the floating words as he squinted at nothing. The hand not busy choking the life out of John went to his chin, rubbing it as if he were trying to figure out whether the man beneath him was joking or not. 
 
    “So you’re mad, too,” the Guard said, shaking his head. “Well, no matter. I’ll make this quick—” 
 
    Six inches of arrow protruded from the Wyvern Guard’s eyeball. 
 
    The man let out a horrified shout and tumbled backward, clutching at his face. What felt like the weight of the entire world moved off John, freeing his beleaguered limbs, and the horrible fingers around his neck left him alone. The world snapped back into focus as he sprang to his feet, rubbing the bruises those gauntleted digits had left on his throat. 
 
    Aoryl stood a short distance away, carrying an elven bow. She’d braced one knee up on the table they’d used for drinking, her soft calf boots clinging to her thighs like a second skin. She nodded once at John, one warrior to another, acknowledging the kill. 
 
    “What a shot!” Fiona said from behind the bar. “I’ve heard the elves are skilled at the ways of warfare, but there’s not a man in the town who could have placed an arrow so perfectly while two men fought.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Aoryl said, lifting the bow with a slight blush. “John made it easier by remaining in one place while I lined my shot up. If he’d fought back, or tried to struggle harder, it would have made it significantly more difficult to hit the Wyvern Guard’s exposed eyeball. So, thank you for your help, John.” 
 
    “Right,” he said, brushing himself off. “That’s exactly what I was doing. Now we have to run.” 
 
    “Run?” Emily hadn’t even gotten up from her seat yet—the brunette had been frozen to the spot when the fight started. I’ll remember that, John told himself, promising that if Emily lived that long, he’d train some decent survival instincts into her. “John, Aoryl just killed him in one shot! We just have to find somewhere to hide the body before the rest of the town sees it!” 
 
    John sighed. “I told you,” he said, gesturing back at the Wyvern Guard’s body. “They regenerate. He’ll be back up any second—” 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder. The body of Ulrich was nowhere to be found. 
 
    Even as he realized, something as hard as stone slammed into his lower back. He was lucky that Ulrich hadn’t had time to draw his sword, preferring instead to inlay his gauntleted fingers together into a two-handed fist and slam it into John as hard as he could. But it certainly didn’t feel lucky. 
 
    John was thrown across the room, the blow nearly severing his spine. He collided with the table they’d been using for drinking, shattering glasses and finally provoking Emily from her seat. The brunette stared at him with wide, afraid eyes, then began fumbling at the scabbard at her side. 
 
    No time, John thought.  
 
    “Run!” he commanded, meaning it for the whole bar. “I’ll slow him down!” 
 
    It was as far as he got. The Wyvern Guard looped a hand around John’s waist, then tossed him backward over his shoulder like a superstitious diner with a handful of salt. The ceiling and the floor of the tavern switched places, then rotated wildly as John flipped end over end, slamming into the floor so hard he felt something crunch. 
 
    He knew the follow up attack was coming. He rolled to the side, wincing with the pain as that fist slammed down into the boards of the tavern’s floor. More wood splintered into the air, coming down in a rain of shards as the big man twisted. John got little more than a glimpse of a burnished blur as the Wyvern Guard pivoted, slamming right through a table with a kick from his powerful haunches. 
 
    How in the world did he move so quickly in that armor? He’d heard the Wyvern Guards used magic to augment their natural abilities, above and beyond what their Dragontouched lineage provided them. He’d never had cause to believe it—until now. The Guard flowed like smoke, with the grace and speed of a dancer and the body of a plow oxen. He came on swiftly, smashing everything between him and his target, barely even breaking a sweat. 
 
    We are all going to die, John realized. This far from the Eternal City, justice was quick and arbitrary. If a Wyvern Guard wanted to insist he’d killed four heretics for the crime of killing the mayor, no one would question it. Even less so when he told them that one of the heretics had tried to seize one of the Draconic Emperor’s Soul Gems. 
 
    John hadn’t been lying when he said he wasn’t the sort of person who’d die for the smallfolk. But these were his friends—the closest thing he had to them, anyway. He knew that the only way they survived this was if he gave them the space to flee. Even then, it might not be enough. It would be best if he could wound the Wyvern Guard as well; give him a few deep gashes that would fester and hamper his ability to track down his prey. 
 
    He made a mental inventory of the weapons he had on him and came up nearly empty. He’d left his sword back at his post, in the tower overlooking the Deadlands. His lucky knife remained in his boot, hidden and always ready to be drawn, but against this big bruiser, it would likely do nothing but piss Ulrich off even further. He needed something stronger. 
 
    His gaze swept the room, pausing on the massive fireplace. The hearth was empty and cold at this time of day, but neither the flames nor the fire poker interested him overmuch. His attention was on the old, battered blade pinned above the mantle, given pride of place in the tavern’s furnishings. He didn’t know what local legend had spawned the thing—it probably belonged to a farmer who’d slain a bear and told everyone it was a bauk, or another monster hunter like him. He didn’t particularly care, either. All that mattered was that the edge still looked sharp, and it could probably pack a wallop. 
 
    Ulrich rose to his full height. The big man took his time, realizing that he stood between John’s gang and the door. With their only exit blocked off by his bulk, the Wyvern Guard was free to be leisurely in his slaughter. 
 
    “It’s been a long time since someone’s forced me to show my Dragontouched abilities,” the Wyvern Guard said, cracking the arrow Aoryl had put through his eyeball in two. The orb was still watery and surrounded by blood, but Ulrich could already see through it. “You’re no mere peasant, are you, murderer? Perhaps I’ll have fun with you and your friends before I kill you all. Or I’ll have fun with them and make you watch!” 
 
    Another arrow sailed across the room, aimed at the back of Ulrich’s head. It probably would have just pinged harmlessly off the Wyvern Guard’s helm in any case, but it didn’t even make it there. What happened next nearly defied description. Ulrich twisted at the waist and plucked the arrow from the air the way a man pulls a grape off the vine, chuckling to himself as he tossed it to the ground beside him. 
 
    “Pathetic,” Ulrich said, turning his back on John. The Wyvern Guard grinned at the elf woman, the way a bully smiles at his quarry. “I would think one of the Forest People would know better than to try and fight one of the Dragontouched.” 
 
    “You are no true Dragon,” Aoryl shot back, her words brimming with venom. “You and all your kind are merely imposters, Wyvern! Even the man you revere and worship is nothing but a charlatan!” 
 
    The pleased look fell right off Ulrich’s face. “You will be the first one I play with,” the man said in a new tone, his voice grisly and filled with the lust of a true killer. “I’ll make the others watch until I’m done with you. Once I’ve had your pretty little body a few times, I’ll finish you off by replacing my cock with my blade—!” 
 
    John swung the sword with all his might. The blade was even older than it had looked while it sat over the fireplace in the nameless tavern, but somehow it felt good in his hands as he’d plucked it from its place. A sensation stole over him as he swung like he was meant to be using this sword—that whoever had placed the weapon above the fireplace had done so solely because they knew that someday, years from now, John would pick it up and use it against the Wyvern Guard. Could life truly be that interconnected? Had fate placed the blade in John’s hand, had it possibly granted the weapon some sort of divine properties that would slay the Wyvern Guard in a single blow? 
 
    The steel clanged uselessly off the Wyvern Guard’s gorget. Ulrich turned and grabbed at the sword, growling low in his throat as he split his attention between two people. 
 
    “You can’t just lay down and die like a decent dog,” the Wyvern Guard said, tearing the blade from John’s hand. “Give it to me! Give it to me so I can put it through your chest!” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    A shadow fell over John’s vision on his right. He and Ulrich turned at the same moment, just in time for the Wyvern Guard to get the full force of Emily’s blow square in his face. Wherever she’d found a mace, he didn’t have the faintest idea. The heavy blunt weapon was tipped with a number of rusty-looking points, several of which pierced Ulrich’s face to plunge into the bone. 
 
    The Wyvern Guard screamed. Blood poured from his wounds, which would have been more than enough to kill a normal man. But John hadn’t been lying about the regenerative capabilities of the Wyvern Guard. If Ulrich’s ability to heal himself of his wounds had a limit, it was likely too far out for John and his party to test without getting themselves killed. 
 
    More arrows rained on Ulrich’s head and body. Most of them bounced off his burnished armor, landing uselessly among the stones of the tavern, but one out of every three or so pierced flesh. And Aoryl was fast. John’s previous remark about the elf woman’s strength and speed now seemed almost quaint: it was clear from just a few moments of watching her that she was a true monster of the battlefield. She intended to riddle Ulrich with arrows until he looked like a porcupine with his quills. 
 
    For a moment, it seemed as if they might yet triumph. John snatched up the ancient sword from where Ulrich had dropped it. He wrapped both hands around the hilt and swung in a sharp horizontal cut, aiming at the spot where Ulrich’s neck met his armor. This time, the strike was a luckier one, and the steel sank home. John tore Ulrich’s throat wide open, sending a river of blood down the Wyvern Guard’s bronze and iron armor. It was the third time by his counting the man should have been dead, but the Dragontouched were hard to kill. 
 
    Ulrich either didn’t notice his multiple mortal wounds or didn’t care. He grabbed the mace, the spikes still buried in his chin, and cast it aside, then swung a gauntleted fist into Emily’s midsection. John watched the brunette crumple, grabbing at her stomach like a drunk as she slipped onto the floor, heaving. 
 
    “Emily!” John roared, leaping over her body to protect it from more of Ulrich’s blows. “Get back, monster! Stay away from her!” 
 
    He’d put himself between the Wyvern Guard and Emily—which meant he was right up in Ulrich’s face. Alone. 
 
    “Touching,” the Wyvern Guard rattled. The multiple blows had done something to his vocal cords—they were still healing, even as the wound in his throat scabbed over and the blood ceased to flow. He sounded ragged and torn, his words a thin wheeze like the whistling of the wind over the rim of a deep well. “You’ve caused me pain, murderer. I shall have to have my armor washed once I’m through with you and your whores.” 
 
    An arrow whizzed over John’s shoulder, bouncing off a chunk of Ulrich’s armor. Behind John, Aoryl moved back and forth, seeking a clearer shot. Sorry, elf, John thought. I can’t just lie down on the floor and let you aim this time around. I’ve got to protect Emily, and the rest of you. 
 
    “It is nice armor,” John shot back, forcing out a laugh even though his bowels felt as watery as the tavern’s soup. “I think I’ll have it cleaned up and polished, so I can wear it once I’m through with you.” 
 
    The notion made the Wyvern Guard’s eyes turn to slits. “Die, brigand!” the massive, hulking fiend roared, raising his sword over his head in both hands and charging. The man raced forward like a bull, all momentum and no finesse, seeking to split John in two with a single, mighty blow. 
 
    He looked to the left and the right, but Ulrich appeared to be anticipating that. There was nowhere to run—and nowhere to dodge. 
 
    Shit, John thought, glancing back at Emily as the brunette crawled away. I’m dead. Bastard’s just killed me. 
 
    The sword came down in a massive vertical arc, moving so quickly that for an instant Ulrich appeared to be wielding a sickle rather than a horizontal blade. The Wyvern Guard aimed at the top of John’s head, seeking to split him from skull to cock. 
 
    No. This wasn’t right. It wouldn’t happen. He wouldn’t let it happen! 
 
    He was a True Dragon, right? 
 
    John lifted his hands and roared. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    John grabbed the blade in one hand and the hilt in the other, holding it up like a horizontal bar. As he did, he felt something blaze to life within him. Power like nothing he’d ever felt before flowed through his veins, illuminating his skin with a dusky blue glow. He could feel it pouring from his eyes and mouth, like he’d lit a fire somewhere inside of his body and the smoke needed to escape. 
 
    The Wyvern Guard’s blade met a moment of resistance, then cleaved John’s sword straight in two. The fragments shot to either side as the blade continued its descent, seeking the top of John’s head. He felt it, the steel whistling through his hair as it came down on the crown of his skull with most, if not all, of its original momentum. 
 
      
 
    John has cast Fortify! 
 
      
 
    The blade bounced off John as if it had struck a brick wall. 
 
    For a single heartbeat, he couldn’t believe it. The Wyvern Guard’s claymore shot to the side as if greased, bouncing harmlessly off the top of John’s head as if he were wearing the sturdiest helmet in existence. The Wyvern Guard was thrown off-balance, all the momentum of the stab redirected like a stone thrown into a raging river. The man pivoted on a heel, only for the room to fill with a sickening crunch as the Wyvern’s ankle gave way beneath him. With a look of utter disbelief, Ulrich went down on one knee in front of John, staring up at the man like he’d just watched someone spit on Emperor Vanqueur Hellsbane himself. Naked rage filled the Wyvern Guard’s face. 
 
    That was when Fiona got him with the knife. 
 
    The mayor’s wife struck hard and true, sinking the steel beneath Ulrich’s chin. Her fingers rattled with the impact, going hilt-deep into the Wyvern Guard’s face as the gray-haired woman twisted the blade as best as she was able. Blood poured from the wound, staining the floor of the tavern. 
 
    “Now!” Fiona cried, her eyes desperate. “While he’s injured, John—finish him off!” 
 
    As the last syllable left her lips, Ulrich recovered the presence of mind to grab Fiona. The Wyvern Guard seized her arm and twisted, filling the tavern with a terrible snap every bit as brutal as the broken ankle they’d heard from him. As Fiona’s face filled with pain, the Wyvern Guard shoved her away like a sack of potatoes. He stared up at John from the ruin of his face, grimacing. The steel dagger protruded from the front of his mouth, making him look as if he had one massive, overgrown fang. 
 
    “Haaah,” the Wyvern Guard gasped. It wouldn’t be until the fight was over that John would realize the man was trying to ask ‘How?’. As in, how had he blocked the attack? 
 
    But John wasn’t thinking about that. The sword he’d snatched from over the fireplace had been broken, but half of it remained in John’s hand. What’s more, the edge protruding from the hilt had been left jagged and horrible, shattered into crude fragments that resembled the scourges tied to a torturer’s whip. When his fingers had clamped over the hilt, a strange energy had surged through him. Whatever this weapon had once been, it carried an air of enchantment.  
 
    John prayed that the broken sword still bore some of its former power as he drove the blade into Ulrich’s chest, seeking a spot where the Wyvern Guard’s armor failed him. The first blow bounced harmlessly off, as if the man’s skin was made of stone. The second almost felt like it had punctured the Guard’s stone-like skin, but the blade’s tip only went in half an inch. By now, the hole in the Wyvern Guard’s face was already beginning to close. Another few seconds and John would be dead—and without him, the rest of the women in the tavern would be helpless before the Wyvern Guard. 
 
    It was the thought of what the bastard would do to them that powered John’s third and final blow. He struck with the broken sword, stabbing at the same point where he’d punctured the Guard’s stone-like flesh, and felt the blade slip through. The ragged edges of the severed sword pierced flesh, sank between the Wyvern Guard’s ribs, and punctured his heart. 
 
    Ulrich reared backward, gasping. He reached for the hilt of the blade, but John was faster. He grabbed the butt end of the hilt with both hands and shoved, burying the broken edge of steel in the Wyvern Guard’s heart as deeply as any boy ever buried his cock inside of his first love. Before Ulrich could grab him and rip him in half, John took the hilt with both hands and twisted, shoving the blade to the side. 
 
    The Wyvern Guard’s heart burst like an overripe melon. Ulrich’s face contorted with pain, then a despair as deep as an ocean as the man pitched to the side, his lifeblood already ebbing from him. The big man toppled with a crash, knocking over one of the last tables remaining in the common room. It splintered beneath him, collapsing, and left him on the floor with the hilt of John’s broken sword protruding from his chest. 
 
    John staggered over to the bar and threw up behind it. Relief crashed through his bloodstream, his legs shaking from the comedown of battle. Once he was done hauling up the ales he’d drunk a few minutes ago, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and climbed to the other side of the bar. Emily and Aoryl stood over Fiona, who was nursing an arm that hung at a strange angle from her side. Nasty break, John thought, making a mental note to call for the town’s apothecary. 
 
    In the meantime, he drew the broken blade from Ulrich’s chest. Somehow, it had managed not to break any further—as if the spell John cast had sealed it against the blow, but hadn’t taken effect until after the Wyvern Guard cut the blade in two. He wondered if that broken sword would break any further, or if it would remain jagged and serrated forever. 
 
    Better than a dagger, at least, John thought, tucking the sword into his belt. A short blade, for killing beasts right up in their faces. Yes, that feels like an appropriate weapon for a Devonte. 
 
    Belatedly, John realized the entire room was staring at him.  
 
    “We just killed a Wyvern Guard,” he said, standing over Ulrich’s corpse. “We’re dead. The Emperor will have us all killed. But since we’re all going to die in a few hours anyway, who cares? We should make the most of it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    More words flashed in John’s vision as he kicked Ulrich’s body onto its stomach. He’d been searching the Wyvern Guard for any letters or other items he could have carried with him from the Eternal City, since none of the women had the stomach for it. Emily was upstairs searching the dead man’s room, while Aoryl tended to Fiona at one of the few tables remaining in the common room that their fight hadn’t destroyed. The place was a mess, and it would be a long time before anyone came back to the tavern for a stiff drink and a good conversation. 
 
    “Maybe they’ll have to rebrand the place,” John muttered, talking to himself as he checked Ulrich’s pockets. “Give it a proper name for a change, a fresh start. People like things like that, don’t they, Wyvern?” 
 
    The Wyvern wasn’t talking. John didn’t blame him. 
 
    His search done, he concentrated on the words floating in the air. He’d been ignoring them ever since they popped up, appearing the moment he’d dug his blade into Ulrich’s heart. The words made a bit more sense than before, since he’d seen the power he wielded first hand, but the fine details eluded him: 
 
      
 
    You have killed Ulrich, Wyvern Guard! 
 
    You have received Soul Essence 
 
    You currently do not have a Soul Gem capable of absorbing the Soul Essence. Soul Essence will remain unclaimed within you until activated. 
 
      
 
    Emily came down the stairs. “Nothing,” the brunette said, looking pissed off. “His room’s as clean as a fucking whistle. You find anything, John?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Not a damned thing. If he was carrying orders from Emperor Vanqueur Hellsbane or Lord Varim, he either burned them or ate them after memorizing them. We won’t learn a damn thing from his corpse.” 
 
    Emily wrinkled her nose. “He wouldn’t really eat his orders, would he?” 
 
    John shrugged. “With those bastards, who knows? The Dragontouched are strange characters, everyone says so.” 
 
    The irony hadn’t been lost on John that Aoryl insisted he was one of those Dragontouched. After using his powers to block the blow that should have killed him, he was coming around to the idea. Not that he was a ‘True Dragon’ or anything like that—all that prophecy shit still seemed silly—but it was said that the Devontes had strangeness in their bloodline. Manifesting the abilities of a Wyvern Guard wasn’t totally out of the realm of possibility, even if John would have told anyone who said so they were a fool just a few hours ago. 
 
    Fiona winced as Aoryl tended to her broken arm. The elf had gauze and tape in her bag, along with some silky material that was surprisingly strong to the touch. She mended Fiona’s break as best she could, moving like she’d tended similar wounds a thousand times before, then tied a sling for the new mayor of Vismuth and stood up, patting down her dress. 
 
    “That should keep it from becoming any more damaged,” she told Fiona. “Normally I’d tell you to stay in bed for a week, elevate it, and take care not to do anything that might worsen the break. But seeing as we’re all going to be fighting for our lives in a few hours, I assume you wouldn’t take my advice anyway.” 
 
    “No, I wouldn’t,” the gray-haired woman said with a smile. “And neither would you. Nice work with those arrows, by the way.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Aoryl said, beaming. “But we should truly be thanking John. It’s he who landed the killing blow, and saved us from the Wyvern Guard’s fiendish designs.” 
 
    John leaned over the body of Ulrich, checking out the man’s sword while the elf spoke. That big, two-handed claymore wasn’t his kind of weapon, but he probably needed something other than a broken sword to carry into battle with him. Otherwise they’d start calling him John Halfblade or something silly like that, and he’d never stop hearing jokes about how the ‘half’ part referred to his prick. 
 
    “John?” Aoryl’s voice was filled with anticipation. “Did you gain power from the Wyvern Guard? Are there words floating in the air before you right now?” 
 
    “There are,” John said with a grunt, wrapping his hand around the hilt of Ulrich’s blade. “For all the good they do me. According to the words, I need to have the Soul Gem back inside of me to use whatever I picked up from the Wyvern. Which means that if we somehow survive the monsters coming out of the Deadlands to kill and eat us all, I ought to be able to grow in power.” 
 
    The claymore was just as heavy and cumbersome as John anticipated. There’s no way I’ll be able to carry this into battle, he thought. It’s far too heavy. Look, I can hardly swing it... 
 
    A strange, tingly feeling stole over John. Suddenly, the claymore felt a lot lighter, more like an ordinary straight sword. 
 
    He took the thing through a few tentative stabs and swipes, frowning at the sudden dexterity with which he could wield the blade. When had he gotten the power to do things like that? Was this something the Soul Gem did to him? It had to be. 
 
    Both Emily and Aoryl stared at him, looking impressed.  
 
    “Wow,” Emily said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts as she watched John work. “And to think, I had you pegged as a string bean weakling when you first came to Vismuth. Look at you swinging that big hunk of steel around. You’re almost as good at that as the Wyvern Guard was.” 
 
    “Better,” John said, pausing mid-strike. “Because he’s dead, and I’m not. That’s how it works.” 
 
    “Mmh hmm,” Emily said, watching him. “Whatever you say, John.” 
 
    Once he was satisfied he could wield the weapon properly, John leaned over Ulrich. Divesting the big man of his scabbard and belt was no sweet task, but it would be necessary if John were to use this blade for any length of time. He strapped the scabbard to his back, adjusting the leather straps and hooks until it almost fit his smaller frame, then sheathed the claymore between his shoulder blades.  
 
     With a groan, Fiona rose from her seat. A matted bit of hair stuck to her forehead, kept there by sweat. “Well, that’s one monster down,” she said, looking at the now weaponless and scabbardless form of the Wyvern Guard. “I’ll have to compensate the innkeeper for all the damage. If he survives, that is.” 
 
    John wasn’t such a boor that he failed to give thanks when it was due. “You saved me back there,” he told the new mayor, nodding in her direction. “That was nice work with the knife—it gave us enough time to bring Ulrich down. Without you, we’d all be dead right now.” 
 
    Fiona scoffed. “I’d rather not think about that. Besides, like the elf says, you dealt the killing blow. The honor belongs to you.” She smiled. “We can argue about it tomorrow, if anyone is left to argue about it.” 
 
    The reminder of the dangerousness of their situation made John swallow hard. “How much longer do we have?” 
 
    All eyes turned to Aoryl. It was the elf woman who seemed to know about these things, and she knew about them now. “A few hours,“ she said, her eyes shining fiercely. Of all of them, she certainly looked the most like she wanted to go down fighting. “Perhaps a bit more. You should gather whatever defenders you have to the gates, my Lady. The barrier may hold, but we still want to be ready to defend this town as soon as the Deadlands come alive.” 
 
    “I still can’t believe it.” Fiona shook her head, wincing a bit as the motion of her neck caused her sling to shake. “Those forests have been silent since I was a girl. Those big, gnarled oaks always seemed to be clinging to life, barely hanging on in a hostile land. Now you’re telling me they’ll bloom—and they’ll bring monsters with them.” 
 
    “I wish it was not so,” Aoryl said. “But it is, and we must prepare.” 
 
    “You’re right about that,” Fiona said with a groan. “Emily, come with me. You’ll be my right hand, so to speak.” She wiggled her bound arm with a faint smile. “Unless you have other business?” 
 
    This last was delivered with a serious glance in John’s direction. The fact that the two of them were as thick as thieves hadn’t gone unremarked on by the townsfolk. The given assumption was that the two of them were doing more than sitting around or sparring whenever they spent moments alone together. The fact that it wasn’t true didn’t seem to matter a bit—John had frequently learned that people would rather believe a juicy, fantastic lie than the boring truth. Up until now, he’d assumed Emily took the rumors the same way that he did—as minor irritants, if that. 
 
    But the way the brunette colored at Fiona’s suggestion gave John second thoughts. Was she really interested in him as more than a man whom she liked to spend idle time with? Or was she just embarrassed? 
 
    “I’m... I’m fine to come with you,” Emily said hastily, unable to meet John’s eye all of a sudden. “You’ll be at the gates in time, right John?” 
 
    Aoryl spoke up. “I’ll make sure that he arrives,” the elf said, a faint smile playing on her features. “John and I have tasks to perform while we wait, related to his new abilities. They just might give us the edge we need to come out victorious.” 
 
    Both women nodded, not questioning it further.  
 
    They said their goodbyes, Emily leading Fiona to make sure the new mayor didn’t trip on any broken tables or other detritus littering the path.  
 
    Once they were alone, Aoryl turned to John and arched her eyebrows. “Shall we go upstairs?” 
 
    “Upstairs?” John asked. 
 
    A strange look flickered across the elf’s face. “Ulrich’s room will suffice for our purposes,” Aoryl said with a shrug. “And it will give both you and I a second chance to look over the dead man’s belongings. It’s possible Emily missed something, and a second or third pair of eyes would reveal it.” 
 
    John supposed that made sense. But he’d begun to note something else behind Aoryl’s too-casual tone, as well. Beneath her cool exterior, the elf was as nervous—and excited—as a bride on her wedding night. Surely simply finding someone with the powers of the Dragon wasn’t the reason for these feelings, was it? 
 
    Does she fancy me? John remembered the way she’d looked at him. But if she was trying to seduce him, she was going about it all wrong. John appreciated directness in a mate. He’d rather a woman ask for sex like she was suggesting they go upstairs and play cards, rather than suggesting they go upstairs and play cards like she was talking about sex. But women like that were as rare as hen’s teeth, doubly so in a town like Vismuth. 
 
    John followed the elf upstairs. The door to Ulrich’s room hung halfway open, the frame shattered by the huge downward blow the man had punched through the floor. Inside, the room was a mess—he’d be lucky to find any of the bedchamber’s original fixtures, much less any missives from the Draconic Emperor. 
 
    “This place is a bust,” John said, peering through the hole in the floor to the messy common room. “You really want to practice in here?” 
 
    Aoryl looked even more skittish than before. “Perhaps we could go to your room?” she asked. She brushed a lock of black hair from her face, exposing one pointed ear to the light. “It will have a door that locks, at least. I’d hate for us to be disturbed this close to the battle.” 
 
    Oh yeah, John thought, his suspicion hardening into certainty. She fancies me. But he was gentleman enough not to press the issue. He gestured behind him down the hallway. “Of course.” 
 
    He’d only recently moved in. The City Watch had been telling him since he’d arrived in Vismuth that they’d have quarters for him at the barracks, but like everything else in town these orders moved with a deliberate sluggishness. So he’d been staying upstairs at the tavern, when he hadn’t snuck naps in the guard tower away from those monster heads and their altering auras. As a result, his room looked as if he hardly ever occupied it. 
 
    “A made bed!” Aoryl looked genuinely shocked as she stepped into the room. “In this town of all places. You truly are a king amongst men, John.” 
 
    John chuckled and shook his head as he shut the door behind them. “I told you, I’m no bloody king. I’m no true Dragon, either.” 
 
    “But you are.” Aoryl sat herself on the foot of John’s bed like she belonged there—and maybe she did. “Will you sit? There’s something we must discuss before the battle. And something we must do.” 
 
    Hmm. She certainly wasn’t talking like a maiden who was about to throw herself onto her beloved. Maybe Aoryl had a different motive for wanting to get him alone. 
 
    John looked at the chair across the room, but at the look on Aoryl’s face he decided to sit down on the bed a few feet away from her. The nearness of her body still inflamed his senses, however, and he found his eyes drawn to her long legs in their calfskin boots and the low-cut front of her dress. Interestingly, the aura he felt from the monster heads downstairs faded entirely when this close to the elf. It was nice not feeling that tickle in the back of his head. 
 
    “I feel I must confess something to you, my lord,” Aoryl said, folding her hands in her lap. “There are things you don’t know about me and my mission. Had you been made aware of everything beforehand, you very well may have run for the hills and never looked back. I feel that I may be in some large way responsible for your current predicament...” 
 
    “Aoryl.” John raised a hand, stilling the elf. “You saved my life. More than once now, in fact. Whatever motives or agenda you have for coming to the Deadlands, I don’t give a damn about it. You’re a true friend, as far as I’m concerned.” 
 
    And maybe more than a friend. He’d just have to see. 
 
    A smile spread across the elf’s face. “Good. I am pleased to hear that, John. Because I came to the Deadlands seeking you.” 
 
    John was quiet for a moment. “Me?” He pointed at his own chest and laughed, like the elf woman had just made a joke. “If you wanted to find one of the Devontes, Aoryl, you could have picked a nicer place than this. Some of us do live in cities, you know.” 
 
    Aoryl was already shaking her head. “Not you specifically, John. But someone like you. My Mistress placed a geas upon me, commanding me to leave our people and conduct a survey of the Deadlands. She knew that something dark and ancient was stirring in this region, and hoped that by getting out in front of it, my people would be able to do some good. That we would be able to find the Potentate.” 
 
    “This Mistress of yours sounds like quite a character,” John said. “When you say your people, who do you mean? The elves?” 
 
    “My tribe,” Aoryl said, not elaborating. She appeared to have other things she wanted to say. “The Potentate, more so than the Deadlands, were the reason for my geas. My Mistress told me that the Potentate has the potential to change the world—not just to resist what is coming, but to shape the grace of the world to his own will. Among my tribe, the coming of the Potentate is said to herald a complete upheaval of the world order. That lords and kings will kneel before him, and that he will establish a new way of life for the peoples of the world. He will hold our very life and death in his hands...” 
 
    John let all this wash over him, settling onto the bed. He looked out the window of the room, watching as people marched back and forth across the streets making preparations for the battle. Building fortifications, sharpening their weapons, practicing drills. They were going to need it all if they were going to survive. 
 
    “A Potentate,” he said, his lips feeling a bit numb. “And you’re saying... this man is me?” It made a sort of sense. He had absorbed the Soul Gem, after all. 
 
    The elf woman shook her head. “My apologies,” she said, looking at the floor between her feet. “But I have not yet confirmed that you are the Potentate, John.” 
 
    This shocked him even more than her earlier proclamation had. A little laugh escaped John’s lips, like she’d just told a very funny joke.  
 
    “Well, who else could it be?” He made a show of looking around the room, as if the real Potentate were going to come sneaking out from under the bed or leap through a nearby window. “I absorbed the Soul Gem, Aoryl. I cast a spell and killed a member of the Wyvern Guard. I’m not seeing any more likely candidates for this Potentate thing in Vismuth, are you?” 
 
    “You are powerful indeed,” Aoryl said, looking him right in the eyes. “More so than a mere Dragontouched, or one of the Draconic Emperor’s servants. The power you wield has not been seen in a human in these lands in a long, long time.” She paused. “But it is not the same power that confirms that you are the Potentate. That is something... different. Something else entirely.” 
 
    He sensed she wanted him to ask, so he did. “Tell me,” he whispered, leaning forward. “What power are we talking about here, exactly? What do I need to do to prove that I’m this Potentate?” 
 
    “I wish we had more time,” Aoryl said with a little laugh. “Though I’ve only just met you, John, I already feel so close to you. If we had more time to get to know each other, to grow in our intimacy...” She chuckled. “But of course, we only have two hours. The enemy will be at the gates, and we must be ready. Everything is prepared, and there’s nothing else we can do.” 
 
    “Aoryl,” John said in a harsher tone. “What are you asking me to do?” 
 
    Her hand covered his. The elf woman batted her eyelashes, and he understood. Even before she opened her mouth and told him, he realized his instincts had been right all along. 
 
    “I need you to join with me,” the elf woman said, giving John’s hand a squeeze. “You need to take me, the way a man takes a woman, in order to prove that you really are who I believe you to be.” 
 
    Even having expected to hear it from the elf woman’s lips, John was stunned.  
 
    “You want me to... to lie with you,” he said, the euphemism not rising easily to his lips. He’d much rather have asked if she wanted to fuck, but it didn’t seem right to use such language with Aoryl. 
 
    The elf woman however, tittered with mirth at his attempt to be gentlemanly. “Only by lying with me will you gain access to your greatest power. And not to put too fine a point on it, but you’re going to need that power soon, John—in very short order. Without it, you won’t be able to triumph over these monsters. And my sacred quest from my Mistress will all be for naught.” 
 
    “Oh, we wouldn’t want that to be for naught,” John said mildly. He looked the elf woman up and down with the kind of frankness he normally reserved for barmaids or women who required payment for their services. To his surprise, Aoryl didn’t seem to mind the attention one bit—if anything, she preened beneath the knowledge that a handsome man was staring at her, admiring her gifts. “You’re sure that’s the only way to do it?” 
 
    “Oh yes,” Aoryl said, glancing at the closed door. “My Mistress was explicit. In order to be completely certain you’re the Potentate, I must test your greatest ability.” She nibbled her bottom lip, as if she were both looking forward to such a test and a little frightened of what it might reveal. “Your iron will be tested in my carnal forge, and if it does not perform to the task, then I and my Mistress will know we’ve got the wrong man.” 
 
    “Oh, you’ve got the right man,” John said, a little offended. “I’m just wondering how badly you want this, Aoryl.” 
 
    The elf woman was stunned. “Me?” 
 
    “I won’t have sex with you unless it’s something you want,” John said, scooting a little closer on the bed. “Mistress, Potentate, your geas—the Archfiend take all of it! I want to make love to you, yes—you’re beautiful—but I don’t want you underneath me thinking about your Mistress or your sacred quest while we’re together. So I’m asking you, Aoryl, the way a man asks a woman: do you desire me?” 
 
    The elf woman’s eyes shone with amusement. “Why, John,” she groaned, biting down on her bottom lip like a much more forward woman. “You’re such a gentleman. I’m offering you the world on a silver platter, and you’re asking me if I want to fuck?” 
 
    There it is. He nodded. 
 
    Wheels spun behind Aoryl’s eyes. He watched the elf woman come to a decision, and even before she spoke, he knew what it would be. Perhaps he had a sixth sense for more than just monsters, after all. 
 
    “Get up,” Aoryl said in a neutral tone. “And remove your clothes.” 
 
    With a dry laugh, John did so. “Just like that, huh?” he asked, cocking an eyebrow at the slender elf. 
 
    Aoryl snorted—then pointed at a wooden bucket in the corner of the room. “You’re covered in dirt and blood,” she said simply. “You’ll need to wash.” 
 
    John looked at the empty bucket, then back at the elf. “I’ll be covered in a great deal more dirt and blood before all this is through,” he said, looking at the elf woman like she was being unreasonable. “Some women find the stench of the battlefield to be arousing. I’ve heard of wenches who leapt upon a man the moment he won a duel, laying him next to his opponent’s body while it was still warm...” 
 
    “I’m not one of those women,” Aoryl said, softening the words with a sweet smile. “Go and fill this bucket with steaming hot water. While you’re gone, I’ll prepare myself for you.” 
 
    John didn’t particularly want to know what that entailed. Well, a part of him wanted to know very much, but women deserved to keep a few of their mysteries.  
 
    “I’ll be right back,” he said, grabbing the bucket’s handle and lifting it over his shoulder. He unbuckled the claymore he’d taken off the body of the Wyvern Guard—he had more than enough weight already—and leaned it against the wall, close enough to the bed that he could grab it if necessary. He still had the broken blade in his belt in case he ran into trouble. 
 
    “Hurry back,” Aoryl said, her tone telling him she wasn’t just thinking about the battle to come. “I want as much time with you as I can get before the barrier goes down.” She caught herself and blushed. “So we can be certain you are the Potentate, you understand?” 
 
    John paused at the door, holding the bucket with a big grin. “Oh, I understand. Be ready, Aoryl. I shall return presently.” 
 
    Then he went downstairs to draw his bathwater. He only hoped the treatment Aoryl was going to give him would be worth the detour. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Carrying the empty bucket down to the common room had been easy. Lugging it back up the steps to the second floor when it was filled with steaming hot water was considerably harder. 
 
    It only took five or so minutes for John to make the trip, but by the time he made it back to his quarters, he’d almost forgotten that he was supposed to be readying himself to lie with Aoryl. The elf woman had been remarkably frank about her designs on John—she wanted to unlock his hidden potential as her people’s Potentate, whatever that meant. Apparently it had to do with overthrowing the order of lords and kings, which was all good stuff as far as John was concerned. He just didn’t particularly want to stick his neck out to do it. 
 
    He’d spent most of the walk downstairs and back up again thinking about it. About his destiny, and the slim but steadily growing chance that he actually might get the opportunity to enjoy it. The things Aoryl spoke about, they were beyond any magic that John knew about, save for that wielded by the Draconic Emperor and his closest minions. The idea that John Devonte, monster hunter, could wield the same sort of magic had a tendency to make him freeze in his tracks for a few moments, struck by the enormity of it all. 
 
    He’d killed a Wyvern Guard. He’d killed a Wyvern Guard! Things like that weren’t supposed to happen. The Wyverns were practically demigods, unkillable instruments of the Draconic Emperor’s will, and yet one had been slain in the common room of a backwater tavern, by a brigand and a few of his friends. Things were changing in the world, to be sure, and John wasn’t entirely certain how to feel about that. 
 
    What he did feel, as he opened the door of his bedchamber, was a sudden sense of surprise. In his absence, Aoryl had enhanced the atmosphere of the place, tacking thick curtains over the windows and lighting a number of candles. Gods only knew where she’d looted them from. The whole place looked dim and romantic, perfectly matching the elf woman standing before him. 
 
    Aoryl... well, she looked prettier than any maiden he’d ever seen. The elf had changed out of most of her traveling clothes, only leaving on the soft calfskin boots she’d had on when they arrived at the tavern. He liked the way those boots looked on her, and Aoryl must have realized that as well. Instead of her purple robes, she wore nothing but a short white shift, made of wispy fabric that hugged her curves and showed off a generous expanse of tanned, taut thigh. 
 
    “Well hello there,” John said, setting down the bucket. The water inside was nearly hot enough to scald—just the few drops that had landed on him while climbing the stairs had been hot enough to burn. “You’re looking... wow, Aoryl. You look gorgeous.” 
 
    The elf woman grinned widely, her eyes sparkling. “Thank you. Set that bucket in the corner, then strip off your clothes.” 
 
    He didn’t need to be told twice. It was good to finally relinquish the heavy barrel, and even better to slip off his outfit. The battle-worn leathers slid to the floor of the room, discarded like rags. Within moments, he was down to his smallclothes, naked from the waist up. 
 
    Aoryl looked him up and down, clearly liking what she saw. “All of it,” she purred, crooking a finger. 
 
    With a shrug, John let his smallclothes fall. There was nothing small about what he had underneath it. Oh, whores and barmaids were experts at flattery, but he’d been with enough women in his time to know when they were telling the truth about a man’s member and when they were merely buttering him up for a fat tip. The Devontes packed more than the average man—much more, in John’s case. 
 
    His cock perked to life against his thigh, rapidly swelling to its full length. Even in the dim candle light, it was impressive. Aoryl’s lips formed a shocked little ‘o’ of surprise, and for a moment, he thought the elf was going to sink to her knees before him to get a better look. 
 
    “By the Gods...” Aoryl’s eyes widened. “The women you’ve been with—you’ve fit that inside of all of them?” 
 
    John looked down at his cock and chuckled. “Never had any complaints,” he said, putting his hands on his hips. “Granted, sometimes it’s a snug fit—but the snug fits are the ones that feel the best. For both parties.” 
 
    Aoryl’s cheeks were as red and ruddy as apples. “Yes, well,” she said quickly, gesturing for him to turn. “Stand near the barrel. I’m going to clean you off.” 
 
    She was as good as her word. John faced the wall, the thigh that had been next to the barrel cooling off while the other one heated up at the proximity to the hot water. Aoryl had procured a sponge and several towels from a washroom, along with some sweet-smelling soap she’d probably brought along from her elf friends. 
 
    “My goodness,” Aoryl murmured, tracing his back with her nails. “You have many scars, John Devonte. Most of these wounds did not come from human weapons, did they?” 
 
    “You should see the other guy,” he said, his usual deflection. Sensing that the quick joke wouldn’t be enough to satisfy the elf, he sighed and told the truth. “Yes. Cheated death more times than I can count.” 
 
    Aoryl’s hand quested lower, straying near his ass. “Stay still,” the elf woman said, her voice right next to his ear. “This may be a little warm at first.” 
 
    It was more than a little warm. The damned water was close to scalding, and hadn’t been given enough time to cool. “Ugh!” John gasped, arching his back at the touch of the sponge. 
 
    “There we go,” Aoryl said, plunging on heedlessly. “Gods, you build up quite a sweat for a man. I’m shocked there’s not more blood on you from killing that Wyvern Guard.” 
 
    “As am I,” John said, relaxing. The elf had quite a nice touch. She cleaned his back, then moved onto his shoulders, scrubbing away the dirt and stress of battle. He made a mental note to have her do this after every fight, whether it led to sex or not. It just felt too damn good. 
 
    “That man, he moved so quickly,” Aoryl whispered, rubbing her soap-covered hand over John’s chest as she scrubbed him with the sponge. “He was so strong. I thought I knew what a false Dragon could do. I’d spent so much time learning at the feet of my Mistress, and in the end, I could barely help you.” 
 
    “You did a damn treat with the mayor,” John said with a laugh. “Killed him in the blink of an eye. I wouldn’t count yourself out of any battle, Aoryl.” 
 
    She smiled, though there was pain in it. “Thank you, John,” she said, her hands slowly scrubbing lower and lower on his body. Soon, she’d be beneath his waist, and then he wouldn’t be able to hold back any longer. “But the truth is, I’m not what I thought I was. I’ve trained my whole life for this, for my geas, and when the time came, I let myself be tossed aside like a sack of potatoes by the first true warrior I came across...” 
 
    Ah, damn it, John thought. She’s one of those. 
 
    With extreme reluctance, he grabbed her wrists as they moved to his hips. Aoryl let out a strangled little cry, then looked up at him for an explanation. He intended to give her one. 
 
    “Listen to me,” he said, looking deep into her eyes. “Was that your first true fight, Aoryl?” 
 
    The elf woman scrunched up her face. “I am one of the fastest warriors of my tribe,” she said in a dismissive tone. “Of course that was not my first fight!” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean,” John said with a sigh. “Was that the first time you fought with life and death on the line? Against an enemy who’d kill you no matter what it took, whether with a knife or by bashing your skull in with a rock or just by choking the life out of you?” 
 
    “A little colorful, but... yes.” Aoryl admitted this with some reluctance. 
 
    John nodded. He understood now. And Aoryl wouldn’t be able to truly enjoy this until he said what needed to be said. 
 
    “I’ve fought in many battles,” he told the elf. “Sometimes on the winning side, sometimes the side that had to break and run away. I fought beside unseasoned farm boys who’d been given their weapons that very day, and next to nobleborn youths who’d been training with their blade since they were capable of holding it. Do you know which stood strong when the enemy came, Aoryl? Who kept their calm in the face of their first fight, and who broke and ran away?” 
 
    By the time he finished the question, the elf woman’s lips had puckered in a smile. “You’re going to tell me the nobleborns with all the training ran,” she said, a hint of mirth in her tone. “Because it’s the opposite of what I’d expect.” 
 
    But John shook his head. “No. I’m telling you I don’t know. There was no rhyme or reason as to who fled on the battlefield that first time, lass. I saw men who’d been practicing with blunted blades their whole lives turn tail and hide, and I saw farmhands with dented pitchforks run screaming into the enemy’s front line. I saw them do the opposite just as often.” 
 
    Aoryl’s brows wrinkled together. “Then I don’t understand.” 
 
    “The point,” John said kindly, “is that there’s no telling what you’d do in that situation until you’re in it. Even with all your training, you didn’t know whether you would fight or flee the first time your life was on the line. The training didn’t overcome that—it was inside of you. And when push came to shove, you stood with me and Emily and Fiona. You fought. And that’s a damn sight better than many men I’ve fought beside.” 
 
    Aoryl finally understood. The guilt dropped away from her face—and so too did her hands drop down John’s sides. 
 
    “I see,” she whispered. “So until you’ve experienced a thing, you have no way of knowing how you’ll react. It’s like battle... or making love.” 
 
    He slid his hands around her hips and pulled her closer to him. “I certainly didn’t know what I was doing the first time I made love,” John said, his lips brushing the elf woman’s cheek. “But I damn sure know how to please a woman now.” 
 
    “I’d say you do,” Aoryl gasped, running her fingers along the side of John’s cock. “My lord, you’re so big...” 
 
    Something about the way the elf woman called him lord lit a fire in John’s bloodstream. He grabbed the elf woman to him and smothered her mouth with his own, kissing her deeply. Aoryl let out a little gasp of pleasure and stood on tiptoe, flexing the leather of her boots as she lifted one leg and pinned it against John’s side. 
 
    He could feel the roughness of her inner thigh against the head of his cock. What she had between her legs was every bit as wet as the bathwater—and just as warm. He let his free hand trail down to her ass, squeezing her round rump through the thin shift she wore. Aoryl moaned against him, lifting her leg higher to offer her elvish pussy to him, eager to give it all to him. So eager. 
 
    “You’ve undressed me,” John said into Aoryl’s pointed ear, mauling the supple flesh of her ass. “I think it’s time for me to return the favor. Strip for me, forest girl.” 
 
    Calling Aoryl a ‘forest girl’ would have been considered a mild insult under any other circumstances. There, in the bedchamber, with John next to her and towering over her, it made her blush as she bit down on her lip, her eyes shining in the darkness as her fingers found the knot of her shift and began to untie it. 
 
    “Yes,” she purred, closing her eyes and bathing in the smell of him. 
 
    “Yes, what?” he asked, his free hand moving from her ass to her chin. 
 
    Aoryl opened her eyes. “Yes, my lord,” the elf woman purred, grinning like she’d just found a Dragon’s hoard. 
 
    Oh, this one’s going to be trouble, John thought, watching those slender elfin fingers unveil her bounty. This one’s going to get me in so much fucking trouble... 
 
    But in that moment, it was all worth it. Aoryl let her shift fall away, the silky gossamer sliding to the floor to reveal her high, perky breasts. They were paler than the rest of her body, exposed to the sun less often, but not as pale as the noblewomen who went around in wide-brimmed hats all day and hid from the outdoors. John found he liked the way she looked. 
 
    “May I touch them?” John asked, running his hand up the elf woman’s flank. 
 
    “Y-yes,” Aoryl groaned, her eyes rolling back in her head. Only the whites showed as John’s fingers found her supple flesh and squeezed it, gently at first and then mauling it with greater force as her nipple stiffened. He’d found often that the combination of a small amount of pain with a great amount of pleasure tended to drive the majority of the female species wild—and elves, apparently, were no exception. “Oh my, John, that feels so good...” 
 
    “It’s about to feel a lot better,” he grunted, scooping Aoryl up and lifting her off the ground. “Let’s get a bed under us. Then I’ll show you exactly how this ‘Potentate’ is supposed to treat his women.” 
 
    Aoryl let out a surprised cry at being suddenly off her feet. Her calfskin boots kicked gently against John’s chest as he carried her, naked and dripping save for her footwear, to his bed and tossed her onto the mattress. She squirmed across the covers, scooting backward on her ass as she stared up at him, shocked by his strength. 
 
    Her pale, pink slit shined between her thighs, dripping with juice. John had grown up hearing jokes about elvish women not having any hair besides what was on top of their heads, but he’d never expected the jokes to be true. Aoryl’s pussy was bare and smooth, her mound completely hairless and glistening with need. John couldn’t control himself at the sight of it—he needed to bury his face in it. To find out what an elf’s pussy tasted like. 
 
    John grabbed Aoryl’s legs and spread them apart, pulling the elf toward the end of the bed. Then he lay down across it, his cock throbbing against the foot of the mattress as he guided one of Aoryl’s gorgeous calfskin boots onto his shoulders and over his back. With one leg down and one in the air, the gorgeous elf was truly offering her womanhood to him. John took it greedily, sliding his face between her thighs and running his tongue up and down the contours of her sensitive slit. 
 
    He knew this wasn’t Aoryl’s first time with a man—it would have been silly to think an elf, even a young one, was still a virgin by the time they went ranging in the human world. But John had never been more certain in his life that the woman beneath him had never felt a mouth on her pussy before. Aoryl groaned with surprise and delight as the leg on John’s back tensed, the muscle flexing to pin him harder against her sopping wet womanhood. Aoryl’s ass left the bed as she ground her slit on John’s tongue, rubbing her clit in a hard little circle as he lapped at it. 
 
    By the Gods, she’s good! John could hardly believe the bounty he’d been given. Most women he’d done this to tasted a bit like strawberry down there, along with a bit of hay—and that’s if he was lucky. Some of the women in backwater towns like Vismuth were rank. Aoryl, on the other hand, had a pussy that tasted like the sweetest, most addictive alcohol John had ever tasted. He would have sworn before all the Gods that as he lapped at the elf woman’s feminine juices, pleasing her with his tongue, he tasted the spiced cinnamon rum he’d smuggled from the elder Devonte’s liquor cabinet as a lad. His heart had pounded with such excitement then at the illicit thrill of the drink—and it beat harder for an entirely different reason now. Yet the thrill remained. 
 
    “Don’t stop, please don’t stop!” Aoryl dug in with her heel between John’s shoulder blades, as if she were terrified he might decide to abandon his task halfway done. “You’re making my pussy feel so good, my lord! Ahh, you don’t just have the blood of a Dragon, you have the tongue of one, too! Gods, it feels like I’m melting! I’m melting right into this bed!” 
 
    Melt away, you gorgeous little elf, John thought, applying his tongue to Aoryl’s secret places. Make everything tight and wet for me... 
 
    At times, when the conversation on a hunt or while manning a battlement turned to lewd jokes about women and the recounting of anecdotes involving them, John received pushback from other men over his love of tasting a woman’s flower. Most men, in his experience, didn’t understand the point of it—for them, every moment not spent burying your prick inside of a girl’s pussy or her mouth was a moment wasted. Those poor fellows had yet to understand how a woman’s climax increased all the most wonderful things about what was between her legs: her tightness, her heat, the silky wetness that made a man feel so alive when he was buried deep inside her channel. By getting Aoryl off with his tongue before plunging into her, he was making an investment in his own future pleasure. 
 
    And, in his experience, he’d learned that the woman generally was more likely to want another roll in the hay if he’d proven he could bring her to climax. Particularly with noble women, whom John suspected never received such treatment from their starched and prattling husbands. 
 
    Beneath him, Aoryl rolled like an ocean wave. Her body trembled with pleasure; none of her limbs could keep still. Her hands dug into his shoulders, leaving deep marks; the heel of her calfskin boot dug into the hollow between his shoulder blades like a brand. The combination of the pain, the sweetness of her womanhood, and the constant pressure against the mattress made John pant and throb. He was desperate to push the head of his prick into Aoryl and claim her elven pussy for his own. 
 
    But he held back.  
 
    He wanted her to come. He needed it. 
 
    Finally, the elf woman reached the edge. Her voice changed, a ragged note of passion entering it as her cries of bliss rose higher and higher. 
 
    “Oh, John! By the Gods, whatever you’re doing keep doing it! Ah, oh that feels so good, oh you’re doing it just right! I’m going to... I’m going to... oh by the GODS I’m coming!” 
 
    She didn’t need to tell John. He needed no warning save the way her inner walls clenched as he buried his face in them, lapping at her pleasure center the way a cat licks up a bowl full of cream. He knew when to hold back and when to attack a woman in a frenzy, and now was the time for action. 
 
    Aoryl shuddered around him, going weightless in his arms. The elf cried out, her passion shattering into a thousand pieces as a wave of sweet bliss washed over her tanned, trembling body. John felt her walls clench around his tongue, moving in time with the elf’s rapid heartbeat as her pleasure crested. When she came down from her peak, she was a shuddering, sobbing, sloppy mess, like a rag that had been wrung dry. 
 
    “Oh my lord,” the elf said, dazed and pleased. She looked up at the ceiling like she were seeing it for the first time. “No one’s ever made me feel like that before. Clearly the Devontes are even more skilled than your reputation implies...” 
 
    “I’ve got to have you,” John said, pushing the elf backward on the bed. He climbed onto the mattress on all fours, his hands roaming across her still trembling body as he mounted her. “I don’t even care about proving that I’m this Potentate or whatever, Aoryl. I’ve got to fuck you. You’re the most beautiful creature I’ve ever met.” 
 
    He pushed the throbbing, swollen crown of his cock against her inner thigh, seeking the slit he’d just pleasured with his tongue. For a moment, he thought he had it, then a hand wrapped around his manhood and stilled it. Aoryl batted her eyelashes at him, her own gaze heavy-lidded with pleasure. 
 
    “Hold,” she panted, lifting her free hand. “Please, my lord.” 
 
    With an effort, John swallowed down his passion. “What’s wrong?” he asked. 
 
    A smile spread across Aoryl’s face as she crawled onto all fours, gently shoving him onto his back across the bed. 
 
    “You were so good at taking care of me,” she panted, a lock of black hair matted to her forehead with sweat. “I wanted to return the favor.” 
 
    Well, he certainly wasn’t going to argue with her. 
 
    “Did you know,” Aoryl said, a teasing lilt in her voice as she tied her long hair into a ponytail, “that elves don’t have any gag reflex? We’re actually somewhat famous for it.” She bent down, inhaling the musky scent of his manhood as she pressed her face against his cock and balls. “I really, really want to prove to you that I don’t have a gag reflex, my lord...” 
 
    Holy shit. John felt as if he’d just died and gone to Heaven. 
 
    He sat up, propping himself up on one elbow. The other hand went to Aoryl’s makeshift ponytail, wrapping it around his fingers for more leverage. Aoryl chuckled as she felt him do it, telling him she knew full well what he wanted. 
 
    “Prove it to me,” he commanded, taking control of the situation in a way he’d avoided until now. “I want to see you take this fat human cock all the way to the balls, forest girl. You’re going to swallow every drop of my seed before I bury this prick inside of you!” 
 
    Once again, the slight hint of degradation was exactly what the woodland elf wanted to hear. Aoryl sighed happily as she stroked John’s cock, marveling at its length as she made another ‘o’ with her pouty lips. This one kissed the crown of his manhood, gently slurping up the clear pre-seed along his head before taking him down deeper. 
 
    John groaned low in his throat and leaned back against the headboard. If he hadn’t, he’d have fallen right over—every muscle in his body not directly connected to Aoryl had turned to jelly the moment the gorgeous elf started fellating him.  
 
    Aoryl’s claim had been no idle boast. She swallowed him down like it was the most natural, simple thing in the world, relaxing the muscles of her throat to take him deep as she worked her lips all the way down to his pulsing balls. The sight of her on all fours, worshiping his cock with her mouth was so beautiful, he wished he could immortalize it in a painting. 
 
    Instead, he let the memories sear themselves into his brain. John tugged the elf’s braid, bringing tears to her eyes as she bobbed up and down like a cork on his throbbing prick. He’d given himself quite a bit of pleasure by humping the bed while eating Aoryl’s pussy, so his climb to the heights of pleasure was a much shorter journey than what he’d given to the elf woman. It didn’t help that she sucked him better than any barmaid, tavern whore, or noble’s daughter had ever sucked him before—it was like she’d spent decades practicing, learning the art of giving oral pleasure inside out. No ordinary man could hold back his load before treatment of that nature. 
 
    As John reached the peak, he thrust unconsciously against Aoryl’s face. With any other woman, this would have been too much—a few thrusts and she’d choke, gag, pull off and call him a bastard for trying to fuck her face. Aoryl, however, groaned with a fiery passion and sucked him harder. He watched the elf slide a hand between her legs, fingering her pussy while she tasted him, and grinned. 
 
    She likes it just as much as I like doing to her, John thought, his leg shaking as he hit the point of no return. Fuck, I’ve found a girl who’s exactly as dirty as I am. And she’s an elf with no gag reflex... 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right, you gorgeous bitch,” John panted, tugging on the elf’s braid. This side of him only came out on a rare occasion, as he tended to feel he could frighten his female lovers away if he showed them too much ferocity. But with Aoryl, he wanted to show her. He sensed instinctively that she’d love the real him, that the pleasure of being degraded did things to the elf woman that no amount of sweetness and succor could. “Suck that fucking cock! Are all elves little whores like you, Aoryl? All you little forest bitches with your tight pussies, fingering each other thinking about having a fat human cock down your throat?” 
 
    “Ummm hmmm,” Aoryl groaned, her hand pumping faster between her thighs. “Ungh! Ungh!” 
 
    “Fuck, it’s happening,” John groaned, leaning back and thrusting his hips upward. “You’re going to make me come, Aoryl! You’re going to make me fill your mouth up with this hot seed! Drink it all, you gorgeous elf whore!” 
 
    John’s wish was Aoryl’s command. As the pleasure hit the peak and became unbearably sweet, his cock jerked against the back of Aoryl’s throat. With literally any woman he’d ever met, that would have been the very definition of ‘too much’, and he’d have enjoyed the sensation of shooting all over his lover’s face as she pulled away. Not so with Aoryl. The elf took him even deeper, letting him deposit his seed directly down her throat. Aoryl groaned encouragement as he shot, her tongue swirling around the crown of his cock as he shot burst after burst of thick, salty seed into the elf’s mouth. Aoryl swallowed greedily, savoring the taste as she consumed it. 
 
    As the pleasure ebbed from him, John lay back against the pillows, feeling as if he’d swallowed an entire stockpile of the tavern’s finest ale.  
 
    “Aoryl,” he gasped, his tone one of mingled amazement and pleasure. “By all that’s holy, you’re one skilled little cocksucker...” 
 
    He hardly had time to recover from his climax. The elf woman was already climbing on top of him, seizing the initiative in a way none of John’s former lovers ever would have. That naked display of need, of a woman’s sexuality, was practically taboo in towns like Vismuth. Aoryl was truly in touch with herself in a way most of these women hardly understood. 
 
    The elf looked so good straddling him that John’s cock swelled back to full mast within moments.  
 
    “You must join with me,” Aoryl said, her voice loose and filled with excitement now that she’d gotten off for the first time with her new man. “What you do with your mouth is wonderful, my lord—but it won’t prove that you’re the Potentate. Only binding the two of us together can do that!” 
 
    “Oh, I’m ready to join with you,” John said, giving Aoryl a firm smack on the bottom. The elf woman let out a yelp that turned into a purr, wrapping her fingers around the base of his cock and giving it a few tentative strokes. “That was just a warm-up, forest girl. The real treat is how you’re going to feel once my cock is stretching out your snug little pussy.” 
 
    Aoryl looked like she couldn’t wait to experience it. She ran the crown of John’s cock up and down her slit a few times, preparing her channel to be filled. He could see her soft pink ridges flexing, quivering in the aftermath of her first climax even after sucking him off. Or had the pleasure of drinking his seed done that? He honestly couldn’t tell. 
 
    “I can’t wait to have you inside me,” Aoryl panted, pushing the head of his prick gently against her opening. “I’ve never fucked a human before. It’s considered taboo among my kind—other elves will call me a man-slut when they see me with you!” 
 
    John grinned. He’d heard of such stereotypes, of course, like the submissive elf woman who finds and marries a human who brings out her wild side. Aoryl was plenty wild enough already, but she obviously enjoyed the pleasure of a human man just as much as her traitorous sisters. 
 
    “You’re not a slut,” John told the elf, giving her ass another hearty spank. “You’re my slut. Now ride that cock like the good little slut you are, Aoryl, and I’ll let you come again all over it!” 
 
    It was all the prompting the elf needed.  
 
    Aoryl lowered her hips onto John’s cock, impaling herself slowly on his member. She didn’t simply ram herself onto him with as much force as she could—the elf eased onto him, letting him feel the tight embrace of her inner walls an inch at a time. 
 
    As a Devonte, John had a certain reputation to uphold. That meant a lot of traveling, and a lot of women. Sometimes his father joked that the phrase ‘a girl in every port’ had been coined by a Devonte. John didn’t exactly have a girl in every city across the Draconic Empire, but he’d had more than his fair share of encounters with the opposite sex. (Though in today’s case, this was his first time having sex with an elf). So he thought he had an understanding of the female anatomy, and the hard limits of the pleasure it could give to the male organ. 
 
    He was wrong.  
 
    What Aoryl had between her legs was the envy of every woman in the Empire, and they didn’t even know it. Thrusting deep into the elf’s pussy was the sweetest, strongest pleasure he’d ever felt. Every time his cock bottomed out inside of her perfect, tight walls, it felt even better than the time before. Her walls gripped him like the warmest hug he’d ever felt, stretching around his member as he plunged deep into her elven channel. The noises Aoryl made were fierce, unlike anything he’d heard from the shy maidens and depraved noblewomen he’d been with before. 
 
    “Oh John, deeper!” Aoryl’s legs wrapped around his hips, her heels digging into his back. “Gods, your cock feels so good inside of me! It’s like granite! Oh, you’re fucking me so well! I love how thick and hard you get inside me, my lord—you must really like what my pussy is doing to you!” 
 
    “Yeah,” John grunted, spreading Aoryl’s legs wider to fuck her at a deeper angle. “That fucking elf pussy’s so good! You’re so much hotter and wetter than any woman I’ve been with, slut!” 
 
    Aoryl’s face filled with surprise to match her pleasure. “So I am a slut then, am I?” she groaned, digging her nails into his back. 
 
    John sensed a trap here, but fuck it—Aoryl felt too good. Her hot, dripping wet womb was the tightest, most wonderful hole he’d ever fucked, and he could already tell that the two of them were going to have a lot of fun on the road together if they survived the day.  
 
    “Did your elf boys not fuck you this hard? This deep?” 
 
    “Mmmh, no one’s ever fucked me like this before,” she gasped, pulling off him. The sudden loss of connection between them made John throb and moan, but when Aoryl flipped onto her hands and knees at the front of the bed and put her hands on the headboard, he suddenly understood. 
 
    “If I’m a slut, my lord,” the elf panted, wiggling her pert bottom as she spread her soft pink folds with her fingers, “then come fuck me like a slut. Take me like an animal—I’m a feral animal who needs to get pounded until she can’t think straight!” 
 
    Yeah. Yeah, that was exactly what John needed. 
 
    He mounted Aoryl from behind, delivering a firm slap to her backside as he pressed the head of his cock into her dripping opening. The elf woman went mad for his touch, groaning with bliss as a red handprint formed on her tanned, flawless skin.  
 
    John wrapped his fingers around Aoryl’s long hair for leverage as he pushed into her from behind. She groaned and stuck her ass even further into the air, arching her back like a bow as she panted and writhed. She watched him over her shoulder, the edge of the blanket between her teeth as her eyes rolled back in her head and she moaned like a whore. He could tell how badly she needed to be fucked, and he was utterly prepared to give it to her. 
 
    His first stroke slammed all the way to her back walls, pinning the lithe forest creature against the headboard. Aoryl cried out in delighted surprise as she clung to the wooden frame for dear life, riding him back as hard as she could. Every thrust filled the room with wet squelching sounds, shaking the bed so hard John was half-worried the thing might break beneath them. Let the fucking thing break, he told himself. Nothing in the world could stop me right now. 
 
    John slammed Aoryl against the wall, nailing her as hard and fast as he could. He couldn’t help it—he turned into a beast in the elf woman’s arms, losing control and pummeling her slit like a barbarian. Aoryl didn’t mind one bit, however, and from the look on her face, she was experiencing more pleasure than she’d ever felt in her life. Her soft ridges quivered around John’s prick on every thrust, leaving it coated in the same sweet juices he’d been tasting a few minutes before. 
 
    His hips locked into a hard, steady rhythm. His shoulders shook as Aoryl hung on for dear life, her breasts flattened against the headboard as he fucked the gorgeous elf from behind. Her ass slapped against the underside of his flat belly on every thrust, filling the room with slapping sounds that made it appear as if he was savaging the girl with a belt. 
 
    John gasped, letting go of the elf’s makeshift braid. Both his hands went to her hips, using all his strength to slam her onto his dick. The movement impaled the elf on him, burying his member all the way to the entrance of her fertile, spasming womb.  
 
    “You’re going to make me shoot, Aoryl! Ahh fuck, I’m going to fill you up...!” 
 
    “Do it, my lord!” Aoryl’s voice was mad with bliss. “I’m about to come too! Ah, I want feel you shooting in me when I go over the edge! I’ve got to feel all that warm, sticky human seed...!” 
 
    A dim question about pregnancy flickered through John’s mind, but he quickly dismissed it. The elf simply felt too good to do anything but put his load deep inside of her where it belonged. We’re all likely going to be dead in a few hours anyway, he told himself, grabbing the elf’s hips hard enough to bruise as he pounded into her. 
 
    Aoryl certainly didn’t seem to be asking him to stop. The elf begged for his seed, moaning and whimpering as she ground around his dick. The heat and friction reached a boiling point, and the pleasure of thrusting deep into her became simply unbearable. 
 
    “Yes!” John groaned, thrusting once more into Aoryl and burying his prick as deep as he could inside her. “Here it is!” 
 
    “Give it to me, my lord!”  
 
    His cock jerked against her walls and erupted. Thick ropes of liquid lava splashed against the elf woman’s silky walls, coating her insides with his seed. John grunted low in his throat as he unloaded, keeping his cock buried nice and tight in Aoryl’s pussy so he didn’t waste a drop. The elf woman’s ass kept swirling around his prick as he shot, her clit grinding on the swollen crown of his prick as he erupted inside of her. Aoryl’s legs quivered, and she tossed her head back, her cries of passion turning into a scream loud enough to shake the walls as she came all over him for a second time. Her inner walls clenched around his cock and his come, sucking both deep into her slit where it belonged. 
 
    John expected the pleasure to ebb along with the flow of his seed. Instead, the room filled with a brilliant red light. Aoryl had just enough time to glance over her shoulder and smile back at him before the wave consumed her, ripping away his senses as the whole room exploded with a pillar of pure power. 
 
    He cried out and threw himself backward. The light blinded him, and he fell to the covers of the bed, burying his face in the blankets in pain and confusion. His sight came back slowly as the light faded, returning the room to its dim, romantic state. 
 
    John lifted his head from the covers, blinking rapidly. Where was Aoryl? He couldn’t hear her cries of passion, nor feel the heat of her body next to his. Had the spell injured her? Was she on the floor, convulsing in pain at that very moment? 
 
    He willed his vision to clear. And when it did, he saw what he had been blind to before. The power of the Potentate, John thought, stunned. I didn’t expect it to look anything like this. 
 
    Aoryl had vanished. 
 
    And in her place, lying against the headboard of the bed in which they’d just made love, was a shield. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    John stared at the shield. 
 
    For long moments he knelt there, his cock gradually softening as he realized he was naked and no longer in the presence of his new elf companion. With shaking fingers, he reached out and stroked the material of the shield, unable to believe his eyes. Where had it come from? And where was Aoryl? 
 
    For the two were linked—that much, at least, was obvious. The shield was leather over brass, a common combination in the parts of the world controlled by the Draconic Emperor, but the leather was soft and brown rather than dry and hard. In fact, it was the same color and consistency as Aoryl’s calfskin boots—the ones he liked feeling so much digging into his back as the elf woman begged him to go deeper. He rubbed the surface of the shield, frowning deeply as his mind struggled to understand what he was seeing. 
 
    There was only one conclusion he could come up with. But it was absurd. It didn’t make a lick of sense. 
 
    “A... Aoryl?” he asked, tapping the edge of the shield like someone waking a sleeper. “Is that you, Aoryl? Did you... did my magic turn you into this thing?” 
 
    There was silence in the room for a long moment. Then another wave of red light washed through the room, and the outline of the shield went all fuzzy. It transformed before his eyes, losing its definition and lengthening until it was in the form of a woman once again. Aoryl lay before him, naked and covered in sweat, peering up at the ceiling with a blissful smile on her face. 
 
    “Wow!” the elf woman purred. Her face was flushed with afterglow, and her thighs were coated with the remnants of their lovemaking. “Gods, I knew making love to a man like you would be better than anything I’d experienced in the forest. But still—I didn’t expect you to be quite so passionate! Are all humans such savage when it comes to fucking, John?” 
 
    “Only the good ones,” he replied without thinking. His mind was still on what he’d seen. His brain kept trying to dismiss it as some kind of hallucination, to convince him that Aoryl had always been there and he’d simply been seeing things. But he knew what he saw. “Aoryl, a moment ago you were some kind of shield. Is that normal?” 
 
    The elf woman laughed, running her hands up and down her thick thighs and smooth calves. “Only when you join yourself to a Potentate and bind your essence to him for the first time,” she shot back, grinning from ear to pointed ear. “Then, and only then, it’s to be completely expected.” 
 
    The news shouldn’t have taken John by surprise, but somehow it did. “So it’s true,” he said, rocking back on his heels. He sat on the edge of the bed, unwilling to tear his eyes away from the sight of the gorgeous, naked elf clad in only skintight boots. She had the kind of body a man could look at all day without complaint. “I’m this Potentate. The man you’re looking for.” 
 
    “You are,” Aoryl said, her voice loose in the way of a woman who’d just been well and thoroughly satisfied. “Touch me.” 
 
    She reached for his hand and guided it to her breast. 
 
    “Gladly,” John said, more than a little surprised she wanted another round so quickly. “I don’t know if we have time to finish before the monsters arrive, but I’ll do the best I can...” 
 
    The elf woman giggled. “Not that, silly,” she purred, cocking her head to the side. “Feel the energy inside of me. I’m your Wargear now, part of your arsenal, and you’re going to need to learn what that means quickly if you’re going to be able to utilize me to my full extent in the battle to come.” 
 
    Her voice was kind, but there was business beneath it. He supposed he couldn’t fault her. Just like him, Aoryl wanted to survive to the other side of their upcoming fight. If he was ever going to get the opportunity to spend another night of bliss with the beautiful elf, he was going to need to save Vismuth. So he should learn all about the power she wanted to give him. 
 
    It just might save his life. 
 
    “What do I do?” John asked. He found it hard to concentrate with a naked elf beneath him, especially when she was guiding his hand into her cleavage. “Instruct me, Aoryl. I’m not some conceited boy who balks at female teachings.” 
 
    “I’ll have to remember that later,” the elf said, her voice thrumming with pleasure. Then she was all business again. “Close your eyes. You should be able to feel the energy you put inside me, even if you can’t see it. If you have trouble, I can guide you, but I want you to try it by yourself at first. It will be easier that way.” 
 
    John did as she said. The world went dark when he closed his eyelids, though he’d have preferred staring at Aoryl a while longer. It seemed strange that both of them were still naked in bed together—it probably would have been easier to concentrate on the task at hand if they’d dressed themselves for battle. But it was too late now to worry about that. 
 
    He concentrated. His eyes saw nothing but darkness, and there was no ‘energy’ to be found. 
 
    “Are you feeling it?” Aoryl’s hand closed on his wrist a little tighter, moving his fingers in a swirl between her breasts. 
 
    “The only thing I’m feeling is your perfect fucking tits,” John said, his voice crackling with amusement. “I’m not seeing a damn thing, Aoryl. No energy to speak of...” 
 
    But suddenly, he could. 
 
    “Wait a second,” John said, his tone changing. “There is something.” 
 
    The only way he could describe it would be to compare it to a summer storm. It was as if the rest of the room were bright and cheerful, the atmosphere clear and bright, but something lay on the horizon that made his temples faintly ache and his teeth itch. And whatever it was, it centered directly on the elf woman’s heart. 
 
    “Good,” Aoryl said, a little gasp escaping her lips. Was she enjoying this? Did this process give her pleasure? “I can feel you feeling me. Push inward with your senses, moving on instinct, and activate my status panel.” 
 
    “Status?” John could feel himself frowning even with his eyes closing. “You’re a woman, Aoryl. Not a piece of a blacksmith’s work.” 
 
    “Technically, when I’m with you, I’m both,” Aoryl said in a matter of fact tone. “Now please, John, try. We’re running out of time.” 
 
    Closing his eyes tighter, he did as she asked. At first, the energy he felt didn’t want to respond to his mental commands, but like a jam being shaken out of a cold jar, it slowly began to move. Then suddenly it hit the tipping point, and light flooded the inside of John’s eyelids, pushing into his senses with new awareness. He gasped, his hand leaving Aoryl’s breast, but the contact did not fade. 
 
    He opened his eyes, seeing the elf woman’s naked body. Next to it, new words floated in the air: 
 
      
 
    Soul Essence Expended!  
 
      
 
    New Wargear Created! 
 
      
 
    Wargear: Bronze shield 
 
    Weapon Art: SHIELD BASH 
 
    Unleashes a wave of force directly in front of the wielder.  
 
    Slots(s): 1 (EMPTY) 
 
      
 
    Aoryl waited for enough time to pass that John could read all the words, then spoke up. “What do you see?” she asked mildly, pulling the covers up around her waist. She made no attempt to cover her breasts, however, which he appreciated. 
 
    “A lot of words,” John said, reading through the floating rectangle a second time. Aoryl had called it a ‘status panel’, and had implied he could summon it whenever he chose by touching the energy inside of her. It was a lot to take in, especially for a man who would have taken a description of the magic as the ravings of a madman only a few short days ago. After all, only the Dragontouched—the elite members of the Draconic Empire—had magic.  
 
    “And what did those words say?” the elf asked. 
 
    “You’re a shield, which I already knew, and you have a special skill called ‘shield Bash’ that unleashes a wave of force directly in front of your wielder.” 
 
    “Sounds painful,” Aoryl said with a grin. “For whoever’s standing in front of you.” 
 
    John laughed at that. “You also have a slot for a Soul Gem that will further customize your abilities.” He sighed. “Honestly, this is all seeming a little strange to me, Aoryl. Am I really meant to bring you into battle with me? As a kind of living shield?” 
 
    Aoryl nodded. “I know it’s a lot to accept,” she said, crossing her legs over each other and leaning forward. He loved the nearness of her touch, the way she sought to reassure him in every way a woman could reassure a man after they were finished with the carnal act.  
 
    “Quite a lot,” he agreed. “Most women I lie with don’t turn into armaments when I make them come.” 
 
    The corner of Aoryl’s mouth curled upward. “Had we the time, my lord, I would have eased you into this with a great deal more preparation,” she assured him, gently sliding her arm around his waist. “Unfortunately, you’re going to need to become acquainted with a large amount of strangeness very quickly if the two of us are to survive what’s coming.” 
 
    “So I am to wield you,” John said. The thought of it made him a little queasy. “What happens if you are struck, Aoryl?” 
 
    The elf shrugged. “I’m made of brass,” she said in a teasing tone. “I suspect I’ll hardly feel it. I will be able to speak with you on the battlefield, however, so I’m sure I’ll be able to let you know if I find it completely unbearable.” 
 
    John scoffed at the idea. This was getting stranger and stranger by the moment.  
 
    “You’ll be able to speak to me,” he said, frowning. “Even though you have no mouth.” 
 
    Aoryl pressed a long, slender finger to the spot on his forehead right between his eyes. “In your head,” she said with a faint grin, cocking her head to the side. “I’ll be with you every step of the way, John. In battle and in the bedchamber, I have pledged myself to be your constant companion. There’s no turning back for me now, even if I wanted to—and I do not want to.” 
 
    “So it was good, huh?” Even in the face of spine-tingling danger, John couldn’t help but joke about sex. “You enjoyed it, I mean.” 
 
    In response, Aoryl threw her arms around John’s neck and kissed him deeply. “More than you’ll ever know,” the elf gasped, her mouth opening against his. “I can’t wait to do it again, my lord. But right now, we need to prepare.” 
 
    Right. The monsters would be there any time now. John could already hear the sounds of running in the street—the town’s guards were getting themselves into position to defend the town. Fiona and Emily were probably wondering where he and Aoryl had gotten off to. At least they wouldn’t think he’d turned tail and run, not with the barrier keeping everyone locked inside of Vismuth. The last thing he wanted was to be thought a coward this close to the fight for their lives. 
 
    Aoryl slid from the bed, making her way across the bedchamber in her calfskin boots. Despite the nearness of the fight and the danger of the situation, John couldn’t help leaning over on one elbow and watching the beautiful elf as she stretched and sighed. His eyes roamed up and down her body as she headed to the dresser and slipped on her shift, then reached for the robes she’d discarded before he made his way upstairs with the bathing water. 
 
    She finally noticed him staring and giggled, peering at him over her shoulder. “You like what you see?” Aoryl asked, nibbling her bottom lip. 
 
    “I hate to see you go,” John said, favoring the woman with his most winning smile. “But I can’t deny I love to watch you leave, elf.” 
 
    Aoryl looked down at her pert bottom and chuckled. “You’ll have plenty of time for that after the battle,” she chided him, gesturing at the pile of clothes he’d left on the floor next to the foot of the bed. “You’ve had your bath and your fuck—now it’s time to fight. Once more into the breach, John Devonte!” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” John said, unable to actually sound mad after such a brisk fucking. He threw his legs over the side of the bed and began to quickly dress, putting on his smallclothes and then his leathers. He was so absorbed by the task at hand that he hardly reacted when the door to his bedchamber opened and Emily entered. 
 
    The brunette looked as if she hadn’t stopped moving since she left the tavern. The first words of a question died on her lips as she saw John sitting on the bed half-naked, and Aoryl the elf standing a few feet away next to the bucket wearing little more than a shift and some boots. John looked up just in time to see her jaw drop. 
 
    “How goes the preparations?” John asked, trying to sound casual. 
 
    Emily wasn’t going to let him wriggle away that easily. “You... you were fucking!” She put her hands on her hips, looking more offended than that time she’d been told she had to work a double shift during the wine festival and remain sober the entire time. “I looked all over town for you two, and you were up here plowing each other!” 
 
    John didn’t have time to argue with her. And he’d never felt ashamed of his conquests—he wasn’t that kind of man. If he’d been about to start now, it wouldn’t be Emily who’d push him to it. 
 
    “It’s not like that,” John said, his gaze traveling between the soldier and the elf. “Well, it is like that, a little, but it’s not just like that. Aoryl needed to prove something.” 
 
    “Oh, I just bet she did,” Emily said, turning on the elf. She fixed Aoryl with an accusing stare, her eyes as hard and cold as pieces of flint. “One quick fuck before the world ends, eh, elf?” 
 
    “Oh, it wasn’t quick,” John couldn’t help but add. He could practically see steam coming out of Emily’s ears, but the remark was still worth it. 
 
    “You come into my town, stir up a whole boatload of trouble five minutes after stepping past the gates, then you take my friend to bed right under my nose!” Emily took a step closer with each accusation, until her finger was right underneath the elf woman’s nose. “I don’t know, John, I’m starting to think we let an even bigger monster into this town than that Wyvern Guard! How do we know little miss pointy ears doesn’t have something to do with all these monsters bearing down on us?” 
 
    Aoryl managed to look surprisingly calm for someone still half-dressed. “Had I not come to you, your town would be taken completely by surprise by what’s coming. You’d be caught defenseless, with your pants down, and be wiped out like cattle.” She regarded Emily evenly, tugging the fabric of her top over her perky breasts. “And yes, I had sex with John. I needed to confirm that he was the Potentate, and now that’s been done. I’ve sworn myself to his service, but that doesn’t mean I claim exclusive rights to him. I shall remain by his side, but whoever else accompanies him on his journeys will be up to John, not me.” 
 
    Huh? John’s eyes widened as the implication of what Aoryl was saying hit him in the face. Was the elf woman really brazen enough to suggest she’d share John with Emily, if it came down to it? He wasn’t terribly dismayed to hear Aoryl considered their relationship non-exclusive, but announcing it to one of John’s friends on the eve of a deadly battle did not seem the correct way to go about suggesting an arrangement like that. 
 
    He wasn’t even sure Emily fancied him that way. Well, he hadn’t been, until he saw the look on her face when the woman realized Aoryl had gotten to him first. If the elf hadn’t been in his room, would he and the brunette already be in bed together? John wasn’t much of a betting man, but he’d have wagered more than a few coppers on it. 
 
    Emily, meanwhile, was even more shocked than John. Her face turned beet red, her mouth moving soundlessly as she struggled to come up with a response to what Aoryl was proposing. “You...” she managed, shaking her head like she’d never met a woman like the elf before. “I can’t believe you...” 
 
    Someone shouted out in the street. John jerked around, fastening the final strap of his armor as he tore back the shutters on the bedchamber window. They’d protected anyone outside in front of the tavern from seeing him and Aoryl together, but he really should have kept them open—because of them, he hadn’t had advance notice of what was coming. 
 
    The town’s defenders raced for the front gates, screaming bloody murder. “They’re coming! Monsters are streaming from the Deadlands! Everyone get to your posts! Defend the town if the barrier falls!” 
 
    Saved by the end of the world, John thought, turning from the window. That’s one way to end an argument between two women... 
 
    “You two can argue over me later,” John said, not wanting to listen to it any longer. “Do me a favor and pick a time when I’m not around. Our special guests have arrived.” 
 
    Aoryl squared her shoulders. “I am ready, my lord. Your Wargear is ready to accompany you into battle.” 
 
    “My lord?” Emily reacted to the sight of the willowy elf’s sudden seriousness like she’d been slapped. “Wargear? What in the world is that?” 
 
    “Now that John has activated his ability as a Potentate,” Aoryl explained, “I have certain abilities I’m able to use to assist him in battle—” 
 
    There was another scream from out in the thoroughfare.  
 
    Emily waved her hands around, dismissing the conversation. “No time. I’m coming with you, too.” 
 
    This was not part of the plan.  
 
    “You are?” John asked. “Fiona needs you, you know that. You ought to be on the battlements with the other fighters, not on the front lines with me and Aoryl.” 
 
    The brunette’s eyes narrowed, and instantly John knew it had been the wrong thing to say. “If the barrier falls, I’m not letting you go out there by yourself,” Emily protested, giving Aoryl a distrustful glance. “You need someone who can watch your back, and who you can trust absolutely. Someone you’ve known for more than five minutes, and who hasn’t seduced you into bed like a harlot.” 
 
    John wondered if Emily was a little bitter that she wasn’t the ‘harlot’ who’d seduced him into bed, but he kept his mouth shut. They didn’t have time to argue. The monsters were at the gates, and they needed to be moving toward the barrier ten minutes ago. 
 
    “It’s not that,” he told the young woman, strapping the Wyvern Guard’s claymore to his back. “I don’t know if I’m going to be able to watch your back, Emily. I’m going to have enough on my plate. I can’t guarantee I can keep an eye on you if those monsters get through.” 
 
    Emily looked truly offended. “I can handle myself,” she said, blowing a lock of brown hair out of her face. “You really think I’m some silly damsel who can’t keep her shit together in a fight, John? I’ve been doing this job a lot longer than you have. You have no idea the sorts of things I’ve done to keep myself alive.” 
 
    “I’d love to hear about it sometime,” John said, hastening to the door. “But right now, we have a town to protect. If you’re coming, you’re coming—I won’t stop you. But be prepared to see some weird shit once Aoryl and I get going.” 
 
    Emily walked to the door, her shoulders held high and her gaze for Aoryl full of contempt and withering. “I will,” she said proudly. “And should you need protecting from your new friend, I’ll do that for you, too.” 
 
    John sighed. He truly wished he had time to explain things to Emily, but already the streets had begun to fill with more yelling.  
 
    He had a lot of things to explain to the women by his side. If he survived the night, that is. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    John hadn’t been lying when he told Aoryl he’d fought in many battles. 
 
    As a Devonte, he’d roamed the world for years, spending his young adulthood chasing fame and glory wherever he could. Like many a young man, he’d been seduced by the lure of the battlefield and its heroics. Like significantly fewer young men, he’d survived all of his combats with his blood still in his veins and all his limbs attached. But in all that time, he’d learned only one true lesson about combat—there were no hard and fast rules to the field of battle. Whether in a field with battalions of men clashing beneath banners to the sound of trumpets, in the streets of a city where locals joined the soldiers in protecting their homes, or out on the open sea, the only constant was that all around you were men (and probably women as well) trying to kill you in order to live. 
 
    There were no rules, and there was no honor. There was only chaos. 
 
    The streets of Vismuth were chaos personified as John, Emily, and Aoryl spilled from the front door of the nameless tavern. The barrier around the town still stood—for the moment, at least—but it looked significantly weaker than it had a mere handful of minutes before. From the sounds of combat in the distance, John assumed some of the more powerful monsters to come out of the Deadlands must be able to pass the magical barrier already, setting foot on the streets of Vismuth proper. If that was the case, it didn’t bode well for what would happen once the protection failed completely. 
 
    John looked around for any familiar face who could explain what was going on, where the fighting was, and where they were needed. He stood on his tiptoes and cast his gaze up and down the street, watching men run both toward and away from the side of the glittering barrier nearest to where they stood. One of the faces was familiar to him indeed—though the last time he’d seen it, it had been a fair bit cleaner. 
 
    “Lad!” John took off at a jog, leaving Aoryl and Emily to follow him. Both women flanked him on opposite sides, as if they’d made some sort of silent agreement to keep their distance from each other while still supporting the formation. John didn’t particularly much care whether they liked each other or not, so long as they kept each other alive. And him. “Lad, it’s me, John!” 
 
    He stopped before the fresh-faced young man who’d been a member of Mayor Fiona’s guard. In the few short hours since they’d parted, the boy looked as if he’d aged five years. Deep lines of stress wore into the skin of his forehead, and dark rings circled his wide eyes. He stared at John for a moment as if he didn’t recognize him, like he was a specter from another world that made a great deal more sense than this one. 
 
    Finally, he gave a little start, realizing who stood before him. “John! It’s you! Where the devil have you been, man?” 
 
    “Busy,” he said, casting a quick glance back toward Aoryl. “Where’s Fiona?” 
 
    The young man grimaced. “At the North Gate,” he said, gritting his teeth as he gestured toward the farthest away section of the wall. “She’s drafted me as a messenger—I’m to carry missives between the stations on the walls, keeping those in charge abreast of the situation. Fiona deems it of vital importance, but I’d much rather be fighting!” 
 
    No lad, John thought ruefully. You don’t realize it, but our dear new mayor is keeping you alive. 
 
    “Take us to her,” John said, clapping the young man on the shoulder. “There’s a good lad!” 
 
    “Cheer up,” Emily told the youth as they started toward the gates. “If those monsters break down the walls, you won’t get a choice whether to fight or not. It’ll be every man for himself!” 
 
    To John’s shock, the young man’s face actually brightened a bit at the idea. “Yeah! Although I hope it doesn’t come to that. Those creatures on the other side of the barrier are fierce...!” 
 
    John gave a little start, nearly missing a step. “You’ve seen them?” he asked, matching the young man’s stride as he recovered. 
 
    The young man looked properly horrified by the thought. “Oh yeah,” he told the group, relishing his status as deliverer of information. “They’re all right outside the barrier, slamming into it like bulls trying to break into a grainary. Every now and then one or two of them manage to slip through, but the town Watch are taking care of them. So far, in any case.” 
 
    John knew all too well that ‘so far’ could end at any time.  
 
    “Tell us about them as we walk,” he asked. He checked the corners as they reached an intersection, scanning the high windows and the roofs for any errant monsters that might be on their tail. “My companion Aoryl would be most interested in a description of the fiends. Perhaps she could give us some tips on how to kill them if she knows what assaults our town.” 
 
    The young man shivered, as if clouds had just blotted out the sun. “They’re horrible,” he said, looking as if he’d swallowed bile. “Truly horrible, Master Devonte. I never listened much to the parson when he gave his Sunday sermons, about demons and the Nine Hells and all that, but I truly believe fiends have come from the Pit to devour Vismuth...” 
 
    “I wasn’t asking for your cosmology, lad,” John said. “I was asking for a description.” 
 
    The young man cleared his throat. John could practically see him forming the image in his mind’s eye, reliving what he’d seen from the battlements of Vismuth. 
 
    “They’re ugly bastards,” he finally said, spitting into the road. “Taller than a man by at least a hand or two. Thick fur all over them—some have black, some red, and some gray. A few were a mix of all of them. They’ve got snouts like beasts, and red eyes like fiends from the very Pit itself.” He hesitated, thinking something over. “I saw them kill Pratt,” the young man said, his voice growing grave. 
 
    “The blonde lad?” John asked, shocked. He knew him by appearance, if not exactly by name. 
 
    “Aye, that’s the one,” the young man whispered. “Damn fool got too close to the barrier while it was lettin’ in demons. One minute he was fighting with the sun at his back and hail of arrows raining down on the monsters in front of him, the next he was on the wrong side of that magical wall his own self! Those fiends tore him apart limb from limb, they did...” 
 
    “May he rest in peace,” Emily said, an uncharacteristic note of sadness in her voice. “He was a good lad. Had a crush on me.” 
 
    “Along with half the guard,” John said, not breaking his stride. “The ones not old enough to shave, anyway.” 
 
    No doubt Emily had some biting remark to come back at him with, but just then they turned the corner and saw the command post. Fiona had set up shop at the North Gate of Vismuth—the largest entryway the small town had to offer. The coaches and wagons that carried the produce of the nearby farms here to be shipped onto barges to larger cities used this gate to make their way in and out of the town, as none of the other entrances were wide enough to admit them. The battlements were an arch over the main entryway, gently sloped in the middle, and on that day it stood packed with soldiers. Fiona herself stood near the center beneath the Vismuth banner, a looking glass held to her eye as she peered out at the barrier. 
 
    “Thanks, lad,” John said quickly, before Emily, Aoryl, or the young man could say anything. “Hurry on to the mayor, now. Let her know we’re here and we’ve joined the fight.” 
 
    He stared at John for a moment, not understanding, then snapped to attention. “Yes, Master Devonte!” the young man said, quickening his steps as he raced toward the stairs leading to the arch. John watched him go, shaking his head. 
 
    “Master Devonte,” he said, turning back to the elf at his side. “What a crock of shit.” 
 
    “They recognize a true Dragon,” Aoryl said back to him smoothly. “Even if they do not consciously realize what it is they are seeing in you, my lord.” 
 
    “That’s an even bigger crock of shit,” he said, peering up at Fiona. The older woman had taken no note of them, nor should she have. She was far too busy to deal with them—she had the whole defense of Vismuth to coordinate. The young man who’d brought them to the wall was merely one of many messengers she employed. They littered the wall like empty beer mugs, making their way around the battlements with urgent missives. 
 
    “Looks like the fight is on the other side of the wall,” Emily said. The brunette shaded her eyes with a gloved hand, looking for her kinsman among the Watch in the field ahead of Vismuth. “Shall we?” 
 
    “In a moment,” John said. There was something he wanted to check first. Turning to Aoryl, he asked: “Does our friend’s description ring any bells for you?” 
 
    Aoryl was apparently too focused on the fight ahead to immediately grasp what John meant. “Your friend?” she asked, blinking rapidly. 
 
    “His description of the monsters,” John said, focusing the conversation. “Tall, hairy, with claws and fangs you don’t want to fuck with. Sound like any creatures you and your elf friends are familiar with? Maybe you know some weaknesses they have that the rest of us haven’t figured out yet?” 
 
    Aoryl pursed her lips, thinking. “The young man’s description sounds like beastmen,” the elf said, gazing out toward the shimmering barrier. “But I won’t be able to confirm that until I get closer.” 
 
    “Beastmen?” Emily snorted. “Can’t be.” 
 
    John felt his ears pricking up. Apparently, Emily was more knowledgeable in the ways of the world than she appeared. “Why not?” he asked. 
 
    Too late, he realized he’d just made it sound like he was defending Aoryl against Emily. The brunette’s eyes narrowed to slits as irritation filled her expression, her withering gaze taking on John along with his elvish companion.  
 
    “Well firstly, beastmen are as rare as hen’s teeth in this part of the world,” Emily explained with hands on her hips. John recognized that stance, and it always meant a woman was very mad at you. “Secondly, they only attack cattle. Beastmen are cowards—a crude fusion of wolf, deer, wild boar, and human beings. They’re terrified of people, and even more frightened by towns. Gods only know where they came from—” 
 
    “They were created by an alchemist,” Aoryl cut in, “centuries ago. His goal was to progress man to a higher form of life, by isolating his bestial nature and scrubbing it from his soul. The beastmen were castoffs created by experimenting with regression. Eventually, they rebelled and killed the alchemist, and escaped into the world.” 
 
    Emily swallowed hard, looking at the elf like she’d just swallowed something funny. “How do you know all that?” 
 
    “History lessons,” Aoryl said with a shrug. “That’s not the point. There’s something driving the beastmen to attack—something that’s also turning them from their less aggressive forms into something more violent and dangerous. We need to be extremely careful when fighting them, my lord.” 
 
    John, who had taken all this in with a stern frown, nodded. “Duly noted. Do beastmen have any weaknesses you know about?” 
 
    “A sharp blade to the heart or a warhammer to the skull,” Aoryl said with a faint smile. “That ought to do the trick.” 
 
    Great, John thought. And there’s maybe one in five guards here with the strength to do a thing like that... 
 
    Together, the trio stepped through the gates and out into the field beyond Vismuth. This area had been pushed down flat by commerce and travel long ago, the ground even and unbroken in a straight path from the town’s gates. It almost looked peaceful—until you saw the army sitting on the other side of the barrier. 
 
    The young man’s descriptions hadn’t done the monsters justice. Slavering beasts lay just beyond the sanctuary created by the Soul Orb, spittle flying from their jaws as they snapped and howled at the magical aura holding them back from the town. Though the haze made it difficult to see, John guessed there were dozens of the monsters waiting to strike at Vismuth—and this was merely one of the town’s four gates. He couldn’t make out individual bodies in the gloom, but he could see the eyes. The beastmen’s eyes glowed like coals, burning in the ruins of their faces as they threw themselves at the barrier again and again. 
 
    As John watched, the magical wall buckled inward. Reality grew frayed in a section of the barrier, and one of the beasts slipped through. It landed on all fours a stone’s throw from the North Gate, giving the high walls of Vismuth a confused look. It hadn’t expected to make it through. 
 
    It reared back and roared, standing up on its hind legs as it raced for the gate. The young man’s description of the monsters was more or less accurate—but what he’d failed to describe in their walk to the North Gate was just how unnatural the sight of the beastmen felt. They moved in a distinctively nonhuman manner, almost like marionettes being carried on strings across the packed dirt of the path. The beast’s gleaming eyes focused on John for a moment before traveling to the wall itself, and the people huddled inside the town. 
 
    “One’s gotten through!” Fiona’s authoritative voice rose over the crowd. “Archers, ready your bows! Fire!” 
 
    A hail of arrows filled the sky. Tiny quills arced across the fading light of late afternoon, glittering like bits of precious stones punched into a noble’s jewelry. John watched them go with a feeling quite like awe, shoving Aoryl and Emily behind him just to make sure they weren’t struck by an errant arrow. But he needn’t have worried. The town watch might have been filled with drunken, horny louts, but the citizens of Vismuth knew how to handle a bow and arrow. Out here in the wilds, you had to know such things and apply them on a frequent basis. 
 
    The beastman, heedless of his death hovering in the air above him, continued his charge. Spittle flew from the beast’s lips as it loped along, dropping back to a four-legged gait as it raced like a heinous dog toward the sanctity of the North Gate. Its beady red eyes glistened with malice as it picked up the pace, howling loud enough to split the sky. 
 
    An arrow landed straight in one of the beastmen’s eyes. It howled in sudden shock and pain, before becoming riddled with projectiles in short order. The arrows didn’t look so tiny any more when they were no longer high up in the sky: they protruded like tree branches from the beastman’s flesh, spearing him in a dozen places. 
 
    The monster swayed on its feet and toppled, blood staining the grass around it. 
 
    “Well done!” That was Fiona, who raised her voice over the sounds of cheering from the archers on the battlement. “Reload your weapons and be ready for the next attacker. They’re beginning to slip through the barrier more frequently now... hold a moment! John, is that you?” 
 
    John turned and looked up at the arch over the gate. Fiona peered down at him, leaning over the side of the battlement in a way that flattened her still-impressive breasts against the stone. She looked shocked to see him, and more shocked still to see him on the wrong side of the town gates. 
 
    “What in the world are you doing out there?” the mayor cried. “Get inside and get up on this wall! I’ve been waiting for you to show up for hours!” 
 
    A strange feeling of guilt filled John’s gut. Despite all of it—the new knowledge about his destiny, the promise and power of Wargear, the need to protect Emily and Aoryl both—the urge to say ‘fuck it’ to the defense of Vismuth and join Fiona atop the gates was a powerful one. There, surrounded by more archers than a tug of war competition had fingers, he’d be about as safe as it was possible to be while the monsters tried to get inside of the town. If they were all as nasty and vicious as that beastman, then what chance did he possibly have? 
 
    John forced down the idea, then shook his head. “Can’t,” he told Fiona, gesturing toward the barrier. 
 
    She looked at John as if he’d grown a second head. “You can’t?” 
 
    He gave her a guilty look, then glanced over at Aoryl. “I’ve got a new power, apparently,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “It’s supposed to save the town—or at least increase the chances that we make it out of this alive. According to Aoryl, it’s absolutely necessary, and like you said, she hasn’t been wrong yet.” 
 
    Fiona paused for so long that John wondered if she was going to speak. When she did, there was a strange new tone to her voice. Something a bit more intimate than what a mayor would use to talk to one of her city’s defenders. 
 
    “John, stop playing games and get inside,” Fiona said quickly. “I need you here by my side, not getting your foolish self killed because you want to fight on the wrong side of my walls—” 
 
    The barrier exploded. 
 
    Fiona was instantly knocked off her feet, and if not for the quick thinking of the guards nearest her would have fallen off the wall to a broken back or worse. John and his party hit the deck as a shockwave of power rolled over their heads, battering the North Gate hard enough to rip the flags from the battlements and send them spraying off into the wind. All across the wall, people held on for dear life, trying to avoid the fate that had nearly claimed their mayor. Most succeeded, but a few dark figures tumbled to the ground below and crumpled. 
 
    When John looked up, it was as if a rectangle had been neatly cut out of the shimmering barrier. He could see through a section of it now, like it had been removed from the whole, and through that gap in the wall, he saw dozens of slavering beastmen licking their chops. They stared at each other for a moment in mute surprise, slowly realizing the obstacle standing between them and pillaging the town had just been destroyed. 
 
    Then they charged. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shit!” John turned back to the arch, and was relieved to see Fiona being helped to her feet by a pair of archers. “Close the damned gates, Fiona! The beasts are charging!” 
 
    The mayor’s face twisted with anguish at the thought. John tried to tell himself it wasn’t all about him, that there were dozens of other fighters on the outside of the wall, but he couldn’t quite seem to make himself believe it. To her credit, Fiona only hesitated a moment—the safety of the town was paramount, more important than any one man. 
 
    “Close the gates!” Fiona roared, a wall of archers stepping in front of her to riddle the beastmen with bolts. 
 
    As John turned to face the onslaught, he felt relief at the sound of the heavy North Gate closing behind him. No matter what happened now, they had to hold this spot. Run, and they’d be crushed like a piece of metal between the hammer and the anvil. His bowels felt watery and his head ached, but all in all, it was far from the worst reaction he’d had to a battle. 
 
    Keeping his cool, he gestured at Aoryl. “It’s time to do our stuff,” he told the elf, drawing the Wyvern Guard’s claymore. “You ready, Wargear?” 
 
    The sword was so heavy that he could barely lift it with both hands. Then, whatever powers the Soul Gem had bestowed upon him kicked in, and the blade lightened to the point that he could swing it one-handed. Which was good, because Aoryl was apparently going to turn herself into a very fancy shield for him. 
 
    “Ready!” Aoryl stepped directly in front of him, so close that the swell of her ass pushed against his crotch. “Touch my energy, my lord! Bring forth the Wargear!” 
 
    Emily stared at them both as if she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. “Ugh, didn’t you two just finish rutting like dogs? You’re going to try and grab in another fuck before the beasts eat us?” 
 
    John didn’t bother explaining. Emily would see soon enough in any case. “Just stay behind me,” he commanded, gesturing for Emily to step back. 
 
    Before Emily could come back with some clever insult, Aoryl transformed. Wisps of glistening white light erupted from every pore of the elf woman’s skin, wrapping around her again and again. Her silhouette shimmered and collapsed, going from the form of a humanoid woman to the rough circle of a shield within the span of a few heartbeats. The circle remained in mid-air, nearly level with John’s chest, until he slipped his free arm through the latches in the back and flexed. 
 
    He held the brass shield that was Aoryl’s Wargear form, with the calfskin leather stretched over top like a young girl’s journal. The Wargear had been unveiled. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Emily cried. “By all the Gods, John, what did you just do...!?” 
 
    Aoryl, he thought, making the words as big and loud inside of his skull as he could. Can you hear me? 
 
    The beastmen were close now. They raced across the field, over a dozen of them in the first vanguard, their yellowed fangs showing as their lips peeled back. Within the next few moments, they’d be on the defenders, and then the slaughter would begin. 
 
    For a moment, John nearly gave up hope. Then he heard the clear, supportive voice of the elf inside of his head, as clear as a bell. 
 
    I’m right here, my lord! Aoryl sounded almost chipper to have been turned into a living shield. Let’s smite some damned evil! 
 
    “Let’s,” John said, charging into the fray. 
 
    All around him, defenders raced to meet the beastmen. John wanted to protect them all, but there was no way to keep them safe—in the chaos and tumult of battle, you had to focus all your resources just to keep yourself alive, much less other people. John’s vision tunneled until all he could see was a beastman bigger than the rest loping toward him, its beady eyes focused on him and him alone. 
 
    Kill it! He heard Aoryl’s voice like a banshee’s shriek in his skull. Slay the unclean! Cleanse the filth! Destroy! 
 
    Wow, John thought. She gets bloodthirsty when she’s turned into an item. 
 
    The beastman pounced a dozen strides from John, its claws extended in a move intended to tear him to ribbons. But the monster hadn’t banked on his shield being something other than the garden variety copper handed out by the town watch. 
 
    As the thing came down, John lifted the shield and swung, batting it at the pouncing beastman. The leather affixed to the front of the shield might have been soft, but the brass underneath was as hard and cold as iron. John put all his augmented strength into the swing and grinned with triumph when the sound of crunching bone reached his ears. 
 
    The beastman crumpled onto the ground, its momentum destroyed. The thing lost its balance as it tried to get onto its legs and had to stay on all fours, its jaws snapping as it tried to flank John. 
 
    Suddenly the world was a mass of fur and steel. Fights broke out to John’s right and left, brave souls of Vismuth fighting and dying before the onslaught of the monsters. It was all such a waste—and doubly so if they didn’t triumph. 
 
    With a roar, John twisted at the waist and brought the claymore straight down on the spot where the beastman’s neck met its torso. The steel sank through the monster’s flesh like a hot knife through butter, spraying blood and bone. The thing’s eyes rolled back in its head as it slumped onto the ground, blood spreading in a massive puddle beneath it as it died. 
 
    “One down,” John called, knowing that both Aoryl and Emily were listening. “Many to go—” 
 
    Another beastman pounced on him. This one he hadn’t seen—he’d been so distracted dealing with the first. It struck him while he was trying to wrench the Wyvern Guard’s claymore from the beastman’s collarbone, where it had gotten stuck from the force of the thrust. The hilt of the weapon left John’s fingers as he tumbled backward, landing on the dirt with the beastman standing atop his chest. 
 
    He felt as if he’d been here before. The beastman’s weight was nothing compared to the heavy armor of the Wyvern Guard, but the general thrust of the attack was the same. The beastman raised its claws in a sweeping motion, preparing to bring them down on John’s face. Sinister malice flickered in the beastman’s eyes, and John knew the thing was looking forward to ripping his face off before killing him. 
 
    They want to disfigure us, he realized with a chill. These beasts hate what we are, they hate our beauty. They hate that we’re human and they’re not! 
 
    The beastman coveted what John had—his thumbs, his handsome face, his cock. He knew the monster would rip those things off first, seeking to make the rest of whoever survived the fight’s life a living hell. He tried to move in three directions at once, protecting every inch of his body from the claws and coming up protecting none of it. The beastman screamed with glee, bringing its razor sharp claws down in a strike at John’s face. 
 
    An arrow bloomed from the beastman’s neck. 
 
    John looked up to see a cloud of arrows fly from the wall of the town, striking the first line of beastmen. The monster he’d been fighting went down in a bloody heap, clutching at its neck as it bled out in the dirt. All around them, more of the beasts were falling before the town’s arrows. 
 
    John glanced over his shoulder to see who’d made the shot, and blinked in surprise when he saw Fiona holding a crossbow. The mayor nodded at him, then winked. Well I’ll be damned, John thought, chuckling. She’s one hell of a shot, even with a broken arm... 
 
    The mayor’s expression collapsed, and she pointed behind John. He hit the deck, his instincts taking over as another hairy beast flew right over his head. Another dove in from the right side, blood staining its beastly maw and its hideous claws. It had already tasted blood that night, and now it wanted to taste more. 
 
    John smashed it with the shield, then scrabbled in the dirt for his blade. The claymore of the Wyvern Guard was nowhere to be found—it was as if it had vanished the moment he’d let it drop to the dirt. All around him, men fought and died, their weapons clutched in their hands, but John had none. 
 
    Or did he? 
 
    As another beastman charged, he grabbed at his belt and pulled free the broken sword. It was barely two feet long, splintered down the middle and covered in ragged bits of shattered iron. Yet the enchantment that had kept it from breaking apart completely held. Though the sword looked as if the slightest resistance would shatter it to pieces, it could withstand the mightiest blow. 
 
    He grappled with the beastman, then put the shattered sword directly through the bastard’s eye socket. He’d hardly let that one fall before two more came at him, moving with a strange rhythm and traveling in different directions. He smacked one aside with the heavy shield and slashed the other’s throat open, but more beastman took their place. 
 
    Another hail of arrows whistled over John’s head. These found their targets, sending another wave of beastmen to their doom, but more were coming. The edges of the rectangle that had opened in the barrier had begun to splinter, shards of the golden protection falling away like an old painting crumbling to dust. It was becoming impossible to concentrate the fighting to a single spot—even as the defenders dueled the beastmen, more simply circled around them to assault the walls. The archers were beginning to have to focus on the beasts climbing up the North Gate, which meant they couldn’t pump bolts into the monsters attacking John and the other defenders on the outside of the wall. 
 
    It was looking bad. Under normal circumstances, this would have been the time when John beat an organized retreat with the rest of whatever battalion he’d been assigned to or signed on with. But escape was impossible. The monsters were everywhere, and the only place to run was the North Gate itself. The door wouldn’t let them in—and if it did, it would let in dozens of monsters along with it. 
 
    “Aoryl!” John cried, just barely forcing a beastman’s jaws away from his throat. “You wouldn’t happen to have any tricks stashed up your sleeves, would you, love? Things are getting a bit hairy out here!” 
 
    My Weapon Art, Aoryl said, the words pulsing inside of John’s brain like a memory he only now was able to recall. The shield Bash! Use it! 
 
    Moving on pure instinct, John pivoted toward the monsters. More beastmen poured from the crack in the barrier, filling the field of combat. John could no longer see Emily in the chaos and smoke of battle, and hoped dearly that she was all right. From somewhere behind him, he could hear archers crying out in shock and pain as beastmen made it to the top of the North Gate’s walls.  
 
    Vismuth was about to fall. 
 
    Not if I have anything to say about it, John thought, reaching for the power in his shield. Let’s see if this Wargear thing can turn the bloody tide... 
 
    At first, the energy within the shield didn’t want to budge. It was stubborn and stiff, just like the power of the shield had originally been the first time he’d felt it. And just like on that occasion, the whole thing gave at once. 
 
      
 
    SHIELD BASH ACTIVATED! 
 
      
 
    John’s hair blew back from the force of the spell covering the shield’s front. “Aoryl,” he said, holding the thing aloft. “You still in there?” 
 
    Yes! The elf woman’s voice rang brilliant and true inside of his mind. Smite them, oh Lord! Destroy the heretics! Purge the filth! 
 
    We’re going to have to have a talk with her about that once this is over, John thought, bracing himself to attack. 
 
    The beastmen recoiled at the sight of the glowing shield, the energy radiating from its front so powerful and deadly looking that they avoided it the way an animal avoids a fire.  
 
    But the light of his spell couldn’t hold them back forever. Nor was it meant to.  
 
    One by one the beastmen recovered, each of them apparently deciding that this strange man with the spell in their midst was the one who ought to be killed next. Defenders let out surprised noises as their beasts turned away, all heading for John at once like an avalanche of tooth and claw. 
 
    “Come on, then!” John roared, feeling suddenly ten feet tall. The shield rippled like a living thing in his arms, like Aoryl was grinding herself against him once more. Begging him to unload. “Come at me, you fucking monsters! Come see what a Devonte can do!” 
 
    Dozens of beastmen converged on him, falling all over themselves in their haste to attack. They leapt over each other like children playing leapfrog, soaring through the air with claws extended to tear his throat out or destroy his face. 
 
    At the last moment, the torrent of energy flowing through the shield solidified into a glowing silver wall. 
 
    And John charged. 
 
    Later, once the dust settled and Vismuth was saved, the survivors would write stories and sing songs about that charge for years to come. Though John would never be comfortable listening to it, the tale of how the Devonte and his Elf shield faced down a tidal wave of beastmen would spread far and wide, sometimes preceding the party themselves into a town or village. It seemed that at that moment, in that fight, all of the world stood on John’s side, cheering him on against the beasts. 
 
    The shield hit the first beastman and shattered it. There was no blood or gore when the leather front of his Wargear made contact with the beastman’s hide—it simply broke like a piece of porcelain, splintering away and dissolving into dust on the wind. The other beastmen didn’t even have time to absorb what had just happened. They’d already thrown themselves at John, thinking him easy meat when they all ganged up on him. 
 
    They hadn’t realized they’d just lined themselves up like lambs to the slaughter. 
 
    The hit didn’t stop John’s momentum a bit. He slammed the shield left and right, each movement sending a wave of force across the battlefield that ripped beastmen to shreds. Where that wave traveled, arms and legs flew like leaves in the wind, and where the shield made contact with an actual foe, it turned them into glittering shards of light. The beastmen recoiled after the first few deaths, but it was far too late for them. John and his shield were everywhere at once: destroying beastmen, splintering them like wood addled by termites, boring deep trenches into the battlefield with waves of force. 
 
    John could hear Aoryl screaming with triumph in his skull. Deep down, he knew the elf was enjoying this just as much as he was, if not even more. Her transformation hadn’t dulled her senses a bit—if anything, it made them sharper. 
 
    By the time he’d made it halfway to the barrier, the beastmen were in full retreat. Aoryl had been right about the creatures being spurred on to greater and greater acts of aggression by some unseen, outside force—but she’d also been right about them being cowards at heart. As soon as they saw the fate that awaited their fellows, the creatures turned tail and ran, abandoning the field of battle like their asses were on fire. 
 
    Before John knew what was happening, he stood at the crack in the barrier itself. “Yeah, you better run!” he roared, his voice amplified by the shield’s magic. “Stay the fuck out of my city, you fucking monsters! This is my town, you hear me? John Devonte protects Vismuth, and there’s nobody who’s going to fuck with my town!” 
 
    How had he gone from detesting Vismuth to being so forceful about it? He wasn’t entirely sure—if pressed, he probably would have guessed it had something to do with the Potentate’s magic flowing through him. Or maybe making the beast with two backs with an incredibly hot elf woman just changed a man’s sense of perspective. 
 
    John felt a rush of power as magical essence poured from the beastmen corpses and entered his body. 
 
    He might have gone on celebrating for some time, taunting the fleeing beastmen, but just then the world began to change. The glittering golden barrier to his side paled to a sickly yellow, the cracks in the rectangle spreading like a spider’s web. John shook his head to clear it, trying to get a handle on the battle lust overflowing in his bloodstream. Feeling like a ten foot tall demigod was great in the thick of battle, or in the bedchamber, but in places where critical thinking was required, it could lead to a man ending up dead. 
 
    “John!” Aoryl had been screaming in his skull for some time, but only now did he pay attention. “The barrier!” 
 
    He could see. It was beginning to change—to weaken.  
 
    “It’s going down,” he said, understanding now that the elf could hear his words as easily as if she had one pointed ear to his lips. 
 
    You must restore it! Aoryl sounded desperate. The beastmen are fleeing now, but if they see the entire barrier go down, they’ll regain their courage and attack once more! You have to reactivate the barrier before they make it back to the walls of Vismuth! 
 
    Shit. Aoryl made a terrifying amount of sense.  
 
    “But how can I get it started again?” John asked, glancing back toward the walls. Fewer archers stood among the battlements than before, though he could just make out the form of Fiona conversing with her advisors and the leaders of the defenders near the center of the formation. “I’d have to take that Soul Gem into myself again to refine it, or do something even more complicated to reactivate the spell. By the time I get it working, we’ll all be beastmen food!” 
 
    How strange. He could actually feel Aoryl shaking her head inside of his skull, then cocking her elfin head to the side. 
 
    You received power from killing the beastmen, did you not? she told him, giving him the mental equivalent of a smack on the bottom. Use it to reactivate the barrier! It’s our only chance! 
 
    He didn’t need to be told twice.  
 
    John took off toward the gates at a dead run, waving his hands in the hopes Fiona would see. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As he approached the gates, John cupped his free hand around his mouth and roared. “Open the gates! Let me in, now if you want to save the town!” 
 
    Aoryl still hadn’t transformed back from a shield into a woman. On the one hand, he wanted her back with him—but on the other, he understood that her services as a Wargear might very well be needed again in the very near future. So he held her close, his arm through the loops on the back of the shield as he approached the North Gate. 
 
    He could barely be heard over the sounds of cheering. Every archer and guard who’d survived the assault on Vismuth stood atop the city gates, celebrating like a fucking idiot. Even Fiona wasn’t immune. None of them saw what was right in front of their faces—that the beastmen weren’t beaten, just cowed by an impressive display of force from a single man. The moment the barrier went down completely, they’d be fending off attacks from four directions at once. 
 
    He waved his hand until someone on the gates took notice. They in turn jostled Fiona, who gestured for enough quiet to lean over the wall and peer down at John. A single look at the new mayor’s face was all it took for him to realize she was three sheets to the wind already—and probably the rest of the town guard was, as well. 
 
    “John?” Fiona let out a very unladylike hiccup, clutching the railing of the North Gate as she did so. “I thought you were crazy when you went outside the walls, young man. Now I see you were the only wise one here. You saved us all today, Devonte!” 
 
    “I haven’t saved you yet,” he told Fiona, gesturing at the gate. “Open up and let me in!” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll do just that,” Fiona said, grinning at him from the arch. “I’ll let you in whenever you want, you gorgeous man! Gods, it feels as if I haven’t had a decent cock in me in ages! My husband couldn’t get it up, and the thought of having a young buck like you on top of me makes me feel like I’m eighteen again and a blushing girl—” 
 
    “Fiona,” John said, making his voice even harder than the cock the mayor was fantasizing about. “If you don’t let me in, the whole town is going to die!” 
 
    That sobered her up right quick. Fiona blinked, looking out at the horizon as if just now catching up to what John had realized about the beastmen. “Open the gates!” she yelled, shoving the man next to her. “Now! Let John inside, quickly!” 
 
    He hardly waited. As soon as the gate was open a crack, he rolled underneath it, bringing his shield along for the ride. The sound of a cheering crowd accompanied him down the street as he raced back toward the mayor’s house, ignoring the cries of amazement and requests from those around him. People could celebrate once the damned city was saved. 
 
    As he ran, John saw the barrier fading all around Vismuth. The twelve hours they’d been given by the Soul Gem’s spell was running out like sand through the hourglass, ripping away what little protection the town still had from the monsters who’d been laying siege to it. All up and down the main thoroughfare leading to his destination people cheered and drank, reveling in the fact that they’d lived to see another day.  
 
    Or so they thought. 
 
    Right now, six beastmen with a few sticks could conquer this entire town, John thought, quickening his pace. We’re sitting ducks here without that barrier to keep the beastmen out! 
 
    A single guard remained outside of the mayor’s door. John didn’t have the faintest idea what the man might have been sent there to guard—the body of the previous mayor, perhaps? He didn’t even bother to listen to the man, just shoved him aside and bashed open the front door with his shield. Fiona could charge him for it later, if the horny minx didn’t demand to take it out in trade. He’d suspected the mayor’s wife had something of a crush on him, but to hear it put in such frank terms... 
 
    Aoryl’s voice popped up in his head. The mayor’s wife seems to really like you! 
 
    Huh? For a moment, John wondered if the enchanted shield could read his thoughts. “She hasn’t had a proper man in decades. It’s well known the former Mayor of Vismuth was an inveterate drinker, who probably couldn’t get it up if his life depended on it. The poor woman would probably romp with a kobold at this point.” 
 
    It would be a good idea to get the ruler of the town on our side, Aoryl purred against his scalp. Also, I sense power in that one. More than you’d expect from someone her age. In fact, it’s almost as if there’s a much younger energy inside of her. 
 
    “Yeah, I can see that,” John said, thinking of the way she’d shamelessly propositioned him from the wall overlooking the North Gate. “Can we talk about this after we save the city, maybe?” 
 
    The Seat of Power looked much as John had left it. The mayor’s dining hall was still a mess, and the Soul Orb sat in its place, welded to the device powering the barrier around Vismuth. John could see the light around the sphere beginning to fade as the barrier fell—outside the window, the golden aura surrounding the town winked out completely, flickering like a candle being blown out. 
 
    “Here goes nothing,” John said, grabbing the Soul Gem. “I grant you my remaining Soul Essence! Reestablish the barrier for another twelve hours!” 
 
    The words didn’t work. The Soul Gem didn’t work on words. But a part of its power did function on intention, and John’s request had that in spades. 
 
    The room filled with an unearthly light as wisps of power emerged from John’s flesh.  
 
    John tossed his head back and cried out as the wave of power rippled through his body. Once again, he felt a great unnamable something spreading from his chest, the shard of power he’d collected from slaying the beastmen leaving him and slamming into the Soul Gem with great force. Its locks had only just disengaged, freeing the gem for a bare instant before solidifying into place once again. Outside the window, the barrier’s glow burned bright, the wall repairing itself within moments. 
 
    You Have Cast Active Spell: Barrier! The words floated next to the device, oddly chipper for such a serious moment. The Barrier spell will be active for the next twelve hours. During this time, the Soul Gem may not be removed from the Seat of Power. 
 
    John let out a sigh and slumped over. Next to him, Aoryl shimmered and went back to human form—or rather, elf form. She placed a hand between his shoulder blades and rubbed gently as he forced down the urge to retch. Battle always did this to him—it was the crash of battle lust leaving the bloodstream, altering the chemistry of the human body along with it. In some men, the after-battle rush pushed them to loot, kill, and rape the survivors. In John, it simply made him a little queasy. 
 
    “You did it, my lord,” Aoryl told him, sounding more proud than John had ever heard a woman before. “You saved the town. You saved Vismuth. Look!” 
 
    The elf woman pointed out the window. Still trying to push away his nausea, John looked up to see the remaining beastmen turning away from the shimmering barrier surrounding the town. They moved on, heading down the main road in a brisk formation, their claws dragging across the dirt as they ran and hooted and randomly attacked each other. 
 
    “They’re going after easier meat,” Aoryl explained. “The combination of our shield Bash and the barrier’s reemergence has convinced them they’d be better off attacking towns that aren’t protected by a Potentate.” Aoryl smiled, turning back to him with a pleased expression. “Everyone will want to thank you now, John. You’ve got followers now, which is the next step in your journey. Together, we can make Vismuth your home base, and begin expanding into the Deadlands to take the fight to them...” 
 
    John had stopped listening. “You said the beastmen are moving on?” he asked, a strange catch in his voice. 
 
    “Yes,” Aoryl said, her brows furrowing together. “They shouldn’t return for a good long while. They travel in a single pack, so even once the barrier drops twelve hours from now, the town should be safe. Once we find an adequate power source, we can store it near the Seat of Power so that we can fuel the Soul Gem should the ability be needed again...” 
 
    “All those farms,” John said, looking out the window. “All those hamlets. Those little villages with a couple dozen people living in them. They’re all about to get burned.” 
 
    Aoryl blanched at the thought. “The beastmen are on the move,” she said, gesturing with her chin. “Worse things are coming, John. It’s not going to be possible to save all of the smallfolk, all of the time. You’ve already done so much for the people of this region...” 
 
    “Come on,” John said, gesturing for Aoryl to follow him. “We need to make sure Emily’s alright. And once we do, I’ve got to have a chat with our new mayor. This fight’s not over yet—not by a longshot. Not until we wipe out whatever’s coming from the Deadlands for good.” 
 
    He’d just told Emily and Aoryl a few hours ago he didn’t care about anything but his own skin. And now he was starting a war? 
 
    Things truly have changed, John thought, taking Aoryl’s hand. The elf woman nodded, letting him know that even if she didn’t fully approve of his choices, she’d support them—and him. Maybe I really am this Potentate that Aoryl keeps talking about. I certainly felt like some kind of hero when I used her shield like that on the battlefield... 
 
    He was sure everyone would be talking about it, too. And that was good. 
 
    Because maybe that meant that the town would agree to sign on to what he wanted to do next. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The ragged sound of cheering reached John’s ears as he stepped through the town gates. 
 
    Patches of drying blood soaked the ground. John had seen enough battlefields in his life to know that they all had a certain aura to them, a similar look brought about by the clash of steel and the dying of the innocent. The pitted earth around the town was covered in pockmarks, blackened here and there by a smoky residue of magic. His special shield Bash had been the reason for those bits, though anyone in the town would have gladly traded the property damage for the lives the attack had saved. 
 
    It wasn’t hard to find Fiona. The new mayor of Vismuth stood near the edge of the field, a stone’s throw away from the shimmering barrier protecting the town once more. Her arm had somehow managed to stay in its sling throughout the fighting, strapped to her gown the way Aoryl had set it before the battle. Several members of the town watch who’d survived the carnage gathered around her, poking at the fallen body of a beastman like it might come back to life if they stopped. 
 
    To John’s surprise, the new barrier was several yards further inward toward the town than the original one had been. A great number of the smoking, bleeding bodies lay outside of it, both human and beastman alike. He could only tell where the rectangular opening had been broken through the original shield by looking at where the bodies were the thickest. 
 
    “Fiona!” He raised an arm in greeting. He’d only meant to catch the attention of the mayor, but every head on the battlefield moved to stare at him as he approached. What in the world? 
 
    A relieved smile spread across the woman’s face. Fiona rose from her study of the corpse, lifting her uninjured arm to greet him in return. “I was worried about you,” the woman said, making her way double time across the field. “You weren’t around when the monsters first came. Word among some of the soldiers was that John Devonte had taken a fatal wound, and had crawled away to die with his elf companion...” 
 
    Before John could say something clever to that, Fiona reached him. To his shock, the gray-haired woman didn’t simply stop in front of him, or even clasp him in a platonic hug from one warrior to another. Fiona practically leapt into his arms, clutching him tightly. The mayor’s shoulders shook, her control slipping as she granted herself a single moment of emotion. None noticed it but John, who hugged her all the harder for it. 
 
    “I established another barrier,” John said, gesturing with his chin once Fiona broke the embrace. “Used a little more of my magic to keep those beastmen from coming back. They’ll all have abandoned the town for easier meat, I reckon.” 
 
    Fiona’s eyes shone with tears as she smiled up at him. Then she wiped them away with her good hand, getting a grip on herself once again. John watched her transform from a smitten woman to the mayor of the town as if by magic, her professionalism covering her face like a mask. 
 
    “Excellent,” she said, turning away. “I agree about the town. Unfortunately, this means we’ve simply pushed the invaders into attacking the nearby farms and hamlets in the region.” 
 
    John nodded. He’d realized this as well, but there wasn’t anything he could do about it now. “Once the barrier is down, we’ll have to organize warning parties,” he said, mentally calculating the distance between where they stood and the most likely locations for attacks. “Organize any survivors who can run and fight into groups, get them horses, and load them down with whatever provisions we can use to reinforce those holdfasts before the beastmen get there...” 
 
    John trailed off. He noticed Fiona staring at him strangely—even more strangely than when she seemed like she’d been about to say something to him she couldn’t take back. “What?” John asked. 
 
    The new mayor laughed. “You tell them,” she said, clasping his shoulder with her good hand. “You’re the hero of the hour, John. Can’t you see the effect you’ve had on these people?” 
 
    He couldn’t—and then, as he looked out over the field, he could. The people who’d gathered around to look at the new barrier and examine the bodies of the beastmen had forgotten that both existed the moment John showed up. Men, women, and children stared at him as if he were the answer to their prayers, like he’d been the only thing standing between the town of Vismuth and its total annihilation. Like he was some kind of a hero... 
 
    Damn it, John thought, wishing he’d been a bit more discreet about using his special abilities. I’ve gone and let the cat out of the bag now. 
 
    Every one of these groups he sent out of Vismuth would be telling the same story: that a Devonte with a living shield had pummeled the army of beastmen that had attacked the town into submission. Combine that with Aoryl’s too-loud declarations about John being a ‘true Dragon,’ and you had a recipe for some downright unpleasantness. That combination had the whiff of prophecy about it. 
 
    And in the realms of the Draconic Emperor, prophets were burned at the stake. John had no desire to join them. 
 
    Yet Fiona was still looking at him like some kind of hero. A noise from somewhere behind his shoulder made him turn, just in time to see both Emily and Aoryl step through the North Gate of the town. The two of them appeared to have made some sort of truce while they’d been away from John, for they walked practically arm in arm as they surveyed the damage left by the beastmen and their vicious assaults. John doubted the newfound accord between them would hold, but for the moment he was glad to see them not at each other’s throats. 
 
    Speaking of throats, he cleared his own. He was a man untrained with making public statements, so he decided to make this one short and sweet. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, raising his voice so that everyone gathered outside of the town’s walls could hear. “You truly did see what you think you saw a few minutes ago. I, John Devonte, have the power of the Wargear.” He gestured toward Aoryl, motioning for her to step up next to him. “With the help of the elf woman Aoryl, who became my sacred shield, I cast a spell that helped repel the beastmen invaders from our town!” 
 
    “Knocked them down like wheat before the scythe, he did!” someone in the crowd shouted. “Smashed them to bits, did the Devonte!” 
 
    “He’s a hero!” another voice roared, the speaker throwing their fists in the air. “The scourge of the Deadlands!” 
 
    Aoryl’s lips twisted in amusement. “You are a true Dragon,” the elf whispered, pressing herself against him in a way that made no secret of their intimacy. Though no one in the town would begrudge him a roll in the hay with the elf after this, John would still rather not display his intentions to the world at large. 
 
    “But our job is far from over!” John spoke as much to cut off Aoryl as he did to silence the dozens of excited whispers that broke out at his proclamation. He worried about what else the woman might say if given free reign to extol his virtues to the good people of Vismuth. “The barrier around our town will remain for twelve hours and twelve hours only! In the time between now and when it comes down, we must tend to the wounded and the dying. Despite our victory, we’ve lost much today—and no one will ever be able to say the people of Vismuth treated those who lay down their lives for the town’s protection were treated with anything but the utmost respect.” 
 
    There. That part had gone pretty well, despite his lack of preparation. The people scattered around the North Gate looked almost stirred by his words. 
 
    “What happens when the barrier goes down?” a woman cried from the crowd. She held a baby on her hip, with another following her shoeless in the dirt. “Will the monsters return, Devonte?” 
 
    “Will you restore the barrier again!?” someone asked. “Protect us, John!” 
 
    “Yes, protect us! shield us from those monsters!” 
 
    The voices grew louder and more desperate by the moment. John bit back whatever clever thing he’d been about to say and refocused himself, holding up his hands for silence. The man he’d been a few hours ago wasn’t the sort of orator these frightened townsfolk needed. He had to keep his cool, and reassure them. 
 
    “It took great magic to bring up the barrier a second time,” he explained to the crowd. “Once it goes down in twelve hours, if there is a way to bring it back, I will do so. But whether we have the spell protecting the town or not, we need to be ready to ride. Once we are able to leave Vismuth, Fiona and I will be sending riders to every manor, farm, and forest holding in the area. Those monsters have been wounded, but they’re nowhere near being destroyed—and until they are, those people are at risk. We need to get them back here where they can be protected.” 
 
    The people looked at each other with uneasy expressions.  
 
    “And who will do this?” someone asked sarcastically. “We’ve already risked our lives defending our home!” 
 
    What happened next couldn’t have gone smoother if John had planned it in advance. 
 
    “I will!” Aoryl said, stepping forward between John and the crowd. “Where the True Dragon goes, I go as well. Rest assured, my Master will be able to summon me in the heat of battle. Should monsters attack our group, John will fight just the same as you saw him defend the town! He will protect us, and he will get as many people to safety as he can!” 
 
    People looked shocked at that. But not entirely convinced. 
 
    Then John heard Emily sigh from somewhere behind him, and the brunette threw her hat in the ring. “I’m going too,” she said, rising to her full height as she took her place at John’s opposite side. “I didn’t just sign up to guard Vismuth from the Deadlands. The Watch is about raising the alarm for the entire realm if those woods come back to life! Right now, the only way the world is going to know what’s happening is if we tell them—if we spread the story as far and wide as we can! So I’m with you, John.” Emily cast a short glance in Aoryl’s direction, as if looking for confirmation, then met his eye once more. “Your elf friend and I already talked about it.” 
 
    I’m sure you did, John thought, impressed by Emily’s speech. What else did you talk with her about, I wonder? 
 
    “This is going to be a small group,” John said, turning back to the crowd. “We’re trying to outrun the monsters, not fight them—as if we even could. We have to slip around them if we’re going to warn the outlying towns in time and get those people to safety, which means we have to move fast and avoid fights whenever possible. I’m not going to command anyone to come with us—I’m not that kind of man. I know your first responsibility is to your families, to the town. But if anyone wants to help out the neighboring farms and hamlets, your assistance will be warmly welcomed. I’m sure some of you have family among them.” 
 
    “You will travel with us,” Aoryl said proudly, taking John’s hand. He sort of wished she didn’t—now, when the news of what he’d done here today against the beastmen spread, everyone would be talking about the great warrior’s elven lover—but he couldn’t deny the effect she had on the townsfolk at large. “And you will win renown and glory!” 
 
    Suddenly, it seemed as if everyone wanted to come along for the ride. John felt a little bad that they’d all be split up into groups, but whatever got the town to help out their fellow man was all right by him.  
 
    He saw young men and women push forward through the crowd, shouting out their devotion and their intentions of traveling with the Devonte. A few of the women of the town looked like they wanted to do a great deal more than just travel with him, as well, though John ignored that. Between his budding relationship with Aoryl, the strangeness between him and Emily, and that odd hug Fiona gave him, he felt like he had his plate full when it came to female companionship. 
 
    As the cheering continued, Fiona picked up the strand of conversation that John had put down. “People!” the gray-haired woman shouted, lifting her good arm to catch the crowd’s attention. “We have twelve hours before we can leave the town. Tonight, we will bury the dead, and mourn them. And once we are done, we will drink and sing, for tomorrow we ride to preserve the realms of men against the monster incursion!” 
 
    Great cheers met these words.  
 
    Everyone likes to think of themselves as a hero, John thought, watching the survivors clasp hands and butt heads and hug. Right now, they’re picturing themselves at the head of a victorious column, bloodlessly pushing the beastmen back into the Deadlands. Maybe they see themselves like me: surrounded by wenches, or even kneeling at the throne of the Draconic Emperor to receive his praise and gratitude... 
 
    John knew all too well how different the reality of warfare was than the fantasy. But he allowed those youths to keep their fantasies for a little bit longer—they’d keep them warm that first cold night, when the truth of the situation came rushing in. And maybe it wouldn’t come to that, after all. 
 
    Fiona wrapped up her speech and called for the crowd to re-enter the town. Peasants with bloodied pitchforks and bloodier garb strode by John, patting him on the shoulder and giving him words of encouragement as they passed. A few remained behind to begin the laborious process of burying the human bodies. No one wanted to touch the beastmen. 
 
    As the field began to clear, John found Fiona by his side. “I need to speak with you privately,” she said, arching an eyebrow. “You and both the women you intend to take with you beyond the barrier.” 
 
    Emily and Aoryl were both busy talking to townspeople. John nodded, watching them work, then turned back to the mayor. “Common room of the tavern?” he asked, cocking an eyebrow. “Or would you prefer someone more one-on-one, Fiona?” 
 
    It was the boldest he’d been regarding that strange look and touch she’d given him at the end of the battle.  
 
    Fiona stiffened, her eyes shining as she mastered herself and regained her former poise. “Out here is fine,” she said, motioning toward a patch of grass in the shade of the North Gate’s wall. “Grab your women and come over to me. Once we’re far enough away from prying ears, we’ll speak.” 
 
    John could do that. He grabbed Aoryl first, gently leading her away from the woman with the babies. The peasant had been trying to deliver a long lecture about her life to the elf, who’d been listening on with a faintly befuddled expression. She seemed glad for John’s interruption. 
 
    “So now everyone knows you and I are together,” John said as he led the elf toward the other side of the field. “You could have kept that under your hat, Aoryl. And what’s with this ‘Master’ stuff, huh?” 
 
    The elf batted her eyes so innocently that John could have almost believed she meant nothing by her earlier words. Almost. 
 
    “It’s the truth, isn’t it?” Aoryl reached out and caressed the side of John’s arm, the corner of her mouth curling upward. “I’m your shield, John. Your armor, in a very real sense. It would only make sense that I view myself in a subordinate role to your Dragon magic, and refer to you accordingly.” 
 
    She’s being a little tease and she knows it, John thought.  
 
    “Maybe,” he said, mulling it over. “But I’m comfortable with you calling me that in front of strangers. People are going to think you and I have some strange slave-owner relationship.” 
 
    The elf woman’s eyes widened, and John realized she hadn’t thought of this. “Oh! I wouldn’t want that! Don’t worry, then: I’ll simply refer to you as ‘John’ or ‘my lord’ when we’re among people who might not understand the relationship between a True Dragon and his Wargear.” 
 
    Relief filled John.  
 
    “Good,” he said, turning his attention to the small group of people where Emily stood conversing. “Glad we got that settled—” 
 
    “And I’ll simply save calling you ‘Master’ for when we’re alone,” the elf woman added, grinning from ear to pointed ear. 
 
    John’s mouth worked soundlessly for a moment. “I suppose that’s all right,” he said, watching as Aoryl’s smile grew even wider at hearing he was a little bit into it. “As long as it’s just you and me. Or you, me, and someone who understands our relationship.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Aoryl said smoothly. “Now let’s grab Emily, please. I can see Fiona is getting anxious to speak with us—and I have something I need to say to you as well once we’re finished with the mayor.” 
 
    Really? Now what could that be? He would have figured it was more naughty fun, except the elf woman’s tone told him it was nothing of the sort. He tucked away his guesses for later and turned his attention to the task at hand, and tapped Emily on the shoulder. 
 
    “Mayor wants to talk to us,” he said, jerking a thumb at Fiona over in the shade. “Bit of encouragement before we start planning the groups who ride out, I suppose.” 
 
    Emily nodded. She’d been deep in conversation with several guards who’d survived the fighting with the beastmen, and John was more than a little curious as to what they were talking about. But he put that away for later as well, placing it right next to Aoryl’s special surprise in his mental inventory. Gods, he thought, the battle’s over and I’m busier than ever. This hero business is hard work... 
 
    Fiona tapped her feet as the trio approached. “Took you long enough,” she said, peering over John’s shoulder to ensure that anyone still left outside the gates was well out of earshot. “Were you too busy soaking up the adoration of your new fans?” 
 
    John couldn’t help but notice that Fiona seemed more than a little more irritated than usual. He chalked it up to the broken arm, though. Even after Aoryl’s expert ministrations, that had to hurt. He wasn’t sure he’d be anywhere near as genial and talkative if he had a freshly set bone clasped by his side, either. 
 
    “Just gathering everyone up,” John said, managing to keep his tone only mildly offended. “What’s the problem, Mayor?” 
 
    Fiona glanced over John’s shoulder, then sighed. “It’s about this plan of yours,” the gray-haired woman said, frowning slightly. “It’s a noble goal, riding around the backlands like a revolutionary to repel the beastmen advances—but it’s misguided.” 
 
    “How so?” John could feel his brows furrowing. “I would have thought you of all people would be behind this, Fiona. It’s your friends and neighbors we’d be riding out to save.” 
 
    The look Fiona gave John in return made him feel painfully naive. “You realize there isn’t going to be anyone to save, right?” she asked, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “Those beastmen are ferocious. They don’t take prisoners. By the time we manage to mount a successful defense, they’ll be sweeping the region. And that’s before we bring whatever else is coming out of the Deadlands into the equation—” 
 
    “Maybe some of them did the same thing we did,” John cut in, nodding at the shimmering barrier that still surrounded the town. “Activate their own Soul Gems in their seats of power, and kept their people safe for a time?” 
 
    To John’s surprise, it wasn’t Fiona who poured cold water on that notion. It was the elf woman standing next to him. 
 
    “I’m sorry, my lord,” Aoryl said, frowning deeply as she delivered the bad news. “But it’s extremely unlikely anyone else has managed to leverage their Soul Gems in such a fashion. Only the Potentate can unlock that power.” 
 
    A sense of hopelessness stole over John. “So what, then?” he asked, raising his voice as he gestured back toward the town. “They’re all dead men walking, then? All the women and children, too? All the other border towns are inevitably going to be destroyed?” 
 
    It was an awful conclusion. And as John contemplated it, a new voice filled the air. One that dripped with honey, so sweet and silky that it could make a man’s heart skip a beat. John distrusted that voice immediately. 
 
    “No,” the voice said. It came from the pocket of Aoryl’s dress. “There is a way. But we must move quickly, True Dragon.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    John stared at Aoryl, waiting for an explanation. 
 
    The voice waited a beat as well. “You should take me out of your pocket now, servant. There’s no sense in remaining silent any longer—I need to speak to the Devonte directly.” 
 
    Aoryl’s mouth opened and closed like a fish, the elf woman so shocked and embarrassed that she could hardly speak. “Well,” she blurted, blushing and covering her lips with the tips of her fingertips. “You’re absolutely right. Give me just a moment...” 
 
    “Aoryl,” John said in a warning tone, watching as the elf woman pulled a circular piece of glass from a hidden pocket in her traveling clothes. “What in the world have you been hiding from me, girl?” 
 
    “Not hiding, exactly,” the elf said quickly, glancing at both Emily and Fiona and blushing even deeper at their shock. “I told you about my Mistress when you asked, John. I informed you that I am under a geas—a sacred obligation to my people, what you humans would probably call a ‘quest’. I fully intended to explain things to you in greater detail once we had an opportunity to be alone—” 
 
    “When you weren’t fucking him, you mean,” Emily said, her voice brimming with malice. The brunette looked more pissed off than John had ever seen her. “Guess you were too busy with your mouth full of human cock to explain that you’re a goddamned spy!” 
 
    What Aoryl held turned out to be a mirror, of the simple kind country women used to examine their makeup and hair in the mornings. It was the sort of thing that would pass without comment in any backwater town, even one as small and sheltered as this one. It had a little golden latch that allowed it to open up into a makeup contact, and when Aoryl opened it the voice coming from within rose in volume and clarity.  
 
    “That’s better,” it said, sounding grateful to be able to see once more. “I detest using a Seeker Glass as a method of communication. Too much set up and uncertainty...” 
 
    For a moment, John thought that the figure in the glass was truly Aoryl’s reflection. Then he blinked, and the gorgeous creature’s features snapped into greater focus. She had the same ageless look that John subconsciously associated with elves and their kin, though even through that beautiful enchantment he could tell this woman was older than Aoryl by many decades. She had long hair the color of fine red wine, and eyes so green that they looked like gemstones—in fact, her features were so perfect and brilliant that John knew instantly he had to be looking at one of the fabled High Elves. It was said that very few outsiders were ever granted the privilege of looking upon them, and those humans who did were almost invariably hypnotized and bewitched by their captivating looks. 
 
    She certainly captivated John. He couldn’t see her body, but if it matched the beauty of her face, then this Mistress of Aoryl’s was a rare woman, indeed. He had to be careful not to be ensnared. John didn’t think it would be an issue: underneath the beauty, there was something he instinctively didn’t trust about the woman. 
 
    Emily and Fiona, however, had no such mental defenses. Both of them gasped upon first seeing the figure in the device Aoryl’s Mistress had called a ‘Seeker Glass,’ the color draining from their faces before the High Elf’s visage.  
 
    “Lady,” Fiona managed to gasp, her pains forgotten, “you grace us with your presence...” 
 
    A knowing smile spread across the High Elf’s face. Oh yes, John thought, remaining vigilant. This creature knows full well exactly the effect she has on people. I must be careful with this one. 
 
    “On behalf of my servant, I apologize,” the High Elf said, her gaze fixated on John. “You should have been told who you were truly accepting into your service much earlier. I understand that the nearness of battle provoked you into an earlier… consummation than I had anticipated.” 
 
    “That’s a very sophisticated way of saying I took Aoryl to bed,” John said, matching the High Elf at her own game. “You know who I am, Lady. May I request the honor of inquiring who I speak to?” 
 
    “You may,” the High Elf purred, looking pleased. She gazed at John the way a cat looks at a mouse it’s successfully negotiated into a corner—one from which the prey cannot escape. “But first, there is something I must show you. Behold.” 
 
    The woman dissolved—and in her place, John saw an army on the march. Fiona and Emily crowded around Aoryl’s little pocket mirror to see as men in burnished brass armor rode horses down a large, well-paved thoroughfare. At their head was a man who could have been Ulrich’s taller, more barrel-chested brother, riding a steed the size of a boat. He wore an intricate helm in the shape of a Dragon’s head, which made him look like some sort of bizarre hybrid of monster and man. 
 
    John’s stomach fell at the sight of him. “A Wyrm Lord,” he said, sizing up the figure and his splendid mount. “One of the lesser vassals of the Draconic Emperor, otherwise he’d be traveling with siege equipment and a full supply train. One of the young lords out doing some hunting, perhaps?” 
 
    “Perceptive!” The vision dissolved, the face of the gorgeous High Elf filling the glass once more. “You’re quite the scholar of imperial government, John Devonte. The figure at the head of that column is none other than Lord Jagannath, known by many as the Golden Drake. The Draconic Emperor has dispatched him from the Eternal City on a most grievous task—one that concerns you and your people intimately.” 
 
    John was canny enough to parse what that meant. “He’s on his way here,” he said. He had to keep reminding himself not to be overwhelmed by the beauty of the woman in the glass. 
 
    The High Elf looked pleased. “Indeed he is,” she said with relish. “Isn’t it interesting how quickly our Divine Emperor learned of the strange events occurring in the Deadlands? Truly, not a leaf falls from a tree but that Emperor Vanqueur Hellsbane notes its passing.” 
 
    She was trying to speak in riddles, but what John needed was directness. “He must be here to stop the beastmen,” he said, his mind working rapidly. “If we can hold the monsters off for a while, keep them from devouring the farms and hamlets in the area, then the cavalry will swoop in and save everyone. Is that what you’re trying to say, elf?” 
 
    The woman in the glass smirked. “In a manner of speaking. Though given the abilities you’ve already shown yourself to be capable of, John, I wouldn’t recommend greeting the delegation from the Eternal City yourself. They’re much more likely to throw you in chains and drag you kicking and screaming before the Emperor than they are to reward you for your service.” 
 
    John didn’t need her to tell him that. “You promised me your name,” he said, noting what the High Elf had told him earlier. “If you think you’re going to wriggle your way out of giving me answers, you need to think again.” 
 
    The woman’s smile turned strange. She still looked friendly—as friendly as someone could be while speaking over a great distance through a pocket mirror, at any rate—but John couldn’t help but notice the way that smile failed to reach her eyes.  
 
    “I’d love to sit here and chew the fat with you, Devonte,” the elf said in a breezy tone, “but I’d much rather meet you in person. Won’t you come into the Deadlands and find me? Aoryl can show you the way—she’s walked it already. She’ll guide you to my holdfast, and then you and I can get onto much more intimate terms.” 
 
    If the High Elf thought the implicit promise of her body would sway John into action, she... well, she probably wasn’t barking up the wrong tree. John literally couldn’t help his attraction to the woman—even having only seen her face, he felt an almost irresistible, animal compulsion to go to her. Every cell in his body cried out to meet her, to see her—to hold her and kiss her and do all the other things the darkest parts of his mind yearned to do to such a gorgeous creature. But he held himself back. Perhaps it was Aoryl’s attentions that gave him the strength to do so. If so, he would have cause to thank her later. 
 
    The spasm of longing passed, and John was able to think again. “You’re in the Deadlands?” he said, putting her words together for the first time. “I’d ask you what you’re doing in that accursed land, but honestly, I don’t think I want to know.” 
 
    Other pieces of the puzzle were clicking into place in John’s brain as he spoke to the woman. As obvious as it was that this High Elf was the ‘Mistress’ of whom Aoryl spoke with such respect, it was just as evident that she had power to match her beauty. She’d sent Aoryl to the town of Vismuth to find the Potentate, which meant she knew there could be a Potentate in the region to begin with. A True Dragon. 
 
    How had she figured that out, he wondered? 
 
    “Lady,” Fiona said, unable to sit idly by any longer. “I am the mayor of this town. Your servant put me into the position, having murdered my late husband for an embarrassing breach of decorum. I must ask: are you alone in the Deadlands? Do you have forces in the region you could bring to our aid? We are sorely tried by the beastmen, and would accept any help we are offered.” 
 
    Before the High Elf could reply, John muscled back into the conversation. Something Fiona had just said sent sparks flying through his skull, made him realize something that had slipped his attention before. He took the mirror out of Aoryl’s hand and held it closer to his face, wanting to make sure the High Elf’s focus was on him and him alone when he spoke. 
 
    “I don’t know who you are,” he said, frowning, “other than you’re Aoryl’s ‘Mistress’ she’s always going on about in such cryptic terms. If you don’t want to tell me, that’s fine. But if you can show your face now, then you could have shown your face before.” The more he spoke, the angrier he felt. “You knew what was coming out of those woods. You could have sounded the alarm, helped us be readier than we were. From what I understand, you know a lot more about all this then Aoryl does. Yet you didn’t deem it important enough to speak to me until now.” 
 
    His disrespect silenced his companions. Out of the corner of his eye, John could see Emily mouthing the words ‘holy fuck, John’ in his direction. The list of human beings who’d speak in such a manner to a High Elf could likely be counted on one finger of John’s hand. 
 
    The woman in the glass clearly hadn’t expected this, either. Her graceful, ageless face filled with surprise, her mouth forming a perfectly pouty little ‘o’ that nearly made John lose control again. Spots of color appeared on her cheeks, so like the ones Aoryl made that he half-suspected some long buried kinship between Mistress and servant. 
 
    “I only do as the divine edicts compel me,” the High Elf said smoothly. It only took her a moment to recover, and when she did, she was even more haughty and queenlike than before. “None of us can do but what fate compels of us, John Devonte. It would behoove you in the future to remember that.” 
 
    John had some pretty choice words for that statement, but before he could speak the High Elf moved on. 
 
    “I see you have added Aoryl to your Wargear,” the High Elf said, so quickly that John wondered if she dreaded giving him control of the conversation any longer than was necessary after his disrespect. “That is good. You’ve taken your first step toward becoming a True Dragon, and you’re proceeding with your powers at the correct speed.” Here she paused, putting a flawlessly-cut nail to the angular beauty of her cheekbone. “Hmm. If you won’t come to me, then perhaps your plan is the best one. Seek out the other border towns around the perimeter of the Deadlands, John Devonte. Claim their Soul Gems—even the ones that had been deprived of their essences. For you’ll find uses aplenty for them, and many things to put inside them. Even empty, they will be of great use to you. The Potentate must amass every last item of his Wargear if we’re to win this war.” 
 
    “There’s no ‘we’, elf,” John said, shaking his head. Apparently this woman’s tendency to treat others as mere servants didn’t end with Aoryl. She was ordering him around like he belonged to her, like the man who’d just saved the town of Vismuth with his Wargear was little more than chattel. “I don’t even know your name.” 
 
    The High Elf paused. For a few heartbeats, John was certain she was about to close the connection between them and return Aoryl’s Seeker Glass to an ordinary mirror once more. The look on her face told him she’d rather be doing anything than revealing her true name to John right now—even less so considering there were multiple people standing by who could also hear it. But she was also clever enough to know John wouldn’t do a thing she asked without a better understanding of who she was. 
 
    And, perhaps, there was a mischievous part of the High Elf’s mind that wanted to speak it out loud. 
 
    “Very well,” the High Elf said, sighing and stretching in the tiny mirror. “My name is Nemissa, John Devonte. I am pleased to make your acquaintance—although I doubt you now feel the same way in regards to me.” 
 
    Already the gasps echoed across the field. All the color had drained out of Emily’s face, while Fiona looked as if she refused to believe it.  
 
    “Nemissa Forestbane!?” the mayor cried, her eyes widening like saucers. “No, it can’t be! That’s not possible—she’s dead...” 
 
    “Been dead for years,” John finished, ice forming in the pit of his stomach. If anything, he hadn’t been worried enough about this woman. “And yet here she is.” 
 
    It would have been the height of foolishness for any of them to ask Nemissa Forestbane who she was. Her name would have been instantly recognizable to any citizen of the Draconic Emperor’s lands—and a not insignificant number of them would have punctuated it by spitting onto the ground. Everyone knew the story of the High Elf who’d betrayed her own kind, earning the moniker ‘Forestbane’ when she hitched her wagon to the fledgling Draconic Emperor in his wars against the giants and the lower elves. Many believed the Emperor would never have triumphed were it not for his consort, who was both a skilled tactician and an utterly feared practitioner of the darkest magical arts. 
 
    Her disappearance from the royal courts was shrouded in mystery. Most feared to pry too deeply, accepting with a certain measure of relief that the Forestbane had been killed. Some said the Draconic Emperor had killed her for taking another lover—others that he’d finally grown strong enough to see through her bewitching spells and had her executed for the traitor to her own species she was. Others that she’d simply worn out her usefulness. 
 
    Which was true didn’t particularly matter to John. But in all the lands of the Draconic Emperor, there was no worse person to have hitched his wagon to. 
 
    “Reports of my death have been very useful,” Nemissa said with an acid smile. “Alas, they are exaggerated. Though I no longer have the favor of the court, and have been driven from the Eternal City, I am anything but idle. Come to me, John, and I will unravel the mysteries of the world for you.” 
 
    “No thanks,” John blurted, unable to stop himself. “Fuck, this woman is your Mistress, Aoryl? She’s a genocidal maniac!” 
 
    “I was the Chief Advisor to the First,” Nemissa said, as smoothly as if John hadn’t spoken. “And if you will it, John Devonte, I will become Chief Advisor to the Last—” 
 
    John had heard enough. He tossed the Seeker Glass to Aoryl, snapping it closed as he did so. Nemissa’s voice grew muffled through the clasp, the tone of her words raising in alarm as she realized John had just done everything he could to close the connection between them. 
 
    “You and I have to have a talk about your Mistress,” John told Aoryl. 
 
    Aoryl nodded. “I can explain everything,” she assured him. 
 
    “And you will,” John said. “Later.” Then he turned to Fiona. “Have some of the townsfolk get whatever horses are left to be found in Vismuth ready and pack provisions for at least a week. Tomorrow, at first light, I’ll be setting out for the other border towns.” 
 
    Fiona’s gaze slowly turned from the closed Looking Glass to John. She looked surprised—and more than a little impressed. “You’re still going, even with this Lord Jagannath on the way?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    John nodded. “I’ve seen the way Draco Kings operate, Fiona. This Jagannath will destroy the beastmen incursion—and he’ll do it by scorching the earth with draconic magic. Any people still left between his forces and the beasts when he arrives will be destroyed right along with the monsters.” 
 
    Emily gasped. “That would be wholesale slaughter!” she protested. “Hundreds of people would be killed!” 
 
    “Hundreds of people aren’t a drop in the bucket to the Draconic Emperor,” John said through gritted teeth. “I’d wager every copper in my coinpurse he commanded this Lord Jagannath to raze the Deadlands to the ground, just to be sure nothing can come from it that can threaten his lands. Once I come back to Vismuth, we need to make preparations to move the survivors as far from the area as we can.” 
 
    Fiona nodded. “How many are you taking with you?” 
 
    John did a quick bit of mental math. “Aoryl’s coming with me, and Emily too,” he said, thinking it over. “I can take two more along with us—any more and we won’t be able to move fast enough. But they must be able to ride with haste and wield a blade.” 
 
    The mayor gave him a long, even look. “I’m certain you’ll have no end of people willing to ride with you,” she said, then added in a smug tone, “Dragon.” 
 
    John scoffed and rolled his eyes. Great, he thought. “Just make sure we have all the preparations ready. First light. No later.” 
 
    Turning on a heel, John started the long walk back to the town. They had twelve hours of safety left behind the barrier he’d created with the Soul Gem. 
 
    After that, his adventure would begin.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next few hours passed in a blur. 
 
    Still recovering from the assault of the beastmen and the heroic measures John had taken to save the town from their attack, the people set about as best they could to repair the damage. Seeing to the wounded had been the work of an entire afternoon, as had the disposal of the dead. John would probably be finding bits of dirt beneath his fingernails for weeks from all the graves he’d helped to dig. Although the town itself hadn’t been lost, the casualties from the beastmen attack had been worse than anyone had feared. 
 
    Yet they didn’t have time to mourn. There was too much work to be done.  
 
    As soon as John got finished burying the dead, he and Fiona split the townsfolk who’d expressed interest in riding out to the nearby townships into groups. They’d been spoiled for choice, as nearly every able-bodied citizen of Vismuth (and some who were not so able-bodied) had volunteered for the job. A few had protested at learning they wouldn’t be riding in John’s own group, having assumed they’d be accompanying the Devonte on his travels. These Fiona had managed to calm down with some assurances and some stirring words before setting them on their way. 
 
    She’s a damn good mayor, John thought, making his way down the muddy thoroughfare toward the nameless tavern. Better than the man she took over from, for certain. We should probably thank Aoryl for slaying the man, though no one will admit it... 
 
    It was full dark now, and some of the only lights left on in the town were burning bright in the windows of the inn where he sought to rest. He fancied he could hear muffled moaning in every other building he passed—for it was far too early for most of Vismuth’s people to have gone to bed. Like as not they’d fallen into bed with each other, in desperate need of some comfort. Which he couldn’t blame them for wanting. The fighting today had been desperate, bloody, and traumatizing. 
 
    His exhaustion tugged at him as he ascended the few short steps leading to the tavern’s front patio. Inside, a handful of early evening drinkers sat wetting their whistles, conversing quietly about the events of the day and the trials to come upon the morrow. To John’s disappointment, he saw neither Aoryl nor Emily among their number. He hadn’t seen hide or hair of the elf woman or the soldier since the fighting at the North Gate—both of them had been just as busy as him, if not more so.  
 
    Perhaps they were upstairs in his room, waiting for him. It was a nice thought, but unlikely. 
 
    No sense of warning stole over him as he strode through the tavern’s doors. That was a nice change: after the hero he’d made of himself while fighting off the beastmen, no one questioned John’s odd request to take all the stuffed monster heads off the tavern’s walls and have them burned. As a result, he no longer felt his special senses tugging at the back of his mind every moment he spent within the tavern’s interior. A most welcome change, indeed. 
 
    The same barmaid from earlier stood behind the counter, polishing a dirty mug with a slightly less dirty rag. When she saw him, she gave a little start and looked like she wanted to repeat her performance from earlier and disappear out the back on all fours. John could hardly keep himself from chuckling at the expression on her face. 
 
    “Hello there,” he said, taking a seat at the bar. It was one of those nights when he felt physically exhausted, but mentally so on fire from the lingering battlelust that he’d need a drink or two to take the edge off and sleep soundly. “Glad to see you made it out of the fighting in one piece, lass. Pour me a drink?” 
 
    He reached into his pocket, but the barmaid gesticulated wildly. “Your money’s no good here,” she said, taking a mug (thankfully a cleaner one) and putting it on the bar. Then she reached underneath the counter and came up with a green bottle, filled with a liquid the color of newly tilled earth. 
 
    “Beast Egg,” the barmaid said, popping the top of the bottle and pouring until half John’s mug was full. “For the hero of Vismuth. ‘Only the finest spirits for him,’ my pa said.” 
 
    John wasn’t about to argue. Beast Egg was hard to come by in this part of the world. The rich, peaty liquor was a favorite of the noble set, who often held bidding wars over this or that rare cask of it. John was more than a little surprised that a bottle had made its way into this backwater burg. 
 
    “My compliments to your father, then,” John said, toasting the barmaid and taking a sip. It was just as delicious as he remembered.  
 
    Gods, it’s been years, hasn’t it? he thought. Haven’t tasted something this nice since I left the world behind... 
 
    He shook his head. No sense in opening old wounds tonight. Tonight was about celebrating, and preparing. 
 
    “So your father owns this tavern, then?” John asked, nodding at another glass. 
 
    Looking a little shocked, the barmaid grabbed it and watched as John poured her two fingers of the expensive liquor. “Yes, Dragon. I wish I could accompany you and the other heroes on your mission, but my pa commanded me to watch over the tavern. Says I shouldn’t be running off on any damn fool crusades.” 
 
    “Your father’s a bright man,” John said with a faint smile, watching the young woman drink. “Even if his daughter looks a little silly when she crawls about on all fours.” 
 
    The young woman blushed, and John liked her a lot more. He wished she wouldn’t call him ‘Dragon’, though. That kind of thing could spread if not checked quickly—and become a major pain in his ass. 
 
    “Who is going with you, m’lord?” the barmaid asked, trying to contain her excitement. “If you don’t mind me asking.” 
 
    John bit back a sigh. The young were always romanticizing the road, thinking it a place of great adventure. The true experience was mostly one of sleeping on the ground, dodging imperial patrols, and trying not to get eaten by wild animals. But telling her that would only disillusion her. 
 
    “My companions,” John said, polishing off another swallow of the heavenly liquor. “The elf woman, Aoryl, and my friend, Emily. Also the young guardsman Hawk, along with the blacksmith’s daughter—” 
 
    “Petra!?” The barmaid let out a strangled cry. “You’re bringing her with you?” 
 
    “I’m assured the lass knows how to swing a sword,” John said mildly. “Well, a blacksmith’s hammer, at least. Why, have I been misinformed?” 
 
    He hadn’t wanted to take anyone, truth be told. He would have moved faster with just Aoryl and Emily at his back—and even faster alone on a horse. But as Fiona had let him know, vigorously and every time he suggested it, that wasn’t an option. Besides, he needed his Wargear near him at all times. If he ran into more beastmen, he’d be glad to have Aoryl in shield form by his side. 
 
    “No, not at all,” the barmaid said, sounding a little surprised. “It’s just that... well, Petra is practically a man! I’ve never met a less feminine example of womanhood in all my days, m’lord.” 
 
    John pulled a face. “I don’t care how feminine she is,” he said, chuckling into his drink. “I only care if she can ride a horse, and if she can watch my back during a fight. What kind of things have you been hearing about me, lass?” 
 
    The barmaid saw her opportunity. Gently, like it was the most natural thing in the world, she leaned in and put her hand on top of John’s. 
 
    “That you’re one hell of a man,” she purred, arching an eyebrow. “And that if I make love to you, I turn into a weapon and get to stay with you forever. I think I’d like to be something big and powerful, like an arbalest, so farmboys can’t make lewd jokes about me any longer...” 
 
    John was left speechless. It was odd how well the barmaid’s desires dovetailed with his own—so much so that he began to feel as if he were being manipulated somehow. Though he could no longer feel the eyes of the frozen, stuffed monsters on the walls of the tavern watching him, something else had been tingling at the back of his skull since creating the shield and slaying all those beastmen. 
 
    Deep down, he knew what it was. The soul essence he’d gained from the beasts—not as powerful as what he’d taken from the Wyvern Guard, but strong all the same. It rested inside him uneasily, yearning to be free. John still wasn’t sure what he was meant to do with it. 
 
    Make another Wargear, I suppose, he’d thought while he was walking back to the tavern. If anyone would consent to becoming one after what they saw on that battlefield, mind you. I doubt there’d be many takers... 
 
    And yet. This barmaid seemed to want such a fate. Would adding new pieces to his arsenal really prove so easy? 
 
    As he considered this, the door to the tavern opened once again. This time, it was Aoryl and Emily who entered the tavern, picking their way around the half-cleaned remains of John’s fight with the Wyvern Guard. Both of them looked as exhausted as he, but there was also something pleased and determined about the look in their eyes. Like they’d been given a purpose in their lives that they’d been lacking until now. 
 
    He welcomed the respite from the barmaid’s question. His hand sliding away from hers, John raised his voice in a shout: “Ladies! Come! The Hero of Vismuth drinks free tonight!” 
 
    Any protestations they had dissolved when he held up the bottle of Beast Egg. Aoryl’s eyes went wide at the sight, and Emily gave the barmaid a look like she couldn’t believe she’d been holding out on them for so long.  
 
    “Those are quality spirits indeed,” the elf woman said, taking a seat next to John. “May we share a glass with you, my lord?” 
 
    “Only if you agree not to call me ‘my lord’ until we’re upstairs,” John said with a chuckle.  
 
    The barmaid made an irritated face at being interrupted, but put down two glasses before the ladies. She shuffled off in a funk, her arms crossed beneath her breasts.  
 
    Your father was right, John thought, watching her go. Better for you to stay behind where it’s safe. 
 
    “Agreed,” Aoryl said, filling her mug. “Emily?” 
 
    In short order, the three of them were drinking Beast Egg. The elf woman Aoryl turned out to be exceptionally good at holding her liquor, seeming completely stable and sober no matter how many times she refilled her mug. On John’s other side, Emily looked a little queasy but matched them both drink for drink. 
 
    John wondered if he should ask. It felt like a sin to argue over a bottle of Beast Egg, but he couldn’t allow himself to go upstairs and rest without getting some answers. Which meant he had a couple of pointed questions for his new elf companion. 
 
    He took a final swig of his liquor, sighing contentedly, and turned to the elf. “Not to put a damper on such a fine evening,” he began, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, “but I think you’ve got some explaining to do, Aoryl. You never told me this ‘Mistress’ of yours was none other than Nemissa Forestbane.” 
 
    Just saying the name made the room feel as if the temperature had dropped. The few drinkers in the common room gave John uneasy glances before returning to their conversations, as if saying the High Elf’s name might make her appear in their midst. He made a mental note to speak those syllables far more quietly next time they left his lips. 
 
    Aoryl looked almost as disturbed as the villagers. “Yes, I do owe you an apology,” she whispered, clasping John’s hand in a much more natural way than the barmaid had. “You had a right to know what you were signing up for before you bound me as a piece of your Wargear. Even so, I hope you don’t regret what we’ve had together—” 
 
    “John.” To his surprise, Emily spoke up from behind him. “Listen to the elf.” 
 
    “Listen?” A surprising amount of bitterness filled John’s gut. “I can’t believe you serve someone who stabbed your own kind in the back, Aoryl. How can you stand listening to that woman order you around?” 
 
    A strange smile flickered across the elf woman’s face. “And humans have never served wicked men?” she asked, taking a sip of her drink. “They’ve never taken orders from those they’ve considered immoral, or betrayed their own kind? That would be news to me.” 
 
    She had them there.  
 
    “That’s different,” John protested, setting his mug aside and staring the elven woman down. “That’s an army, Aoryl. Where men sign up in order to gain gold, or their freedom.” 
 
    “Aye,” Aoryl said, arching one flawless eyebrow. “An army of one.” 
 
    “And there’s more to the story than that,” Emily added. “Aoryl doesn’t become the Forestbane’s servant for gold or glory. She owed her a life debt.” 
 
    Now it was John’s turn for his eyebrows to rise. “A life debt? Now that is something special, Aoryl. How did you come to owe your life to Nemissa Forestbane?” 
 
    The elf blushed as she remembered. “I was part of an elven hunting party,” she explained, her interest in the empty mug sitting before her extinguished. “A few elders supervised us—this was a half-dozen or so elves on the cusp of our adulthood, participating in a rite of passage. The trip was to take a week, after which we’d be given tribal names and occupations. I was to be a healer.” 
 
    A noble occupation, to be sure. But John, who’d seen the elven woman fight, thought Aoryl would have been wasted on the back lines of a fighting force treating the wounded.  
 
    “I take it the week did not go as you’d planned,” John said mildly. 
 
    Aoryl nodded. “Two days in, I fell down a ravine,” she explained. “It was on the border of the Deadlands—not close enough to be truly dangerous, merely different enough to give the young elves the illusion of danger. Make them feel brave for the first time in their young lives.” Aoryl shuddered. “Then the arctother arrived.” 
 
    There was a long pause, which John broke by whistling through his teeth. “Hell of a beast.” 
 
    John had only seen an arctother a time or two in the wild—most of them were either in some nobleman’s menagerie or living deep in caves in the dangerous parts of the world. Kin to the larger species of bears, an arctother was as different from your common grizzly as a full-grown man was from an infant. Legend claimed they could tear horses in half with their claws, and that they ate entire villages before they went into hibernation. 
 
    That Aoryl had faced one down and lived spoke highly of her skill. Or luck. 
 
    “It made the ravine its home,” Aoryl said, a shudder shaking her shoulders as she remembered. “There were animal bones littering the floor of the chasm—not small ones, either. Beasts that would have been called predators under any other sky.” 
 
    John was riveted. “What happened? How did you get away?” 
 
    The elven woman shook her head. “I didn’t,” she said in a grave tone. “I heard my fellow elves calling for me at the ridge of the ravine, but once they saw the arctother, none dared to climb down and try to rescue me. The elders grabbed the rest of the pack and pulled them away—the last I saw of them was their heads as they disappeared into the brush.” The corner of Aoryl’s mouth curled in an ironic smirk. “So you see, my lord, it was I who was first betrayed by my own kind. Who am I to call someone else a traitor?” 
 
    John understood. “What happened next?” 
 
    Aoryl shuddered. “What else? The arctother played with me for a bit. I hadn’t realized that the beasts enjoyed toying with their meals before eating them—they’re so much like humans in their casual cruelty. But that was what saved me. In those few minutes between my complete surrender and the arctother beginning to eat me, another came to the ravine. Someone who wasn’t afraid to descend the ridge and enter the monster’s lair.” 
 
    “Nemissa,” John said. For there was no one else it could have been. 
 
    The elven woman nodded once, smartly. “They left me for dead, but she saved me. She took me to her mansion in the Deadlands, where she studies, and gave me the accolades my own tribe denied me. I belonged to her, just as I now belong to you.” Her lips puckered in a smile. “Nemissa explained all this to me before I set out for Vismuth. That once I met the True Dragon, I was to give myself to him utterly, without holding back. So you do not need to worry about my loyalties, my lord. Should it ever come down to you versus Nemissa, I will choose you.” 
 
    John hadn’t been worried about it, but it was good to have the reassurance. Somehow, he knew that Aoryl was telling the truth. The connection between them was too strong, too sweet for anything like deception or falsehood to flourish. Aoryl truly was his, his Wargear, and he doubted she’d ever be able to betray him should she even want to. 
 
    “Aoryl told all of me this while we were working together today,” Emily explained, smiling at the elven woman like the two of them had already become the best of friends. “There’s one thing I don’t understand, however, Aoryl. Why is your former Mistress living in the Deadlands at all?” 
 
    It was a good question. Nemissa Forestbane had once been a great power in the Draconic Emperor’s kingdoms, and very well could have been again. If betrayal hadn’t been what brought Nemissa to the Deadlands, then what possibly could? 
 
    “She never shared with me the exact nature of her work,” Aoryl said quickly, folding her hands in her lap. “But I was able to glean much from my time with her. My belief is that my Mistress—I mean, that Nemissa—is seeking some kind of knowledge there. Something near the heart of the Deadlands, something so powerful that it’s worth sequestering yourself away from the greater world for years in order to claim. Something that will overthrow the established order of the world.” 
 
    John couldn’t help but notice the way the dark-haired elf stared straight at him when she said that last part. Clearly, she believed that whatever power Nemissa longed to claim involved John as well. And that he, perhaps, should have been the one to wield it. 
 
    “She’s probably just trying to get back at the Draconic Emperor,” John said, taking another sip of his drink. It seemed a shame to waste a bottle of Beast Egg over idle gossip, but these were strange times. “It’s been the way of women since time immemorial. Emperor Vanqueur Hellsbane found himself a younger concubine, and now the old one wants a little revenge.” 
 
    Aoryl snorted at that. “Nemissa is certainly petty enough. But I think her plans go much deeper than that.” 
 
    “Speaking of plans,” Emily said, cutting into the conversation. “We should talk about ours. We’re going to Heatherhill in the morning, right?” 
 
    John nodded. The change in conversational topic was most welcome, even though it had been he who’d brought up Aoryl’s connections to Nemissa Forestbane in the first place.  
 
    “It’s one of the largest villages in the region, and a strategic trading partner with Vismuth,” he said. “Fiona wants us to evacuate the town personally, and get as many carts of food and materials in the bargain as we can. In case we need to wait out a beastmen siege, we’ll need every morsel we can get.” 
 
    Heatherhill was also one of the only towns in the region large enough for John to know the name of. He’d passed by it on the way to Vismuth, as it stood a little farther from the Deadlands than the border town he was in now. Hopefully the beastmen hadn’t made their way there yet. Gods only knew what direction they’d chosen after being rebuffed by the barrier. 
 
    “It’ll be a long journey,” Emily mused, running her finger around the rim of the glass. “But, thank the Gods, it ought to be a reasonably safe one. Anything gets between us and Heatherhill, you just turn Aoryl into that shield again and THWAK”—she slammed her mug on the countertop— “the life out of them!” 
 
    “Something like that,” the elf woman purred, looking pleased by the attention her new form was getting. “Being Wargear is thrilling, but it’s also very complicated.” 
 
    “Does it hurt?” Emily asked. John’s bullshit sense went off even before she’d finished the question—like Emily said, she and Aoryl had talked about everything while they’d been together helping out the villagers. Did they really expect John to believe this was the first time either of them had brought up basic questions about Aoryl’s transformation into Wargear? 
 
    No, of course not. The women were playing some other kind of game. 
 
    “Not at all,” Aoryl said, as smoothly as if they’d planned it. “Become John’s shield is, well... it’s like becoming a part of him. It’s an intensely intimate process. It’s almost sexual in its dimensions, though of course there is an obvious sexual component to our relationship as well.” 
 
    John coughed. Damn, she was being rather blunt, wasn’t she? 
 
    Emily just sighed and leaned in closer. With the edge of her ass perched on the barstool, the brunette’s shoulder was nearly pressed against John’s chest. She sighed and glanced down into his lap, as if wishing she could climb over and settle herself on him as a seat. 
 
    “I wonder what kind of Wargear I’d become,” Emily said in a sing-song tone. “Oh well, guess I’ll never get the opportunity to find out. It sure would increase our chances of coming out victorious against these beastmen, though...” 
 
    “That’s silly,” John said, frowning. “For that to happen, you and I would have to...” 
 
    John trailed off as Emily and Aoryl’s eyes began to shine. 
 
    And he realized what they’d been stirring him up to ask from the moment they’d entered the tavern. 
 
    “Aoryl and I already talked about that,” Emily said, a guilty look flickering across her pretty face. “She’s alright with sharing you.” 
 
    John’s eyebrows shot upward. “Are you, now?” he asked, turning to the elf woman with a mild expression. “That’s news to me, Aoryl.” 
 
    The fact that they’d spoken about it while they were together last didn’t seem to matter at all. John had assumed such talk to be the sort of thing women wrote in wind and swift water, to be forgotten as soon as the carnal act was over. He’d known plenty of noblewomen who spoke of ‘bringing in the maid’ to spice up their relationship in the middle of bed play, only to balk at the idea later in the cold light of day. He’d expected something similar from Aoryl. 
 
    Instead, the elf woman looked completely serious. “I told you he would be surprised,” she said, reaching behind John’s back. 
 
    He was. And to his even greater surprise, both elf and human clasped hands behind his shoulder blades. As if they were taking strength from each other to overcome Emily’s shyness toward the situation. To think he’d truly be in this situation! 
 
    “Emily,” John said, the word tasting dry on his tongue. “I know we’ve spent some time together, and I want you to know I had my reasons for turning you down—” 
 
    “Stop,” Emily said, lifting a hand for silence. “Just stop. I don’t care what the reasons are, John, or what they were. Aoryl is alright with sharing you. In fact, the elf wants it. Gods only know for what reason she thinks you ought to have multiple women sharing you at the same time—” 
 
    “For his Wargear,” Aoryl said smoothly, cutting off the brunette. “And because it’s fun.” 
 
    Emily smiled at that. “But I do want you,” she said, leaning forward in her seat. “And, well... shit! The world’s ending, right? Who cares if women spend their nights with the same man?” 
 
    It would be a lot more than two women if Aoryl had her way, but John didn’t dare say that aloud. Not yet. Right here, right now, this was about Emily and her pleasure. Not to mention adding her to his collection of Wargear. For Aoryl was correct—the woman would be a great boon to his growing powers were she to become part of his arsenal. 
 
    Dimly, he wondered what item her naked body would transform into. That made him think of Emily without any clothes on, and he stiffened in his breeches. 
 
    Both women noticed.  
 
    “Don’t think so much about it,” Emily said, putting her hand on John’s thigh with a lascivious look. “You’re a man, and I’m a woman. Hell, most of the villagers would think it strange if you refused to take a pretty woman to bed with you after the heroics you displayed in saving us from the beastmen. It’s no less than what you deserve, John.” 
 
    “My lord,” Aoryl added in a whimper.  
 
    The elf woman looked even more aroused than Emily, which left John swimming in no small amount of confusion. Wasn’t the dark-haired elf offering Emily to John, expecting him to take her for his own pleasure? So why was Aoryl so aroused by the idea of merely watching him with another woman? He’d heard of men who got a depraved thrill from watching their lovers in the arms of another man, but such an idea had always turned his stomach. The idea that there might be a woman who thought that way—much less a supple, beautiful elf—confounded John’s mind. 
 
    Suddenly, the Beast Egg was nowhere near as important as it had been. Two fingers of the rich, dark liquid remained in the green bottle, but John judged the events to come of far more immediacy than finishing another drink or two. Besides, they could always take it with them. 
 
    “We should go upstairs,” he said, rising unsteadily to his feet. A few patrons glanced over in his direction as he swayed between the barstools, but for the most part, they left John alone. Emily had been right: he was a hero, for today at least, and heroes were given a great deal more leniency by the public than an ordinary vagrant. “Yes. We should definitely head up to my room...” 
 
    But John didn’t get the chance. For Aoryl sprang off her own barstool and took him by the hand, her eyes gleaming with a depth of arousal he’d never seen in a human woman. 
 
    “You’ll never make it up those stairs,” the elf purred in a sultry whisper. “Not with a belly full of Beast Egg. Come on, both of you—follow me. I know just the place.” 
 
    Really? Now this was interesting.  
 
    “Lead the way,” John said, helping Emily to her feet. The brunette was somewhat steadier on her feet than he was, but perhaps that was her nerves. 
 
    Together, they followed Aoryl out of the barroom, grinning. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As it turned out, Aoryl wasn’t taking them far. 
 
    John stepped through a door and felt the coolness of a light drizzle on his face. Thick clouds roiled across the sky, shading the moon from view and making the streets of Vismuth even harder to discern than usual this late at night. The only lights to be found came from the tavern behind them, along with a few greasy torches at an intersection a block or so away. The air smelled of rain, and ever so faintly of garbage. John’s boots sank gently into the mud as he realized where he was: the alleyway behind the tavern. 
 
    “You brought us here?” John asked with a chuckle. “What on earth were you thinking, little elf?” 
 
    Aoryl whispered a foreign word in the darkness, and her palms began to glow. The enchantment bathed the alleyway in a wan, ethereal light, providing the three of them enough illumination to see clearly but probably not so much that anyone passing by would be able to see them. A mischievous grin lit up the elf woman’s face, making her look almost girlish as she indicated the bare brick wall of the building next door. 
 
    “Your friend and I discussed this, too,” Aoryl said in a voice that dripped with arousal. John could practically feel how aroused the elf was—the bond between them was that strong. “How best to seduce the great John Devonte, to make him so overcome with lust that he wouldn’t be able to help himself but to rut his friend like a cheap whore...” 
 
    The mention of using Emily like a cheap whore made John throb. A little gasp spilled from his lips, and he realized that Emily had been unfastening the laces of her breeches while Aoryl spoke. Getting herself ready for him? 
 
    The liquor dulled his senses and his tongue alike. It took longer than usual for thoughts to filter through his brain, for him to come up with one of his usual clever quips in response to Aoryl’s declaration.  
 
    “Oh yeah?” he asked, his eyes on Emily. “And what did you two finally agree on?” 
 
    Suddenly the elf was at his side, grinding against him like the neediest little tart in all the world. “That she should present herself to you like a cheap whore,” Aoryl purred, pressing her cheek to the hollow of his shoulder to watch Emily. “And pleasure you in the manner of a whore. On your knees, Emily.” 
 
    John gasped. Surely there’s no way she’ll obey the elf’s command, he thought, his cock hardening and his thoughts slowed by drink. Aoryl may be a depraved little minx who takes nothing off the table when it comes to my pleasure, but Emily’s not like that. Hell, the other villagers joke about what a prude she is... 
 
    If they only knew. If the men who watched over the Deadlands along with John had seen Emily sink to her knees on a bare patch of the alley floor, or watched her bat her lashes up at John as she licked her lips, they’d never make a joke about her being a prude again.  
 
    John could hardly believe what he was seeing as his friend reached for the laces of his pants, her fingers trembling with excitement and anticipation. 
 
    “Aoryl gave me some pointers,” the brunette whimpered, nibbling her bottom lip as her gaze traveled from John to the elf at his side. “We talked about this, too. About how I should please you...” 
 
    At his stiffening, Aoryl’s fingers dug into his side a little tighter. “Let her please you, my lord,” the elf panted, grinding her pussy against his thigh through her thin garments. “Let her use that sweet mouth of hers to get you ready to slide inside of her. And please, please, let me watch?” 
 
    John could come up with nothing to say to that. Any words he might have spoken were swallowed up when Emily freed the final lace on his trousers and set his cock free, running her fingers up and down its length.  
 
    Just that slight touch felt so good that he cried out, his back pressing against the outer wall of the tavern. His cock throbbed in the night air, beads of the drizzly rain already gathering on its girth as a thick, gnarled vein pulsed in the side.  
 
    His swollen crown gave a jerk at the pressure of Emily’s fingers, a clear drop of pre-seed dripping from the tip like a portend of what was to come.  
 
    Emily groaned at the sight of it, her eyes going wide and her pupils dilating as she leaned in to taste his musk. 
 
    “Emily, you... ohhh,” John groaned, closing his eyes.  
 
    By all the Gods that felt so good!  
 
    Mouths had been involved in his coupling with Aoryl, but then he’d been the one with his head between the elf woman’s legs and not the other way around.  
 
    Now, he had Emily kneeling before him, her questing tongue gently savoring the taste of his manly essence as she prepared to take him deep down her throat.  
 
    Aoryl whimpered next to him as if it were her getting pleasured, her body trembling with delight as she devoured the sight of Emily on her knees. 
 
    “Yes, that’s a good girl,” the elf woman panted, digging her fingers into the back of Emily’s head. She was much rougher than John would have been, tugging the woman’s long brown locks as her mouth opened against John’s shaft. “Take him deep, Emily, just like I showed you. Relax your throat and let your new lord claim it. Prove that you’re worthy to be his Wargear, and he’ll make you his.” 
 
    John had just enough time to wonder exactly how Aoryl had trained Emily to do this before the brunette’s warm, wet mouth enveloped him. He bit back a cry that would have roused everyone inside the tavern, his mouth opening wide and silently as Emily’s lips worked their way down his shaft.  
 
    More salty pre-seed shot from his tip, coating the younger woman’s tongue as she tested him this way and that. Was this Emily’s first time tasting a man? The thought of it made John’s knees shake. 
 
    Gentle gagging sounds filled the alleyway as Emily took him deep. Her cheeks hollowed around his prick, sucking greedily as her eyes rolled back in her head. She gently slurped his manhood, taking it deeper and deeper as she bobbed on it like a cork.  
 
    Each time she came off him, the chill night air sent a spike of pleasure through him before being melted away by the warmth of the brunette’s mouth. 
 
    Meanwhile, Aoryl was anything but idle. “Don’t forget his balls, dear.” The elf chuckled, speaking to her new friend the way a madame might when instructing her newest working girl. “Men love having those played with while a woman is sucking their cock. Squeeze them, rub them, suck on them gently every now and then. Worship every bit of his manhood, not just the shaft!” 
 
    Aoryl’s advice was just what John wanted to hear.  
 
    Emily pulled off him with a wet little pop and buried her face against his prick, inhaling the manly musk of his swinging sack. His cock jerked against her cheek, leaving a smear of pre-seed on her skin as she rocked back and forth in the alleyway. The sight of Emily on her knees was one of the most arousing things he’d ever seen. 
 
    “I didn’t know,” Emily gasped. The brunette’s voice had never sounded like this, not in all the time John had known her. It was husky with desire, her eyes shining with love and devotion as she tongued John’s balls and stroked him at the same time. “I didn’t know it could be this good! Gods, John, if I’d known I’d enjoy doing this so much, I’d have jumped your bones the first night I met you...” 
 
    Before John could speak, Aoryl cut him off.  
 
    “He’s your lord,” the elf said in a smug tone, tugging Emily’s hair. The pain mixed with the brunette’s pleasure until tears formed in the corners of her eyes. “And you’ll do anything for your lord, won’t you? Say it, wench! Say it!” 
 
    Something crumbled within Emily. “I’ll... I’ll do anything you want, m’Lord,” Emily slurred, the accent she added to her words making her sound like the lecherous barmaid from earlier. To think that John had almost taken her instead of Emily. It would have been like a man choosing silver over a lump of gold. “Make me your Wargear, and I’ll be yours forever. Command me, the way you would a thing, and I’ll obey!” 
 
    “She’s an object,” Aoryl added, giving the brunette a smack on the cheek. “Just a mindless little object for the True Dragon! Ahh, I envy you, Emily! My pussy is gushing just watching you degrade yourself for our lord, for the True Dragon!” 
 
    You could get down here and join her, John thought.  
 
    But somehow, he knew that wasn’t what Aoryl wanted. The elf woman was getting off on watching Emily play the whore for John—on degrading and debasing herself like the most depraved little tart who ever lived. If Aoryl wanted to rub herself silly to the thought of her ‘lord’ claiming other women, then that was alright with John.  
 
    He was about ready to claim Emily in any case. 
 
    The elf woman could feel it, too. Her outstretched palms illuminated the further section of the alley, casting shadows on the section of the narrow lane farthest from the street. A strange look filled her eye when she cast her gaze in that direction, as if she were picturing something only she could see. 
 
    “Do you wish to keep fucking Emily’s throat, my lord?” Aoryl asked, her tone telling John she already knew the answer. “Or would you prefer to take her tight, hot pussy? I know she’s been getting it wet for you—I can smell the slut boiling over just from tasting your prick!” 
 
    With words like that, no man could resist doing as Aoryl suggested. 
 
    With a grunt, John pulled his cock from Emily’s mouth, slapping her across the cheek with it. There was a glazed look in her eyes like she’d been the one getting off rather than him, but it cleared as he took her by the hand and hauled her to her feet. 
 
    No sooner was she standing than both John and Aoryl tugged down her trousers.  
 
    When he saw what was underneath, John whistled through his teeth. “Very nice,” he grunted, palming the roundness of Emily’s ass. 
 
    She and Aoryl had obviously planned this part, too. Beneath her staid guard’s uniform, Emily wore a pair of soft silk panties that would have looked right at home in a high-class brothel. They appeared to be slightly too small for her round, protruding rear, wrapping around her rear so tightly that the fabric resembled a second skin. The swell of her ass, and the soft dripping mound underneath it, drove John wild.  
 
    In the dim illumination cast by Aoryl’s light spell, he could see a dark stain spreading across Emily’s pussy, leaving the fabric sticking to the outline of her nether lips. 
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” Emily gasped, wiggling her ass back and forth. “I was hoping you’d see this tonight. I made myself ready for you, in every way a woman can prepare herself for a man...” 
 
    John had no idea what that entailed, but his imagination filled in the blanks.  
 
    He turned Emily around and had her face the wall, then gave her ass a firm, upward slap that left her rear jiggling. Some men believed it was wrong or perverted to slap a female you fancied on the bottom, and earlier in his life, John had been one of those people. During one particularly insightful relationship with an older woman, she had taught him that some women enjoyed being treated roughly—within reason, of course—much more than they enjoyed sweetness and roses and soft kisses. 
 
    All the evidence that John needed was written on Emily’s face. The more he spanked her, the wetter she got, until her underwear looked like they’d been dragged through a riverbank on the way to the alleyway. He could feel the heat rolling off her, like a potter’s kiln, filling the misty air with the feral tang of her needy, desperate womanhood.  
 
    John had rarely had the privilege of servicing a woman so utterly ready to be filled, so achingly desperate to be fucked. 
 
    He tugged her panties to the side, exposing her soft folds. His cock stood from between his legs like the mast of a ship, a thin ooze of pre-seed and Emily’s saliva the flag. Her pussy glistened with juice, right beneath the soft tightness of her pucker. Considering how into pain Emily was, John felt a momentary impulse to press his cock into that tighter, more forbidden opening and take her through the backdoor. Later, he promised himself, running the tip of his cock up and down her slit. 
 
    The motion drove Emily wild. Her clitoris pulsed and throbbed, her legs shaking like leaves on the wind as he teased her opening but held back his entry. Next to John, Aoryl’s shoulders rose and fell rapidly, her cheeks as red and ruddy as apples as she watched. John couldn’t help but notice that only one of the elf woman’s palms was still visible with that ethereal light: the other was hidden beneath her robes, rubbing her womanhood in time with John’s teasing strokes. 
 
    “Oh, Emily,” John groaned. Just the slight contact of his crown with her folds—’just the tip’, as the young men of Vismuth would have said—was nearly enough to shatter him right then and there. “Had I known you were so soft, girl, so fucking tight, I’d have claimed you weeks ago...” 
 
    Emily looked like she was more than ready to be claimed. She peered at him over her shoulder, her eyes shining in the darkness. 
 
    “Fuck me,” she begged, thrusting her hips back on him in a desperate attempt to get more of his girth inside of her. “Please, my lord! I need it—don’t hold back!” 
 
    John didn’t want to hold back, either. But one thing nagged at him, clinging to his thoughts no matter how he tried to shake it. He was about to enter Emily bare and unprotected—which could have consequences for both of them. His body ached to enter Emily, to slam his manhood hilt deep into her pussy until he unloaded inside of her. But the last thing he needed was a bastard Devonte running around, bringing even more shame to the family name. 
 
    “I...” John gasped, for Emily had just managed to lift her ass and slide an inch of his manhood into her quivering, snug opening. “Emily, is it safe?” 
 
    Emily and Aoryl shared a look.  
 
    “I’m surprised you can even think of that at a time like this,” the elf woman said, sounding impressed. “Yes, John, it’s perfectly safe. Emily and I spoke of this as well—there’s a special leaf the elves use to dull the ability to get pregnant in women. I gave Emily some just before we arrived at the tavern.” 
 
    That was wonderful news. So why did disappointment flood John’s chest? 
 
    Aoryl must have seen the look on his face. “As soon as you’re ready, my lord,” the elf said, her nails raking his chest as he held himself on the brink, “I’ll gladly crush my leaves and toss them in the river. Just say the word and you can breed me—or Emily—as often as you like. The True Dragon should have many heirs once he comes into his power, so that he can conquer the entire world!” 
 
    No one had ever accused the Devontes of having world-conquering on their minds. But Aoryl’s reassurances were enough for him that night. He might tell the elf to chuck her potions sooner or later, but for now, he’d simply enjoy plunging deep into Emily without consequences. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” Emily groaned. “That sounds so amazing...” 
 
    It sounded just the same to John. With a low, primal grunt, he grabbed the brunette by the hips with both hands and thrust forward. 
 
    Holy hell! Aoryl hadn’t been joking about Emily being ready for him. He’d fucked plenty of women in his time, from farmer’s daughters who came to him trembling and needy beneath a summer sky to aged noblewomen who treated themselves with special oils and lotions to give themselves the appearance of youth when he thrust inside of them. He assumed he’d experienced the full breadth of what the slit between a woman’s legs had to offer a man.  
 
    Emily tore that assumption apart. 
 
    Even Aoryl hadn’t been this ready for his cock. The heat, the slickness, the juices that dripped from the brunette’s slit every time he sank his cock all the way to the balls inside of her inner furnace—he’d never experienced anything like it before. The alleyway filled with wet squelching sounds as he fucked Emily right into the wall, flattening her ample breasts against the brick. Another hard slap left a handprint on her ass, slowly darkening to the tinge of a bruise in the ethereal light cast by Aoryl’s hand. 
 
    “Yes, Lord!” Emily’s eyes rolled back in her head, her hands going high on the wall as she thrust herself back onto John’s cock every time he bottomed out inside of her. “Ungh, gods, yes, fuck my pussy! Fuck me hard, my lord, fuck me like a little whore!” 
 
    She was being loud enough for the whole tavern to hear, but John didn’t care. Hell, let the whole town hear! No one could disparage him for enjoying two of the most beautiful women to be found in the area all by himself—hell, every man in Vismuth wished they were in shoes right now. Or in Emily’s pussy, as the case might be. 
 
    He shook the brunette with hard, driving thrusts, pounding her against the wall. Next to him, Aoryl was a creature out of his dirtiest fantasies, groping and caressing Emily’s most sensitive regions while John pumped in and out of her. Honey dripped down her thighs from how hard he was fucking her, and her walls drew tighter and tighter around his shaft every time he filled her up. She was close to the apex—and so was John. 
 
    “Unnngh, yes!” Emily tossed back her head and howled like a hellcat, shouting out her pleasure to the rooftops. “Give it to me, Lord! Give me every inch of that fat fucking cock! Gods, my wet little pussy needs it! I’ve needed to get fucked like this for so long!” 
 
    It certainly seemed so.  
 
    Almost no trace of the woman John had known remained when he looked at the writhing, groaning creature beneath him. Emily was like an entirely different person, a primal beast given up wholly to pleasure.  
 
    When Aoryl spanked her ass, tugging her hair with disdain as she rode John’s cock, the brunette nearly came apart right then and there. 
 
    Suddenly he wanted her to. So badly it was all he could think about. 
 
    “Come for me,” he commanded, tangling his fingers in Emily’s long brown hair. It made the perfect handle to go deep, to press her against the brick and embrace her tightly as he filled her with his cock. “Come all over this cock, Emily. Make everything nice and tight so I can unload in you and make you my newest possession. Make yourself a weapon for me, girl, lose yourself on that cock!” 
 
    A moment later, Emily did just as he asked. Her inner walls spasmed madly, clenching around his cock like a fist as she sailed over the edge. A torrent of hot, sweet juices coated his shaft as she ground herself around it, so snug and tight he had to flex the muscles of his hips to bury himself all the way inside of her.  
 
    Emily’s legs shook, a vein in the side of her neck flexing and pulsing as she came, crying out in ragged gasps as her tits pressed against the brick. Next to her, Aoryl scooped the girl up into an embrace, holding her tight as John prepared to unload into her. 
 
    “That’s a good girl,” the elf woman purred, her voice rising so high it sounded like she was the one about to come. “Ride his manhood, yes Emily, just like that, give it to him so good and tight. He’s coming inside of you, Emily, can’t you feel it? Can’t you feel that big, hard cock swelling inside you, getting ready to unload in your womb?” 
 
    Both women cried out as the pleasure reached its crescendo. The sweetness inside John’s blood became unbearable, his savage rasp twinning with their own cries as his cock jerked and spasmed within Emily’s holy pussy.  
 
    The first hot jet of seed sprayed from his prick like a dam bursting, the relief of it making him groan and bury himself as deep in her as he could. John’s hips stopped moving, just clenched as hard as they could with his member in her all the way down to the balls. 
 
    “Oh my gods,” Aoryl groaned, watching him fill Emily’s pussy. “You look so fucking sexy unloading inside her, my lord! Your cock is so beautiful, and your cum is heaven! Ahh, I wish you could unload all over my face and tits right now, but Emily earned that load! Put it all inside her, lord—fill her tight hole with your seed!” 
 
    John kept on shooting, the pleasure pulsing in time with his rapid heartbeat. Orgasm washed over him, ripping away his senses as the alley filled with a bright, unearthly light. For a few moments, John assumed the vision was just a side-effect of his pleasure, but when it refused to fade as his climax ebbed, he knew the truth. 
 
    Emily was beginning to transform. 
 
    Her body shimmered beneath him, pulling off his cock as she gripped the wall. Even as her panties slid over her cream-filled pussy, she vanished in a booming roar of brilliant magic.  
 
    Both John and Aoryl were blinded by it for long moments, their eyes grown accustomed to the dark during their furtive, public fucking. 
 
    When his eyes adjusted, John saw what Emily had become. A fine, exquisite bow lay against the brick wall where a sopping wet brunette had just stood, a calfskin quiver sitting next to it filled with a dozen arrows. Each slender arrow ended with brown feathers the same color as Emily’s hair—at a glance, John would have guessed they were Roc’s feathers. 
 
      
 
    Soul Essence Expended!  
 
      
 
    New Wargear Created! 
 
      
 
    Wargear: Aelwood bow & Roc-Blessed Quiver 
 
    Weapon Art: Explosive Arrow 
 
    Charge a single arrow so that it explodes upon hitting a target.  
 
    Slots(s): 1 (EMPTY) 
 
      
 
    Magic, he thought, tucking his cock back into his trousers. A magic bow. Gods, I’ve just added a whole new weapon to my Wargear. I guess I’ll have to get lots of shooting practice in… 
 
    The double entendre didn’t escape him. John chuckled as a bright light filled the alleyway once more, changing the weapon back into a woman. Emily stood before him once again, looking dazed and happy. A slow, easy smile spread across her face as she batted her eyelashes at her new lord, lingering on the elf woman by his side. 
 
    “You were right,” Emily told Aoryl, rubbing her cheek like she couldn’t believe what had just happened. “That does feel amazing.” 
 
    “Welcome to the fold,” Aoryl said with pride. “You have a shield and a bow, John. Your powers grow with each woman you claim. Soon you’ll prove yourself the True Dragon, and women will line up from every kingdom to join your harem of powerful maidens.” 
 
    He could hardly believe what he was hearing. “Powerful, yes,” he said, taking a step back. “But neither of you are maidens.” 
 
    Both women giggled at that.  
 
    “We should get to bed,” Aoryl said, glancing up at the position of the moon in the cloudy sky. “We have little time before the morning—and from how loud we’ve been, we’re probably keeping half the town up, as well. There will be jokes about this tomorrow, I believe.” 
 
    “Let them joke,” Emily said, wiping away the concerns with a gesture. He’d never seen the brunette looking so loose and free, so utterly at peace with herself. “If anyone has a problem with John and I, I’ve got a few arrows for their ass. And if anyone has a problem with you, Aoryl, I’ll give them something even worse...” 
 
    Both women smiled at each other. Then they kissed deeply, and John realized he was the luckiest man in the world. 
 
    Before he knew it, he was upstairs in bed. Nothing else happened that night—both he and Emily had exhausted their inner fires on the transformation into his Wargear, and Aoryl seemed as if she’d been satisfied merely by watching the pair of them together. 
 
    Heatherhill in the morning, John thought faintly, his eyelids each feeling as if they weighed a ton. I’m armed up and ready for it. Let’s hope I don’t hear too many jokes about my women tomorrow. I’d hate to have to slap these villagers and ruin my reputation... 
 
    Then he was asleep, snuggled between Aoryl and Emily.

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For the first time in his life, John overslept. He woke in a tangled mass of limbs and sheets, between two naked women, the sounds of shouting in his ears. 
 
    He snapped bolt upright, the covers falling to his waist as he shot to attention. For a long moment, memory eluded him—he remembered the attack of the beastmen but not what came after, so that for a span of heartbeats he thought he’d fallen asleep on watch for another attack, and had betrayed the town. Then he saw the two snoozing women on either side of him and remembered. 
 
    Gods, what a night, John thought, smiling to himself.  
 
    What had happened in the alley behind the tavern was the kind of memory a man held onto for his entire life. Fucking the brains out of a gorgeous brunette warrior while a sex-crazed elf coaxed them both on, her tongue as sweet as honey and sharp as a hidden blade. They’d only been a trio officially for a single night, but John’s feelings toward Aoryl and Emily were already ocean deep. He looked upon their sleeping forms with something akin to love, and for a moment he entertained the notion of sliding back under the covers and waking them up with his cock. 
 
    Then more shouting came from the street. “Devonte!” 
 
    John sighed. “Duty calls,” he grumbled, sliding from the bed and going to the room’s window. He’d stripped to the waist before he passed out in Emily and Aoryl’s arms last night, so he was bare chested as he threw back the curtains and opened the shutter. The street outside was sparsely populated, save for a clutch of men in armor pointing up at his window. 
 
    “What’s going on?” John called down. “Decent people are trying to sleep!” 
 
    There was nothing decent about what John, Aoryl, and Emily had been doing last night, but the townspeople were too busy to remark on it.  
 
    “The barrier is coming down!” one of the guards cried, gesturing toward the outskirts of the village. “Our protection, John! It’s fading!” 
 
    John’s gaze rose to the shimmering shield in the distance. Of course, he thought. The bloody barrier. These townspeople were obsessed with it. 
 
    “Alright,” he said, leaning on the windowsill. “Are there beastmen waiting outside of town?” 
 
    Two of the guards looked at each other, confusion filling their features.  
 
    “Well, no,” one said, lifting the visor of his helm. “But...” 
 
    “Then there’s nothing to worry about,” John said, stepping back from the window. “Let me know if any monsters show up.” 
 
    Then, before the men could complain any further, he closed the shutter and replaced the curtain. 
 
    “It’s late,” Emily groaned, stretching beneath the covers. “Weren’t we supposed to rise at first light?” 
 
    “Something has certainly risen,” Aoryl purred, pulling back the blankets from her sumptuous body. “Our lord awoke with a girder in his smallclothes. One that needs relief...” 
 
    If only they had time.  
 
    John felt the temptation to hop back into bed and fuck the morning away, but there was just too much to do. He withdrew his fantasy, noting as he did that while Emily wore her smallclothes under the blanket, the elf woman Aoryl slept completely naked. 
 
    “Your mouth will have to wait,” John said, wishing he didn’t have to be so strong. “We’ve overslept, ladies. The barrier around Vismuth is down—which means we need to be hitting the road. Hawk and this Petra woman will be waiting for us, wondering why we haven’t shown yet.” 
 
    Aoryl chuckled and rolled her eyes. “Everyone in town will know exactly why you’re late, my lord,” she said, laying on her back and stretching. The motion lifted her perky breasts, thrusting them outward like an open invitation for John’s hands, tongue, or cock. Then she sighed and sat up. “Yes, we do need to be getting a move on, don’t we?” 
 
    “That’s why I’m the True Dragon,” John said, reaching for his clothes. He’d left them in a pile next to the bed the previous night, when he wasn’t sure if he was so exhausted that he couldn’t go another round with his two companions. “Or so they say.” 
 
    His gaze lingered on the two beauties beneath the covers. They held each other like it was the most natural thing in the world, and the place where the two of them met was so sweet and glorious that he briefly considered saying fuck it to all this Dragon and monster business, and burying himself hilt-deep in Aoryl’s pussy. Maybe commanding her to toss those special leaves of hers in the trash, too. 
 
    “Get dressed,” he told the women, forcing the words out. “Meet me at the North Gate. I’ll come up with some excuse for the rest of our party. And Aoryl?” 
 
    In an instant, the elf woman was all business. It surprised John a little how quickly the beauty could veer between ‘sex kitten’ and ‘trusted advisor’. Even so, he couldn’t help but appreciate that the woman had both sides to her. Many a leader throughout history could have seen the wrong of a bad decision if he’d gotten his dick wet just before making it, and many a sex-crazed man in charge needed a firm hand to guide him toward a good deed every now and then. 
 
    “Yes, my lord?” Aoryl asked, sliding on one calfskin boot. Her nudity didn’t bother her in the slightest. 
 
    “Go to the mayor’s house and grab the Soul Gem from its place,” John instructed her. “Now that the barrier’s down, you should be able to remove it from its Seat of Power. We’re going to need to take it with us when we go.” 
 
    From the look on the elf woman’s face, John realized she’d already planned to do exactly what he was asking. “Yes, my lord,” Aoryl said, lifting her other leg onto the foot of the bed to put on her boot. 
 
    “And enough of this ‘my lord’ stuff,” John said, shaking his head. “That’s perfectly alright in the bedchamber, but I’m not to be referred to as such out in the street, in front of decent people.” 
 
     “Actually, my lord, such terms are exactly how the people will expect you to be referred to as.” Aoryl looked to Hazel for backup, watching as the brunette gave a dazed nod through her haze of sleep. “It would be stranger for your Wargear to walk around referring to you as merely ‘John’.” 
 
    He stared at her blankly. “Very well,” he said after a moment. He realized this was one fight he wasn’t going to win. He could argue with Aoryl and insist that she refer to him by his proper name, but she had a point. And it was truly what she wanted to do, so why not? 
 
    Outside, most of the villagers had calmed down. The general panic that had ensued at discovering the barrier around Vismuth gone had finally ebbed now that it was clear no secret army of beastmen had waited to attack the moment the place was vulnerable. People had just started to go about their daily tasks. Most of them nodded at John as he passed, with more than a few speaking words of thanks. He wasn’t entirely sure how to deal with these—accept graciously? Thank them back?—so he merely nodded and moved on. 
 
    The commotion was thickest near the North Gate. Outside the gate, at the site of their former battle against the beastmen, waited the main body of the town guard who’d come out to watch the barrier fall.  
 
    A number of horses waited outside the town entrance, tied up and waiting for John. He recognized the mare he’d ridden out on forest patrol a few times and stroked its mane, whispering quiet and soothing words to the animal. 
 
    “We’re going on a journey, you and me,” he said, chuckling to the mare. “You’ll do alright, you will. Just don’t pay attention to any strange sounds you hear in the middle of the night.” 
 
    “Excuse me!” A voice from behind made him turn. “You’re John Devonte, aren’t you? I guess I’m with you and your people!” 
 
    For a long moment, John thought it was a boy who addressed him. Then he remembered the words of the barmaid from the nameless tavern, and everything became clear. This had to be the blacksmith’s daughter, Petra. What the barmaid said about her had been true. 
 
    “Yes, that would be me,” John said, stroking the mare as he smiled at the young woman. “You must be Petra.” 
 
    She was a head shorter than John, so tiny that she barely came up to his shoulder blades. For all that, she had the lean muscle of someone who worked a hammer and an anvil all day, along with smudges of forge dirt on her arms and cheeks. Petra had short, close-cropped hair the color of autumn leaves just before the first frost, with brown eyes that should not have been so piercing for such a gentle color. She wore her nicest outfit, the getup the blacksmith’s wife put her in before the weekly sacred prayers—though it was cut like a boy’s uniform on her and looked rather dashing. 
 
    Petra glanced around the field, frowning. “Where’s your ladies?” she asked, shading her eyes with a hand across her forehead. “Still in bed?” 
 
    Something about the way she asked ‘still in bed’ made him want to laugh.  
 
    “Running errands for me,” he said, checking the saddlebags hanging from the mare. Whoever had been in charge of provisions had done a hell of a good job. “They’ll be along presently. Excited to be riding out to Heatherhill?” 
 
    To John’s surprise, the girl snorted in a very unladylike manner. “Heatherhill? That’s piddly stuff. For kids. I’m excited about going on an adventure with the great Devonte!” 
 
    He could feel his brows furrowing together. The young woman’s face was so open and excited that for a moment John wondered if it were not he who was at fault—that maybe he’d promised some sort of great adventure to the villagers without meaning to. 
 
    “We’re riding through the region to gather refugees,” he told Petra. “Then guiding them back to Vismuth and the safety of the barrier. That’s hardly the sort of thing they sing songs and write stories about.” 
 
    But the blacksmith’s daughter was unperturbed. “Pssh!” she said, waving his explanation away. “Everybody knows that’s just a cover story! You’re going to be the next Draconic Emperor, and I’m gonna get in your good graces nice and early!” 
 
    If John had had a drink in his mouth, he’d have spit it all over the grass. “Pardon?” 
 
    The young woman’s smirk said she knew John was trying to fool her, but she was far too smart to be taken in by his tricks.  
 
    “You showed up here just in time for the Deadlands to spring to life after hundreds of years,” Petra said, lowering her voice as she leaned forward. “You’ve got the power to turn women into weapons. I saw what you did to those beastmen who attacked the town, don’t try and deny it. Who else could you be after all that?” 
 
    She had him there. The more John tried to deny he was the next contender for the throne of the Draconic Emperor, the more this young woman would believe he was trying to throw her off the scent.  
 
    So he merely shrugged, content to leave her to her fantasies.  
 
    “My good graces, eh?” he said, giving his saddlebags a final glance. 
 
    “You’re damned right,” Petra said, unclasping a long, heavy-looking smithing hammer from her belt. It wasn’t very fancy as far as weapons went, but John wouldn’t have wanted to have been on the business end of it during one of the young woman’s strikes. “I figure I can prove myself to you. Show you I’m worth your while. I’ve always wanted to be a hero, you know. My father told me ‘Petra, someone needs to take over the family business when I’m gone’, but pah! Anyone can swing a big heavy piece of metal into another big, heavy piece of metal. I want a better life than cleaning the forge, smelting arms and armor for some lordling with a stick up his you-know-what, and being married off to some dumb farmboy so he can fill me full of babies.” 
 
    Despite himself, John liked the newcomer immediately. There was something refreshingly honest and direct about Petra. He couldn’t detect a whiff of falsehood or deception coming off her, which was a rarity in these parts. Oddly for him, his admiration for Petra didn’t trend in any sort of sexual dimension. He didn’t want to be on top of her—just around her, treating her like the little tomboy sister he never had a chance to meet. 
 
    As Petra smiled at him, something clicked inside his brain.  
 
    “Hold on,” he told the blacksmith’s daughter, pausing her in the middle of packing her saddlebag. “You said I turn women into weapons. Plural on both counts.” 
 
    Petra looked at him as if she were about to ask him if he was feeling alright. “Yes?” 
 
    “You only saw me use one piece of Wargear to defend the village. How do you know I now have two?” 
 
    Petra grinned from ear to ear, looking at John like he’d made a great joke. “Uh, because of last night?” 
 
    John raised an eyebrow. “We were that loud, were we?” 
 
    “Yeah, everyone heard it,” Petra said, the corner of her mouth curled in a smirk. Strangely, while the young woman didn’t seem perturbed in the slightest by discussing intimate matters with him, he got not a single hint of arousal from Petra. She seemed as uninterested in him romantically as he was with her, which suited John fine. He had enough on his plate already with Aoryl and Emily. “Every house on the block got an earful a little after midnight last night. They say you made that lady with the armor scream so loud that her Wargear’s going to be a set of bagpipes!” 
 
    John laughed at the very idea. “That’s a good one. You don’t have a problem with me having two women, do you? If that’s going to cause an issue on the road, speak up now.” 
 
    Petra stared at him and shrugged. “It’s none of my business. Besides, the Draconic Emperor has, I don’t know, a thousand concubines. One for every day of the year at least, I reckon. So I suppose you can have two before you take your throne.” 
 
    “Thank you so much for your permission,” John said with a smile. 
 
    Just then, Aoryl and Emily strode through the gates and into the field surrounding the town wall, the former with a faintly glowing orb wrapped in a handkerchief.  
 
    The elf woman handed him the Soul Gem with a knowing smile, then nodded at Petra as the blacksmith’s daughter finished her preparation. “Hello. I’m Aoryl. I understand John chose you to accompany our party on the road to Heatherhill.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I don’t like him that way,” Petra drawled. Gods, how had she figured out Aoryl so quickly? “So keep your panties on, elf. I’m strictly here to take part in the legend of the Draconic Emperor, not be one of his brides.” 
 
    “Draconic...?” Aoryl’s brows screwed together as she tried to figure out what the hell the young woman was talking about. “What?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. You missed it.” John peered through the gates, shading his eyes as he scanned the main thoroughfare of the village. “Where the hell’s that boy? He’s even later than I am.” 
 
    The final member of their party, the young guard who John had learned the previous night was named Hawk, was nowhere to be seen. Like as not he’d found a couple of wenches to spend the night with, or maybe he’d somehow wormed his way into the bed of that barmaid down at the tavern. After a fight like the one they’d had with the beastmen, John couldn’t fault any citizen of Vismuth for wanting to feel a little bit more alive. 
 
    But tardiness could only be borne up to a point. The barrier had fallen almost a half hour ago now, which meant they ought by rights to be a half hour down the road. The fact that they weren’t had the possibility of biting them in the ass in the not-too-distant future. 
 
    “Hawk?” That was Petra, who looked deeply confused. “I saw him riding for the South Gate on the way over here. He had all of his armor and gear—looked like he was going to war. He’s supposed to be with us?” 
 
    John swore. “Damn it! The lad went to the wrong damn gate. Someone go around the wall to the other side and stop him before he leaves—” 
 
    “Belay that,” a commanding voice said. 
 
    John turned to see Fiona riding through the North Gate on a chestnut mare. The mayor of Vismuth looked dressed for a long day’s hike, in dark leathers and a wide-brimmed hat that hid her graying hair from the sun. The horse she rode on was older but well-trained, laden down with far more sacks than the rest of the mares outside the gates. Dimly, John wondered what she’d brought with her. Presents for the departing groups, perhaps? 
 
    “Ah, Fiona,” John said with good humor. He mounted his horse and rode it over at a trot, putting the animal through its paces before the long ride to Heatherhill. “Good to see you, Mayor. I suppose you’re here to see us off with a smile?” 
 
    Fiona wasn’t smiling. “Not exactly.” 
 
    John forced a happy expression onto his face. “You didn’t happen to see Hawk on the way here, did you? I thought I was the only man in town to sleep in this morning, but the lad must have found a woman or two to warm his bed—” 
 
    “Hawk isn’t coming,” Fiona informed the group curtly. “I’ll be taking the young man’s place.” 
 
    John stared at her for a long moment. Then he laughed. 
 
    The look on Fiona’s face told him it was the wrong move to make. He’d stepped in it now, but rather than keep his mouth shut, he decided to try and dig his way out. “No offense, Mayor,” John said, hastily lifting his hands before Fiona. “But you’re not exactly at fighting strength. I told you yesterday I needed companions who can ride a horse and back me in a scrap—how are you supposed to do either with that injured arm?” 
 
    Fiona looked down at her sling as if she had just been told about a minor nuisance on the kitchen floor. “I’ll manage,” she said grimly. “I can hold the reins with one hand—” 
 
    “And a sword in the other?” John asked sarcastically. “I doubt it, Fiona.” 
 
    The mayor of Vismuth grit her teeth. “I am a public official,” she growled, seizing the initiative. “As the mayor of Vismuth, my word holds authority in this part of the world. If a ruffian like you rides into Heatherhill backed by a couple of tarts barely old enough to drink and an elf woman, you’ll be lucky to be believed. Me, they’ll listen to. I can warn the government there about the depth of the threat and ensure the evacuation proceeds apace.” 
 
    The logic was so sound that John almost didn’t want to question it.  
 
    But there was still one nagging doubt in the back of his mind. He could tell Fiona didn’t want him to bring it up, but he just couldn’t help himself. 
 
    “So this is all about your authority as mayor?” John asked, arching an eyebrow. “And helping me out?” 
 
    “Of course.” Fiona huffed, crossing her good arm under her breasts. “What else would it be about?” 
 
    “That look you gave me after the battle,” John told her, gazing straight into her eyes. 
 
    To her credit, Fiona didn’t look away. The new mayor of Vismuth managed to hold his stare for several moments, sparks flying between them as spots of color rose to Fiona’s cheeks. He couldn’t tell if he’d hit the mark or not—Fiona could have been aroused, pissed off, or confused for all he knew.  
 
    Possibly a combination of all three. 
 
    Finally, Fiona managed to push out a scoff. “You must really think highly of yourself,” she said in a haughty tone, pulling her horse around. “The great John Devonte, so debonair and handsome that every woman within a ten-mile radius simply falls into bed whenever he’s around! Get a hold of yourself, John.” 
 
    With that, Fiona rode off toward the edge of the field, apparently considering the matter settled.  
 
    John watched her and her mare go, his eyes lingering for longer than was strictly necessary on the way the older woman’s rear bounced up and down in the saddle.  
 
    You might have chastised me, he thought, the corner of his mouth curling upward. But I can’t help but notice you didn’t directly deny that this isn’t about that look you gave me... 
 
    Oh well. If the new mayor wanted to take Hawk’s place, there wasn’t much John could do about it. He just had to go along for the ride. 
 
    He rode back to Aoryl and Emily, both of whom had been watching the argument at a remove. They’d found their way onto their horses while he was gone, and Aoryl stroked the mane of hers while Emily fed her steed an apple from a pouch hanging from her belt. They both looked so content that he was loathe to give them the news. 
 
    “Change of plans,” he said, jerking a thumb in Fiona’s direction. “Hawk’s out. The new mayor is in.” 
 
    Aoryl’s eyes grew wide. “Goodness! The mayor is joining our group, my lord?” 
 
    “So this really is the John Devonte cult, isn’t it?” Emily rolled her eyes, though there was more than a touch of a good-natured smile about her features. “Great. Hey new girl—want to place bets on how long it’ll be before John and Fiona share a tent?” 
 
    “Eww, gross!” Petra wrinkled her nose. “She’s twice your age!” 
 
    John just shook his head. With her youth and lack of experience, Petra didn’t realize that sometimes those women were the most fun of them all to take to bed. He glanced into his saddlebag, making sure the Soul Gem was securely fastened in its strap. The last thing he’d need is for it to somehow roll out of the leather and onto the forest floor while they galloped to Heatherhill. 
 
    Aoryl saw him looking at it as the four horses trotted to where Fiona waited. “The Soul Gem spit out a message when I took it from its Seat of Power,” the elf woman explained, smiling faintly. “It’s ready to be placed into a new Seat, or to be refined within your own body once you have the energy to bring it back into yourself.” 
 
    Dimly, John wondered if he’d reached that point already. He could feel the unused energy inside of his body, all coiled up like a spring being held down with a tremendous amount of force. When would it snap? He wasn’t sure. He also wasn’t sure if the energy within him would be enough to refine the Soul Gem up another level, which was why he left it in his bags for now. The last thing he wanted the people of Vismuth to carry around as their final glimpse of the True Dragon was him trying and failing to empower it properly. 
 
    More riders spilled from the gates as John’s group rendezvoused with Fiona. He lost count in short order, though it looked as if the organizing work he and Fiona had put into grouping up the townsfolk the previous day had paid off in spades. Each clutch of riders took off in a different direction, heading to a nearby farm, hamlet, or holdfast to hunt for survivors of the beastmen assaults. Survivors would be brought back to Vismuth to huddle beneath the protection of the barrier—if John could get it active once more, that was. 
 
    That was one of the things he was hoping to pick up on his way to Heatherhill. More power. 
 
    As they trotted over toward Fiona, John drew his horse next to Aoryl’s. This close to the elf woman, he could drop his voice so that only the two of them could hear. “Any new transmissions from your Mistress?” 
 
    Nemissa Forestbane hadn’t been far from John’s mind that morning. Even on a bright, sunny day like this, with the birds singing and flowers blooming, the thought of that High Elf had a tendency to rip away John’s thoughts and enchant his senses. He both longed for and feared his first meeting with Aoryl’s old Mistress, so it was a good idea to monitor her activities as much as possible. 
 
    Aoryl looked like she’d anticipated the question. “Nemissa will be happy to speak with you whenever you like,” she said, patting the hidden pocket where her Seeker Glass lay concealed within the fabric. “She’d love to converse with you again sometime, but she’s more than happy to wait for you to make the first move, my lord.” 
 
    “She’ll be waiting a long time,” John said. 
 
    As they drew up beside Fiona, the meeting took on the atmosphere of a lecture. Fiona looked each of them up and down, as if judging John’s companions on their fitness. He couldn’t help but compare the horses of himself and his group to Fiona’s splendid mare, coming up short by nearly every metric that mattered. 
 
    “I have heard,” Fiona said, “that you added a new piece of Wargear to your arsenal last night.” Her eyes remained fixed on Emily as she said it. “That’s good. We’re going to need it.” 
 
    “Let’s get one thing straight,” John said, spurring his horse forward. “You might be the mayor of this town, Fiona, but once we’re past the city gates, I’m the leader of this expedition. I don’t want any of us running things with an iron fist. We’re a team, you understand?” 
 
    “Hell yes,” Petra added, grinning with mischief. “All hail the New Draconic Warriors!” 
 
    Fiona looked at the young blacksmith like she’d suddenly begun speaking a foreign language. “New Draconic...? Well, whatever. I’ll defer to you, Devonte, and gladly. As long as you let me do the talking in Heatherhill.” 
 
    That was fine with John. 
 
    “Let’s go, then,” he said, casting a final backward glance at the gates. 
 
    He thought he could hear Petra getting choked up as they rode away from the town of Vismuth and into the forest, but it might have been the wind. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Look at all this devastation,” Petra said, leaning forward in her saddle. “I’ve never seen anything like it before. Did the beastmen really do all this?” 
 
    The smoking ground stretched around the group in all directions. The packed and barren earth looked as if someone had taken a plow to it, then grown bored prior to planting and walked away—but only after setting fire to anything and everything. John had landscapes like this before, but normally only with large numbers of bodies lying all over them. This part of the forest had the feel of a battlefield after a pitched, brutal contest, but there wasn’t a single casualty to be seen. 
 
    More than anything else about their surroundings, that set John’s teeth on edge. 
 
    They’d been riding through the forest for several hours now. It was just after midday, and the party had stopped beneath a clutch of trees to eat the first of the rations that had been packed for them by villagers back in Vismuth.  
 
    The group rode further down the path, examining the scorched earth as they passed. Aoryl took the lead, opening her palms in either direction as an aura of glowing magic gathered around her digits. The smell of brimstone and burning hair was thick in the air. John followed just behind Aoryl, with the rest of the group trotting behind them at a slight distance. 
 
    “There was a battle here,” Aoryl said, her eyes closed as she scanned the area. “An ambush. A truly vicious one.” 
 
    “I could have told you that without magic,” John said dryly. “Open your eyes and look over there.” 
 
    Aoryl did. A short distance away, tucked between two trees covered in dying leaves, lay the overturned remnants of a merchant’s cart. Tongues of flame still lapped from the windows and doors of the conveyance, the fire within hungry for fuel. Bodies of human and beastmen alike littered the ground around it, strewn about like paper dolls. 
 
    John felt guilty when he saw the bodies. Not because he had anything to do with their demise—the combat looked as though it had happened hours ago. But because of the relief that flooded at him at finally seeing something as normal as fallen soldiers in the middle of this scorched war zone. 
 
    “There was a slaughter here,” John said, moving forward. Deep grooves lay crisscrossed over the road. “See how the cart tried to get away? They ran for it, only to slide off the road and crash into a tree. The beastmen made short work of them after that.” 
 
    The group paused, each member no doubt seeing the carnage in their mind’s eye. It was an easy enough scene to reconstruct, given the wealth of information able to be gleaned by a simple glance at the bodies.  
 
    Aoryl looked somber, Emily as if she wanted to cry, while Fiona hardly noticed the devastation surrounding them all. Petra leaned over and spit onto the ground, as if performing some ritual to ward away any creatures that might be lurking in the cart’s wake. 
 
    “Is this your first time leaving the village?” John asked Petra. If so, then the young woman had a fairly good head on her shoulders. She hadn’t complained about being homesick or saddle-sore once. 
 
    The blacksmith’s daughter scoffed and rolled her eyes. “I’m not a complete bumpkin,” she said, giving John a hard look. “I’ve been to Trant before.” 
 
    “Trant?” John’s brows furrowed together. “Never heard of it. Hey, Emily! What the bloody hell is Trant?” 
 
    Petra paused in her study of a fallen beastman, perking up at John’s question. “It’s a village about an hour’s ride from Vismuth. It’s tiny—not even half as big as Vismuth. It’s basically there just for the local mine. All the ore that gets put into armor, weapons, and building in this region come from the Trant mines, if it’s not imported.” 
 
    “Sounds like a fun place,” John said mildly. “I apologize, Petra. Clearly, I was wrong. You’re a true world traveler—” 
 
    Petra leaned over and punched John on the shoulder. “Ass!” 
 
    “Hey,” John said, laughing as he rubbed the spot she’d hit. “I’m not the one claiming to be some wizened world-roamer because I rode my horse an hour away from my hometown.” 
 
    Petra’s eyes narrowed. “That’s why I’m here!” she protested. “I want to see the world, to travel, to be a hero like you! Trant’s the whole fucking reason I signed up for this gig! You think you want to tell people when you’re old and gray that the farthest you ever ventured from the place you were born was a fucking hour away?” 
 
    John could understand that. Yet something inside of him still wanted to bestow wisdom upon this young woman, to grant her the knowledge he hadn’t possessed when he was her age. Must be that little sister thing, he thought, bringing his horse next to hers. 
 
    “Adventure is all very well and grand,” he told Petra. “But speaking as someone who’s had more than my fair share of them over the last few years, let me tell you—sitting at home behind study walls with some good food and the ones you love is severely underrated.” 
 
    He hadn’t really expected Petra to listen, and she didn’t. The blacksmith’s daughter snorted, startling Aoryl and Emily as they continued their study of the burned, overturned cart. 
 
    “That’s all well and good for old people,” Petra said in a teasing tone. “You’ve already done all the fun stuff, so you’re perfectly happy settling down and relaxing. Plus, you know, you have two women who wait on you hand and foot, so it’s not like you have to take care of your own trash or hang the laundry out to dry...” 
 
    “Uh huh,” John said, looking down at his worn travel clothes. “Do I look like the sort of man who has laundry?” 
 
    “Well, I’m certainly not the type of woman who does laundry,” Petra countered. She grinned like an imp, her voice high and filled with mischief. “And I won’t have to be. Once you’re Draconic Emperor, you’re going to name me First Knight. I’ll have a whole barracks full of able-bodied warriors at my beck and call, and I’ll spend decades riding around the kingdoms of men and smashing your enemies in the face with my hammer!” 
 
    No doubt she’d look fierce as hell when she did that. “I told you, I’m not the... oh, never mind.” John had already realized that arguing with Petra was like trying to convince a brick wall of one’s own opinion. His time could be better spent elsewhere. “Any tracks leading from that burnt cart, Aoryl?” 
 
    The elf woman was sweeping the ground with her glowing palm, illustrating grooves in the ground with trails of long, slender magic.  
 
    “Nothing,” she said, straightening up and brushing the mud off her robes. “No signs of movement from the cart—and no traces of magic, either. Whatever did this, it didn’t use spells to bring down the merchant. Just good old-fashioned claws and strength of numbers.” 
 
    John frowned. “That certainly sounds like beastmen.” 
 
    “I am, however, sensing something of interest just over that ridge.” Aoryl pointed with a slender finger, a thread of magic flowing from the digit in the direction of whatever was just beyond the hill. “There’s traces of magic a short distance from here, though it’s not recent. In fact, it’s practically ancient. I suspect whatever rests there is of more historical value to us than practical.” 
 
    John’s interest was piqued. “I suppose we could take a quick detour,” he said, glancing around to determine whether the rest of his party was interested in the idea. “Where there’s magic, there might be Soul Gems, and we could use all of those we can get. What say you, Fiona?” 
 
    The new mayor of Vismuth had been awfully quiet since they’d left her town behind. John suspected that Fiona still felt wounded from the accusations he’d thrown at her during their argument, though she would never say so out loud. Admitting that would have been a form of weakness, and John got the impression Fiona was the sort of person who stamped out weakness within themselves whenever possible. He worried about that tendency in her for the future, but for now, it was an asset. 
 
    Fiona gave a little start as if she hadn’t been listening. Inside her own head, John thought, clucking his tongue quietly enough that no one else heard. I need to bury the hatchet with Fiona as quickly as possible. She won’t be at her full strength mentally until I do. Doubtless I’ll be burying something else with her as well... 
 
    Ever since that glance she’d given him on the battlefield, John had assumed that one day he’d wind up falling into bed with Fiona just like he had with Aoryl and Emily. He found the idea stimulating, as he’d never been one to shy away from older women. Some of them had been among the finest lovers John had ever had. 
 
    “You don’t need to investigate,” Fiona said after a moment. “I can tell you exactly what’s over the hill. It’s on my husband’s maps. The Dragon’s Barrow.” 
 
    Aoryl’s eyes widened with surprise. “Truly? Then that is a ruin we ought to see.” 
 
    As the elf set off, pushing her horse a little faster, John matched her stride. The rest of the group rode just behind, keenly interested in the proceedings.  
 
    “What’s this Barrow?” John asked. 
 
    “Former places of power of the True Dragons,” Aoryl explained, her horse ascending the ridge at a gallop. “The first Draconic Emperor had them all torn down, as they reminded people of the order that filled the land before the Hellsbane line took the throne.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of them,” Emily said. 
 
    “You wouldn’t have,” Aoryl said, puckering her lips. “Were it not for Nemissa, even I would never have known what they truly were. Their true purpose was erased from the history books, while the actual Barrows themselves were destroyed everywhere the Draconic Emperor could get his hands on them. It’s a minor miracle one survives this close to the Deadlands.” 
 
    If this were the case, then that sounded like something John should definitely examine.  
 
    “Lead the way,” he told Aoryl, giving her horse a swat on the rump. The elven woman looked at him as if she were wishing he’d given her the slap, then quickened her mount’s pace. John followed a few steps behind, grinning as the pair reached the top of the hill ahead of the rest of the group. 
 
    What John saw on the other side froze him in his tracks. Not because the Dragon’s Barrow made a magnificent sight, though it most certainly did. The Barrow was appropriately named, for it sloped over the hard-packed earth in an arc like a covered bridge, the grass speckling it cut through with colors unlike anything on the ordinary human spectrum. 
 
    No, what shocked John so much that he reared his horse up at the top of the ridge instead of following Aoryl down was that he’d seen this landscape feature before. He’d ridden over hills exactly like this in his travels, multiple times. They just seemed to show up in the wild places of the world, springing to life beneath his feet as if enchanted. 
 
    My Gods, John realized. I’ve been drawn to the bloody things all my life! Maybe Aoryl’s blather about True Dragons and him being the chosen one had more to it than he realized.  
 
    John dismounted his horse and knelt down to run his fingers through the multicolored grass, feeling a faint echo of the past travel through up and down his spine as he did so. 
 
    “Are you alright, John?” That was Emily, who’d just hopped down from her horse a few steps behind John. Petra was in the middle of dismounting a few yards away, while Fiona sat soundlessly astride her mount, peering over the monument with a skeptical eye. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” 
 
    The way Emily knelt next to him made John keenly aware of the way she’d knelt before him in the alleyway on the previous night. He’d truly felt like a lord then, his prick bathed in the juices of Emily’s mouth as she worshiped his manhood. John forced the image away, shaking his head as he regained control of himself. What had gotten into him? 
 
    “I’m just realizing things about my life I’d never thought to question until now,” he said, sitting on top of the Dragon’s Barrow. “Gods, how have I been so blind for my entire adult life?” 
 
    “Don’t blame yourself.” Aoryl turned from the top of the hill, her arms crossed beneath her perky breasts. With the sun behind her on the horizon, peeking through her purple robes, she looked like a priestess of some obscure, carnal religion. “How could you have possibly known you were a True Dragon, my lord? Your destiny was shrouded, hidden from you by the sands of time. Now the path is clear. It leads to Heatherhill, and your destiny.” 
 
    Her words never failed to make him feel like he was about ten feet tall. If they’d had more time, and if Petra and Fiona weren’t standing right there, he might have used this Barrow as an excuse to lay Aoryl down in the tall grass and give her a reward for serving ‘her lord’ in such an obedient fashion. As it was, he made a mental note to spank her later and climbed back on his horse. 
 
    “Speaking of Heatherhill,” John grumbled, “we ought to be on our way. Tarry much longer and it’ll be after dark when we arrive at the town’s gates, and that’ll be no fun for anyone. We want these people welcoming us with open arms, not unsheathing knives in the dark—” 
 
    “Quiet!” John said, lifting his hand for silence. “Do you hear that?” 
 
    A silence fell over the Barrow. 
 
     “Hear what?” Petra whispered after a moment, craning her neck in an absurd fashion. 
 
    “Horses,” Fiona whispered, looking this way and that. “Coming from what direction, I have no idea. But I can hear the hoofbeats drawing closer.” 
 
    John closed his eyes and concentrated. Riders were approaching their position. The beating of their hooves was faint, owing to the muddiness of the ground and the density of the grass on the sodden earth, but the rhythm of their hooves was unmistakable. 
 
    Four riders, John thought, counting hoofbeats. Unless I’m getting old and slow—which is a distinct possibility. 
 
    “Get ready,” he warned the women. “Wargear, to me. I want you both within arm’s reach if I need to summon my arsenal to deal with these travelers.” 
 
    Aoryl cooed at the command. “Yes, my lord!” the elven woman said, her eyes shining with glee. “Oh, I love it when you treat us like objects! I feel so small and helpless when you I’m nothing but an extension of your power!” 
 
    “I’m not so much into that,” Emily added, stepping up next to John. “But if you need me to sink some arrows into some assholes, then I’m your girl.” 
 
    John flashed the brunette his most winning smile. “Thanks. Here they come…” 
 
    The four riders were on them almost before they knew it. Not for the first time in his life, John was absurdly glad for his extraordinary sense of hearing, for had he been without it, they could have been attacked before they even realized there were riders in their midst.  
 
    The quartet rode roughshod over the barren ground, letting out surprised noises at the sudden appearance of the five travelers in their path. All four of the men wore black cowls and robes, the former of which were fastened to the latter with golden medallions in the shape of a sun. 
 
    “Don’t move!” the leader of the riders cried, pointing directly at John.  
 
    All four horses skidded to a stop, nearly depositing their riders on the cold ground in their haste to stop moving. John found the whole scene vaguely amusing—right up until he saw what the riders had tucked into their belts. 
 
    Each of the men carried a long, curved sword in a scabbard of the sort favored by circus performers and carnival tricksters.  
 
    “Who are you calling a whore!?” Petra snarled, her fingers straying for the hammer on a loop at her belt. “Come here and say that to my face, you fucking—” 
 
    “Oh thank the Gods!” 
 
    All four men turned at John’s declaration. He’d yelled it at the top of his lungs, putting it out into the world at a practically ear-splitting volume. It had worked at capturing their attention. 
 
    “Good men, we have been wandering these woods for hours,” John said, putting on the perfect guise of an overworked, exhausted villager. “These women and I are from the town of Vismuth, a short distance away on the border of the Deadlands. Our town was attacked by monsters that came out of the barren wastes—they sprung from lands that have been dead for a thousand years!” 
 
    The four black-robed men shared a look.  
 
    “Uh yeah, we’ve heard something about that,” their leader said, stepping a bit closer to John. 
 
    “It was a massacre,” John said, putting a slight wobble into his tone. He kept himself face-on to them so they wouldn’t see the mighty sword at his back, far too expensive an item for a villager to carry. “My dear Bessie, those beast monsters cut her down while she was climbing onto a cart. They didn’t even take her prisoner! They didn’t give her a chance to live, or any of them, they just killed and burned and destroyed...” 
 
    Emily leaned over, her eyes going wide. ‘Bessie!?’ she mouthed, sounding like she couldn’t believe it. 
 
    John gave the brunette an almost imperceptible shrug. 
 
    The four riders in black still looked skeptical. John had hoped that maybe they’d simply let him pass, fooled by his country bumpkin routine.  
 
    But he should have known better.  
 
    One man might have been able to pass himself off as the survivor of a massacre, or a father with a wife and a child. But a man in the company of four different women—one of whom was an elf—simply caused too much suspicion for John to wriggle away from the riders in their black robes. There was also the matter of his armor, which although worn and tarnished, wasn’t exactly something a random villager was likely to wear while out and about. 
 
    “Where are you headed?” the lead rider asked, and John knew they were in for a fight. The man’s tone was too casual by half—John could practically feel him reaching for the hidden dagger in his belt, waiting for the proper moment to draw down on their party. “Came from Vismuth, you said? One of the largest towns in the area. Not many places to run to that are more populated than that...” 
 
    “Or have bigger walls,” another one of the riders chortled. 
 
    “Good men, my friends and I have been through a lot.” John tried to sound wearied by the road, a weak traveler near the end of his rope. “I’d appreciate it if you just let us pass. We have people expecting us at the farm of a nearby—” 
 
    “Don’t move!” The lead rider’s hand went for his belt. “He’s the one, Pyatt. I told you. The one the raven from the Eternal City told us to watch out for.” 
 
    The other men stiffened as if struck. 
 
    “John Devonte,” said the third rider, stepping forward with an awestruck look on his face. “Got a lot of gold on your head, mate. More than enough to make it worth our while to slaughter a few women.” 
 
    “We don’t normally do that,” the fourth said. “But for this kind of money, we’ll make exceptions to our rules.” 
 
    “My good men,” John said, forcing a smile as he stepped backward. “I’ve never heard the name John Devonte in my life! My name is Bessie, man! A simple farmhand, fleeing a terrible tragedy!” 
 
    His declaration was so sudden and unexpected that the lead rider missed a step, his face scrunching up in confusion. “Bessie? You said Bessie was your dead wife...?” 
 
    John reached for the broken blade in his belt. “Actually, the idea was she was my prize cow,” he said, dropping the simpleminded farmer act. “But fuck it, you boys wouldn’t appreciate subtlety anyway!” 
 
    He swung with the jagged end of the blade, aiming it at the lead rider’s throat. The black-robed man already had a hidden dagger up his sleeve and moved the steel to parry John’s blow with expert timing. The hilt vibrated in John’s palm from the force of the blow, nearly causing him to drop his weapon. 
 
    “It’s him!” the lead rider hissed, his face twisting in rage. “Boys, get him—!” 
 
    But it was already too late. 
 
    The riders had neglected the fact that they were outnumbered five to four—and that several of those five were anything other than ordinary fighters. In a flash, Emily had her bow off her back (so like and yet unlike the one she transformed into after sex, John thought dimly) and was filling the air with arrows. The man closest to Emily threw himself to the side, out of the path of the bolt’s flight—and directly into melee range of Aoryl. 
 
    John suspected the poor man had never seen the rage of an elf before. Aoryl’s blade appeared in her hands as if by magic, slashing back and forth with the precise strokes of a butcher carving up meat. The rider grabbed at his throat, an angry red slash appearing beneath his chin as blood began to flow down his collarbone. 
 
    It was a fearsome sight, to say the least. But John had no time to savor it, as he had slipped the broken sword into his belt and was drawing his newly acquired two-handed sword from over his shoulder. The weapon gleamed as he swung it at the nearest rider, who was sporting an arrow through his shoulder, courtesy of Emily. The rider dodged the first swing, and attempted to counter with his own sword strike, but he was cleaved in two when John turned his two-handed sword in a reverse swing.  
 
    As the bisected halves of the rider spattered to the ground, John spun to face the third rider when he was suddenly blinded by a clump of dirt.  
 
    The third rider was fighting dirty and didn’t intend to let John best him that day. 
 
    John cried out, grabbing at his eyes with his free hand. He heard steps on his right side and knew the third rider was doing his best to flank him. His fingers clawed at his eyes, turning the world from black to a blurry mix of colors. He couldn’t tell a tree from a human being, but the flashes of motion in his peripheral vision told him something was coming at him, fast. He dropped his sword, lowered his head, and charged like a bull, slamming into the third man before he could raise his weapon. 
 
    The two of them fell in the dirt, scuffled. Ground and sky switched places as John rolled with the man in his arms, flipping once, then twice. Finally, he felt them both stop, John lying on top of the stunned rider like a heavy weight. He took the man’s head in his hands, plunging both thumbs into his eye sockets and squishing his eyeballs until they popped. Then, he pounded the rider’s head against the hard ground. Once. Twice. Three times. And when the rider’s skull met the earth a fourth time, it cracked like an overripe melon.  
 
    Three of the four riders were down, but one more lay directly behind John. Even as his vision cleared, he heard the roar of the enraged man in black, a scream of mingled shock at how quickly the tides had turned and unfairness. Like most men of his caliber, he blamed outside circumstances for all his misfortunes. No doubt he thought some God had it in for him, rather than reflect on what kind of outcomes were likely to emerge when you robbed random travelers for a living. 
 
    John turned just in time to see the rider charging like a bull, his sword held high in both hands. The man’s face was twisted in such a rictus of frozen hatred that he looked as if he were a corpse already—but if it was his destiny to die, the man appeared determined to take John along with him. 
 
    The blade slashed downward, coming so close to his cheek that John felt the wind of its passing before it struck the dirt. He rolled to the side as the man stabbed again and again, trying to hammer the blade into John’s flesh the way a man hammers the posts of a fence into the border of his land. 
 
    “Die!” the last rider shouted. Any thoughts of the bounty or the raven had faded in this man’s mind—all that was left inside that skull of his was the primal fight for survival. “Die! Die, you fucking bastard—” 
 
    Something slammed into the man, knocking him off balance. It took John a moment to realize it was Petra. The tiny blacksmith’s daughter had turned herself into a living projectile, leaping into the rider while swinging her hammer in a wild, horizontal strike. She’d done little damage but had provided John room to make the killing blow.  
 
    John took his sword with both hands and in a mighty overhead swing, brought it down. The blade severed the man’s head from his shoulders, and it rolled away before landing between the legs of a seated Petra.  
 
    “Gotta say, I think he almost looks better that way,” Petra said with a wry grin.  
 
    John chuckled darkly, but he turned when he heard someone throw up.  
 
    “Emily?” he asked. “You all right?”  
 
    Emily wiped her mouth with the back of her hand before smiling up at John. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Never fought your own kind before?” Aoryl asked.  
 
    “Oh, many times,” Emily said. “Just have a weak stomach. The smell of shit and blood makes me want to puke.” 
 
    “Where’s Fiona?” John asked, realizing she had disappeared at some point during the fighting. Hastily, he searched the surrounding area, looking for some trace of her, but he could see none.  
 
    Then he heard a yelp of pain, and spun around, expecting to see an injured Fiona.  
 
    Except he was looking at Petra, held tight by a fifth rider, one that they hadn’t seen earlier. The man had her by the throat, lifting her off her feet. Petra’s face was red with exertion, her legs kicking madly against nothing at all as she squirmed in the rider’s grip. 
 
    “Let her go!” John said. “It’s me you want! I’m the one with the gold on my head!” 
 
    Of course, there was no way he would be going with this asshole, but he wanted to buy himself some time to free Petra before she had the life choked out of her. 
 
    The man’s face twisted. “Fuck the gold,” he said, laughing as if he’d just decided it. “You slaughtered four of my men. I’m gonna kill you all. Fuck your brains out, too. And if you’re very, very lucky, I might just do it in that order—” 
 
    The man trailed off, a confused look on his face. He turned, glancing over his shoulder at the six inches of steel protruding from between his shoulder blades. 
 
    “Fucking scavenger,” Emily snarled. The brunette practically hung from the brigand, the proverbial ‘monkey on your back’ brought to life. “Think when there’s no rules, no law, you can just take whatever you want and fuck all the rest, huh?” 
 
    A soundless wheeze came from the man’s lips. That strike’s near his heart, John realized, his own heart skipping a beat with shock. Gods, how hard did Emily stab the man? So much hatred... 
 
    “Well think again!” Emily screamed. 
 
    She twisted the knife between her hands, spearing the rider through the heart. He died instantly, his nerveless fingers losing their grip on Petra’s throat and dropping the slender girl to the muddy ground.  
 
    Petra cried out, gasping and coughing into the grass as she crawled away from the dead man on her belly, half-blinded. John went over and helped her up, then checked her throat to make sure it wasn’t bruised too badly. She’d be alright. 
 
    When he looked up, Emily was wiping her knife clean on her thigh. Blood covered her doublet, with more trickling down toward her knee from what she was taking off her weapon. The fierce look in the brunette’s eye had yet to fade, and she met John’s gaze with a prideful expression. 
 
    “I’m not a coward,” she said, spitting onto the ground next to her. “I can fight with the best of them. When one of my friends is threatened, you can trust me to take action and take care of it.” 
 
    So. She’d noticed him noticing her back during the battle. 
 
     John nodded. “Never said you were a coward,” he said, holding up his hands to show he was no threat. He’d seen men turned berserker by battle rage attack their own men after a fracas, and worried in the back of his mind that something similar might happen with Emily. “There’s no shame in what you did—” 
 
    “I am not a coward!” Emily growled, shoving her knife in her belt so hard it was a miracle her pants didn’t fall down. “I’m not, I’m fucking not!” 
 
    There were tears in her eyes. In a flash, Aoryl was there, her slender arms encircling the woman’s shoulders like she didn’t even notice the blood.  
 
    “There there,” Aoryl said, holding Emily tight. “It’s alright now, Emily. Everything is fine. You’re with people who love you, and we’d never call you a coward. You are not a coward—you’re one of us...” 
 
    Aoryl met John’s gaze over Emily’s shoulder and nodded. A moment later, John nodded back.  
 
    She’s calmed down, he told himself, thanking the Gods that Aoryl was there and that Emily had developed such a good relationship with her in so short a time. Nothing more dangerous in the world than a man who feels like he’s got something to prove. Or a woman, in this case. 
 
    “Her?” Petra still rubbed her throat, her voice coming out raw and ragged. “What about me? I’m the one who got choked nearly half to death by that big thug!” She punctuated this by kicking the dead man in the ribs. 
 
    “You’re alright,” John said, patting Petra’s shoulder. “You’re a fierce little thing for someone so young.” 
 
    Petra grinned like a madwoman. “Thanks.” 
 
    Only now did John notice words floating in the air over the dead marauders. 
 
    “More soul essence,” John said, shaking his head. “It’s nice to know I’m getting more of it, for all the good it’s doing me.” 
 
    Aoryl perked up at that. “You’ve received more essence?” she asked, the tone of her voice so casual that John instantly knew she’d been waiting to ask for something as soon as she heard he’d grown more powerful. 
 
    Great, he thought. Let’s see what this is about. 
 
    “Yes,” John said, seating himself on a nearby rock. “Quite a bit of it, in fact. I’m assuming you have some idea of what I can do with it?” 
 
    “I’m not one hundred percent sure,” the elven woman said with a faint frown. “But I think I figured out how to do something the last time I gained an ability. I’m starting to think you can affect your Wargear more directly than you realize.” 
 
    “I affect you pretty directly in the bedchamber,” John said with a smile. But Aoryl was focused entirely on how to progression John’s Wargear, and the lewd remark just washed over her. 
 
    “Touch me here,” the elf asked, guiding John’s hand to a spot halfway between her heart and her throat. “Reach out for my energy, my lord. Push some of the essence you gained from the fallen raiders into me, and let’s see what happens...” 
 
    He was more than willing to experiment. After all, the essence was sitting around doing nothing inside of him. Even if the experiment turned out to be failure, at least they would have learned something. 
 
    At first, John encountered that unexpected resistance he’d run into when first exercising his powers. The magic within him did not want to bend, to flow into the elf woman’s body like the raging river he’d felt when they’d first joined their essences. Then, like molasses being poured from a bottle, it finally broke free. 
 
    Aoryl’s body began to glow. Tendrils of magic wrapped around the elf woman’s body as she cried out, the soul essence John had collected traveling from him to her. All around the clearing, the other members of John’s party blushed. No one could hear the sound that issued from the elven woman and not know that it was a ragged cry of bliss—of pleasure like John was hilt-deep within her, fucking her madly.  
 
    Aoryl’s eyes rolled back in her head as she transformed, helplessly shuddering into his arms as the beautiful elf became a shield once more. 
 
    Only not the same as before. Where Aoryl had once been a shield of brass, covered in a thin layer of rich calfskin, her Wargear was now made of pure iron. She felt heavier in his arms for a moment, until whatever power gave John his extra strength kicked in and made her feel as light as before.  
 
    Better not make any jokes about how she’s gaining weight, John thought, checking out his upgraded gear. Women don’t tend to appreciate that kind of humor... 
 
    As he scanned the newly transformed shield with his gaze, words appeared in the air next to him. It was a tribute to how much things in John’s life had changed over the last few days that such things no longer shocked or even surprised him. He merely read the words, going over them like a farmer examining the contract that bound him to his vassal lord: 
 
      
 
    Soul Essence Expended!  
 
      
 
    Wargear Upgraded! 
 
      
 
    Wargear: Iron shield 
 
    Weapon Art:  
 
    SHIELD BASH 
 
    Unleashes a wave of force directly in front of the wielder.  
 
    SHIELD THROW 
 
    shield can be thrown with immense force and will return to wielder. 
 
    Slots(s): 1 (EMPTY) 
 
      
 
     “Interesting,” John said. “Would you mind if I tried this out, Aoryl?” 
 
    The elf woman’s voice whispered in the back of his mind. “Of course, my lord,” she purred, sounding every bit as aroused as when she wriggled naked beneath the covers for him. John wasn’t sure how a shield could be horny, but he wasn’t about to question it. “Please, I yearn to be unleashed! Toss me, my lord, toss me!” 
 
    With a smile, John did just that. Power flared up his arm as he put his back into the toss, chucking the shield forward as if at an invisible enemy. He wasn’t sure what to expect from the spell—the description of it had been frustratingly vague—so it was a huge shock when his new shield flipped end over end across the clearing, waves of power rolling off its iron front. It shot all the way to the treeline, perhaps a stone’s throw from where he stood, then bounced back as if another copy of John had caught the Wargear and returned it to him with a throw of equal force. The thing grew larger in John’s vision, shooting toward him like an arrow in flight. 
 
    He threw up his arm at the last moment, letting out a little grunt. From how fast the shield moved, he expected it to knock him right over—but again, his special powers gave him the edge. He caught the Wargear with no more difficulty than he would an errant ball tossed across a farmer’s field, returning the shield to its place with a smooth motion as it began to shine and change. 
 
    Aoryl stood before him once more. The elf woman brushed a lock of dark hair from her face, grinning and sweating. She looked as if she’d just had the most ravishing sexual experience of her life. 
 
    “Wow!” Aoryl gasped. “My Lord, that was... intense!” 
 
    “It certainly looked like a powerful move,” John said, still a little stunned from the show. “I’ll have to remember I have that in my arsenal the next time we run into trouble.” He scanned the treeline. “Still no sign of Fiona?” 
 
    Just then, the mayor of Vismuth left her hiding place. Fiona had taken her horse and guided it into a thicket as soon as the trouble started, and had apparently watched the carnage from that safe spot for the entire fight. She looked a little chastened to have been called out so brusquely, but the fierce look in her eyes did not fade as she brought her mare into the clearing. 
 
    Fiona lifted her bad arm, showing off the sling. “I doubted I would be much help against those three,” she said in a smooth tone. “I would have only held the rest of you back. I’m glad to see you were able to handle those brigands without me.” 
 
    John shot the woman an irritated look. “If you think you can just walk away whenever we’re in trouble, think again. You’ve got to contribute to this group, Fiona, or we’ll leave you behind.” 
 
    The look the mayor gave him could have peeled paint. “I’ll carry more than my own weight once we reach Heatherhill, Devonte. You just let me do the talking once we reach the town’s gates, and you’ll see exactly how useful it is to have someone like me in your party.” 
 
    Maybe. But John made a mental note to find some way to heal Fiona’s arm as soon as possible—with magic, if need be. She couldn’t go on hanging to the side of the rest of the group much longer. Eventually the other women would begin to resent her, and then it would be the end as far as their cohesion was concerned. 
 
    “Search the corpses,” John said. “See if they have anything valuable or if there’s any indication of who sent the raven.”  
 
    “Already done,” Petra said as she grinned up at John. She tossed something at him, and he caught it.  
 
    He didn’t need to ask what it was. He could feel the coins inside the small purse.  
 
    “Wealthy buggers, they were,” Petra said. “Although I’m not too sure how much a few silver coins will be worth now that it’s the end of the world. Their weapons and the rest of the gear aren’t all that useful. And our horses are better than theirs.”  
 
    “Anything that might tell us who sent the raven?”  
 
    “Nothing,” Petra said. 
 
    With a grunt, John climbed back onto his mare. The party set off for Heatherhill, leaving the ransacked bodies of the black-clad riders and their horses behind. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Because of the ambush, John and his party had lost too much time to stop for lunch the way the rest of his group had probably been hoping they would. Everyone was exhilarated from the fighting, Aoryl and Emily’s face flushed with as much arousal as battle lust, and if John had called a halt for food, things would likely have dissolved into a threesome in short order. Which would have felt amazing, but would have meant they’d be reaching Heatherhill in the middle of the night. 
 
    So they ate in their saddles, all the women looking disappointed at the turn of events. John himself, however, was glad for the time to think. He had quite a lot to think about. 
 
    He chewed on a piece of dried jerky as his mount trotted over a ridge, the horse knowing better than he how to follow the trail. The events of the last few days were a blur in his mind, blending together like a story he’d read rather than a reality he’d lived. As he rode, he glanced over at Aoryl, then Emily, watching them both as they nibbled food from their packs. 
 
    By the Gods, John thought, shaking his head. I can’t tell if I’m the luckiest man who ever lived or the most foolish. He wasn’t naive—he’d heard of men who juggled multiple women before. Even met a few: rogues with lady friends in different villages, ditzy lasses who either never met their counterparts or wisely kept the knowledge of their existence to themselves. But he’d never met a man who successfully courted more than one woman without coming to disaster. It was known; women didn’t share. Not men. Not without jealousy, bitterness, or quarreling. 
 
    And yet the fighting he’d expected to start between Aoryl and Emily didn’t come. If anything, the elf and the guardswoman were getting along better than they had before John had taken each of them to bed. When they first met, they were naturally suspicious of each other—but now they got along practically like sisters. 
 
    They like each other, John thought, watching the pair without seeming to be seen watching them. Don’t get in between that, John. Just thank your lucky stars you’ve got two beautiful women who like your cock well enough to share it. 
 
    And maybe more than two, eventually. 
 
    Furtively, out of the corner of his eye, John glanced over at Fiona. The new mayor of Vismuth was in even more dereliction of her duties than usual, half-slumped over her mare’s chestnut neck as if she’d sleep in the saddle if she could. John didn’t blame her—they’d been riding for the better part of a day, and he wished they’d been able to take a break for lunch. 
 
    But then those riders had come. John hadn’t forgotten about them, or the threat they represented. If there were five brigands out in the forest looking for John Devonte, then there were undoubtedly more. Would the people of Heatherhill stand firm in the face of all that gold on his head, or would they turn him in to the Draconic Emperor in the hopes of gaining some royal favor? 
 
    Maybe he should have taken a lunch break. If he had, he and Aoryl and Emily would no doubt be in the bushes even now, rutting like animals. Maybe Fiona would even join in—after all, the woman had been looking at him strangely ever since the battle at the town’s gate. John thought she was almost ready to join them for real, to become the next piece of his Wargear. He couldn’t deny that he wanted her—he’d always been a fan of older women, and an experienced hand like Fiona was just what he needed to make his fledgling harem complete. 
 
    “Once we get to Heatherhill, old sod,” he muttered, chiding himself as he finished his snack. The road ahead bent, rising steadily upward, and he knew the town wasn’t far off. “Get a bed underneath of us, maybe. Find out what a True Dragon can really do...” 
 
    He thought he’d been quiet enough to keep the others from hearing, but he’d forgotten how sharp elven ears could be. Aoryl turned in her saddle, a knowing grin spreading from ear to pointed ear. The dark-haired beauty winked at him, clearly accepting his invitation. 
 
    John laughed back. They rode on, the ridge rising steeper and steeper, until they reached the top and caught their first glimpse of their destination. 
 
    The first thing John thought when he saw Heatherhill was that he’d somehow been transported backward through time. As Fiona had warned him, the village was not quite as large as Vismuth—its gates were lower than that of the town he knew, showing off more of the muddy streets and the high wooden gables of the village roofs. Yet where Vismuth had been ravaged by beastmen attacks and torn by fires, the buildings and streets of Heatherhill looked straight as pins and clean as a vicar’s conscience. It was as if the monsters rampaging through the rest of the world had simply missed the place, either through divine providence or blind chance. 
 
    “Would you look at that!” Petra stood up in her saddle, her mouth dropping open at the sight of the town’s walls. “Place is pretty as a picture! And I was worried we were going to show up to find a smoking ruin waiting for us!” 
 
    From the looks on the faces of John’s other companions, Petra hadn’t been the only one whose thoughts trended in that direction. Aoryl’s shoulders slumped with relief, the elven woman’s expression changing as she discovered the town was whole and untouched. Emily looked happy to see it looking so undamaged as well. Only Fiona watched the walls with suspicion, her eyes narrowing at the sight of the picturesque town with its gables and low walls. 
 
    “Wonder why the beastmen didn’t go for it,” the mayor muttered. “It’s an easier target—smaller, with a poorly trained garrison. Two dozen of those monsters we fought could have torn the walls down and had their way with the place...” 
 
    Fiona caught herself, but John was secretly glad at the interruption. It made him feel better to know he hadn’t been the only member of their party thinking it. How had the little town slipped past the beastmen completely unscathed?  
 
    Maybe there would be answers when they made it inside. 
 
    “They might have empowered the barrier,” John said, his guess from earlier coming back to the forefront of his mind. “If there’s someone in there who knows how to use it, they might have tossed it up at the first sign of trouble.” 
 
    “Then why isn’t there a barrier?” Petra asked. 
 
    John shrugged. “Now that the beastmen are gone, there’s no need to keep it going. Either way, I suspect we’ll get some answers once we meet with whoever’s in charge. Not that I’m expecting an easy time of it.” He scanned the streets through shaded eyes, squinting in the evening light. “I thought Heatherhill would be hanging on by its fingernails, its people desperate for somewhere safe to hide. Yet it seems as if they’re holding up better than we are.” 
 
    “Best to let me do the talking,” Fiona said, taking the lead in the formation. “I’ve met the mayor of Heatherhill on several occasions—not to mention his wife, as well. Let them think you’re merely my bodyguards, and I’ll break the news about the Deadlands gently. If these people have by some miracle managed to escape the notice of the beastmen, the last thing we want is to send them into a panic.” 
 
    Fiona’s words were wise. John had seen enough riots kicked off by a confused and frightened populace to know how dangerous they were. When enough people lost their cool at the same time, they became almost like herd animals, liable to stampede and leave broken, bruised bodies in their wake. 
 
    “A sound idea,” John said, more than happy to let Fiona take the lead. “Guide us in, oh mighty leader. Your wish is our command.” 
 
    Fiona looked like she wanted to slap John, but she did as he said. The path grew firmer and straighter as they made their way down the hill, the bare dirt replaced by weathered cobblestones.  
 
    That’s one thing the people of this place have over Vismuth, John said, examining the roadwork as they neared the gates. I wonder if they did activate their Seat of Power. For all we know, they might have someone here capable of manipulating a Soul Gem... 
 
    If John and his party thought they’d find answers at the gates, they were right—in a sense. Two men in armor so heavy it appeared uncomfortable manned the town’s only gate, and as the horses approached, they lifted their pikes and saluted Fiona. There was none of the surprise John would have expected. From the way the guards looked at them, you could almost have thought they had an appointment with the mayor, rather than being here on a desperate errand. 
 
    Eventually, they grew so near to the gate that the shadow of it fell over their passing, blotting out the sun. One of the guards strode from the entrance while the other turned a crank, lifting the heavy wooden slats over the entranceway. This man was older than Hawk by probably only a year or two, so perky and fresh-faced that John knew instinctively he’d never seen real combat. 
 
    “Fiona!” the young man retracted his helmet, smiling up at Fiona and her horse. “To what do we owe this visit, fair lady?” He peered past her, frowning. “Is Mayor Crampton not with you?” 
 
    “My husband is dead,” Fiona said flatly. She’d spoken quickly, cutting John off before he could take the lead by force of habit. “I’m the new mayor of Vismuth. I need to speak to Alderman Averill at once. Is he at his home?” 
 
    The young man looked a little taken aback to be spoken to so directly—and to be told the mayor of Vismuth had died in such a blunt manner. Still, his professionalism took over, though the look on his face was strange as he spoke.  
 
    “Aye,” the youth said. “He’s at home, with his lady wife. I’m sorry to hear about your loss, Mayor.” 
 
    Fiona nodded as if this had been expected. “Thank you. We’ll travel to his home at once.” 
 
    The heavy wooden gate rose to its highest point as the chains connecting to it locked into place. The second guard patted his hands on his thighs, sighing at a job well done, then picked up his pike and made his way over to the group. He looked weathered, probably twice the age of the young man Fiona was speaking to. A mentor to a new guard, most likely. John had seen that sort of arrangement several times in the past. 
 
    When the older man saw John, his eyes nearly bugged out of his head. “Ho!” the guard said, saluting with the butt of his pike. “We had no idea you’d be bringing the Devonte with you, Fiona!” 
 
    John froze. A sense of dislocation washed over him, as if he’d just become unmoored in space and time. Fiona looked at John sharply, confusion cutting deep lines into her forehead, then turned back to the men with a forced smile. 
 
    “Me?” John said before Fiona could smooth things over. “I’m just a man who’s half-decent with a sword, desperate for some coin. So I ended up keeping guard over the mayor here.” 
 
    The two guards shared a look.  
 
    “Everyone knows the Devonte,” the second man said, barking out a laugh. “We’ve heard the people of Vismuth owe their lives to you, John. All up and down the forest, they’re whispering that you’re the ‘True Dragon’ or some such nonsense...” 
 
    “We try not to listen to prophecies,” the younger man added, making a gesture as if to say that nonsense. “We’re practical people here in Heatherhill, Devonte. But we know heroism when we see it! That’s for certain!” 
 
    “Excuse me.” Before anyone else could raise an objection, Aoryl slipped off her horse. She led it by the reins closer to the pair, examining them the way a man who catches butterflies would check the coloring of a new specimen. “How have you heard about our battle in Vismuth? We’ve only just arrived to tell you about it.” 
 
    “We were riding to warn you,” Fiona added, looking as if her guts had just been twisted. “About the beastmen. The Deadlands are alive once more, spilling threats to destroy the world. How could you possibly already know about it?” 
 
    If they expected an answer, they were to be disappointed. The two men shared a look, confusion written all over their faces.  
 
    “Why, everyone in town is talking about it!” the older man said, looking at them as if they were the ones who didn’t know what they were talking about. “The streets buzz with news about the Deadlands and the Devonte. Speak to the alderman; he’ll be able to alleviate your confusion.” 
 
    “We’re glad you made it in one piece,” the younger man added. He made it sound like they were the ones in danger, not the town. “It’s dangerous out there!” 
 
    As they passed through the gates into the tidy streets of Heatherhill, John quickened his mount to ride beside Fiona. Fuck subtlety, fuck acting like her guard—this was serious. 
 
    “Something very strange is going on,” John said, looking up and down the streets like beastmen might spill from the alleys at any moment. “You and I need to speak.” 
 
    “You think?” The look Fiona gave him was almost haunted. “Our reputation precedes us, John. We came to warn the people of Heatherhill about what’s happening, but it appears everyone knows all about it already. Even the guards are better informed than we!” 
 
    “How the fuck could these people know what I did in Vismuth?” John asked, his legs tightening around his steed. That was the question he kept coming back to—like a splinter in his skin, or a piece of food stuck behind his teeth. “We rode here as soon as the barrier came down, Fiona. Even a raven sent directly from Vismuth would have only beaten us here by an hour or two—” 
 
    “You think I don’t know that?” Fiona looked even more upset by all this than John did, which truly was saying something. “Let me think.” She pressed a hand to her chin, slowing her mount’s pace as the group headed up the main cobblestone thoroughfare. “Maybe your guess was right all along. They have someone here who knows how to work a Soul Gem. They put up the barrier, then cast a scrying spell over the forest just in time to see you wield Aoryl in her enchanted form.” 
 
    John was already shaking his head. “A Soul Gem is one thing, but only Dragons have magic like what you’re talking about. Dragons and High Elves like Nemissa.” 
 
    Fiona reared up her mount, all the color draining from her face. “John. You’re not telling me you think she’s in this town?” 
 
    “It would explain quite a bit,” John said, nudging his mount even closer to Fiona’s. “Who knows what pies that tricksy bitch might have her fingers in?” 
 
    Fiona looked truly stricken. She glanced over her shoulder back at Aoryl, as if the elven woman had the ability to prove or disprove John’s theory. She still looked as pale as a ghost, but slowly the fire came back into her eyes, filling her with a determined expression. 
 
    “Listen,” John said. “For now, we treat this just like any other normal visit of state. We ride to the alderman’s house, we speak with him, we warn him about the beasts coming from the Deadlands.” 
 
    “But John,” Fiona protested. “He already knows—” 
 
    “And we act like he doesn’t.” John scanned a nearby alley, twisting sideways in his saddle to check the shadows. “Be cool, be natural, and we might come out of this with our skins intact. Above all, keep your eyes and ears open. I’ll be right behind you—and I’ll pass the message down to the others. I’ll make sure they all understand what’s at stake.” 
 
    As Fiona nudged her mount into a more natural stride, John fell back into the formation and explained things in furtive whispers to the other women. Aoryl seemed to be on the point of arguing with him, but thought better of it and stayed silent. Both Emily and Petra nodded grimly, hands lingering near their weapons so they might draw them at a moment’s notice. 
 
    So it was that they reached the alderman’s home—bristling like porcupines who’d been touched by a predator. John’s monster sense hadn’t activated since they’d stepped through the gates of Heatherhill, which was a blessing of sorts, but his non-special senses were fully on edge. He scanned every shadow as if an assassin lurked within, watched every street like it might be concealing a horde of beastmen. 
 
    The alderman’s house was the largest in Heatherhill, and the most splendid. Three stories tall with a wide, wraparound porch, it had twice as many guards lounging around as the front gates had. Something about that set John’s teeth on edge. 
 
    One of the men, older than the others, made his way down from the porch as they approached. “Fiona?” he asked, frowning at the older woman astride her horse. “What are you doing in this part of the forest, you fool woman? And without your husband! Did you finally realize that Lord Crampton is a low-down, good for nothing sack of—” 
 
    “My husband, unfortunately, is no longer with us,” Fiona said, dismounting her horse. “It’s nice to see you too, Alderman Averill.” 
 
    John did a double-take. “Alderman? This is the man in charge?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The big guard—or who John had assumed to be a guard—let out a long, unfeigned laugh before snatching up Fiona and grabbing her in a bear hug. John winced, picturing the damage to Fiona’s broken arm, but the man had somehow managed to avoid it entirely in his embrace. 
 
    “You’re looking well, Fiona,” Alderman Averill said with gusto, setting the woman down on his front steps. “Can’t say I’m all that broken up to hear about your late husband. You and I both know the issues I had with him. I take it you’re the new mayor of Vismuth?” 
 
    John wasn’t sure which shocked him more—the alderman’s style of dress or his attitude toward Fiona. He wore the same outfit as his guards, a boiled leather doublet with thick kneepads, shoulder straps, and a chin guard. Only upon looking at him for several moments would the casual observer notice the way the finery of his garments outstripped that of his men, or notice the small insignia clasped over his breast like a war medal. 
 
    A small, golden sun hung from Alderman Averill ’s armor. The same sigil worn by the five men who’d tried to kill John and his party. 
 
    The sight of it froze John’s blood. Fiona didn’t seem to have noticed it yet, or if she had, she was doing an admirable job of pretending she hadn’t. She hugged Alderman Averill back as hard as he hugged her, wincing slightly as the barrel-chested man set her back down on the top of the steps. 
 
    “That’s right,” Fiona said, giving the man a canny look. “Gods, Averill, you need to start dressing your station. Not to mention your age!” 
 
    “Never!” The alderman tossed back his head and gave another of those full-throated, wall-shaking laughs. He seemed perfectly at ease, but John had seen men who laughed like that stick a dagger through a man’s ribs as quickly as that same laughter fell from their face. He found it impossible to relax around Alderman Averill, most of all because the man seemed in every way to have known they were coming. 
 
    He wasn’t surprised by their questions, either. “The beastmen?” The alderman turned to his men, who appeared to have been playing guards on the porch while they waited for John and his party to show up. “We were attacked by a small force of the ruffians, yes, Fiona. But they were pathetic little things! Scrabbling and clawing in the dirt, like kobolds only less impressive. We turned them back post haste and sent them running for their lairs, didn’t we, men?” 
 
    The guards around the porch raised a cheer at this. Something about the way they sounded made the hairs stand up on the back of John’s neck.  
 
    This place is very, very wrong, he thought, scanning the faces of each of his women to see if they felt it, too. These people shouldn’t be acting this way. Especially not after a battle with the beastmen... 
 
    Fiona looked even more surprised than he was. “It’s wonderful that you were able to keep the town secure,” she said, managing just barely to keep the skepticism from her voice. “But what we faced in Vismuth was no small force—and no ruffians, either. The Deadlands are alive and well, Alderman. No doubt the things that come out of them will not be relegated to beastmen. The tales speak of far more monstrous creatures that lurk in those lands. We have a plan to bring the nearby villages under our protection—” 
 
    The alderman lifted a hand, cutting Fiona off. “Begging your pardon,” the man said with more of that good humor, “but seeing as Heatherhill is doing fine and Vismuth apparently is not, shouldn’t it be you who’s barricading yourself in with us?” 
 
    Fiona’s mouth opened soundlessly. John decided he couldn’t sit there and listen to this any longer. Despite the plan, he found himself stepping forward as if moved by an invisible force. His mouth was open before he could stop the words leaving it. 
 
    “The only thing that kept Vismuth from being destroyed was a magical barrier,” John explained. He watched the alderman size him up as he spoke. From the look of the man, he considered this newcomer much more of a threat than dear old Fiona. “It’s activated by the town’s Soul Gem. Do you have someone here capable of manipulating yours? It would be a great help if you did.” 
 
    Alderman Averill ’s eyes narrowed. “I think I’ll keep that to myself. And maybe Fiona, should she deem to ask me. And who might you be?” 
 
    One of the guards standing next to the alderman did a double take, his eyes widening. “Milord, that’s John Devonte!” 
 
    John bit back a sigh and wondered if everyone in this backwater burg had already heard of him. 
 
    Alderman Averill ’s broad face was split by a wide smile. “Well, this is a pleasant surprise!” Before John could stop him, the man pulled him into another one of those big, barrel-chested embraces. John felt as if the big man were trying to break his ribs with the force of the hug. By the time he let go, John felt vaguely jelly-like. “The Hero of Vismuth in the flesh! See Fiona, Heatherhill has nothing to worry about. Not with this man and his magic shield at the ready to defend our gates!” 
 
    John could hardly believe his ears. “This isn’t a joke,” he spat, his tone so vehement that the smile fell off Alderman Averill ’s face. “The beastmen are on the march, burning and pillaging everywhere they go.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t be worried about that,” the alderman said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “There’s a Draco King moving from the capital.” 
 
    That was news.  
 
    “Even so,” John said, “you can’t ignore the beastmen or what else could come from the awakened Deadlands. And the presence of a Draco King can only mean bad things as well. These villages and farms will be caught between a hammer and an anvil.” 
 
    The alderman stared at John for a long moment, his boots scuffing on the boards of his porch. The other guards had all fallen silent, like they were waiting for their lord to tell them whether he was offended or not and act accordingly. 
 
    Alderman Averill guffawed. “Well, this all really seems to be a lot of fuss for a whole lot of nothing.” 
 
    John and Fiona shared a look.  
 
    “That’s your conclusion?” John said in disbelief. 
 
    “There’s a Draco King on the way,” Alderman Averill said, as if it were so simple anyone could see it. “Backed up by cavalry and pikemen, I’d reckon. Probably a few Dragontouched mages among his coterie. Which means we have nothing to worry about! The Draconic Emperor’s forces will sweep those beasts from the land, and all will be well once more.” 
 
    John groaned inwardly at the alderman’s words. He still wasn’t sure if the man and his forces had actually clashed with the beastmen or not. If someone had held a crossbow to his head, he would have guessed no. Likely as not the alderman had heard about the stirrings in the Deadlands, then ran afoul of some dressed-up kobolds and proclaimed him and his men great conquerors. Which meant that when a real force came to Heatherhill, it would likely flatten the place. 
 
    “But we can speak of this later!” The alderman smiled once more, looking like he’d gladly embrace Fiona for a second time. Did the man fancy her? If so, then John understood a little of why he was so unfazed by the old Mayor’s death. Dimly, John realized that Alderman Averill hadn’t even bothered to ask how the man died. “Tonight, Fiona, you are our honored guest! You will stay in my mansion, in the guest wing, and your… bodyguards will be given rooms at the local tavern.” 
 
    Fiona gave the man a long, appraising look. “The Golden Goat?” she asked, nodding with her chin down a busy thoroughfare. “I know the place well, Averill. I think I might take a room there myself.” 
 
    A strange look flickered across the alderman’s face. “Oh no, I insist,” he said, gesturing toward the front door of his mansion. “A person as important as you shouldn’t be sleeping with common ruffians and criminals! You are this town’s honored guest, Fiona!” 
 
    “I couldn’t possibly,” Fiona said with a glance at John. “We would be impugning on the sleep of your lady wife. And given that you’ve already heard about John Devonte’s exploits on the battlefield, you’ve no doubt heard about his extracurricular activities as well? Particularly their volume?” 
 
    The alderman guffawed loud and long at that. “Indeed we have.” The man clapped John on the back so hard he nearly knocked him off his feet. “Very well, Fiona, if you insist. Stay at the Golden Goat tonight. But please inform the innkeeper that you stay there at my pleasure. The rooms, the food, anything else you may require—it will be my pleasure to take care of that personally!” 
 
    “Much appreciated,” Fiona said, sounding like she meant it. “I’m sure these girls will enjoy a trip to the local bathhouse, as well. The road has left us all as dirty as we are weary, as you can no doubt tell just by looking at us.” 
 
    John bit back another sigh as he listened to Fiona and the alderman talk. He got the impression that there was something distinctly false about the tenor of their conversation. The constant exchanging of pleasantries, the feigned rejections before accepting a gift—all of it reminded him that the noble born spoke a language people like him and his friends could only translate, and never truly speak. Not that he wished to speak it. He’d much rather remain his own man, than be some politician who pretended to be a servant of the people. 
 
    After a great deal more of this back and forth while John spoke with Emily and Aoryl, Fiona and the alderman said their goodbyes.  
 
    No sooner had their horses made it far enough down the thoroughfare to hide their voices did Fiona ride up next to John, her face lined with worry. “That was one of the oddest fucking meetings I’ve ever taken,” the older woman said, glancing back over her shoulder at the alderman’s mansion. 
 
    “I’m glad I’m not the only one who thinks that,” John said. “Is that man naïve, or is he evil?” 
 
    Fiona snorted. “Alderman Averill might have a title, but he’s a lot more like you than you’d probably believe, John. He won his coat of arms and his position through deeds, not noble birth. The man’s a war hero, which might account for the difference in how our villages handled the beastmen outbreak.” 
 
    Perhaps. But John didn’t believe that—and he didn’t think Fiona did, either.  
 
    “I still don’t like it,” he grumbled. 
 
    “You don’t have to like it,” Fiona replied. “You just have to enjoy the man’s hospitality. We’ll all eat well tonight, and sleep in a bed rather than beneath a hedge. I consider that a win in my book, don’t you?” 
 
    Before John could respond, the formation shifted. Petra spurred her horse to the front, looking like she had something to say. She glanced from Fiona to John as she drew her mounts level to theirs, her face flushing as she realized she’d just interrupted their conversation. 
 
    “Go on,” John said, beckoning her on. “Everything alright, Petra?” 
 
    The young woman’s eyes gave him all the answer he needed to know. “Did that feel fishy as hell to anyone else here, or just me?” 
 
    “That’s what we were just talking about,” John replied. “Fiona suggested we ought to accept the town’s hospitality and try to press our case once more in the morning. But we should all be keeping our eyes and ears open for any strangeness.” 
 
    Petra nodded once, sharply. “In that case, I want to head to the town’s forge. My father knows Terrence, the man who runs it—our families have done business before. Maybe I can hear a few things about the beastmen attack that the people in charge wouldn’t tell you?” 
 
    John had to admit it was a damned good idea. “Be quick about it,” he told the young woman, giving her his blessing. “We’re staying at the Golden Goat tonight—come back and report as soon as you know anything. Aoryl and Emily are going to the bathhouses, but I’m not feeling that. I’ll stay downstairs and wait for everyone to report in safely.” 
 
    Fiona’s eyebrows rose. “Oh? And what will you be doing while we’re scoping out the town, John Devonte?” 
 
    A grin split his face. “What else? Drinking. And on other people’s tabs, no doubt.” He leaned over, patting the side of his mare. “No better place in the world to soak up local gossip than the common room of a tavern. Nothing loosens men’s tongues like alcohol and companionship.” He gave Fiona a long, lingering look, thinking of the strange embrace she’d pulled him into after their battle outside Vismuth’s gate. “Except perhaps the charms of the fairer sex…” 
 
    Fiona coughed to cover up how she felt about that. “You heard the man,” she said, looking at each woman in the group in turn. “You have your assignments. Report back to John at the Golden Goat when you’re done.” 
 
    John couldn’t help himself. “And what will you be doing while we’re busy with all this reconnaissance and subterfuge, your Mayorship?” 
 
    “Getting my beauty sleep,” Fiona grumbled. “Perks of being the one in charge.” 
 
    So you are, John thought, spurring his horse forward. To these people, at least.  
 
    As he rode for the Golden Goat, John reflected that even though he didn’t feel right about the village of Heatherhill, it would be nice to have an actual bed beneath him. Soon, he’d have two freshly bathed and sweet-smelling women to share it with, as well. 
 
    But for now, he intended to haunt the common room of the tavern for a while. See who wanted to buy a drink for the Hero of Vismuth. Find out what he could about Heatherhill and how it had survived the beastmen incursion. 
 
    Because there was something strange about this place. John was sure of it.  
 
    And by the time they left, he fully intended to get to the bottom of it.

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Apparently having a name above the door is great for business,” John said as he tied up his mount. “This Golden Goat is packed, Fiona.” 
 
    The two of them had ridden the last bit of the way to the tavern together, having said goodbye to Petra, Aoryl, and Emily. The former was meeting with Heatherhill’s blacksmith to gain any intelligence she could, while John’s bound Wargear had left them with plans to go visit the town’s bathhouse. No doubt Aoryl and Emily were just settling down to a nice soak together now, their naked bodies easing into a steaming tub of water in a room filled with bathing beauties... 
 
    That could wait until later, however. John’s pulse thrummed with excitement at the thought of having both of his women at the same time—but for now, his goal was to ingratiate himself with the people of Heatherhill. And while doing so, to find out as much as possible about the beastmen attack and why the town had survived it. 
 
    There was something strange going on, John knew. For all Alderman Averill’s talk about their well-trained guards and high walls, the town of Heatherhill didn’t have the resources that Vismuth had been able to marshal when the monsters came spilling from the Deadlands. Yet this town had not had access to Soul Gem magic and had been left unscathed by the beasts. John wasn’t sure yet what it all added up to, but he didn’t like it. 
 
    Every table inside the Golden Goat was occupied. The smell of beer and sweat filled the air, the atmosphere crackling with nervousness beneath its exterior of good humor. John knew terrified men when he saw them, no matter how well they tried to mask their feelings behind drink. The villagers who’d come to the Golden Goat that evening drank like they weren’t sure if they’d be alive tomorrow. It set John’s teeth on edge. 
 
    “I’m going to get us rooms,” Fiona said, examining the stairs to the second floor with a critical eye. “Will you be alright down here by yourself, Devonte, or do you need me to chaperone you?” 
 
    John laughed. “I’ll be perfectly alright,” he said, making his way toward the bar. “Just make sure the proprietor understands any drinks I purchase for myself or others go on Alderman Averill’s tab.” 
 
    Fiona nodded at that, then made her way to flag down the innkeeper. 
 
    Leaving John alone with his thoughts in a crowd of people. 
 
    He took in the large common room filled with drunk, nervous patrons. 
 
    No time like the present, he thought, approaching the bar with a smile and a wave.  
 
    “One ale, please,” he said, flagging down the nearest bartender. “You wouldn’t have happened to have made any visits to Vismuth recently, have you, my good man?” 
 
    As it turned out, the bartender hadn’t—but he recognized John Devonte all the same. In fact, it seemed like everyone at the Golden Goat that evening knew who John was and what he’d done back in Vismuth. They all wanted to pat him on the back over it, or ask how he could have possibly saved the town against hordes of beastmen. 
 
    In short order, John had a table near the back of the common room. He’d chosen it deliberately, wanting to be far enough away from the door to see trouble before it reached him and close enough to intercept Petra or his women once they made their way back from their errands. The look that both Aoryl and Emily had given him before they’d left lingered in his mind, their lustful gazes remaining even when they themselves had faded. He knew that once they came back, they’d want him to go upstairs with them for a good, long while.  
 
    Probably the rest of the night, even. 
 
    The gossip turned out to be more threadbare than he’d feared. If these villagers had concerns about the way Alderman Averill was doing things, they had the good sense not to mention it openly. Even once John plied them with more drinks (figuring what the hell, it’s all on the alderman’s tab), the farmers and merchants he’d invited to his table were tight-lipped about their leader and his plans. 
 
    “Aye, we lost a few in the attack,” a heavy-jowled man who’d introduced himself as a fertilizer supplier told John. The man was already deep into his cups, his tongue about as loose as anyone would have been able to get it through drink. “But the alderman sent those beasts a’packin’! You’ve got nothing to worry about, Devonte—in fact, now that we’ve got you on our side, I’m thinking it’s time we strike out into the Deadlands and take the fight to those monsters!” 
 
    “Hear hear!” someone added, lifting their glass in a makeshift toast. “Let’s exterminate the beasts!” 
 
    Before John could reply to that, someone tapped him on the shoulder. He turned, expecting another drunk patron looking for a free mug of ale, but found himself staring directly into Fiona’s face. 
 
    “I’ve secured us rooms,” she informed him curtly. “Best ones in the building, in fact. Turns out knowing Alderman Averill has its perks.” 
 
    He could barely hear her over all the talking. John nodded, taking another sip of his ale. There was a strange, rancid note underneath the yeasty taste of the brew, but he was far too thirsty from the road to care. “Sounds good!” 
 
    “I told the innkeeper we’d need three,” Fiona said, leaning in. “One for me, one for the blacksmith’s little daughter, and one for everyone else. Is that correct, John?” 
 
    John could feel his brows furrowing together. The drink in his gut inspired him to be bold—much bolder than he’d have been if not half-muffled by the sounds of drinking and camaraderie. “Unless you want to join us and make it two rooms,” he said, the corner of his mouth curling upward. 
 
    It was the wrong thing to say. Fiona might very well have taken John up on his offer, but not on a night like tonight. There was far too much strangeness afoot for the mayor of Vismuth to relax and allow herself to be seduced. 
 
    When John saw the look on her face, he immediately decided to back off. “A joke, Mayor,” he insisted, forcing grin to his face. The alcohol made it a little easier. “Believe me, I’ll have more than enough to keep my hands full tonight.” 
 
    “And some other things, too, probably,” Fiona said, making a face. “Oh, I forgot to mention—Petra is back. Looks like she didn’t get much out of the blacksmith.” 
 
    John nodded. “Can’t say that I’m surprised,” he said, leaning over and dropping his voice. “These people—it’s like there’s something here they’re afraid of. Like a wall between their thoughts and their words. You understand me, Fiona? It almost feels magical in origin.” 
 
    Fiona was a smart woman. John knew he didn’t need to say the words ‘Nemissa Forestbane’ to make her think of the High Elf’s influence. He watched the furrows in her brows deepen and knew he’d struck home. 
 
    “Keep your wits about you,” Fiona insisted, lifting John’s mug and setting it a few inches aside. “Don’t get too drunk, John. You’ll be upsetting me—and probably spoiling things for your pretty little partners.” 
 
    Not a chance, John thought with a grin.  
 
    “Bring Petra over here,” he said instead, craning his neck for a better look at where the young woman stood. “I want to hear what she’s got to say.” 
 
    With a sigh and a roll of her eyes, Fiona rose to her full height and was gone. No sooner had she stalked up the stairs to her suite than Petra noticed John from across the crowded room, her eyes widening slightly when she realized how many people he’d surrounded himself with. John managed to evict one of the blathering merchants from his seat and gestured for her to sit down next to him at the stuffed table. 
 
    “Welcome back,” John said, eyeing her sidewise. “Are you even old enough to drink in one of these establishments, Petra?” 
 
    The blacksmith’s daughter scoffed. “This may surprise you, John, but I’m skilled at holding my liquor.” Her eyes narrowed as if she’d just thought of something. “In fact, I bet I could drink you right under this table!” 
 
    Several of the men sitting near them heard her boast, repeating it until the whole room was buzzing.  
 
    “She wants to out drink the Devonte!” someone cackled. 
 
    “He’ll make a meal out of her,” someone laughed drunkenly. “He’ll send her under the table and have her pleasure him while she’s down there!” 
 
    Petra’s cheeks flushed at the remark, but not as much as John expected. “Barmaid,” she cried, motioning toward a tired-looking waif making a circuit of the nearby tables. “Bring me and my friend a bottle of whisky! Tonight, we’re drinking at the behest of the alderman Averill—and I intend to outdo the Devonte!” 
 
    Cheers rose as the barmaid placed the dark bottle and two glasses on the table.  
 
    The waitress’s eye roll as she stalked off on her heels was nearly the twin of Fiona’s.  
 
     “You going to join me?” Petra asked John, something haughty in her tone. He’d never heard her speak in such a way before, and found he liked it. “Or are you just going to sit there looking solemn?” 
 
    “I didn’t think you drank,” John countered, filling both their glasses. The liquid from the bottle was so dark it was nearly black, filling the air around the table with a scent of rich peat. “You never seemed interested in it back in Vismuth...” 
 
    Petra faltered for a moment. “My father,” she explained, her hand caressing her glass. “He didn’t like it. Didn’t want his daughter to be thought a common trollop, or become some bar floozy who gets pregnant by a passing adventurer...” 
 
    There was a canny look in her eyes when she said that last part. Now it was John who felt his cheeks coloring. 
 
    “I would never,” John said, meaning it. “You’re like a sister to me.” 
 
    Petra tipped back her glass and downed half of it in a single long swig. Trails of the dark liquor trickled down the sides of her throat, wetting the front of her shirt and making it cling to her small, perky breasts. 
 
    “Plenty of villages where men fuck their sisters.” Petra laughed, nodding at John’s glass. “Drink, Devonte!” 
 
    Fiona warned me not to get too drunk tonight, John thought. On top of that, the way Petra had suddenly begun acting was odd to say the least. It wasn’t like her. John didn’t trust it. 
 
    So he made a show of taking a much larger drink than she had, swigging the dark liquor around in his mouth before swallowing some of it. Whatever was in the bottle had much more of that rancid aftertaste than what he’d experienced with the ale, so much so that he nearly gagged at the taste of it. Petra laughed and clapped him on the back. 
 
    “I’m only joking, John,” she said, something of her natural color coming back in her face. “Gods, you’re so easy to rile up!” 
 
    He looked sidelong at her, trying to judge whether she was telling the truth or not. Just that small amount of the liquor had hit him like a tussle with a stone giant, dulling his senses and making the room faintly swim. 
 
    “The blacksmith,” John asked, blinking rapidly. How had a couple of ales and a few sips of something stronger affected him like this? “What did you learn from the man?” 
 
    Petra seemed far less interested in spycraft than with more drinking. “Precious little,” she said, topping her own glass off with more of the dark liquor. “Terrence was surprised to see me, wanted to talk about how much I’d grown, all of that. When the conversation turned to the Deadlands, he got real quiet all of a sudden.” An almost imperceptible tremor passed through Petra’s shoulders. “I think what he didn’t say was much more important than what he did,” she whispered. “We’re not getting the whole story about this place, John. Not even close to the whole story.” 
 
    She appeared to have sobered up significantly while giving this statement. John relaxed, then took another sip of his drink. His head felt steadier already. Why had he been worried? This was just a nice night with Petra, gathering information before Aoryl and Emily got back and he said his goodbyes. He just had to remember not to drink so much that he’d have trouble performing once he had the elf and the guardswoman in bed beneath him. 
 
    Petra, however, wasn’t done yet. She poured the remains of the bottle into John’s glass, grinning like she’d just played a wonderful practical joke. “I’m still ahead of you, Devonte,” she said, loud enough for everyone at the nearby tables to hear. “You’re getting slow in your old age. Either that, or you’re just unwilling to admit you’re getting outdrank by a girl!” 
 
    “You’re barely old enough to drink,” John shot back. He looked down into the depths of his newly refilled glass and swallowed hard. Petra had really poured a lot in there. 
 
    Before he could even start drinking, the disdainful barmaid from earlier sauntered back to their table. “Here,” she said, setting down another bottle of the dark liquor on their table with more force than was strictly necessary. “A refill for you and your wench.” 
 
    Petra laughed uproariously as the woman walked away. “Did you hear that?” she asked, already working the stopper out of the bottle. “She called me your wench! She thinks you’re fucking me, John! So much for sisterhood, huh?” 
 
    Something very strange was going on.  
 
    “I think you might need to lie down,” John said, his voice turning serious as he tried to wrangle the bottle out of Petra’s hands. “You’re starting to get a little sloppy, Petra. Not good for a girl out on her own in the big world for the first time—” 
 
    “Bullshit!” Petra laughed, cutting him off. “You want me all drunk and vulnerable, John—admit it! I’m way more fun this way!” 
 
    “I already told you how I feel,” John said, his anger getting the best of him a bit. He didn’t want to curse at the girl, damn it, but she was starting to get unreasonable. Everything about the bar—the too-happy patrons, the drinking contest, the more and more flagrant way Petra was flirting with him—under different circumstances, it would have made him feel right at home. 
 
    That was the problem. These were not the right circumstances. Not one bit. 
 
    “Drink, Devonte,” Petra insisted, shoving the bottle toward him. “Down it right from the source. Prove to me that you’re the warrior people claim you are! That you’re worthy to the Devonte name, that you drink and fuck like a man of your stock ought to!” 
 
    John stared down into the black depths of Petra’s proffered drink. For a few heartbeats, he felt the temptation of it like a stirring in his loins. It whispered in the back of his skull to forget all of his plans, to drink until oblivion took him or whatever plans Petra had for him that night came to their fruition. His cock thickened in his breeches, rising less because of any true attraction than just in the nearness to supple, female flesh. 
 
    Then John looked up. 
 
    And once he saw the darkness in Petra’s eyes, he knew what his answer would be. 
 
    For her gaze held the same black shade that he saw in the glass of liquor. 
 
    “You,” John said firmly, setting his drink aside, “have had more than enough, Petra.” 
 
    How the girl pouted! He’d have thought she’d been born in a drinking house, surrounded by lascivious, wanton men with which she amused herself. The way her lips crinkled could bring strong men to their knees, and the icy stare in her dark eyes could cut glass. 
 
    “You want me,” Petra said thickly. It wasn’t a question. 
 
    John shook his head. If he didn’t leave the room now, something bad was going to happen. He staggered from his seat, only now feeling just how drunk he’d become. The world swam, the faces of the onlookers and villagers filling the common room to capacity blending together until they looked like copies of the same person, repeated over and over and over again.  
 
    “I told you NO!” John roared, his voice rising to a shout at the end of his sentence. 
 
    Petra just stared back at him. For a moment, the blacksmith’s daughter looked as if she wanted to slap him—then unexpected tears sprang to her eyes. 
 
    “John, I’m sorry,” she whimpered, her expression collapsing. “I don’t know what’s come over me... I don’t like you that way! I don’t even like drinking… Gods, what am I doing down here?” 
 
    Had John been more sober, he might have consoled the girl. But whatever spell the Golden Goat had worked on them both was still thick in his blood, inflaming his lust and dulling his thoughts. All he could manage were a few words of warning. 
 
    “Count to a hundred,” he told the girl, fixing her in his gaze. “Then go upstairs and go directly to your room. Close the door, bolt it, and don’t open it until the morning. No matter what you hear. Understood?” 
 
    Petra nodded mutely, the words sinking slowly into her mind like had to filter through several inches of molasses in order to penetrate.  
 
    “I can do that,” she said, staring up at the second-floor landing. 
 
    “Good,” John muttered. “Because I’m doing the same.” 
 
    With that, John took his leave. He staggered away from the still-crowded table, taking no note of any words that were said or who said them. The whole room seemed to him to be a blur, every person drinking and gossiping merely a reflection of the same person shown at a slightly different angle. The strange sensation chilled his blood and refused to fade until he was at the top of the stairs. 
 
    The rooms Fiona had rented made themselves obvious. Someone—the innkeeper, probably—had tacked up little scraps of parchment above the knobs, denoting one room for ‘F’ and one for ‘P’. The one for ‘J & Friends’ made him chuckle with its euphemistic tenor as he opened the door, revealing a modest room where the two beds had been pushed together into one larger place for sleeping. He was certain Aoryl and Emily would love it. 
 
    A wash basin had been left on a table near the bed. The water within had cooled somewhat, but still felt incredible against John’s skin as he tore off his shirt and washed his face and hands. A chill stole over him, helping him sober up faster. He still felt drunk, but now his inebriation was of ordinary dimensions. The strange spell that had lain on him down in the common room had faded, and not a moment too soon. 
 
    “I hurt the poor girl,” John muttered to himself. He scrubbed the back of his neck with a sponge, letting warm water drip down his back and chest. “Gods damn it.” 
 
    He hadn’t laid a finger on poor Petra—no one could claim he’d harmed her in that fashion. But the wound he’d delivered to her tonight would be a long time in healing, all the same. He’d never had to reject a woman in such a blunt, public manner before, especially one who’d been practically throwing herself at him. In his experience, women didn’t handle rejection anywhere near as well as a man did. Having experienced it far less often in the romantic field, they were much more likely to do something foolish in response. 
 
    As he washed away his drunkenness, John wondered if he shouldn’t send Aoryl or Emily to the washroom once they arrived. Someone ought to apologize for what happened downstairs, and he didn’t think he should do it personally. It was hard to tell which option would be worse: that Petra would still be pissed off and hate him, or she’d try to throw herself at him again one more time with increased fervor. 
 
    Why didn’t he just say yes? Sure, he’d told Petra he thought of her as a younger sister, but he hardly knew her. First impressions were subject to change, and there was little doubt a girl as lithe and able as the blacksmith’s daughter could show him a good time. Neither Aoryl nor Emily would have gotten bent out of shape about it, either. Fiona would have merely been glad to see he had another piece of Wargear. So why had he been so resolute in turning her down? 
 
    The more he thought about it, the clearer the answer became. It was because everything that had happened downstairs wore a sense of wrongness about it.  
 
    Deep wrongness.  
 
    If Petra had begun flirting with him normally, with the shyness and awkwardness he’d have expected from a woman of her age and temperament, he probably would have given in. It would have been easy to say yes, to add her to his arsenal of Wargear. 
 
    But the way she came onto him felt wrong—and that strange, dark liquor they’d both been drinking had felt even more wrong. The bitter aftertaste of it lingered on his tongue even now, blocking out the soapy tang of the suds on his lips as he brushed the sponge over his neck. The more he tasted of it, the less he liked it, until he felt certain that either the innkeeper or that barmaid had added something to adulterate the brew. Thoughts of poison flickered through his mind, but the strange fuzzy feeling the drink had provoked was already fading fast. Likely it was some kind of enchantment, intended to dull his senses. Along with Petra’s. 
 
    If that was the case, then who was the culprit? Alderman Averill seemed the most likely subject, but John didn’t fully understand what the alderman would have gained by driving Petra and John into bed together. Perhaps the man didn’t grasp the nature of his relationship with Aoryl and Emily? He could have been expecting jealousy, fights—an end to his partnership and his Wargear. It made sense. 
 
    “Whatever,” John finally said, tossing away the now damp sponge. He toweled himself off and stripped down to his underwear, splaying out on the bed on top of the covers. The cool air felt good against his skin. “I’m ready for you, Aoryl. Emily, come to me.” 
 
    A smile spread across his face as he remembered the last time they’d made love. Aoryl had such a dirty mouth that John couldn’t wait to hear what would tumble from it next. After the enchantment of the liquor, he found his body eager to avenge itself upon his elvish and human companions. The need within him lay hot and unfulfilled. 
 
    Something else lay within him as well. Or beneath him, in any case. There was something moving in the covers underneath of him. 
 
    John flipped over, untucking the blanket as he scrabbled for what lay within. At first, he figured it to be some insect or rodent that had managed to worm its way into the room, but the thing he found with his fingers was both hard and blessedly cool. Not alive at all; it only moved like it was alive. 
 
    To his surprise, he retracted his hand and found Aoryl’s little pocket mirror in his palm. “Seeker Glass,” John muttered, remembering the strange words the elven woman had used to describe it. The thing shook between his fingers like a miniature earthquake, muffled words echoing from inside the silver clasp. 
 
    Bemused, John opened the mirror. “Nemissa?” he asked, watching as the scene within resolved into the form of the High Elf. “Aoryl’s having a bath, so you’ll have to deal with me instead of her. I already told you, I have no interest in your accord—” 
 
    “John Devonte?” The High Elf looked just as surprised to see him as he was to see her. “Shut up and listen to me for a second! You’re in terrible danger!” 
 
    Ice tumbled into the pit of John’s stomach. He felt like a man who’d been walking through a room filled with corpses while wearing a blindfold, and only now had the fabric torn from his eyes. Of course there was something very wrong going on here. Something dark. 
 
    “What’s happening?” John asked. The terror rose up so strongly in him it blotted out his anger at Nemissa. 
 
    “You’ve walked right into a trap!” The High Elf looked even more frightened than he was, which made the hair stand up on the back of John’s neck. “You and your party have to get out of that town as quickly as possible, you understand me? Run! Now!” 
 
    “I’m moving,” John said, and he already was. He mentally calculated how soon he could rouse Fiona and Petra from their rooms, then make it to the bathhouse and retrieve Aoryl and Emily. Would Petra have even gone back to her room, or had the girl headed out onto the streets? Were their horses still hitched, or had the alderman moved them as part of whatever plan was unfolding before their eyes? 
 
    “Devonte,” the High Elf hissed. “Whatever you do, you must not bind anyone to you here! Do you understand me, John? Promise me, you won’t bind any woman, no matter who they appear to be?” 
 
    The bottom fell out. 
 
    “Appear?” John asked. “Nemissa, what are you saying—” 
 
    A gentle knock sounded on his bedchamber door. 
 
    John turned and looked at it, then glanced back at the mirror. “Never mind, Nemissa,” he said in a voice that was shockingly calm considering how he felt. “I’ve got company. I’ll talk to you later.” 
 
    He snapped the Seeker Glass closed just as the bedchamber door swung open. He’d locked it, but that no longer seemed to matter. Petra stood in the doorway, grinning from ear-to-ear like a stuffed fox. Behind the young woman, writhing shadows filled the hallway of the tavern. 
 
    “John,” the thing that looked like Petra purred, unveiled lust dripping from its lips. “I want you so badly—!” 
 
    Then it was on him, claws extending from its nails as it pounced across the room.

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The thing wearing Petra’s face sprang at John, leaping across the bedchamber floors like a rabid animal. Behind it, tendrils of darkness filled the doorway leading to his room, gripping the frame from all sides like a man clinging to a shipwreck in a raging current. The walls shook with terror like a living thing as the false Petra landed a few feet away, straightening up before him. 
 
    She’d gained a full foot in height since he’d seen her last. The change distorted her features, left her looking more like a monster wearing an ill-fitting suit of armor than the blacksmith’s daughter he’d ridden across so many miles with. She grinned at him, long nails like knives extending from her hands as she met his gaze. 
 
    “John,” the false Petra slurred, her voice filled with a drunken lust. “Take me now! I want to be one of your women!” 
 
    The two-handed claymore he’d looted from the Wyvern Guard lay on the opposite side of the bed. His broken, enchanted sword was closer to hand, inside the top drawer of the dresser just behind him, but he’d never reach it in time. Plucking it from its hiding place would involve turning his back to the creature, and if he did that, he might as well just lie down and allow the false Petra to kill him. 
 
    Except she didn’t want to kill him, did she? No, this creature wanted something much darker and depraved. 
 
    The false Petra leapt onto him, tossing John onto the bed like a child’s doll. He felt his feet go out from under him as his center of gravity shifted, the mattress leaping up to meet him like a swift kick between the shoulder blades. If it hadn’t been so soft, he might have been hurt. 
 
    The thing on top of him grinned lasciviously. Even in in the depths of its malice, it looked more than a bit like the blacksmith’s daughter. Like Petra. But what peered out through those eyes was no young girl who’d grown up in the shadow of the Deadlands. It was something much older, much more hateful. Something colder than the frost. 
 
    “Let’s get those breeches off you,” the false Petra purred, straddling him. Even as they fought, he could feel the thing overheating what lay between its legs. Waves of feral warmth rolled over his lower half as the thing kicked his legs apart, going for what lay between them. The monster was single minded in the extreme, its face filled with as much lust as hatred as it pinned John down as best as it could. 
 
    He felt those long nails rake the fabric of his smallclothes. John let out a reflexive wince at letting something so sharp venture so closely to his manhood, though the false Petra evidently didn’t want to hurt him down there just yet.  
 
    Not until she’d had her way with him, first. 
 
    “I’m going to make the prettiest piece of Wargear you ever saw,” the monster cackled, putting the heel of her hand on John’s forehead. She lifted her ass, reaching for her own underwear as she prepared to rip them away and insert him deep inside of her. “A very special piece of Wargear, John Devonte. One that will make all the rest seem weak and clumsy in comparison...” 
 
    He didn’t want to know what kind of weapon this bitch would turn into if he claimed her. Lacking a weapon, he swung at her face, though his knuckles felt as if they’d rapped stone. The thing’s eyes widened in shock, but his blow did no damage. It only made the thing angrier, and bolder. 
 
    Now the false Petra used both hands to pin John to the mattress. Forced to exert all her strength to keep him from squirming away, she couldn’t immediately get him inside of her—but she could rub her hot, slimy little slit all over him. She moved like a hellcat, humping at his throbbing cock with hellacious fervor until pre-seed dribbled down his shaft. Despite the fear, the disgust and the fighting, John’s manhood did what it always had when this close to a woman’s favors. It hardened. 
 
    The false Petra felt it and grinned. “You’re so hard for me, Devonte,” she snickered, her face inches above his as she held him down. “Why don’t you just fuck me, handsome? I promise I’ve got the tightest, wettest pussy you’ve ever felt. Didn’t you say it would be like plowing a sister?” 
 
    Her words gave him an idea. He shifted back on the mattress, wriggling toward the opposite side of the bed as best as he was able. To someone who didn’t know what lay on the other side, it looked as if he were going for the headboard and the pillows there, not trying to get a weapon. 
 
    “Listen, you don’t need to do it like this,” he panted, allowing the lust he felt to creep into his voice. “Clearly, you’ve proven you’re an able-bodied woman, if a little bit more desperate than I usually like to see. Why not drop this facade of being my traveling companion and show me who I’d truly be fucking?” 
 
    The false Petra looked taken aback. “I don’t know if you’re ready for that, Devonte.” 
 
    Somehow, John managed to grin. “Oh believe me, I am,” he grunted, thrusting his hips upward. The monster felt his cock, firm and stiff against her underwear, and cried out at the pleasure as his manhood grazed the sensitive regions between her legs covered by nothing but a thin piece of cloth. “I don’t want to fuck some blacksmith’s daughter, girl. I want to plow the real thing!” 
 
    Even as he reared back, trying to gain another inch of movement, John knew his gambit had worked. A look of disbelief filled the false Petra’s eyes, and her grip on his shoulder slackened the barest fraction of an inch. Her skin was already beginning to change, the smooth tanned look of the blacksmith’s daughter replaced with a bruise-dark black that resembled grapes ready to be turned into wine. Whatever this thing that wore Petra’s appearance was, it most certainly wasn’t human. 
 
    The monster arched its back, Petra’s facial features dropping away to reveal something angular and aggressive.  
 
    “Bind me to you,” it cried, its voice haughty with lust as it lowered its pussy into John’s lap, offering the slit to him. “Make me into your weapon, John Devonte, and together we’ll get revenge on everyone who’s wronged us. We’ll challenge the Gods themselves—!” 
 
    At the last moment, he twisted onto his side. The two-handed sword lay on the carpet next to the bed, as if it had been waiting for him. He could only grab it with one hand, barely able to lift it, until suddenly his strange strength kicked in and he swung the hilt with all his might. 
 
    The blow would have killed an ordinary person. Unfortunately for John, the creature straddling his waist was anything but ordinary. 
 
    The bedchamber filled with the crunch of steel on bone. The monster toppled to the side, its body shimmering and transforming as it landed on the floor on all fours. John was already in motion, springing for the door without a thought to his enchanted blade or his clothing. All that mattered was to get out of the room, to put some distance between this thing and himself. After that, he could come up with a plan. 
 
    “Run!” a voice shrieked from behind him. Aoryl’s Seeker Glass had tumbled from the table in the fracas and now lay half open, a miniscule reflection of the High Elf’s face shouting through the mirrored surface. “Get out of there, you fool! Get out of the town as quickly as you can—” 
 
    Crunch. The monster’s fist slammed through the Seeker Glass, splitting into a million pieces. Their connection with Nemissa Forestbane had just been severed. 
 
    “Bitch,” the false Petra hissed, peering up at John with eyes turned as red as coals. “She’s the first one we’ll get revenge on, my dear. You want to fuck her before I kill her? Want to feel how tight and wet High Elf pussy can be?” 
 
    John didn’t wait around to find out. He bolted, throwing open the bedchamber door and slamming it closed behind himself. He tipped over a nearby hallstand, shoving it in front of the doorway to form a makeshift barricade that might buy him a few moments of time before the monster gave chase. 
 
    “Fiona!” John roared. He didn’t have enough time to check every room on this floor for the mayor—he’d have to hope she heard him. “We’ve been tricked! Jump out of a window and make for the town gates, we need to get out of here!” 
 
    John trailed off as he turned around. 
 
    This was not the hallway he’d walked through to get to his room. 
 
    What had been a clean if ordinary tavern hallway had transformed into a smoking ruin. Thick streaks of black ash covered the walls, crisscrossed over each other like runes painted by a madman. Beams of moonlight shone through holes in the ceiling, and the floor was littered with piles of dirt, rocks, and rubble. The whole place looked like it had been used as target practice by an army—and then as a litterbox for a horde of wild gnolls. 
 
    The sight froze John in his tracks for a heartbeat. Then he heard the monster slamming into the dresser, remembered where he was and ran. 
 
    His feet slammed right through the weathered stairs leading down to the first floor of the tavern. The dirt and ruin down here was even worse than it had been upstairs; the tables he’d seen before as being clogged with people lay stacked with bones. Bottles of viscous black liquid lay across the top of the bar, half-drunk and forgotten. John realized what he and the false Petra had been getting drunk on before going upstairs and retched. 
 
    Just then, the door upstairs splintered. A great crashing filled the ruined building as the monster punched through the barricade, followed by the sounds of its claws on the upstairs landing. A roar of anger and frustration filled the air, freezing John’s blood. He did not want to be anywhere near that thing when it was in such a state. 
 
    He took aim at the front door and jumped, hoping to avoid as many of the bodies as possible. He jumped from spot to spot like a child after a downpour trying to avoid splashing in a puddle, moving in vain to avoid as much of the blood and bone as he could. Dirt covered his bare feet, dug into his shins, left shallow cuts that bled. 
 
    As he saw the blur of the thing reach the top of the stairs, he lowered his shoulder and used it to slam through the front door of the tavern. What was left of the lock broke easily, revealing a dark night filled with stars and smoke. 
 
    Heatherhill was aflame. And from the looks of it, it had been burning for some time. 
 
    John looked up and down the street in a daze, a small yet analytical part of his mind figuring out the scope of the damage. The worst of it appeared to be concentrated near the alderman’s mansion—the buildings on that side of town resembled pillars of flame, belching thick columns of smoke into the evening sky.  
 
    No wonder the alderman wanted us to spend the night in his dwelling, John thought, watching the flames climb higher. This whole town is a trap! 
 
    Nemissa Forestbane had been right. They’d walked right into a clever snare. Heatherhill hadn’t survived the beastmen attack—it had been laid to waste, its people slaughtered and its buildings burned. Only someone—something else—had enchanted the place to hide the truth from their eyes. 
 
    It was that thing that chased John now, desperate to breed with him. To add itself to his Wargear, and in doing so bind itself to him and his powers forever. He said a silent prayer of thanks that he hadn’t been fooled by Petra, and that the thing hadn’t had the presence of mind to pretend to be Aoryl or Emily. 
 
    Thinking of the pair made his blood freeze. He looked toward the edge of town where the bathhouse lay, praying the damage there was not total. Smoke poured from several of the building’s windows, but the bath house had yet to be fully consumed. 
 
    The image of the pair of them sitting in the flames entered his mind’s eye and refused to leave. Aoryl and Emily flirting, giggling, pouring empty carafes all over each other’s naked bodies while smoke filled the room. All while they were totally unaware... 
 
    He ran.  
 
    “Aoryl! Emily!” He cupped a hand around his mouth, amplifying his voice as much as he could. “Come outside at once! The building is on fire!” 
 
    Deep shadows filled the streets as he tore past buildings ablaze. Waves of heat rolled over him, his naked skin covered with sweat as he ran. Every shadow looked like the monster in that dim half-light, ready to leap out and mount him with its powerful thighs and glowing red eyes. He swung at nothing several times, wielding the two-handed claymore like a toothpick as battle lust surged in his veins. 
 
    “John!” The voice came from just behind him, filled with mirth and lust and malice. “Where are you running to, sweetheart? Everything you need is right here!” 
 
    A section of a nearby building gave way, collapsing in on itself beneath the blaze. Flaming rubble rained into the street, and John rolled through it, somehow managing to avoid the worst of the embers. As it landed in a pile next to him, he saw the monster on the other side. It stalked toward him slowly, taking its time, certain that he’d be unable to flee. 
 
    It was naked now—it had torn off its clothing, having no further use for it. Its skin was as black as midnight, so dusky that it almost looked blue in the firelight. The figure had grown even taller since John left it behind at the tavern, and more muscular, too. Her breasts—for now John could not deny that the thing chasing him was a woman—were high and firm, her body as taut as a bowstring and lithe with muscle as a racehorse. The slit between her legs was totally hairless and glistening, the inner folds pink and plump with arousal. 
 
    Her face was the worst part. Were it not for everything else, that face would have floored him. High cheekbones, piercing eyes, the heart-shaped, symmetrical face of a princess or goddess. The monster’s face radiated beauty, peering out from the evil of its soul like a flower trapped behind prison bars. Looking directly in her face made John’s heart hurt. 
 
    The woman was an elf. But an elf of no type John had ever seen before. 
 
    “You can’t run,” she curtly informed him, showing teeth as sharp and gleaming as knives. “There’s nowhere to go. Everyone in town is dead. Everyone who might have saved you has already been eliminated.” 
 
    The monstrous elf approached the flaming barrier, clasping her hands together strangely. John thought he felt a tell-tale thrum of power between those fingers and apprehended what she was about to do. 
 
    “What are you?” John asked, shaking his head. “Everything we saw in this town—all of it was fake? The alderman? The barmaid? The villagers?” 
 
    “All dead,” the monster said, savoring the words like a dried cherry. “Dead and gone. Oh, a few of them got to sample my fruits before I dealt with them—a woman has needs, you know—but they still died screaming. But not you, John Devonte! You I intend to stay with for a good, long while...” 
 
    “Stay the fuck away from me,” John spat, turning away. “Aoryl! Emily! Where are you?” 
 
    The thing’s laughter followed him down the street. “They’re already dead, Devonte! Give them up—they can’t fuck you as well as I can! They don’t know how to handle a hero’s cock!” 
 
    John refused to believe it. Fear made his feet move faster, though he stumbled over the pockmarked, rubble-strewn thoroughfare. They can’t be dead, he told himself, desperation causing him to shake. I’d have felt it if they died! I’d know! 
 
    Finally, after what felt like an eternity of running, he reached the bath house. The smoke he’d seen pouring from its windows had grown darker and thicker during the journey, though it only came from the openings on the building’s second floor. The first floor looked practically untouched. 
 
    “Aoryl! Emily!” John’s voice had gone ragged from the smoke. “Gods damn it, where are you!?” 
 
    He plunged into the building without a second thought. He was wrong about the smoke—there was plenty of it down here, too. It covered the floor like a fine mist, billowing about his legs with every step as he entered the building’s antechamber. His voice echoed off the walls as he screamed, filling the building with phantom Devontes whose words matched his own. 
 
    “Aoryl! Emily!” 
 
    Silence. Except that, somewhere in the depths of the building, he thought he heard giggling. 
 
    There was no time to waste. Even now, John could feel the monster hot on his heels, that hideously beautiful elf hungry for both his cock and his soul. He staggered through the ruined bath house as quickly as he could, moving toward the source of the giggling. A section of wall gave way beneath his palm, turning to ash as it collapsed. He hardly noticed it. Time ran swiftly now, the monster’s steps feeling as if they were just behind his own. 
 
    He turned a corner and found them. One of the bathing chambers near the rear of the building lay mostly unscathed, with a large wash basin in the center shaped roughly like a heart. Deep stains covered the metal, along with flakes of rust. The two women sitting in the empty tub, however, failed to notice any of this. 
 
    Emily and Aoryl lay in the ruined basin, naked, looking as if they were having the time of their lives. 
 
    Aoryl turned an empty carafe over her face and hair, brushing the greasy strands out of her face as if she were bathing in clear, hot water. She shivered for a moment with pleasure, then her eyes opened to see John standing in the doorway wearing nothing but his smallclothes and a determined expression. She did a double take. 
 
    “John?” Aoryl half-rose from the tub, letting out a little noise as invisible suds splashed over the side. “What are you doing here, my lord?” 
 
    “I knew he wouldn’t be able to stay away,” Emily said with a snort. “Got tired of petty politicking and decided to have his threesome in a nice hot tub, instead of on his bed...” 
 
    “There’s no time to explain,” John growled. Already the bathing chamber had begun to fill with smoke—it poured in from another, more destroyed chamber, filling the air with acrid black particles. “We need to leave. Now.” 
 
    The two women shared a look.  
 
    “But the water’s so warm,” Emily protested, waving her arms through water only she could see. “Come on and join us, John. We were just talking about you—” 
 
    They’d spent too much time talking already. “Now!” John roared, springing to the basin and grabbing Emily with his free hand. Just like with the sword, his enhanced strength compensated to make the brunette as light as a rag doll in his arms. He tossed the squalling, sweaty woman over his shoulder, ignoring the way her feet kicked at his back as he carried her toward a nearby window. 
 
    Aoryl climbed out of the tub with a yell, following hot on John’s heels. “My lord, what’s gotten into you?” the elf asked, unable to see the smoke or the flames. 
 
    John didn’t hesitate. He swung his sword at the window, shattering it in a single blow. Cold air blew through the gap in a pleasant contrast to the rapidly heating world around them. “Climb through,” he said, gesturing at the hole. “Emily and I will be right behind you.” 
 
    Aoryl’s face scrunched together, her desire to serve him clearly at war with the absurdity of what she thought she was seeing. “John, we’re going to get in so much trouble,” she said, trying to laugh as if this were all some kind of joke. “Alderman Averill ’s going to be paying for that window—” 
 
    “Alderman Averill is dead,” John snapped. It cut through her thoughts, sobering her instantly. “Now go through the window!” 
 
    As Aoryl lifted one leg onto the sill, the monstrous elf slammed through the door to the bathing chamber. She unfurled like a black flag, rising to her feet with a determined look of murder on her beautiful face. She’d told John she wanted to bind them together—but she’d made no promises about his women. 
 
    Both Aoryl and Emily screamed. Thank the Gods they can see her at least, John thought, shoving the elf through the window. He leapt through with Emily in his arms, clearing the pane an instant before the creature’s claws came slamming down. 
 
    He landed hard and rolled, dropping Emily. Outside was flaming chaos, the nearby buildings all burning. The flames lit the avenue up like noon, finally ripping away the enchantment that had stolen over both Emily and Aoryl. The elf woman blinked rapidly as she stood, tears forming in the corner of her eyes as her body finally began marshaling its defenses against the smoke. 
 
    “John... what’s happened here!?” Aoryl was aghast. “The city, it’s on fire!” 
 
    Before he could answer, John turned to see the creature climb through the window. It stepped through it the way a man passes over a knee-high wall, carefully and deliberately, and turned to face the trio. In its nudity, its beauty and its avarice, it no longer resembled a High Elf or even an elf at all. It was something hideously inhuman, with bestial designs on them all. 
 
    “Get ready for a fight,” John said, leveling his sword. “This thing’s not going to let us leave this town in one piece!” 
 
    Which meant the only way they’d walk away from this was by defeating the elf. Their power against hers. 
 
    John hoped it would be enough.

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You should have just accepted my offer.” The elf-monster chuckled, swaying back and forth on her heels as she approached. A long, slavering tongue slid from between her pouty lips, trailing all the way down to her impressively perky cleavage. “You could be experiencing the heights of pleasure right now, Devonte. Instead, you’re going to watch your women die like dogs before I pin you down and rut with you in the dirt!” 
 
    The illusion had fallen from the eyes of Emily and Aoryl last. Both women could see the ruined town for what it truly was—could see the monster that stood before them for the threat she represented. Aoryl’s face was as still as stone, and Emily’s jaw practically drooped to the thoroughfare. 
 
    “How can something so gorgeous be so ugly?” Emily groaned, taking a step closer to John. “Is this the bitch that made us think the town was unscathed?” 
 
    John nodded once. “She broke your Seeker Glass, Aoryl. Remind me to thank your former Mistress the next time I see her. Were it not for her warning, we’d all be dead of smoke inhalation by now.” 
 
    The creature, meanwhile, looked suitably offended. “Thing?” she asked, her pouty lips peeling back to reveal teeth as sharp as knives. “I am no thing, manling. You stand before the Dark Elf Valyria, Devonte. Ask your little forest bitch for a list of my exploits if the name doesn’t ring a bell.” 
 
    He didn’t need to. From the look on Aoryl’s face when she heard the name, they were in quite a lot of trouble. “By the Gods,” Aoryl whispered, shaking her head. “You’re supposed to be dead, Valyria. Nemissa told me—” 
 
    “Fuck that bitch Nemissa!” The look of anger on the Dark Elf’s face was like nothing John had ever seen. “That skank won’t be so smug when I snatch her prophesied hero right out from under her! It will be me who rises into the new age as an immortal piece of Wargear under the Potentate, not her!” 
 
    Immortal? Prophesied hero?  
 
    None of this made sense to John. But it didn’t have to. Even if the elves were clearly playing a game beyond his level, he didn’t need to concern himself with it.  
 
    All he needed to do was survive. 
 
    “You won’t lie with me,” John informed the Dark Elf curtly. “And you won’t be leaving this town. You’re too dangerous to be kept alive, Valyria.” 
 
    A disbelieving look stole over the Dark Elf’s face. Smoke poured from the front of a nearby building as it collapsed, bathing Valyria’s figure in shadows for a long moment.  
 
    Finally, something like a smile spread across her cheeks. 
 
    “And you think you can stop me?” Valyria tossed back her head and laughed. Only now did John realize her hair was as long and silvery as the strands of moonlight bearing down on them all over the town. “You are an infant, John Devonte. The blood of a True Dragon might flow in your veins, but you have no idea how to use it. With two pieces of Wargear to your name, it will be no challenge for me to kill you. I could do it with one hand tied behind my back!” 
 
    “Tie one hand behind your back, then,” John said dryly. “Go on—I’ll wait.” 
 
    When the Dark Elf realized he wasn’t joking, she scoffed angrily. “It’s an expression!” 
 
    Whatever, he thought. Any moment now, she’d tire of this and strike. 
 
    He had to be ready. 
 
    “Aoryl,” he whispered, gazing sideways at the elf. “You ready?” 
 
    “Yes,” she replied instantly, her gaze remaining on the naked Dark Elf. “Command me, my lord.” 
 
    “Me too,” Emily added. “I’m ready to put this bitch out of her misery....” 
 
    Valyria tossed back her head and hissed, then charged. 
 
    John was already in motion—he’d seen the attack coming when it was still a twinkle in Valyria’s eye. He twisted to the left, reaching out for Aoryl as the elven woman exploded with a burst of inner light. By the time his fingers grazed her shoulder, it was no longer a shoulder at all. The leather strap of his shield fit his hand like it had been custom made for it, and the iron itself felt as if it weighed less than a pillow. 
 
    With the shield in one hand and his claymore in the other, John was almost ready to face Valyria down. He just needed one final piece of preparation first. As the Dark Elf lunged toward him, pressing the momentum, John infused the living shield with a bolt of pure magic. The more he reached for these energies, the easier they sprang to his fingers, until he could cast his spell as quickly and dexterously as any wizard: 
 
      
 
    John has cast Fortify! 
 
      
 
    A wave of rippling energy crackled over the leather front of the shield, blurring its edges and adding a shimmer to the air around it. The shield felt noticeably heavier in his grip, though as a tradeoff, it was now heavily buffed against any physical or magical damage. He hoped that the Dark Elf’s attacks wouldn’t be able to break through the enchantment. 
 
    “Oh, that feels incredible!” Aoryl’s voice echoed in his skull like a yell from a canyon floor. “Anytime you want to buff me, my lord, consider me always ready for it! Oh, look out, Valyria’s to your right—!” 
 
    Her warning came just in time. John lifted the shield right as a purple-black blur shot through the shadows, aiming at his heart. It was Valyria, and her swift kick would have shattered his ribs if he hadn’t gotten Aoryl between himself and his attacker. The Dark Elf’s ankle turned away from the shield’s front as if greased, and Valyria went down in the muddy street on her ass. 
 
    She looked shocked to find herself sitting in the muck. The Dark Elf groaned with disgust as she lifted her filth-covered hands, and John struck. The claymore sang in his hands, whistling through the air with a noise like a musical instrument as he attacked with blow after powerful blow. 
 
    With any other enemy he’d ever faced, that would have been it. On her shapely behind in the dirt, the Dark Elf had no chance to block his blows or keep him from striking the most sensitive parts of her anatomy. But he’d misjudged her speed. And her ferocity. 
 
    Valyria arched her back like an exotic dancer, lifting her hips as she pirouetted away. What looked like the erratic movements of some mushroom-addled witch rocked the Dark Elf’s body, but when she did it, John’s strikes hit nothing but the chilly night wind. Before he knew it, she was back on her feet, her face contorted in rage. 
 
    Another building collapsed down at the edge of the street, sending a waist-high wave of smoke across the town. John roared and threw himself into another attack, stabbing horizontally at Valyria’s breast then delivering a leg sweep when she dodged out of the way. The heel of his foot hit her ankle, and she howled with pain, the sound of bone splintering filling the ruined streets of Heatherhill. 
 
    Excitement thrummed through John’s veins like a hummingbird’s pulse. Part of it came from the magic of his Wargear, making him feel like he was ten feet tall. But all the rest came from his performance against Valyria. He’d been worried that the Dark Elf would obliterate him, and now he had her on the back foot, constantly dodging and weaving to avoid a finishing blow. 
 
    “John!” Emily leapt across the thoroughfare, her body already half-changed by the time her feet left the ground. “I’m ready!” 
 
    John let the shield rest on his leg, and a mass of light jumped into his arms, forming rapidly into the shape of a bow. The polished wood felt every bit as good in his hands as the band of his shield—with a brace of roc-feathered arrows to match. He couldn’t wield both weapons at once, so he tucked the bow onto his back, gripped the shield again, and turned to face his attacker. He had a plan. 
 
    Valyria wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. A blue-black smear of dried blood covered her knuckles where he’d nicked her with a shallow cut in the heat of battle. “You’re a capable man, Devonte,” she whispered, her dark eyes shining with lust. “I see why you were chosen to be the vessel of the True Dragon’s powers. It’s been a long time since someone’s been able to put up a fight like this against me!” 
 
    If the Dark Elf thought flattery her key to victory, John aimed to disappoint her. “This is the last fight you’ll ever be in,” he said, hoisting his shield and waving his claymore back and forth like an open invitation. “Come on, Valyria. Come and test your steel against mine. Let’s see which of us will walk out of this town in one piece.” 
 
    The casualness with which he made this declaration shocked her, he could tell. For a brief moment, a new emotion shone in the Dark Elf’s ageless eyes. Fear—fear and a worry that for once in her centuries of life, she might have bitten off more than she could chew. 
 
    “You bastard!” Valyria snarled. “I was going to fuck you, but now I’m leaning toward putting your head on a pike!” 
 
    “I liked you better when you were trying to flatter me,” John said, checking the position of the bow on his back. If this was going to work, he’d need to be quick about it. Any distractions would ruin the plan. “I tell you what, Dark Elf. You get on your knees right now and use that pretty little mouth of yours to beg my forgiveness, and I’ll hand you over to Nemissa Forestbane as a prisoner instead of leaving your corpse here to rot. Sound like a deal?” 
 
    Of all the ways he’d needled her, it was the mention of carting her off to Nemissa as little more than a slave that truly set Valyria off. Waves of magic surrounded the Dark Elf, lifting her bright white hair around her head like a dark halo. Clouds blocked out the moon as she tossed her head back and howled with anger, her muscles bulging and her face becoming more and more monstrous by the second. 
 
    John was witnessing a transformation, and he was no fool who would simply let a monster undergo some magical metamorphosis while he stared and watched. He charged in with the claymore, his enhanced strength allowing him to wield the two-handed blade as though it weighed nothing more than an arming sword. With an overhead swing, he cut at the still screaming Dark Elf. But before his blade could complete the attack, it struck against an invisible barrier with a resounding clang. John’s hand shot through with pain from the blow, and he growled in anger. He went for another strike, only to be thrown back by an invisible wave of force. 
 
    He landed hard on his ass, the claymore some distance away.  
 
    “Toss me!” Aoryl cried in his head. “I will destroy whatever foul magic protects her.”  
 
    With Valyria’s deafening screams still sounding in his head, John drew his arm back and tossed the shield at the Dark Elf. The metal disc spun through the air, but before it could strike the Dark Elf, it met the same invisible barrier that had deflected John’s claymore. Thankfully, the shield came flying back to John, and he snatched it out of the air with a hand.  
 
    As Valyria screamed, the noise rising higher and higher over the crackling sound of the flames, something long and dark began to form between her outstretched palms. Her body seemed to shrink just from creating it, indicating that the summoning of this blade required a great deal of Valyria’s power. Leaving her weakened. 
 
    John should have rejoiced at that, but instead he stared at the sword. It was unlike any weapon he’d ever faced before. 
 
    It was long and thin, the obsidian metal folded in around itself over and over again until it looked as if faint ribbons had been drawn through the flat end of the blade. The steel was faintly curved, with a tough hilt covered in fabric the same dark purple shade as Valyria’s skin. It was a black katana—so dark even in midday, you wouldn’t have been able to see a single blemish or stain on the weapon. 
 
    Beads of some dark, iridescent liquid dripped from the blade. It looked like the same stuff that had been served to him in the Golden Goat, and suddenly he knew exactly where that bitter aftertaste came from. 
 
    The Dark Elf looked down at her weapon like a mother beaming at her newborn baby. “Oh, my darling,” the monster cooed, clutching the katana to her chest as she devoured the blade with her eyes. “It’s been so long since we were joined together in battle. Let us spill this pesky manling’s blood, so that he never troubles us again!” 
 
    No doubt the Dark Elf could do incredible things with that blade—attacks that would make John’s eyes hurt and his head swim. 
 
    He had no intention of sitting back and letting her turn this into an exhibition. The shimmer in the air that had signaled the presence of the invisible barrier protecting Valyria was no more. 
 
    Now! Aoryl and Emily shouted inside his skull as one. 
 
    “SHIELD BASH!” John roared, lowering his shoulder and charging like a bull. The front of his shield exploded with a holy light, rippling forward in a wave of pure force as he slammed into Valyria as hard as he could. 
 
    The Dark Elf lost her footing and flew backward. John was on her all the while, leaping across the thoroughfare to land just in front of her before she landed. It felt as if the monster was moving through quicksand, sluggishly turning through the air while he moved as nimbly as a shadow. 
 
    He swung the shield outward in a tremendous blow, filling the street with another one of those crackling waves of force. This one slammed into Valyria and traveled right through her, hitting the front of a nearby building and causing it to crumble. Rubble rained down into the street, black smoke pouring from the ruined structure’s front, yet John still fought on. Still threw himself into the fray with all his might. 
 
    Each blow from the shield left the Dark Elf reeling. They came so hard and fast that Valyria had no time to shrug off John’s attacks—by the time her ears stopped ringing from one, another was already on the way. The black katana slid from Valyria’s hands, dropping to the ground and fading away like an errant puff of smoke. 
 
    With all his might, he racked the shield to his shoulder and checked Valyria right at the collarbone. Aoryl screamed with triumph in his skull as the street filled with the sound of splintering bone, the Dark Elf roaring in sudden pain as she fell backward onto her shapely ass. He’d delivered a mighty blow! 
 
    But he wasn’t done yet. 
 
    As Valyria fell, John tossed the shield at her. It added insult to the Dark Elf’s injury, pinning one of knees to the cold, hard ground as she tried to shrug off the ringing in her head. John was already reaching behind his back, producing the special bow and its enchanted quiver. 
 
    The moment he touched them, he could feel Emily’s presence in his mind. It spoke with just as much glee as Aoryl, giggling like the two of them had just stepped into a hot bath together and were waiting for him to join them. 
 
    “Use me,” the guardswoman panted, her essence thrumming with pleasure as he nocked an arrow to the bowstring. “Put me right between that bitch’s eyes!” 
 
    John did. He was nowhere near as skilled as some of the bowmen he’d met during his travels, having preferred close quarters rumbling to picking his foes off from a distance. But it was no great difficulty to hit a shot when your quarry lay a foot away, sprawled in the dirt. The first bolt hit true, sinking into the Dark Elf’s skull like a sword placed in a stone so that it stood straight up. The second pierced her throat, spearing her to the street like a butterfly on display. 
 
    John fired again and again, until his enchanted quiver lay empty. Six arrows lay inside that quiver when he’d first drawn Emily, and all six had hit their mark. Valyria’s skull, her throat, her shoulders and the hollow between her breasts—each had a faintly glowing arrow sticking from them like a porcupine’s quills. 
 
    The Dark Elf twitched, and started to rise with spasmodic movements.  
 
    It was then that John got to see Emily’s Weapon Art for the first time.  
 
    One by one, a half second after the other, the arrows exploded. Each one caused pieces of the monster to fly into the air and spatter to the ground, blood and bone, flesh and organs laying in smoking heaps.  
 
    John covered his ears and face until the final explosion had ended.  
 
    He rose from his task, sending out a mental push that gave Aoryl and Emily the signal to turn back into their ordinary human forms once more. In the blink of an eye, the elf and the brunette stood before him, each looking as if they’d gone three or more sweaty rounds in the bedchamber. 
 
    “I’d say I got her.” Emily grinned, looking down at the bleeding, pierced Dark Elf. “Or rather, you got her, John. Aoryl softened her up for you, though…” 
 
    John couldn’t disagree with that assessment. “You both did a wonderful job,” he told his women. “Who was this monster, Aoryl? You said Nemissa warned you about her?” 
 
    Aoryl stared at the remnants of the Dark Elf uneasily. Her shoulders shuddered almost imperceptibly as she said: “An ancient enemy of the High and Forest Elves. As she told you, her name is Valyria—and she is legend among the peoples where my former Mistress would have visited before her fall from grace. The assassinations of several High Elves are among the least of her crimes.” Aoryl turned from her contemplation to look back at John, a scowl on her face. “She would have turned herself into your Wargear so you would be bound to her forever. In her hands, the sacred bond between the True Dragon and his women would have been twisted, corrupted into something filthy and strange. She would have slowly corrupted you, my lord, turning you against the path of the True Dragon and the Potentate. By the time she was finished with you, you would have been little more than her mindless puppet.” 
 
    John’s face grew grave. “There are some men who’d be content with such an existence,” he said, staring at a piece of the Dark Elf’s skull. “I’m not one of them.” 
 
    “Nor should you be.” Aoryl’s look was fierce. “You are the True Dragon, John. I’m even more certain of it now.” 
 
    With a sigh, John turned away from the gory pieces of the fallen Dark Elf.  
 
    They needed to leave Heatherhill before the whole town burnt down. 
 
    Speaking of which… 
 
    “Where’s the real Petra?” John asked, looking up and down the thoroughfare. “She said she was going to see the blacksmith before she met me at the Golden Goat. From what happened after, I assume she never made it.” 
 
    Both Aoryl and Emily looked alarmed.  
 
    “Perhaps Fiona found her?” Aoryl said in a hopeful tone. “The two might be waiting for us on the outskirts of town.” 
 
    “Maybe.” John grunted as he strode back down the lane. “But I want to search any building that’s not currently on fire just to make sure—” 
 
    Hands closed on his shoulders. A hissing sound like a thousand snakes let loose filled his ears as claws exploded from the fingers, piercing his flesh in a dozen shallow puncture wounds. 
 
    “How adorable!” Valyria clung to John’s back, two unbroken quills still sticking out like tree branches from the ruin of her face. “The pathetic man truly believes he’s beaten me!” 
 
    “By the gods,” Emily called out, her warning an instant too late. “She’s not dead—!” 
 
    Somehow, the Dark Elf had managed to put herself back together after exploding into a hundred pieces. Now, the monstrous elf bit down into the meat of John’s shoulder. Pain like a searing brand flew up and down his side, filling him with agony as Valyria’s teeth tore flesh. There must have been some soporific quality to her saliva, as well, because the world almost immediately began to blur and distort around him. 
 
    “You’ll fuck me whether you want to or not, manling.” The monster chuckled, John’s blood streaming from its open mouth. “Once you unload your pathetic seed inside of me, you’ll be mine forever!” 
 
    Valyria’s face was close enough to his own to plant a kiss on John’s cheek if she so desired. Then there was a scream, and a chunk of metal the size of a buckler slammed into the side of the Dark Elf’s head. 
 
    The weight of Valyria left John’s shoulders as the monster toppled. Her screams of triumph turned into hideous gurgling noises as she landed in a heap on the ground, looking up just in time to see her attacker leaping into another strike. A lithe figure clutching a blacksmith’s hammer with both hands stood over the Dark Elf, the weapon nearly as tall as she was. 
 
    Petra. Looking so pissed off it seemed she might burst into flames at any moment. 
 
    “You!” the blacksmith’s daughter shrieked, bringing the heavy hammer down with every blow. “Fucking! Bitch! Tie me up in the smithy and leave me for dead, will you!? Will!? You!?”
Blow after blow rained down on the Dark Elf’s head. Her cries turned to gurgles, then the gurgles to pained whimpers as she lifted one dusky hand to try and block the next strike. 
 
    No luck. Petra was furious, filled with a rage so pure and righteous that John and his women could do nothing but watch it. 
 
    All the while, John was wracking his brain, trying to determine how Valyria had managed to put herself back together after being blown apart. Then, he saw it, even as Petra rained down hammer blows. It was a strange glow in the center of Valyria’s chest: a gemstone. And, more than likely, a Soul Gem.  
 
    While that Soul Gem remined intact, Valyria would continue to resurrect herself, no matter what harm came to her flesh.   
 
    A voice caught John’s attention. Between the burning buildings, a figure in a fine riding cloak rode down the street on a horse—one of their horses. When they pulled back their cowl, Fiona’s face looked upon the scene. 
 
    “Devonte.” She made it sound like a statement of destiny. “Catch.” 
 
    Fiona tossed something from horseback, a dark parcel that turned end over end as it sailed through the air. John caught it one-handed, his muscle memory telling him what it was even before his brain could. He held the broken, enchanted sword he’d left behind in his room at the Golden Goat—the one he’d abandoned when he’d been forced to flee from the false Petra. It felt good in his hands, like it was meant to be there. Like he was meant to be doing this. 
 
    He knew exactly what to do with it. Stepping in between Petra and the Dark Elf, he lifted the half a blade over his head and angled it downward at the gemstone, gripping the hilt with both hands as he struck. 
 
    As the steel fell, John thought he saw pleading in Valyria’s eyes. 
 
    Then the shattered, ragged edge of his weapon struck the gemstone. Blood burst from the Soul Gem, far more than the small jewel should have been able to contain, spraying across the street. Thick black blood that would come from no human or ordinary elf spread in a puddle around Valyria, staining the muddy ground as the tainted Soul Gem burst open like a putrefied organ. The Dark Elf’s eyes rolled back in her head, her tongue lolling sickeningly from her mouth as she went boneless in the dirt.  
 
    This time, she would never rise again. 
 
    Soul Essence filled John’s chest, so much that he felt like his body might burst. But when it felt like he could contain no more, the feeling ebbed before disappearing.  
 
    John turned to Petra, who was staring at Valyria’s corpse. Blood covered the blacksmith’s daughter from head to toe, like she’d waded through a lake of the stuff in order to bring Valyria down. She blew a lock of filthy, matted hair from her face and gave John a quick once-over, making sure he wasn’t too badly injured. 
 
    “What the fuck,” Petra asked in disbelief, “happened to this town!?” 
 
    Just then, the Golden Goat collapsed completely. The fire spread rapidly to the buildings on either side, catching some of Heatherhill’s only remaining intact buildings in the growing bonfire. If they didn’t leave soon, this place wouldn’t just be Valyria’s tomb, but their own. 
 
    “I’ll explain later,” John said, gesturing at the gates. “Let’s get the hell out of here before the whole town comes apart.” 
 
    A strange grin cut through Petra’s bloodstained visage. “At least we won’t be leaving empty handed,” she said, reaching into a bag at her side. “Turns out this town’s Seat of Power was right next to the smithy. I have no idea why they’d keep it there, but I’m not about to question it. Look!” 
 
    Probably they had no choice in the matter, John thought. Sitting in the blacksmith’s daughter’s hand was a pale, oversized pearl. An aura of magic gleamed faintly from its surface. 
 
    John knew instantly this was no ordinary jewel. It was the town’s Soul Gem. Now they had two. He wondered what sort of magic this one would grant him once he took it into himself, or whether it could be refined at all. 
 
    Petra held it out for him, so John took it. “Nicely done,” he said, tucking the gem away into his robes. The orb thrummed faintly with power as he touched it, the energy inside pushing against him as if it longed to be released. Soon, he thought, making a mental note to experiment with it as soon as possible. 
 
    No. They certainly wouldn’t be leaving empty handed. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    None of them wanted to stay near Heatherhill that night. 
 
    While the sight of the burning town would certainly cause predators to give the place a wide berth, it wouldn’t be long before the embers cooled and the whole place became a treasure trove for scavengers. John and the others agreed they’d rather not be there when that happened, so they grabbed their gear (John having battled the Dark Elf in nothing but his smallclothes) and traveled over an hour into the woods before calling a halt for the night. The clearing they’d found wasn’t the nicest John had ever slept in, but after the carnage on the streets of Heatherhill, it felt like paradise. 
 
    Battles usually left him feeling exhilarated and in need of release, but the fight in the burning town had merely left him with a bone-deep sense of exhaustion. John’s women, however, were still in need of relief—or at least one of them was. No sooner had he found a soft patch of earth and snuggled into his bedroll than he heard a giggle and felt a weight on his side. 
 
    The scent of cinnamon filled his nostrils, and then Aoryl was pressed next to him under the thin blanket. “I need you,” the elf whispered, her tone no less insistent than Valyria’s had been.  
 
    John smiled in the darkness, kissed her, then rolled onto his back. 
 
    “Alright,” he told her, tugging down his pants. “But you’re on top.” 
 
    Aoryl grinned as she mounted him. She fucked him hard and fast, her need so great that all John had to do was lie back and enjoy the ride. The walls of her pussy clenched around him every time she impaled herself on his prick, milking his cock until he felt delirious with pleasure. 
 
    Aoryl came almost instantly, muffling her cries of passion with the back of her hand. She kissed him hard, her tongue sliding into his mouth as her warm, tight channel wrapped around him like a glove. “Come for me,” she begged, sliding a hand between them to squeeze his balls as she rode him. “I want to feel you come inside me. Fill my pussy, my lord, fill me all the way up…!” 
 
    John didn’t need her to tell him. He could already feel his orgasm approaching, the world blurring with bliss as he buried his face between Aoryl’s tits and grunted like a caveman. His ass left the ground as he upthrust into her, meeting her stroke for stroke. He held her tight, burying himself as deep as he could inside of her as reached the peak. 
 
    Right as he went over, Aoryl’s body exploded with light. For a moment, he could see the clearing in which they’d laid down for the night as if it were midday. Emily lay passed out a few feet away on top of her bedroll, while Fiona snoozed gently in her silk cocoon, lying next to the embers of their fire. Petra was keeping watch a good distance away, but her back was turned to them, and she appeared either not to hear them or to be ignoring them.  
 
    John saw all this in a fleeting glimpse, and then turned back to Aoryl. Suddenly, she was all he could see. 
 
    The elf woman on top of him—she fluttered. There was no other way to describe it. A tremor passed through her body that had as much to do with magic as it did pleasure, and when it faded, the elven woman’s tanned skin was replaced with thick, glistening scales. 
 
    Dragon, John thought, exploding inside of her. The True Dragon…! 
 
    The fact that she was transforming didn’t stop John’s pleasure. He grabbed her hips and held on, pumping madly as he emptied his balls deep inside of Aoryl’s pussy. Hot, thick ropes of his seed sprayed from him like slinging stones, splaying against her soft pink interior until he was utterly spent. 
 
    As the pleasure ebbed, he collapsed against the sleeping bag, staring up at Aoryl. There was still a faint glow around her body, but the scales he’d summoned through their sex had already begun to fade. Aoryl looked almost as surprised as he was by their appearance. 
 
    “I knew something felt different about tonight,” Aoryl said, squeezing his shoulders. “The old texts… they say that Wargear had many other uses beyond merely being wielded as weapons. Abilities that made them nearly as powerful as the True Dragon himself.” 
 
    John ran his hand over Aoryl’s shoulder. Half of it was still scaly, the rest was smooth, unbroken skin. By the time he’d finished the motion, the rest of her shoulder was fully elven once more. “It faded,” he told her, looking faintly disappointed. “Why didn’t it stay?” 
 
    “The process is not yet complete. But as long as you keep growing in power, my lord, it will be soon.” She kissed him on the forehead with a surprising tenderness, then slid off his cock and curled up next to him in the bedroll. “Rest now. Thank you for pleasing me, my lord. I needed that ever so badly.” 
 
    The pleasure is all mine, John tried to say, but the darkness took him before the words left his lips. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    John woke the next morning to the faint sound of running water. His sleeping bag was empty save for himself, though the warmth within told him that there’d been another person next to him until recently. Aoryl must have just woken up, John told himself, stretching beneath the fabric. Gods, what a night that was… 
 
    By the time John finished staggering into the woods and relieving himself, Aoryl had returned—and the rest of the group was up and about. The elven woman came back with berries and nuts, which when combined with the trail rations they’d taken with them from Vismuth made a better breakfast than many John had had on the road. While they ate, the group caught Petra up on everything she’d missed in Heatherhill. Having been tied up in the forge for most of their adventure, she had a much different recollection of events than the rest of his companions. 
 
    “You should have known it wasn’t me immediately,” Petra said around a mouthful of food. John was telling the young woman about the drinking contest he’d had in the common room of the Golden Goat. “I like you well enough, John, but not in that way. Even drunk, I would have thought you’d have the common sense to realize that.” 
 
    John raised his hands to his chest as if he’d been stabbed. “Ouch!” he cried, taking a swig from his waterskin. “You’ve wounded my male pride, Petra.” 
 
    The blacksmith’s daughter rolled her eyes. “Oh, get over yourself,” she said, looking at each of the other women around the fire in turn. “You have plenty of women who want to crawl all over you.” 
 
    “So it’s not me,” John said, recalling the words that many a distressed boy with a crush had heard growing up, “it’s you?” 
 
    He expected another cutting remark from Petra. Instead, she stared into the fire, silently chewing on a mouthful of berries. Had he upset her? Damn it, he never did know when he was taking it too far with the girl. 
 
    “I’m not sure I like anyone in that way,” Petra blurted suddenly, her cheeks flushing. “To tell you the truth. I’ve never… I don’t…” 
 
    The girl’s distress was evident.  
 
    Emily leaned over and put a hand on Petra’s knee, steadying her. “Hey,” the brunette said, her voice soothing. “There’s nothing wrong with you, Petra. Maybe you just haven’t found the right man yet.” 
 
    “Or the right girl?” Aoryl asked, cocking an eyebrow. 
 
    If their words were meant to soothe her, they’d failed. Petra looked even more embarrassed than she had before, if such a thing were possible.  
 
    “I don’t know,” the blacksmith’s daughter admitted, looking pained. “The other girls in Vismuth—they talk about boys like they’re the most exciting thing in the world. Like finding a cute man and hopping into bed with him is a better use of their time than forging a fine doublet, or practicing the thousand-fold technique for tempering a dagger. But I’ve never felt that way about anyone. Male, or female. Believe me, Mistress Aoryl, I’ve wondered many a time if I don’t have the predilection you joked about. It would probably make things easier.” 
 
    The elf frowned. “Not every flower blooms at the same time,” she said in a sagely tone, putting an arm around Petra’s shoulders. “There are orchids that only open once in a hundred years, and only on a starless, moonlight night. But that doesn’t make them any less natural than daffodils, Petra, or any less important to nature’s functioning.” 
 
    Petra pulled a face. “So I’m an orchid?” 
 
    Aoryl laughed. “You’re different. And different is good. At least in this group. Right, my lord?” 
 
    John nodded. “Absolutely. We’re glad to have you here, Petra. And you’re right—I have plenty on my plate already. More than a man’s probably capable of handling, to tell you the truth.” 
 
    “You handled things perfectly well last night,” Fiona quipped. Unlike the rest of them, she wasn’t eating—just drinking some hot, steaming beverage she’d brewed over the fire. It smelled like an exotic tea. 
 
     “I thought you were asleep,” John said mildly. 
 
    “I was,” Fiona said, a faint smirk playing on her features. “Elven cries of passion tend to wake even the soundest sleeper. Not that I was complaining about the visual.” 
 
    Well now. If that wasn’t an open invitation to join in on the fun, John wasn’t sure what would be. It seemed that Fiona was more than ready to join the group in the most intimate manner, at last. He wished she’d taken the initiative last night while he and Aoryl were in the bedroll together, but he understood why she didn’t. Last night had been about the elven woman’s needs. Not to mention deepening their power. 
 
    Speaking of power. John reached into his saddlebag and pulled out the newly acquired Soul Gem. 
 
    The orb looked even more like a pearl in the early morning light. The glow that emanated from it like an aura of magic could only be faintly seen, unlike the previous night when it had shone in the darkness.  
 
    As soon as John’s fingertips were on it, he could feel that strange, urgent energy from within. Whatever spells and abilities lay within this Soul Gem, the jewel was more than ready to give them over to him. It felt strange to think this way about an inanimate object, but the Soul Gem seemed to want him to pierce its secrets. 
 
    John looked up. The four women sitting around the fire were all looking at the gem, each with a different expression on their face. Aoryl and Emily looked pleased that he’d gained another fragment of power, while Petra still looked vaguely fearful after her confession. But it was the way Fiona looked at the gem that struck him the most. 
 
    She looked hungry at the sight of it. John knew that whatever power lay within the orb, it was the key to binding Fiona to him forever. 
 
    John turned the Soul Gem this way and that, examining it in the light. “I can feel energy within this thing,” he said, lifting his gaze to Aoryl. “But I’m not sure what type, or what I can do with it. It isn’t providing me with text like the Soul Gem from Vismuth.” 
 
    Aoryl motioned for him to toss the Soul Gem to her, and John did so. The elf caught it nimbly, then ran her fingertips all over the glowing pearl. Her eyes closed as she relaxed, looking inwards towards the source of that magic. 
 
    “It’s Healing Magic,” the elf said, handing the gem back to John rather than throwing it. “You should absorb it as soon as possible, my lord. Healing spells will be extremely useful to us on our travels.” 
 
    John could imagine. His shoulder was still injured from his fight with Valyria, and his body ached from dozens of bruises and tiny sprains. While he had dressed the shoulder wound, it would cause him to be slow and in pain for some time. Not only that, but even Healing Magic’s ability to wash away their exhaustion and weariness during a long trip would be much appreciated. 
 
    All these possibilities flickered through John’s mind as he stared into the milky depths of the Soul Gem. Then he looked up at Fiona, her bandaged arm, and added a new possibility right at the top of the list. 
 
    “You know,” John said, clearing his throat as he prepared how to breach this topic, “I’ve spent a good deal of our breakfast catching Petra up on our adventures in Heatherhill. But I really ought to have been catching you up as well, Fiona. Because you weren’t around for most of it.” 
 
    Fiona’s exterior remained cool, but John knew that deep down the woman felt as if she’d been struck. “I found Petra and freed her from her imprisonment,” she said, bristling. “I brought her—and your broken sword—to you just in time for you to end that bitch of a Dark Elf. I wouldn’t say that was nothing, John.” 
 
    “It’s not,” John allowed. “But you’re also not contributing like the rest of the group, Fiona. No shame in that—with a broken arm, there’s not a lot you can do when it comes to fighting.” 
 
    Fiona looked down at her sling, then at the pearlescent orb in John’s hand. Her eyebrows rose a fraction of an inch in surprise, and he knew she understood now. “I see.” 
 
    He wanted to make sure she did. And saying it out loud would make sure the rest of the group understood it, too. “I say,” John said, rising, “that I ought to refine this Soul Gem right now. Take it into myself, learn the Healing Magic, and give it its very first use at the same time.” 
 
    “Repair the damage to Fiona’s arm,” Emily said, understanding filling her face. “So she can fight. That would be incredible…!” 
 
    It would be. But only if he could pull it off.  
 
    “What do you say, Fiona?” John asked. “Let John Devonte the physician have a look at that busted arm of yours?” 
 
    Fiona snickered at that. “I doubt there’s much you could do to make it any worse,” she said, lifting the wounded limb in its sling. “To tell you the truth, it hurts like a damned bastard. Thing itches like there’s hundreds of fire ants crawling all across it, too. Even if you can’t completely fix my arm, any relief you could grant me would be more than welcome. Doctor Devonte.” 
 
    John laughed, though inwardly he felt nothing but anxiety. What if he couldn’t absorb the Soul Gem? Perhaps each successive refinement required an additional amount of power, and he hadn’t gained enough of it from Heatherhill to activate the magic? Or what if, once summoned, he wasn’t able to control the healing energies he’d learned? 
 
    Fiona might have said there wasn’t anything he could do to make her broken arm worse, but John could think of many things. Hurting Fiona worse was the very last thing he wanted. Could he handle this? 
 
    He glanced down at the Soul Gem. That insistent energy pulled at his fingers, making them tingle like he’d been sitting on his hand for too long. Something about the energy soothed him, made him feel that what he was about to attempt was both right and natural. 
 
    Aoryl says I’m the True Dragon, he thought, remembering the scales that had erupted across the elf’s beautiful bare shoulders last night. And I’m starting to believe her. If I can’t fix a little thing like a broken arm, what good am I? 
 
    With a grunt, John strode off into the woods.  
 
    He’d made it to the edge of the clearing before he heard Fiona cry out, her voice filled with confusion. “John?” 
 
    He stopped at the treeline, grinning. “Yes, Fiona?” 
 
    “Where are you going?” The woman gestured at the fire. “I thought you were going to refine the gem!” 
 
    John peered through the trees. The sound of running water was louder in this direction, and he knew that if he continued in this direction, it would grow louder still. After all, those berries Aoryl found for their breakfast had to come from somewhere, right? 
 
    “Oh, I am.” The corner of John’s mouth curled upward as he reached for the tail of his shirt. “Fancy a swim, Fiona?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The stream was even closer than John had anticipated. 
 
    He’d hardly even started on his hike through the woods when the clutch of trees around him thinned out, the sound of running water growing from a whisper to a babble in his ears. Leaves and branches ended at the waterline, a smooth stretch of sand about as wide as John’s body fringing the edge of the stream. Beyond it, clear water rolled by at a leisurely pace, broken here and there by an errant rock sitting near the creek’s center. 
 
    It was the kind of place he would have treasured as a lad. John’s mind filled with fishing trips, hikes along the riverbank, secret meetings at night where the dimensions of childhood kingdoms were parceled out in a way that no map could ever show. A fish leapt from the middle of the stream as he tugged off his boots and stuck one foot into the water, hissing at the temperature. 
 
    “Damn, that’s cold!” John gasped, wading in to his knees before he could think better of it. “Oh well. It’ll be refreshing at the very least…” 
 
    He’d left all but his smallclothes in a pile next to the water. He took a step into the stream, then another, letting the running water wash away the sweat and dirt of the road. Though chilly, it truly was refreshing. If their business wasn’t so pressing, he might have taken a good long soak before activating the Soul Gem. 
 
    The bank of the river dropped sharply near the middle. John nearly lost his balance and fell, just before the sounds of breaking branches heralded the arrival of the rest of his party. He turned around and waved a hand in greeting, the pearl Soul Gem clutched in his fingers. 
 
    “Water’s fine!” he roared, his laughter filling the morning air. “A little cold, but that’s alright!” 
 
    John’s companions looked at him as if he’d lost his mind.  
 
    “You’re cracked!” Emily called, cupping her hands around her mouth. “That water is near freezing, John!” 
 
    “Please be careful, my lord!” Aoryl’s eyes were wide. “Don’t get swept away by the current!” 
 
    He knew. He was fine. They could be worried and frightened for him—it wasn’t them he’d waded into the stream for. The person he’d taken that journey for watched him with eyes unclouded by fear or doubt.  
 
    Fiona smiled as she saw him reach the middle of the stream, then she began undressing as best as she was able with her bandaged arm. 
 
    Petra saw her first. “Um, guys?” the blacksmith asked, grabbing at the sleeve of Aoryl’s outfit. “Why is Fiona getting naked?” 
 
    Aoryl saw Fiona, then turned and saw John in the center of the stream. “Oh no,” the elf said, putting her hands on her hips. “No, not in the freezing water! Are you joking with me, my lord?” 
 
    “Who cares if it’s freezing?” Fiona tugged off her shirt one-handed, tossing it over her head with a little noise of exertion. “He’s going to heal me, Aoryl. I’ll deal with a little cold if it gets me the use of all my limbs again…” 
 
    He’d chosen the stream for several reasons. One was that he wanted a buffer in case things went wrong with the refinement process of the Soul Gem. In a worst-case scenario, the stream would act as a natural shield against the released magic, and would hopefully protect his women as long as they stayed on the far bank. It also gave him some natural distance from the rest of his party, just in case something exploded. 
 
    But the real reason was simpler. He knew that once he healed Fiona, they were going to have sex. 
 
    The mayor of Vismuth had been hinting at it since the day they set off together. Her little remarks about enjoying seeing John and Aoryl fucking in a bedroll sealed it. Fiona’s injuries were the final obstacle to bringing her into his unit for good, making her a member of John’s Wargear and a part of his life. He was very, very ready for it. 
 
    As she disrobed, John took a moment to just admire Fiona’s body and how beautiful she was. Despite her age (she could nearly be Petra’s mother, John realized with a start), she could easily have given most of the women John had been lucky enough to spend the night with a run for their money. Her body was still soft and fine, well cared for in ways that put the matrons of her own town to shame. He would have considered her late husband a lucky man, but he knew from Fiona’s explanations of her life that the man had never understood the jewel he possessed. Her sex life with the man had been virtually non-existent, dooming her to a life of frustration and childlessness. 
 
    In a way, Fiona had been waiting her entire life for John to come along. And now that he was here, he wouldn’t let a little thing like her being a bit older than he was get in the way of a good thing. After all, John knew from experience that many a woman of Fiona’s age could please a man better than any tart just past her age of majority. He’d been looking forward to making love to her practically since he met her. 
 
    Fiona took a hesitant step into the stream, wearing nothing but the dainty undergarments that covered her sex. Both Aoryl and Emily watched the gray-haired woman enter the water with a mixture of lust and jealousy, each wishing they were joining her in the stream with John. They knew better than to interfere, however. John was going to need his concentration for this next part—and for what came after. 
 
    At first, Fiona tried her best to keep her sling over the surface of the water. But as it deepened, first to the level of her breasts and then her collar bone, she gave up and allowed it to sink with the rest of her.  
 
    “Damn it,” she muttered, indifferent to whether or not her sling got ruined. “Going to be fixed in a minute anyway.” 
 
    John certainly hoped so. He held the Soul Gem high, the energy from it trickling over his fingers and down to his wrist like warm honey. He waited until Fiona was a few feet away from him, her body rocked back and forth by the stream’s current. She was up nearly to her chin, while the water lapped at the tops of his shoulders. 
 
    “Ready?” John asked. 
 
    Fiona nodded once. “Almost,” she said, moving in the water. “Just give me a minute…” 
 
    Suddenly, the chill of the stream was broken by the warmth of a female body against his. John gasped as Fiona pressed her naked skin to his, bouncing up and down gently with the current. Although he couldn’t see her curves beneath the surface, he’d borne witness to them only moments ago, so he knew exactly what their bodies looked like so close together. His cock throbbed to life, pulsing against Fiona’s thigh, and the woman chuckled. 
 
    “Good to know I still have that power over a man at my age,” she said, biting her lip with uncharacteristic nervousness. “Alright, I’m ready John. Let’s see what kind of cure Doctor Devonte has for a broken arm.” 
 
    It was time.  
 
    John concentrated, reaching for the energy within the Soul Gem. The glowing pearl sank into his palm and disappeared. 
 
    He groaned with sudden bliss. In the water, his cock jerked and spurt against Fiona’s thigh, the pleasure not quite sending him over the edge but producing pre-seed aplenty. The glow from the Soul Gem was within him now, and it felt glorious. 
 
    John could feel light pouring from his eyes. It radiated from his pores, filling him with a sense of peace and contentment. This was so unlike his previous experience refining a Soul Gem that a spike of worry pierced the pleasure within him, until Fiona gripped him tight. 
 
    “It’s a Healing gem,” she said, as if she could read his thoughts. “Soul Gems designed to create feel different than those intended to destroy. Ride the sensation, John—refine the gem, then push the magic into me and heal my wounds…” 
 
    He could do that. Suddenly it was all he could do. 
 
    The magic of the Soul Gem filled him the way a good ale fills a mug—all the way to the top. It ripped away his senses, replacing the chill of the water with a warmth so strong and sweet he nearly cried out with it. The puncture wounds in his shoulder healed, stitching back together until it was like they were never there. Not even a scar remained.  
 
    Around himself and Fiona, the clear water of the stream began to glow as the gem’s power leached out into it, spreading up and down the rushing rapids until the whole creek looked like pure gold. 
 
    New knowledge blossomed in John’s head. Words formed in the air high above him, like a reflection of his fate: 
 
      
 
    Soul Gem Absorbed: Level 1 (Healing) 
 
      
 
    Select your progression path for (Soul Gem: Healing: Lvl 1) 
 
    - Offense 
 
    - Defense 
 
    - Utility 
 
      
 
    John wasn’t sure what the effects of each progression path would have on the abilities he learned, but he wanted to ensure he had the best chance of gaining Healing Magic. With this in mind, he selected the third option: Utility.  
 
      
 
    You have selected the Utility pathway for (Soul Gem: Healing: Lvl 1) 
 
      
 
    John then felt the Soul Essence he had absorbed after slaying Valyria pull at him. He directed that energy into his newly absorbed Healing gem.  
 
      
 
    Level 1 Purification Complete! 
 
      
 
    Level 2 Purification Complete! 
 
      
 
    Soul Gem (Healing - Utility) Reformed—Lv. 3! 
 
      
 
    You have gained Ability (Tranquil Aura)! 
 
      
 
    You have gained Ability (Mending Touch)! 
 
      
 
    You have gained the Soul Skill (Rejuvenation)! (2/2 uses remaining) 
 
      
 
    The words washed over John just like the pleasure, coming in a rush he loved but hardly understood.  
 
    “John?” Fiona’s voice quavered with fear. “John, nothing’s happening—” 
 
    “Come here,” he said, his voice as stern and commanding. 
 
    Something inside of Fiona crumbled. She let out a whimper as she clung to him, lifting her body into his arms as the water around them churned golden and gleaming. On the far shore, John could just barely make out the silhouettes of his other companions, their faces frozen in expressions of shock at the display before them. 
 
    Then they ceased to matter, because Fiona’s body was against his—and his power was inside of her. 
 
    The warm, golden glow that coursed through John’s bloodstream became a spear. It punched right through his chest and into Fiona’s, filling the woman in his arms like water being poured from a pitcher into a mug. Every muscle in her body tensed up as the magic cascaded over her body, the water rising around them like a dome as the air thickened with the telltale pressure of powerful magic. 
 
    With his senses ripped away by the glowing magic, it took John several heartbeats to realize his new spell, Mending Touch, was mending more than just Fiona’s broken arm. Tendrils of golden light wrapped around every inch of Fiona’s naked body, her undergarments having dissolved in the initial blast like she’d never need them again. Everywhere the magic touched, she changed. Her skin tightened, wrinkles falling away as the years slid off her body like oil on water. 
 
    John let out a primal roar when he saw what he’d done. Each time he blinked, Fiona appeared to be younger and younger, her body turning softer and finer without losing any of its curves.  
 
    Suddenly the mayor of Vismuth was like a sex-deprived vixen in his arms, desperate and needy as a lifetime’s worth of repressed, frustrated urges overloaded her mind. 
 
    Before he knew it, he was inside her. The water churned around them both in a whirlpool of flashing gold as John pressed the head of his cock to her needy slit and thrust inside with one hard motion. Her walls were tight, then tighter, then so snug he cried out in bliss as the magic returned Fiona’s body to an untouched, pristine state. 
 
    If I wasn’t already inside her, she’d be a virgin again, John thought dimly, gritting his teeth from the friction as he bottomed out in Fiona’s pussy. Fuck, she’s as tight as one! By all the Gods, this feels right! 
 
    Fiona’s nails dug into his back as John went deeper. Her face filled with bliss as she rode him, her newly firmed up ass bouncing on his rod like a harlot just beginning to understand the depths of her powers. Only a moment ago, the woman in his arms had been old enough to be Petra’s mother—now she looked as young as the blacksmith’s daughter, just barely old enough for her and John to be doing this. 
 
    “Oh my gods!” Fiona groaned, rocking back on him. Even her voice had changed. Her smooth contralto was now the high, lusty simper John associated with girls hardly old enough to drink. Her legs locked behind his hips as he rammed himself even deeper inside of her, no longer in control of his hips or any other part of his body. The magic had them both, pushing them into their most primal urges. 
 
    John kissed Fiona hard. She bit down on his bottom lip so hard that he tasted blood, the hot, salty flavor snapping him back to his senses somewhat. 
 
    “You feel amazing!” she grunted as he reached up and mauled her perky tits with his hands. “I’m wrapped around your cock, John. How does this pussy feel? Does it feel good?”  
 
    The woman hadn’t just been turned into a hellcat by the energies coursing through her—they’d given her the ability to fuck like one, too.  
 
    Fiona rode John’s cock with enthusiasm, slamming her hips down on his meat then wiggling her ass around in a tight spiral once she was down on him all the way to his balls.  
 
    The heat, friction, and pleasure were enough to drive both of them insane, and were it not for the healing magic coursing through them both, they’d already be spent. 
 
    John’s balls tingled, the familiar rush of bliss working its way up his shaft as he neared the peak. He opened his eyes and found himself staring at the new Fiona—a woman young enough to have been the unchanged Fiona’s daughter. Her gray hair had gone back to its lustrous, blonde sheen, and the high cheekbones and enviable facial structure that made Fiona a beauty even into middle age now had the blush of fullness of youth. She was one of the most gorgeous women he’d ever seen. 
 
    Fiona lifted her wounded arm from the water and tore off the sling. The limb that lay beneath was whole and unharmed, the skin tanned and smooth. She used that arm to grab John by the back of the neck and pull him to her, kissing him deeply as she humped his manhood as hard as he could. His member pumped within her like a bellows, stretching the virgin tightness of her walls as he drove all the way to the entrance of her womb. 
 
    A fertile womb? John didn’t know, but he didn’t care. The thought of breeding this gorgeous woman, this mature woman in a youthful beauty’s body, thrilled him more than he would have admitted to anyone outside the throes of passion.  
 
    He slammed his hips forward like a sledgehammer, impaling Fiona again and again as the waves surged around them. He was about to come, could feel it bubbling up from his balls, and knew Fiona would be only a stroke or two behind. 
 
    Pure love and devotion shone in Fiona’s piercing eyes. “Thank you, John,” she panted, a tone in her voice like she was finally letting go of all her worries and inhibitions. “I…I want to be yours! Make me your Wargear, John—come in me, fill me with your seed! I’m going to come too—I want to come right along with you…!” 
 
    John buried his prick as deep as he could into Fiona’s heavenly tightness. No pulling out, no thoughts of spilling his seed, just the sheer raw pleasure of unloading inside of a woman’s bounty. Shit, Fiona was practically untouched now! Her body had been made anew, making her a virgin once more, and John was the only man she’d ever want or need… 
 
    The pleasure went blinding as he erupted inside of her. As the first hot jet of seed splashed against the inside of Fiona’s channel, her walls clenched around him in time with her rapid heartbeat. Fiona went over the edge, letting out huge shuddering sobs as she clung to him, riding out her bliss. The golden glow in the water spread over everything, sealing both of their fates.  
 
    To be united, as True Dragon and Wargear, forever. 
 
    Already, Fiona was beginning to fade. John wasn’t sure what the woman would transform into once she was officially added to his Wargear, but whatever it was appeared to be small. He nearly lost his grip on her as she shrank, becoming a glow of magic that lingered between his hands as the waters of the stream came rushing back in. 
 
    As John came down from his peak, he opened his eyes. Wiping water from his face with the back of his hand, he saw he was holding a jeweled amulet. It hung from a thin silver chain the same shade as the old Fiona’s hair, while the center was dominated by a geometric shape that made John’s eyes faintly water to stare at too long. Runes had been etched into each corner of the amulet, and at each point where two or more lines intersected lay a jewel of varying shape and size. Violet, aquamarine, rouge—the amulet cast lights of many colors across the otherwise clear stream. 
 
      
 
    Soul Essence Expended!  
 
      
 
    New Wargear Created! 
 
      
 
    Wargear: Sun Amulet 
 
    Weapon Art: SOLAR BURST 
 
    Generates a circle of force around the caster that repels enemies while healing allies within its range.  
 
    Slots(s): 1 (EMPTY) 
 
      
 
    As John read over the text, he couldn’t help but wonder how the amulet would be able to tell the difference between enemies and allies. He didn’t wonder for long, however. No doubt the item, being Fiona but just in another form, would simply use Fiona’s judgment when casting the spell. She was the amulet, after all. 
 
      
 
    John carried his new prize to the shore, naked and dripping. Halfway there, he felt a great tugging within his chest and looked down to see a glowing orb forming just above his heart. He reached for it just in time to keep it from tumbling into the stream and being lost. The Soul Gem, he thought, clutching the orb.  
 
    More words flashed in his vision as he approached the bank of the stream, these concerning the glowing pearl: 
 
      
 
    1x use of Rejuvenation (Soul Skill) expended! 
 
    1x use of Rejuvenation (Soul Skill) remaining! 
 
      
 
    Rejuvenation? Perhaps this so-called Soul Skill had been responsible for turning Fiona into a stunning but aged woman and into the youthful beauty she was now. And it had one more use remaining…    
 
    John’s spirits were high as he climbed from the stream. He tossed the amulet high into the air, watching as it glistened and gleamed before reforming into the shape of Fiona. Though she was no longer in the form of his Wargear, the woman was still transformed. Her body was as young and beautiful as if she’d only just come into her majority, and she was naked as the day she was born. Fiona had been stunning before, but now standing before him, she resembled a goddess. 
 
    “Incredible,” John said, his voice filled with awe now that he could take in Fiona in all her newly youthful glory. “What do you think—”  
 
    John choked off the last word as he cast his gaze toward the women waiting for him on the bank. He’d left three of them behind when he and Fiona had waded into the stream to refine the Soul Gem. Now four stood there waiting for him, and the three who’d been there all along stood paralyzed with fright. 
 
    The fourth woman, grinning like a fox who’d just been assigned to guard the henhouse, was the High Elf he had seen in the Seeker Glass. Aoryl’s former mistress. The one who had warned him of the dangers in Heatherhill.  
 
    “Nemissa Forestbane,” John said. “What are you doing here?” 
 
      
 
     End of Book 1 
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